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TAPE 1





Every night for two weeks, I stood in the spare room and thought: ‘Tonight. Tonight I must do it.’ Pulling my dresses from the closet and hanging them on the edges of the mirror that stood upon the floor. In my new breasts I could wear anything - they stayed up by themselves. With the injections in my forehead, I could wear my hair scraped right back if I chose. My face had been wiped clean of all the years. It was clean of life. 


I was ready, but something was holding me back. The old rug, the familiar sounds of heating pipes, the way this was my home. 


I opened the closet. I looked at my clothing. I told myself, to remember - home is a place that is invented. It never really exists. I pulled out one dress and the others stayed behind. I knew I’d decided. 


I put on this short white dress with very thin straps, and pulled my hair back so hard and flat against my head it was like a metal cap with a plume, plume of a ponytail. The skin on my body had escaped usual ageing, mainly because in my youth there had been little chance for sunbathing. Yes, that is one benefit of civil war. It keeps you indoors. If it doesn’t kill you then, my dear, you will survive to be gorgeous. 


I zipped the little white dress and rammed my feet into silver high-heeled sandals. I fastened the clasp of my necklace, like a soldier with his webbing, yes that’s how it felt. Looking at myself in the mirror, I knew very well that I was going into battle and must win. I smoothed wax with the palms of both my hands over the top and then against the sides of my head. Not one hair would dare to shift, and it shone, it shone like black steel. I turned my head sideways and the sight of my fierce profile pleased me. Beauty should always be almost a terrible thing. 


Farkas said later that it was my determination that first attracted him. ‘You looked like you had come there to kill someone,’ he said. 


Maybe he was right, because I went there knowing my life had to die. I had gone there to kill my old self, and make for my new self a christening.





For many weeks, I’d known it was time to die and start again. Ever since I noticed how people like me were more likely than most to wind up dead. Ever since the news flew all around Belgrade of the tragic deaths of the last mafia king of Belgrade and the last king’s wife. 


I’d been living with the Kosovar Albanian, who we will call ‘H’. You know well enough his real name. Of course, he was now the king of the underworld. He was now ruling in the dead king’s place. Beside him was an empty throne, or rather, an empty side of the bed. 


It was a more attractive option than you might think, Charlotte. This was not a vicious or brutal man. He just happened to be in the business of smuggling - drugs mainly, and especially heroin, but also other things, cigarettes, currency, oil, medicine, tropical wood like mahogany from illegal logging operations, just whatever had the biggest profit margins. He was a businessman, you can say. When we met, he was the second-biggest dealer in Belgrade, in anything, he could deal in anything. All his things were stored in the gravel sheds down by the river, just where the road bridge crosses the Danube to the north. It is that district called Ada Huja. Owing to the circumstance that his line of work was illegal, now and again he would have to kill people who might be stupid enough to blackmail or betray him. But to me he’d been kind enough. He didn’t ever raise his voice at me in anger, nor was he once unfaithful in such a way that I would know. Often he would make for me a breakfast in the bed, and he would sit and talk to me as he polished his shoes and I ate the toast, and the way he talked to me, it was with respect and a frown, as if I were a man. To tell the truth, I liked him and was happy.


H was clever, too. Not just in the way of the streets or the business suits, but proper soul-clever. He had a mind that was free. He would put some things together and make of them a new thing. Like, he would say, as we lay in bed in winter afternoons, ‘It’s a part of history, what we do, Margita. Always human beings have been carrying precious things across Europe on the Danube. Even the old Bronze Age men and women did what we do. Think of them, filling their boats with cups and turquoise and tin. Imagine, how they rowed through mountains that were dark at night. The heavy forest hung right over the water, and in it was the breath of wolves.’ 


I liked how he made these stories. He had such a way of telling them. He was almost as good a storyteller as I was. 'More,’ I would say, when he paused. 


I liked it very much, when H was the second-biggest in the city. It was different when he ascended to the throne. It was different when I realised he must have ordered his men to kill the last king’s wife: beside her husband, in the passenger seat of their Mercedes.


People say he also killed his own father. I think he did. 


It was two nights after he’d won the crown, that I’d said I was leaving. ‘Not right away,’ I’d said. ‘Just as soon as I find somewhere else.’


‘Someone else,’ said H, sitting by the window. He looked at me for a long while, and then he smiled. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘Please, do what you like. I would never like for you to feel trapped here.’





How much of the past could I lose, I remember wondering, before I walked away from the glass. I was thirty-eight, but that girl in the mirror, she was so blank, so perfectly cool, she could have been practically new. I closed the door of the apartment behind me, and with every step of that huge old wooden spiral stair I could feel it disappearing behind me. The past, or reality - home, being who you are - falling away. It was nothing but the thin strip of light that shines out from beneath someone else’s door. 


If you have done it once, you can do it again. 


I stepped onto the landing of the floor below. I walked down to the waiting cab in my long quilted silver coat. I climbed in and I told the driver, ‘Vora.’ 





Everyone knows the kind of place. Every city in the world has a street like this. Every city has an elegant strip where rich old men pay tribute to beauty, douse it in champagne and ease its teenage panties off. If you are a woman and you’re not yet twenty-five, then this is the place to come for free drinks and venereal disease, this is the place to come for adulation and a new apartment, this is the place to swipe your ass like a Gold Card over your dreams. This is the place in which you can let men invent you, in which you can sit back and rest. If you are a woman who has the convincing appearance of being not yet twenty-five, then it can also be your marketplace.


Do you want some description? You were always so interested in old and misused buildings, Charlotte. The beautiful ones that had got lost. Always you found decadence so engaging, that I believe you were being genuine in this respect. Like for you a city also was a person whose truth must be uncovered, that can explain your hunger for it. You did not want the social personality, the public face - you wanted to see inside the dressing room of its soul. “Character”, you called it, in the cafe of the Hotel Moskva. “This city has so much character.” 


So for you I will do some detail about our 'Silicon Valley', that street Strahinjica Bana, to which I never took you. The buildings on this boulevard are dating from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. All are beautifully proportioned villas with old stone balconies, and they are neon floodlit. Red carpets stretch down the front doorsteps to the street. The doormen look you up and down as you turn and take the steps. If you’re a woman, they want to see that you are young and sober and beautiful and revealingly dressed; if you’re a man, they want to see that you are rich. They are always turning away girls from the provinces who are young but too fat, or their clothes too ordinary. They are always turning away men who wear the wrong shoes, or a cheap jacket. 


I let my coat blow behind me in the winter breeze. This made me very cold, but had the advantage of showing the doormen the length of my slim brown legs, the way my thighs slid beneath the flared hem of my dress, and how the white fabric clung around my high expensive breasts. They nodded at me, and one of them murmured. I always had a good walk. It was one of the few things that came naturally to me. I can tell you, there is a pleasure in walking well: to slice the air in the best possible way. 


The stiletto heels of my sandals sank into the red carpet. Then warm air billowed out to meet me, and I was walking on marble. 


The mezzanine stretched out before me. It was the balcony of a big double stair: one staircase went down from each side of it, into the large bar below. The staircases were made of glass. Not just the sides, but the steps also. I guess this must have been so that the men could look up the dresses of the girls as they came down, or maybe it was just to excite them with the thought of this possibility. Anyway, with the staircases, everyone in the bar could easily see who was arriving. Every man could watch the new girls coming in. 


I watched two girls go ahead of me, in tight and brightly-coloured dresses. I watched them laugh very loudly to draw attention to themselves, and then I watched them disappear into the crowd below. 


You must always be different. You must always stand out. 


Every other woman in this place had left her coat in the cloakroom, so I kept mine on. 


Every other woman in this place was laughing and smiling, so I looked serious. That wasn’t hard. I did not much feel like laughing anyway. I kept thinking that soon I was going to have to sleep with someone who was not H, after three years of the luxury of having only one lover, a man I had actually liked to be with. I had been spoiled by sexual fidelity. 


So it was easy to look serious that night, and it was easy to keep my coat on, not because I was cold any more but because I didn’t want to be selling myself to a man any sooner than I had to. It’s nice when pragmatism by chance coincides with one’s real wishes. 


The music in that place was loud. Dance music, played at a volume that can conceal the fact that none of the people has very much to say. The music rose up and met me like a cushion as I descended the stair. It folded around my ears with all the laughter in it. As in all such places, the men were drunk and the girls were sober because of how they only sipped at their champagne. If they get drunk, the girls don’t look so good. If they don’t look so good, they’ll leave here empty-handed. This is why the girls are always sober. But everyone is laughing. There is not one person here who is not baring their teeth at the night in sheer happiness. Only I am not smiling. Only I am stopping halfway down the stair and looking around, looking out on all the faces. 


It looks a little bit like hell, but it is a good hell. It is a hell in which you can make of yourself a very respectable whore.


I was certain none of the people here would know who I was. H ran a few such places in order to rinse his money clean, but he never did like to attend them. He had preferred to spend his time in the apartment we lived in. Sometimes we went to private parties, in private locations, where he could know all the guests, and where no-one could come without an invitation. He thought public places of entertainment, public restaurants, were vulgar, and that the people who spent their money there were idiots. ‘Why do they want to eat and drink among strangers?’ he remarked to me once. ‘Do they have no friends of their own, or are they too mean to be a host?’ This is what he said, but maybe also it was wisdom, caution, that kept him away. Maybe the desire and the pragmatics coincided. 


So Vora was not his sort of place, nor was it mine. But there was no better place to come, for the finding of a rich, already-married boyfriend. 


I thought: how easy this will be, compared to my old work. I was working, before I met H, at what people call ‘confidence tricks’, which I prefer to call ‘plays’. Because this is what they were. Dramas in which I was at once the writer, the director, and the actress. For my plays, it was better to meet men away from obvious pick-up joints. Instead I found them walking through parks, riding elevators, or buying cellphone cards from the newspaper kiosks. That was because I needed romance, not sex. If they had not fallen in love with me, the plays would not have worked. 


But this business was going to be different. I was looking for a nice apartment and an allowance, a long-term arrangement. Then I could choose what to do after that. Trade - not romance. It’s nice for girls these days, that they have places like Vora to come to. It’s nice how they can work for themselves and also not even be called whores at all. That is how respectable the business is. It is so respectable that it disappears - invisible, like the glass steps that held me up. 


Only, how to go about it? A menu is a difficult negotiation, from the food’s point of view. I found something unpleasant about watching all these young women trying to second-guess the tastes of strange men’s tongues, to make of themselves a grandmother’s picnic, a little bit of everything, and then some more. 


I descended into the level of the heads on the bodies. In my heels I was as tall as the tallest girls, which really means something in Serbia, where we know how to grow people better even than we know how to bury them. I was looking for some face of a rich man I might recognise, but of course, very rich men do not like to be well-known. So I was looking at faces, but also I was looking at watches and shoes, like the doormen. 


It wasn’t an easy crowd. None of the men seemed to be looking at me. Everyone was inclining to sudden gestures, and liking to wave their cigarettes around. 


I held the flammable fabric of my coat close to me. 


I needed some space to operate. I came out of the other side of the crowd feeling cross. There were two men at the bar, well-dressed and with some space nearby. I caught the eye of one of them sideways and I seemed to be heading only for the space just next to them. Both men had their eyes on me as I approached, and then one of them - the slim one - he tilted his head a bit and said something to the other, obviously a remark about me although I couldn’t hear it. Neither of them took their eyes off me, and the one who had listened to the remark, he just nodded as he carried on looking. You know how men do this to a woman, when they want to get her attention. On the basis that always a person is curious to know what other people are saying about her. 


The slim man straightened as I got to the bar. He heard me ordering my vodka martini, and he said, ‘Can you believe it? In this place, a girl buying her own drink.’ 


‘She’s looking for her husband,’ said the other one, who was huge like a bear. These were the first words I ever heard from Farkas Sovany. Quite funny, really. 


I glanced at him, then glanced down like I was dismissing him. Looking down, there was a Rolex and also very nice handmade shoes. ‘That’s why she still has her coat on,’ Farkas continued. ‘I think she has been riding around Belgrade all night in taxi cabs, looking for him. He has gone on a small rampage and he is not answering his phone.’


He annoyed me when he said this. What he was saying, or the way he stared at me when he said it, or the fact that my situation demanded that I give him the long look back. The look away and the half-smile. 


‘Why is she buying herself a drink, if she came here to search for her husband?’ said the slim man, turning back to Farkas. 


‘Because she couldn’t find him, and now she must drown her sorrows.’ Farkas waved at the barman, making a gesture that meant, ‘Put her drink on my card.’ 


‘Let me take your coat,’ said the slim man. ‘Leave your husband to ravage the lambs, and listen to my friend’s extraordinary, sad history.’ 


I let the slim man take my coat. He did not come back.


Farkas and I went and sat in fake antique armchairs in the fake library upstairs. Farkas began by telling me about his tragic life. It was an amusing story with which to entertain women. It was about how he had been abandoned as a child (he told it poker-faced and with details, so that I believed it), and then reared in the forest by a she-wolf, how he had suckled on her breasts, founded a city, been crowned a king, ridden into Asia and been trapped by a witch (he talked very much about the exceptional physical charms of this witch), who was so enraged at the fact he dared refuse her sexual advances that she took from him all his youth and beauty and turned him into a middle-aged Hungarian with piles of gold but no soul, before transporting him to Belgrade. 


There were points in the story where I was meant to exclaim. I naturally did so:


‘Oh, how terrible. You poor thing.’


‘Ah, I don’t believe you! This is not true, this is fantastical.’


‘Ah! Really! You have such a small ego.’


‘Oh! Alexander the Great also?’ 


Then, at the end of the story, very much laughter. ‘No soul?’ I asked. ‘Really, you have no soul?’


‘None,’ he said. ‘There is no hope.’


It was a good story, I thought. He had designed it to make a woman warm to him. It was clever to provoke a woman’s sympathy - then to turn this on its head so she did not know what to expect. It was clever to make a joke of the macho men of history, at the same time claiming some of their adventurous spirit for himself. To describe the pretty witch so well, to make a woman feel a pinprick of pride or jealousy. Most of all, to end by letting her know that he was fabulously rich, while also handing to her, on a dish, something about which she can tease him. I thought it was one of the best flirtation stories I had ever heard, and I was a real professional. I didn’t like him especially well, but then, I was not expecting to, and besides, I at least could admire his solid technique. I began to relax into my plan. 


For the next hour, Farkas talked mainly about himself. He seemed to feel that, having successfully told the story, he now had me in his hand. His own life, his own character, his likes and dislikes, were the topic that really interested him most. I can say it suited me, because at this point I had still not decided who to be. I had thought I would use my intuition. 


When Farkas now began to ask me questions about myself, he always supplied a suggestion for the answer. After a few exchanges, I saw how it pleased him if I could allow for him to be close to the truth, to always almost get it but not quite. When he asked me my age, he put it like this:


‘How old are you? Twenty-four?’


I laughed, looked offended, and said, ‘Twenty-three.’


He snapped his fingers as if he had almost won something. Then he smiled. Then he looked serious, and looked into my eyes. ‘But you know, do not be offended,’ he said. ‘Twenty-four is a beautiful age. I think when you are twenty-four, you will be even more beautiful than you are now.’ 


‘That’s not possible,’ I said. 


Which made him laugh. It was set up, then, for the rest of the evening, what my course of action would be: that I would supply the correct responses to his stories, and also make arrogant statements about myself. This way he was more flattered by my attentions. If I am a confident young woman instead of a submissive, my approval means more to him. This was why he preferred it. And it was good, from my point of view, because it meant he had some real self-confidence, too: that he did not wish for me to make of myself a doormat for his shoes.


‘Where are you from?’ he asked. ‘No, let me guess from your accent, I’m good at this. Let me see - somewhere in the north - Vojvodina?’


I nodded, going along with him. 


‘Somewhere - I think - close to the Hungarian border!’


I shook my head. ‘No. But only a few kilometres from the border with Romania.’ Already it was in my memory. A town I once visited, on that summer holiday, back in a different life. I was seeing its wide main avenue. I kept the image, but shut the rest of it off from my mind. ‘I’m from Kikinda.’ I sipped. 


‘Ah! But that is remarkable, isn’t it? I could tell! Something in your personality of a girl who has grown up on the edges of a country. You are from a borderland. It’s obvious to me.’


For a second, I wondered if he’d actually seen this in my eyes. ‘From the border with a different country!’ I protested, smiling. 


‘Oh, Kikinda’s not so far from Hungary,’ said Farkas. ‘I think we are practically blood relatives.’ 


In which case, it was strange that he was looking forward to the prospect of incest with so much excitement. He hadn’t tried to hide, for the whole hour in which he was speaking about himself, how much he was enjoying looking up the length of my hairless thighs, at the point where they disappeared into my dress. 


‘Blood relatives?’ I said. ‘Yes, perhaps you’re my uncle.’


‘No, no,’ said Farkas, frowning. ‘I am your cousin.’


‘How old are you?’ I asked him.


‘You won’t guess,’ he said. 


‘Then I won’t try,’ I told him. 


He laughed. ‘You amuse me,’ he said. ‘I am thirty-six.’


I looked surprised. Partly because I had been expecting him to be in his forties, from his totally ruined complexion, and partly because it was strange that he should be exactly the same age as me. 


‘You look surprised,’ he said.


‘I thought you were younger,’ I said. ‘But I’m useless at people’s ages. I always get them wrong.’ 


‘That’s because you have not lived long enough,’ he said.


‘Do you think? But I feel so old,’ I said.


‘Oh!’ he remarked. ‘Twenty-three, and already the world has fatigued you.’ 


I gave him a smile of the rueful kind. ‘Let’s have another drink,’ I said. 


I could feel her, then. I could feel the character growing inside me. It was the second time in my life that I had felt this. That rising up, that lifting inside you, how your blood is air and your bones are spears and your feet are light. You know you can escape. Fly right into the sun, where no-one can find you. You become your particles, in different shape. You are a reflection of light. You find a new power, some way you can run on other legs when your own are broken through. 


Farkas was watching me. ‘I can not buy you another drink,’ he said.


‘You have no money?’ I asked.


He laughed again. ‘I can’t buy you a third drink without knowing your name,’ he explained. ‘Or are you afraid I’ll tell your husband that his beautiful young wife has been drinking with a man who enjoys such a terrible reputation in Belgrade?’ 


I wondered why it was that men always want to have a bad reputation. But I smiled, and I christened myself, there in my white dress, in the fake armchair in the fake library filled with fake books. I told him, ‘My name is Dragana Savic.’ 










TAPE 2





1989. It was the end of May and we we’d just stepped out in to the road in front of my house - which, as I’m sure you know, was the last in the row there - when our teacher Obrad came driving towards us in his ancient car with the window wound down. There was a song coming out of the window that was often on the radio that year: a song in Serb language, and the tune of Something’s Gotten Hold of my Heart. In the passenger seat, there was a boy we didn’t know, about our age. Obrad lifted his hand to wave at us, and the boy turned his face towards us, to see who Obrad was waving to, and I found myself being looked at by him. 


It made something inside me shift about and lift itself.


A second, and then the noise and the boy and the car had gone. 


Jasmina was ahead of me, tramping over the dirt, inside the shadows of the trees. 


She was climbing the gate to the field already. 


We often walked down here, in hot weather - the river was a good place to cool off. I followed her.


I was still thinking about the boy when she cried out, pointing to something she’d seen in the next field down - horses, that weren’t usually here. ‘We could feed them. We could go back - don’t you have old apples in your cellar?’


We had everything in our cellar - my mum kept it ready for wartime conditions, which you’d understand if you knew her history. Apples only got thrown when they began going brown. They’d be in there for nearly a year. But I said, ‘I don’t know,’ meaning, ‘I don’t know if I’d be allowed to do that.’ 


‘Who do you think that boy was?’ she asked, ignoring me. 


‘I don’t know.’ Something prickled inside me, and I said, ‘I’ll go and get the apples.’ 


I went back and got three - as many as I could carry without dropping them all. The cellar was dark and cool.


I came out into our back yard, and crept up the steps to the kitchen, and went in. I listened. 


The house had that quietness to it that it had when Mum was in bed, so I lifted a bit of cheese from the fridge as well. 


I put the apples and cheese in a small rucksack I used for books usually.





Jasmina had sat on the ground while she was waiting for me. She was looking at her bare legs - we were in shorts - and she was drawing on one knee with a pen she must have had in her pocket. She wasn’t looking at me as I came back down through the fields towards her.


‘I’ve got apples for the horses. And cheese.’


An insect blew past her face ‘Bravo,’ she said, still drawing on her leg. 


I blushed. I knew she was annoyed but I didn’t know why. 


‘You took so long - what were you doing up there?’


‘Nothing.’ I stared at her.


She was getting to her feet, and putting her hand on my arm, and warmth was filling me again. She was reaching out, trying to draw on my arm. I felt it on my skin. I was squealing with laughter, pulling away from her. 


The horses in the next field raised their heads.


We quietened and walked on towards them. 





I took off my rucksack. I gave an apple to Jasmina. I held another apple in my hand.


The horses turned and began to amble towards us. We were inside the field with the long grass now. 


So close. I saw its eyes, beneath its huge lashes, and I had the sense of being looked at by another world. I wanted to be able to talk with it but I didn’t know how. 


There was the presence of a giant animal. Its great hairiness, and the stamp as it moved its feet. A ripple of fear ran through me. 


I put the apple on my hand and held it out. Huge teeth grazed my skin: the hairy tickle of its tongue. 


I was pleased even more than I was afraid. 


Jasmina gave the second horse our next apple. 


But after we gave them these fruits, the animals were different. Now they knew what we had in the rucksack, they shoved their hard noses into me - because I was the one who had the bag.


I was frightened. I pulled out the lump of cheese and unwrapped it. I meant to break it in two for them to share. Then they’d leave us alone.


One horse heaved forwards. It took the whole piece of cheese in its teeth, and the cheese broke. Some of it went into the horse’s mouth, but most of it fell down, into the long grass. The horse lurched closer. It was pushing me: breathing all over my face. 


I kept on stepping backwards. Angrily, as if the horse could understand, I said, ‘We were just trying to feed you, but now we won’t!’ We’d been meant to be like adventurers, who find horses and make friends with them. That’s what I’d thought. 


I turned around. Jasmina would know what to do now: she was always calm and funny when we were faced with difficult things. But Jasmina was standing back, her arms rigid, and her face was twisted into a frown. 


I wanted to save this.


I looked at the second horse. It was less frightening than the first - standing there flicking his tail. 


I moved towards the second horse. I took the third apple from my bag, and gave it to this other horse, the nice one. I patted his nose. ‘Okay then,’ I said. I put my rucksack back on one shoulder. I turned back to Jasmina. ‘This one might let us climb onto it. We could ride it.’ 


‘What are you talking about? We can’t ride it.’ Her face was black and white in the sunshine. ‘Come back.’ 


And in that moment I knew I was doing this. I waded through the grass, around to the side of the less frightening horse. 


‘Don’t. You’ll fall off.’


We would tell our other friends at school what we’d done: we’d say, we found horses and we rode them. 


I reached up a hand to the horse’s back, and took a deep breath. I swung myself up. I centred my bottom on his back, and balanced, leaning forwards, hugging his neck. Very slowly, I let go of his neck and sat upright, only holding his mane with my hands. 


I’d never been so high. 


The field spread itself out around me differently, in an exciting sort of way. 


I looked down at Jasmina.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Get down now.’ 


I’d proved my point. I leaned forwards over the horse’s neck, and squeezed my legs around its middle, ready to swing one leg up and over and jump down. We’d go home. 


Instead, the ground jerked past me and I was still up high. The horse had gone forwards. It was still going.


Jasmina screamed but we just kept going. 


My head was by the side of the horse’s neck. I faced down, at the ground. All I saw was the long green grass and the tall daisies in it, turning into a pale yellow-green blur. 


A clatter and plunge. 


The river - the rocks - were jumping up and down, coming towards me. Water splashed my face. 


The rucksack was sliding down one of my arms.


I was going to fall off.


The horse reared up at the other side. I slid backwards, centred again. 


It charged off, with me still on it. 


My arms were terrified - holding onto almost nothing: the hair and muscle of his shoulders, slipping from my hands. 


I had no words or voice. I was only my legs, gripping its body, rigid; and my lungs and heart.


The horizon flung itself up and down in front of me. The sky was shaking the fields out like a sheet. 


I couldn’t believe I could do this. I was properly riding, and staying on. I felt like laughing, even while the world went crazy - sloshing and sliding in diagonal horizons around me.


But then I realised: even if I stayed on, I didn’t know how to make the horse stop. I could not tell it where to go, or control it, at all. 


So now I shouted out words. I tried to use words to halt it.


Nothing happened: the horse went on. 


I was glad to see the fence get nearer at the far edge of this field. Then the horse would have to stop.


But he went on speeding at the fence, and leapt up, and over. He caught a leg, and stumbled, and the sky crashed about my head, but we did not fall. And now we went on even faster than before. Sometimes none of his hooves touched the ground. This animal I’d sent crazy was going thundering out through the final field before the highway. I stared ahead.


A field that had no final fence, before the road. There was no boundary left between our bodies and the lorries that thundered up and down between Banja Luka and the paper mill.


I was nothing but my eyes and my arms, my legs, just trying to hold on. I was smashing through a sea of barley: it whipped my bare calves.


The stretch of barley between us and the road kept getting smaller. A line of poplar trees marked the track next to the highway, along the top edge of the field. The trees had big spaces in between the slender trunks. Through the juddering spaces, cars and trucks flashed along the highway. I was shouting Whoa! Stop! but it was like there was a wind that snatched away my voice. I felt so sick that in the end I could not even speak. 


I saw it coming: we were going to gallop right through that space and in to the traffic. There was nothing I could do to stop it.


I’ll jump off, I said to myself. Even if I get hit by the horse’s legs, I’ll probably survive. But then, I also saw how the horse would be going on without me. I saw him getting hit, going sideways under the wheels of the trucks that were always closer, bigger, closer. 


If I stay on the horse when he crosses the highway, then I can save him.


I somehow felt sure I could do this, for no sane reason. I thought I was capable of steering him, or something. 


The highway shook closer and closer. I was still shouting at the horse, and he was still just going faster towards the road.


Someone in a red T-shirt, riding a bike, was coming down the highway from the direction of our village, riding fast. He lurched off from the highway, and raced down between the poplars, bumping along the track. Then he jumped off his bike and began running towards us. Branko. I saw the bike fall down behind him. 


I saw the bright red blur of his T-shirt and his arms stretched wide. My brother was running towards me, through the barley. 


The horse began to turn. We were thumping sideways. 


I was crying with relief. Air was retching in my throat. The horse circled away from the road, and sometimes had two legs on the ground at once now. Gravity began to pull us back to earth. We were heading back towards the gate, again, at a trot. 


And the horse finally came to a stop. 


I slid from the horse on shaking legs. I opened the gate. When I turned back to see if the horse would come through, and follow me, I could see Branko at the other side of the field, beside his bike, watching me. 


I waved at him. He waved back. He turned and pushed his bike back towards the highway. 


I had got nothing to lead the horse by. But he went on by himself, through the gate and back over the grazing and down to the river, and plodded slowly over. I watched him go home. I wished there was a way to say how sorry I was, for riding him.


I walked around the edge of the rest of the ruined crop, trying not to look at the mess in it - the big, broken patches in the co-operative’s harvest. 


On the other side, I walked up between the poplar trees. A truck blew past me, heading towards Banja Luka. 


I stood on the verge and looked along the highway after the truck, to the southeast. The road was shimmering with sunshine. The truck pulled out into the other lane, overtaking my brother, so that I suddenly could see him: a small red square of T-shirt, fading into the distance. The road glittered with light all around him. 


Jasmina was coming down the roadside towards me, on foot. She must have run and got him, I realised.


I saw him lift a hand to wave at her.


I put my arm through the other strap of my rucksack. I started walking home along the side of the highway, towards her. The bag bumped against me, like a finger tapping me on the back. 





I don’t know why I didn’t want her help. I only know that when she put her hand on my arm - she looked as if she might cry - I couldn’t handle it, and pushed her hand away. ‘Don’t,’ I said. 


She opened her mouth to speak.


‘I’m fine. You can go.’ 


I watched her walk away. 





The house was still quiet when I got in. Dad was at Obrad’s house most weekends, because Obrad was not just our geography teacher, he was Dad’s best friend. But he couldn’t be there, because Obrad had been out in his car.


Mum must be in bed. It was like she put all her energy into getting through her job and stocking up the cellar that when she wasn’t doing either, she collapsed with exhaustion, and just slept. 





I went through to the kitchen. Through the open back door came the sound of Branko’s radio. He was cleaning out the chicken coop. I went down the steps. ‘Thank you,’ I said,


He nodded, and glanced up at me. Then he went back to his work. 


I thought again about the boy. 


I went out to find Jasmina, but her mum answered the door and said, ‘She’s gone for a walk.’ 


I knew I’d been horrible to her. I scuffed my shoes on the road, taking as long as I could to come back home. I decided to go for a walk as well, at the last minute. I took the path that led up the steep slope on the other side of the road - too steep for building anything on - up between the scrub and the trees, half-breathless when I reached the bit where it evens out. I practically walked straight into her coming the other way. The boy was right behind her. But so were the old couple from the house in the centre, Mr and Mrs Mihailovic, and it hit me then that this was their grandson. 


We knew that their daughter had died - we knew her husband was still in Germany, working, and couldn’t afford to come back home. 


I was staring back at the boy. 


‘We’re giving Ivan a tour of the village,’ said old Mr Mihailovic. ‘It’s so long since he was last here.’


I nodded.


‘Are you okay?’ Jasmina was whispering in my ear.


I ignored her. Then I turned around, so that I was going the same way they were, and I walked back home. 


I sat by myself and watched TV. 


Branko came in, and put on the football. I pretended I was interested in it. I just liked having his company while I sat here. I had this weird feeling, like the edge of me was disintegrating. I didn’t know if it was since I’d seen that boy Ivan, or the horse, or both of them - all of it. 


We heard Dad come in, but there was another man’s voice with him. A stranger. 


They came in to the sitting room. The man wore a hunting cap, though it wasn’t hunting season. He was tall, with a thin, kind face. ‘This is Mr Imamovic,’ said Dad. ‘He has come here to thank Branko - although in fact, our village owes him an apology.’


There was still the sound of the set dying down, a fading buzz.


I knew what this was. I knew exactly what my dad was up to.


Mr Imamovic gave a bashful smile. He said he wanted to thank my brother because he heard someone had seen Branko, running across a field and saving his horse. A horse being ridden by a child without a saddle. No, he said, answering Dad’s question that he performed - this person in their car hadn’t seen who the child was. It was just Branko that they had recognised as they drove past. ‘And now Mr Imamovic’s horse is injured,’ said Dad. ‘It has hurt its leg.’


I felt a twang inside my stomach.


‘Branko must be able to tell us who this child was,’ suggested Dad.


My brother shifted on his feet and glanced at Dad. 


Dad looked from him, to me. ‘Can no-one tell us more about this very surprising incident?’


I looked away, as well, at the pot of apricot-coloured begonias on the table in front of the open window. I was just looking there to not be looking at him, at Mr Imamovic. The flowers were glowing, shimmering with the soft evening light. They were like life itself, suddenly on fire on front of us. 


Mr Imamovic had followed my gaze. He caught my eye now, as if I were a person to share this beauty with - as if he was pleased that I had also seen it. But he was wrong. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘It was me.’ 





The next days were an awful blur. I’d had to apologise for things before - but nothing had ever come close to this punishment.


Every summer, you see, we’d all go to this resort, Sukosan, on the coast, that the paper mill owned - us, the Tankovics, everyone. It had cross my mind that Ivan might even be there, on account of old Mrs Mihailovic still doing office work there. Wooden huts in the pine woods - ping-pong tables outside, drifting with sand. Our parents would sit up late, drinking and talking, laughing in the dark, with candles jammed into empty bottles on our picnic tables. 


Even my mother would laugh at Hana’s stories, and smile as she smoked the odd cigarette. 


I lived for that trip. 


Mr Imamovic had developed a clot in his artery, Dad said. Whereas he used to take visitors out on the horses, while a groom took care of the horses and the stable block, now, the groom was somehow doing all of it, which would be impossible once the holidays began, with all the extra visitors. 


It was hard to understand what he meant. 


I was in shock, standing there in my bedroom after he had gone back downstairs to Mum. I was sick with the feeling of leaving everything behind. 


I only had ten days until I left. 





I saw Ivan with the other boys from the village, over the next week - he was out with them in the go-karts they’d make, flying down the steep road on them, down the hill. I could hear them from the kitchen. I’d go out and stand on the top step and see them, flying towards the highway. They’d steer sideways into the ditch at the end. None of them were in any danger.


On my last night, we had a fancy meal. Mum made a chocolate cake for dessert, and Obrad and Rada were there, as well as Hana and Tahir. Branko too, of course. 


Everyone knew what I’d done but nobody minded. Dad said it was very good of me to be going to help, and that of course I was very sorry for what I’d done. All I had to do was sit there and agree. Jasmina smiled at me, like she understood how shit everything was. And we went outside while the others were having more cake. 


That’s happiness, right? Even if you’re also miserable - happiness is, to sit with someone who knows you, in the summer warmth, on your own back doorstep, while the other people who love you are talking in the room behind you both. I can feel it, somewhere. I can see our plates on our knees - because Branko thought we needed seconds ourselves, and had lowered these over our shoulders. 


We pulled our fingers through the last bits of icing left on the plates. She was talking about something in the future: she lifted her head. She was looking out across the flat country below. 


You know Mount Kozara falls away here, right? This is where it ends. 


My village - we are the beginning of the plain. 


You know what happened here, don’t you? Long ago, I mean. Before. How the Nazis and the Ustashi swarmed around the flat lands, how the Partisans retreated here, and hid, and fought. 


Kozara is the mountain of fighters who fight for what’s good and right. 


Never mind that we lost. 







TAPE 3





To return to that fake library at Vora - I told Farkas I was staying with my godfather. ‘My godfather’s friend told me, meet him here, about some secretarial job he might have for me. Now’—I shrugged— ‘there is no sign of him!’


He looked at me as if he were deciding whether or not to believe me. ‘You came to meet a man about some work in an office - like this?’ he said, gesturing towards my dress.


‘I like to wear nice things,’ I said.


He nodded. He was accepting me. He laughed. ‘Who is this man? No - don’t bother. Look,’—leaning in towards me—‘you obviously don’t know anything about Belgrade. Let me help you, Dragana.’ 





I let myself back in to the apartment later that night, and found H waiting up for me. He was sitting on the sofa, reading. 


I stood in the doorway.


‘Did you find someone?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ I said. I knew there was more to say. But I could not say it. ‘I’ll take all my things in the morning,’ I said, instead. 


H nodded and would not look at me. He walked past me, out of the room, out of the apartment. I heard the door close after him.


H did not return. I sat late at the table where we used to play cards, looking at my cellphone while the sky got light, and I found out everything I could about Farkas and his money there. 


He wasn’t married, after all. I hoped this wouldn’t make things over-complicated. It was not the simple transaction I’d imagined but I figured it would work just the same.


It was morning by the time that I took several large bank notes from the kitchen drawer, packed a small bag, and left. 


I walked down that curved stair, and into the street. 





I moved in to a shitty hotel. I lived there quietly for a week, and ignored the messages and calls from Farkas that built up on my cellphone. I went for walks by myself, with the hood of my coat pulled up and my sunglasses on. I ate in my room. 


When a week had gone, I checked my make-up and put in some nice simple earrings. I sat in the chair in my hotel room. I rang Farkas. I let him yell for a bit about how he had not been able to find me. 


When he had finished, I said, ‘My godfather has died. I had to move out of his place, and I’ve been - distracted.’ I stared out of the window, at the concrete wall. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I only just saw all your texts.’ 





‘What a shithole,’ Farkas said, walking in to the hotel and looking at it. It did not matter at all to him that the owner was behind the reception desk. ‘You can not stay here, when you have been through so much,’ he said. 


We went for dinner in an expensive restaurant. I was unimpressed by the glamour of the place - too occupied with my grief, you see. I mentioned the flowers at my godfather’s funeral. ‘They were orange, but he hated orange. I can’t imagine how his kids arranged for those,’ I said. ‘It’s as if they didn’t know him at all.’ I let myself remember the sound of the door, closing, when H left the apartment. I felt it shut inside me. 


I brought my attention back to the restaurant, and I smiled as Farkas talked to me about his week, some meetings he had had. I made a few jokes. But I left my sadness out in the front as well, so it would be visible. 


‘You need someone to take care of you right now, Dragana,’ said Farkas. ‘You have no-one. No -’—he interrupted me—‘Listen to me, first. I have an apartment empty, in one of my developments. You can live there. I insist.’ 


I looked at my plate, as if overcome by this kindness. 


‘You said you wanted a job?’


I rewarded him with a happy gaze. ‘A job?’ 


‘You’re a woman who has natural taste. I’ll send you on an interior design course. You can replace my existing interior design director. She needs to go anyway,’ he said. ‘She is not a good person.’ 


He ordered me a dessert. Then he reached for my hand on the table. His blue eyes shone out like something noble. Fiery, even.


I could not believe the size of the apartment, the first time I walked in here. The amount of white space. The sheer walls of glass. The outside terrace that seems to hover above the whole of Belgrade: a platform in the sky. 


My voice echoed in the vast rooms, the caverns of light and shadow where everything was clean. 


Farkas said, ‘She took all the artwork, which actually was not hers to take.’


‘Who?’ I asked. 


‘Marcia,’ he said. 


So, this wasn’t the first time he’d installed a woman here. I couldn’t mind. I said, ‘I like white walls with nothing on them. It’s clean.’


He disagreed, and told me the walls were bare. He looked annoyed. But then he walked over to the floor-to-ceiling glass that filled one wall, and became pleased by the view from there. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’m glad I chose to do things the hard way. When I think how I could easily have stayed in Budapest, living off my father’s money.’ 


I waited. I knew, from my internet researches, that his father had invested in Farkas’s first venture: had funded it completely. 


‘It’s better to do things oneself,’ he said. ‘Look what I’ve built. Literally - I built this, from nothing, myself.’ 


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it’s amazing. But even if you’d stayed in Hungary, I can’t imagine you being in your father’s shadow. You always have to have your own way.’


He pretended to be offended, but he was pleased. He turned his big head to face me. He smiled at me and I smiled right back. 





I knew, even at the start, that he must be corrupt, as everyone did to get anywhere. People with money must always bribe people with power to help them hold onto their wealth. Help them get richer. It’s the way the world is - that’s what I thought. Socialism tried to change it, and look how that ended. What a joke! It’s human nature, to want to amass things for yourself. The brutes will always win: they are winning, all around you. You can choose not to look but hiding your face in your hands like a baby won’t save the rest of us. 


All I wanted was to be with someone who was on the right side of that line that separates crime from normal life. To live on the side of the line where you can go about in public discussing your business, and nobody minds. Where nobody is going to try to kill you for what you have, because it’s legitimately yours. 


Farkas took me away to the mountains of Stara Planina for a long weekend. He left me on the nursery slopes with an instructor, on the first day, and told me I must learn quickly. ‘I expect you to be able to keep up with me. I won’t wait for you tomorrow, you know.’ 


He didn’t, either. He grinned at me sideways, at the top of the blue run, and yelled, ‘Go!’,


I loved the speed and the brightness, the flying excitement. Sun on the snow - this pristine shining sheet. It was more wonderful than anything that had happened since I was a kid: the feeling of control and free motion. Controlling my journey. Spraying snow to my side as we took a corner. I found it fun.


He laughed and raised his ski-pole in admiration as he passed me. 


Over a fondue, he talked about people I’d meet. His eyes were warm and shining. ‘You will get on well with Iva,’ he told me. ‘She’s wonderful. Just a natural star - like you!’ 


But when we returned to Belgrade, he was away on business in Frankfurt, and I did not see him for a week. And after that, he seemed distracted: the mention of meeting his friends no longer came up. 


Instead of coming so often to my penthouse, he’d invite me to his villa in Topcider, that expensive area of Belgrade. I knew this meant he really liked me, that he liked to have me in his home. But he was only inviting me when no other friends were there.


Of course, I gave him everything, sexually. That was the deal, I imagined. 


He gave me a credit card and a laptop, for my studies. 


I began the classes at college. I loved them. Some people think interior design is not important. But I think the way you arrange an interior can make all the difference in the world. It tells people the kinds of lives they can live here. It makes them feel a way that you choose to imagine. 


I took notes and pretended to be friends with my classmates. I pretended I was only five years older than them, these babies of eighteen. To them, anyone over twenty was practically antique, but they welcomed me in. I’d make a joke of it when things I didn’t know but ought to would come up - in my day, we… whatever.


I enjoyed being this student version of myself: going for coffees at Libera, and hearing my classmates’ discussions of contemporary issues. They all had so many ideas about everything. They all took life so seriously! We went out to student bars. 


It was meant to be a three-year course, but I was just doing a handful of classes recommended by Farkas’s friend who was in charge of admissions. He’d said I could do it in six months and they’d still give me the diploma. I presume Farkas gave him a nice gift in return. 


Farkas picked me up after class sometimes, and then he bought me a white Audi of my own. So I drove myself. 


And still, I did not meet Iva, though she and Farkas often spoke. I became used to the second-hand sound of her laugh on his phone, in the car, as he told her she was on speaker-phone. From what he said after these calls, I knew she was a ‘great girl’. 


‘She has a hard time, with her husband,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t earn enough. I help her where I can, with connections.’ I noticed that he was holding something back. Of course, he might have just been concentrating on traffic. I tried not to worry about it. If he was having an affair with her, it would not matter unless she’d leave her husband for him. And I could not control that. 





A letter came to the apartment, for this woman Marcia. 


I read it, over coffee, by myself: nothing but an overdue subscription letter for a health club she belonged to. 


Or once belonged to.


I put it down, and looked around me at what had once been her apartment too. I tried to imagine how badly off she must have been, to have had to resort to taking the artwork with her. I looked her up online but there was nothing about her. Of the people who had her name, and were the right age, none of them had interesting lives or good jobs. At least I had an Audi, and a new diamond bracelet. But it didn’t feel like much, when I thought of being cast out of here. 


I began to think I should try to become Mrs Sovany. Then Iva and women like her would not need to worry me, ever. Because even if he did ditch me, then I could always go on being this new person, this Dragana. I did not want to lose this security. It was a completely different experience to living on my wits, on the streets, and I had burned my bridge back to H for good, when I left. 


In the little electronics booth in the Nikola Spasic Passage - a place I used to use in the old days - I spoke to an old friend, behind a curtain. 


I went back again, two weeks later, with the rest of the money for him. I sat down on the folding chair. I noticed my knees in their lovely pale blue wool trousers were nearly touching his. But the world was already different, because he was handing me my new passport: Dragana Ludmila Savic. I ran my fingers across her face. 


I was real, this time: this was an escape that would last me until I died. 


Farkas was difficult to love, but there was plenty to like and admire in him. I liked the pleasures and good things he gave me. And I admired the way he had of making everyone obey him, without really trying - just with a relaxed sort of swagger. A shifting in the voice. The very slightest frown. 


I copied his manners. When I did my own adaptations of these behaviours back to him, he thought he was discovering my true personality. Things that had always been there in me. I remember one night back then, I was amusingly, picturesquely rude to a waiter at our table. When the waiter walked away with a red face, Farkas roared with laughter. He said, ‘We are like beans in a pod, you and I, Dragana. We will get along well.’ And I knew I had won something, and also I felt like I had stepped off the edge of something. 


Eventually, I relaxed. It feels better, when you never need to think about who can hear a conversation, like I did with H. He always was obsessed with others trying to bug us. It’s pleasant when you no longer have to have code-words for things. 


It was like the old apartment I’d shared with H must be on some other planet, where you needed special air and apparatus to breathe. It became difficult, in my head, to visit there. So I did not go there in my thoughts any more. It was like a road that has broken. 


Everything behind it also faded. 


I became Dragana Savic, all the way through. I had escaped into an illusion made by me - put my heart inside a doll and now the doll was real. 


My new apartment - this penthouse - became my real home and not a stage set. It became normal, to sit on this huge white leather sofa from Ligne Roset, normal to make coffee in a ridiculous Italian machine, normal to wash myself in a bathroom walled with marble. To forget.


Farkas was capable, and he was generous. We liked each other. He was rich. He was single, and I wanted security. I knew I’d make him happy - I was not being callous. I could give him children, which is what all men want, really - more than women. I had a few years left until I hit forty, though of course he thought he was wishing me a happy twenty-fourth birthday, that June. 


Gold and pearl birthday earrings; a Bulgari charm bracelet; a day riding quad bikes with one of my college friends in the desert. 


But Farkas did not think much of the friend - she was poor, and had bad hair and clothes, and was too much impressed by things that better people take for granted. 


Farkas came to pick me up from college one afternoon just after that - my final week of the course. ‘Now you can make some proper friends,’ he said, as he drove us through the streets. ‘I have been keeping you to myself too much. I want you to meet the mayor and his wife - we’re invited there next Saturday night. Everyone will be there. You will get to meet Iva - and Viktor Stenov.’ Briefly he explained who this was: the state bureaucrat whose job is to choose between bids for newly privatised industries and lands. ‘So when some real estate belonging to the government is up for sale, or some business, it’s Viktor who decides who should be the winning bidder. It’s not always who pays the most - he can say, this person is a better choice. For whatever reason.’ He pursed his lips as he took the car through a light. ‘He’s helped with my developments, a bit. He understands my vision.’ Then he turned his face to me, briefly. A drifting of cologne, the expensive seat at my back - such rigid support. ‘You always look beautiful, but I want you to make a real effort for this occasion,’ he said. ‘You should buy something special. Put it on my Amex.’ 





‘What a lovely dress,’ the mayor’s wife said. She was in a stiff pink brocade suit, and she was leading me to a table filled with tiny food. Farkas was at the other end of the room already, talking with men. The reception room was on the first floor, and the drapes were open. We chatted about the food, then she went to speak to others. 


I walked over to the window. In this golden, beautiful evening, gazing down from this height, you could see right across the water. You hardly noticed the bridge, because it was so dazzling to see the river. Silver, shining, and alive. Specks of light seemed to flash within it, turning this way and that. It was as if the surface of the water were made of a thousand little fish, their scales flickering under the knife of the sun. 


A woman’s voice suddenly spoke, right in my ear. ‘Jana,’ it said.


I turned. I saw a beautiful woman, very young and grinning. 


And another, slightly older, woman, beside her. ‘Iva,’ said the older woman. She was coiffed, sly, holding something back. 


I collected myself. I smiled and said, ‘I’m Dragana.’ 


‘We know,’ said Jana. 


‘He asked us to come and rescue you,’ said Iva. ‘He said you looked bored.’


‘No! No. I am enjoying the view.’


Jana laughed. ‘That sounds pretty boring.’


‘So. You’re going to be the new Marcia,’ said Iva.


I must have looked confused - I thought I already was the new Marcia - because then she went on -


‘I mean, you’ve got her apartment. Now you’re going to also have her job, yes? At Farkas’s company.’


I was wrong-footed. I didn’t know what to say. Did she mean Marcia had also been Farkas’s interior design director? How long ago had she left? 


I saw a gleam of satisfaction in Iva’s face - at the fact she’d thrown me - but then almost at once, she took pity on me, now that she knew she was in charge. She gave me a smile that was warm and full, now. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s introduce you.’ 


Everyone except Viktor Stenov was there, and I met them all. I recognised the slim man who had first spoken to me at Vora. He was apparently some banker called Stefan. I finished my glass of champagne, then drank sparkling water, and I felt my body go blissfully numb. It was so lovely, the nonsensical chatter of contented human minds, so pleased at being together. Waiters and waitresses came and went: those sounds of care also pinned it up. 


I walked back to Farkas, smiling. I knew I looked great in the blue silk dress. It hung all soft on my skin; the straps were thin. Farkas pulled me in close, and squeezed my hand in his. He was trying not to look disappointed by the absence of Viktor Stenov. But I could feel it in him, in the hollows of his laugh, and the more self-conscious tone of his voice. 


I remember, as well, bumping into the mayor’s wife again at the end of the night. I was back by that huge window, looking out across the river. I was only glancing at it: the city, sparkling now in the night-time. The bridge had become a line of white beads across a blankness where the river must be flowing on its long journey to the Black Sea. I was glancing at the bridge, at what was visible, and the lights of the city on the opposite bank. 


‘You are enjoying the vista,’ said the mayor’s wife. 


I agreed that I was. ‘I thought it’s strange, to keep the drapes open after dark, so anyone can see in,’ I said. ‘I guess you don’t want to deprive yourself of this view, though.’


‘But this is the first floor,’ she remarked. ‘The bel etage. You know what’s beautiful about it? That no-one from the street outside can see in. But we can look down and see them.’ 


All my life, for as long as I dared to recall, this was what I had done. I remember looking at her as if she really knew me - I remember feeling scared - but she was staring blankly at the view. 


‘Dragana!’ Jana grabbed me by my waist, so that I nearly screamed. ‘We’ve got to go - come play soon?’ She kissed me on my neck. I’d thought she was going for my cheek, and I pushed her away - I couldn’t help it. She just laughed at me, and walked off. 










TAPE 4





We all knew about the camps. We went on school trips to Jasenovac. It’s not like any of it was secret, and at the same time, it’s not like our parents ever talked about it, either. My granny who lived with us - Mum’s mum, who’d slept in Branko’s room, before - she’d talk about it. But I think she was not usual. 


I’d sit in bed with her, in the morning, after taking her her mug of tea. And she’d tell me how it was for our family, and the names of the people who had been killed.


But every time, I had to promise not to say anything to Mum about it. It was like, it was okay to know stuff from a history book - but you could not know what had actually happened to real people. To Mum and Dad. 





My mum was five when the war started. Her father was a Partisan like all the men from the village. Didn’t matter if you were Serb, Muslim, Croat, whatever - not here. They all were Partisans, and the same for all the villages that littered the foot of Mount Kozara. 


Why is it? Maybe being isolated makes you know your neighbours well enough never to turn on them. Or maybe the security of having a mountain at your back makes you brave enough to be good. Or maybe everyone here was equally poor, so socialism was more attractive to them. 


Anyway. The men of all these villages were in the guerrilla units, fighting against the Nazis and their Croat nationalist cronies. 


I don’t mean to say that Croat nationalists were the only Nazi collaborators - there were also the Muslim nationalists, but they were mainly attractive to richer Muslims, and so being more like in Sarajevo and places; and there were Serb nationalists - the Chetniks - but they were mostly from richer places too. The Partisans were socialist. They were for the poor, the ordinary. So here, it was only the Nazis and the Ustashi we had to worry about: Nazis from Germany, Ustashi from over the border in Croatia.





The Nazi soldiers came into the village in 1943 to stop the people from feeding the Partisans. They knew the villagers were taking food up to the secret camps that were in the forest, the hills. Places that could never be found.


They decided to show them what it cost them, this support. 


They took a group of children out from the village school one day, at harvest-time, and shot them in the middle of the village while all the women were working in the fields. 


That was when my two aunts were killed. 


But Granny didn’t leave with my mother straight away. Only a few months later - after the Ustashi came and slaughtered all the Serbs in our nearby village - that’s when she took Mum and Mum’s brother, Djordje, up the hill, to find the camp of the Partisans.


They lived in the forest on Kozara, moving from place to place. ‘We could never have survived,’ said my grandma, ‘if our friends had not come and given us support. Mrs Balasevic - you know her - her mother came with bags of beans for us. Every week, without fail. She did not forget us. She even brought us some dried meat.’ 





Their old house had been in the centre of the village. When the Nazis came again, and found it empty - because they were hiding in the hills - they began to use it as their headquarters, because it is right in the middle and has a good view across the plain.


Then the Ustashi used it, when they remained to do the Nazis’ work for them.





After the battle that films were made about - the one with the happy ending - then came the reckoning. The Partisans knew that there wasn’t going to be any victory this time. They made them go down, in front - all the civilians. To surrender, and not be trapped in what was coming.


Perhaps they thought they were saving them. 


They were put into cattle carts, on a train that went to Jasenovac, where many of them were killed. But for some, like my Granny, that was not the end of the line - these prisoners were sent on to work in the slave camps in Germany. My Granny went there; my Mum and Djordje were left behind. My mum was six - Djordje was younger than her. And then they were moved to Sisak - the concentration camp for kids - which maybe started out as some way for Croats to try and rescue Serb children, to make them Croats - the kids were all converted to become Catholics - but it soon turned into something hellish. 





I sometimes wondered who my mum would be, if history had been less abrasive to her life. I mean, it practically tore her to shreds. Sometimes she would dance with Dad, and the joy was in her movement as well as in her face - at these times, it was if she were someone else. Then it would go back to normal and she would just be tense, and shy, like always. So many afternoons, she lay in bed. 










CHAPTER ONE










TAPE 5





Dad was still reversing, outside the Imamovics’ house, in the huge stable-yard. This young man was walking towards the car. He was good-looking, with his hair cut short on the top and at the sides and with a long bit at the back. He wore jeans and a loose purple vest with low scoops cut out around the shoulders: I remember being slightly shocked at the sight of his hair in his armpits. He glanced at me through the glass like I was an unpleasant fish, and walked away. 


Then Mr and Mrs Imamovic were here, as we got out - welcoming me to stay. 


I was given the spare bedroom. The window looked out the back, onto the field. Dad put my bag on the bed and I followed him out to say goodbye. 


Then I stood and looked at the horses: all the horses you could ever wish for. There must have been nearly a dozen of them.


Mrs Imamovic explained how it would work: I would help Petar in the stables; I would do whatever was needed for the horses; but I need not do any chores in here. Mrs Imamovic smiled generously and said, ‘This house is your home while you stay here. Don’t be blaming yourself - you are young, and these things happen.’ I nodded. 





Petar - the groom - did not even look at me, after that first time he’d seen me though the car window. He’d use the fewest words he could - where the water buckets were; how much to feed the horses. When to hose down the stalls; when to do it again. That was it.


All the time, in one of the stalls, stood the wounded horse. I was not allowed in there with it. 


After a couple of days, at dinner, I asked Mr Imamovic about the injured horse. He seemed surprised that Petar hadn’t shown me this horse. He said they’d put his injured leg in a sling, so he didn’t have to lean on it.


I asked how long it would take the horse to get better.


Mr Imamovic pushed some potato about on his plate. He said, ‘A horse has no veins in his ankle, so there is no way of carrying medicine there. All you can do is wait, and hope that it doesn’t get infected. But you can’t know if the horse is going to live or not.’ 


I stared at my food. 


‘You can’t heal it yourself, by intention or medicine. It depends what is in the air,’ he said.


I did not know what to say. 


But now I saw why Petar disliked my presence here: because he blamed me, correctly, for doing this to the horse. For laying it open to fate like this, on a matter of whether or not it could live, or might die.


Petar and Mr Imamovic would go in and out of the horse’s stall to inspect him. I’d stand about outside, straining to hear their voices. 





When I wasn’t working, I’d sit up by myself, on the bed in that neat bedroom where nothing was mine.


I wished I could go back and be the person I’d been before this happened. I missed everyone, everything - their voices, the smell of our home. My granny who’d lived with us had died a few years before, and since then, I’d spent more time with my other granny, Dad’s mum, at her farm outside the village. I missed the smile she’d give me when I finished cleaning out the pigs: a radiating warmth. I missed Jasmina, of course: I missed her not like something small, but like I did not know who I was without her. In weaker times, I imagined her again on that path with Ivan - a boy I hardly knew - and I felt a tightness in my stomach.


I was stuck in a tidy house with people who did not know me. Here, I was only a person who might have killed a horse. A horse that stood in a place I could not go, and hovered between death and life. 


I sat on that bed and re-read the comics I’d brought with me, in the evenings. I read them over until I was sick of them.


I should be home, in the Tankovics’ house, sitting in Jasmina and Irma’s bedroom listening to the radio, or hanging out by the river. I ought to be talking to Jasmina about life. 


Dad telephoned here once a week to speak to me. I stood with the cord wrapped round my thumb, watching the tip of my thumb go white, feeling like I was not really here. 


Jasmina sent me a postcard from Sukosan. She didn’t mention Ivan. 





It was a hot morning in August when Petar actually said ‘Good morning,’ to me. Not that I dared actually ask, but I thought this meant the horse was better. ‘This way,’ said Petar, when I’d mumbled my reply. He took me to look at one of the other horses and showed me how to oil her hooves, and pick things out that were stuck there, with a knife. How to take her pulse, with my fingers against her neck. How to look at her teeth, to see her age and health. 


He passed me the brush. I stood there with it. 


He talked to the horse, softly. 


I began to brush the horse. It was all going to be okay. 


He laid his hand against the horse’s nose. 


I could sense how the horse liked his presence here. A deeper relaxation seemed to spread out of the horse, into the air. It went through my fingers. I felt it, myself, though that did not make a lot of sense, because I was not a horse. I stayed there, holding the brush. I’d stopped brushing the horse: I didn’t want to go on brushing it until Petar had gone away. I was afraid to let that touch pass into me any more, because of how it made me feel. 


Petar began talking to me more and more those weeks that came. He’d help me clean the equipment at the end of the day, before he walked home to the place he stayed - in a caravan in the village. 


We’d sit on kitchen chairs in the yard, in the early evening, with a folding tray-table between us, on which sat the polish and the cloths and so on. It was a painted metal tray. It had large red roses, on a white background, and in many places the paint was scratched so that hairs of gold lay all over it. The gold hairs glinted in the sun while he talked, and my body was tired and dozy from work.


I remember him trusting me with small things. He told me for instance about Mr and Mrs Imamovic’s eldest daughter, who had moved to America. He said, ‘It’s a good thing, eh?’ I nodded, because I thought he must mean, a good thing for her. He told me that Mr and Mrs Imamovic couldn’t have any more children, after her, and he said maybe that was a good thing, too. He glanced at me then, smiling over the table - his eyes so warm and kind that I began to go red and looked back at my tack. I said, ‘Why is it a good thing?’


He said, ‘Oh, you know.’ But his voice now was different. I had failed to understand some adult reference. Then he changed the subject. 


Because he told me private things about other people, I never noticed that actually he was telling me nothing about himself. There was nothing of who he was, or where he grew up. He was always asking me what I thought: he asked me questions about Poland, about what was happening there - Solidarity, looking like it was about to bring down Communism. I gave him my answers - he accepted them. 


My life became brighter. I began enjoying the view of the rolling woods, and I would linger in the yard at sunset after supper. I began to think that maybe I was someone older and more interesting than the girl I’d been back home. 


My opinions might not be worth much, but at least someone wanted to know what they were. No-one asked me what I thought about things at home. 


Then Petar began to ask about my family.


I told him Dad was manager of the paper mill - how respected he was in the village, and in Prijedor. How he was a person you could trust even if you don’t agree with him, because he was so calm and fair. How that was why he was elected manager every year, because of this. He didn’t take sides in advance. He didn’t have favourites. He looked at the facts and made the best decision. ‘Like sending me here,’ I said. I told him about the cabins by the sea, about how much I loved going to Croatia, how upset I’d been when Dad said I was coming here, instead, because of what I did. ‘But I’m glad I came,’ I said. ‘I did need to try and make things right.’


Like it was duty that was making me happy to be here, in the evening light, with Petar attending to every word I said as if I mattered to him. 


I believed it was duty and goodness.


I told him anything he wanted to know. I read out to him a postcard my dad had sent me from Sukosan, just because he asked me to. I read out the one Jasmina sent me, as well. 


I did not see how this could be a problem. 


He listened, smiling, with his head slightly on one side. Then he nodded slowly at the end of hearing each. It was like his mind was chewing over what they’d said to me. He picked up his empty cup, as if getting ready to take it inside, and said, ‘You are loved, Mira. As you should be.’ There was a gap between this and what seemed to be on his mind, but in those days I did not pay attention to such things. Not when the words themselves made me feel like I was suddenly blazing in the sunlight. I watched him walk away across the yard: his height, and the long shadows, and the smell of Mrs Imamovic’s tomato plants that grew in troughs in front of the wall.


I felt triumphant.


I let Petar praise me for my work, when he came back again, towards me, across the yard. I liked him telling me that my dad should be proud of me, while he rolled another cigarette. ‘Tell me more about your own family,’ he said. ‘Your mum - what’s she like? You said she’s not well.’ 





Looking back, it had already started, that pulling apart of my country. Yugoslavia was creaking like a tree that is going to break. The IMF had dictated new rules to our prime minister in Belgrade: they ordered him to take back the powers that had been handed out to all our separate republics. Centralise your power again, and cut all of their spending. Don’t let them go borrowing by themselves. Take the reins and use them…


Of course, that had caused upset. Of course the rich republics of Slovenia and Croatia didn’t want to obey - they’d been doing fine, and now, being dragged backwards because of the poorer ones? Being told what to do? They weren’t having it. 


They said they’d refuse - they’d just leave, become independent. ‘Empty talk,’ Dad used to say. ‘They can’t just decide a thing like that. This is a country: a solid thing like a house and not some feeble tent that you can fold away. You shouldn’t even listen to them, Zudha,’ he’d say to Mum, ‘It’s just showing off. A thing they say.’ 


And now, in the cool breeze that had begun to blow through the yard in the dusk, I was talking all about Mum. 


Why it was that I had to always be thinking of what to say and how to reassure her. How she was clever, and generous as you like, but how also, she was fragile as glass, because of what happened.


I told him how they lived on the hill, after my aunts were shot. I told him what happened next, after they went down and surrendered. How my grandma was taken away on a transport to work in a camp in Germany, as a slave, making uniforms in a factory for a company that nowadays is called Hugo Boss. 


I told him how my grandpa had already died, by then, in a battle for a bridge.


I told him how Mum was left, age six, to look after her brother, who was not even three. How they were put in a cattle cart, and left for two days without water. 


Then all I had to say was, They were taken to Jasenovac, and he knew. He breathed in. His breath held my pain and when he breathed out, it was like he was charging the world with the crimes against my family. 


I nodded and could not answer.


In my head, I was thinking of the rest of it. How, when the war ended and my grandma got back to Yugoslavia - when she went to the house in Dubrovnik where my mother was living as if she were the child of a childless couple - living this weird new life, in nice clothes - Mum had screamed to be left alone. 


Because when the Red Cross woman came to remove the ones who were fit for adoption, they’d made her leave Djordje behind - too sick. Dying, of smallpox, in the filthy straw. 


I can see my grandma’s face now. I can feel her arm around me, in the bed in that room, downstairs. ‘She said, “What are you doing here, with me? Go and get Djordje! Go and find him! Leave me alone!” Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this.’ 


I told Petar nearly all of it.


He talked to me about all the nationalists - Croat and Muslim - who were crazy fanatics, who wanted the country to come apart, even now. How us Serbs had to stick together, and remember what had happened before, in the last war. 


I said how old Mrs Balasevic had kept my grandma - my mum - alive, how she’d come up the hill, all through the winters, with food.


‘But why was she safe, Mira?’ His voice was so gentle. ‘Why could old Mrs Balasevic live at home - while your mother, your grandmother, had to scrape about in the snow like wild animals? Why was it?’


‘Because she was Muslim,’ I acknowledged. ‘And they were Serb.’


‘And the Muslims were in with it all,’ he said.


I didn’t speak, then. I could have. But I didn’t. 


In my school books, the message was that socialism says we are fellow-Slavs. That war is no-one’s friend: that peace is our only ally. 


We are brothers and sisters in peace. Peace and brotherhood, and unity. Ideas you can build a solid country on: one that will not crumble. No storm can break us / It is death to a man to betray his homeland. 


I felt a bit sick, listening to Petar. 


I must have then said some small thing that was in praise of socialism, at least.


Because Petar breathed out smoke, and turned and looked at me. ‘Socialism is nothing but a fairytale,’ he said. ‘It is a fairytale that is coming to an end. You mustn’t believe it is real, Mira. Or you will wind up dead.’ The smell of the cigarette smoke, it mixed with the smell of the tomato plants. It lay in drifts I could see. 


Then he laughed. ‘You look so scared.’


‘I’m not,’ I said. 





He was different after that - familiar. Next evening, when we were brushing the horses down, Petar told me things. He said, ‘The horse is a prey animal. We forget it because of his size, but this is what makes a horse the way he is: the fact that the horse knows that he is vulnerable.’ He looked across at me. In his eyes, there was an expression that I couldn’t understand. ‘Wolves have always hunted the horse,’ he said. ‘And the horse has not forgotten it.’ He went on with what he was doing. Then he said, ‘This is why the horse rests standing up. Even when he rests, he’s ready to run away. This is why his eyes are on the sides of his head, and not the front - to see the stronger animals creeping up on him from the sides and all around him. This is why he notices such slight signals in his environment, which a human can’t detect. It is to sense his predators. To sense the wolf’s intention before intention turns into action. Then by the time the wolf’s intention becomes action, it will be too late.’ 


I said, it was a shame that horses still felt like that. When in fact, they were safe from wolves nowadays, because there were not so many wolves around. I said they had stables, and fences, to protect them.


Petar said, ‘The wolves exist. So, the horses are not stupid.’ He said, ‘One day there will be a hole in the fence.’ These last words went into me in a way that was strange and painful. It was like he almost looked forward to this day, to show the horses had been right all along. 


I didn’t understand, because he loved the horses. I knew he could not want anything bad to happen to them. But it felt like he did, which did not make sense.


‘What’s really a pity,’ said Petar, ‘is his blind spot of the horse. It’s right in front of his nose. That’s where his weak spot is - right in front of him, up close. Because a horse thinks a predator will never approach him like this.’ He took my brush from me. ‘Everyone has the same blind spot,’ he said. He looked at me, and his dark eyes were filled again with a thing I could not name, but which made my heart pound. We were standing very close, so close I could smell his sweat. It was like the air was live between us. ‘Be careful of that friend of yours.’ He gazed into my eyes a second longer, as if daring me to make a protest.


I didn’t. 


I could have still said something right then, but he hadn’t really said anything big enough to deserve a comment. What he’d said might mean anything. Did he even know Jasmina wasn’t Serb? But I knew he did: I’d mentioned Irma and Hasan, her little sister and brother with their Muslim names. I looked back at him. I was so carried away with the way it felt, to be looked at like that. 


He turned away, satisfied.


I wanted him to look at me that way, again. I wanted to be what he wanted. 













TAPE 6





The first day of my new job at Farkas’s company, I’d dressed myself like a doll, like I always did. I wore a green silk T-shirt with a black linen skirt suit, and green perforated leather ankle boots. I’d done my hair in a business-like neat chignon and I had my black leather portfolio case. I thought I looked excellent. An assistant of Farkas’s called Senka smiled and chatted and asked me if I needed anything.


I asked if she would get me a coffee, so that I could look around my office with no-one watching me. I opened the cupboard. I looked in the drawers. But there was no trace of anything resembling a personality, here. The office was empty. 


The work was great. I liked having an effect on the world. I was changing the way things would look, with my own decisions. I commissioned an artist to make a stained glass window for the atrium in one of the new developments. I filled the future powder-room of a nightclub with mother of pearl, with zinc and iroko wood. 


Months passed, and I sat through the Monday meetings where budgets and direction were discussed. I enjoyed the way Farkas always laughed if others complained I was spending too much. I smiled, but apart from that, the meetings didn’t interest me. And I could tell they all hated me. 


Irena, the finance director, she’d sit there and turn slowly puce as she stared at me over the bottles of water on the table. And Bojan, the operations director - so cold behind his moustache. He also thought I was an expensive waste of time. 


‘Marcia was better - she did nothing. At least that was cheaper for us!’ Irina said once.


Farkas laughed and waved a hand to dismiss her. ‘Dragana's designs are good,’ he said. ‘They have style, they have spirit! She should do what she likes,’ he said, smiling at me. 


I met his eyes and felt like I had been scooped up by a tender eagle. 


‘I like her ideas,’ he said.


Irena and Bojan were not important to me. Not compared to this look from him. 


It was soon after, when Iva and her husband Markos came to Farkas’s villa for dinner with us. The whole evening, though, Iva and Farkas sat with their heads together and I was left talking to Markos, who hardly spoke. 


All the time, Iva and Farkas would be bursting with excitement to answer the other one, to rush off with whatever they were talking on - and Farkas was constantly refilling her glass. Later, I saw how she leaned back, relaxed, and looked at me across the table. Like this was her realm: being here, with him. Like he was hers before he could be mine.


They were so close, so similar, in personality. I swallowed my steak and I realised, she was the person he imagined me to be. 


Iva had sold Farkas a car: that was how they’d met. She used to work for the Mercedes showroom. Then Farkas picked her up like a kind of project to work on, and became her mentor. Now she was the rep for some big US pharmaceutical company. 


To begin with, I was jealous. But then I thought, the pleasure they took in each other’s company was so open, I did not believe they were going to have an affair. I could not think they would be so obvious in front of Markos, sitting here quietly at the other end of the table, so handsome and sad. I told myself not to be concerned.


In the autumn, Farkas and I went on weekend drives to the vineyards in the south - Leskovac, Vranje. We strolled around in the sunshine, and drank wine, over a meal at some good hotel down there. 


Still he would not propose to me, and I began to see that it had been a great mistake, to have met him in a place like Vora. It was not a good story. None of the women who went there were the sorts of women a man would normally marry. 


I wanted to be less buyable than a mistress, a girlfriend. I began spending less of his money. 


He asked me one day at one of those restaurants in the vineyards, as we finished our meal, ‘Why don’t you use the Amex more? You hardly use it at all.’ His voice carried the sound of complaint. ‘These clothes,’ he said, ‘they are okay. But why don’t you get the good designer label ones?’ He had got out a toothpick. ‘You are not a normal woman,’ he said, and he looked unhappy about it. 


I watched him clean his teeth with the sliver of wood. I said that I didn’t want these kind of over-priced clothes. ‘I like quality,’ I said to him. ‘My clothes are quality. They are not cheap, you know. I don’t need some silly brand.’ 


But he didn’t approve. He dropped the toothpick down on the tablecloth. He said, ‘I want you to have whatever you like.’ He smiled. ‘The more expensive, the better. Do you understand me?’ he asked. ‘It’s just stupid, to buy things so cheaply all the time. When you don’t need to.’ He smiled, but all the same, I could see I’d hurt his pride. 


So then, I spent two and a half thousand dollars booking my hotel room. What could be more self-indulgent than shopping in Paris and staying at the Ritz? 


From the cab on my way to Nikola Tesla airport, I saw the women who stood along the grass verge: the prostitutes spaced like lamp-posts. For a second, I felt a grip upon my arm: American voices, and someone pulling me by the neck. A stench of frying chicken and cigarettes; a white-tiled wall. 


But then I was back, in the cab: there was no sound here but the purring engine. Nothing to feel but my hand on the fabric that covered my knee, and this was everything: the soft wool, its texture. The coldness in the air. 


The clothes I saw in Paris, the prices were ridiculous. Bottega Veneta, Balenciaga, Dolce and Gabbana, Elie Saab. 


I bought dresses, several pairs of pants. Shoes - lots. I bought so much. Running to catch up, that was what it felt like. 


I had failed to see this - how it was needed with a man like Farkas to have large material demands, and to let him feel good by satisfying them. It seemed a bit disappointing, really. Because this is a so easy, simple thing for a rich man to do - it is practically nothing. Where was the romance? It was nothing like the ways I used to work.


I liked this hotel, though. It was like a lagoon. And the messy sea - the waves, the wind - all that was further out. In here, everything was calm. Safe. 


I lay in the bed, with swags of silk above me. I pulled the sheet over me, switched off my lamp, and looked into the darkness. I lay with my eyes wide open. There was nothing beyond this black silence. 


I had thoughts, and plans for tomorrow, and the future. But my past had disappeared.





My voicemail rang when I came back to the hotel bedroom from breakfast. Farkas had just called me, from my apartment. ‘It’s a nice view you have up here,’ he said in the message, with wind behind him. ‘Anyway, where are you? With your friends?’ He rang off. 


I rang him back. ‘Hi,’ I said. ‘I’m in Paris. I forgot to tell you.’ 


‘What?’ he asked. There was still wind in the background. 


I said, ‘I’m in Paris.’


‘Why?’ he asked.


‘I just felt like it,’ I lied. 


He didn’t say anything, but I thought I could hear him smile. 


‘Why are you on my roof terrace?’ I asked him. 


‘I just felt like it,’ Farkas said. 


I laughed. 


He asked me where I was staying. 


I told him the Ritz. 


He was quick. ‘Who with?’ 


‘Just by myself,’ I said. 


‘Well, good,’ Farkas said. ‘You know, you should buy some nice clothes. If you’re in Paris.’ 


I said maybe I would. I said, ‘I bought one or two things today, actually. I’ll just see what I feel like doing tomorrow.’ It felt sensible not to mention the holdall I had brought. I wanted to seem like hot-in-the-moment: free, unplanned. Planning ahead was what manipulative women did, the sort who want to marry someone rich.


‘I love you, Dragana,’ said Farkas.


‘Farkas,’ I said. ‘The same with me.’ 


Farkas sent his car to fetch me from the airport when I got back. He had to work at the office this evening, but I must be tired from my trip anyway. I would relax at the house, have an early night if I liked, while he finished his work. 


I’m helping Iva with something. I hope you got nice clothes, he texted me. You can impress me and Viktor Stenov with them at lunch tomorrow. Take the morning off: meet me at the office at 12. 


I stood in the giant hallway, underneath the vast modern chandelier. Vlad - his driver and security guard - took my cases up the stairs; I followed, and showered, but I did not feel like going to bed. 


I went down to the gym. I worked out on the treadmill for a while, with some garbage on TV. The world outside the gym windows was black and the lack of curtains bothered me.


I finished my workout, pulled on a hoodie, and stood in the passageway outside the gym. This was the wing of the house where Farkas’s home office was as well. The door was right across from me. 


I glanced the other way - no sign of Vlad or the maid. I turned the handle and went in. 


It was so different to our offices at work. Here, the desk was a big antique, and there were paintings on the walls of people shooting duck out of the sky in large grey landscapes pierced with shafts of sun. The walls were also grey. I went over to the desk and turned on the green glass lamp. I closed the door and began to look around. 


I flicked open the lid of the cigar box, more out of interest than anything else, to see what sorts of cigars he had. There was a piece of paper visible underneath them, where a couple of cigars had been: it had his handwriting on. I turned my head sideways. It looked like a list of passwords for his accounts. I smiled. He was such an innocent, really. I closed the lid.


The door opened, and I felt my breath tighten - I must have known, really, that I should not have gone in there like this without him - but it was Vlad.


‘Excuse me - I saw the light from outside,’ he said. ‘I thought - you will want to get something to eat, before Nina goes home?’ 


‘Of course. I’ll get her to make me a salad.’ I followed him back to the hall, and I went on to the kitchen. 







TAPE 7

I’d managed to get a cigarette from my brother: it was the one thing I could ever get hold of that Jasmina couldn’t. We sat on top of the gate to the wheat-field. She wanted to know all about my summer and I wanted to tell her as little as possible.

I told her the things I’d learned about the horses - how I would check their hooves, and the teeth. I did not tell her about the heart of the horse and its blind spot. 

 I did not tell her one thing about Petar. But she asked, ‘So who taught you all that?’ 

And I said, ‘The groom.’

‘What was he like? Was he nice to you?’

‘He kept himself to himself. I mean, sure - he was nice.’ I thought I could feel myself going red. I handed her the part-smoked cigarette. 

‘But I think there’s something you’re not telling me.’ She was watching me sideways.

When I still didn’t say anything, she looked at me strangely and then looked straight ahead. She took a drag. 

I looked at my knees in their blue denim jeans. I started trying to talk about some other part of life at the stables - about Mr and Mrs Imamovic, about their cat.

She smiled, but she was still upset that I was hiding something - it was in her face. 

I stopped trying to talk about the Imamovics’ cat that had been amusing. But I couldn’t talk about Petar like she wanted, because I knew I could not lie very convincingly and that she’d see I was trying to deceive her. And of course I was too ashamed to tell her what really happened - that I’d betrayed her. So we just sat there in silence.

It was like what had happened had been done by somebody who wasn’t really me. 

She sighed and said, ‘So, come on. Tell me something you don’t mind talking about, then.’

I said I’d hardly done anything,. I said, ‘Tell me about Sukosan.’ 

‘Don’t you mean, about Ivan?’

‘I thought the two of you would get together,’ I said.

She raised her eyebrows at me. ‘When I could see how you liked each other? Are you kidding?’ 

There was silence - just the birds, the wind in the trees behind us, by the road - and the fields spread out in front, all green and gold. I felt my heart expand - the words were forming themselves inside me, coming towards her. 

She looked at her watch. ‘We need to go if we want to catch the show,’ she said, and she jumped back down off the gate. 

And then we were in her room - kneeling by her radio, on the floor, like always, and I couldn’t speak now because she’d pressed record. I could hear her mum, shushing Irma and Hasan downstairs. The girls are recording something. A door was closing: their three voices, through the window, faded away outside. Here in the room, the presenter’s voice was sharp and witty. Margita Stefanovic was answering him, her voice slower, thoughtful. 

An opening chord.

Song after song filled the room, around us. 

I didn’t need to say what had happened. No harm was done by keeping quiet about it. 

Jasmina gave me a thumbs up, as the presenter went on talking at the end, interviewing Margita Stefanovic some more, asking questions about where the music came from. 

The show finished, and Jasmina lifted the cassette from the machine, holding it out to me. She said, ‘You should take this one. I know you want to.’ Her face was warm, open. 

‘You like them just as much,’ I said. ‘You keep it.’ 

‘I don’t have a massive life-size poster of Margita above my bed.’ She was taking the piss, grinning at me.

‘I’ll take the next one,’ I said. She looked at me as if she didn’t believe something new in me. It was this niceness that grows out of guilt. ‘What?’ I asked. 

She shook her head. ‘Anyway. I meant to say, I’ve been hanging out with Leila, while you were away. She’s really nice. We should all spend time together.’

I stared at her. It was always just the two of us - we were like twins. 

She was looking back at me like she was waiting for me to do something for her - as if I were a person who worked in a bank and she was withdrawing some money. 

‘Okay,’ I said. 

She nodded. 




America gave extra rules to our prime minister in Belgrade. He had to make elections in all of the republics, with lots of parties to choose from, if he wanted more loans. 

It doesn’t sound so bad. It’s democracy, right? 

Do you remember what you said, that morning at the memorial, before you made your proposition to me? 

You talked about our countries being on the same side, when it mattered. You meant that Yugoslavia and Britain were allied against the Nazis, in the Second World War. I know you wanted me to think, we’re on the same team. 


But we never were - not really. My country has always been poor and your country has always been rich. These are two different teams, maybe the only teams that count, really. Your team will always win, and mine will sometimes be useful. But mine must not forget its place. 


Money was coming in for the nationalists. And instead of being anathema, now they were registered parties with offices and posters. My granny could not believe it. 


We had to have the elections by the end of next year.


We watched as the Berlin Wall fell down on the television in our living room. The whole Iron Curtain crumbled into pop songs and David Hasselhoff, and we were all meant to celebrate. 


In our geography class at school, Obrad replayed the events for us on VHS.


Over the tape, he said, ‘They will take the gloves off now. Who will care about a buffer zone, with Communism gone? Now you’ll all see the real colours of Western liberalism. They have been playing nice, but now that is over.’ 


We didn’t pay any attention. Obrad was always going on about American hegemony: it was like everything bad that ever happened was due to the rot of the US.


He said to Dad, as they drank beer at our house, that Dad was a fool to trust the West. 


‘It’s the future,’ Dad said. ‘The USSR is dead.’ 


‘They’re trying to destroy us already.’ I heard Obrad but I also heard the silence that followed and how my dad changed the subject, instead of beating him in the argument how I’d have liked. I was sitting outside, on the steps outside the kitchen, but now I got up - I couldn’t stay.

I went down the steps, out the back gate, and hurried round the side of the house, onto the road. I crossed it and clambered up the path - up the steep slope towards Granny’s farm. I grabbed at low branches to stop myself falling backwards. I thought that if I could speak to her, I might feel better. 

I didn’t see the boy. I was paying too much attention to my feet - and then he was there, right in front of me, coming the other way on the footpath. 

Ivan. 

I stared at him.

I must have had some strange look, because he stepped back. ‘Everything okay?’ he asked. 

‘Sure.’

‘You look upset.’

I told him it was everything that was happening. I said it was weird seeing the Wall coming down on television. I said, ‘Obrad thinks the West is going to tear us apart.’ And then I went red.

‘Where are you going now?’ Ivan asked.

‘My granny’s farm,’ I said. 

He nodded, and began walking beside me, back up the path. 

I could feel my insides start to settle down. 

We walked along the edge of this stretch of ash trees, and then out onto a steeply sloping meadow. It was one of my granny’s fields. Ivan had been telling me what he was looking for, and I’d been looking about at the ground as if my life depended on being able to find the mushrooms. But all I saw was the grass. I liked being out with him here. His voice was kind and easy, and I could feel his attention on the world, but also, there was something else about him: it was that he was self-contained. He did not need me. And at the same time, he was talking to me in a voice that was an invitation to go towards him. Not to be part of him - it was not like Dad - but to be me, beside him. 

I was talking to him about Petar.

‘There was this man at the stables - he said that the nationalists are all just looking for a chance to finish what they started last time. It makes me worry. You know - because now they are real. There’s posters. They have got parties.’ 

He’d been bent over the grass, and he straightened up. ‘We can’t change that.’ He gazed at me. ‘You know what I’m going to do? I’m going to open a VCR shop. Maybe in Prijedor.’ 

I nodded.

He started talking about the different machines you could get. He found some mushrooms, while we talked. I remember watching him stoop to pick them. 

We walked up to the farm, without discussing the fact he’d be seen with me there. 

Granny’s moped was in the yard. I took Ivan over to the pig-pen. 

One of the sows was scratching herself against the fencepost, gazing up at me with her old eyes. ‘This is Strawberry,’ I said. I told him how, when me and Jasmina were children, and had only just understood where our meals came from, we’d made my granny promise us never to kill this pig. 

The old pig grunted.

‘What about the others?’ Ivan asked, as he pulled his hand back, and stood looking about at the much younger pigs next to her. ‘I mean - they get turned into meat? Was she the only one here?’ 

‘She was the only one who was left.’ 

‘I don’t get it.’

‘You mean these ones? Granny can’t do the same for all of them. It wouldn’t be practical.’

‘Okay. But what I meant is I don’t get why you’re not vegetarian.’ He was tall and lanky and he sort of stooped his neck when he looked at me. 

Vegetarian. I’d almost forgotten how I’d suggested that, at the time. Mum had thrown up her hands and walked out. After she’d left the room, Dad reminded me about the years in which she’d starved. And Branko had said, when Dad had left the room as well, You can do what you like when you’re older. That’s what I tell myself.

 I remembered how shocked I’d been when Branko said that - like he was being rude to our parents. 

I don’t really care about it that much, I’d answered. 

‘I know,’ I said, looking at Ivan. ‘I know.’ I couldn’t say what this was like: a space where I could know what I really wanted. But maybe the feeling was in my eyes, because something passed between us that was like nothing I’d ever felt. 

Granny came out of the house and called to me. I introduced her to Ivan. 

She was inviting us in. 

We sat in her old kitchen with the dented cooker and the noisy fridge. We drank tea and Granny was very interested in what Ivan thought of Germany, seeing he’d just come from living there. My Uncle Slavo - her other son, older than my dad - worked there as well. 

The sky was getting darker. It was time to go. 

‘Here, please.’ Ivan offered her all the mushrooms we’d gathered. 

She took them with a nod. I could tell she liked his nature. She kissed me and said, ‘Don’t let your father see you together,’ and waved a hand to shoo us from the yard.




I began meeting Ivan quite often: we’d meet on the paths in the woods, where no-one would see us. We’d walk up into the forest on the mountain, and talk about everything.

We were up by an old stone bridge that had got completely overgrown one evening that autumn. There was cool , wet air all around us and the sound of the rushing water of the stream below us, and the wind in the branches. I could smell the mountain; and it was like the conifers were hiding us from anyone who would hurt us. It was not just all the stories I knew about times when it had really hidden people and saved their lives. Not just that I knew how this was where my grandmothers had come - hiking up through the woods in the night, their youngest children strapped to their backs, others being pulled by their arms. It was more the place itself - it had always spoken to me like this.

I think that’s why I liked to meet him there. As he wrapped his arms around me, it was the firs themselves that were holding me, promising to protect me.

Then the snow came, and it was harder for us to meet. 




I saw him at Christmas though, across the church. He caught my eye and smiled at me. 


Obrad had been our polaznik, like always, that Christmas. And we gave him the same thing every year - a pair of thick, good socks, from Boska department store. Obrad smiled as he opened the package, and nodded in my mother’s direction. ‘Thank you, Zudha. Good and warm.’ The same words every year: like these were also a part of the Christmas liturgy in our house. Christ is born - these socks are good and warm.


No mention of maps and politics and countries coming apart.


Uncle Slavo was back home - visiting, I’d assumed. He usually came for one week in the summer, so that he could work on his house while he was here - put up a bit more wall. It stood half-built in one of the fields. But he sometimes came at Christmas as well.


And then, over our lunch, he told us he was back here for good. 


It was fine until after the meal. 


‘I can not sit over there being comfortable, and do nothing but watch as my country comes apart,’ said my uncle.


‘Nothing is coming apart,’ said Dad. 


Obrad slammed his glass down. ‘Yes, yes, it is coming apart! Slovenia and Croatia - they’re saying they will leave. And it’s not just words. Now Croatia has got its new Ustashi party all paid for by US Government.’ 


Mum pushed her chair back. 


Obrad went red. He began to apologise.


But my uncle hadn’t noticed, and he carried on. ‘You won’t be going to Croatia next summer,’ he said to Dad. ‘No-one will be able to go there.’


‘Rubbish - though we can’t go there anyway,’ said Dad. ‘The mill had to sell the holiday camp.’


‘Sell it?’


‘Things are hard, with the new taxes now to sell to the EC. It’s tough to shift our stock.’ He drained his glass, and got up, to keep Mum company.


Mum nodded, still hovering by the table.


Uncle Slavo was staring at my dad like this confirmed everything. ‘No-one needs Yugoslavia, eh? The days of both sides being nice are over - now there is only one side left standing, what do they need the middle-man for? Taxing us! As if we are not European!’ 


‘Of course we are still needed,’ said Dad. 


Uncle Slavo glanced at Mum, and something about seeing her made his mood completely different. ‘Well, a shame to lose your holiday. Hey, kids? A shame to lose your holiday?’ 


Branko nodded.


Mum went to the door that opened into the hall. 


Uncle Slavo’s gaze followed her and rested on her. He looked so worried and sad. 


He put on a jolly voice, extra-loud - so I realised it was Mum he was talking to - and he said how a friend of his was now the manager of a luxury hotel in Kikinda, in Serbia, called the Hotel Narvik - maybe this friend could get him a good deal, and then he would take us all on holiday there - to make up for missing Croatia.


Mum turned, in the doorway - her face in the shadow - and looked back at us.


Uncle Slavo nodded at her. Then he turned to me and Branko and began to tell how it was that he had met this hotel manager, in Munich. It was a complicated tale involving a misunderstanding and pickled carrots, and he tried very hard to make it funny. He didn’t look at Mum again, but she watched him for a while, before going through to the hall. 


‘Can Jasmina come?’ I asked. 


My uncle said, ‘You will have to share a room with Granny. I think there won’t be room for people who aren’t family.’


‘She is family.’ 


He laughed. ‘No. She is like family, but she is not.’ He pushed his tongue around his cheek, the way people do when they are trying to get a scrap of food out from between their teeth. 


‘It’s hard for me to leave the farm,’ said Granny. ‘She should take Jasmina. I need to be here.’ 


Uncle Slavo looked at her. He picked up the plastic pepper pot and twisted its lid, like he wanted to be busy with his hands. And then he was surprised that pepper came out. 


I got up to clear the table and I noticed how Granny didn’t look at me - like I was not on her mind. But I knew that I was. 





Easter came and went. Dad was still backing the Reform Party - not the Socialists - and he got constant ire from Obrad and Tahir for this. 


‘Your technocrats will split the union vote down the middle,’ said Obrad. ‘The nationalists will come up in between. You might as well take an axe to us.’


Dad said he’d understood that the point of democracy is to vote for the party whose ideas you like best.


In Croatia, they had their elections in May. The nationalists won: they were flying their Ustashi flags.


Dad wavered a bit. But then he said, Bosnia was different. Here, there were more sensible people. The Reform Party would win here. And the elections were not being held til November. Mum refused to speak to any of us about it: she seemed to want to think it wasn’t happening.





I crammed in the back seat of our Yugo that summer, between Branko and Jasmina. Uncle Slavo had his motorbike, and led the way. I’d never been on a journey as long as this in my life. To begin with, it was exciting: but time passed so slowly, and I dozed off. 


I woke up in what looked like a different country - vast, flat plains that we passed across, bigger than anything in Bosnia. 


The hotel was even more dramatic than I’d dreamed of: it soared up from the square in Kikinda: concrete walls blazing white in the bright sunshine. Inside, the shady foyer was like a skating rink of marble with concrete columns. Light came through from a piece of the distant roof. Behind the long wooden reception desk, wall clocks told the time in Moscow, London, Shanghai and New York. 


We spent the rest of the day exploring the pretty old streets. Then Jasmina and Branko and I went up to the rooftop pool. We ran and jumped in, under the purple-blue evening sky, plunging into the shock of cold, the deep silence. Bubbles. I climbed out - dripping cold, relieved from the heat. I lay on the lounger.


I watched them play fight, in the water. 


Jasmina ducked under the water to get away from my brother. I smiled. I went to get my book. 


Next day, we bought souvenirs in the morning, in the side streets, and then we went to the big park with the boating lake. 


Uncle Slavo said we would take out boats. He insisted he would row Jasmina. Dad would row Mum, of course, which left Branko rowing me. 


The other two boats ploughed out over the water. We were lagging behind, 


I wondered why my uncle was so keen to take care of Jasmina. It occurred to me that he might not want my brother being too close with her. Maybe he thought the same sorts of things that Petar did.


I was only half-right. 


We were away from the shore when Branko rested the oars across the boat. Now there was only the gurgle of water; the rocking and the breeze, and he squinted across at me - sun in his face. ‘Uncle Slavo said I should talk to you. I guess this is him being subtle about it.’


About the way I spent so much time in the Tankovics’ house, back home. ‘He thinks we should just hang out with other Serbs. To be safe.’ He looked embarrassed. ‘Because of what’s happening in Croatia - you know, Serbs getting sacked and things.’


‘He can tell me himself,’ I said.


‘He thought you’d listen to me more.’


I burst out laughing. 


Branko was smiling, looking across the oars at me. But he didn’t laugh. And then he started talking about the things our uncle saw in the war. Our dad had been a baby then. But Uncle Slavo had been seven when he was born. ’Not everyone came down off the mountain before the last battle,’ said Branko. ’Some of them saw what was left, in the end.’ 


I felt annoyed. ‘Can’t have been worse than what happened to Mum.’


‘Sure.’ He sighed. ‘Mum’s definitely got the medal for the worst war experience.’ 


I was worried, looking over to the other boats, in case Uncle Slavo was making Jasmina uncomfortable. They were some way off but easy to find, among the other boats - she had on a bright yellow T-shirt. What was he saying to her?


She saw me looking, and shouted and waved, and my uncle put down an oar and waved too. They were having fun. 


I looked back at Branko. He gave me a smile that meant he knew what this was like. A feeling passed between us - acceptance. 


He held the oar handles out to me. I took them, and pulled them towards me, and felt the weight of the water against my bones. The boat sloshed about. I was trying to turn around. 


My uncle took a photograph of me and Branko in our boat as we got close to them.





We spent the next week mainly relaxing - Uncle Slavo had brought his backgammon set, and we’d play this up by the pool on the roof. There was a disco at night-time on the weekends in the ground floor of the hotel, and we went to that too: Dad insisted on making Mum dance with him. She went along with it, and she looked fine if you didn’t know her, letting him twirl her to Love Love Me Do, but she didn’t look like she’d looked at Sukosan. She was holding everything in. 


Uncle Slavo paid for her to go to the hotel’s trendy salon and get a new hairstyle. I remember him and Dad nearly getting into a fight over this. Dad insisted on going to the bank and paying him back, even though it was practically a week of wages.


It was later in the trip that we went for dinner as usual at a bistro in the town. There was a portable television on a table in the corner and at first we did not notice it. But a slow hush spread through the tables as people began to turn and see the screen. The waitress stopped where she was. On the screen, a car was pulled over by the border between Croatia and Bosnia. There was a woman beside the car: she’d got out to speak to the camera. I could hardly hear what she said. I was taking in the way that the car had furniture strapped to its roof. I was seeing the way the woman was trying not to cry. I heard the words graffitti, Serbs Go Home and Ustashe.


They are banning our church and our language - we have seen this before. We won’t wait. She wiped her eye.


Mum was staring at the bottle of wine in the middle of our table. Her hand, holding her fork, was trembling: the fork began to clatter on her china plate. The clatter got faster. She seemed to be totally unaware of the noise, but people were turning to look at us all. 


Dad touched her arm, and stood up. He went over to the TV, he said, ‘Excuse me,’ and he turned it to another channel. The Eurovision song came on. 


There was a commotion among the other customers.


Uncle Slavo’s whole body was tense. He was looking at his own hand, suntanned and spread out on the white tablecloth. It was like his hand was holding everything down, but it might tear the food from the table in an instant. 


When Dad came back to sit down, Uncle Slavo stared at him. 


Other diners got up from their tables to come over, nearer to the television. They began to crowd around it and from beyond their bodies I heard the channel change. 


I didn’t need Dad to tell me we were leaving. 


The evening air was warm as we walked back. Dad knew better than to try and pretend to Mum that everything was okay: I could hear him speak to her in low, serious words - but his voice was calm. They walked apart from the rest of us. Uncle Slavo said nothing, but he stopped outside the hotel after Mum and Dad had gone in. ‘I’m going for a drink,’ he said, looking at Branko. ‘Do you want to join me?’


Jasmina and I watched the pair of them walk off, away from us, into the darkening square. 


We stood in the elevator, going up through the building. Jasmina looked at me, waiting for me to say what was on my mind. 


‘It doesn’t feel right, to be eating out and being on holiday, you know?’


She grimaced. ‘You think you can change that by staying at home?’


‘No,’ I said. But that didn’t make me feel any better - in fact, I was irritated. 


She nodded. 


I couldn’t sleep. I lay there, and all I could see was the face of that woman. Serbs were being fired from their jobs for being Serb. They were leaving the only place they knew, and coming to Bosnia. I wondered if the family in the news might come to Prijedor - we were one of the first towns, from there. 


In the other bed, on the other side of our bedside table, Jasmina was asleep. The heat in the room was practically unbearable. 


I didn’t know how she could sleep so easily. I got up and went over to the window - the linoleum was sticky on my bare feet - and stood on the other side of the thin, yellow curtain, and leaned out into the night. 


I stood there for about ten minutes.


I must have woken her. I heard her ask, ‘Are you okay?’ 


I looked back around the side of the curtain. She was half-upright, in her bed. 


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Hot.’ I went back behind the curtain again, back to the fresh air where at least I felt I could breathe a bit.


Behind me, she said, ‘That thing on the news - it’s just what’s happened to one family in Croatia. It doesn’t mean anything’s going to happen to your family here. I think honestly that woman was over-reacting. All kinds of idiots write stupid graffitti - no-one actually tried to harm them.’ 


I didn’t have to answer, did I? What she was saying was callous, horrible. I was outside - I could just go on breathing and looking down at the criss-cross lights, by myself.


‘Mira?’


I refused to answer her.


I missed Ivan. I stared down at the town. 


I heard her sigh with annoyance and rearrange the blanket on her bed.





‘Please can you pass the butter?’ she asked, at breakfast, her face and voice all weird and polite. 


I passed it to her. I couldn’t be bothered with trying to sort her mood: she was the one who was in the wrong anyway. We’d got dressed in silence: we could carry on like that for as long as she wanted. Eventually she’d give up.


We finished breakfast and went downstairs. We were going to go and look around some old building in the town, the six of us. 


She began lagging behind as soon as we got outside though, and then I realised Branko had dropped back to talk with her, and then I realised that she was crying. He was putting an arm round her, and then he was folding her in against his chest in a huge hug. 


They were coming towards us now. He’d let go of her, but they were walking very close together.


‘I’m going to go back to the hotel - I’m not feeling well,’ Jasmina told us, as they got to within a few feet of us. Her eyes were red.


‘Mira will take you back,’ said Dad, displeased with her.


But I felt hot and dizzy and did not want to go anywhere with her. 


She shook her head. ‘I’m fine - it’s just over there.’ 


I watched her walk off, and I felt like I ought to do something. I took a step but she’d already got to the other side of the square, where the hotel was. She was walking up the steps in the bright sunshine.


I could hear the others, behind me. ‘She’s homesick,’ said Branko. ‘She’s missing her family, that’s all.’


I felt awful. I crossed the square; I followed Jasmina out of the sunshine and into the cool of the hotel. 


She’d already got through the foyer - I couldn’t see her anywhere. 


I went up to the room. Maybe she’d taken the key for it back from reception.


I could see my face in the shiny wall of the elevator. I hated myself.


I knocked on the door of our room. I waited, and knocked again. She didn’t answer the door.





When I got back again, later that day, the receptionist told me she was up on the roof and had left the key for me. I got changed and went up to find her. She was holding a book over her face like a sunshade, on a lounger. 


‘How are you feeling?’ I asked, nervously.


‘Yes, better,’ she said. She took her book away from her face and looked at me frankly. ‘Let’s go for a swim. We should enjoy this while we’re still here.’ She was sitting up, swinging her legs sideways. 


I nodded, and took off my shorts and T-shirt. 


We both walked towards the edge of the pool, and then at the last minute, I reached out to take her hand. But she was a fraction ahead of me, and I just jumped in beside her, and the world became plunging silence, the cold and the water. 


We came up, snorting; our noses streaming, coughing and laughing. She struck out backwards. I swam more slowly. 


‘How was the museum?’ she asked, as we dangled our legs at the deep end.


But I couldn’t recall what I’d just been looking at. 


I blinked the water away from my eyes. I felt so uncomfortable around her, and I’d never usually felt this. It was like a buzzing coldness all through me. ‘Sorry about last night,’ I said, as if apologising might make this discomfort go away. I wasn’t sorry though. I just wanted to feel better, and usually, at home, that happened if you said sorry. 


‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. She only glanced at me for an instant, and then her eyes were gazing out across the water. ‘We’re all stressed,’ she said, and then she turned and coiled herself against the wall, and plunged beneath the surface. Her red swimsuit had broken into pieces, shifting away through the pool. 













CHAPTER TWO














TAPE 8


Jasmina went to Sarajevo with her Mum and Irma and Hasan. She sent letters, the three weeks she was there, and I saw that she was falling in love with that place. She wrote me about its hillside lanes, the balconies filled with tumbling flowers; the cafe in the centre where her cousin Zora would buy her an espresso with whipped cream, and they’d sit drinking these among the students from the art school. She told me all about the fashionable people and the crowded market-places, the shops, and the benches by the river, and how the water in the river was a beautiful milky green. She described some work she did at her uncle’s legal office: she told me the name of his secretary she’d been helping there. She even mentioned a bird she’d seen. 


She didn’t mention meeting any boy.


Leila called for me a couple of times because Jasmina was away. But both times she came, I was out. I never went round to call back, on her. I was busy meeting Ivan.


We were up in the woods on the hill again, enjoying the warmth of the sun on our skin. He had such a nice way of moving, on his gangly long legs, with his big, happy smile. My heart was caught up in him. 


I felt as if I were someone I’d never been, as if I were finally myself and I did not have to fight to be seen or understood. I talked to him the way I used to talk to Jasmina but this was different - I could tell him as well how I was afraid, when I heard news from Croatia. How Tudjman now had sacked Serbs from their police and was recruiting only Croats. I could be angry and afraid and he would listen and nod and not try to say that this was nothing at all, but nor would he make it worse. He just nodded and said, ‘I know.’ And then he’d put his arms around me, and his arms were strong and warm, so that my worry would stumble and slow and turn back from the road. Then he’d make some joke or other, and then we’d talk about the VCR shop he was going to open and by now he’d also decided that we should get married, given we were nearly sixteen. ‘I love you, Mira,’ he’d said, and you know, that was back when I was a simple person. It was actually possible to love me, because I was all in one place, one person. I have felt that, you see. What it’s like. To be held like that in a man’s heart. 


It’s like nothing can ever harm you. Like you’re wrapped in care, and can breathe. 





It was November before Jasmina told me that she was getting letters from this boy Samir - a handsome law student, who’d been working at her uncle’s office in Sarajevo. I realised: it wasn’t the city she’d been falling in love with. 


I helped her plan her next escape there, as we sat on the gate - we saw how to do it, as soon as she heard the news that her cousin Zora was pregnant. She’d spend the next summer there, under cover of helping with the baby. It was due in early July. 


‘How are things with Ivan?’ she asked me, tapping the ash from our cigarette. 


I honestly didn’t know what to say. How could I put him into a sentence for her? I shrugged, and shook my head. I looked out to the horizon for help. ‘I’m happy,’ I said.


She looked dissatisfied. ‘Okay,’ she said, and handed me the cigarette. ‘But I think you should be happier than this, you know. You deserve it. Maybe you need to come to Sarajevo. See what’s out there in the world with me.’


I was inhaling. I had to wait until I’d breathed out. ‘Maybe I don’t,’ I said. 


‘But what are the chances, really, of meeting the one you’re meant to be with - here?’ She was smiling, so I could choose to take this as a joke, but I didn’t. I gave the rest of the cigarette to her and told her I was going home. ‘I’m cold,’ I said. 


When I got in, Obrad and Dad were arguing in the kitchen. It was about the elections we had to have, to get our loans from America. Dad still stuck to his Reform Party; Obrad was wide-eyed, trying to convince him this was mad. I shut myself in my bedroom. 





The elections happened. The regular vote was split between the Socialists and Reform, and the nationalist parties beat them both: we were getting a Muslim nationalist president. Not even the one who the Muslims had voted for - but somebody else. Alija Izetbegovic, with his old book that he’d written about the duties of Muslims, and how this included working to turn your country into a Muslim state. About how the rest of us were morally inferior - there to be converted, that was all. 


‘Nobody listens to him,’ Dad said.


‘They will now he’s president, won’t they? Serbs will - they will become afraid of him.’ Obrad shrugged in despair. ‘You’re blind to the risk here. He’s obviously being used. He’s a tool of the West, just like the others. They are creating chaos and mistrust!’ He leaned forwards across our kitchen table. ‘Why do you think they demanded him - and not Abdic, who actually got elected? They want what is coming! They want this.’ 


‘No-one can say what the future is.’ Dad drank his beer and looked up and saw me, in the doorway, and got me to begin telling Obrad all about my plans to become a nurse. ‘You see? This is the real future,’ he said,. ‘The plans of our children.’ All the time I went on talking after that, Dad was looking at Obrad and nodding. Like to say I was proving his point. 





Obrad was not wrong, though: plenty of Serbs did see what Izetbegovic wrote, and did feel afraid of him. And maybe the West did want this. 


It was a Spring day - 1991, by then - when I was helping Dad clean the car, on the empty road. There was the soapy water in the yellow bucket; the smell of hot metal and the freshness of the new leaves on the trees, in a breeze above our heads. There was Dad’s voice, now and then. 


We heard Uncle Slavo call, ‘Good morning!’ He was walking up the road towards us, from the path that led here from the farm. But he was in a serious mood: he looked angry.


Dad made a joke about something.


Uncle Slavo hardly laughed. ‘Did you hear what he said this is the time - our so-called President?’


Dad didn’t answer.


‘Someone asked him what that book of his means for us here. “Every country should bring in Islamic laws when it has a Muslim majority in its population.” He said, “At the moment, we don’t have a majority population in Bosnia.”’ He took out a cigarette. ‘At the moment. I wonder how soon he will rectify that?’


Dad said, ‘Well, yes, it’s a shame we’ve got him.’ He went on washing the windscreen of the car. My uncle was watching him. ‘It is what it is.’


‘A shame?’ My uncle lit his cigarette. He gestured towards me. ‘What do you think of this business, Mira?’


‘He doesn’t speak for most of the Muslims,’ I said. ‘They didn’t even vote for him.’


Uncle Slavo pulled a face. He decided to ignore me, and turned to Dad again. ‘They have twice the birth rate we do, so it won’t take long you know - for them to outnumber us. Maybe one generation.’ 


Dad looked at him. 


Uncle Slavo took a draw on his cigarette, and breathed out. He said, ‘Especially, as we were stupid enough to get killed in such quantities, when this happened in the last war.’ He said, ‘Maybe he’s looking to history to get some ideas, on how to speed it up a bit. Build another Jasenovac. That would suit him.’


Dad still said nothing, and went on cleaning the car instead.


Uncle Slavo angled his head, like he was trying to make Dad see him. Then he asked, ‘What does Zudha think of all this?’


Dad stopped, and straightened his back. He was facing my uncle with the sponge in his hand. ‘That’s none of your business.’ He had his arms stiff, as if he was getting ready for something. As if he was ready to fight for this - for my mum being none of my uncle’s concern, when it came to her worries that she had. 


‘You should look after her,’ said my uncle.


My father took a step towards him. His eyes - his whole face - were engorged. 


Uncle Slavo was finally pleased. He nodded. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’m glad there’s some small amount of fight in you, Vasilje.’ And he stepped back, and saluted my dad, and walked off, towards the farm. 


I spilled the water, and Dad snapped at me and went inside. 


The papers didn’t help. It was a few days before that, that Uncle Slavo had walked towards Granny across the farmyard, waving the newspaper in his hand. It will be another one of their glorious jihads!I tell you - the SDA will put us on spikes, on the Visegrad Bridge, just like the Ottomans did!


‘You’re a crazy fantasist,’ Granny had said. ‘And you also sound just like a nationalist.’


He waved the newspaper at her again. ‘I’m a realist! And anyway - our nationalism is different! We Serbs have never been like those others, just looking after themselves. We don’t just care about our own. We’ve fought empires to free the others as well. Our nationalism is for everyone. We fight for freedom and justice!’


‘That’s not nationalism. Not of any kind. It’s socialism, you idiot. That is what your father died for.’ 


‘Did no-one tell you, we no longer have socialism, Mum?’ He’d looked at her and shaken his head. 





I knew my uncle had been talking in the kafana about his thoughts on Serbs and Muslims and Croats. But I did not know that I was now ‘one of them’.


I was sitting at the Tankovics’ kitchen table, on a rainy evening that March. Tahir had come in to the kitchen in a worse mood than usual, and now he looked at me across the table, as he stuck his fork into his plate of stew. ‘That uncle of yours has us down for crazy fascists,’ he said. He took a drink and looked at me. ‘I’m amazed you’re allowed to eat here.’ 


I did not know what to say so I just said nothing. 


‘She wouldn’t be here if she believed all that,’ said Hana.


‘Can’t she speak for herself?’ snapped Tahir. Hana was talking at the same time, but I heard his words and I could hardly breathe. My skin flared with heat. 


Irma and Hasan went on eating their meal. 


Jasmina was protesting, her face contorted. 


‘It’s fine,’ I told her. I’d nearly finished eating. I knew I couldn’t have any more. ‘I think I should go now. Thanks for dinner,’ I said, and pushed my chair out from the table. 


I ignored the things Hana was saying, as she stood too, trying to reach me from the other side of the table. I grabbed my jacket and made towards their back door.


I was running down the steps to their back yard.


Jasmina was coming after me. She was grabbing my arm - hurting my shoulder. ‘Pay no attention to Dad,’ she said. ‘Pay no attention, the way I also ignore your uncle. Please stay - he’ll say sorry.’


But I shook my head. Through the open door behind us, I could hear Tahir saying things about Uncle Slavo that I knew to be partly true. The shame burned my skin again. ‘I need to go,’ I said. 


I pushed my way out through their gate into the back path, and hurried along it, along the top of the green fields. Uncle Slavo was not so bad. It was the fact we had that mad President that had made this whole mess. And whose fault was that? Okay, the Muslims hadn’t voted for him - it was Fikret Abdic they’d wanted as President, a man who was completely different - but still, they’d voted for that stupid party. I slammed my way in through our gate. 


I stood in the yard, and for some reason being here now made me think of the year before - because Jasmina’s birthday was in April, tomorrow - and it was the day before her birthday last year that we’d been out here in my yard. We’d brought my parents’ radio out. It was playing Walk of Life and we were dancing along to it. Jasmina’s English accent was better than mine, and she was balanced on top of the hen house, holding her arms out to me, singing. I was holding my arms out to her, and leaping around, but I only knew the chorus.


I stared at the hen house now. 


That was before we’d argued in Kikinda. Nothing was the same any more. 





Ivan said I was being stupid. It was the first big argument that we had. ‘She’s your friend,’ he kept saying, like that was the excuse for everything. 


‘But it’s not just this. It’s other things,’ I said. ‘You’re making out like I’m the one in the wrong, and I’m not.’


He didn’t say anything, but he wouldn’t look at me either. 


I felt, for the first time, as if he found something in me that he did not like. I said, ‘Doesn’t it bother you at all - the things Izetbegovic writes about us? They are practically at war in Croatia - nationalists there who hate us the same.’


‘Yes, I know. But she’s not done anything wrong, has she?’ 


I jumped up from where we’d been huddled - inside the downstairs rooms of Uncle Slavo’s half-built house, which we often used as a meeting place now - and the sun caught me across the face, blinding me. I was disoriented for a moment and just stood there, with white light and red inside my head. 


Then I saw my uncle coming towards the house. I ducked down again. ‘Quick! Run,’ I said. ‘My uncle’s coming.’ 


But Ivan just looked up at me. He shook his head. ‘We’re getting married. That’s it. No more running about.’


‘You can’t propose to me like this, Ivan. We’ve just been arguing.’ I looked sideways, and saw my uncle coming closer, across the field. I looked back at him. I was still bent double. ‘Please! Can we just go?’ 


He burst out laughing. His dark eyes were blazing and he jumped up and grabbed me, and pulled me down on top of him - I had to stop myself from screaming out. ‘Mira,’ he said, rolling me onto my back, on the board. 


He was on top of me. He gazed into my eyes.. ‘Will you marry me? Please say yes.’ 


All I saw was our life together. 


Behind him, I saw my uncle step in. ‘What the hell is this?’ 


‘Yes,’ I said.


And when we told Slavo we’d just got engaged, his face lit up. ‘We must celebrate! Come on!’ And he was pulling Ivan by the arm, away from me. I was laughing and staggering up, and after them, across the field. Ivan kept turning, trying to wait for me, but being dragged on by my uncle towards the farm.


He was finally allowed to run back to me when they got close enough to the house for Slavo to run looking for my grandma. 


Ivan reached me there, halfway across the field. He kissed me and I kissed him back. 


He took my hand. 


I hoped that because we were seventeen, it was possible he would miss the fighting. It was bad enough that Branko would be leaving for his National Service soon: I could not stand losing Ivan, too. Now our Yugoslav army was fighting a war in Croatia. 





It was a few weeks later when I walked into the kitchen of my home and saw a familiar face. At first I did not understand that it was him. How could Petar be here, at our table, talking with my dad?


Petar had looked up when I walked in, and now he got to his feet. ‘I was buying brushes in Prijedor. We bumped into each other and we got talking. I hear congratulations are in order - you’re engaged?’ 


I nodded, and I must have managed not to think about the fact that there was a better range of brushes to choose from in Banja Luka. 


They were drinking coffee. Petar had sat back down again already and they’d picked their conversation back up. I could tell that Dad was happy to talk with him, that he wanted to get back to that. 


I went upstairs. I wished he hadn’t come. 


I could hear them talking through the kitchen ceiling, which was under the floor of my bedroom. Our walls and floors were thin, so I could make out the bones of it.


They were talking about the political situation, but Petar was not saying the things he’d said to me back then, in the evenings at the stables.


Instead, he was agreeing with what my father said. How if only more people had voted for the Reform party last year in the elections then all would have been solved, because then there would be no more nationalists and also it meant the economy would have been fixed. 


This was a major sore point with my father: Obrad and Tahir had gone crazy at him for abandoning the socialists. 


They talked some more about other things. Then I heard Dad say, ‘Stay and eat our evening meal with us.’


I felt an icy coldness spread through me. I didn’t believe for a second that Petar really thought a political party like Reform was the answer to our problems. Why was he pretending? 


I wished I hadn’t told him so much about my parents, their histories. It felt wrong that Dad was sitting down there chatting with someone who knew more about him than he knew about them, and he being unaware of that fact. The guilt was nibbling at me.


I heard Mum’s voice in there as well now, and my heart began racing. I was thinking of how I’d told him what happened to Mum, with her little brother, at Sisak; with her sisters; with her mother. I’d told him her whole story. 





I sat through the beginning of the meal, my face burning hot, the plastic-handled cutlery feeling slippery in my fingers; the food hard to swallow.


They were talking about this and that, and Branko even seemed bored. 


Just when I was beginning to relax, when we got to dessert, Petar changed his tone of voice. ‘I know these times must be particularly hard for you, Mrs Bratic,’ he said. 


Mum looked like she was waiting for something. I could hear the cries of the little girl next door, in the Spasics’ yard. Another second passed.


‘Mira told me,’ said Petar, gently, ‘what happened to your little brother, in the camps. The typhus. And about how you were adopted out of there. Because they had sent your mother away.’ 


Mum froze. 


Branko turned slowly and looked at me, like to say he could not believe I’d done this. 


‘I am sorry,’ said Petar. He was gazing at Mum, and the way he said it, it made Dad be quiet and watch him instead of stopping him. ‘It can’t happen like that again,’ said Petar. There was such a lot of love in his eyes. Love like a brother, or a deep friend. Like someone who would try and save you, who would do what needed to be done to protect you. 


‘That’s right,’ Dad said, awkwardly. ‘It can’t happen again.’ 


Mum nodded. Dad cleared his throat.


‘And even the West can see now the colour of Izetbegovic’s intentions,’ said Petar.


‘What do you mean?’ asked Mum, nervously.


‘That he is trying to take Bosnia out of Yugoslavia, and ignoring the illegalities of that path,’ answered Petar. As if this was the sum of all his real thought, and not the things I’d heard from him about how the Muslim and Croat nationalists wanted to see all us Serbs evicted or annihilated. Wiped out.


I stared at him across the table. He was wearing a shirt over his singlet and his hair was a bit longer at the back but apart from that he was the same. So why was he behaving like somebody completely different? 


‘The EC sees through him, and they will one day, soon, stop supporting him,’ said Petar, calm and honest-looking. ‘Because to go on backing him will mean chaos, and their markets do not want this.’ 


There was Dad, pleased, nodding at what Petar said - adding to it some thoughts of his own on this topic. There was Mum, tense, but listening. 


The only person left unimpressed was Branko. He’d been listening to Uncle Slavo. He didn’t have time for this talk of the EC and politics. He said, ‘You can talk - go ahead. I’m going out.’ He’d started hanging out with some boys who also had bikes, and liked the same music. 





Petar came back a few weeks later, and then he was there every fortnight or so. He would arrive at six, have dinner with us, then sit with Dad, talking, and leave at nine. 


Then, instead, he would arrive at six and Dad would go with him in his car. He had an old Yugo, like us. 


Dad would eat the warmed-up meal when he came back in at eight - Petar dropped him outside - and he would be silent, and hardly notice what me or Mum or Branko said. 













TAPE 9





I bumped into Hana outside the shop: it was hot, and she had to squint at me in the blazing sun. She asked after my plans with Ivan, so I told her the trouble I was having with getting a dress. I said it was exciting news, about Zora’s baby that Jasmina was going to help her with over the summer. I knew she was leaving soon. Honestly, I didn’t really feel like I was going to miss her too much. I thought the conversation was finished, when Hana said, ‘Why don’t you come to the house tomorrow morning? Bring a sketch of the dress that you like. I’ll help you make it, on my machine. Then all your Mum will need to buy is the fabric. And you’ll catch Jasmina before she goes.’ 


So I went, the next morning. Jasmina had opened their front door to me was walking backwards down their hall, to the kitchen, so she could carry on looking at me as we talked. ‘Didn’t you like any that were in the shop?’


‘Too expensive. The prices keep going up with inflation. They’re more than double what they were last month and it’s not like Mum and Dad can give me that much for it. And I’m way too tall to wear Mum’s old one.’


’So we’re helping you.’ 


‘Yes.’ 


She was boiling water for tea in their kitchen. 


Hana came in to the kitchen, with Irma and Hasan. 


I had done my drawing of the dress I’d liked in the shop, and Jasmina, who had put the cups of tea on the table, took this from me. She looked at it and then looked back at me, and smiled properly. She gave it back and went to get some bread and soft cheese from their fridge. 


By the time she’d laid this out too, Hana had a cardboard box full of patterns on one of the chairs, beside us. She sent Irma and Hasan upstairs to play, once they’d finished eating, and took the piece of paper from me as Jasmina cleared our plates.


She’d pulled out a pattern. I’d sketched a long halterneck dress, and the one in the pattern picture she held was like this except it was short, and only cotton. Hana said we can take this and use it for a basis. 


I was going to have the dress of my dreams. Hana being Hana, she did it all like it was normal.


‘So, we need to measure you,’ she said. 


She was kneeling on the red and white marbled linoleum that covered the kitchen floor, in one of her big fluffy sweaters. The tape measure was cold on my stomach, and made me suck myself in. She wrote down my numbers, and wrote a note for me of how much material to get. Behind her back, Jasmina was holding up old dress patterns from the 1970s for me to see, and pulling faces, trying to make me laugh. ‘Come back when you have the cloth, and we will cut it,’ Hana said. She looked stiff, standing up again. She bent down to rub her knees.


‘Thank you very much,’ I said. ‘Really.’ 


‘Well. What are neighbours for?’ said Hana, giving me a big smile. ‘I remember those,’ she said, looking at the pattern in Jasmina’s hand. It was some funnily patterned blouse, buttoned to the neck. A very long and pointed collar, and sleeves like long balloons. She started laughing.


‘I can’t believe you wore these, Mum,’ said Jasmina. 


‘Oh, yes. I loved them,’ said Hana. ‘You young things will also grow out of things you think are wonderful now. Not this dress, though,’ she told me. ‘You have chosen a lovely, elegant style.’ She began to roll away the measuring tape - winding it around two fingers of her left hand - and smiled. ‘Some things are timeless,’ she said. 





We’d finished looking at the patterns when I went upstairs to their bathroom. While I was there, I heard a sudden commotion in the yard. 


‘I thought you weren’t here today,’ said Hana, outside. She lowered her voice, and I heard her mention my name. What were they saying? Who was she talking to? 


I pulled the thin curtain aside and saw the top of Tahir’s head. He was talking with Hana, making her go back up their steps, back in to their kitchen. 


I watched as he looked around - and up at the kitchen window, as if to make sure she wasn’t watching - and then opened their cellar door. But he didn’t go in. He went back around the side of the house, out of my view. Then he reappeared, shuffling backwards, holding one end of a huge heavy crate. Another man held the other end of it. They manoeuvred their way to the cellar, and out of my vision again. 


I didn’t want to go down while Tahir might be here. I remembered how he made me feel, and I stayed there, hidden. 


Then I heard him go in to their kitchen. Through the open kitchen door from their steps, I heard him saying something to Hana but I couldn’t make out the words. Then he was running down the steps, and he and the other man disappeared again.





Jasmina’s last evening here before leaving, she came and knocked. The sun had not quite set. We went for a walk - over the gate we sometimes sat on, in to the top field, chatting. 


The late sun came slanting over the field.


I asked her about Samir, and she talked about him more than she had done before. We sat beneath the overhang at the river bank, and shared a cigarette. I asked if she remembered what she’d said about Ivan, before. About how I might find someone better if I went out into the real world. 


She looked affronted. ‘I never said that.’ 


‘Something like it.’


‘Well, I’m sorry, then.’ She looked at me like there was something in me she didn’t recognise. She looked back at the frothy, rumbling stream of water. There were red rocks beside it.


‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘It’s fine.’ I remember feeling annoyed that she had to make me feel bad about this as well. 


She breathed out smoke and turned to look at me. 


I hugged her goodbye outside my door, because they were going to leave at dawn, to miss the worst of the heat in the car. She hugged me back, for a second too long, so that I felt trapped. Her arms were warm. 


After we’d said goodbye, I went in and there was just the murmur of the TV - Mum watching some old film. 


I rearranged things in my room. 


I went downstairs in the night because I wanted a glass of water from the kitchen tap. Then I heard the birds begin to sing, and saw that, beyond the thin curtain, it was already starting to grow light. I didn’t hear their car - I was in the kitchen, at the back of the house - but when I pulled the curtain aside, I saw their car turning out from our lane far below me, on to the highway, and along the edge of the plain. The shadows were so long, you could not tell what they belonged to - the ground and air were a grey, curdling mass, and the metal of the far-off car roof catching a gleam of what light there was and sparking now and then. Above them, pink and tan were combed through the sky. 





It seemed everyone was leaving. My brother had to go and do his National Service with the JNA - which now meant going to Croatia to safeguard the Croatian Serbs in the skirmishes they were having with the Croatian police, and this new Croat army they’d got together. Their army was made of Croats who’d deserted from the JNA and laid claim to the JNA barracks in Croatia. It was like a civil war inside our army. 


Mum had got stronger than before: she did not waver, in her voice or her hands, when these things were talked about; and she did not go to bed in the afternoon any more. She was tighter, harder, different. We had a meal for Branko’s last night, with pork from the farm. I put the meat on my fork. 


Ivan caught my eye across the table and raised an eyebrow.


You can do what you like when you leave. I smiled at him, and gave the smallest shrug, so no-one else could see. I ate the pork.


Branko was frightened - I could tell, from how he was talking more than before, and louder, and his eyes were a bit too wide, unblinking. I wished I could take his hand and tell him it would be all right. But I wasn’t going to have to go and do this, was I? I wasn’t going to have to fight, to keep our country in one piece. We all knew that the government in Zagreb meant it when they said they’d pull Croatia out of Yugoslavia. Even if we couldn’t stop them doing that, we had to stop the Croats from persecuting our Serb brothers and sisters over the border there. The Croatian Serbs had declared their own mini-state, within Croatia, and were trying to stay part of Yugoslavia, to enjoy the old protections that we had, where all our constituent nations had equal rights. I did believe that this fighting had to be done. But I wasn’t the one who had to fight. So I made Branko a card instead, which seemed stupid later - on the front, I stuck down a photograph I’d got from Dad of our family on the beach at Sukosan two years before. On the back, I’d stuck a picture of his favourite beer, which I’d cut out from a magazine. 


He turned it over, and looked across at me. ‘Can’t drink it,’ he said, and smiled at me.


But he liked the card: he put it beside his plate. 


After he’d gone, and Ivan had walked off home, I stood in Branko’s bedroom and saw all the gaps on the walls: the things he’d taken. Other photographs. The room felt strange - silent, unhappy, waiting. 





In Croatia, the battles raged on. We didn’t know where Branko was, so every time I read in the news of the tanks around Vukovar being hit, I’d imagine it was him, burning to death inside them; or whatever was happening. I had nightmares where I was trapped with him inside buildings that were falling down: I’d wake, in the dark, sweating. 


I thought of Branko, that day in summer years before, running across the field to stop the horse that I was on. 


Ivan was meant to be going away next year. I prayed every night that the war would end before that. 


In the meantime I went with Ivan up the hill and into the mountain, where it was possible to pretend that the world hadn’t changed. We’d take picnics and books and lie about in the sun, in the forest clearings, looking down on the vast landscape. You could see the shadows of high-up clouds shifting slowly over the plain. 


‘Mum thinks we’re never going to get married,’ I said, leaning against him by a tree. ‘She’s convinced you’ll go off me if we wait too long.’ We were delaying our wedding until the war in Croatia was finished. It never even occurred to me that we would have war here, as well. 


Ivan grinned. ‘Maybe I will. You’re pretty ugly. Why didn’t I notice it?’ He was rolling his eyes, and when I hit him he started laughing. ‘Seriously,’ he said. ‘I could never go off you. Not in a hundred years.’





‘He says he won’t go off me,’ I said, later, to Mum.


She stared at me aghast. ‘You asked him? You know nothing, Mira. That is not how it works when it comes to men.’ She went on folding the sheets. ‘Never mind. We’ll buy the dress fabric for you next weekend. You can take Hana up on her offer.’


‘I don’t think there’s a rush,’ I said.


‘What if you get pregnant?’


I went red, and couldn’t say anything else. 


She nodded, and put down the folded sheet, and picked up the next one from the washing that had just come in from the line. ‘Don’t be embarrassed,’ she said. ‘At least you’re engaged to him.’ 


I didn’t want to imagine how she knew. I had to stand there and fold the next sheet with her, and then I got away, out of the house and up the road. 





‘She can’t make you marry me if you don’t want to,’ said Ivan, when I told him about it. ‘What do you want to do?’


‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Like we agreed.’ We were sitting in the kitchen at his house - his grandparents’ house - as they’d both gone out and we could have the place to ourselves. 


‘Fine - that’s what we’ll do.’


‘She wants me to have the dress made.’


He shrugged. ‘Let her. There’s no harm in being ready.’ 


But I couldn’t let her take this from me, and make it her own. I just disappeared, quietly, from the house, whenever she threatened to take me to the fabric place.





It was November by the time Dad asked me to spy for them. By then, our government in Sarajevo had announced that Bosnia didn’t have to abide by the laws of Yugoslavia and that it would become independent. At the same time, the news out of Gospic and Karlobag in Croatia had just spread everywhere: how the Serbs there, who had fled in the thousands over the border to safety, were invited to return by Croatian town authorities, given special assurances that they’d be safe. These were Serbs you know who wanted to stay in Croatia whether it was in Yugoslavia or not. These were people who loved their home. Their names were put on a list by the Croat police but this was just administrative, they were told. 


There were accounts in the paper of what had happened to them afterwards. 


I thought of them living their lives, those last few days: back in their houses. Had they known that something was coming - had they been able to sense it? Or had they believed they were fine? Before the soldiers came with guns.


There was a picture in the paper that showed a child murdered at Gospic. 


I found out later, this was actually a painting. There weren’t any photographs, so the journalist just used a painting instead. 


Dad didn’t ask me straight out: he began by talking about what was happening in Croatia. He mentioned some discussions that had taken place at the brand new assembly we Serbs had founded in Banja Luka. ‘What is happening in Croatia shows us we have to have our own state, or else stay in Yugoslavia,’ he said. ‘We can not expect any nationalists - Croat or Muslim - to keep us safe.’ 


He was standing in front of the window in our sitting room. He’d begun using the table in the window as a makeshift desk. He leafed through his files and pulled out a piece of paper for me. 


It was a photocopy of a typed list of names of people in our village. As I read it, I realised it was all the people who were Serb: our family included. My own name was even on it. ‘We found this last month,’ he said. ‘We don’t know who made it,’ he said. ‘But we know it is a likely execution list. And we know that Muslims in this village are concealing weapons. We just don’t know where they are.’


I said that maybe these were just people’s hunting rifles, and there had been a mistake. But it was hard to ignore the feeling that rose in me, on looking at our names on that sheet of paper in front of me.


He shook his head. ‘Assault rifles. And an anti-tank missile launcher.’ 


I burst out laughing - from the shock as much as the absurdity of it - and wished I hadn’t. 


Dad stared at me, and told me it was nothing to laugh at. ‘We fail to take risks seriously at our own peril,’ he said. ‘We know for a fact, these weapons are being stored here - or near here, perhaps. Perhaps there is a store on the mountain, being accessed from here.’ He said, ‘You’ve been at the Tankovics’ house often enough before. You know they’re going to and fro from Sarajevo.’ 


‘What?’


He held up a hand, to meet my objections. ‘Just - keep your ears open. Tell me what you hear. That’s all.’ 


‘Tahir’s a Socialist. He’s way more socialist than you.’


‘It’s a mistake to think we can know what is in another man’s heart,’ he said. ‘They are Muslim, whether I like it or not.’ 


Although Mum had been pressuring me to go round there for my dress, I had actually not been back while Jasmina was still away. 


As if he could read my mind, Dad said, ‘Jasmina’s back now. It’s natural for you to visit there.’ 


And I nodded my head, and said, ‘Yes. But you won’t find anything.’ 


‘Okay.’ 


I looked at the papers on the desk after Dad had gone out. He’d left the folder open here, and on top was a map of Bosnia with the percentages of population of different groups, going back fifty years. 


You could see how the Serb population had been decimated. 


You could see how the Muslim population just grew and grew. 


And now people were being used as justification for tearing up the country - which people there were more of, and no matter why that was or if it was right or not. Tahir would fight to the death for Yugoslavia: but I also considered Leila’s parents - what would they prefer? Still, the idea of Leila’s parents holding weapons - they wouldn’t actually harm us, would they?


Maybe they wouldn’t have to - maybe they’d just give this list of theirs to some Muslim soldiers or police to come and do the dirty work. We might be herded into cattle trucks and never seen again. It seemed absurd but it wasn’t. It had happened in Gospic. 


I’d heard that our President was already having men trained in the fields outside Sarajevo. 





‘Here, in our village? They must just be rifles for hunting,’ said Ivan. I felt my heart swell towards him. ‘Lots of people use guns to control vermin, or catch some meat for the pot. So it has to be a misunderstanding. Maybe the SDA have just guessed how many rifles Muslims might have here.’ 


I leaned into him. I didn’t say anything: I just enjoyed the closeness of him, and how we thought the same about things. Still, I wasn’t going to tell him what I’d agreed to do - about spying on Jasmina’s family. I knew he’d think it was wrong. 


But how could it be, when Izetbegovic went on as he did? Besides, it wasn’t like they’d really do anything. 


Petar came to dinner. He said, it was horrible to think bad things of people we’d always cared for. But we mustn’t be blinded by trust. We had to be realistic. Our friends probably felt they were being asked to choose between their loyalty to us, and their religion. And that was a decision they were making privately, in a part of themselves we couldn’t see into. He was saying how our President had simply told the truth, in his Islamic Declaration. That Islam calls Muslims to make their whole country an Islamic one. 


I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t argue. I looked at him across the table to say I know you. But he just smiled blandly and carried on eating.


None of us had even been surprised when Izetbegovic refused to let go of the Presidency that month. It was what the constitution demanded but like a too-beautiful ornament, he just could not let go of it. He insisted he had to stay so he could lead Bosnia to independence without war. Which is like saying, you can cut a man’s arm off without harming his body or expecting him to protest. 


We had a referendum - us Serbs in Bosnia. If Bosnia left Yugoslavia, we all voted for Serbian Bosnia to leave Bosnia. Izetbegovic ignored this, and said Bosnia would stay whole. Yugoslavia, he wanted to dismember. But Bosnia he decreed would be whole. Because, of course, he wanted power over the whole lot. 


Jasmina and I went out for a smoke. We sat on the gate at the top field, looking out over the frosted fields, and the shadows. The morning sun was low; we were cold, shivering in our anoraks. 


I said, ‘Leila doesn’t seem to be around so much now.’


‘Her dad thinks I’m a bad influence. 


I laughed at the idea of that: she was the absolute opposite of badness. 


Once, my dad had accidentally put a used roll of film into his camera. When the film came back, the photos were wrecked because the images were on top of each other. There were photos of us celebrating Christmas, but our kitchen was floating in the Adriatic Sea. I stood holding a bucket, in my red swimsuit, in the middle of some official event at the paper mill. 


I felt like that, looking over the fields and down towards the winding river, the sun coming up higher above the plain. Like we were here, in the cold, and there, so much younger, walking down to see some horses we’d found, in the height of summer, and nothing matched or fitted right.


She breathed in, on the cigarette. She was not looking at me, but somewhere else - not only out there, in the shadows on the field, but somewhere in her future that did not contain me, either.


Then something like regret filled her eyes, and warmth - care. She turned her face to mine. She touched my arm, grinned, and jumped off the gate, on to the snowy stubble. She started dancing around like a lunatic, waving her arms and legs, in her big pink anorak: playing a game we made up when we were kids. One would do some funny movements and the other would copy them. 


We always knew when to change over and take turns. Neither of us needed to say it. I felt my heart expand when I saw what she was doing. I jumped down from the gate as well, and copied her. Waving an arm, shaking a leg. Hopping, jumping.


Then it was my turn to lead, and hers to follow. 


We were two clowns, in the quiet, cold morning. 


Breathless. 


Happy. 


And then her expression changed, and I knew the game was coming to an end. 


She caught her breath, standing just in front of me. She said, ‘Is it true your dad is in the SDS?’


‘If he is, why should I need to apologise? He has done nothing wrong.’


‘I mean, my family are the same,’ she said. ‘My uncle, and Ismail - they’re both in the SDA, now.’ 


I stared at her as my stomach dropped in fear. ‘What?’ I managed to say.


She flapped her hands as if I’d missed the point. ‘My uncle was always like that, it’s hardly a surprise. And no-one pays any attention to Ismail - not even Zora. He will have left it again next month. He always joins things and leaves them.’


‘Then why tell me?’ 


‘I’m trying to make you feel better - about what your dad’s doing. But - the reason it’s a problem, Mira - is, your dad is different. Other people will copy him. Normal people. All that time when him and Obrad and my dad were saying we’d always be socialist - what happened to that, for him? Why has he changed? Can’t you make him go back to how he was?’


I got confused. Dad had stopped thinking socialism could be the answer long before all of this started. He’d thought it right after Tito’s funeral, when I was small - as soon as he understood the debt we were all in to the big banks of Wall Street. Debt that Tito swept under the carpet, that only was revealed when he died. That was why my dad stopped supporting socialism. That was why he’d backed Reform. ‘Jasmina, he’s a businessman. He’s practical. And he’s just trying to do what’s right. Like we all are. Except your cousin’s husband and your uncle.’ 


‘You know what the SDS think about us - do you? That we’re all zombies about to rise up in some fucking jihad army? Like we are little puppets?’ 


It halted me. But then I thought of Mum’s clattering hand, that time in Kikinda. I said, ‘I think everyone’s afraid of what will happen here.’ I shrugged. ‘We have to remember our history.’


She was staring at me, like I ought to be saying something else. She struck off, across the field.


I let her go.


I plodded along. 


She turned back, at the gate. She seemed to be waiting but I did not speed up, and then she lifted a hand to say goodbye. I lifted mine in reply, and watched her climb the gate. 


She jumped down on the other side, and went walking off along the road. 


By the time I’d got home and wanted to go after her, Mum was telling me that Dad would take us now to get the cloth for my wedding dress, from the drapers’ shop in Banja Luka. ‘No argument this time.’ 


She was talking brightly in the car. It was never a good sign: it didn’t last. But I tried to enjoy it while I could. I didn’t need to say very much: she and Dad talked in the car; and then she and I were busy inside the shop. 


I had this feeling, like she’d made everything dirty and spoiled between me and Ivan. Something had made it seem like this wedding was hers instead of mine. I couldn’t feel excited as I watched her look through the rolls of white cloth that were almost the same. We bought white synthetic satin, five metres, from the shop. Three metres of net. I watched how fast they measured the cloth: as if they knew without needing to look. 


Then - cut. Cut. They folded it quickly and slid it into a bag. 


Dad had gone to another one of his meetings, while Mum and I were in the shop. We had to wait until he was picking us up again: we walked around, and got too hot inside our coats, and went in to the library to wait. 


‘I wonder how your brother is,’ she said, as we sat in there. 


‘I’m sure he’s fine,’ I said. I couldn’t stand the thought of where he might be, right at that moment, while I sat here holding fancy cloth inside a bag. 
















CHAPTER THREE










TAPE 10





I knocked on the Tankovics’ front door, the next weekend, dislodging their cat Wizard from his usual position on the step. Hana was opening the door. ‘Ah! Come in. Jasmina’s had to go and help her aunt in Prijedor. But come in - it’ll be nice to have another adult in the house,’ she said, as Hasan ran past behind her, waving a toy truck. 


I followed her into the kitchen. She was cleaning and drying the kitchen table with two cloths, one in each hand. She was testing the table for damp with her fingers, and drying it again. She was taking my fabric out of the bag - shining with light, in the daylight of the kitchen - and telling me that it was perfect for my dress. She was giving me a huge smile. ‘It’s exciting?’ she asked. ‘In spite of everything. Well, I’m glad Ivan’s not getting involved in this political nonsense. At least some young men are still being sensible. Ah,’ she added, as if to herself, ‘it’s a shame your mother’s not here, really.’ She said, ‘She doesn’t come round here any more, like you do.’


‘She’s just tired,’ I said. ‘It’s kind of you to help me - thanks.’


‘I enjoy this,’ said Hana. ‘Though Jasmina will be sorry to have missed you - she’s just gone out to babysit for Tahir’s sister. Now,’ she said, ‘You need to cut around the line just inside the edge of these pattern pieces. Do you see? It says “34”.’ 


I started cutting the paper out, while she was doing the same with other pieces and a smaller pair of scissors. 


She laid my pattern pieces out so their bottoms were on top of a sheet of newspaper. She asked me to tape them down there. Then she looked, squinting carefully, at the way the line of the pattern was. She drew with a red felt-pen on the newspaper. ‘You see,’ she said. 


‘You’re making it long,’ I said. 


Hana smiled and nodded. 


I could not stay anxious, whenever I was with Hana - something in her breathing and her eyes calmed me, made my blood flow more slowly. It was like coming from a shallow, fast river, to a deep, slow, pool. 


She didn’t need me to say anything: she would always be fine. It was the opposite of my home.


She pinned my pattern pieces to the satin. She cut around the edges so precisely and slow that I could hear the threads in the cloth breaking. 


My job was to unpin the paper from the cut-out cloth. While I did this, she said she was going to look for her sewing machine. She thought Tahir had put it in the attic. ‘Goodness knows why he moved it from the cellar, but he’s up to something. I’m not allowed to go in there, and half my stuff has been moved out.’ 


A wave of dread went through me. Something coming towards me that I already knew: the contents of that crate. How could I have refused to think of the connection until now? 


Hana was still talking. ‘- a surprise,’ she was saying. ‘Though what sort of surprise can be that huge, I have no idea.’ She got up. She went out of the kitchen. 


I heard her shouting at Irma and Hasan, upstairs. Then one of them was crying. 


I sat at their kitchen table. I stared at the linoleum floor and thought of what lay in the cellar, beneath it. 


I looked at the calendar on their wall: the names of their relatives in Prijedor written and circled on them. 


Petar had told Dad more news about the private army being assembled in the fields outside Sarajevo. How it was being funded by money coming in from fake charities, being funded by extremists in Saudi Arabia. How it welcomed mujahedin from Arab lands to come and kill infidels. He had seen photos of their training camps, and several of the men there did not look like Bosnians. He’d said that many other Muslims here would soon join them. 


I knew I trusted Jasmina, but her father? I’d heard the anger in his voice, I’d seen the way he’d looked at me. Maybe socialism had properly expired. 


I was sweating.


Hana came back in, carrying her sewing machine: she put it on the table. ‘Here we are!’ She looked at me again. ‘Is everything okay?’


‘Of course.’ I tried to think of something to say that would not show I suspected them. ‘When did you learn to sew?’ 


She gave me a funny look, perhaps because I was usually quite quiet when I was with her. 


I was listening to her tell me, and looking at her as she found the plug for the machine. She was talking about her mother teaching her to make party dresses at their house in Sarajevo in the 60s, when she was a teenager like I was now. Then she said, ‘Tell your mother, Mira. If she wants something that’s hard to get in the shop - some bread or coffee - tell her to come and ask me. Yes? It’s hard to get groceries. Sometimes I can get hold of things from Tahir’s sister, because of her job.’ 


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’ 


She nodded. ‘Okay. It’s really good you’re here.’ She looked over at me. Then she was doing something with the machine - winding thread through its parts, in a way that looked difficult. She was a lot slower than the man in the drapers’ shop with his measuring. 


‘These are hard times for all of us,’ she said. ‘We need to keep helping each other.’ It was lucky she wasn’t looking at me when she said this. I couldn’t believe how easily she could say something so different to what was really going on here. ‘You need lining fabric,’ she said. ‘I should have told you before: five metres also.’ 


‘Of course,’ I said, looking at the machine instead of her.


‘We can make a start without it,’ she said. She had been running the needle around in tight, loud bursts on a little scrap of my satin. Now she took two pieces of cut cloth, and by hand she sewed them together, loosely. She held the temporary seam under her machine. She had her eyes completely on the machine’s needle. She was turning the handle. ‘We are going to make you the bride of the century.’


A stammering of quick stitches. 


‘Did you have a dress yourself?’ I asked. ‘If you eloped.’ 


She laughed, and began to fix another panel of fabric to the two now stitched together. ‘It was a small wedding,’ she said, after a long pause. ‘Tahir’s family, they didn’t have stability like mine. My dad had his own legal practice. But Tahir’s family had nothing. They were poor. My dad thought Tahir was over-confident. He didn’t like him.’


‘But you liked him,’ I said. 


‘Yes,’ she said. Then she did another noisy seam of my dress in the machine. ‘What is it,’ she asked me, ‘that first makes us love a man? There is something not conscious about this. There is something within your heart, that simply knows this is the person it wants to be with. It’s not a perfect thing, you know. Love,’ she said. ‘Not after the first short part.’ She was looking at me, as if something was both humorous and completely serious about love. ‘If you can be kind to each other, even when things aren’t perfect, you’ll have a happy marriage,’ she said. 


I let her go on talking. Saying, the hardest time is when you both understand you aren’t perfect. When you understand that the one you have loved, as if they were perfect, is a human being. That they need forgiveness. More: that they know you are not perfect, too. 


I remember this: she said, ‘Real love is no fake flower. It won’t ever be immaculate. It’s more like a tree. When something is alive, some parts of it will grow old. Some parts of it will die. Sometimes, it will drop its leaves, and sleep for a bit. But on your tree, there are always going to be more beautiful moments: maybe not right now. But they are coming. The perfect ones: the perfect flowers that are also real - at least, they are perfect for a few moments. The imperfect tree will make these perfect flowers, so long as you water it with kindness.’ 


She smiled again at me. 


I felt dizzy. My mind was tearing. It had to be possible that Hana had no idea what Tahir was doing. She really couldn’t have any idea that he was hiding weapons under her kitchen floor. And Jasmina couldn’t know either - she was being used, as a pawn, an excuse for the trips Tahir made with her, down to Sarajevo. This was when he must have met with the men from the SDA and made this plan. 


My knees and throat went tight with fear. If the weapons were in their house already, when were the SDA planning to use these? Surely they’d do it while the JNA was still tied up in Croatia? The UN was meant to be going to protect the Serbs there - in which case, the JNA could leave and come here - so surely that meant the SDA planned to do this thing before that happened? It might be tomorrow.


They’d get us in the night.


I thought about their contacts in Sarajevo. Jasmina’s uncle, Hasan, was very strict: I knew that much. ‘What about your older brother?’ I asked. ‘Hasan?’ At least I could find out more about him. 


‘Oh, Hasan was even more cross than our father was, that I eloped.’ Hana asked me to pass her the piece of cut fabric in front of me. ‘He’s very religious, my brother. And he’s a very good person. That’s all good. But it can make it very difficult for him to love people who don’t constantly prove they are good also. He wants perfection from us.’ She smiled. ‘Elopement, it’s not meant to be real. The girl’s family is meant to be giving permission, before she runs away with him. Not like me with Tahir. That was a real elopement.’ 


‘I wonder, why your brother is so strictly religious?’ I asked. ‘It’s strange, when you had the same education, and the same parents.’


‘Who knows? Sometimes,’ she said, ‘I think people follow religion so closely because they are ashamed.’


‘Of what?’ 


‘Of being human,’ she said. ‘Of not being perfect. They can’t bear it, and then following the faith very closely, it consoles them a bit. It conceals their shame. I mean,’ she said, ‘having a conscience is completely right and needed. But so is knowing that we all deserve forgiveness. Because we were made like this, and we are not perfect, and still this is the way God made us. For some reason.’ She gave me a look that said, And why on earth did God do that? 


I smiled back. 


I walked home, through the clean Spring air. 


Dad was in the sitting room, reading paperwork and making notes in the margins. The room was quiet apart from the scratch of his pen. ‘Jasmina’s cousin’s husband, Ismail, is in the SDA,’ I said. ‘So is her uncle, Hasan.’


He glanced up, nodded. ‘Yes, I know.’ Went back to his work. He’d made a desk out of an old dressing table that he’d put in the window, where the light was best. He’d put the begonia on this desk.


‘I saw something else,’ I said. ‘A crate - there’s a crate, in their cellar. Tahir and another man put it there, and they won’t let Hana look at it.’ 


He let the paperwork go, and he stared up at me. ‘Today, you saw this?’ 


‘No,’ I said. ‘Some months back.’


He looked at me, and he looked out of the window, at the empty road. He shook his head, like he was getting free of some unwanted feeling. Like he didn’t want to be angry. He said, ‘It doesn’t matter.’ He asked, ‘What kind of crate? You need to think of every detail now.’ 


I said, it was a big and heavy crate. 


He nodded, very calmly. He asked if there was writing, or any marks, on the crate. 


I said, ‘I didn’t see.’ 


‘What was Tahir saying to this other man?’ he asked. 


I said, ‘Just, “This way. That way.” That kind of thing.’


‘And what did the other man look like?’ 


I tried my best. Middle-aged - 40s. Dark hair and a dark moustache and beard. I thought he’d been wearing a ski jacket - red? - and dirty workman’s trousers. ‘And utility boots,’ I added. ‘The ground was really icy.’


‘Utility? Military?’ 


‘Maybe military,’ I said.


Dad thanked me. ‘Anything else?’


I said, ‘Hana doesn’t know anything about it.’ But I felt unsure even of this. ‘I don’t think Jasmina does, either.’ 


He nodded. ‘Very good. Thank you.’ 





I told Ivan then about the list of names, and I told him about the crate in the Tankovics’ cellar. He was quiet for a long time. ‘You should have talked to me about this, before,’ he said, meaning the list of names. ‘Why didn’t you?’


‘I didn’t want to scare you, or I thought it was stupid - I don’t know.’ 


‘It’s never good when people make lists of Serb names,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t end in good things, does it?’


I looked across at him. 


‘And this army - what are we going to do about it?’ 


I told him about the Committee my dad had set up - they were getting ready for the crisis when it happened. ‘We’ll have a plan ready,’ I said. ‘We’ll be waiting for them.’ 


But in the meantime, there was to be another referendum. It wasn’t us Serbs who were doing it, this time - no, the EC had told Izetbegovic that he couldn’t just pull the whole of Bosnia out of Yugoslavia without the Bosnian Serbs’ agreement. He had to hold a referendum on independence, and he had to get two-thirds of the people to vote in it or it would not be valid. 


Everyone knew that the Serbs made up more than one-third of the people. 


We would stay at home, and his referendum results would be useless to him, and the EC would make him keep us all in Yugoslavia. 


But none of us believed he would stick to this: not with his rhetoric and his book and his foreign money and this secret army he was making. 


Ivan and I talked often, by the light of a candle stuck into a wine-bottle, in his grandparents’ dining room. They went to bed early in the evening: we’d sit downstairs by ourselves after dinner and talk until ten, before he walked me back home. From the window of the room, you could see across the small square to the concrete police station. 


‘We can’t behave like children any more,’ I said. ‘You can not fight a monster with flowers and nice words.’ 


I said, ‘I used to think we were all the same. All of us here against the Nazis and the fascists. But we are not all the same, are we?’


We talked about the people in the training camps outside Sarajevo and what they’d like to do to us. ‘Because there are nearly enough Muslims here, they think they can run in and overcome the rest of us, and make this country theirs.’


Ivan said, ‘Unfortunately, it’s not possible to fight a monster with flowers and nice words. The rest of us have to put on armour, to fight the monster. The monster will kill the human in us, if we don’t.’ 


‘Their aim is to convert us,’ I said. ‘Whereas we live in peace with everyone, they can only tolerate people who are in their own image and want to make us all identical. They think we’re second-rate.’ 


And they hadn’t done anything to stop this, had they? The Muslims here - our friends and neighbours. ‘Maybe it suits them well,’ we said. 


This is how it begins. Not like you think. 


It’s just people getting together and imagining they are better. 


Outside was the ground where my aunts had been shot by the Nazis. Only the Serbs were singled out like this: Serbs were chased from their homes, or executed, and driven into prison camps. ‘Because it was we Serbs who stood against evil,’ said Ivan, nodding. ‘We will do it again.’ 


‘But this time - we’re prepared for what can happen.’ I kissed him. He folded his warm arms right around me. 





Petar came more often now to our house. He had a different car - a second-hand Mercedes. 


The electric fire was on for the first private meeting that Dad held in our front room, and the air filled with the smell of damp rising from all our clothes and our hair. It was December. There was Mum, Dad and me, Ivan, Uncle Slavo, Mr Jovanovic, the mechanic, and Melvina from the co-op farm, with her husband, Anton. Granny refused to come.


Dad told everyone how the money for the SDA’s private army was coming from Izetbegovic’s sponsors in Iran and Saudi Arabia. They had set up fake Islamic charities in Bosnia as a way to bring in the funds, undercover. They’d pretended to buy books, when really they were buying guns, and men. ‘That army now stands at thirty thousand men,’ he said. 


I felt this: that the war was on its way now. That Izetbegovic’s party - the SDA - may as well be the devil, from the way it behaved. It was not a normal political party: it was a band of thugs who did what they pleased. This man who was bent on turning our country into a religious state, who was training an army in secret and walked all over the law and the rulebooks, who was never the candidate who got voted for - and who also refused to let go when it had been his turn to let the next man step up and be president - was called the soul of European values in your papers. ‘He is saying one thing to his army of fanatics, here - and another in his business suit, to the idiot journalists of the West,’ said Dad.


Obrad and Rada did not come to us for Christmas, and we did not go to them. Ivan and his grandparents were invited to spend the day instead, and I told myself this was why everything felt different. I tried to ignore Branko’s gaping absence, that ate away at me. And I could not even begin to explain to myself why it was that Obrad’s socks had been so important. We tore our Christmas bread together, and even Mum drank wine. 


He was meant to come home on leave - Branko. But instead, because he’d already been back for a week in December, he was somewhere in southern Croatia while we had our Christmas without him. When he’d been back here, he’d been out with his friends, most of the time. He’d seemed the same as usual, only thinner. 


The day of the referendum, Ivan and Uncle Slavo and some of the other men were going out around the village to make sure that no Serbs were going to vote. I wasn’t allowed to go with them, so I stood in the square instead - just outside the village hall, where the voting would be happening. I watched as Leila’s parents went in. They didn’t look at me.


But then I saw Mr and Mrs Spasic were coming up the road, and that surprised me. They were Serbs. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked. ‘If you go in there, we make it look like this is legitimate, when it isn’t.’


‘We’ll be voting remain.’ Mr Spasic smiled at me.


’But it doesn’t matter if you vote remain!’ I put my hand out to touch Mrs Spasic’s arm. She reached faster, and held my hand in hers. She lifted it up so it was right between our two faces, and she stared at me over our clasped hands. ‘You want to know why we’re going in there?’ she asked. ‘So that we are not on the same side as your uncle.’ She dropped my hand, and strode off through the doorway. 


I stared after her. I couldn’t believe it. I turned around, looking for help from someone, but no-one had seen what had happened. 


‘You look cold,’ said Ivan, coming back from wherever he’d been. I let him send me over to his grandparents’ house, where his granny gave me thick soup. Her kitchen was full of people. The others had brought drinks with them, which we shared. Everyone was talking. 


After a long while, Ivan and Uncle Slavo came in, and sat down. 


I went through to the dining room and looked out the front window, for Dad. I could see him now, in the square, arguing with Obrad. 


In the other room, my uncle began talking of how Serbs have always stood for freedom: how we were dying for it, all the time. I walked back through there. 


He talked about the fighting in Croatia. The Serb men who gave their lives, to protect our people. He talked about the things that happened before, in the Second World War. 


This warm feeling grew in the room as we listened, agreeing in our hearts with what was being told. It felt like fine things Serbs had done before I was born, belonged to me. And the trauma we’d been through - it was mine as well. It made me feel proud and responsible. Like I had something I must protect, that was bigger and more important than I was. 


The house was filled with us. Twenty or thirty friendly faces, all on the side of keeping things together. 


We were sure we were good people. We weren’t even so wrong, back then. But the thing was that we’d become proud, and we had begun judging others. It’s easy to mistake pride for courage. 


It’s easy to mistake self-righteousness for wisdom. 


We hadn’t yet stepped over the line that you can’t see as you cross it - the invisible line, the one that becomes a solid, awful wall, once it’s behind you. The line you can never re-cross to go back to how you were before. 


Someone said, ‘I hope this boycott works.’ 


Everyone smiled. Several people looked away, or down at their glasses or cups. ‘Of course it will,’ said Ivan’s grandfather.


Ivan’s granny, still standing by the stove, gave me a reassuring nod. She took a mug of her soup and warmed her hands on it, watching us. 


But I think we all knew that we were fighting a losing battle: I don’t think we really believed the EC would stop Izetbegovic. We’d seen how they believed his lies that he told them. 


It was the US and Germany, you know, who insisted that the EC drop its rule and recognise the result of the referendum despite it having lower than two-thirds of people voting in it. So maybe I should not have judged the EC so harshly: it wasn’t that they were fooled by Izetbegovic; it was that they could not stand up to the US and Germany. There are the markets, that prefer to avoid war; and then there are people who will do anything to get what they want, who have no compunction about smashing a country to get this. If you asked me now, I’d say some people wanted to rip Bosnia from Yugoslavia to help rip Kosovo out, later on: you know, that huge mine. Maybe also, it suited some to make a base for Islamic radicals in Europe: the army that does what it’s told, while we can pretend it belongs to the locals. Or maybe people will always prefer to see a foreign country divided up into bits, made weaker? Maybe that’s the only reason there is. 


The meeting in our living room was so huge, it could no longer be considered secret. It was so much bigger than the first, that people had to crowd into the doorway and look from the hall, because the living room was packed out. Even Granny came.


Dad stood beside his desk in the window, loudly and clearly explaining the new European peace plan. 


The EC were letting Izetbegovic carve us away from Yugoslavia, illegally, but also, they were dividing Bosnia into hundreds of little cantons, to keep us safe. Our canton was green - Muslim - because these days, we had a Muslim majority population. The next-door canton, in Banja Luka, was red - Serb. Dad said, at least we had a place to go to there, if things got bad.


People didn’t like it. 


Dad said, ‘I know. Listen. Of course, we need to be ready. It’s like this: we’re setting up an alternative structure, to look after things in the event of a crisis. Event of Izetbegovic breaking the plan, and trying to grab our red cantons, or carry out a genocide against us.’


I could feel the coldness creeping over my skin. I could feel it all coming close. I saw, again, my own name on the list.


‘That means finding the places where they’ve stored weapons - we must remove these. It also means thinking about which Serbs can replace Muslims in important positions. Which Muslims are in positions to harm us the most? The police, of course - but also, think about those with access to our food, our drinking water, medicine. To be safest,’ he said, ‘we should be ready to replace each one of them, so things still function. We don’t know how widespread a Muslim attack on us might be. 


‘But there is no need for us to look like we are going to a death sentence already. Being prepared, we will be safe. I promise you this.’ 


‘Filthy dogs,’ said someone. And others agreed.


‘I can work in the shop,’ I said now, in the meeting. 


So eager to help!


Ivan asked Dad, ‘What about the TOs?’ 


My uncle stood up to speak. 


Fighting broke out in villages to the south of us. Izetbegovic received a sudden visit from US Ambassador Mr Zimmerman, who dropped in to Sarajevo. I guess Mr Zimmerman must have offered him all of Bosnia to rule with the SDA, instead of them settling for just some little green Muslim cantons scattered across a map. Mr Zimmerman must have promised him US support in a war - because everyone knew that was what was what would happen. 


Our President now announced, there would be no Serb or Croat areas - no multicoloured cantons - no peace plan. They were tearing up the map with the differently coloured areas. All of Bosnia was going to be green, now. All of Bosnia was to be ruled by the Muslims. ‘And there will be no war,’ he said. ‘We want peace.’ As if you can starve a child and say you wonder why he’s so thin and say you really want him to live.


This must have been for benefit of Western journalists, because everyone here knew what was happening. We knew what he was doing. 


It was happening - unstoppable. My uncle took Ivan to meet a recruiter for the new TO unit. When Ivan came back, he said he was leaving in two days. 


So quick. 


‘We’ll get married when I come home,’ he said, holding both my hands in his, next to the stove in his kitchen. ‘I have to do this or there will be nothing left. We’ll have the life we want, Mira - I promise you it.’ 





I went to the Tankovics’, to get my dress, that evening. I hadn’t wanted to go back to their house before this, but now going back there almost felt like saying I believed he would come home, and the wedding would happen, and the normal life after it. It was a statement of faith. And it was the one small act of bravery that I could make. 


The Tankovics’ cat jumped off their front step. I knocked, but no-one answered. I pushed the door, and went in. I could hear Hana and Tahir’s voices - in the kitchen - talking about something serious. 


They stopped talking when they heard my footsteps in the hall. ‘Who’s there?’ Tahir called. 


I carried on towards the kitchen door. ‘Me - Mira!’ I called back. 


Tahir and Hana looked up at me. They were sitting at their kitchen table. Tahir said, ‘This is a surprise.’ He did not look like the surprise was nice. 


‘I hope I’m not interrupting?’ I asked. 


Tahir gave a look to Hana. He laughed. ‘Yes, we are talking about Irma’s foot,’ he said. ‘It’s very important.’ 


‘What’s wrong with Irma’s foot?’


‘She has an infection. Maybe you will like to tell your father. How the Muslims are planning to conquer the world with athlete’s foot.’ 


Hana threw him a look. She smiled kindly at me. ‘Is it about your dress?’ she asked. ‘Jasmina isn’t here.’


‘Where is she?’ I asked.


‘I sent her to Sarajevo to pick up some tanks.’ Tahir checked his watch. ‘She should be back any minute.’ 


I stared at him joking about it, trying to make me look like the crazy one. He must have found out that I knew what they were doing. 


Hana told him to stop. ‘She’s in Prijedor,’ she said. She started saying, ‘But today’s not a good -


I interrupted her, my heart racing. ‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘I didn’t come to ask you to help me with the dress - thank you, Hana. I’ll finish it myself. I would just like it back, now.’ 


She looked at me as if I’d slapped her. Then she said, ‘I’ll get it for you.’ She stood up and brushed past me, going out of the kitchen. 


Tahir was leaning back on his chair. From this angle, he was even bigger than usual. From the way he was looking at me, I was sure that he knew everything. But what could he do about it? There weren’t any guns in the room here. At the moment, all he was doing was watching me, like I was an interesting animal. 


He hadn’t got up. I didn’t think he was going to attack me in front of Hana. Probably he’d fooled her into thinking we were all crazy - the joke must be for her benefit. 


It took forever, before I finally heard Hana walk back down the stairs. She walked back into the kitchen, with the huge plastic bag - my half-made dress trailing from the bottom of it. 


She smiled, but anger had started to show in her face, and something else I did not understand. Pain, I would say now. ‘Here you are,’ she said.


Tahir watched me take the dress. ‘Look how we treat the poor Serbs,’ he said. 





I didn’t tell Ivan what they’d said to me. It was like something cold inside me that I could not understand. I spent those last few days with him, in the April sunlight. 


On the last day, he was wearing the camouflage clothes that Uncle Slavo gave him: dressed as a soldier. His parents were there as well, in the kitchen, so I tried not to cry but I did a little bit. I was so frightened for what might happen to a soldier as kind and brave as he was. He was the sort of young man who would save a friend and not think twice of risking his neck - but I wanted him to come back again, and I was afraid that he wouldn’t, because he would lose his life in protecting someone else’s. 


We were in the kitchen. His grandparents went outside, giving us some time alone. 


When he kissed me, I felt like grabbing him. I wanted to stop this. I felt like our kiss just had to go on, instead. 


But he pulled away, with love in his eyes. ‘You can’t cry,’ he said. ‘I want to think of you with a smile on your face, Mira.’


He wouldn’t go until I managed a smile.


‘That’s better,’ he said, and gave me one last kiss, and hoisted his bag onto his shoulder. I followed him outside, to where people were waiting to see him off.


Uncle Slavo waited in the car, parked beneath the cherry tree that grew by the road, smothered with white blossom above the red car roof. Ivan gave me a sort of salute. He walked off to the car - quite relaxed, because he knew what he was doing, and that it was the right thing to do, to stand up for us - and then he was opening the passenger door. 


He was leaving. The car started off along the road. White petals drifted off its roof, behind it, like confetti in its wake. 


I remember Ivan’s arm, through the wound-down window, waving. 


War - you think it is like a sun that sets. Your old world disappears, but you expect it to come back. 


You will never get it back again.







TAPE 11





The day of the incident with Tahir, I was only walking to the shop that morning for something to do, to distract me from my thoughts. The war was happening, it was raging like a fire around Sarajevo. Ivan was somewhere in the middle of it all. 


I’d been avoiding the Tankovics ever since that last time I saw them. All I could think of were the guns inside that crate. I hurried past their house that morning like usual - trying to get past there as fast as I could - but just before I’d be passing, Tahir came out of their front door, stepping over their cat, walking in my direction. He hadn’t seen me yet, so I began to cross the road, away from him. 


It was too late: he’d seen me, and he stopped, and looked at me. Like a bull deciding whether or not to charge across the dirt. I was almost on the other side of the road.


He spat on the ground in front of him. Then he went on walking. 


I bumped into Ivan’s mum in the shop. I said, Tahir spat at me in the street. 


They were talking about it at the meeting that evening. Like at all the meetings now, our sitting room was packed with people. Was it true, they asked, that Tahir Tankovic had spat in my face? They said, ‘It’s a hard time to be a Serb.’


Melvina put her arm around my shoulder. ‘This is what it means, to be us,’ she said. ‘It means that people hate us. We should be used to it by now. It means they want to take from us everything we have - our faith, our land, our family. Our lives.’


I didn’t disagree with them about what had happened on the road. I let them think he’d spat in my face. It didn’t seem that big a deal. But I left the room so maybe I did feel a little bit guilty. I volunteered to go and make coffee for everyone. 


When I began to bring the coffee through, Dad was talking about a couple of Serb-Muslim marriages in our village, like Mr and Mrs Balasevic. Mixed marriages like those could be dangerous, he told us - people’s loyalties became divided. ‘In the end, many will make the wrong choice,’ he said. ‘So please bear this in mind. And the same goes for Croats, and people like Obrad.’ Obrad was half-Serb, half-Croat. ‘Even though he is my oldest friend, and you all know how fond I am of him, we must be sensible.’ There was a sense of acceptance, and of admiring Dad’s sacrifice. He looked around at us all. ‘You can’t half-trust someone.’ 


Petar had begun coming to the meetings here as well. I saw him talking to Dad later on, at the edge of the room, when the meeting - the planning for the Crisis - had been finished. Dad was nodding. Then Melvina was in the way, and by the time I’d managed to move to see around her - squeezing in front of someone else - both Dad and Petar had gone. 


Uncle Slavo was taking people’s names down, by the looks of things. I went out the front to look for my dad, and for Petar. But they’d already driven off. 





The morning it happened, I woke early: it was still night outside. It was the sound of our front door, softly closing, that had woken me. I lay stiff in my bed, terrified in case this was the attack we’d been dreading - but then I thought, what sort of soldiers creep about like burglars? So I got up and went downstairs. I looked out, and saw that our car had gone. In the house, there was only silence. 


Dad must have gone.


I went through to the kitchen, bathed in grey moonlight. I switched on the overhead light. The clock said it was four. I made a coffee, and sat and drank it.


An hour or so after Dad had left, there were distant shouts. I pulled on a coat. 


I went out of the front door, into the dark morning. I looked up the road, to the right, towards the village, but the road there was silent. 


To the left, suddenly there came the patter of footsteps on the road, where it curved up here from between the trees. The shadows began to have human shapes. I could hear their breathing. I pressed myself back against the wall.


The shadows were coming past our house, without stopping. They jogged on, past the Spasics’ house, too. So the shadows were us. 


I saw them go up to the Tankovics’ house and push the door open. I waited for the sound of shooting to come out. 


There was just more of that distant shouting. The sound of people being woken by armed men inside their home. The sounds of birds, in the trees: startled, rising. 


Such relief: we must have really taken the Muslims by surprise. 


Some men came out of the Tankovics’ house, and I saw they had Tahir between them. 


He was trying to get his arm free of them. 


He was moving like he couldn’t walk properly. A shouting shape dragged at him. Hana was holding on, trying to pull him back to the house. 


She was screaming. 


I could hear Irma and Hasan. I saw them, with Jasmina, in the doorway of the house. Jasmina was struggling to push them back, to stop them from following their mother. 


I only looked at Jasmina for a second. I wanted to see that Tahir got put away, securely, into the car. 


They’d got Hana off him. Once they’d put him in the car, and closed the door, I breathed out. I went back inside. ‘Thank you,’ I said, to the empty house. 


I stood in the kitchen. I went to heat more water for more coffee. 





Mum came downstairs, her face lit up with relief and joy. She went over to the radio and turned it on. ‘Listen,’ she said. 


The female announcer said, our name has now changed from ‘region of Prijedor’ to ‘Serbian region of Prijedor’. ‘Welcome,’ said the announcer. She played a Serbian nationalist song. As the music started, Mum started smiling and crying all at the same time, wiping her face with a drying-up cloth. 


The announcer said, ‘We have taken over all the instruments of government,’ and put on another tune. 


‘We did it,’ said Mum. ‘My little Mira - we did it!’ She hugged me, and kissed the side of my face. 


When the song ended, the announcer told us about the fax Serb forces intercepted yesterday. The SDA’s Sarajevo bosses had ordered the Prijedor police to strip all the weapons from the Yugoslav army unit that was due to retreat through Prijedor and keep them for themselves. 


We’d got to them just in time, I realised. We’d managed to do this, before the Muslims could turn the weapons of the Yugoslav army on the Serbs of Prijedor. Dad had saved us. 





I went out and climbed the steep bank on the other side of the road. It was early daylight now. This side of the road was a near-vertical rise of thick bushes, and ash trees, before the fields began. I pushed my way up between the trees. I sat down in a hidden place, watching the Tankovics’ house through a screen of branches. Something in my heart was worried about what might happen next. 


I think I was worried about Tahir coming back, or someone else visiting them. It was impossible to believe Tahir could stay in a prison or any kind of containment - he was too strong for that. I don’t only mean he was a big man - I mean, everything about him was large, powerful. The way he could make everyone laugh, with his impressions of other people, until there were tears running down their faces. The way he could fly into a rage over something as small as a spoon. 


Every minute, I expected him to reappear from somewhere, huge and angry. 


Even if that didn’t happen, it was impossible that the Muslims would not have a back-up plan. Everything had happened too easily. 


Below me on the road, Hana get into their blue Yugo, and drove off down the road that curved through the trees.


Then she came back in the other direction. We must have put up a roadblock down there. I watched her park again outside her house.


She got out. I saw her standing there. Like a dog that puts its ears to the wind, she was turning to face my father driving home. Our red Yugo, stopping outside our house. 


Hana was frozen in the sunlight. Then she was suddenly moving, as my father got out of the car. She was screaming, and he was looking at her. She was screaming, ‘You’re a Hitler!’ 


‘Go home,’ he told her. 


She was hitting his arm. ‘What have you done with him?’ she screamed.


Dad pushed her off him. He was speaking in a calm way - holding her shoulders. I heard him say, ‘serious questions’. I heard him say, ‘Okay?’ 


Then he let her go. He walked away.


Hana stood on the road, by our car. She had her arms by her sides as if Dad was still holding them there with his hands. She was standing completely still, and then she started sobbing. 


The door of our house closed. A horrible feeling beneath my heart was twisting, turning, swimming, like the shadow of a monster deep beneath a boat. 





Life changed right away. Melvina took over at the shop that had before been managed by an aunt of Leila’s, and I was on the roster to help there as well. As Dad said, it wasn’t safe to have them in places where they could harm us. 


The police was now one hundred per cent Serb. The kafana was quieter, because half the village was staying always at home.





I finally had a call from Ivan - so at least I knew he was alive, although he wasn’t allowed to say where he was. I only knew his training was over and that he’d done well. 


Melvina said, ‘Think of what he’s fighting for. A country for us to live in.’ She meant the Bosnian Serb Republic: if we left Bosnia then we could try and join back up with Yugoslavia. We’d be safe.


Dad was still worrying about the weapons the Muslims had planned on taking from the army, in Prijedor. I didn’t understand this, when we still had their other weapons to find. Dad said it was a problem because it meant they must have men who’d been ready to use them, on top of the weapons that were hidden here. We didn’t know which of our neighbours were the men who’d been going to pick up those weapons and fight. They were still walking around in broad daylight: anonymous. 


Tahir would not tell us anything. 


When our police checked the crate in his cellar, it only held car parts - he’d obviously swapped out the weapons for this. He had a cover story about wanting to make a convertible car, about how this was what he was making with those parts in the crates from his cellar. 


We hadn’t been able to find any of the weapons on the list, yet. ‘If we find the weapons, we can confiscate them. Then we can begin to go back to normal,’ said Dad. ‘But how can we confiscate all the men who were ready to use them, when we don’t know who they might be, among the people we think our friends of ours?’ he asked me. ‘Think how many they must be.’


So we had to stay vigilant. We could not relax even though it might seem like we were winning.





Mrs Spasic did not agree. 


I was helping in the store, when she came in. But she didn’t want to buy anything. She just stood there, wearing a blue anorak and jeans, looking angry. Melvina was through the back, so I was by myself here.


She said hello to me, and asked me where Amar Balasevic was? 


'I don't know,' I told her. I hadn’t seen him in ages, but that wasn’t strange. I never saw much of him: when he hadn’t been working - he did odd jobs around the village, for people - he was usually at home, on his farm. 


'Is it true we have taken him away?' 


'I don't know,' I said. 'I don't know about that.’ I was shocked. Not because we’d taken Mr Balasevic away but because it meant he must also be involved in the conspiracy against us. That nice quiet man, whose own wife was Serb - I felt shaken by it.


'Yes, Mira,’ she said. ‘That’s what people are saying. I thought you might know.’ She looked at me for a second or two without saying anything else. 


In wasn’t sure what she expected me to do. I watched her leave. I felt sick. 


I followed Mrs Spasic outside. She was already walking away, up the road. 


I ran to catch up. ‘Hey!’ I shouted, as I got closer. 


She turned and called, ‘This is hell! This is what hell must actually be, mustn’t it, Mira?’ Her face was bunched up. 


I stopped. 


She walked on. 





I found out, from Mum, that Amar Balasevic, along with Tahir, was at one of the centres we’d made, where people could stay and be questioned. Amar’s wife had taken their children and driven to Mostar, where she had family. They were moving there for good: once Amar had helped properly, or this situation was all over, and he could be released, he would go there too.


And now the whole of the Comor family also asked for a pass for the roadblocks, just this morning. 


The arrests of a few people weren’t just sensible security measures in themselves. They were a way to make others want to get out of here, as well. So really there were lots of good things, I thought, about Mr Balasevic being arrested. 


The more of them we arrested, the safer we got. 


That was how it worked. 


News came from the Drina Valley: our army had taken Visegrad - handed the town into the administration of the local Serbs. There were Crisis Committees around the Drina, like we had in Prijedor. I knew what the Muslims had wanted to do to us, there. We’d all read about it in the newspapers. We already knew those tales of how they wanted to skewer the Serbs, on spikes on Visegrad Bridge - just like the Ottomans had impaled Serb men and boys there, in the sixteenth century. But now there were other tales, too. People said that there were units from that private army that went about stealing Serbs around Visegrad, taking out their organs, and leaving them to die. Then they’d sell the organs, and use the money for their guns.


Corpses had been found with their kidneys cut out.


So although it was good news, about Visegrad, it was not as if we felt safe - because we knew what the enemy was capable of, and they would not just give up quietly. We had to keep pushing them out. 





Then Obrad began his protest. It would have been June of 92. I was walking to visit Ivan’s grandparents - I often called there - and saw Obrad standing in the road, outside the kafana, shouting. He talked about particular stories in the news. He denied them. The Croat and Muslim doctors who harmed their Serb patients. The skewering of babies. He shouted, ‘We are all brothers! Let’s not forget this! Our brotherhood is what makes us human! Better than animals! Civilised beings!’ He made a whole speech, about brotherhood and unity and socialism and escaping the mistakes of fascist nationalism. He said the people stealing the organs were probably international terrorists. 


No-one was listening to him. The men who stood outside the kafana ignored him. A couple of people walked past him, and pretended they couldn’t see or hear him. 


‘None of us here wishes each other harm!’ he cried. ‘Let’s not give in to our worst fears about each other - let’s remember who we are.’ 


It was nonsense - the thought that any of us could simply choose that the Muslims or Croats were or weren’t a threat. Seeing the danger around you - this wasn’t something you could choose to believe in or not, and just make it go away with your thoughts. It was about seeing clearly and accepting facts. 


I heard a car horn, from behind me, and I stepped in to the side of the road, by the wall. It was Dad, in our car, driving towards Obrad, still hooting the horn. 


Obrad jumped out of the way, and the men outside the kafana, the women coming out of the shop, all laughed. ‘Go home!’ 


I watched Obrad walk away. He didn’t even look back at my Dad - he just hurried home, like he’d been told. It was laughable, comic. I couldn’t help the smile that formed on my face, watching him. I shook my head.


Dad reversed, and parked. Dad was going in to the kafana. The men who had been standing outside went in also. 


Obrad, in the distance, had turned and he seemed undecided about something, for a moment or two, looking back at the kafana. He glanced over at me, and I did not wave. 


He carried on walking.





Two coaches, nose to tail, waited in the road by the hall, in the bright summer morning. I guessed the Muslims here really had been affected by the arrests of Amar Balasevic and Tahir Tankovic because a lot of people queued up to get on the buses we’d arranged. They would go over the border of our new territory, into their own Muslim state. This was what they had wanted and now they were getting it.


Everyone was getting a pass for the roadblocks today, if they left with the convoy. So most of the Muslim families with cars were packing also. I remember a table, strapped to a car roof, its legs in the air. Cars with their trunks packed high, bags pressed against the rear windshield. The faces of old friends from school - but it was so long since we’d been friends, now. I stood on the edge of the football field. I watched them pass in a long retinue. 


I imagined I would see Jasmina leaving. I kept looking for the Tankovics’ blue Yugo. 


Her family had caused all this. Tahir, with his secrets, his contacts, and his false face. 


They would leave, and then I could move on with everything. Life would be normal without Jasmina here.


But the Tankovics’ car wasn’t in the queue that rolled slowly past me. 


I watched the last one go past: it was the Hadzikics’ white estate car, with cases tied on its roof by blue nylon rope. Leila was in the back seat, jammed next to some of the other kids. She was crying. In the front passenger seat, Mrs Hadzikic turned and looked at me. It was a long, hard, look. 


I stared back. I thought: This was all your own fault. Good riddance. 


But the car was moving past me - so I was really looking at Leila's shoulder, the back of her head, and not, any more, at Leila’s mother. 


And now there were only the faces of the two youngest kids, who’d been squeezed into the trunk. Looking out at me through the rear windshield. One of them smiled, lifted her hand, and waved to me. 


In my heart, I felt again that glimpse of a monster: a shadow, beneath a boat. 


A police car followed them, in the convoy’s rear. 


And then it was very quiet.


Calm water once more. 


I walked back through the village, and almost all of the Muslim houses in the village centre were shut-up. 


I walked past the Sokolovics’ place, and on along our road. When I looked ahead, I saw the blue Yugo still sitting outside Jasmina’s house, in the dirt road. 


Next day, the police asked the ones who’d stayed to all hang a piece of white cloth outside their house, if they meant peace. It meant they weren’t going to fight. As if any of them would be truthful enough to tell us what they really intended.


Every single Muslim family that was left, put out a white cloth. The Tankovics. The Sokolovics. About five other homes dotted through the village. They were mostly old white tablecloths, the kind that were too good to use: ones that were embroidered in the corners, by grandmothers when they’d been girls, with white thread on white. The subtle roses and the leaves fluttered against the walls. 


We arrested Obrad in August. Not with any violence. You know - we were doing what was right. 


He’d be well looked after in Omarska. 


Mum and Dad and I ate dinner, and chatted about Obrad’s arrest.


Rada turned up on the doorstep, just as we’d finished eating. ‘We have been friends,’ she kept saying. She was calm. ‘Please, Vasi -’ she was saying. ‘Tell me where you’ve put him.’ 


Dad’s voice was kind and normal. He was saying to come in. He was telling her there was nothing to worry about. 


Mum told me to make coffee and bring it in to the living room. 


In the kitchen, I prepared the coffee tray. I heard them talking, through the wall. Rada’s voice - thin and trailing. My parents’s voices: safe and solid.


By the time I took the coffee through, though, Rada had gone. My parents sat there, looking at each other. 


Mum said it was a pity Obrad was so foolish - that he’d put his wife through this.


Dad said foolishness was dangerous, and that Obrad was damaging morale. He didn’t say, his. He said, ‘This war will be over very soon. Obrad will be out in no time at all.’ He looked uncomfortable. 


His discomfort panicked me. 


We all knew it was wrong: I can say that, when I think back to it. We knew that Obrad wasn’t a threat to us. When you start imprisoning people for your peace of mind, because they upset you, then you are entering a dangerous place. We knew it, at the time. 


So when I say we crossed our last line without noticing - which was still to come, back then - it’s not a total truth. There were things that could have made us careful, before it. Signs we might have noticed. 


My face must have betrayed my unhappiness. Mum was watching me as I put down the tray. ‘We can feel sorry for Obrad, for being so foolish,’ she told me, ‘and it’s normal to also feel sorry for Rada. But we can’t let our feelings distract us from the right course of action.’ 


Can you believe, this made me feel better? I believed her. Like our judgement was so free of our feelings. Like the feelings in our judgement were not feelings at all, but facts. 


Our fear was not fear: it was the fact of a Muslim threat. 


Our pride was not pride: it was the fact of being on the side that was right. 


Our only emotions we noticed were these soft feelings of pity we still knew we had. The rest of our emotions - they weren’t there, in such a way that we could recognise them. They all dressed up as facts. We thought we possessed knowledge. Just like you, Charlotte. 


I remember the sight of the single cup, filled with black coffee, in front of me. Mum and Dad had taken theirs from the tray. 


I took Rada’s cup back to the kitchen, and emptied it. It seemed bad manners to drink hers, no matter whose side she was on, but not for a reason that reached me clearly.


If only it had. 


I rinsed the cup out and set it on the rack. 







TAPE 12




You know, Charlotte, your speech was great. You looked good, too. I don’t mean you had any style, in your very plain T-shirt and trousers. I mean your face, and how you picked your location. Standing in the ruined priory, with the sun on your hair. In long grass, where people used to pray. You were trying to invoke a memory of my soul. A place in me that also once believed in right and wrong, and got ruined and overgrown. A place you imagined must still be there inside me. 


Your expression was so strong. Like you had so much feeling for what you proposed that I should do.


Justice. 


Lots of that, in your speech. You really had faith in it. You had the whole cathedral going on inside you, with saints and candles. Your eyes were extremely sincere.


We can do this. We can bring him to justice, if you help me. He ordered the operation that killed your best friend. I know it destroyed you - I know that’s why you ran away. 


Be brave, Mira - you dared to say that, to me. 


Be brave. 


It must be really nice, to be such a noble person, from such a noble country. Going around the world, putting things right. Carrying justice like an electric torch, shining it around on the rest of us. So sure that you are safe, yourself. Morally safe. I know what that is like. 


Well, look out for the cracks in your judgement. Believing you are right is sometimes needed, but it can also bury you. 


I hope I now know the difference. At least, I know what I am.


Maybe it’s a mistake, me talking to you - but I don’t think so. 


I need you to see what really happened, and what it is you’re asking me to do. One betrayal, to put right another: and never mind the part I also had in it. 


You think I am also a victim of what we did. I know it destroyed you. 


But it didn’t, Charlotte: I am alive, and sitting here. Jasmina is dead. 


Who gets to speak, when everything is finished? This is the battle.


I don’t care about your ‘justice’. 







TAPE 13





I had yesterday’s newspaper in my fingers: the end of the war in Croatia, the battle for Dubrovnik done. I was cutting the paper into shapes, with scissors, spelling out the letters of my brother’s name.


I stood on a chair, and hung them from a piece of string, across the kitchen. I’d just finished when I heard the car outside. 


I ran to the front door, but Mum was ahead of me. Branko’s friend had dropped him off. Branko was letting Mum hold him and he was kissing her cheeks, and grinning at me.


His face was dark with the sun. He smiled at me - he was still the same. ‘Not married yet?’ he asked. He was grabbing me and kissing me too, walking me around the kitchen. He admired the bunting. He saw Granny. He let me go, to kiss her hello. 


‘Ivan’s still away,’ I said. I started talking about how I knew Ivan had done well at his training.


‘Let him sit down,’ said Granny. 


‘It’s good to see you,’ he said, to all of us, drinking us in. 


He went for a bath. 


He came back down with his hair wet, and opened a beer. 


There were potatoes, and fresh green beans, as well as the roasted pork. Dad poured out rakija for all of us. He asked Branko about the fighting in Dubrovnik. 


‘There’s not a lot to tell you,’ my brother said. He smiled and didn’t say anything else.


Dad started talking about everything the Crisis Committee had achieved here. He talked about our prison centres, in the old tile factory at Keraterm, and in the mine-buildings at Omarska. ‘This is where we can carry out the necessary interrogation,’ he said. He said things like, ‘We have isolated all the identified threats.’ 


‘Round here? What threats?’ Branko asked, lifting his half-empty beer glass.


‘The Muslims in our village,’ said Dad. ‘Some were liaising with Sarajevo. Storing weapons. It was part of the planned collaboration with the police force in Prijedor.’


‘Here? Really? Who? How did you find out?’ He put his beer glass back down. ‘Military intelligence?’ 


Dad said, ‘We did it ourselves. I am involved in that area myself,’ he said. ‘And Mira worked on it with me.’ 


Branko turned to look at me, and I could feel his shock. 


‘I’m old enough,’ I said, in defence. I said, ‘They’ve hidden fifty-four assault rifles, and an anti-tank missile launcher, which we still can’t find.’ 


‘What? You aren’t professionals.’ He was looking at each of us. 


We didn’t say anything, although Dad looked annoyed.


‘What about the missiles?’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Mum.


‘Not much good having a missile launcher without any missiles. They take up a whole lot of space. Should be easy enough to find.’


After a pause, Dad said, ‘They’re with the other weapons, presumably, Branko.’ 


‘You shouldn’t be doing this.’ 


Dad got angry then. He wanted to know what Branko thought he knew, after less than a year in the army? He wanted Branko to know, he had been offered a career in the army because of his performance during his National Service. He’d chosen a different path, he said, but he could have gone into the army. ‘And if it makes you feel better, I’ve been working together with a top intelligence operative, and with important people of the SDS.’ 


‘An intelligence operative,’ repeated Branko. ‘So who’s this, then?’ 


‘I can’t say.’


‘Who does he work for?’ my brother asked.


But Dad would not tell him. He said it was ‘confidential information.’ 


Branko sat back in his chair. I was sitting right opposite him. I saw something in his face which I wanted to stop. I said, ‘Petar. From the stables where I worked.’


Mum began to talk of the last war. She was saying how, in those years, civilians often had to be trained in new ways of doing things. Learning how to shoot a gun, but also things like how to operate a radio. Or how to spy on your enemies. Normal unskilled people, learning how to become specialists in war-time, in order to defend their country: this was the heart of the Partisan movement. ‘This war is no different,’ she told us, making sure it looked like a general statement. She didn’t want an argument between us. 


‘Don’t spoil our meal with you, when we’re all so glad to have you safely back,’ said Granny. ‘You haven’t seen what it’s been like here - poor Mira was spat at in the road.’ 


Branko looked at the food on his plate. He looked at us. He asked, ‘Which threats have you identified, so far?’


Dad said, ‘Tahir Tankovic seems to have been the main point of contact. Mira did important work, discovering secret shipments of arms he’d been receiving.’


‘Tahir?’ 


Dad was still talking. ‘Amar Balasevic was attending secret meetings with Tahir, on a couple of occasions. We’ve arrested him too.’


He didn’t mention Obrad. Instead, he went on eating his pork and potatoes. 


‘We should tell you,’ said Mum. ‘All of the Muslims had a chance to leave, for the Muslim territory, last week. So, any Muslims who have decided to stay here - we have to consider them threats. I’m just warning you. Be careful.’ 


I explained, ‘We asked them to hang white cloths outside their houses, to show they’re on our side.’


‘White cloths?’ asked Branko, looking at me.


‘But all of them did it, to make it look like they were our friends,’ I said. ‘Even though we know what they planned to do to us.’


He nodded. 


‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘it means you can at least use the cloths to remember which houses are Muslim.’


‘Yes - be careful of the neighbours in the houses with white cloth outside,’ said Mum. 


Branko nodded. He looked at us. ‘You have all gone crazy,’ he said. 


‘Say that again,’ said Dad. 


‘You’re crazy,’ said Branko. 


Mum’s hand was on Dad’s arm, to stop him from getting up. She told Branko he didn’t know what he was talking about. She said, ‘There is so much evidence. We didn’t want to believe this, either. But no-one can argue with black and white lists, in which the Muslims have written the names of every Serb they plan to kill. All of us are on that list!’


Dad took a long drink.


‘Really?’ Branko thought about this. ‘Have you seen it?’ he asked.


Dad said, ‘Yes,we have.’


‘Who showed it to you?’


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ shouted Dad.


‘Is there a name at the bottom?’


‘Of course not!’


‘So - someone has typed up some anonymous thing. You don’t actually know, who wrote this. Or even what it meant. Unless it said kill these people on it, did it?’ 


‘We know what it meant. We don’t have the luxury of verifying every piece of evidence, in a war,’ Dad said. ‘Have you heard of Gospic? God knows there have been enough other examples!’


Branko waved his arm wildly. ‘Tell me about it - I saw the Serbs they murdered before they let us take Vukovar! Wrapped in plastic! And I saw the Muslims we murdered as well.’


‘Stop that. You can not compare us. It’s disgusting,’ said Mum. 


‘Well,’ Branko said, pushing his chair back. ‘It’s a shame about that.’ He stood up. ‘Otherwise, how do you know if it’s a real war you’re fighting, and not something else?’ He picked up his cigarettes from near the sink. 


Dad pushed his chair back and stood up, cursing my brother.


Branko looked at him and walked out, closing the door behind him. 


Dad strode after him and opened the back door, like he was going to chase my brother down. Then he thought twice, and slammed it shut again. He said the experience of battle had made Branko unstable. ‘How’s he going to go on fighting, with that attitude?’ he asked us.


Mum said, ‘He’ll calm down. He wasn’t thinking.’ 


Dad took Granny back to the farm, while Mum and I cleared away the plates. I washed up. I couldn’t understand how Branko could be so cruel to all of us - or how he’d become so blind.


Mum locked the back door - we always locked it, these days. ‘Branko will have to knock and wake us when he wants to get in,’ she said. She put the key back on the hook. 


Mum and Dad went upstairs to bed, and the house was silent. 


Branko couldn’t seriously believe those things he’d said. He looked the same, but he must have changed, because it felt like he was completely different to the rest of us. It was as if he’d turned into someone else. And not in a nice, long-suffering way - in a way I didn’t like. It disturbed me. 


A the flicker of a tail beneath my boat.


I lay in my bed for a while, just staring at the moonlight on my EKV poster, the way it made Margita Stefanovic’s face come out of the wall and turned her into something that had no colour but was still recognisable. I couldn’t sleep.


I went downstairs to the kitchen. I took the key from the hook. I unlocked the back door, just so my brother could come back in, when he was ready. 


But then I pulled the door open. 


I was standing at the top of the steps that went down to our yard. I was looking over the yard, down to the moonlit plain. 


The sound of his laugh was so distinct. I knew it was him immediately, and I looked toward the sound. It came from another back yard, further along. 


There was her voice. But I could not hear the words. 


Jasmina and Branko, talking and laughing in the warm night. 


I felt jealous - left out. Standing there, on my own, listening to them, to the sound of the old days. 


I went back in.





Branko wasn’t in his room the next day. At first, it seemed like he hadn’t come home the night before. But then I realised that his things were gone - that grey bag that he came with, and a couple of photos from his bedroom wall. Also his cupboard door was open. 


‘How did he get back in?’ Dad kept asking. Like the security problem was more important than my brother disappearing.


In the end, ‘I unlocked the door, and I must have left it open,’ I said to him.


Mum said, ‘He wouldn’t normally go without leaving a note.’ 





I knew where the blame really lay for this. 


I went the back way to Jasmina’s house, on the footpath that ran past our back yards. I didn’t want anyone else to see where I was going. I reached over the Tankovics’ gate, opened it from the other side, and let myself in to their yard. 


Their yard was empty, but on the plastic table were cigarette ends in an ashtray. A large Coke bottle, empty and spotted with rain from the night-time. 


I saw, in my mind’s eye, Branko and Jasmina - smoking and laughing here, drinking coke. The shower of rain must have separated them - or maybe they’d gone inside, then.


I was angry. What might he have told her? What if Jasmina went to Sarajevo herself, and told Samir or her uncle what Branko had said? They’d find out about Petar helping us, being an agent. And they’d know we had a way to intercept their secret lists they’d made. 


What had she said to him, to make him leave us and run away? I was itching to speak to her.


It was still early - no-one was up. The kitchen window was covered: the blind drawn shut. 


I climbed the steps and knocked on the back door. 


Hana’s face was thin and old, as if she had aged ten years in a couple of months. In my mind’s eye, she has round cheeks and laughing eyes, a smile in her mouth. She’s dressed always in her favourite things: bright pink or blue fluffy sweaters, the Pierrot earrings, one of her big necklaces. Jeans and moccasin shoes. But today she was thin and angry and exhausted. She was wearing a bath-robe. 


I said hello. I expected her to invite me in but she went on looking at me in that same way, as if she hated me. I said, ‘I’d like to talk to Jasmina.’


‘Well,’ said Hana. ‘I’d like to talk to my husband.’ 


‘He is at Omarska, so you don’t need to look very far for him.’ I said, ‘Tell her I want to talk to her.’ 


‘Not one of you people will ever set foot in my house again,’ said Hana. She shut the door in my face. 


I walked back down the steps. I stood in their yard, looking at the door to their cellar - not locked any more, since our new police had visited. Above me, the kitchen door opened again, and Jasmina was standing at the top of the steps, looking down at me. ‘Branko gave me a message for you,’ she said. ‘He’s not coming back.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s going to New Zealand,’ she said. ‘ He’s leaving the army. Deserting. Milena’s going with him.’ 


It was like my insides had been torn out. I was terrified my brother had gone forever: that I’d never see him. 


I didn’t even know who Milena was, but she didn’t need to know that.


She was saying something about the war. She walked down the steps towards me. I felt like she was controlling everything. 


‘What did you do?’ I asked. ‘Why did you make him leave? What did you say?’


She was level with me now. She seemed calm. She said, ‘I told him what you’ve all done. I said how you’ve taken my dad to your camp. Like you took Amar Balasevic. Like you took Obrad Mihailovic. 


‘Does it not bother you,’ she asked, ‘that your brother can see how wrong it is - what you’re doing? When he gets to New Zealand,’ she said, ‘he’s going to do everything he can to close your camps. He’s going to get my dad out.’ Her eyes were blazing. 


I was confused. We were right: I knew that. But I felt a cold unpleasant breeze, in my head. 


‘You know what was in our cellar? Car parts,’ she said. ‘CAR. PARTS. You know what my dad was doing? Making a car, for my mother. Why would my father want guns? Because of a note, you want to imprison your friends? Use your head!’


The cold draught of uncertainty got icier inside me. The facts and the strategies began blowing around. Everything was falling to bits. 


I got to the gate. I just wanted to get away, to not have to listen to her.


At home, Mum made excuses for my brother’s sudden departure. She fussed around in the kitchen, and said Branko must have been urgently recalled to his unit in the middle of the night. That would explain him leaving like this. 


I didn’t tell her what Jasmina had said. I kept it to myself: hidden.





I spent the next few days trying to make sense of everything. 


I went back in to my brother’s old bedroom - the small room, off the kitchen. I looked at the bedroom walls in here now: it was still the same wallpaper as when my grandma had been alive. I tried to remember which photos Branko had here before, so I could work out if he’d taken any more away with him, but all I could see were the photos that were left behind. Him and his friends. A picture of us all at Mum’s birthday, four years ago, sitting around our kitchen table: the Tankovics and the Spasics among us; Obrad and Rada there, as well, of course. Jasmina and me were next to each other, like always. There was the big chocolate cake, on the table. 


Another picture: me and Branko at the park in Kikinda. Our uncle had taken it, across the shining water. 





I don’t know how many days passed between Branko leaving and Jasmina coming: it was a week or so, I think. 


I’d been lying on my bed. School had long ago stopped happening. My room was upstairs and at the back of our house, above the fields, and I had the window open, to let the cool air in.


I’d been thinking of how I’d felt, the first time, at the stables, when I’d listened to Petar and the things he said. 


And who was Petar? None of us had ever met his family, or knew anything much about him. 


I had a terrible fear Jasmina and Branko were right. That maybe, we’d all been somehow tricked - or else we’d tricked ourselves?


The house was quiet: Dad had gone out. I went downstairs, and drank coffee on the back step, in the morning warmth. It was possible, at least, that Branko and Jasmina were right, and the rest of us weren’t. 


I looked over the top of our back wall, across the sloping fields. I went back in. There was the sound of the TV from the living room: Mum must be watching a movie in there. I was washing up my mug at the kitchen sink when I saw Jasmina letting herself in to our yard, in shorts and a short-sleeved shirt. She walked between our chickens, towards me. 


She came up the back steps, and in to the kitchen. She’d put on a necklace she’d bought, in Kikinda, when we’d bought matching ones - I had one that was identical - maybe to make me remember, how we used to be friends. It made me sad that she’d thought to do it.


She had to ask for my help now. 


She hated doing it. 


‘Branko gave me enough for us to get away from here,’ she said. ‘But Mum won’t go until we get Dad’s savings back. She says the money’s his, and we need to look after it for him.’


I got over the shock of her being here. ‘Savings?’ 


‘Dad put our Deutschmarks in the back of a book. Advice for an Easier Life. It’s all in an envelope inside the back cover.’


‘I don’t know where it is,’ I said.


She said, ‘Your police will know. They confiscated all of our books along with everything else.’ 


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll get it.’


She went on looking at me. I knew she wanted to ask something else - I could see it. 


‘As soon as I can,’ I said. 


She sniffed. She looked at me, like she was negotiating a truce. She moved away, through the doorway. She was going down our steps, to the yard. She was casting her own back into shadow. 


I followed through the doorway. 


I can’t imagine what she thought of, that made her stop and look back up at me. She said, ‘Thank you.’ She didn’t need to, by then, and we both knew I didn’t deserve any gratitude. 


Then she was gone. 







TAPE 14





I walked along to the police station in the July heat. I hoped that Dad wouldn’t be here today - I didn’t want to have to explain myself. He could always see through my lies, you see. But there was just a fifteen-year-old police officer on his own, at the desk. He greeted me and said, ‘Hey, your dad just left.’


I told him I’d lent Jasmina Tankovic a book - I needed to get it back: it was with their confiscated items. 


I followed him upstairs and in to a shorter corridor. He was opening the door with a key. 


I smiled and thanked him, and watched him walk away. I closed the door. 


The store-room was small, windowless, piled with bags and boxes. The boxes were stacked against the walls. The bags were in a heap in the middle of the floor. 


We’d taken all the Muslims’ books in case they were using them to make codes with the SDA, or the jihadi forces from Afghanistan and Arabia. Now I was staring at what stuck out of the bags - a clock radio, a set of bathroom scales - and remembering it had also simply been a way to make them leave. To make them know they weren’t wanted here. 


I saw a doll in the top of a bag. We had taken a kid’s doll - maybe from Irma. 


I felt queasy. 


I found the boxes of books and began opening them. I took out the books and piled them on the floor, in turn, as if I were slowly dealing cards into a stack. 


I put each book back in. 


I did another box, and another. 


I climbed up to heave another box down. 


There were so many boxes. It was going to take ages to get through them all - what if Dad came back, and they told him I was here? I glanced at my watch. 


At eleven o’clock, there were sounds of boots and some raised voices, doors closing behind them all. The building was suddenly silent. There was the sound of my hands sorting one book from another. 


I checked the time again: twelve-twenty. I found the box at about twelve thirty. In it was a collection of magazines. A booklet on how to build a kit car: I stared at that for some moments. It had a picture of the car you would make, on the front cover. It was a blue convertible.


I dug through the box, faster. Books of fiction. 


Advice for an Easier Life. I picked it up. 


But when I flipped to the envelope taped in to the back, the envelope was baggy, empty. One of our police had taken the wad of money that had clearly been here. 


It was going to be difficult, but I’d be able to explain it to my dad. He’d see: that it was wise to find who did this. I’d explain that the Tankovics needed their money back, so they could leave. I’d say, that this was what all of us wanted. Dad would agree. We’d get the money back for them.


I went back down the metal stair, and into the reception area. 


The boy at the desk was gone. 


The sun hit me, as I walked out to the road. There was the hot rustle of the cherry tree’s leaves. 


They had to get out of here, I realised. It wasn’t safe. We weren’t safe, for them. 


What was it Mum said, at dinner, last night? Her precise words: They have been given too many chances, already. 


What if our police got Hana next? What if the interrogation centres weren’t really centres, like we called them, but prisons instead? 


Once they were out of here then I could try and make this a place they’d want to be, again. A place they’d want to come back to. I could think about getting Tahir out of that camp. Branko would help, from New Zealand. Jasmina would help me get in touch with him. We’d undo all the damage we’d done. 


We’d empty the camp at Omarska - Tahir’s one. Then Keraterm. We’d bring Obrad home. 


But first I just had to find Dad, and get him to get the Tankovics’ money back for them. You can not wake a sleepwalker - it’s dangerous. I would just steer him. 


I was turning my head one way and the opposite, searching for my dad, but he was nowhere. There were just empty streets and solid quietness.


I looked up and saw two strange men wearing black uniforms, coming out of a house and into the road. Behind them, a white cloth hung from a window shutter. The front door stood open. The house was completely silent. 


I looked past them, at the hollow doorway. I wanted to touch the men. I wanted them to say I was completely wrong. I asked what was going on.


‘Who are you?’ they asked. One of them was asking, the other was looking around.


I said, ‘Mira Bratic.’ 


‘Like Vasilije Bratic?’ 


I told them, that was my Dad. ‘Have you seen him anywhere?’ I asked, putting my hand up to shade my eyes from the bright sun, and wondering why my hand was shaking.


‘You should be at home. Indoors. Go there now,’ they said. Then they said they’d come with me, to make sure I got there.


The world started walking into itself. The clouds stumbled against the houses. The trees crashed against the sky. I was running along the road. I understood, now, that the road was this quiet because our police had put up roadblocks again. 


I ran past the Sokolovics’ house, where the door was closed, but the house was also silent. The white tablecloth, snagging on a nail that stuck out of their window shutter, was fluttering, caught up. 


I kept running. I ignored the shouts of the two men, in the distance, behind me.


I passed the first three houses, in our row of six identical houses. Serb, Serb, Muslims who’d gone already. 


And then Jasmina’s house, with its white tablecloth hanging from the living room window sill. 


Her front door stood open. No Wizard: but he ought to be sunbathing, on the front step. 


I stumbled inside. 


There were men’s voices in their kitchen. 


To begin with, the soldiers didn’t notice that I’d come in. Then they turned, and one of them raised his gun at me. Someone behind me was shouting not to shoot me. 


I was in the kitchen. Hana was sitting on the floor, with her neck at an uncomfortable angle against the cupboard door. She had a hole in her head and was staring at someone else’s shoulder. 


Jasmina’s head was turned sideways, against the table leg. Her hair was hanging over her face. She was wearing a short-sleeved shirt - the same one she’d been wearing this morning when she came to see me. 


I went towards her - I had to. I pushed her hair away: her neck flopped.


The men in the room were yelling at me.


Then I saw Irma, behind Jasmina, lying down, motionless like the others. A purple dress. I saw Hasan’s bare legs, and sandals. 


Someone was grabbing my shoulder. I was half-grunting, half-screaming. 


‘She’s Serb!’ someone was saying. ‘She’s Serb!’ 


‘I’m not!’ I screamed. ‘Hasan?’ I called - because maybe he’d survived, being at the bottom. I went towards him.


The other soldier pulled me away, by my arm. 


I stared at the soldier. He was wiping his hand on his sleeve. He must have been sweating, I guess. From holding his rifle. ‘They’re all dead,’ he said. 


I looked in his face. I thought he would be someone different. But he was just a person. 


‘Please, go home, if you are Serb,’ he said. 


I went past the Spasics’ empty house. Our front door was locked. So I stood on our step, ringing the bell. 


Mum opened the door, her face furious. ‘What are you doing outside?’ she asked.


I heard a horn, on a vehicle, and looked back. 


I saw a truck pull up outside Jasmina’s house. A soldier was running out of the Tankovics’ house, towards it. 


Four men got out of the truck. They were walking in to the house. The soldier turned and spoke with one of them. Then he looked over towards me, and waved at me.


I wanted to speak, but no words came out. I knew all the blood had drained from my face, because it was swimming against my bones. 


I watched him go again. 


Mum stood back, to let me come in to the house. 


I went upstairs. I could hear Mum’s film in the living room. She was watching TV. 


I grabbed Mum’s white suitcase from under their bed, and took it in to my room. I put it on my bed. I packed. 


I went in to the bathroom. I took my toothbrush out of the porcelain cup. I saw that my hands were shaking. I opened the bathroom door. I heard the comfort of the house. The murmur of TV. 


Death came into my skull: thick nothingness.


I went into my bedroom. I looked inside the case. My clothes, my toothbrush, half a packet of cigarettes. I looked up at the photo of me and Branko in Kikinda, that I’d taken from his wall, after he’d gone, and put on my wall, instead. I took it down and put it in on top of everything else. 


I closed the suitcase and picked it up. I went downstairs, and opened the front door. 


But then I put down the case in the hall. Some scrap of anger was fighting up through the deadness.


I went into the living room. Mum looked up at me from the sofa. She gestured to the sofa beside her. 


I stayed standing. 


Mum sighed at me. ‘None of us wanted this,’ she said. ‘But they left us with no choice. In a war, it is kill, or be killed. We have to know who our friends are. And they did not show themselves to be our friends. We made things clear.’ She said, ‘They chose this. So don’t feel bad, or blame yourself. It’s not deserved.’ 


That was what she said. 


I closed the door on the living room. I picked the case back up. I waited until the people in her film were laughing, then I turned the front door handle. 


I hoped she hadn’t heard me leaving: I didn’t want anyone to be coming after me to stop me. I ran down the road, to the corner, where it curved away between the ash trees. 


I looked behind. No-one was following me. The road was empty.


I went around the bend, and walked on. Fields of golden hay.


I stopped at the road-block, its white sandbags. I knew the men. I explained that I was going to stay at my grandma’s farm. I could tell my voice was good and calm. 


I walked on.


One more twist in the road, and I was out of view of the road-block. 





I carried on walking. I saw Jasmina, sitting on the ground in the field, waiting for me, with her hair falling over her face. 


She looked up, and looked at me. She had drawn a cobweb on her knee with biro, while she was waiting for me. 


She smiled. She got up.


Tears were running down my neck. I stopped and wiped my face and I carried on down to the highway. 


I walked down the side of the highway with my thumb out. 


A car came up behind me, and slowed. The car stopped. 


Two young men.


I squeezed my legs into the back seat, against cartons of contraband cigarettes. They had the the radio on: So Far Away was the song. 


As we drove off, I asked where they were going. 


‘Tuzla,’ said the one who was driving. He moved the gears, and the car sped forwards. They had broad shoulders and wore loose jackets. They didn’t speak much, but they didn’t seem bothered by much, either. 


I sat back, in the seat, with the weight of the case on my knees. There was no room for it in the footwell, and I was surrounded to the back and side by the cartons. 


I kept seeing Hasan’s little legs. His bare feet inside the sandals. 


I wanted to tear my stomach from my body. To take everything that was inside me, and push it away from me. I couldn’t sit still. 


I closed my eyes, but then it was even worse, the things I saw: aspects that couldn’t be right, like the stillness of Hana’s head. The way Jasmina’s neck had moved, and she somehow wasn’t there. 


The cartons trembled with the motion of the car. 


I stared at them, and the comforting way that their lettering shook. The suspension of the car was not so good. 


But I liked this. 


I liked the way the little Christmas tree also shook, that hung from the rearview mirror; and I liked the flip-flapping of the rubber seal on the other side of the window, beside me. It separated me from the world outside the car, where things were real. The world outside the car was a world where everything had been killed. 


Looking at the fields of wheat, the familiar routes and gateways, I was not a part of it any more, tucked inside this lump of glass and metal. It was like I had been in a ship that sinks, and found an air-bubble. The car roof above my head, the air inside this vehicle, kept me from breathing water into my lungs. Kept me from drowning. 


We came to a roadblock. 


We pulled away, once we were through it. 


‘Is Tuzla okay for you?’ said the second man, the one in the passenger seat. He glanced at me in the mirror, but not as if I were interesting. 


‘Sure.’ Tuzla suited me fine: it was Muslim territory. It wasn’t Serb. I wanted to be anything other than what I was, what I’d done.


‘What’s your name?’ asked the man, no longer looking. 


I strained my neck slightly so I could see my face in the mirror. ‘Margita,’ I said. A sort of fizzing softness began. Like the air was cradling me, like it was all going to be fine. 


‘How much money have you got?’ he asked.


‘Two thousand dinars.’


‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Rich kid.’ His voice was sarcastic. 


I waited for him to say something more. I looked out of the window. I didn’t mind having the suitcase on my lap. The heavier the case grew, the smaller shrank the men outside the windows, the men at the road-block we’d passed. 


‘Where are you from?’ asked the man in the passenger seat.


I said, ‘Dalmatia.’ I was pressing a shell into the side of a sand castle: Jasmina was next to me - I was handing her a shell. I pushed the image from my head; sand fell over her, and it went black. 


But the hot sun through the window of the car was also the heat at Sukosan. A small, round hole opened in the sand, inside me. I closed my eyes. But the hole got deeper, pulling me into it. Blackness, terror. I knew that if I went down there then I would never come back up again. 


It was like I’d been driving a truck with very slow brakes, in to a crowd of innocent people. And the last face I saw coming towards me, in the crowd of victims, was my own. 


I’d gone.


I blinked my eyes back open. Empty sand, sunlight and wind. 


The wind was the warm wind blowing through the wound-down car window. The grey vinyl surface of the seat in front of me, someone’s shoulder, the gearstick. Pieces of the windscreen. 


‘Do you want a beer?’ asked the man in the passenger seat. 


‘No,’ I said. I went on looking at the road, the hills and plains, for a while. The wind was coming at me sideways. 


Light swam over the cellophane that covered the cartons of cigarettes. There was only the surface: splintered sunshine that burned on the back seat beside me. The surface was smooth and shiny so it hid what was underneath it. But not so perfectly smooth as to reflect what was outside it. All it could reflect was the light. I kept looking at it as we drove along the road. I felt the peacefulness of looking, and not seeing anything. It was more peaceful than looking out of the window, or closing my eyes. The kind of thing that lets you feel alive, without the pain of being alive. Of being you. 


By the time the daylight began to fade, I felt like I was on the other side of some valley. Everything that mattered was hidden, behind me. The air was dry in my body. 


There were dogs, at the roadblock before the city. Six or seven thin little dogs, running towards the car in the blue dusk. The man in the passenger seat wound down his window, and threw something out for them. 


We drove on. 































TAPE 15





It was nearly dark when we arrived in Tuzla. The car pulled up in a side-street with overflowing bins. There was a tall, old apartment block, and the man who drove me said I could stay here. He knew a girl who left last week, and her place was empty. I’d get a single bed in a shared room with someone whose name was Suzana. He had to see her anyway: he had stuff to drop off with her. 


He insisted to take my case. I followed him up the stair. He was carrying a carton of cigarettes in his other arm. We climbed up to the third floor. I remember, the skylight was broken, open to the air. There were birds roosting inside the stairwell. 


A front door was open. He pushed it, and entered. 


I followed him into a bedroom. It had two single beds in it, and an electric stove with one ring, standing on top of a cupboard. One of the beds was bare, and had a plastic bag full of stuff on top of it. The room was gloomy, with its single light bulb hanging from the high ceiling. ‘This is it,’ said the man. 


Just then a young woman came in. She laughed when she saw him. They seemed to know each other well - but with a side to it that meant she did not think he was sensible. He was handing her the cigarettes. Then he was talking to her. 


‘She’ll find a job,’ he told the woman. 


I realised they were talking about me, and I turned around.


He left.


‘I’m Suzana,’ said the woman. 


I put my suitcase down on the bare bed. 


‘You can move that,’ she said. 


I put the plastic bag on the floor. 


‘You need some sheets,’ she said. She disappeared out of the room. 


I heard another door open off the hall. 


She came back and gave me two sheets and a blanket, and she looked at her face in the mirror. She was checking her hair. ‘I have to go to work,’ she said. ‘My shift starts at eight. I work at the hospital. I’ll see you tomorrow, though, Margita.’ She gave me a nice smile, and went away.


I sat down on the bed, holding the folded bedding. This bed was in the corner, facing the tall window. I remember sitting there, and feeling completely hollow. 


It was like a road that went through my chest. 


I knew everything was awful. But I couldn’t feel it. 


The window was open, and I remember getting cold, lying there on the bed, even though it was summer, because it was late. I remember arranging the blanket over my legs. 


The horror was just like a sort of buzzing around my head. 





I woke the next morning to loud sounds of traffic, outside, the smell of gas, smell of leaves, smell of old rubbish, and of coffee. A breeze came in between the long, torn curtains that hung either side of the window.


Suzana was standing by the stove. She saw I’d woken. ‘Morning!’ she said. ‘So, Mirko said you’re from Dalmatia - from somewhere near Zadar?’ She was walking towards me. She had brown hair, brown eyes, the same nice expression as before. She was holding out a mug. ‘I’m Serb too,’ she said. ‘But it doesn’t matter here.’ 


I took the mug. All I could sense was Jasmina, other end of a ping-pong table, waiting for me to serve. I couldn’t see her any more - the other end of the ping-pong table was in darkness - but she was there. I could feel her. 


I blinked to make it stop.


‘I know terrible things happened to the Serbs in Croatia,’ Suzana said, gently. ‘You can talk about it, if you like. You know - you can talk to me.’ 


Sympathy. Anything but that kindness that I didn’t deserve. 


‘It wasn’t like that,’ I said. ‘I’m upset about something else. A friend. What can I do here? I need a job.’


‘You want to keep busy,’ said Suzana. ‘Of course.’


‘Is there work at the hospital? Anything. I don’t mind cleaning.’


‘We only need people with medical training. I’m sorry. But a friend of mine knows someone who runs a cafe. Try that.’ 


I didn’t care what it was. I just needed money for the room. But I’d do anything to be one of these people, to not have to think or feel my heart any more. 





Ismeta’s Cafe had several small wooden tables in it. The main item on the menu was cevapi, those lamb kebabs, with flatbreads. The people sitting around the little tables looked happy, chatting over their empty plates. I smiled and nodded as Ismeta showed me what to do.


For the weeks and months that came next, I worked all the hours I was meant. Sometimes I’d stay behind and work late, for no extra pay, to clean the whole place, even above the window, on a chair. Then I’d arrive early to bake the flatbread: I got the recipe from a book in the kitchen. Ismeta was a Muslim and I guess it relieved my conscience just to be the best employee she could have. Always kind, always smiling. Needing nothing for myself. Especially not attention. 


No, not that. Don’t look too close and see me. 


Let’s just smile and talk about you, or your family. 


The only thing that was hard was when sometimes, I’d hear the sound of friends or lovers talking to each other - that particular tone they use. I heard it in the streets, walking home under the lime trees, and sometimes, I heard it between other tenants in the apartment. It filled me with so much love and pain, sometimes I did not want to breathe. And then the hate of myself would begin again. Because how was it possible that I had done this? 


It was there for a second. But I’d grip my wrist tightly and be back here, now, where I was.


Nothing else mattered except today. 


In autumn, we came under siege from the Bosnian Serb army. I sometimes wondered if Ivan’s unit was out there, fighting alongside them. But he belonged in a different life.


As well as traffic, there were horses’ hooves in the street - people were using them because of the shortage of gas. I said something about that, as I got out of bed, one morning. ‘You know Srebrenica siege is very bad, too,’ answered Suzana, smoking her cigarette. She had only just come in from her work. ‘It is worse there than here, in fact. The usual: Serb soldiers won’t let food or medical supplies in to the city, and Bosniak soldiers won’t let refugees out.’ She looked at me, and gave a sad smile. ‘In June,’ she said, ‘that Bosniak commander of Srebrenica forces, did not really mind if his soldiers went and took food from the Serb villages nearby. You know Naser Oric?’


I shook my head. 


She said, ‘These soldiers came to my aunt and uncle’s house. My aunt and cousin were at home. My uncle came home and found their house, burned down, and their bodies were inside it.’ She nodded again. ‘Many other houses where we’re from - the same: burned, and the people murdered inside.


‘So, I know what it’s like for you,’ she said. ‘We feel bad because of what the Serbs have been doing in Prijedor, Visegrad, other places. Murdering Muslims - innocents. But what was done to others in Prijedor and in Visegrad and the rest, that was not your fault. Or mine.’ 


I felt my veins freeze. 


I watched her stub out her cigarette in the ashtray.


Suzana was saying, ‘The battle isn’t between Serbs, Croats and Muslims. It’s between nationalism and anti-nationalism. Here in Tuzla, everyone is against all kinds of nationalism. Against Serb nationalism, as Muslim nationalism, as Croat nationalism.’ She was pulling her cardigan close. ‘Here, it is okay to be Serb and to have also suffered,’ she said. ‘As long as you’re not a nationalist,’ she said, and grinned. 


I did not know what to hide myself behind. I had so little, in those days, to put up in my eyes. 


Her face fell. ‘Someone close to you died,’ she said. ‘I can see that.’ 


A blinding panic. 


‘Someone you loved,’ she said.


Part of me wanted to tell her everything. 


I’d like to say it was the weight of my shame, which stopped me. But I think it was probably just vanity. This new girl I had become was someone I could like. I didn’t want to go back and be my real self - the one who’d betrayed everything she loved, for nothing. I said to Suzana, I was sorry for her aunt and cousin. I said, it was terrible that had happened. 


A silent interval. 


I put on my coat, and went out.


Part of me wanted to ask her about Visegrad - about what had happened there. Because all I knew of that place, from what I’d heard back home, was how the Yugoslav army stopped our civilians being murdered by Muslims. 


I wanted to know the truth. But I supposed it was the same as what we did around Prijedor, and at the same time, I wanted not to know any more. I had come here to be able to forget, to move on.





Because of the siege, the cafe was doing chicken and not lamb. Chicken was possible to find, when lamb was not. Then chicken became scarce. 


So Ismeta began buying meat from a new kind of man. 


I met Nikos when he was bending over several boxes in the kitchen. He was counting the plucked birds for Ismeta’s benefit. A small man, in black trousers and a black leather jacket. ‘Twenty chickens, and two joints of lamb,’ he said, standing up again. His eyes twinkled when he smiled. 


I remember being amazed. I did not know how anyone, in this situation, could find that. Meat at the market was very difficult to buy. People mostly were selling what they had extra, from their little vegetable gardens at home: small plots out the backs of the apartments and the houses. There might be one or two chickens that they killed - but that was all. Ismeta was counting out money. 


He glanced across at me, while she was doing this. He nodded at me. ‘You must be Margita. I’ve heard all about you,’ he said. ‘All the good things you do for Ismeta.’ 


I was pleased. ‘A bit of babysitting. That’s all,’ I said. 


‘Oh, she’s great. She’s great,’ Ismeta was saying, still counting out the notes. Not looking at us. ‘And the kids love her. Look over there, they did a picture of her. It’s on the wall above the bin.’ 


So Nikos looked over. He looked at the picture Ismeta’s kids had done of me, and he looked back at me and smiled, and didn’t say anything else. I had a warm feeling, though, as if he had spoken and said something wonderful. 





Life went on. That winter and spring, there were occasional shells. But the Serb army did not care too much about winning Tuzla. When the lines in the new maps were drawn, they wanted the new Serb Republic to have its border east of here. Tuzla was going to be left a Muslim city. The word was they were just trying to hurt the Bosnian Army base that was here.


I was not any more afraid of living in a Muslim land. It seemed obvious, the fundamentalists in Sarajevo stayed in power only because we were in a war and the Americans were propping them up for this activity. 


Later, things would go back to how most of the Muslims wanted. Which was not about imposing Islamic laws: it was just about being the way we used to be, before. Being the way we still could be, here.





When the siege of Tuzla ended, UN peacekeepers came in. In their camouflage uniforms, they walked through the city. The bars and restaurants were full and busy. Everyone seemed better off, all of a sudden, with this new money the peacekeepers spent. More and more people came in to Ismeta’s. The foreigners asked for fried chicken, so we added it to the menu. I’d marinate it overnight in milk and spices. Then dip it in flour, and drop it in the pan of hot fat. 


Suzana was dealing with typhoid at the hospital. She’d work through the night, and then go out at breakfast-time. While I dressed for work, she’d be putting on her nice shoes, a lipstick. Pushing up her hair. She stopped talking to me about my past, on the mornings we shared - too busy with her own life, now, which suited me well. 


I would close the door on the apartment, and go through the streets to the cafe. I was alone in my centre, my heart. I can’t complain about this. I was the one who was walking through all the beautiful mornings, who was inhaling the scent from the flowering lime trees, from the bakery on the corner, from the coffee roasters. I watched the pigeons fly between the buildings. I was living a kind of life when Jasmina was not. I made Ismeta happy, and her kids. A second winter came and went. 





Nikos still came with meat, even though the siege was long-over. He came to deliver it once on a Spring evening in ’94 when Ismeta was at hospital with her daughter, Ibliz, who had a toothache. I counted out his payment. 


He took the money, sniffed, and said, ‘A bad time to be a Serb. I feel sorry for you, Margita.’ 


I asked him why that was.


‘What happened in Visegrad,’ he said. ‘Now, the whole world is finding out.’ 


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘You really don’t know? Oh.’ He frowned for a second. Then he said how the Serbs who were left in control of that town had dragged the Muslims on to the big bridge. How they had cut people’s throats and then just thrown them into the river. People they knew, Nikos said. ‘Some of them, they even cut the kidneys out. You know how they think everyone is trying to steal their kidneys, these crazy Serbs. What do you think about that, eh?


‘Ismeta must trust you,’ he told me, and for a moment confused me. I thought he meant: because you are a Serb, and she lets you watch her kids. But then he explained, ‘You can sell all this and be rich.’ He waved an arm across the crate of birds, the joints of meat. I realised he’d changed the subject, and I was grateful.


All I wanted was to be alone. ‘I need to put this upstairs,’ I said. 


‘Let me,’ said Nikos. Before I could stop him, he was carrying the top two crates through the door from the kitchen that went to the stairs. He was going up there, to Ismeta’s apartment. 


I stood at the bottom of the stair. I saw Tahir Tankovic, and Amar Balasevic. I saw Hana, staring at the clock, with her back against the cupboard beneath her kitchen sink. She was asking me, Why are you here?


If she could see me now, what would she think? That it’s okay, because I’m someone different? That now I’ve made up for what I did? 


How pathetic. 


I heard Ismeta’s other kids getting out of their beds, and saying hello to Nikos. 


I got to the top of the stairs. He was smiling and making a game with the children. They were giggling. 


I went into Ismeta’s apartment kitchen. It was cold, like usual. She had to have the window open, because the cable from the chest freezer ran out of the window to the generator on the roof. The chest freezer was empty and smelled of old water. Nikos had left the crates on the kitchen floor and I began to put the meat inside the freezer. I laid the joints of lamb on the bottom of it. Then I began to put the chickens in, on top of them. 


I could hear the kids chattering. I could hear how much they liked Nikos. I thought, it’s not his fault, that he told me about this. He believed I already knew. 


I did all the chickens, into the freezer. 


Nikos brought the other crate up. He said, ‘Always nice to see you.’


I turned around and nodded and said goodbye to him.


I went to put the kids back into bed. 


They had small smiles, big bug-eyes. Amira wore a set of pink pyjamas. She put her arms around me, and kissed me good night. 





I could not go home until Ismeta returned. The kids were asleep in their room, and I waited in the kitchen, next to the freezer, in the draught from the open window. I listened to the clock. 


A gunshot. Another. Then no more. 


Nothing to worry about. 


But as time went past, everything began to get too much for me: the coldness of the air from the window that I had got to keep open. The heaviness of the silence. I never liked to sit in their living room, as if this were my home to make myself comfortable in. I sat by myself in the kitchen. 


The minutes went on.


Ismeta came in at three in the morning. Ibliz hugged me, hello. Ismeta insisted I sleep on a bed she made me on their sofa, rather than walk home through the streets alone. 


I lay on the sofa, looking up at the ceiling. Ismeta did not care that I was a Serb. This was what I belonged to. This was my home.


I did not want to give it up a second time.


Did it matter, the fact I’d hidden what I did? 


I had already prayed to God for forgiveness. My crime was between me and Him. 


We could have listened to Obrad, I thought, lying on Ismeta’s sofa that night. We could have made a place like Tuzla, up there in our village. I thought about when Branko came home, and the fact that it had not been too late to change things. That I should have listened to him. This thought did not pain me. 


And I chose not to think about where Obrad would be now. 


We had done what we had done, and now I just had to live with it. There was no need to reveal my part in things. It would upset people, for no useful reason.


It was what it was and no weeping could change it. 


I rolled over, and eventually fell asleep. 





Ismeta said, ‘What would I do, Margita, without you to help with everything?’ She put some eggs on my plate, some cheese and bread. We sat at the kitchen table: me and her and the three kids who were playing a game using coins. Everything was normal. ‘You must have the morning off,’ Ismeta was saying to me, wiping egg from her child’s face. She was a wiry, handsome woman, with dyed blonde hair, never without her red lipstick. She did not look much like the women in our village, but still I felt like I was back there, in the good days, for a second or two. A breeze through the Tankovics’ kitchen window, rustling the leaves of their basil. Tahir’s deep laughter. Hana’s voice, in reply. But I couldn’t hear the words.


I blinked. 


Branko was the only one I could handle thinking of.


Somewhere in New Zealand: I wondered what he was doing, and what he’d think. Maybe he’d approve of me. 







TAPE 16





Another year passed with no-one guessing that I was not really Margita from Dalmatia. As time had gone on, I’d even convinced myself that this was who I was. 


One evening, in the Spring of ’95, Suzana at last persuaded me to go out to one of her bars. We got ready together, just like real friends. I wore a skirt and blouse, and her leather coat over the top. When we left the apartment block, she linked her arm in mine, which I did not enjoy. Not because I didn’t like her but because it made the men look at us: the peacekeepers, all watching as we walked past. Probably why she did it, but back then I was innocent of such things.


The bar we went to was on a corner near the central plaza, and it was full of men from UNPROFOR and from the Bosnian Army base, relaxing. 


We sat on high stools. Suzana smiled, and ordered two glasses of vodka. 


She started telling me about a patient at the hospital today. Some awful story. I was listening, and looking at her face, when I noticed someone else among the men in the corner there. Nikos, in his black T-shirt - his black leather jacket on the back of his chair. He was laughing and joking with the soldiers around him at the table. Someone leaned in and spoke in to his ear, and I watched him nod. Another man stood, and said they were going on to some other place.


The men started leaving.


Nikos got up and fished around in his trouser pockets for a cigarette lighter. He saw me, watching him. 


Suzana’s lighter was sitting on the bar. Nikos came over - I could see him approaching, behind her shoulders. ‘Good evening,’ he said.


Suzana took one look at him and looked back at me, lifting her eyebrows. I knew she didn’t like the look of him. 


But Nikos was not as bad as he seemed. 


I explained, ‘Nikos is a friend.’ I said, ‘Suzana, this is Nikos. Nikos - Suzana - my room-mate.’ 


He took her hand, and bent his head over it, to give it a little kiss. She laughed. She was looking at him like she was deciding what to make of him. She took another draw on her cigarette.


He asked us some kind of question - wanting to know our opinion on a subject that was quite interesting to talk about. 


I was glad he was joining us. I drank more quickly. I let the room around me become something colourful and shining. I was laughing and clever and surrounded with red and green lights: the candle jars, and bottles that reflected them. 


Nikos kept on buying more drinks and handing them to us. 


After a while, he said he had to leave. 


I remember that Suzana seemed disappointed, as he went out into the street. 


‘Come on!’ I said, finishing my drink. ‘Let’s go somewhere else.’ 


We went through the night, under the rustling trees. The plaza was filled with lights and people talking, laughing. 


Someone let us in to their club for free. It had dominoes painted very large on the inside walls. 


Then there were more men around us. I remember us dancing with them, having a great time. I remember them paying for all of our other drinks.


We walked back through streets slowly filling with daylight. Everywhere there were birds singing. It was new to me, to walk through a city that’s light-filled but empty. A strange hush, while the people are sleeping. 


We climbed up the stairs, still tipsy. We kept saying, ‘Shh,’ to each other, and laughing as quietly as we were able to. 


Suzana lay down on her bed. I sat on mine.


I wanted to sit up and talk. I was so happy. 


‘What a beautiful morning,’ I said. ‘The best.’ 


Suzana had her hand across her chest, and her mouth open. She was sleeping. 


I made a coffee and sat, drinking it, listening to the sounds of cars begin outside. Things were normal since the siege lifted and the international people came in. No shortage of gas, no rubbish piling up. Once the siege of Sarajevo was over, then one day - soon - everywhere was going to be like this. 


And in this feeling of security, I saw Hana, finally, as she’d been when she was living. 


Not sitting propped against a cupboard. 


I saw her chatting to me about my dress, and I heard the things she said. I saw her look right at me, and smile, as she wound the tape measure around her two fingers. Some things are timeless. 


I started to cry, for the first time since I left. 


I watched the light on the wall become clearer, and it reached inside me where the things that were real had all happened. It reached all the way in, to that kitchen at the Tankovics’. It went in there and sat on top. I had a kind of peace. Not like the past was better, or mended, but more that there was a life I had built since then that could cover it. Make it a thing I could begin to live with, and not need to lie to myself. Even if I went on pretending to everyone else. 


A few weeks later, the Plaza was hit by shelling. Nine o’clock in the evening - they must have known this would be the time it would be full of people at the bars. It wasn’t only off-duty soldiers who got hit - it was the local teenagers, too. Kids who lost their leg, an arm, or worse. At the hospital, Suzana worked for a day and a half without stopping. 


‘How does an army do this? Because it forgets!’ she said. ‘Everyone is human. Everyone. Those poor kids are not less than their brothers and sisters are.’ 


She’d stopped herself then. She said, ‘But it’s hard. Because it means even Oric is also our brother. And so is Karadzic, Izetbegovic.’ She’d looked around our room, like it might explain this for her. 


I said, ‘No! They aren’t.’ My anger shocked me, but I meant it. Not the men who bombed civilians, who cut human throats, who burned down houses and shot children. Not the men who ordered this. Not the mujahedin, who had come in from Afghanistan by now, like we used to fear, and joined Izetbegovic’s special battalions. They even had a battalion called ‘Handzar’, after that Muslim Nazi division of World War Two. Those men cut off the heads of the Serb prisoners. They held up the heads like vegetables, by the hair. A person - a whole life - turned into a joke. 


‘They’re scum,’ I said. ‘All those kinds of men. They’re nothing to do with us here.’


Suzana had gone over to the window. She didn’t answer me.


I’d felt sick, seeing those photos - the mujahedin with the heads of their Serb prisoners - like I was sick when I heard of what happened at Visegrad. 


But I had not been scared. 


Tuzla was a strong city. Tuzla was a place where brotherhood and unity were still real. It was going to win: the beautiful way of living, the true one. This time, I was not going to let it down. We would never turn on each other, here. We’d defend ourselves against the armies and the leaders who tried to make us do that. We would withstand this shelling, as well. 


The men who did terrible things, they were not like us, here in Tuzla. We were better: different. I thought we had to believe this, but in fact, it was only another version of the lie we’d told ourselves once before. 


Everyone is capable of anything, in the right situation. 


The deadlock around Sarajevo, down in the south, and Srebrenica, closer to us, dragged on. Sarajevo got some supplies in from the West, through its tunnel: medical kits. But in Srebrenica, the hospital didn’t even have any paracetamol. Nothing, its radio journalist said. Not one bandage or syringe. And still the medical staff there were trying to care for people hit by shells, falling buildings. People giving birth, or having diabetes. Suzana used to curse the army commanders who would not let the supplies in, on one side, or let the people out, on the other. ‘They both treat us like dogs,’ she said. 


Naser Oric, that commander whose soldiers had attacked her cousins’ village, was now in charge of the Bosnian troops at Srebrenica. But of course, you must have heard what he did? I only found out later when H told me: how Oric and his lieutenants were giving commands, from the safety of Tuzla, to their foot-soldiers inside Srebrenica, telling them to keep attacking the Serb army that was outside Srebrenica. 


It was a ceasefire but he told his men to break it and keep breaking it. Again. Again.


His Muslim soldiers in Srebrenica obeyed. 


So then the Serb army began shelling Srebrenica - again. ‘Of course,’ said H, in the apartment in Belgrade, ‘there needed to be a sacrifice, for the God of NATO to hear them. A sacrifice carried on the wings of prayer that are made by those scum journalists in the West. A prayer for “justice”.’ He never cared for the sound of this word, even before you came and spoke to me. I think he had seen what it did to his home, you know. 


We often had Muslim refugees coming to Tuzla, because the Serbs did not want the city. The newest flood of refugees, from Srebrenica - women and children - were taken to a camp out by the air base, to begin with. Our city was already filled with Muslim refugees from other towns and villages. There was no more space. 


The next time I went in to work, Ismeta was sitting with her brother-in-law at a table at the back of the cafe. He was wearing a blue sweater, and his face was hunched in, like he was holding on to heavy things. Ismeta’s husband had been killed early in the war but this brother of his often visited her, when he was on leave. He told her about a cousin of theirs, a woman with children, who had fled here and was now at the air base. 


Ismeta went out to the air base with Mohsin. 


People at the cafe tables talked. Although the women and children had been brought here by the Serbs, they said most of the men from Srebrenica were on foot - they had run, and were coming here with the retreating Bosnian Army. But this was a journey of almost one hundred kilometres across Serb Army territory. 


None of the men who had handed themselves in with the women had arrived yet, either. No-one knew where they’d been taken to. 


Ismeta looked tired when she came back. ‘This woman and her children will be coming to stay with me,’ she told me. ‘Her husband and her oldest boy are still missing. I have to look after her - she’s Hamza’s family.’





Some male refugees began to appear. You know what comes next: what it was that they had escaped from, and seen. 


The first one I heard, he said how a group he was with decided to surrender to a UN vehicle while crossing the Serb army territory. This man hid in the woods. But his friends went away inside that vehicle. 


What happened next, other survivors told later. How the UN vehicles were not UN, but Bosnian Serb Army in disguise. How the Bosnian Serb army herded the Muslim prisoners into fields, and fired on them with machine guns. 


Hundreds, then thousands, were missing. 


The numbers came out over weeks. 


It was different to every other thing in this long and horrible war. 





I thought, these people who did this - they weren’t human beings. I thought people have to be monsters, to do this. But they don’t. I know that now. 


They just have to think they are better people than the others.


Eight thousand human beings, killed at Srebrenica.


I can see the soldier - his face - that summer’s day in the Tankovics’ kitchen. His slight shine of sweat. His eyes strung-out and angry with me for being there. But he hadn’t been possessed by some uncontrollable blood-lust. It had been like he was doing something necessary that he hated to do, but believed had to happen. He couldn’t see a way to not do this. 


We had lost the line that stops us from becoming evil. War comes like snow, and covers all the lines you used to see. You cross them without understanding where you are. You get lost, completely. 


It is hell, like Mrs Spasic said. Because hell is a place where right and wrong have no more meaning. 





Ismeta told me, Hamza’s cousin wanted to help in the cafe. She wanted to work, and not sit idle, eating Ismeta’s food, with her children. ‘This woman is coming to me,’ Ismeta explained to me. ‘I am the only place she can go. You have your own people,’ she said. ‘Other places to go. I like you - we all do. But - you know how it is. You’re not family.’ We were in the closed cafe - she’d waited until the end of the day - and this was the end. She said, ‘That’s how it is, now, isn’t it?’ 


I agreed that it was. 


She made me hug her. She said, ‘I don’t want you to see the children. It will upset them too much, to say goodbye to you.’ In a voice that had half of her in it, she said, ‘We’ll all miss you.’ Her real life was in the other half.


I knew which side of everyone was going to win, now.


I smiled and thanked her. I was going to miss them, more, I told her. 


She looked awkward.


I smiled again, and left.


A man in our apartment block - a Serb - was attacked, the next day. 


But I didn’t want to admit defeat and live anywhere else. This was the place I had to be. It was more than a city: it was who I was. 





I tried the cafes and the restaurants. Nobody needed me. And then eventually I tried the bar I’d visited earlier, the fun evening of dancing. I looked over at the woman who worked there. She was busy speaking with somebody else.


I was standing there, waiting, when I heard Nikos’s voice. 


I turned. I explained. Ismeta had to give my job to someone in her family. So I needed to find work somewhere else. 


‘But you do not want to work in a place like this,’ said Nikos. ‘A place with such terrible customers.’ 


I laughed. I said, ‘Well, I need a job.’ 


‘Maybe I know someone. This guy is looking for a nanny. But it’s in Belgrade. I don’t know if you want to move,’ he said.


I didn’t, but I needed something soon. So - I said yes. 





‘Lucky you,’ Suzana told me. ‘Belgrade is a better place for us to be right now.’ Us - to mean Serbs. That’s how different things had got by then. 


She said she’d go if she had the chance. ‘The Muslims hate us, now,’ she said. ‘And I don’t want to live with the Serb nationalists either. So where is home? I have none. Not in Bosnia, any more - they have destroyed it. Everyone has done this.’ 


I said we couldn’t blame the Muslims. It made sense that they hated us. I said, it was us who had mostly done this. 


‘“Us?”’ Her eyes were angry. ‘What have you and I ever done to them? “They” killed my family! And God knows what they did to you! You still won’t talk about it, even to me!’ 


‘Not us - not you and me!’ I said desperately. ‘But others - 


‘The ones in Visegrad and Prijedor, now Srebrenica - you want us to be guilty for them?’ She laughed with scorn. ‘What are we but people? Or at least, we were, before this. You’re just like them now! But you’re lucky, with this new job. You can give up and move on. Forget about what we all had, here. Just forget about it.’ She got up. She picked up her bowl and saucepan. ‘I can’t.’ 


She took the things out of the room, to the sink in the bathroom - the kitchen sink was broken. I heard her run the tap. 


I tried to tell myself that going away was not the same as giving up. What choice did I have?







TAPE 17





Nikos came to collect me in a brown Volvo: he’d take me to the house of another man, Karl, where I would wait to get a lift to Belgrade. 


Suzana was tearful when she said goodbye to me. We hugged for a long time. There was the warmth of her hands on my back that I remembered for months, afterwards. 


She stayed standing in the doorway of our apartment block while Nikos put my bags in the trunk, opened one and poked around in it. He turned to me with a puzzled look. ‘Where’s the bathtub?’ 


‘I’m sending it later,’ I said, and walked around to the passenger door. I got in, and wound down the window. 


I waved to Suzana as we moved off, and when we turned the corner, I could still hear her calling goodbye to me, and good luck. 


As we drove through Tuzla, I was excited for Belgrade. Sad to be leaving Tuzla, and Bosnia - but relieved to be leaving in some ways. Excited about my new job. I felt a thousand different things as we slowed past the foreign soldiers, the blankets laid out on the sidewalk where everyone was trying to sell something to these new customers, the great official peacekeeping force. 


Inhabitants had wheeled out everything they had left. Watches, jewellery - anything small and portable that soldiers can carry home. Some people even laid out their old cutlery. A woman sitting behind one of these blankets looked up as the Volvo made its way along the crowded street. She looked straight at me, like she had known someone was watching her. The way she looked at me, it was like a kind of jealousy for this young woman who rode inside a car, but also it was a kind of dismissal. 


There were other blankets at the end of the street, where it opened into the plaza. Here the people were selling even large items: antique chairs, and mirrors, and lamps. 


‘Soldiers won’t be buying furniture,’ I scoffed, as I saw all the things that were on the ground.


‘It’s for the American contractors,’ said Nikos. He braked to avoid a stray dog.


‘Like they would really pay good money to have this old tat inside their big suburban villas,’ I remarked. I did not think the vendors would have much luck. But when I glanced back around to see what had happened to the dog, I saw that it had trotted onto the sidewalk, and was sniffing at the leg of a man in black uniform, a contractor. This man was standing over the blanket pointing at things. The woman behind the blanket got up and kicked the dog away. 


‘Would you like to live inside a big suburban villa?’ asked Nikos.


‘I don’t care where I live,’ I said. ‘Maybe a nice area with no rockets.’ I smiled at him. 


Nikos smiled back at me. ‘You’re a really beautiful girl,’ he said.


‘You’re driving on the wrong side of the road,’ I answered. 


So Nikos looked back at where he was going instead of at me. ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, Margita. I’m not abducting you. I’m taking you to the place where you get the lift, like we agreed. I won’t run away with you and make you my wife.’ He started laughing. 


I smiled. 


I went on looking out of the window, thinking of how I was seeing all these streets for the last time.





We pulled in to the courtyard of a villa. 


‘Take your things inside,’ said Nikos, opening the trunk. ‘This is a nice big suburban villa, yes?’ he said, passing the case and the bags to me, slamming the trunk shut again. 


‘I can just put them by the car,’ I said, walking towards a large people-carrier parked in the yard. ‘Is it this one?’ I asked.


‘No. Take them inside,’ said Nikos. So I walked towards the front door, with its tiled porch. A man came out of the door just as I was about to go in, and brushed past me without speaking. I was surprised at the manner in which he did this. 


I watched him walk across the courtyard, and I watched Nikos amble forwards. I watched the man handing Nikos something, and I knew it was money from the way that Nikos looked through it. 


I noticed the barbed wire, on top of the walls.


I took a step away from the porch. I was walking back into the courtyard. 


From behind me, a hand was pressed onto my face like a heavy cloth. Whoever it was, his other arm had grabbed my waist. I dropped my case and my bags.


One of my arms was clamped against my body - I could not move it. With my other hand I tore at the hand that was on my mouth. This hand covered not only my mouth but most of the air from my nose. My mouth sucked at skin when I tried to breathe. 


I couldn’t breathe. 


The panic heaved right through me. 


Someone else twisted my arm sideways.


I was being pulled backwards up the steps of the porch. The sharp edges of the steps banged at my calves. Nikos was getting back into his car. He glanced at me as he reversed - I saw him look. I was trying to scream to him for help. The electric gates opened, and he drove away. Then they began closing. 


The last thing I saw before I was pulled into the hallway was the electric gates, the dull grey metal that gated off the sky as it fell sideways. Then the front door banged shut behind me.


I was being dragged into an empty side-room. I tried to pull against the strength of the men. But there was just a floor with no grip for my feet that touched it. All I could do was make patterns on the floor. 





First three weeks there were a place I can not describe. Just darkness and pain, but that is nothing to really say what it is. Fear - that was how I lived. Of course, I mean, those men raped me. Many times. I imagine they expected me to die inside. 


Cigarettes. They’d burn these into you, to make the pain stay with you even when they’d left. Like the soles of your feet, so that every step is painful. Every step to say: you should have smiled while they were doing what they did. 


Smile.


They always told us to smile. 


The men who did this were Mihailo and Laslo. Laslo owned the place. Mihailo was his security guard. Then there was also Nadim. Someone gave me pills. 


But I did not die inside. I already had a part of me that had been hiding. And that part went on being just like it was: hiding, silently. They destroyed my Margita, my happy life. The fake me. But my other life watched and waited, breathing. That other life knew about things like this. It knew the truth of what happens between people.


When I’d learned how to smile, no matter what, then they rented me out, like the other girls here. 


It was all peacekeepers who came there. People who were meant to save us. 


People are animals. Take away the rules, the oversight - you will see what men are. All that matters is what they want, and getting it. They do not care about anyone but themselves and their appetites. For us Serbs back in Prijedor, it was fear. Our fear had to be satisfied. For these men, it was more about power and strength. These men did not care about anyone else, not unless you mattered. By that I mean, that you’re necessary and important.


You don’t matter if you’re not necessary, if you can be easily exchanged for someone different.


You don’t matter if you’re cheap, or if you’re weak. 


We did not matter.


Sometimes when I was alone in bed, my knees shook. I would hold them down with my hands against the mattress.


Sometimes I thought: this is what I deserve, for thinking any people were better than we are. 


People are animals. I should not have forgotten. All people have this within them. 


I felt, all the time, like a weak and stupid animal. I had allowed myself to be put here and made to do things I hated, by stronger animals. 


I deserved what happened to me. I’d been stupid, foolish. I’d trusted people. 





I found Nadja - one of the girls - looking for her earring, one morning. She was walking in slow circles around the living-room disco. The room was empty and smelled of stale alcohol, cigarettes. 


It must have been six months that I had been there. Nadja was friends with Selma - they’d come here together, a pair of children, just before I arrived. They both were fourteen. Most of the girls here were between twelve and sixteen; only one was older than me. Being twenty-one meant I was ancient. 


‘Try the movie-room,’ I said. ‘You were in there, last night.’ 


She said, ‘Laslo’s in the movie room.’ She kept walking through the light that was coming through the long, vertical blinds. These bars of light were bright, and made the rest of the room a haze. She was like a ghost, coming and going out of existence. 


I left Nadja walking through the light, disappearing into the blur. A small idea was forming, like a marble at the back of my brain - in that cold part, that told me I could survive. 


I walked along the shadowy corridor and opened a door. 


The movie-room was even darker than the corridor. I heard Laslo mumble in his sleep. He was passed out on one of the divans. His bulk was stretched out like a huge hyena.


I steeled myself, and switched on the light.


Laslo grunted, and woke. 


‘Sorry!’ I said. ‘I’m sorry, Laslo.’ 


He swore and turned his face to stare at me. He told me to get out.


I asked him, ‘Have you noticed the mess in here? We tidy up, but still - it’s not very hygienic. The carpet should be properly cleaned.’


‘Good idea. Do it after I’ve finished sleeping,’ he said.


‘I also used to be a chicken chef. I make really delicious American-style fried chicken. I think the Americans would really love to have some nice chicken to eat here,’ I said. 


‘You want to cook chicken?’ he asked me.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You can include it in the price, and get more customers.’


He started properly watching me. 


‘Listen to you,’ he said, when I didn’t do anything else. ‘Telling me how to run this business.’ But I knew he meant, it’s not a bad idea. Business had been quieter in the last month, since so many more brothels like this one opened their doors - we heard the men compare us to these others. There was competition. Just having young girls and a disco and pornography on the screen in an orgy room was not enough any more.


‘It’s a good idea. But I can get someone else to do that,’ he said. ‘I can get a real cook.’


I shrugged. ‘You’d have to pay someone else,’ I said. ‘I can do it for free, and I’m good.’ 


He didn’t say anything, and I went back out. 





So I began to cook there. The place was busier, soon - like my first months in it had been. I knew the other girls were having a bad time. It was because of the numbers of men they had to see: some were more than ten a day. But I did not pity them - not any more. 


This was how the world was. If you want something - if you need something - you take it from somebody else. I took my easier life, and now the other girls had worse ones. I wanted to survive and I didn’t mind who paid for that.


Now I only had to sleep with the men if one of them specifically asked for me, and Laslo was in the mood to make me. I still had to do this, from time to time: put their penises in my mouth and pretend that I liked it. Open my legs and let them right inside me, until they disappeared. A lot of it was painful. They would hammer away like you were not made of the same material as them, but something hard and artificial instead. 


But mostly I wore jogging bottoms and a T-shirt, instead of a tiny dress. I stood in the kitchen, away from the disco where girls got chosen. I rubbed the chicken meat with salt and spices and laid it in plastic tubs. When I wasn’t cooking, I cleaned. 


I felt myself coming back - that marble getting bigger, in my head. It was starting to glow down the top of my spine. 


Still, I could not give up the pills. I tried, and felt like I might choke. There was stuff that made me feel I was going to stop breathing, that only the pills could get through, and keep me going. 





You asked how I learned my English. These customers taught me. How’s it hanging? How’s tricks? 


There was one who taught me these phrases, in the kitchen, at the beginning. He would be smiling as he did this, really pleased at how I was learning something he gave me. Some of the men began to bring me chocolate bars and cans of Coke. Like a pet.


One of the peacekeepers said to Laslo, that he would not hang onto me for long. ‘She’s a real bright spark. She’ll go places.’ Then he slapped me on my ass.


Like I had a choice to leave: go to college or something. 


A lot of them did this - acted like they were guests, like we were willing participants. I went along with their own opinion of themselves. That they weren’t rapists. I already knew a lot about people. How they like to tell themselves lies, and how, if you want something from them, if it’s so simple as to survive, or so complicated as something better than this, you must pretend that their lie is true. 





Life had continued in there for many months more - making chicken, cleaning the carpets, acting like I was friends with the peacekeepers, being careful not to seem attractive - when a terrible thing took place. It was the middle of the day, and the house was empty of customers. 


Mihailo called us all in to the disco.


Selma was pulled out in front of us by the arm. 


I watched them take a box-cutter, and lightly slice her cheek, and I saw the blood run down her chin.


She was shaking but silent the whole while they did this, Laslo and Nadim. She just stood there with her eyes closed, trembling, while they sliced at her face. She did not make any protest or defence. So I thought: she must know she’s done something wrong. She deserves it. And because of this, it was not upsetting to watch it. It was just someone who has done the wrong thing.


Then Laslo held her eye open between his fingers. 


In spite of the fact Selma obviously deserved it, I began to feel sick. 


She tried to pull away from them but that was also stupid. Because they were strong, and she was weak. Nadim went on gripping her chin. Laslo was still holding her eye open with one hand, the box-cutter in the other. He looked over at us. He told us to look at what happened when we ask a customer for help. ‘No-one is going to help you! Okay? So why do you tell them these things? Instead of telling them you are happy with me?’


And Nadja stepped forward. She said, ‘I’m happy! We all are. Selma’s happy. Aren’t you?’ 


‘Yes,’ Selma said, shaking all over, violently. ‘I’m happy.’ 


They let her go, after she’d said it. 


Like it was some catechism. 


I could not relax, after they’d done that to her. It was like cold water in my brain - saying, you have got to get out of here. It isn’t safe. 


I flushed my pills down the toilet that evening, and the same the next morning, with the ones we got given first thing.


I put the chicken in the pan the next evening, and the sound of the fat sizzling up ran right through my brain. 


It wouldn’t stop. 


My hands were shaking. I stood with my back to the kitchen door. I kept seeing Selma’s face. The way they’d held her eye open with the blade next to it. My arms and legs were jangling. I needed my pills.


My breathing - too fast.


I’d tried to do this too fast. I’d imagined I could get myself clear in the head, in order to get out of here. But I was being unrealistic. I just couldn’t do this: I couldn’t manage.


The Americans and the British ran naked through the house like usual that night. They laughed and sprayed beer across the girls. The contractors they worked for, they were part of the NATO peacekeeping force - this was IFOR, which in 1996 turned to SFOR. ‘Stabilization Force’. It was a party for them. A trip where they could pretend to be like kings. A king needs subjects, and that was our role, you know. 


At home, people probably thought of them as normal men. But I saw how they would rule, if they were free. If their country’s society did not make them act civilised, and take away their freedom. Their freedom to live this dream, to rule over women completely. 


That’s what men are, you know. That’s what I thought.


Wicked kings who hate the fact they want us. Who hate us, really. Hate us. 





I know you’re not interested in the crimes of the men who came to Laslo’s. How they were happy to do what they did with these so young girls. I’m sure you will feel sorry about it, but really - all you are interested in is my father. What I can do - where he is. 


You won’t need to be in the same room with him. That’s what you said. As if what I miss is courage. 


You think I am weak. You think I’m scared, when I have been through a hundred rooms I thought I’d die in. 





I coated chicken in paprika and salt, the pepper, the milk. I listened out to the men and what they were saying. They were shouting out stupidities. Nothing that could help me. But I would keep getting cleverer: there was nothing I would not learn from them. I picked up their English words and remembered each one of them.


Nadja was in tears at the end of the week. Selma had vanished in the night. 


What happened to her? Who knows? Maybe she got sold for some cheaper sex somewhere else. She was not fit to carry on at Laslo’s house with her face like that. 


I took a pill, to stop the battering of my heart. To wrap myself in at least some slight cocoon. To get through the sound of Nadja, crying day and night. 


‘Shut up!’ another girl shouted. 


I sympathised. Because Selma was gone, and crying wouldn’t change that. We needed to sleep. 


And then a second girl disappeared that month. She had become pregnant. We were all given condoms that the men had to use. But that method, it’s not one hundred per cent. And sometimes, you would get a man who just refused to use one.


They took her for an abortion and she never came back from it. Others disappeared from time to time.


Girls who vanished were replaced, by others, brought in by Nikos in his brown Volvo or by another man with a black people carrier. 





That house had a tall electric fence around its back yard. The back fence was rigged with lights and CCTV. Around the driveway at the front, there was the high brick wall with barbed wire on top. The gate: solid sheet metal, electrically operated. No CCTV, at the front: I guess Laslo did not want to scare away his guests. Instead, there was a man who always watched the gate with his eyes. There was his gun, and his big Alsatian dog. 


There was no way I could get out of there, myself.


Also, there was no use asking for help, for human goodwill, from somebody else. I did not want to end up with my face cut open, living in Kuwait as an even lower-grade human than I already had become. 





Two men came into the kitchen. One of them had very hard, dark eyes, and he tried to reach for me. A third man came in. It was clear, from the way they talked, that he was a friend of theirs.


I happened to be looking at him, and I think it was maybe the look he saw for a second in my eyes that made him look startled. He began to seem uncomfortable with the way his friends were behaving. He started trying to talk to me about Laslo’s. He was asking, ‘Is everything okay for you girls, here?’ 


I smiled, and put a better look in my eyes. I said, ‘Yes. Of course.’ 


Two girls came in. The first two men started laughing at him for speaking like this to me. They thought he was stupid.


The third man got irritated, although he was laughing as well. The two girls did not know what was funny as they could not understand English. The third man said, ‘Come on, it’s weird here. All the security - it’s like a prison.’


The man with the hard eyes said, ‘That’s not to keep them in. That’s to keep everyone else out.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘What if some thief comes in and steals us?’ 


The man gazed at me. ‘It’s not you he’s worried about, retard,’ he said. ‘It’s all the money we pay for you.’


I didn’t say anything else, because I didn’t like the way he was watching me. I went back to my work.


He sniffed.
















CHAPTER FOUR










TAPE 18





I went on listening to everything. The men would talk with Laslo when he came in to the kitchen. He had a basic English. The things he said to them were different to things I could hear him say otherwise. He was unguarded. He said things to them like a child says to adults he wants to impress. 


I heard about how much his TV system was worth, on his side of the house. He said how much he spent on it. Another time, he talked about how his ancestor had been a great lord in times gone by. 


One day, I heard him complain of the difficulty with banking in these times. I have so much money, he said. You know - I don’t know what to do with it. 


‘Yeah? How much have you got?’ asked the American.


And I did not look around. 


I heard the pause, and I heard Laslo say, in a shy voice, ‘Too much to tell you.’ And take a swig. I dipped the chicken in flour. ‘Maybe a hundred thousand dollars.’ 


The men laughed, but I thought I’d detected truth inside his voice. I even thought, that maybe he was understating it. He’d thought better of sharing the amount, and had rounded it down to something that would seem like a lie.


I thought about it. A big pile of US dollars. Hard currency. Like he’d said: you could not put dollars in a bank these days. It would be converted into dinars. Then it could be devalued overnight. 


It was in here somewhere, over on his side of the house. Maybe in his bedroom: like a dragon, I imagined he liked to sleep with his gold. 





The door between the halves of the house had a lock. None of us ever went through to Laslo’s side, which was private. I heard he had a girlfriend through there, and that she used to be one of us. Gresa, she was called. But she’d been through there before I arrived, so I’d never met her. 


I began to try and pass the corridor often, to see who else went in and out. 


Besides Laslo, only Mihailo - who slept there - and on occasion Nadim went across to Laslo’s side. 


I thought: who can I bribe, who will help me leave? 


I coated my hands in flour and thought about it.


Not the customers, obviously. Not the men who worked for Laslo: Mihailo, Nadim, the other security people. They would tell him, and then I would disappear or be shot.


Maybe I knew all along how it had to work, and just didn’t want to think about it. I just got on with staying out of trouble, one day at a time.





That autumn, the man with the hard, dark eyes came back again. He was drunk like his friends, and when he had finished in the red rooms upstairs, he came and found me in the kitchen. It was just after dawn, and men had started leaving, to go back to their private military houses in the suburbs. 


He leaned on the counter, and watched me. I tried to ignore the bad feeling in my stomach. I heard him stumbling. I still didn’t turn around. The room went silent again. 


‘Get down on your knees,’ he said. 


I said, ‘I’m busy,’ and I kept my back to him. I carried on doing what I was busy with. But the box of raw chicken was slowly emptying. I tried to do it very slowly, and also look busy. If I gave him no attention, I hoped he’d get bored of me and go away. 


I moved to the sink and began filling it. If I started washing up dishes, that could be at least ten minutes. The sound of the tap hid the sound of his breathing. 


I went back to pick up the empty bowl that had had the chicken in it, to take it to the sink.


He grabbed me by the back of my neck. 


He said, ‘Get down on your knees. I’m going to fuck your face, you stuck-up bitch.’ 


I heard other footsteps. Voices: Mihailo and Nadim. Telling him to get off me. 


A moment of relief. 


‘Ah, you’re nearly finished in here,’ said Nadim, looking around the kitchen. ‘What is it you want with her?’ he asked the man. 


‘All of it.’ He stumbled again. He was handing over money. 


They sent me upstairs with him, and told me to finish up in the kitchen afterwards. 





It was horrible, like everything that was done there. There is nothing I want to say about it. Except what mattered. Besides the pain - I was actually crying, after it - I began to realise, several weeks later, that I was pregnant. 


I knew I had to do what I had to do. It came to me so clearly, that’s why I think I must have known all along, and just didn’t want to - who I had to ask to help.


But I still had not found the money, and was also more than two months gone, by the time the brown Volvo next came into the driveway. 


I hurried up to my room, and looked in the mirror. I opened my nail scissors. I used the blade to make a little cut, something instant near my hairline. 


I had gone over my plan many times. 


I positioned a piece of my hair back over the little cut, to hide it. I put some lipstick on and made sure there was nothing caught between my teeth. I took a small coin from beneath a corner of carpet, where I’d hidden it, and closed my fist to hide it.


Mihailo and Nadim were busy with the new girl that Nikos had brought. I could hear her in the side-room as I passed through the kitchen. She was sobbing and weeping. 


Laslo looked up, about to turn along the corridor to his own part of the house. He glanced at me, and I was careful not to smile at him or do anything unusual. I nodded and looked bored. He carried on. 


I walked out of the front door. 


Nikos was getting into his car. The security guard was opening the gates. I wanted, so badly, to look through the space, and see that the outside world was there. 


I didn’t. I ran forwards instead and crouched on the ground. 


I stood up. I was holding out the coin. ‘You dropped this!’ I called. 


Nikos turned around. I watched his face. He was tempted just to carry on getting into his car. 


I looked back at Nikos and pretended to myself that I was still the girl who worked for Ismeta, in the cafe. A girl who he’d had a fun night with, once, talking and laughing in the bar. There was no blame or unhappiness at all in my smile. 


Nikos must have wanted to believe it, because he smiled back at me. ‘Margita!’ he said, and walked back towards me.


It was only after we had smiled happily at one another at close quarters that I so very accidentally let him see the blood on my face. 


I handed him the coin. ‘This is yours,’ I said.


I knew he had seen the blood: he was looking at it, troubled. ‘You’ve hurt yourself,’ he said. ‘You should be more careful.’ A tinge of guilt - what I needed from him, then. 


I smiled. ‘Do you know,’ I said quietly, ‘the Americans say Laslo has a hundred thousand US dollars in his safe. They’ve seen it.’ I had to say that, to make him believe it.


Nikos’s smile came right off. 


I carried on quickly. I’d rehearsed it so many times. ‘You can help me get out of here, and help yourself to that cash. I’ve thought of a way to do it. Come back and get me on Sunday after five. But make sure you take Mihailo and Nadim some place first. Come and take them away at half four. Find some place to put them - just keep them away from here. Then come back and get me, at five. I’ll do the rest. I’ll have the money ready. I’ll take care of Laslo. The money is for you. Only you.’ I smiled again. 


He stared at me. For a moment I saw the panic in his eyes. 


The way he laughed, it was a bark like a dog. 


‘It’s okay,’ I said, but he was already walking back to his car. 


I went back inside, trembling, and heard the car drive off. The electronic gates closed behind it. 


The girl he had brought here, she wouldn’t stop crying. I could hear it from up the stairs, in my red bedroom. I really hated the sound she made. I wished she would shut up. 


I made chicken and scrubbed the floors.


I hoped Nikos was going to decide to go for the money. He had to, because there was no other way out of here for me. 


I thought about what he’d do if I fooled him - turned up with a bag full of nothing. I tried not to think about it much, after that. I’d find that money, I was sure of this. I went on rubbing the sponge into the carpet. 





Some time that week, I saw Mihailo’s leather jacket in the side room, on the hook. He kept his keys in it, like they all did. But he was going backwards and forwards between the driveway and the store-room with boxes. He kept on passing the doorway, so I left his jacket hanging there.


On Saturday, Nadim hung his jacket over the back of a kitchen chair, while he sat and ate some chicken in front of me. He took out his phone and flicked through it, chewing.


I glanced at the jacket. 


He got up to go to the bathroom. 


I slipped the keys out of the pocket. He had labelled them in tiny writing on coloured stickers. I unhooked two of them, and put the rest back. 


Nadim rarely went to Laslo’s side of the house, or to the cellar. I hoped he wouldn’t notice for one day, or if he did, that he wouldn’t tell Laslo about it. That instead he’d try to get copies without anyone noticing. He was the sort of man who liked to always manage everything by himself, to not admit a failing. 


I wrapped the keys in kitchen paper, to hush them, and put them in the pocket of my jogging bottoms.


Behind me, I heard Nadim come back in to the kitchen.


Sunday came. The football game would begin, which Laslo would watch, would begin at three o’clock. Laslo always watched this in his half of the house. I knew from hearing the Americans laugh about Laslo in English that his sitting room had a massive plasma TV and a view of a fucking cesspit. Well, the cesspit was out of the back. So that meant, the sitting room, where he’d be watching the game, had no way of seeing what went on in the driveway, out front. 


Three o’clock came: I saw it on the kitchen clock. 


I stood there, busy over nothing, so I could see on to the driveway. I waited as the time crawled on. It passed four o’clock. 


The hands kept edging forwards. It went on forever. 


Four twenty. 


The gates were opening, into the drive. I looked through the blinds. That horrible brown Volvo. 


It was real, this terrible plan I was doing. I was doing it. 


Nadim walked down the hall. ‘What the fuck is Nikos doing here?’ 


He went outside to talk to him, because Laslo was watching the game. 


Then he came back in and told Mihailo to come too. 


Nadim said something how they had to check it with Laslo. But Mihailo said, ‘No, there is no need to disturb him for this. It’s a small business.’ 





A bit later, Laslo appeared in the kitchen. The game was over. When he asked where Nadim and Mihailo were, I told him they’d gone down into the cellar. There were two cellars - one that opened into another. I knew because I’d gone down there to fetch cleaning products: they were the storerooms. 


After ten minutes, annoyance got the better of Laslo. What was taking the two of them so long?


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. 


After a while, I heard him go down the steps. 


I kicked off my shoes, and I followed him in bare feet. Down the steps, to the open door of the first cellar. He’d gone in, beyond. 


I slipped the key in to the lock and pulled the door closed. I turned the key. 


Laslo shouted, on the other side of the door.


I hurried back up the stairs, and closed the door up here, behind me.


I listened, wondering if the other girls might hear Laslo shouting from below to let him out. I knew that they’d still do what he told them. They were capable of breaking down that door with something, if he ordered them to do it.


But there was only a low murmur. That was all that I heard of him.


I was the one with Mihailo’s keys, and Nadim wasn’t here either. 


I just needed to quickly find that money, and get out. 


I walked down the corridor that led to the house’s dividing door. I unlocked it, and went through.


I felt scared sick being in there. I remember walking on the soft carpets and feeling like I was walking on Laslo’s flesh. I walked past the door to what I realised must be his sitting room, because I could hear the sound of the TV, still switched on. I remember being glad of it: glad of any sound in the house that could help block out sounds from the cellar, or my feet. I went upstairs, looking for his bedroom. 


The first bedroom up here must be the one where Mihailo slept, because it was small. The bedroom beyond it was huge - stretched right across this half of the front of the building. 


There were girls’ clothes on the black leather sofa - a pair of leggings, a pink T-shirt - but otherwise there was no sign of anything much. Mirrored wardrobes down one wall, with an open door to an en-suite bathroom. A massive, gold-framed mirror on the wall above the bed. 


The bed had a padded leather headboard. There was a bedside table with no drawers or cupboard in it. A lamp on the table. Some framed posters from American movies on the wall behind me. But mostly a big stretch of nothing but red carpet. 


I stayed away from the windows. I opened the mirrored wardrobes. 


The safe was in the third one. It had a combination lock but also a keyhole. 


I pulled open the wardrobe drawers, looking for a small key. I pulled out the clothes. I felt along the backs of the cupboards. I crawled to the window. 


I checked with my hands to feel for something hard inside the hems of the curtains. 


I crawled to the bed. I felt between the mattress and the metal. 


I climbed on the bed and I stood among the pillows and reached up for the mirror that hung there, above the headboard. I got my fingers under the bottom of its frame, but when I tried to lift it, it was too heavy. I wasn’t strong enough.


The sweat was running from all my pores, it was coming out of my whole skin, stinking and sour. Not like normal sweat. Sharp. 


I kept trying to lift the mirror upwards, to get it off its hooks. 


The mirror lifted. I staggered backwards - half dropped it on the bed, upside down. Taped on its back, something the right size - a lump beneath the brown tape. 


I peeled it off - I grabbed the little key. 


I crouched as I ran across the room to the safe. 


It opened.


The dollars were stacked right up inside, in clear plastic freezer bags. I had meant to bring some carrier bags from the kitchen to put them in. That had been my plan. But I’d forgotten that part. And I could not walk out of here with the money in this clear plastic. 


I looked through the clothes on the floor, and the other things I had taken out of the wardrobes. A lot of it was junk. I pulled out some carrier bags full of cables and things. I tipped the bags out on the carpet. I packed in the money. I went to the top of the stairs, carrying the bags. 


I got halfway down. Someone was changing the TV channel. 


I tip-toed down the rest of the stair, in the thick carpet. 


My feet were on the floor of the actual corridor again. 


The TV went dead from inside the living room. 


I almost stopped breathing. I just kept creeping. I could see the connecting door, so close now. Just beyond the living room door. But in the living room, she was moving around. There was the sound of her putting something down on something else that was hard; it could have been a remote control on a coffee table. Then Gresa was standing there, right in front of me. A girl with pale skin and pale eyes, wearing a crop top. 


‘What’s going on?’ she asked. 


She looked annoyed and also scared. She turned around to look at the dividing door.


The dividing door was shut: I had closed it behind me. 


‘Who are you? How did you get in here?’ she asked. 


I didn’t answer.


‘Where’s Laslo?’ she asked. She said it like to show off about using his name, or about having the right to ask where he was. 


‘He went out,’ I said. ‘He’ll be back in a bit. I borrowed his key because he wanted something.’ I was passing her. The bags were brushing against the wall. 


I pulled on my shoes in the kitchen. Out across the driveway I walked, through the late afternoon sun. Nikos was getting out of his car, coming to meet me. He took the bags and put them in to the back seat. 


I had to try not to run, as I reached the front passenger door. I opened it, and climbed in.


Then the guard was opening the gate. Nikos waved to him, and called something, and I saw the world outside: blue, green, sun-filled. We pulled out, into the street. 













TAPE 19





Your justice is like a torch that you shine where you decide to point it, Charlotte. It shows, very clearly, everything where you are pointing it. For the criminals in your torch-beam, there will be no escape. But the rest are in darkness and can stay there - they can do what they like. For their victims, justice is a bad joke.


That’s how I came to see it - as a fancy dress act, with the judges and the wigs. A play, that makes sense on a stage, but has no meaning for people who struggle to eat, and beg on the street outside the theatre. It exists to give the audience a sense that the world is in order: this idea that there’s justice - a play, with its proper ending. 


Fake.


In real life, there is more than one ending, and you will find that most things don’t make sense. 


Let me get a cigarette. 





The indictment of my father was TV news in the corner of a bar in downtown Belgrade, many, many years later. Of course, he did what he did. No doubt about it. But it was not some isolated act of evil. 


He trusted Petar, and the SDS. He trusted the journalists, who were reporting the news of an impending genocide against the Serbs, almost daily. If people had instead listened, and paid attention to our fears - but not fed them - the opposite - then I think it would have been different. If people had told us, ‘Yes, it’s normal to be concerned by that government in Sarajevo - but you have nothing to fear, here. Nothing to fear from your friends and neighbours.’ Maybe people could even have made that president step down. Instead, we were left alone to face our dread. 


You in the West did not try to stop this avalanche that was released. You made us a peace plan and then when that got trampled on by the US and Germany, you just let them do that. 


Of course, I am not innocent. I am to blame for what happened to Jasmina, and Hana, and Irma and Hasan. To all of them. But you aren’t interested in me, are you? 


You want Vasilje Bratic, and you will hang the crimes around his neck and say he is the one who did all of this, he is responsible for what happened. He ordered the killings of these civilians. To do such things, a man must be a monster, right? He must face trial, and be made to have his deeds exposed to the light.










TAPE 20





Nikos and me, we drove through low sun, out towards the highway. On the outskirts of the city, at a gas station, Nikos stopped the car. I thought he was going to make me get out. But he only asked for the key to the cellar - I must have told him where Laslo was, he must have asked me, but I don’t remember this - which I gave to him. He locked me in the car and walked away with the cellar key, and was gone for ten or thirty minutes. 


I sat in the car, shaking.


When he came back, we pulled out again, into thin traffic. 


I was sure some car would overtake us, push us over. That men with guns would jump out.


In the next gas station where we stopped - at dusk - I went and sat in the toilet rather than wait in the passenger seat, while Nikos went indoors to pay. 


I imagined he would be shot up with his wallet out, shot all over the candy bars. 


I put down the lid and sat on it, but I did not dare flush it. I was too afraid that the noise of the flush would hide the noise of my death coming towards me. I sat on the toilet lid with my ears against the air. And then this sound of the guns did not come, and it was unreal, or hyper-real, to sit there and sit there waiting for the sound that did not come until Nikos banged on the door and said, ‘What are you doing in there? Your make-up is fine.’ 


Every speck of everything in the gas station was lit up and sharp. 


Every part was shining in the lights when I walked back with him across the concrete to the car. 


Everything in my head was the same, ringing so it hurt. A very very high vibration, running through everything so that concentrating on speech was very hard. Nikos made one or two remarks as we slipped back onto the highway but I could not hear him easily, because the ringing sound of the stuff beneath his words was too much. 


I stared at the cigarette lighter, the little dark hole in the dashboard. I stared and stared at it until I felt better - because nothing was coming out of it - and then I leant my head back against the headrest and looked into the wing mirror, the night. 


I looked at the empty road behind us, and how it was chasing us. Like we were trying to run away from something that we did not know was tied to us, like a dog will run and run to escape tin cans that some kids have tied to its tail. We drove further and further, but the mirror always tied us to the road by which we came.





I arrived in Belgrade burnt to a kind of newness. My bones and lungs felt blackened. I no longer existed. It was as if a fire had sucked all the air out of me, and left a hole of everything. 


Outside the windows of the car, the boulevard, the tower blocks with their windows of light, drifted past.


We parked in the middle of the old city centre, on a steep, narrow street. Nikos got out. He was walking towards a lit-up doorway - a small hotel. The night air was warm; it would have been late May, I think. 


I followed him inside. He was at a reception desk, taking a key from the woman who worked there. 


I told him to pay me my own room. I knew I had to put on a separate voice to get this from him, and I did it. I watched him give again some cash to the receptionist. 


I took my room key and got in the elevator. 


On the second floor, I closed the door of the room behind me and locked it. 


The window looked out of the back of the building. I walked over and looked out from it, to check. I looked across the darkness at the blank back of the other building that used the yard. I looked down at the bins. I closed the drapes, turned on the lamp, and switched off the main light. I lay down on top of the single bed. I looked at the nicotine-stained ceiling, in the yellow glow. 


Someone knocked at my door. 


‘It’s important,’ said Nikos, whispering loudly through the door. ‘For your safety.’ 


I knew he was making something up. But I let him in, to avoid any argument. 


He stood there, in the room, looking awkward. He kept looking at me, and looking at the room, like he was always about to try and say something. Perhaps the money had been less than I’d said. But he didn’t look angry, so that couldn’t be it. I realised it was something else. He wanted sex. 


‘You can check my bag,’ I said, to head him off. 


He looked confused.


‘I said, you can check my bag,’ I told him. ‘You can check under the mattress too. I gave you all the money.’ 


Nikos stared at me, and then he did a funny laugh that was half a cough. A kind of distress I suppose. He blinked, and turned on his stacked black heels. He was gone from the room in a moment, but something was left behind, this boiled-up feeling in the air where he had been standing. I locked the door again. 


I went to the window and opened it. The room filled with noise and odours from the kitchen pipes, the ventilation shafts, of the small back yard. But I thought it was better than having the room smell of Nikos. That aftershave - vanilla, musk - so over-sweet and intense. 


I closed the drapes. I stood and looked at how they shifted to and fro, in the draught. 


I crawled under the top sheet. I lay and held my belly and shut my eyes and I slept.


I slept like I had never slept at all in my life. It was a sleep as deep as death.


I did not wake until late evening of the following day. Nikos had left a note in an envelope under my door: he had gone to a casino, said the note, and with the note was some cash for me to buy myself some dinner. I held the money. 


I ate, and slept again. 


He called through my door again that night - ‘Margita!’ in a whisper - but this time my light was out, and I lay there quietly until I heard him go away. 





I walked, next day, to the Narodni Front - the clinic on Queen Natalie Street. They were kind and helpful. 


Of course I had no papers, but that was not so unusual, back then. Belgrade was filled with refugees who didn’t have the normal documents. I gave the nurse the name I’d been born with. Maybe that’s how you found me later I suppose.


I was going to start again but without illusions, this time. 


There is no such thing as people being good. There only is luck and money, that affords some of us an illusion we are good. We all are selfish animals, when you get down to it. But the selfishness, it doesn’t mean that much. It isn’t bad - only our nature. If you can’t be really good, you can’t be really bad, either. It’s all about getting along, isn’t it?


I would have the child. I was going to give her the best life I could manage. It did not matter to me that her father was a rapist. I was building her, from my own body. 


I would find a job and a place to live. I’d keep her safe.


The friendly woman smiled across the desk at me. She handed me a card, with my appointment date. They’d do a scan: make sure everything was going right. 





Nikos kept taking me for meals. Although he had all that money, he didn’t like spending it on food, so we ate at cheap cafes. God knows what he did spend it on: all he wore was the same black leather jacket, and his black shirt, black trousers.


I thought: as soon as I have a job, I’ll leave him. He wasn’t going to try and sell me like a slave again, after all the money I’d got for him, and this weird romance he was throwing at me. But I didn’t like being around him, either. It was time to start making my new life. 


I called the number on a job advert, but the line was engaged. 


I called another - the same. 


When I got through to the first one, the job was already gone. 


I kept trying, day after day. Always the same. I was not the only refugee who needed work in Belgrade. 





Ten days passed by: still no job. I went back to the clinic. The nurses nodded and smiled. ‘Come this way.’ They were so nice. They seemed to approve of me. I went along with it, and tried not to think of how the baby had happened. What was the point? Take what you can, and keep going: that was how to live. And after such very personal violence, this clinical affection was the most beautiful thing. I think I could not have stood for the real sort, for actual personal warm feeling. But this was wonderful. This was what I wanted. A stranger in a uniform who smiled at me and said nice things without presuming to know me. When the woman wrapped the strap around my arm to take my blood pressure, it was a bearable embrace. I wanted to cry from happiness. 


It turned out, when I went for the ultrasound, I had lost the baby. They said it sometimes happens, that you can lose it without bleeding. She was still there, but she had died a few weeks back. They smiled at me differently. They were sad.


I said, ‘It’s fine.’ I felt like the illusionist, God, liked making a joke with me. I didn’t want to let Him see how cleverly He had tricked me - how stupidly I’d believed in a certain future with happiness in it. Something that had meaning. 


Nikos didn’t know any of it. He kept buying me pizza and then going out and getting drunk. I returned to the Narodni Front for the procedure easily enough, on the next appointment date, without him noticing that either. 


The kind nurses looked after me. 


One of them patted my hand while I lay in the bed recovering. I listened to them in the corridor: the way they laughed with each other. I wanted to stay there forever. What a thing: to be left alone, and cared for. 


They kept me in overnight, and then I went back to the hotel.


To explain my absence, I hinted I had spent the night with a rich tourist. Nikos was furious, but he believed me. I don’t know why I didn’t want him to know the truth. I don’t know why I preferred for him to think this, but I remember that it made me feel better, to sit in the hotel bar with the peeling wallpaper and watch him puff out his chest and snort at me. 


I wore thick pads in my underwear to soak up the bleeding. 


I felt them rubbing against me as I lifted my drinks. 


One night I drank too much. When I drank, I felt the dark hole inside me. I had a terrible sense of what was down there and the ease with which it could suck me into it. I staggered into my room. The bed was too high. I lay on the carpet and looked sideways beneath the bed. I lay as still as if someone high above was hunting for me, for any movement in me. As if the lightbulb in the ceiling could see me. I did not want to let my body move.


People say that drink can numb your feelings. But it was the other way round. I felt my feelings because I was drunk. 


When I was on the carpet, I felt terror. I felt shame and loathing of myself. Because I had not been able to protect myself, I guess. I had not been able to make myself exist.


I rolled over and was sick. 


I crawled up the side of the bed and held onto it. 


What was the point of all this? Of “feeling” - something that puts you on the floor, in this state where you make a mess, and are despicable.


I wanted to be better than this creature who I was. I drew myself back in, inside my head: I cut those strings that made me feel things. 


I was the size of a small marble again.


I got a towel and ran it under a tap. I scrubbed up the mess of my vomit. I rinsed out the towel in the sink. 


I took a soap bar and scrubbed it into the carpet. I scrubbed it again with the towel, until my hands were dark pink, raw from this.





Nikos did not plan to leave me in peace. We were sitting in the upstairs pizza restaurant just up from the hotel, on Kralja Petra Street, waiting to order, when he started. ‘How long,’ he said, very casual, ‘do you think you can go on living off me?’ 


‘Me? Living off you?’ I said, ‘Don’t be crazy.’ I noticed the way he was looking at me. ‘You don’t want to think about what you did to me,’ I said. 


I pushed my chair out. I was standing up now. I bent forward to pick up his wallet, which was lying on the table next to him. 


I expected him to grab my hand. To try to stop me from lifting his wallet. 


But he just sat there watching me open it. I think he would have let me take all the money that was in there, and it was a lot. He was not watching my hands, or the wallet. He was looking at my face. 


I pulled out a one thousand dinar note, enough to buy myself some dinner somewhere else, and I put the wallet back down on the table. 


I looked at Nikos looking at me. There was a funny kind of fire in him. In the tightness of his cheekbones and jaw, either side of his fine nose. That is the thing about Nikos. His face was cut so fine but he was almost miniature, like someone just made him too small to take all the things he wanted from life. 


His face was burning and his eyes, that were so dark as to be black, they were shining and spitting at me with something that had a confusion in it. 


I felt confused myself, to look at it. I could feel the confusion showing in my own face, and I did not want Nikos to see this, so I turned and left the pizza restaurant, and when I heard Nikos coming after me, quickly I turned down a small side street towards the coloured lights of a bar. 


A man in a grey suit was standing next to me while I ordered my soda. He was English - ‘Gene,’ he said, holding out his hand for me to shake. His parents had liked Gene Kelly, an American singer, he said. He had set up his own IT company and he was in Belgrade for three weeks to try and get new contracts. A strange plan, if you ask me, in a country the West was hating, but then he was quite a strange man.


I was nervous in those days. I was not who I was by the time that you and I met. I don’t know at all why Gene suddenly fell in love with me. It wasn’t my wit, or any cleverness, because I practically never said anything. 


Maybe he wanted someone quiet. Always he was complimenting me for being such a good listener, so maybe this can be the cause of his passion for me. And he liked the look of my body, my face. He kept on looking at these, as if they were me. I let his eyes go everywhere. I let him think he knew me, and the more he thought this, the more I disliked him. 


It was easy to say yes when after three days, he asked me to marry him. He deserved it.


I didn’t even think it so strange, that he asked me to marry him so quickly, after everything else that had happened.


But Nikos - Nikos went crazy. ‘Are you insane?’ he shouted at me. He had followed me into the women’s toilets, on the ground floor of our hotel. ‘You have known him one weekend! What kind of man asks a woman to marry him after a weekend, Margita? I’ll tell you! A man with something to hide. A man who is worried you’ll find out who he really is, and run a mile from him.’


‘Oh yes?’ I said. ‘And what are you afraid he will turn out to be?’ I went in a cubicle and slammed the door. ‘A merchant of girls and women?’ I called through the door. ‘A criminal?’


I heard him swear.


Then he banged open the doors of the other cubicles - checking they were empty. He said, in a much quieter voice, ‘I killed two men. To get you out from Laslo’s. I did that.’ He said, ‘I did that, Margita. For you. You should be grateful.’


I felt a weird chill, thinking of Mihailo and Nadim being murdered. But I wasn’t at all sorry for them: it was more like it was unreal, unbelievable.


‘I paid to get rid of Laslo,’ he said, quietly, from the other side of the cubicle door. ‘You owe me for that as well.’ 


I thought of a man with a gun, opening the door to the cellar. I looked at the blue chipped paint on the cubicle door. I thought, Thank God. 


‘I did all this, so you can enjoy your life, in peace,’ said Nikos. ‘I did it for you and me.’


‘Probably mostly for you,’ I said. ‘They would have come after you.’


‘After us. I care about you, and - I want you.’


Again, a chill. I didn’t know how to get out. 


‘How much did you pay, to do Laslo?’ I asked.


He saw I was not being serious. Not playing my part, like he wanted: the grateful woman. He was annoyed, and he began hitting things around the wash-basins. I waited until I heard someone else come in, and heard Nikos leave. 





I didn’t know if I really was going to marry this man Gene. I was just going along with the idea, taking one decision at a time: short-term. I know it’s a strange thing to say about marriage, which is naturally a long-term thing, but I simply saw it as: it is preferable, right now, to be engaged to Gene and using his money, rather than to be in a situation with Nikos. I couldn't think further ahead than one month's time. 


It was only after Gene bought me the engagement ring that another thought occurred to me. So that’s how I got into my strange line of business. By accident, really. 


I sold the ring, packed up and moved out of the Royal, and took a cheap room in a widow’s apartment. There were spider plants on all the windowsills. 


It was her oldest son’s room, she said, showing me the place: he’d been killed in the war in Bosnia. She had two other sons who shared another room except the older one of these was away. He was also fighting. She talked a lot about the one who died.


I slept in the dead son’s bed, and I stretched out my money from Gene’s ring with cheap vegetables. I got the second one in the winter, from an American. 





Mr Clinton stood on television and said it was like the Holocaust - what Serb soldiers were doing, murdering Muslims in Kosovo. He said they’d killed one hundred thousand Kosovo civilians. And then William Walker and his artists made a convenient piece of theatre out of Kosovo Albanian fighters killed at Racak - dressed them up as civilians, and said it had not been a gunfight. Nobody on your newspapers even asked why a CIA man was in charge of that so-called independent team, investigating. It was because of this, said NATO: because of a genocide that was happening, right now, if civilised lands didn’t stop it. That was the reason Mr Clinton gave to drop bombs on what was left of Yugoslavia. 


How quickly your countries like to go to war, when it suits them, on the grounds of a lie. One hundred thousand murdered - turned out, in fact, to be five thousand dead, on both sides, afterwards. This was both civilians, and fighters. So not quite what Mr Clinton and Mr Blair had play-acted. 


I’m sure that you are good at your job, Charlotte. I’m sure your colleagues are, too. It’s not that your Prime Ministers and Presidents will not have been told the facts. They knew what they were saying was made-up. But they wanted to bomb us and they wanted to get their hands into Kosovo. 


It worked, really. They made the hundred thousand victims real, because they said this was real: they could do this, just create things and have people believe it. 


Now the war that NATO made for them, it kept lighting up the sky above Belgrade, for three whole months of early summer that year. Explosions, sirens. Apartment blocks, shops, became rubble. Same for the schools. Hospitals. Two thousand men, women, children, murdered by your bombs. I was hiding in a basement. 


Don’t believe that what information you gather, will ever be listened to if it’s inconvenient. Will ever be used as anything more than a tool. They don’t care about justice: that’s not their job, the people you give things to. They use your information if it suits them. Or they cover it up, and pretend it’s not real, if that suits them better - they say something different is true.


You are not the end of the line. You are not the one who decides what it will mean. 





Of course, not so many foreigners tour a country that’s under attack by NATO - and the sort of engagement ring a Serbian could afford would not be worth selling. So I retired when I’d just begun. 


The widow ended up feeding me. Feeding me as well as herself, on her tiny pension. This was a new kind of shame for me. 


I ate her food and I slept in her dead son’s bed, and I noticed how now she talked instead about her other son, who was alive but absent, and fighting still in the army. She talked about this son a great deal to me, and smiled encouragingly. She spoke about how wonderful it was for a woman to settle down and have children. She showed me the photograph of him, repeatedly. She showed me the bottle of French brandy she was keeping for when he came home. She told me that, before the war, it was his favourite drink to have at Christmas, and then quickly she added that he was not a heavy drinker, how I did not need to worry about that. 


I let her go on like this. I had to: I was eating her soup and her bread. 


The son who still lived there, the one who was too young for the war, I noticed how he always tried not to look at me. I wondered if he knew that I was the kind of woman who could not really be married; who has a burnt-out car for a heart. 


But possibly, I said to myself, he just was shy, as some boys are. 





In June, it was over. Milosevic gave in and said the KLA - the Muslim extremists the Americans were backing - could do what they liked down in Kosovo. All the Serbs who had been left in Kosovo came to Belgrade now, as fast as they could; also the Roma. It was not a multicultural paradise that the KLA were making. It was a land for Albanians only. More: it was only a land for Albanians who said they agreed with the KLA. Which did not include people like H’s aunt and uncle. 


They were like mother and father to him - did you know this, Charlotte? They’d taken him in on the night when his own mother died, the same night his father vanished, when H was thirteen and the oldest of five kids. I think it’s true that H’s father had murdered his mother, that night. I know his father used to beat her. People say that H then killed his father. 


The uncle was a real religious person. Him and his wife took H and the other kids in, and brought them up with their own children. But the uncle was not just an imam. He was an outspoken activist for democracy in Kosovo. 


By then, Milosevic had made it so it was the Albanians now and not the Serbs in Kosovo who were having their language and their books banned, being treated like second-class citizens. But H’s uncle went on talking about peace, and dignity, and democracy, and refused to encourage violence. He went on backing the democracy group and not the KLA. Slow, peaceful, change. He spoke out against the KLA as often as he spoke out against the Serb government in Belgrade. 


You can guess how things went, after Blair and Clinton dropped in to Kosovo. Now the KLA was being backed by NATO, and KLA fighters drove into every area, there wasn’t a place for people like H’s uncle to go on existing. 


H’s uncle disappeared on his way home from the mosque one morning. He was walking back, together with H’s little brother, who was twelve at the time. Neither of them were found. People said they had seen a black van.





I don’t know what you were told, about why it is you had to come to me, to find the location of my father who you say H hid away, after the indictment. 


But this is why. I’m telling you. Why you can not ask H for his help, directly, but must try and cajole me to be your informant, instead. 


I mean, your agency is normally on excellent terms with drug runners, isn’t it? They can be so useful, when you want to hurt a shared enemy, but prefer to stay hidden. You can always find a use for them - but more especially if they are terrorists, with political ambitions, and these ambitions include the removal of people you don’t like. You approved of the KLA running their heroin, and using that trade to pay their fighters, because you could also use them to remove the Serbs from Kosovo. 


Britain and America trained the KLA, H says: you sent units from your armies. To train the men who came and took away his brother, and his uncle. Like you’d trained 100,000 terrorists in Pakistani deserts, in the 80s - you didn’t change, he said. You and the USA. 


You are the Americans’ poodle: that’s what people think about the UK. A poodle looks like an elegant pet, but its purpose is to hunt. It has been bred to run down burrows and chase out the prey.


Yes, your country is a poodle - a hunting dog, that also looks well in a drawing room, and appears to be silly and harmless. Even ridiculous, perhaps, with all your pageantry and snobbishness. But you aren’t ridiculous or harmless. The opposite. 


Sometimes I think I can hear her, America, creaking in the night-time from far off over the mountains of Europe, over the broad blue ocean and beyond. She creaks and reaches out her fingers, groping on a long arm in the darkness for the cup of oil that she keeps by her bedside, in which she keeps her teeth. It is getting harder and harder to reach it. All hail the fundamentalists, who guide her fingers in the darkness! Anyone who will help her reach her oil, becomes her friend. 


Yours, by extension. 


It doesn’t matter what they’ve done. It doesn’t matter if they’re criminals. But this matters, doesn’t it - what we’re doing, Charlotte? 







TAPE 21





The war ended. Belgrade was a bombed-out mess. Even more refugees appeared.


In July, the widow’s oldest son returned.


There was a ‘welcome home’ meal for him. The widow had got hold of some meat; there was also the bottle of brandy. I realised how wrong I had been to let the widow go on in the way that she had done. It was like she had been making a sort of dream. Like she had wanted to give to me all her old memories of a time when she had been a young woman and had a husband and children, before everything collapsed from underneath her. She had wanted to believe that the past could be a living thing. 


I knew this at the time - that she was pinning this dream to me - and I had let her do it so that I could eat. And now here was the young man himself, and he was very clearly real. He saw the way his mother was with me. He looked at me like he exactly understood what had been happening. Like he knew I had been using his old mother’s dreams in order to eat, and he was not angry with me, but he did not think very much of me either. He ate some of the miraculous pork and then he said to me, ‘Won’t you have some brandy?’ It was sitting in the middle of the table.


‘She doesn’t drink,’ said the widow.


The son kept on looking at me. Then he half-laughed. He ate some more of the pork. He finished all the food on his plate. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Have some brandy.’


I took it then. I lifted the bottle from where it sat in the middle of the table.


‘You don’t need to drink, just to humour him,’ the widow said to me. And then she said to him, ‘Pour it for her.’


But neither of us said anything. I poured the brandy myself into the glass in front of me. I put the bottle back down in the middle of the table, and drank the brandy, and then I got up from the table. 


They were still sitting at the table when I went out: I could hear the widow sounding upset, and the son reassuring her. Then I heard the boy, the younger one, asking separate questions. It was the sound of a family getting back to normal. 


I asked around for Nikos, and I left the widow’s place next morning. 





Six hundred dollars I asked for - a loan. 


Nikos insisted knowing why, and I explained my business plan. Belgrade was starting to fill with men who had money: you’d see them, near hotels in the centre. 


I needed a half-decent apartment, and some new clothes. 


He agreed, but he wanted to be in on it with me. A business partnership, he said. I remember him smiling, nervous. I thought I could use him, so I said yes.





The first man was in the park when I stopped him. ‘Have you seen a little dog?’ I asked him, in English. 


He didn’t think this was strange. He was too busy looking at my face.


‘She’s a little brown dog,’ I said. ‘Have you seen her?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. Already it began - a spark between us. 


Nikos and I, we really worked it up into a fine art. It was incredible, the comic speed with which men were persuaded to fall in love with me! Like an old silent movie where everything happens too fast. 


Eight years we did this. I don’t know how many men there were, but it was many. We targeted tourists and business visitors to the city. They had more money to spend, and it meant I did not get a reputation, because sooner or later, once I’d vanished at the end, they always left. 


English was useful to me. Most people knew it, even if they weren’t American or British themselves. I became more fluent every year in your language of war and money. 


When I had picked the man, next I would get his attention. 


Most women do it badly. They wear fancy clothes and laugh loudly, along with every other identical idiot. They hang around in bars and nightclubs, wearing unusual jewellery, and smile or toss their hair. But a man is less likely to propose to a woman he meets like that. Bars and nightclubs have their practical aspect, but not so much of the romance you need for a marriage proposal. 


I had to make for the man a story. Something respectable, for him to tell his friends. A story to be proud of. 


‘Damn,’ I said, looking out across the park. ‘The dog’s not even mine.’


It was the man’s turn to speak. I would give them room to do their own thing, you see. 


I would reply to them, and then say, ‘It’s my neighbour’s dog. He’s a famous Serbian poet.’


‘A poet?’ 


‘My next-door-neighbour. His poems are all about death. My God! I have lost his dog - I can’t believe it. Small, brown. A terrier.’ I would look around, distracted. And then I would look back at him. 


‘I’m so sorry,’ he would say. ‘I haven’t seen it.’ 


I would express disappointment and look back around the park. I said, ‘Words and dogs. They both always elude me. This is why I am not a poet.’


He would laugh.


‘Could you help me find Carla?’ Walking off across the grass, turning around only once to smile at him again and be sure he was coming, too. Which he was, of course. 


All of them loved being in my plays.


Once I had got the man’s attention by asking for his help, next I made myself a full person in his eyes - not just a figure with tits, because in those days mine were still small, so to rely on their powers would have been too hopeful; I made him warm to me; and I made him curious about me. Yes, I made myself into a story. But at its heart, the story was simple. “Help me!” “Catch me!” As simple as that. It was a two-act play and it worked every time, and the curtain came down when they kneeled with a ring. 


Each one was a piece of theatre. I used Nikos, in some supporting roles. He played my wicked uncle, or the gangster he really was; and he could convincingly play an antique dealer or a businessman, too. I could use him as the poet neighbour; as long as he didn’t open his mouth. 


The men who gave me all those rings, I think when they were with me, they were the best men they’d ever been. They fell in love but not with me, really - not even with this person I was being - but with a version of themselves that I let them experience as if it were real. With the way it would feel if they could be a strong and resourceful man. A brave and clever man. A warm and generous man. That’s what they could not let go of.


I only needed to tilt the mirror, and hold it up to them at the most flattering angle. In return, they would give me anything - because it meant I would go on giving them that flattering image. And they did not bother to notice if there was someone real behind the glass or not. They did not choose to look. It was their reflections they were in love with, because that is what love is. A joke. 


After they’d given me the ring - a generous man - then I vanished. 


I’d send them a message - The feeling is too much for me, I can’t cope. I’m going away - to Thailand, or Tibet, or wherever. And in Belgrade, like magic, everything was gone: me, the poet neighbour, the scary uncle, the gangster or the rare collector. 


Each man, I left with a love affair to remember for the rest of his life, and I think, at the price of a single ring, that maybe this was cheap. Each of them left Belgrade with a story so good they could tell it forever, and never again feel that their lives were so dull, so uninteresting, as truly most of them were.


Sometimes, they’d try and contact the police, worried about me. But nothing came of that. 




And what about my story? I think maybe it is not a story so far - just a joke. When something is the sort of story that keeps happening, this makes it a joke. When it keeps happening over and over. 

 Romance stories and war stories are both jokes. Men who want to be bigger than other men - take what they have. Have more than the rest of the men. Women who want to marry men - because men are the ones who have all the stuff. You see.

 Jokes happen in the present tense because they have no end. Because they can not stop.

 A man walks into a bar…

 A woman buys a chimpanzee to help her with the housework…

 A Serb, a Croat, and a Slovene are marooned on an island…

 How can you earn the right to a story? 

 A story must be something that can finish. It happens only once - uniquely - and it ends. 

 Maybe the joke that is human nature will keep on happening without end. Maybe all stories are jokes, if you follow them long enough. 

 But maybe not. There could be certain exit points, if you can see them before they’ve passed. Ways off the comic circle, to a place where you can finally stop and be real.





It was April - a rainy day. I saw a man buying his foreign-language newspaper at a kiosk. He looked like a wealthy tourist, and also I thought he was quite good-looking. I thought, ‘I will enjoy this one.’ 


I ran up and asked him, in English, if he would mind letting me look at the obituaries. 


Nikos, when I ran up to this person at the kiosk, vanished from the background: he knew who it really was. 


Nikos left me standing there with H, who looked at me and said, in perfect Serbian, ‘Do. Please.’ And the rest is history. 


I was happy, you know, with H. If that car containing the former mafia king of Belgrade and his wife had not tumbled into a ravine, I’d still be with him. I’d probably be happier than I’ve been recently. 


But who wants to be happy if they can not also be safe? What sort of ending is that, do you think? One that won’t last very long, Charlotte. 







TAPE 22





I dressed well, for this lunch with Viktor Stenov who Farkas so wanted me to impress. A white Elie Saab skirt suit, a brown silk tank and new brown Gucci heels: covered up but sexy. Some jewellery Farkas gave me. 


On our walk from the office to the restaurant - just around the corner - I could see Farkas was laughing more than usual, and was paying no attention to what I was saying. I assumed he was nervous on his own account - some business reason. I didn’t feel nervous at all: I knew I could easily impress Viktor Stenov. It was practically my best skill, to make men have whatever impression I wished them to have. I took Farkas’s hand in mine, and gave it a squeeze.


He turned to me and nodded.


And then we were there - right outside its huge windows. 


The restaurant was a hard, shiny, fashionable place, with lots of glass and stainless steel. A middle-height man in a suit - no tie; his shirt was open at the neck - with short, dark hair, got up from his seat at one of the metal tables. He shook Farkas’s hand, then turned to me. His brown eyes went over me very thoroughly but not with any feeling in them. He waited for Farkas to introduce him to me, rather than introducing himself. He was like someone who sees everything and cares about nothing. 


We sat down. 


The stainless steel tables made the restaurant noisy. Porcelain and glass on metal, rattling. Only the yellow drapes muffled this raw sound of everyone feeding themselves.


‘You’ve been busy,’ Viktor Stenov said to me. 


I was surprised by his tone: it wrong-footed me. ‘At work?’ 


‘Of course, at work,’ he said, and handed the wine list to Farkas without taking his eyes off me. 


We ordered.


He gave his attention to both of us. A more superficial attention. He was talking at length about an artistic event that was then taking place in Belgrade. 


We ate. 


I looked at his eyes, while he was talking to us. His eyes were cold, beyond the normal. I mean, it’s normal for a man who’s in politics or business to conceal his heart. But with him, he did not even bother to pretend. There was no fake heart our front. Just a blankness. His eyes took everything in, and held it where you couldn’t see, to eat. He was a reasonable-looking man, but something about his nature was just like a frog. Watching. Waiting. 


He and Farkas began discussing some light politics. 


Our plates were cleared. Farkas talked proudly about my work on the project in Novi Sad. 


Viktor Stenov clasped his hands together on the metal tabletop and looked at me. ‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘Your new role. Do you enjoy this work?’ 


I said I liked it very well. I was learning a lot. My course had opened my eyes to a whole world of visual possibility, of design history. It was so satisfying, I said, to be in a position to put what I’d learned into practice. To work on such important projects. 


Farkas was pleased. 


‘Yes,’ said Viktor. ‘Business is easy when you can spend what you like.’


I asked what he meant.


‘I heard your design is very expensive,’ he said. 


‘But it has to be,’ I explained. ‘Our developments are top-end.’


He switched on a smile but it was for Farkas, not me. He said, leaning back in his chair, ‘She has got a lot to learn, this one! She’s no good for business.’ 


Again I asked what he meant. 


‘I hear,’ he said, ‘from some of your colleagues, how their jobs would be very easy for them, if they also had an unlimited budget.’ 


Farkas looked annoyed. ‘Irena said that?’ He shook his head. ‘Dragana is doing great. I’ll show you some photos of the apartments she worked on for me recently.’ But he smiled in an uncomfortable way. 


Anger was filling me, from my ankles up to my chest. I said something about false economies. 


Someone came to take our orders for coffees. 


I couldn’t stop explaining, after the waiter had gone. On and on I went. ‘You can not expect a buyer to pay top dollar for something that is not the best.’ ‘When you’re buying a luxury apartment, you don’t want to see economy finishes.’ I said, ‘I am not ashamed to put in the best materials. I am not ashamed to use the best craftsmen.’ 


Viktor looked at me, as if he were amused. He liked my reaction. Now he said, ‘And why should you be ashamed, Dragana?’ He looked over my shoulder, and back at me. ‘We can’t all be brilliant at everything. Doing business is not your forte - well, so what? Leave it for other people. Do not bother yourself with it.’ He glanced at Farkas. ‘Dirty, anyway,’ he said. And he and Farkas shared a proper smile. 


‘I heard a funny story, though,’ said Viktor, ‘- how you two met.’ He could not stop smiling, but this smile was different. Mocking. ‘In a nightclub!’ he said. ‘Not any club. I hear you two met in Vora.’ He looked over at me. His look said, You have done very well for yourself, but I can see what you are. ‘Isn’t that where you met Marcia?’ he asked Farkas. ‘You’re making a habit of - well.’ 


Farkas said nothing.


Viktor looked at me and said, ‘She was no good at business, either.’ 





Farkas and I took a taxi back to work. I looked out of the window. I complained about the roadworks. I noticed, he was quiet. I felt it, this difference in him. 


I was furious. But mainly, I was worried. 


I stayed at my apartment that night. I sat alone, feeling anxious. I looked at the things I’d gathered around me here: the coffee machine, the trinkets from the stores - candles, rugs, little ornaments. 


It seemed like a solid life, but then, hers had probably seemed solid to her, too. 


The place was really just a beach at full tide.


I needed to turn its walls to something made of stone. I wasn’t going to be washed out of my own life. I needed to speak to Irena: she was the key.










CHAPTER FIVE
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Friday, I went in early, got a coffee, and knocked on Irena’s door. She looked up, irritated, from under her usual mess of bad hair. I was holding out the cup. ‘I brought you this,’ I said. 


‘Did you have a pleasant morning off on Monday?’ she asked. ‘Before your lunch? Of course, this meant that you missed the discussion. We talked about your overspend on the Novi Sad apartments.’ 


I gave her my best friendly-yet-sincere smile, as if she hadn’t been responsible for fucking everything up with Viktor Stenov and me. I put the coffee on her desk. I said, ‘That’s what I came to talk to you about. I want your advice on how I can manage my budget better.’


‘Your budget? Are you serious?’ Her eyes almost burst out of her head. 


So I made a speech about how I now realised it was important. How I knew she did not like me. How I did not mind that - but I respected her. ‘A lot. Because you understand things I do not, about business.’ 


She rolled her eyes. But she told me to come back after lunch.





To begin with, the lesson I had with her was sarcastic. We sat across from each other, at her desk. ‘The basic idea,’ she said, ‘is to spend less than the amount of value you are adding.’ 


‘Of course. That makes sense,’ I said. I listened and agreed with all her points. I laid myself on the ground for her to walk on. 


Slowly her tone became more normal, almost kind. She took from me the documents I’d brought, for the Novi Sad apartments. ‘Your spend on this project is more than double what it should be,’ said Irena.


‘Yes,’ I agreed. 


So she sat back and she got going. She said, ‘You need to choose less expensive options. And you don’t agree the price the supplier asks for. Never. We know this is only a starting point, Dragana. We negotiate, okay?’ 


I nodded.


‘This is a huge contract for a lot of the companies we are using. They need it.’


I said, ‘Of course. We’re in a position of power.’


‘Exactly,’ said Irena. 


It wasn’t complicated, after all. 


When I reached the downstairs foyer of our office that evening, I could see people protesting in the street outside. We’d closed down a brewery, which would become the apartments in Novi Sad. There was more profit in this than in running it as a business. Now some of the old workers from the brewery liked to turn up here. They had placards, calling us capitalists, as if that were an insult. 


I stood and watched them through the glass. I thought: if anyone in this protest had the chance that I have, they’d be part of what we do, too. Because if not, they’d be fools. 


Anyway, although people lost their jobs after we bought the old businesses, other people got new ones. There was instant work for construction workers and engineers, and people like me. In our finished malls and serviced apartments, there were long, lasting jobs for people like cleaners and shop assistants. Managers. 


Some people just didn’t like to change. They thought they could stay the same and hold the world still for them as well. 


A couple of policemen approached, to move the protesters off. 


So then I walked out, into the street. The protesters were paying attention to the police, and not to me.


People Not Profit, said one of the placards. As if profit does not care for people. As if it doesn’t buy everyone’s bread.


Enough Capitalism! That was another. I thought: what short memories people have. Capitalism was my adopted homeland. It was my new nationality, and it was a smooth, easy thing to belong to, after the last one - that difficult knot of brotherhood and idealism, all the words and feelings that went with it. 


Capitalism is a book with no words at all, I thought, walking off. It is all pictures. It does not matter what language you speak, or even whether or not you can read. With a passport to money, you can be a citizen everywhere. Nobody cares where you come from or what your past was. The only thing that matters is how much cash you have. The country of capitalism accepts all people. It asks no moral questions. It lets you belong. So, who said capitalism was not egalitarian? Surely a club to which anyone can purchase membership is as egalitarian as things are going to get. 


No-one was losing really, I said to myself. When you take a balanced view. Things change. That’s all. No point trying to stop it, or standing back while other hands pull out the profit. 


You can’t stop progress. But you can feel it: a comfortable pillow, that props you up. A cashmere wrap so gentle, it even regulates your breathing. The silk and fine viscose of clothes on your skin, where once you felt something so ugly. You can feel it caring for you in a way that no-one else will. 


I stopped at the bookshop near my apartment block. I bought books on the art of negotiation. How to succeed at business.


It didn’t look any more difficult than Irena said: all you had to do was sell someone something at a bigger price than what it cost you. You made your suppliers take lower and lower prices, or else you convinced your customer to pay higher ones (this was where captive markets, intellectual property, and marketing came in). You sold your product to more and more people - ‘scale’. 


So simple, like all the best ideas. Take out more than you put in. This is how to do well at business.


Over the next few days, I telephoned all of the Novi Sad project suppliers. I renegotiated the arrangements I’d made with them - sometimes, they adjusted the price for me; others, I chose less expensive versions of a tile, or whatever they were selling me. It was nearly the last supplier on my list, the built-in furniture. 


You know, I really loved this furniture. I’d seen a sample at the Fair in the Exhibition Centre. Handmade, here in Belgrade, at a workshop in Voždovac. Beautiful iroko and cherry, in elegant modern designs with geometric inlay patterns. The supplier was called Iljic Cabinet-makers. 


A small, family company. We’d agreed this job in a chat over lunch, at an Italian cafe near their workshop last month. The director had been all smiles: Mr Iljic with his kind manners to the waiter. 


The phonecall to renegotiate the price did not go well. He insisted on coming to see me. 


Now here he was, at the door of my office, walking right in. 


No, he did not want a coffee. No, he did not want a bite to eat. He looked at the window, like to let me sit down without being looked at by him while I did so. Then he looked back. 


He asked me why I was changing the price.


I explained, ‘It is not about whether or not I am content with the price. If it were up to me, of course I would pay the higher rate. But’—I sighed, and rolled my eyes in frustration—‘the Finance team, they’re very strict.’ 


I told him a new and different price. A price that was low, but not so low as to insult him: just twenty-five per cent less than the original. 


He looked at me. ‘You know we are a small business,’ he said. ‘One workshop. This job, it means we have cleared our books for it, on the basis of what you agreed with me. This is the only work we have, for the next three months.’


I couldn’t believe he would be so naive as to reveal this fact - but he did. I said that in that case, it was in both our interests to make a deal. 


He shook his head at me. ‘I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘It was a good price I made for you. You know it’s cheaper than anything of that standard you can find in designer shops. Much cheaper. So I ask myself, do you maybe wish to go somewhere else, like Ikea? Find the cheapest? Because our price is good and our quality is the best.’ 


I smiled. ‘I can’t pay more,’ I said. ‘It’s not my decision. If you don’t agree, then I’m going to have to find another furniture supplier.’


He said, ‘If I agree, then I can’t pay my people properly. And I am only asking for what you already agreed.’


I pointed out how we never made a formal contract. ‘And think of the profile of this work. It will move you into a different league,’ I said. 


‘Perhaps I don’t want to be in such a league,’ he said. 


He walked out. I knew he’d change his mind: that I’d hear back from him. He’d already told me - rather stupidly, I thought - that his workshop would not survive without my business. 


I included the reduced price in my new budget, on my spreadsheet. 













CHAPTER SIX
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Farkas made a special introduction at the Monday meeting. ‘Dragana has a report for us,’ he said. Everyone stared at me lazily. 


I ran down the list of my new numbers. I said, ‘I have renegotiated the price of such-and-such.’ ‘I have made an alteration on the this-or-that, and the new price is this.’ 


They were looking more awake, by the time I finished. Irena, who had been adding things up on her paper, said, ‘This is fantastic! Dragana, congratulations. You are going to be on budget.’ 


Everyone laughed. 


But the best part was, Farkas was pleased - like he was getting something more than he expected from me. 


At dinner that evening, he smiled across at me. ‘Marcia could not have made money for me. Not in one hundred years. But then, she didn’t have your vision. You are a creative soul, like me.’ I shook my head but smiled to accept the compliment as well. ‘No, truly - you are a miracle for me,’ he said, and took my hand across the table. I knew his pleasure was really not because of me, myself, but because he now had one less reason to be ashamed of me in front of Stenov. You can not expect a man to withstand the bad opinion of his associates in the way a woman can. A man, especially a man who is successful, cares a great deal about being the best. And being the best means having the best, which can apply to a woman as much as to a car or a house or a bottle of wine. And how do you know it is the best? Because other people, whose opinion you treasure, tell you they admire it. ‘Of course, you must have a holiday,’ he was saying. ‘A break where you can do what you like: relax, spa….But,’ he leaned forwards, towards me, ‘you know - selfishly - I really want to take you to meet my parents. A weekend in Budapest. How do you like the sound of it?’ I liked the sound a lot: it sounded a lot like wedding bells. 





Everything felt brighter, richer, after that. From time to time, on the ride home that night, he squeezed my hand as he talked with Vlad, who was driving us. We were turning along the edge of Topcider Park. Outside, the darkness of the park slid past, and I was separate from it. My reflection glittered in and out of sight. A contentment filled me. 


When I married him, it would be the last act of everything. I would be the woman I had become, forever. 


No more history. Only safety, pleasure, and the children we’d have together. Little faces: lives to be led. People who I could love, who would love me, truly. 


Mr Iljic rang me, as I’d expected. He wanted to meet me again. 


He came in to my office, and again he refused to sit. This time, I stood as well, as if this were a social buffet and not an awkward meeting. 


He stuck to his line - that the work goes ahead at the price I’d agreed with him earlier, or it won’t go ahead at all. He explained, again, how he’d cleared his books for this work, and he’d had my word on the price for it, and had trusted me. 


‘It’s a shame if you want to risk your business going bankrupt,’ I said, ‘all because you won’t negotiate. I can’t change the new price I’ve offered - that’s final.’ 


He nodded. ‘I don’t want to do business with a person like you,’ he said. ‘Your word is worthless.’ 


My heart laughed. As if that mattered! But I did not want to lose that lovely furniture and now he was moving towards the door. I told him that I had actually wanted to offer his workshop the whole joinery contract on a new mall we were building, a job that was coming up in September. I said, ‘On that job, we can make sure the prices and terms are all agreed up-front and signed on, with proper contracts. All we need is to come to some agreement today on this job, here - and then we can talk about that.’ 


Mr Iljic stood in the doorway. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t trust you.’ 


I was irritated when he’d left. 


But the next day, I found another joinery company which would do the work cheaper. I already had received the furniture designs from Iljic Wood, and I sent these on so the new company could copy them for us. It might not be done to the same exact standard but it would have a similar effect. 


Farkas went on being happy with me. The trip to Budapest was planned for Christmas-time. Meanwhile, he sent me off with Jana on a spa weekend in Cairo. Jana was fun, and sufficiently interested in herself not to bother me: the chances of her asking difficult questions about my past and noticing the answers were tiny. She’d heard about what had happened at work, though. In the taxi on our way to the airport, she repeated back the tale of how Viktor had under-estimated me, and how I’d surprised everyone at the end. She hooted with laughter. ‘Viktor is such a dick,’ she said. ‘You know his wife is friends with Irena, right?’ 


Incredible, that Farkas had never mentioned this. Although, it made sense now.


‘And so now you are the hot businesswoman. Just like Iva.’ She gave me a dramatic look, and rearranged herself. 


I smiled. ‘Is there something you’re trying to tell me?’ 


She shook her head. ‘No.’





At our hotel, we swam and ate salads; drank coffee, had massages. 


When we talked, she told me the gossip among her friends: the romantic intrigues, sometimes involving her, of the pop stars and the actors. Jana herself was a fashion designer: her father, who made money in the war, had funded the label. ‘Dressing people - it’s such a bore,’ she said, sitting at our adopted table in the courtyard. ‘I don’t even enjoy it any more. I wish there were something different I could do.’ 


I suggested acting, seeing she had such great looks, and the contacts as well. ‘Oh, no.’ She tapped the ash off her cigarette into a nearby potted cactus. She didn’t seem at all concerned for the spikes. ‘Learning lines? Ugh. I thought I might be a tennis coach.’


I looked at her, and felt like I was seeing her for the first time.


Something shifted. ‘You don’t think it’s crazy?’


‘No.’


She smiled at me, and I think that’s when it was decided, that she would adopt me as her ‘best friend’. Over time, I actually liked her. 





Autumn turned to winter. Belgrade lay in the gloom of strange daylight darkness, snow-clouds turning the sky into a heavy grey blanket that blocked out the sun. Lights from windows of the offices and restaurants and shops glowed like candles in the dark afternoons.


Farkas and I went to all our favourite places to eat. People brought us whatever we chose, and everyone knew who we were. Not only the staff, but usually most of the diners at the other tables. I’d have champagne, a salad, pork. Chocolate and fruit dessert. There was wine that shone with life in the glass. Or with a reflection of life, with something that felt like the same kind of thing. 


Farkas wrapped me in white fur - a fox-fur coat he’d bought on a business trip to Moscow. We went to openings of new artistic shows. He bought new paintings for his villa in Topcider: completely huge abstract landscapes, flecked with gold. 


I picked out a couple of paintings myself, for my apartment. The first was of a bunch of roses, some perfect, some a bit damaged, some dying. In the picture they were equally wonderful - all so beautiful, you would be unable to choose one above the others. Somehow the artist made the damaged ones look just as perfect as the perfect ones. The other painting was of a sparrow, perched on a boy’s head. The boy gazed at something else beside you, but the bird was looking out at you as you watched him. 


I didn’t know why I liked them, but they spoke to me. They were like windows - not something solid. I felt there was something real beyond them that I could almost touch, from my place of comfort this side of them. They were real, but they were safe. 


‘Your taste is sentimental,’ said Jana, when she saw them in my apartment. ‘And the bird is ridiculous. It’s too small for his head.’ Farkas and I were about to go out: he was sitting on the sofa reading some news on his cellphone. Jana hit the coffee machine again, because she could not make it work. 


‘I agree,’ Farkas said, without looking up from his phone. 


There was a sharp pinprick inside me. A feeling of anger. I snapped at Jana. I said, ‘We don’t have time for coffee - we need to go out now.’


She swore at me. 


I made a joke. I apologised, and I went over there and made the coffee for her. Farkas, who had looked up at the argument, gave me a wary look before going back to his phone. 


Before you turned up, I think that’s the closest I ever came to thinking about what happened with the Tankovics. About the fact I knew things I didn’t know I knew. 


I’d buried everything. Not only did I not know where I’d buried it, I did not even know what burial meant. I was this: the surface, the flat sea that shines with light. There was no rope inside me by which to pull things up. 


Our plane took off for Budapest later in the winter. Farkas held my hand; I could hear my voice saying something to him, as we lifted from the ground. We passed through the gloom below the snow-clouds, and into their white blankness at the windows. The blankness seemed to go on forever. Then, finally, the clouds were gold below us and bathing in the sun. Belgrade below them had vanished. 


Budapest was chilly, and the Sovanys’ house was full of statues and ferns. I did a good act for Farkas’s parents: proper manners, and some little jokes, and just enough praise for their son, so that they liked me. Farkas’s mother took me to her favourite spa, while ‘the men’ went shooting outside the city. I did a lot of good acting for her. At one point, I even cried a tiny bit - though not so much as to be annoying. It was just enough to make a bond. ‘Dear girl.’ She gave me a huge hug.


‘My mother really loves you,’ Farkas said, as we packed our things at the end of the trip.


‘I love her, too.’ I smiled at him. ‘I love you,’ I said. And I did. I loved him because he had shown me how to be, in such a way that the world lay down for me. He showed me how to be Dragana Savic. She was a balloon I had put around my wrist. The lightness was so strong, it lifted my whole weight off my feet. We were very light, Farkas and I. Like foam. We belonged on the top, we belonged to that creamy softness of cash, above the churning that makes it. Above the rocks that can crush you, when you are caught below, in the water. 


He nodded, and his eyes were rich and on the brink of tears. He took my hand in his. He kissed the backs of my fingers. ‘I thank the stars that I found you,’ he said. ‘You are my treasure.’ 


My eyes watered in return. 





Back in the villa, on Sunday evening, he took a phonecall in his study.


He seemed happy after that, busy with something in his head now. Next morning, as he drove us to work, I asked him what was happening. ‘I can tell you’re planning something,’ I said. 


He laughed. ‘Oh, I am,’ he said. ‘You’ll see. Wait til the meeting. I want to show you with the others - with the pictures.’ He beamed at me as he pushed the car into a higher gear. ‘It will be magnificent.’ We slid along the side of the broad grey river in the sunshine. The clouds had finally gone. The river was still crusted with snow around its banks. Geese rested on slabs of bright white floating ice further out, that drifted slowly down the river. 


We got in to the office.


Our Monday meeting began as usual: I simply sat there, drinking my coffee, watching Farkas prepare his materials. He gave me a smile, rose from his chair, and welcomed everyone. He had had the projector set up, and now he walked over to the windows and closed the blinds. 


As he walked back towards us and clicked, an image appeared on the wall in front of us. It was the dirty, crumbling tower blocks across the river.


‘Novi Beograd, built by the socialists back in the 50s. A good try,’ he said. ‘But there’s not much for us to do now to redevelop it. We have done what we can in there.


‘Novi Beograd is not new any more,’ he said. ‘It is time we had a new New Belgrade.’ 


The photograph vanished. It was replaced by a projected map. 


‘A rough outline of what we propose,’ said Farkas. But it wasn’t a rough outline. It was a very detailed plan. A plan of apartment blocks, offices, restaurants and underground car parks, all around some nice basins of water, just next to the river. 


I checked, against the map in my head, the position of the bridge across the Danube, to the north. I felt a prickling heat across my skin. I did not believe that the location could be correct. I saw it, in my mind: that corner, and this. 


It could only be Ada Huja: where H ran all his business. I stared and stared at this ridiculous image, of apartments that were meant to be built on top of it.
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‘We’ve bought up half the land we need already,’ Farkas said. ‘The areas we now own are shaded orange on the scheme. We’ve acquired this,’ he said, locating one part of Ada Huja with the cursor, ‘and this,’ he said. ‘And this. On the understanding that the planning for the development of the entire area will be approved. I have gained this understanding with the relevant people.’ He did not, in any usual sense, mean ‘understanding’. We all knew that the language the city planners understood was made of paper, not words. It came in fat denominations with Ivo Andric’s face printed on it. ‘There is currently a problem with the owner of these gravel sheds here,’ said Farkas, hovering over an area on the map that was just by the river ‘—which will be removed to make way for the new marina. The owner of these gravel sheds does not wish to sell. But I’m confident I can convince him.’ 


My stomach filled with ice. No-one could convince H of anything unless he wished it. And it was not just this. Ada Huja is the sort of place that’s not so popular with travel writers. A grubby, overlooked corner of the city, in a prime location on the banks of the river. Industrial, illegal. I took you to the castle and the parks, the palaces and boulevards, when I was helping with your ‘article’, Charlotte. In Kalamegdan Park, you liked the old men in their black berets and their anoraks who smoked and played chess beneath the beech trees. I think you would not have so much enjoyed the old men of Ada Huja, the toothless gypsies in their shacks made of plastic. Dirty squatters who exhibit their children like crimes committed by someone else, for which they require compensation. Nor would you have liked the heavy machinery of the nearby yards, its sudden roaring and then in the silence the barking of stray dogs. Each city has its beautiful and touristic places; its acceptable level of ‘character’. Each city has its dirty, necessary places. Places for the things that can’t be seen. 


You can’t remove the dirty location from a city, any more than you can remove a stomach and turn it into something that’s good to look at. Some places have a worth because of what gets done there. Not because of the way they feel, or look. Some places are needed because of what they hide, and how they save us having to look at this. 


Farkas was going too far, with this plan to erase Ada Huja from Belgrade. It couldn’t happen, because we did not live in Disneyland. We lived in the real city, the capital city of a country that was quite financially isolated for the crime of having stood up to NATO. We needed this place where illegal goods can be carried in and out, easily, on the Danube river. How else will the traders dodge the custom duties that are put on us, and get their tax-free goods? How will Jana get her cocaine, or the timber yards their illegal wood? How will the brothels get their women? Or the rich their exotic pets? How else will people like H make their businesses, and pay for the politicians who are their friends, and run this all?


Money is made there. 


Pumped in, in a way that makes us able to do without your other countries: the ones that turn their backs, and say they don’t want us. This is what happens. I didn’t any more believe H’s story of the poetry, in this history. Of the way that people have always done what we do, carrying cups of tin, and amulets, across ancient Europe. My business books had taught me a reality that mattered more than this. Our country’s economics, from what I worked out now, relied on smuggling. 


I hear, Charlotte, that the UK economy relies largely on money laundering. You can’t even say you need to do this. So - no moral noises, from you, are invited. There’s little to choose between us I think. 


I sensed, for the first time, that Farkas was doing something completely stupid. And stupidity is unattractive because it means being unsafe. 


So I was glad, when, a few days after that meeting, Farkas seemed less excited about his prospects of success with Ada Huja. 


It was a Wednesday evening. I remember his slightly slower shoulders, in his drawing room, with his back to me at the drinks cabinet. The glug of vodka into a glass. 


He was angry. The city had approved a different plan for the site that was meant to be his marina in Ada Huja. For H’s gravel sheds.


‘Horse stables!’ he said. ‘They have approved a plan for this. On the banks of the river!’ 


‘Is it a bad thing?’ I asked. I was so relieved. 


Farkas walked away, and stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said. 


I sipped my sparkling juice. When I looked up, he was still gazing out through the glass. ‘Horses are better than gravel sheds,’ I said. ‘Stables can add to the cachet of the development. We can include them as if they were part of it. It will work very well.’


He looked annoyed. ‘Are you being intentionally stupid?’ 


‘No,’ I lied. 


‘You truly think these stables are ever going to exist?’ he asked me.


I was silent.


‘It is paper-shuffling,’ he said. ‘It is an excuse, to make exactly the argument you have made, Dragana. If those gravel sheds are ever going to be pulled down and turned into stables, then I am the Pope.’ Snow had begun to fall again, outside in the dusk, and the flakes looked black instead of white, in the lights from the house. 


Vlad came in, to light the fire for us. He kneeled down at the hearth. The blue and yellow pattern of his sweater stretched over his back. 


‘Vlad, what a sweater!’ I said. 


Vlad looked up over his shoulder. He smiled at me. Then he went back to the paper and matches. 


Farkas was looking at me, and I could see he had forgiven me. I was a child, wasn’t I? Things like this were not my fault - I could not even understand them. 


I smiled. 


Later, in his bed like a mausoleum, I made love with him as always. It is a dark and heavy four poster bed - ebony, carved with swans. The beaks of all the swans have been dipped in gold. It is as if they have been feeding from a gilded pond, and then have just decided to spread their wings here. 


After he had finished, Farkas wiped the sweat from his face and chest, with one of the handkerchiefs that he keeps by the bed for that purpose. 


He picked up his pack of Turkish cigarettes. ‘This man who owns the gravel sheds is proving to be quite an obstacle,’ he said. He said H’s real name. ‘A Kosovar Albanian gangster, by all accounts,’ he said.


I blinked, and fixed my stare on the beak of one of the carved wooden swans that rose up out of the headboard. For a moment I could hear the moisture on Farkas’s lips as they pressed against the filter of his cigarette. ‘Maybe you should be careful,’ I said. ‘Those people have connections. That’s what I’ve heard.’


He breathed out and the scent of his tobacco filled the shadows. ‘Where did you hear that?’ he asked.


I said, ‘It’s what Jana says.’


‘I don’t think I need to be careful,’ he said. And then he looked down at me, ‘Do you think it’s a good project, Dragana? Do you like the plans for Ada Huja?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course.’


‘You can think of a name for it, if you like,’ he told me. ‘I’m thinking maybe “Equinox Village”. Maybe you can think of something better.’


‘I’ll try,’ I said. 


‘If you come up with something good enough,’ he said, ‘I will use it.’ I heard him draw again on his cigarette. 


I said, ‘You could build walls around the gravel sheds.’ 


Farkas didn’t say anything. 


I glanced up at him. There was just the heavy fold of skin below his jaw; the redness of his cheek above that, the broken veins that in the lamplight looked like a healthy glow. I could not see his eyes, they were above the horizon of his cheeks. I said, ‘This business - the horse stables, that are not going to be built - it needn’t stop the development. We can build high walls and block the gravel sheds out. With all the sites that you bought,’ I said, ‘I think that’s enough. I think it can still work.’


‘Of course it can’t,’ said Farkas. He went on smoking in silence. 


I closed my eyes. I had a feeling like I was slipping from a raft. I reached my hand up to his neck and stroked the skin there, wanting to hold on. 


‘Think of the noise,’ he said, when I touched him. ‘The noise will come over any wall. You know it will. You know this.’ I felt him put out the end of the cigarette. I felt the shifting of his weight, and how the mattress moved very slightly as he did this. A depth of things I didn’t want to see, murmuring. A column of cold water, beneath me, though maybe it was in fact my spine, or the keel of a boat. 





Farkas moved around the room, next day, dressing. He had not become mellow with sleep. He was worse: he’d just spoken to Viktor’s wife, Rita, on the phone, though I did not know what he’d said as he’d made the call in the bathroom. 


The city planners should not have approved the other plan. That was what really made him mad. ‘They know his stables will never be built, so what’s in it for them? A silly one-off bribe. No future payments.’ Farkas kept arguing with the room, on and on. I gathered he’d agreed to give the city’s Head of Planning five per cent on all the apartment sales. Now this was being thrown back at his face. ‘Instead, he wants to deal with a criminal! So now I see what kind of man he is. You know he sells heroin?’ 


‘Who?’ I asked. 


Farkas stared at me, angrily. He said again H’s name. He talked, saying, ‘It’s the same thing, to deal with a man like that, as it is to be like him yourself.’ He asked, did I know that H sells women, and kids? 


‘No,’ I said. And I knew, H didn’t sell children. He smuggled people who wanted to be smuggled - criminals and refugees. He sold women, who got trafficked. But not kids. He always said, what a human permits to happen to them, once an adult, that’s their own responsibility. You can’t look after everyone. 


Farkas had made that part up, about kids. 


‘Viktor,’ said Farkas, ‘is suddenly nowhere to be found! Rita is pretending he knows nothing about this.’ 


I said, ‘Maybe he doesn’t.’ In my relief - I saw now that he was giving up, because Viktor Stenov wouldn’t help him, and that was why he was so mad - I asked him to pass me my robe. I took it and began to slide my arm into its sleeve. Without Viktor to help him, Farkas would let go of this insane project. Everything was about to go back to normal. 


He asked me whose side I was on. 


I said, ‘Yours, always.’ I said, ‘If Viktor can’t help you, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to. It just means he can’t. Maybe he’s avoiding you from embarrassment. Because now you can see, he doesn’t hold all the strings like you think.’ I sounded really plausible. 


Farkas looked at me, weighing what I’d said. 


His cellphone rang. He saw the screen, and was transformed. He answered it - relaxed and smiling. ‘Viktor! What a load of shit these planners are giving me,’ he said, and laughed. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that’s right.’ He was nodding. 


I despaired. 


The dark heart of human nature is what it is: that was what I thought of this. You couldn’t make it different by going in there and touching it. All you’d do is disturb the demons that lived in it. 


Farkas was walking around the bedroom in his silk pyjama pants with his big chest bare. He looked like a happy animal. He said, ‘Wait a minute,’ into his cellphone. He went into the dressing room. He closed the door. 
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I was at my desk a few days later, when the girl on reception put through the call: she said, someone called Nikos. ‘He says, it’s personal business. He wants to know if you prefer to speak to him, or have him visit your office here.’ 


I checked my door was closed and told her to put him through.


And there it was: his old voice, in my ear, in this room with everything new and perfect - polluting it. ‘I hear you are Dragana Savic, these days,’ said Nikos 


‘Nikos. How are you?’ I asked. 


‘I recently bumped into our friend from Balkanska Street,’ he said. ‘You remember those times? Kirilo asked me, he said, “Whatever became of that friend of yours, the woman with all the fiances? The woman who was always getting engaged and then changing her mind. What was her name?” he asked me. Well, I thought about it. You were Margita, when we were so close. But now, everything for you has changed - even your name.’


I kept looking at the closed door of my office, and let him go on. I wanted him to say what he wanted to say. Then he could leave me alone. 


‘Do you remember the last one? I saw him afterwards. But he was not even angry with you. He thought some terrible accident must have engulfed you. He did not think, not for one second, that you could be a thief. So angry, how the police could not find you: but angry with them. Remember?’


I said I had never been a thief. 


‘No, of course,’ said Nikos. ‘It was a pretty clever scheme that you invented. And now you have a job,’ he said, ‘all so legal. How is your job?’


‘It’s great,’ I said.


‘That’s nice to hear. And how is your boyfriend? Farkas Sovany. I think you must soon be engaged to him.’ Nikos waited for me to say something. When I was silent, he laughed. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Do you think I’m out of touch? That I don’t hear of things, when I ask? Or maybe you think I don’t take an interest in my old friends' happiness.’ He sniffed. ‘I have another friend,’ he said. ‘An Albanian. I think maybe you can help this other friend of mine.’


I felt the old half-numb anger again. ‘Don’t make me laugh,’ I said. ‘This isn’t your idea, Nikos, whatever it is. You’re working for him. You probably didn’t even know how to find me, until he asked you to do this. You’re doing someone else’s dirty work. Like always.’ 


There was silence. 


‘I don’t think your work has always been so dignified,’ said Nikos. ‘You’re the one who can talk about dirty work,’ he said. But I could hear that he was wondering if he went too far. 


‘If he wants to speak to me,’ I said, ‘I’m sure he can find out my cellphone number by himself.’ 


I hung up. 


I rang Farkas on his extension. I ignored my hammering heart. I cancelled our plans for the evening. I said I was tired - I would go home, go to bed. 


I shivered, and went over to the radiator. 


No-one else called. I wondered what H wanted me to do for him. I felt him exposing me in a way I did not like. 


Before leaving my office that evening, I walked over to the window. I lifted a slat in the Venetian blinds, and looked down through the glass, into the dark of winter evening on the Bulevar despota Stefana. Heavy traffic: gold and red lights, people hurrying. No-one was watching the main entrance of the office, from the lit-up shop fronts across the road. 


I closed down my computer, and shut my room. I went to the area on my floor where the coffee making machine sits, beneath another window. 


This other window has less lovely views. It looks onto a very narrow and dark lane, a side street, rather than the handsome sweep of the boulevard. In this lane, there is the entrance and exit to our underground car park. I again looked down.


In the place he always uses when he’s watching a building, there was little Nikos. Over the road from the exit he watches, and one doorway to the right. Almost it made me laugh, to see him be this predictable. He looked exactly the same, too. Tight black trousers, his black leather jacket zipped right up, his head in its black knitted hat turned towards the car park entrance. In his gloved hand he had his cellphone, resting close to his crotch. He was just leaning with his back against that doorway down the road, not even bothering to pretend to do anything else. Someone less arrogant might pretend to check their cellphone. 


I had felt relieved when I saw him be so obvious, but that did not last long. 


The fact Nikos was watching the car park meant he knew I was going to drive home. But he wasn’t waiting in a car himself. He wasn’t going to follow me. He was waiting to inform someone else that I had left. And where were they? 


They must be waiting for me, in the car park beneath my apartment block. 


I got the elevator down, and called a cab, from reception. 


I waited, hidden in the elevator area, for the cab to pull up. Then I hurried across the foyer and out of the glass doors, across the sidewalk, and climbed in.


The cab took me through the streets of the old centre. It was taking me back to the apartment I once shared with H, because I thought he would still live there. 


I stood in the street and pressed the buzzer. I tried again, and again. I waited for a bit, in the cold. I watched the tram approach, in the street. 


The tram came screeching and flashing by like a bright yellow metal bird. Cyclists and cars chased after it. Then snow, and silence. 


I turned back and pressed the buzzer again. 


Nothing.


I started pressing other buttons. 


Eventually, someone answered one.


‘I’m visiting my friend,’ I said, ‘but he’s not answering. I used to live here.’ 


‘Yes, I can see you. Your friend isn’t here,’ said the woman. 


‘Could you let me in so I can leave a note for him?’ I asked.


‘He’s no longer here,’ said the woman. 


The thing went silent. 


I pushed with my shoulder against the door, but it would not budge. 


I pressed the buttons, from the top one to the bottom. 


The door swung open. A man was standing there, in a great hurry to get out. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, pushing past me. 


I grabbed the door, and stopped it closing. I went in. I climbed the spiralling wooden stair. 


I knocked on the door of our old apartment. 


A young woman, quite pretty, opened the door. She was wearing a beautiful silk robe and a lot of make-up. I greeted her. 


She did not reply in kind. ‘There’s no-one here. Go away, okay?’ she said to me. For only a moment, I did not get it.


Then I saw, over her shoulder, the changed decoration of that place. How the lights were low and pink, in tasselled shades. 


One of H’s brothels. Of course: of course this was what he had done with our home. Why wouldn’t he? Handy for the offices in the centre at lunchtime. 


‘I’m not looking for anyone,’ I said. ‘I mean, I don’t want to come in. I’m looking for your landlord. Boss. Whatever you call him.’ 


She took a step back, into the apartment. She began to close the door. 


‘Wait,’ I said, pressing my hand against it. There was still a small gap: I could see the edge of her face. ‘I’m a good friend of H. But I’ve been away.’ I pulled out my business card and handed it to her. My wrist could just get through the gap that remained. ‘Please. Give him my cellphone number and ask him to call me right away.’


‘He’s not here,’ the woman said, not taking the card from me.


I said, ‘You can call him, and tell him I came. He wants to speak to me. Ask him.’


She didn’t move. Her eyes flicked over my expensive earrings, and the collar of my Prada wool coat. Practically I could hear her thinking, as her look rested hard on my earrings again. I knew what I must look like, to her. Someone rich. Someone who might matter. 


She took the card from me.


I stepped back and she closed the door.


I stood in the stair for five minutes. 


My cellphone beeped. 


The message contained an address in Senjak. 


I wrote back that I was coming there now.


Tomorrow, early, he replied.


Is it safe for me to go home? I wrote.


Of course, he replied.


I put the cellphone away in my bag. It was familiar, the smell of the air here: wood and stone. But it didn’t feel like my old home. It was like walking onto the surface of someone else’s life. 


Dust: that was the main thing I smelled. There was practically no dust, in my new life. 


I got another cab back to my apartment block. I paid my fare to the driver, and tried to see inside the shadows around the entrance to my building. The doorway was ablaze with white light that spilled towards me. But away from the glow of slush and snow across the sidewalk, all I saw was a blank stillness. 


The elevator comes all the way up to my apartment. To begin with, I thought it was nice - luxurious, to step out of it and right into my home. But as I stepped out now, all I thought was that it was too easy for other people to get in. Never mind the special key - it felt easy. 


It was so dark.


I did not turn the main light on. I listened.


I walked into the living area. The huge arc lamp was silhouetted in grey against the black of the sky. It was like a head wrapped in an arm - I usually thought this looked comforting, but now it just looked collapsed. 


I went around the whole apartment, closing the blinds and turning on the lamps. Then I turned on the TV and sat down. I tried to let the sound from the TV cover up the silence all around me. It was as if something was alive in that silence, breathing its way towards me.


I couldn’t sleep. I heard the rain, on the windows. 
















CHAPTER EIGHT










TAPE 27





I stood outside my apartment block, in my wool coat and my scarf and gloves on top of my work clothes. The sun was rosy, still - only just high enough to light the ground in front of me. When I’d woken at dawn, after a few hours in bed, the temperature had dropped again and more snow had fallen since the night’s rain.


The ground was covered now in snow so perfect and clean, catching the light in pale pink and bright white crystals, but I was very particular in how I picked my way across it. I knew there’d be the layer of ice underneath - the rain from the night, frozen solid - hiding inside it, just waiting to take me sideways. 


I got in to the cab and pulled the door closed. It was quick, at this time, and we zipped out of the centre and into the first streets of Senjak - that rich, distinguished suburb - and then down along a street that was not a normal street at all. High walls ran down each side of the road. The walls were topped with wire. From time to time there were spaces in the walls that held solid, sheet metal gates - glowing or shadowed in the early, winter sun. It was silent. 


So silent, that even as I watched the cab pull back out along the road, hardly any sound from it reached me. I guess it was the snow, but it was the same when I looked up at the tall fir trees above his walls. The snowy branches moved, but I could not hear the wind in them. 


I pressed the intercom.


‘Hello,’ said H’s voice, but it was like his voice just lay on top of this massive, breathing silence.


‘Hello,’ I echoed. ‘Can I come in?’ 


‘Oh! Yes, of course.’ Like this was a surprising request that I made. ‘It’s a long walk up the drive,’ he said. ‘Why didn’t you bring your car?’ The gates beeped, and creaked open. 


A snaking, snow-cleared driveway curved ahead and disappeared between trees. This garden was the size of a park, so vast that I could not see the house. The sunlight on the snow was like white blossom. And the silence was even richer here than in the ‘street’ outside. It drifted through the trees and fell in pools onto the snow-covered lawns, making shadows. I began to walk up the drive, in my high-heeled boots. 


In my thick wool coat, with the long walk, I was getting hot. But I wear an expensive deodorant, with anti-perspirant of aluminum. This I think you only find in a good, foreign brand of deodorant. American, French and British manufacturers understand how it is not enough to counter-attack a woman’s bad smell with a nice one: you must lock up the source of the smell itself. You must lock it down inside a body, you must keep it underneath the skin. It can do what it likes down there. Freely I could walk through the silent trees and know that the furnace of my heart made not one mark upon my dress. 


The walls of the house at last appeared: white, modern facades; huge windows glinting. A broad terrace, swept clear like the drive. Over this stone H was walking as he talked to someone on the phone. Two large black dogs followed him up and down. The dogs had cones around their necks, like their heads were being served in popcorn buckets. 


I looked at H, and the enormous house behind him, as I walked closer. The sun fell against its vast blocks - one wing that looked like it contained a swimming pool. It was strange, to see him with such a place. 


H ended his call. He was walking towards me, smiling. ‘We can’t fuck,’ he called out as he got closer. ‘I have a wife now, and a mistress.’ 


‘I’m devastated,’ I said, and kissed his cheek. 


He laughed, squeezed me close to him. Stood back, to look at me more clearly. He was wearing a quilted blue ski jacket and aviator-style sunglasses. I couldn’t see his eyes. 


‘You know,’ I said, ‘you should pay some proper de-bugging people. Then you can take your calls inside the house.’


He laughed again. ‘You were always amusing,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you will be so amusing once you are rich?’ He turned and walked towards the house, and I followed him. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Don’t be angry. You’ve already done well for yourself. I see that.’ He was pulling the sliding door open, and stepping through it. He turned around as he did this. ‘But once you are Mrs Sovany - people often get extremely dull when they become very rich.’ He was walking away across the palatial kitchen. ‘Close the door,’ he said. 


I did so. 


‘Once they no longer have to do as other people tell them,’ he said, with a smile. ‘Once they have no-one to please but themselves. I have to feed them.’ He was walking towards a huge carved mahogany cabinet. 


He opened the cabinet, and now I saw that inside it was really a refrigerator. He was pulling out a dish piled with skins of roast chickens, and a sealed plastic tub. 


The dogs did not jump up and down, as dogs usually do on seeing food. Instead they sat completely still, side by side, watching him obediently from the floor. Only the strings of drool that slid from their jaws down onto the floor showed their excitement. Some of the drool caught on the edges of the cones around their heads, and hung in half-circles, glittering. 


I looked around at the kitchen. At the white stone floor - which stretched in from the terrace outside - and all the carved mahogany cabinets, and the central island, topped with a great slab of marble. A large crystal chandelier hung low over this island. I sat myself on a stool beside it. ‘Now you are the king, you live in a palace,’ I noticed out loud.


H looked up from the opposite side of the island, where he was setting down the plastic tub, peeling back the lid. ‘Do you like it?’ he asked me. ‘It’s Rusa’s taste. She chose it.’


I swallowed my true opinion of this Hungarian-style vulgarity. ‘It’s very opulent,’ I said. 


‘You’ve certainly changed,’ said H. He took off his sunglasses and laid them down on the countertop. 


‘The dogs,’ I said, changing the subject, making a motion with my hand around my neck. ‘Why do they have these?’ 


He said something about a skin infection. How it itches. How they will tear themselves up with their teeth if they do not wear them. ‘Like how you’d tear a mosquito bite open with your fingernails - but worse,’ he said. He held a piece of chicken skin above the head of one of the dogs. Both of them were straining, anxious. H watched them closely, looking from one dog to the other. Then he turned to me and laughed, still holding the chicken skin in his fingers. ‘Why do they have this fear?’ he asked me. ‘It’s stupid, yes? As if they can’t see how much food there is - how there will be more than enough. Stupid creatures,’ he said fondly, turning back to the dogs, letting the chicken skin go with a snap into the waiting jaws of the first dog. The second dog made a strangled snarl of distress. 


‘They have to learn,’ said H, waiting a few moments longer before dropping a piece for the second dog. ‘There,’ he said. ‘Good boys!’ The dogs were wagging their tails. He was dropping more pieces of chicken skin for them, and then, when he was done with that, he was taking a couple of pieces of lamb from the tub and throwing this raw meat down on the floor. The dogs ran over to it.


‘This is a strange way to feed your dogs,’ I said, in the noise of the claws and the way the dogs were battering the sides of their protective headgear on the floor as they tried to pull the meat into their mouths.


‘It’s not natural for dogs to eat from bowls,’ said H. ‘They will begin to think they are people.’ He was washing his hands at the sink. 


I shrugged. ‘Your wife—’ I asked—‘where is she?’


‘That’s her there,’ said H, pointing to the pieces of meat on the floor that the dogs were devouring. ‘So maybe we can fuck after all. What will you drink?’


‘Coffee.’


‘Champagne will be better for you, right now.’


‘At this time?’ I looked at my watch. I knew better than to take out my cellphone in H’s company: so easy to listen through. It was nearly eight a.m. 


He said, ‘I’m opening a bottle of champagne. Here is my beautiful old girlfriend, who I haven’t seen for two years, and my wife - well, to tell the truth, she’s in Goa. What’s not to celebrate, eh?’


‘And your mistress?’ I asked. ‘Where’s she?’


‘Getting new breasts. Why all you women must do this.’ He sighed as he put the meat tub back into the fridge. ‘Not that I mind paying for it, and yours did suit you.’ When he turned around again, he was holding a bottle of champagne. ‘Well, they still do,’ he added. ‘But all the same, I don’t want to fuck you.’ He opened the bottle with a pop. He began to pour it. ‘Who knows what I might catch from Farkas Sovany?’ He lifted a glass and drank. 


‘I don’t have access to anything that would be useful for you,’ I said. ‘I am a designer.’ 


He watched me. Nothing at all in his face.


‘You sent Nikos,’ I said.


‘Maybe it appealed to my humour,’ he said, watching me.


I said, ‘You know I can’t stand him.’ 


‘But you have never told me why. Or why you ever worked with him, when you hated him, Margita?’ He seemed interested, for a second or two, by the thought that I might answer. Like he had been playing with me in order to make of me an entertainment, and then for a moment I had entertained him for real. Had seemed like a real person.


He told me I should drink. He picked up an artificial apple - glossy, red - from the crystal bowl on the counter-top. He rolled this apple between his hands and then he put it down again. 


‘It’s nice to see you again,’ I said. 


H pretended not to have heard me. ‘It’s nothing personal,’ he said. ‘It’s just business. And I didn’t start this shit. I was simply going about my business when your boyfriend charged in, trying to throw me off my own premises.’


I said, ‘I tried to talk him out of it.’


‘Did you?’ 


‘Yes.’ I took a drink. I said, ‘There’s a lot of money to be made from that land. It could be on your own terms completely, if you find somewhere else. You could dictate everything, to the letter and the figure.’


He nodded, and I imagined he was considering it. ‘You love him?’ he asked me.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He makes me feel safe.’


‘An illusion,’ said H. He carried on looking at me. It was a strange look, but I couldn’t tell what it held. It was possible that actually he still had some romantic feeling for me, and that he’d felt jealous when I answered him. Equally it was possible that he felt nothing of the sort, that this was simply a conversation which had in the end bored him. ‘He is not so clean as you think,’ said H, and his eyes were blank and hard again.


. ‘No-one with money is clean,’ I said. ‘It’s a question of whether the dirt is legal or not. Some dirt is cleaner than other dirt,’ I said.


‘Some dirt has shit in it,’ said H. 


‘Some dirt sticks to the silver,’ I said, ‘no matter how hard you clean it. Maybe it degrades the metal. Maybe that’s how it is.’ 


He looked angry.


‘If you don’t want to sell,’ I said, ‘- well. He just needs to know you’re serious. You can’t ask me to help you, though. You don’t have leverage, from knowing who I am. If you tell him who I am, it won’t help you - he’ll just drop me. If he gets rid of me, what difference will this make to his plans for Ada Huja? Nothing. And I can’t give you material to hurt him. I don’t have access to his computer or anything interesting.’ 


‘Very loyal of you,’ said H. 


I said, ‘What you need to do is really scare him. You should have one of your men fire at him and miss.’


His face stayed hard and blank but I could feel something in the room begin to soften.


I said. ‘Everyone loves money, but everyone loves their life above everything - even money. So, you need to make him fear for his life. He goes to Jhai Thai every Thursday at 5p.m. You can do it there. Frighten him. If your man surprises him while he’s having his massage, there will be no risk for anyone. He’s on his own in there -well, there is the masseur, but he is hardly a bodyguard - and he will of course not be armed.’


‘You really invite me to send someone to shoot your boyfriend?’ He was staring at me.


‘What were you going to suggest? I’m saying, shoot at him and miss,’ I said. ‘It will be safer in the long run. It will put this stupid business out of his head. There will be no more need for you and he to fight, then. It will all be over.’


‘I’m glad you’re not my girlfriend, Dragana Savic - you’re ruthless,’ he said, and went on looking at me. 


‘It will be better for both of you,’ I said.


‘You mean it will keep me away from you,’ he said. 


I protested to him. 


He ignored me. He said, ‘Maybe you don’t know men, if you think Farkas will give up on this so easily.’ 


I also took an imitation apple from the bowl. It even had the weight of a real apple: not lightweight nor too heavy. ‘I didn’t like the blackmail act at work,’ I said. ‘Please don’t do that again.’


H looked at me very evenly. He took the apple from my hand, and rubbed it on his shirt to polish it. ‘There is no act,’ he said. He was watching me. Again the curtain had come down, again I could not see what he was thinking. There was just silence all around us. 


It made me nervous. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Well, never again send Nikos.’ I pushed my glass away across the marble. Some champagne sloshed out. 


H held out the imitation apple to me, offering it back, even shinier now, even more perfect. ‘Do you eat apples, these days?’ he asked. ‘I know they are not the fashion. The fashion among women these days is to eat berries. Perhaps so you can all pretend to be dainty birds instead of apes. More feminine, to eat a fruit with only the mouth. To pretend you have no need for clever hands.’ He laughed. He was still holding the apple, and I thought he was going to return the apple to the crystal bowl, where the other ornamental fruits were sitting, but instead he pulled a knife from a drawer. 


He sliced the apple in half and only now I saw that it was real. 


‘I knew you would not like that,’ he said, in a different voice. Talking about Nikos, sounding almost apologetic. Slicing the apple again. He cut out the pieces of core with little flicks of the knife, so quickly. ‘You have never liked him.’ Prodding at me. ‘Even though you were working together.’ 


I watched him bite into one quarter and then chew. 


‘I don’t have access to the kind of information that might be useful to you,’ I said. My voice tailed off. It was like I was just making noise to fill the silence, and nothing I said could be big enough to really do it. 


H pushed the other pieces of the apple toward me. I shook my head. 


‘I’ll call you a cab to the subway,’ he said, standing up. 


I knew it meant, peace. He was saying that he knew I couldn’t be seen with him: that he understood why I hadn’t brought my car. He wasn’t going to pretend, any more. 


I thanked him. I thought, everything is going to be okay. He would do the fake hit like I said - then Farkas would be scared off and we can all go back to normal. I will live in the new world with Farkas, and get married there, and have my children. We will stop disturbing the creatures of this old world I can not live in. 
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H began his offensive differently to the method I’d recommended, however. It was a few mornings later, and I’d driven in to the office alone. I was in the foyer, waiting for the elevator, when Farkas walked across the concourse holding a newspaper. His anger was rolling out from him, like something electric. He made me read the story in the elevator.


The article was about how the proposed development of Ada Huja called ‘Equinox Village’, the latest venture from Sovany Sutrasnjica, required new sewage works to be built. Instead of locating the sewage works in Ada Huja, Sovany Sutrasnjica would locate them in an undeveloped site it currently held in Senjak. Because Senjak was such a historical neighbourhood, multi-storey apartment developments were not possible there. Yet a small low-rise sewage works could be comfortably accommodated behind the walls of Sovany Sutrasnjica’s property, and no special planning consents would be required. Soon the shit would be piped all that way from Ada Huja to Senjak where it would scent the very air under the city governors’ noses, for they all had their houses there. There was a printed reproduction in the newspaper of the supposed plan. Underneath the image, it said: ‘The stink of Ada Huja to arrive in Senjak’.


‘It’s just a silly joke,’ I said, handing back the newspaper to Farkas. ‘No-one will believe it.’ 


‘It isn’t funny,’ said Farkas.


‘But can’t we laugh anyway?’ I asked. ‘How else do you survive a joke?’ 


He said nothing. 


‘By tomorrow, it will be over,’ I said. 


Farkas said it should never have been permitted. 


‘This paper is an old socialist piece of shit. No-one cares what they write.’ 


He looked at me with his blue eyes, his face like a curtain. Then he said, ‘Viktor is telling me to take it off the table for now.’ He seemed to think I was judging him for this, the way he looked at me as he told it. 


I smiled at him. In my eyes, I said, Then that is what is for the best. 


Farkas nodded, and gave me a kiss on my forehead. 


The weeks and months that followed were bliss. No more mention of Equinox Village, of H, of Ada Huja - none of it. 


Instead, Farkas had thrown himself into a development on the site of the old maternity hospital, the Narodni Front, in the middle of the city. We’d strip out the old bit of the building, and use it as the centrepiece of some new apartments. 


The facility was relocating to a state-of-the-art clinic on the outskirts, which the company was also constructing.


So much money was tied up in the two projects, that I thought even if we wanted to, it would be hard surely, to also start developing Ada Huja now. The more meetings we had with the healthcare officials, the better. When I walked through the dingy rooms of the old hospital, to get a feel for the space, I even remembered the woman I had once been, here, and smiled. I was so far ahead of all that pain, you know. 


The only fly in the ointment was the continued lack of interest from Farkas in proposing to me. Every month I knew my body ran out of a little more time. 


But here Iva was my ally. She was tactful to me and did not refer to marriage directly - at the same time, she told Farkas how several men were crazy with envy that I was taken. ‘Of course,’ said Farkas. ‘Of course, I am lucky. I know this.’ He seemed distracted, but I liked the kindness from which she had done this. 


So - when I dropped into the villa when Farkas was out, on a Saturday morning, and Iva was there, with her back to me, on the balcony of the dining room, I began to walk towards the open balcony doors without suspicion. She was on the phone, talking. She was in one of her Chanel-style business suits, even though it was Saturday. Beyond, the trees were all in bud against the pale blue sky. 


She had not heard me approaching, and I was still inside the dining room. A prickling spread across my skin. I must have heard her tone when she used Farkas’s name. I could smell the polish on the dining table, I could see every speck of dust around me. I saw her high-heel, standing on the paving of the balcony. 


Some words drifted clearly through the open doorway. ‘I need a bit more from you,’ she was saying. 


And then she said, ‘Too well, Farkas.’ 


Then she glanced around. I smiled, and began walking towards her again. 


‘Oh, hello!’ she said to me. ‘Dragana is here!’ she said, in a different voice to that private one she used with him before, and ended the call. 


‘Why are you sitting out here?’ I asked, and kissed her cheeks. I meant, why was she here at all, when Farkas was out. Her clothes must have been her clothes from work, the day before - she’d stayed the night.


‘I’m enjoying the view,’ she said. ‘So lovely. But I must be off, now.’ She hugged me and I was drenched in her perfume of lilies. 





I made the mistake of talking about this to Farkas, on the way to a reception at the Stenovs’ house that evening. 


He turned on me. ‘Why shouldn’t she stay the night? We were working late. Or do you mean you think she and I are sleeping together? How ridiculous!’


I didn’t know what to say next. In the end I said, ‘Of course, I’m not jealous.’ 


He was annoyed. ‘I like Iva, a lot. I got her her job. I’m helping her - we’re helping each other. But I do not need to explain myself to you, Dragana.’ He stepped out of the car. 


I followed him.


He put his hand at my back, and propelled me towards the entrance. Little lights were strung up around the main steps, and one of the Stenovs’ children was visible inside the hallway. 


‘I hope you’re not going to be like this from now on,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’ 


Inside, he laughed with other guests. I went away by myself, not feeling sociable. ‘Everyone is in the garden,’ said the Stenovs’ daughter. A waiter handed me a drink. I went out, on to the back terrace. 


I saw high-up politicians: the Deputy Prime Minister was there. 


Further beyond, I saw Iva, talking with the men who were City Governors, beside a water feature. She was teasing them. She leaned back, with a hand on the rim of the stonework and her back was arched towards them. Her jersey dress draped itself against the front of her chest, her stomach and hips. She was enjoying the attention. Markos stood to one side, with his back to her. 


I was being silly. 


I’d lost my head, just because it was almost eighteen months we had been together, and Farkas had not mentioned our future. There had been the trip to Budapest. Everything was resolved with Ada Huja, and Stenov now respected me, so what was stopping him? 





I was careful to be a better friend with Iva than I normally was - . 


Farkas noticed: certainly, he forgave me. 


He even asked me to come with him on a business trip - a long weekend. I’d meet his new business partner, a farmer called Tomas, and we’d stay in his romantic farmhouse, where he’d invited us. The business Farkas was going to help this farmer with was a tomato farming project. The aim was not to grow tomatoes. It was to gather money from the government for the growing of tomatoes, hence Farkas’s involvement. 





The farmhouse was beautiful: old, stone, with yellow roses tumbling all over its front, glowing in the warm sun. And there was Tomas, the farmer, walking out to meet us. He took all our bags, and led us in to the house. 


Inside, the house was dark and strange. Nothing like you’d imagine, looking from outside: a sad atmosphere. 


We all went out, almost at once, to look at the site for the poly-tunnels. Standing in the field, Tomas pointed at where the irrigation pipes would pretend to go, coming from the river. Pointing with his hands at different parts of his farm. ‘And the poly-tunnels, they will be right here. Just where we are standing, now.’ 


‘Good,’ said Farkas. He took some photos on his cellphone. He would organise the technical drawings, and all the paperwork for the fake irrigation - expensive - and the real poly-tunnels - very cheap. Despite the business being in Tomas’s name, Farkas was organising everything. For Tomas, it was free money. 


The government would send someone to check on the farm. But this was no problem: you only need an amenable official, and Farkas had most of the useful ones in his phone. 





Farkas told Tomas that we were taking him out for dinner, and we all got in the Lexus, with Tomas sat in the back. It was like a joke, that he was our child. We laughed a lot. Dinner, we shared a platter of lamb in a bistro that was cheap but good; roast potatoes; red wine. The men ate most of it. A good meal, one where I felt really happy, and Farkas did, too. He caught my eye, once or twice, and truly smiled. 


But the farmhouse was awful: as if it did not want any longer to exist. ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’ I asked Farkas, as I sat down on the bed in our room that night. 


He burst out laughing. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘It’s not how I imagined, when he showed me the photo.’


‘It’s horrible,’ I said, laughing as well. ‘It feels like it can hear us. Look! Look at that wallpaper, flapping like ears.’ It was not only the peeling wallpaper that listened. So did the old tasselled light-shade. So did the mirror on the dressing table, tilting at a wrong angle, so it was only reflecting the surface of the furniture. Trying not to look at us. The curtains hung in dark velour strips, down to the unhappy floor. 


We ate breakfast outside, on white plastic furniture.


Tomas began to get emotional, thanking Farkas for what he was doing, telling him again what a difference this money will make to him.


It felt like we were really benevolent, you know? That the money was ours and we were giving it.


Farkas nodded, but he looked a little bit impatient - he never liked this kind of sentimental thing, from other people. His own sentiments were the ones that interested him. 


‘You might even be able to buy some new curtains, Tomas,’ I said.


Tomas grinned. ‘Yes, maybe it’s time,’ he said. He chuckled. 


Farkas looked at me, in the car, as we left. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘You’ve been very nice about staying in that shithole. I appreciate it.’ He talked more like this. ‘I’ll make it up to you,’ he said. He glanced over at me, with a look that was filled with warmth, affection. But also with something else. Something new, and more complex. Like he was beginning to trust that my heart was good. That it was not just pleasurable but right to love me. 

























FARKAS GOES COLD ON HER





I TRIED TO be unavailable to Farkas, the following weekend. I’d just got in from the supermarket on Friday, after the gym, when Jana rang, inviting me to come to a party. ‘It will be fantastic,’ she said, ‘with some great DJ.’ 


Farkas did not seem to have noticed my being unavailable. I kept checking my cellphone. 


I was not in the mood for a party. At the same time, I couldn’t keep myself alone and indoors all evening, or I’d go crazy thinking about whether he was finally going to propose soon. I decided to go out to the bookshop-cafe on the corner. Somewhere quiet, open until midnight. I could sit there and pass the time, being unavailable. 


The night was warm and still. I was walking through air that had been in and out of other lungs. I was breathing other lives. But I felt a sense of calm: like I was approaching my destiny.


I sat at a table near the window, and read. And then I noticed the man, through the black window, in the night. A man on the other side of the street, watching me. As I looked, he turned his back to me, and I could not be sure if he’d been watching me or not. 


He was looking at his phone. 


Saturday, Jana texted, asking me to come to the beach with her. 


I went out to meet her, late in the afternoon, at the quay in Zemun. She was wearing huge sunglasses, a huge stripy hat. She had a very bad hangover - well, she was sort of still on her night out - so she was taking some valium when I saw her. ‘Ah, the hermit.’ She laughed at me, putting the pill packet back in her huge bag. She squeezed my hand. ‘No hugs. You might break me.’ 


We got into the boat and waited for it to leave. It was rocking, gently, and the reflections in the water made big loops of green and blue and silver. The sky and the city, broken up and flowing around each other. She was holding her stomach. I looked away, because I also felt sick. 


‘Ah,’ she said, when the boat was heading out across the water, and the breeze gathered around our faces. ‘That’s nice.’ We did not say anything else until we got to the island. 


We spread our towels out under a parasol at the top of the beach, near the trees. She’d brought small bottles of coke. 


I sat up, to drink mine. I was looking down the beach, at the river. 


‘Some paparazzi,’ she said.


‘Sorry?’


She said, ‘That man you’re checking out. He was looking at us on the boat, as well.’


I followed her pointing hand, and I saw him: a man of unexceptional height and weight, sitting on a towel not too far from us, looking out towards the water. ‘He took a picture of us with his phone when we put our towels down,’ Jana said. ‘He thinks we don’t notice him, but I think he’s following us.’ 


‘What?’ I asked, and I knew my voice was full of dread. 


She turned her face towards me. I couldn’t make out her expression behind the sunglasses. ‘What have you got to hide?’ she asked. 


‘Nothing,’ I said.


‘Maybe he’s a private detective, Dragana,’ she whispered. ‘Maybe Farkas has put someone on you. Have you been cheating on poor Farkas?’ 


I stared at her, and looked over at the man again. He was wearing red swimming trunks, too small, and a yellow beach shirt. He did not look like a detective. 


She started laughing, and ended up coughing, and saying how she was only having fun. Not being serious. ‘You take life too seriously,’ she told me. 


‘But he was following us?’ 


‘Yes, yes. He took a picture of us. But he’s not an important person,’ she said. ‘Look at him. He’s only a pervert. See - he’s checking out those girls in the water, thinking no-one can notice because of his sunglasses.’


She settled herself. Soon her breathing changed, and I realised she was asleep. 


The man got up to leave. I watched him walk down towards the water, and after a while, wander back up along the foot of the beach. He was heading towards a cafe-bar close to the quay. He wasn’t looking towards us once.


He had probably overheard us. 


I felt stupid. I laid back down.


It was still hot, even this late in the day. But I could not slip into sleep. I didn’t believe, any more, in the pleasantness of the shadows of the trees, of their branches and leaves, their coolness dancing over the heat of my skin. Everything was adrift. 
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Farkas avoided me at work the following week. And then he did suddenly want to see me, that Friday evening. But not in a way I expected. He turned up at my apartment, took the lift: walked through the elevator doors towards me, veering sideways before he reached me.


He was strange and angry, but vulnerable as well. He walked around and then stopped. He faced me as if I was something he did not want to look at. I was staring at him.


‘You should have told me,’ he said. ‘You should have told me about your little visit to H.’


I felt a slice of shock. But I had not already been put out of the apartment: which meant, he didn’t know that much. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I wanted to do something, to help, Farkas.’


‘Help?’ he said, incensed. 


I said, I had been stupid. I said, I’d thought I could find a woman’s way of talking to this man - that I could help achieve some kind of understanding. A compromise. 


Farkas didn’t say anything. He looked at me, hard, and then he picked up something from my side table. He examined it and put it back down. Eventually, he said, ‘You went to see him behind my back.’ 


‘Yes,’ I said. 


‘And this man, this man Nikos - he took you there? That’s what he says.’ 


My heart went cold. ‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘When I decided on this plan of mine, I spoke to Jana’s drug-dealer - to try and get a contact to take me to H - and her drug-dealer, he suggested I get in touch with Nikos.’ 


He said, ‘You don’t know the kinds of people these are, Dragana. This is not a game! This is not one of your TV shows, okay?’


‘It was frightening, when I got there. I knew I had made a mistake, at once. I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I should have told you about it, but I was ashamed to have gone there. I felt stupid, for doing it.’ 


‘This Nikos had other things to say about you - crazy suggestions!’ 


‘Really?’ Careful - I was being so careful. 


‘He said you weren’t who you are. That you are someone else - really a woman named Margita Berberic.’ 


If Farkas believed it, then he wouldn’t be here. I smiled with plenty of incomprehension. ‘What?’ I asked.


I saw Farkas beginning to relax, for the first time since he’d come in to the apartment. He was still standing at the other end of the living room from me. He said, he knew it was ridiculous. But after the news of my visiting H, he hadn’t known what he should think about anything. ‘This last week has been a sort of hell,’ he said to me. His face wavered. He had sent an investigator, he said, looking for Margita Berberic’s birth records, in a place called Sukosan in Croatia. But no such things existed, and no-one had heard of such a family in that location. ‘Not a real person, it turns out,’ he said. ‘But also, neither are you. We couldn’t find a birth certificate for you, Dragana.’


‘No, I don’t have one,’ I said. ‘I used to. When I lost it, a few years ago, and tried to get a replacement, they told me my birth wasn’t in the register. I need to fix it.’ 


He walked over to the painting of the flowers on my wall.


I was imagining the investigator. I was seeing a man over the road from me at the bookshop. Walking away, on the beach. 


I thought that was him - that Farkas had had me followed, while also getting my records checked. 


Although, it could have been one of your men, couldn’t it? I don’t think it matters, now. 


‘You like it, this way?’ Farkas was touching the painting. He was looking at the damaged blooms. ‘These half-dead things?’ 


‘In a picture,’ I said. ‘Not in real life.’ 


He smiled, and turned around. 


He came towards me and took my face in his hands, in a way that was nearly painful. He was holding me so still. 


I couldn’t move. I looked up at him, not letting the worry show in my eyes. 


‘You are real, aren’t you?’ he asked me. 


I raised my eyebrows. ‘You must let go of me,’ I said. ‘Yes.’ 


He took away his hands, and I stepped back. He held his arms out sideways a bit. They weren’t touching his body. It was as if he wanted to pretend they weren’t his, that they hadn’t done this - trapped me like that. ‘If you ever go to his house -’ he began.


‘I won’t,’ I said. ‘I will never have anything to do with H again.’


‘Because if you do, it will all be -


I said, ‘I won’t. Farkas. I won’t.’ I meant it. Why would I risk losing everything?


‘Iva said I was a fool to listen to that creature.’ 


‘Iva was right.’ I laughed, and went to get us drinks.


Spending that night with him in my apartment, I took care not to be too careful: he couldn’t think I was on special behaviour. I needed him to see I was being natural. So I allowed myself to sometimes be irritated. I didn’t always look at him when I was speaking but just was as if all is normal. Only when we slept together, I took care to be more loving. 


I was relieved when, afterwards, I heard him breathe heavily, sleeping. I was too nervous to go on lying beside him. 


I waited a few minutes, and then I got up. 


I put on my bath-robe. I quietly slid open the doors to the terrace, and stood out there. I smoked a cigarette and looked out at the domes in the moonlight; the river mist. The city gleamed in the night, beyond and below me. When I flicked ash, it drifted out on a breeze, vanishing. 


I’d won him back. I needed this - to keep him. Not just for the life he was giving me. But also, because I loved him. 


My old past was undisturbed. All the things in my childhood, my youth - these did not even touch me. What I cared about was the future. I could be better, with him, than I had ever been: a better person. Stronger. 


I had begun meeting Iva every Wednesday for lunch at the cafe of the Hotel Moskva. You know this, of course - how I always like to sit at the same table. I always like to sit on the side of this that gives the best view of the room, my back to the wall. This way, no-one can walk up behind me. A man always gives the woman this seat. With female friends, it’s different: you need to fight for it. So every Wednesday, I’d walk in to the cafe ten minutes early. You knew this as well.


I was making my way across the room to my usual seat. I didn’t notice you sitting at the next table to mine. 


I was sitting in the familiar hush of that beautiful, high-ceilinged room, being attended to. Ordering my mineral water. Looking at my cellphone, and putting it away. 


I accepted my water from the waiter. When he’d gone, you leaned across from the neighbouring table, and I noticed you. You said, ‘Excuse me, do you speak English?’ 


I looked at you. The guidebook, the pot of tea. The authentic-looking smile. You smiled with your eyes - brilliant, Charlotte. Already you were explaining about the reason you were here, how you were a travel writer for a British newspaper. That you had come here to write about Belgrade. All the best places to visit. The best restaurants, the best bars and nightclubs, the best sights to see. 


You were flattering me, by asking me for help. I was writing down the names of my favourite restaurants for you. You were telling me a little tale of something that happened in your hotel. I smiled - I was taken in by it, enjoying all of it, all that play you made for me. I didn’t see beneath it.


‘Charlotte Bayer,’ you said, holding your hand out for me to shake it. 


I said it was odd, that was a German name, and you explained how ‘Bayer’ is also the name of a town on the border between England and Scotland. How your family are from that place. Who knows if that is real? 


You told me you’d lived in that border countryside of northern England, when you were younger. How you then had moved to the city of London when you were eighteen. It must have been a five-minute conversation, but by the end of it I was starting to know you. I trusted you and I liked you. 


You were going to be going to the museum. ‘I’m meeting the director there in half an hour,’ you said. ‘He’s going to show me some exhibits that aren’t normally on view.’ You looked down at the list of restaurants I’d written for you. You said, ‘This is great, this list. But - I wonder - do you think you can tell me other places, as well? Places - not restaurants, or bars - but places that you think visitors don’t know about? You know, the real Belgrade?’ 


It felt like my idea completely. 


I was putting my number into your phone, eight minutes after meeting you. I was saying I was free the next evening. I could show you lots of interesting places for your article on Belgrade. I looked forward to it. 


Tomorrow, you were booked to eat at a restaurant in Skadarlija, you explained. You invited me to be your guest. 


I watched you leave.


Iva came in, and we ordered our lunch. 


I listened to her talk, entertainingly, about an intrigue involving Jana and her tennis coaching business. I laughed, and threw in my own commentary on this. 


A plate of salad, light and green. Bubbling water on my tongue. Nothing to fear. 





Farkas was pleased to hear about you. He’d heard of your newspaper. He told me I must take you to see Sovany Sutrašnjica’s new apartment complex, the one with holiday lets. I refused this. I said, ‘She doesn’t want to see that. She wants places visitors can go to.’ 


He asked me then where I was taking you. 


I said, ‘She wants me to go with her to Skadarlija tomorrow evening.’


He pulled a face which expressed boredom. ‘Take her somewhere better,’ he said. ‘Not that touristic bullshit.’ 


But it was Skadarlija we did go to, as you wished. I took you through the narrow cobbled lanes, among the restaurants and shops with their vulgar red and pink and yellow flowers. We sat at the nice outdoor restaurant table. 


The Bohemian Quarter, in your guidebook. Long ago, the home of poets, writers, artists. You saw the artists who sell their work there, these days. They drive in, early in the morning, from small apartments in the old Socialist high-rise blocks, and they all paint pictures of landscapes where the sun must always be rising or setting, and portraits of beautiful peasant girls with blouses half-undone and red lips. The colours are bright and the size of the canvas is set to fit in a tourist’s suitcase. This is the art for sale on the tables in the streets of Skadarlija these days. 


‘Please - don’t write about this place,’ I said. ‘It’s embarrassing. It is a little bit picturesque, but it isn’t city life, it isn’t the city today. Just where the Slovenian stag parties come. I will show you better places.’ I promised you that. I said, ‘This weekend, I’ll show you the “real Belgrade”.’ 


‘Isn’t this part of it?’ you asked. 


I said, ‘No. It’s fake.’


‘I think the real city is faking it,’ you said. And then you spoke about how the way a city fakes itself can tell a writer so much about the reality of that place. I was interested, I admit. I smiled down sideways at my elbow in the shade of the place where we were sitting, so you could not see my eyes while I listened. How clever I thought I was, in the shade of that flimsy canopy, in the evening sun, behind a barricade of bright geraniums, wearing a lightweight skirt and a silk tank. I was comfortable, and I was invisible. When you are both these things, it’s easy to believe you’re better than the people who go around showing themselves. 


You said, the city gives the world the version of itself that the world wants to see, and then despises the world for believing it. Not because the world is stupid to fall for the fake impression, but because everyone wants to be loved for what they really are and not what they pretend to be. 


Even a city feels this. 


You said this means there is always a kind of violence in the myth-making, and how the violence goes two ways - towards the world, and towards the city itself. Because it is stopping itself from being known. Because, in doing that, it is stopping itself from being loved. 


We sat there much longer than intended. I promised to take you to the Sunday morning flea market in Zemun. I said, ‘It’s not my sort of place, but I have a friend who likes it.’ I said, ‘It amazes me, what people bring. They will sell you everything. Coffee grinders and old photographs. An album of stamps. Sometimes you can get something good, there. But a lot is quite disgusting.’ All the used skins of people’s lives. ‘It makes me think of lizards, when I visit,’ I said. ‘A million lizards, and these are their dead scales.’ I said, ‘Life is a mess.’ I’d said more than I meant to: you made me forget myself. 


Then you were telling me, already, about another place you’d like to see. You’d read about it: the old war memorial, on the hill by the ruined monastery, out at Kosmaj. Could I accompany you there, perhaps on Saturday morning? Then on Sunday, we could visit the flea market. Your flight was Sunday night, you said. 


I’d agreed to spend Saturday with Jana, shopping in the city centre. But I said, ‘Of course.’ You made me feel something unusual. I didn’t know what it was. Just that something in me wanted more of you, more of the kinds of things you said to me. ‘That’s an unusual choice - Kosmaj. But it’s interesting,’ I said. 


Something kept tugging me, pulling me forwards. I felt that I was meant to be your friend: that we would be friends always. I had no idea what you were doing. 


I took you via the park at Kalamegdan, for a drink on a riverboat club, that evening. We watched people dance. We talked. And all the time, you were really doing just what I’d done to the men, my hundreds of abandoned boyfriends. Except you knew you’d have to tell me what it was you wanted, at the end. You’d have to reveal who you were, to do this. Break the illusion. You were looking out across the boat rail at the river in the night, so relaxed, so easy. Asking me questions about the river and telling me stories about places you’d been, when all along you knew you’d be unveiling yourself to me. 













Next day - Friday evening after work - I drove across the bridge to Novi Beograd. I pulled into the car park of my gym, the Hyatt Regency. I preferred this to the gym in the apartment block: it had more machines.


The pool had a couple of other women in it. But they were only standing in the water, talking in one corner. I ignored them and began to do my lengths. Ten. Twenty.


Sometimes when I swim, I see the shape of something terrible - a blackness that intends to own me. It’s at the edge of my breath. 


This evening, I saw it there, as I went gliding, underwater, through the pool. 


I go swimming so often, because it is the only place I see it, so it is the place where I battle it and win. Kill it before it kills me. I go there for the way I feel when I push myself up through the surface, and am here. 


Here. In the turquoise swimming pool, with the palms and the wooden loungers and neatly stacked white towels. Here, where I am alone, and strong. 


The blackness vanishes in the world around me.


But this evening, when I broke through the water, I was not alone, and the blackness stood by the edge of the pool. Farkas, in a dark suit. Standing with his hands in his pockets, watching me. 


It startled me for a second.


‘I like watching you swim,’ he said. The women at the end of the pool had gone. ‘You are like an arrow, in that water,’ he said. He seemed to want to say something else. He was containing some sort of strange energy - as if he were more alive than before. 


I was standing in the pool, looking up at him. 


He said, ‘Anyway, I came to tell you we’re meeting Viktor and Rita for dinner this evening, at half past eight.’ 


I agreed to meet them all at the restaurant. I watched him leave. He was hiding something, but it looked like something good. So I did not worry, as I drove back, and then dressed.


I put on my red Balenciaga dress: tight, so my body was like a sword in a sheath; and some gold and pearl earrings Farkas got me. 


Our dinner was booked in Aero. That’s one of the places I wrote in that list for you. Old, baroque walls in cream and gold. Farkas sat alone, at one of the best tables.


I saw as I walked towards him, how his whole expression changed as he saw me. How his eyes filled up with affection and desire. He stood up and kissed me. He asked me, now, how my day was. I told him about meeting you last night, and taking you to see the park at Kalamegdan. 


He played with my fingers on the tablecloth. He was still so much brighter than usual. Buoyed up, invincible. 


I asked him if we were here to celebrate something, but he only smiled and said he’d wait until Viktor was here before telling me. I didn’t like that - it reminded me of that morning meeting, when I’d found out his plans for Ada Huja. I tried not to be nervous.


The Stenovs arrived, and we stood to meet them. 


Once we’d all sat down again, Viktor said he’d heard I was doing great things for Farkas’s business. His eyes looked warm and friendly, this time. I didn’t believe them, but I was warm and friendly in return. I even made a joke. 


We gave our order. 


Farkas sat back and said, ‘Wait until you see what she does with Equinox Village. Ada Huja will not know what’s hit it.’


He glanced at me with a smile. 


I changed my expression, too late. I knew he’d seen the shock on my face.


He said, ‘Aren’t you pleased?’


‘I’m confused,’ I said. 


I noticed him watching me in a curious and assessing way again, how he used to, before last week, before I became a serious proposition. Before he made that decision of his, to trust me.


Everything seemed to be sliding. 


The waiter set a huge platter on the table. There was a lobster; a trail of oysters. The waiter began putting some of the lobster on our plates for us. Their voices were too loud - Viktor and Rita, talking. And the shine on the oysters - it was merging with the lamplight, and their noisy talking. My red dress felt as if it was vibrating, with my heartbeat. 


Rita was talking about the mess that was in Ada Huja currently. ‘And all the criminal activity,’ she said, when she’d finished about gypsies. She took another drink of wine. ‘Really, I’m glad you have all decided that it’s time to stand up to him.’ 


‘But tell us,’ said Viktor, putting a tiny fork into an oyster, ‘what’s the occasion, this evening?’ 


Farkas seemed to glow again with life. ‘I had an interesting experience today,’ he said. 


I had to look at him: it was the tone of his voice that made me. He was enjoying knowing what he was about to tell us. 


He wiped his lips with a napkin. ‘You know I like to take my massage at Jhai Thai,’ he said. 


I felt the dread spread through my body. 


‘Today, I went there as usual. I was lying down,’ he said. ‘Having my massage. What happened? A man with a gun burst into the room!’


Rita made an exclamation of horror. I murmured horror too. 


Farkas smiled, and said, ‘I have not yet got to the extraordinary part. The extraordinary part is that this gunman burst into the room in which I was having my massage - a room in which I was lying on my front, perhaps two metres from the door - fired his gun at me, and missed! A hit-man who can’t shoot straight. A hit-man who can’t hit a man of my stature lying completely still at a distance of two metres. Three metres maximum! After he missed,’ says Farkas, ‘do you know what he did?’


I made some noise. I was reaching my hand across the table to touch his. Like - I’m overcome by my emotions, and I can’t help it. 


But Farkas continued. He squeezed my hand and gave it back. He said, ‘After the gunman missed, he left. He just walked back out of the door. Extraordinary,’ said Farkas. ‘Extraordinary.’


Viktor laughed. ‘He didn’t take a second shot!’ 


‘Well, he was frightened off,’ I said. ‘Thankfully.’ 


The men regarded me with good-humoured tolerance. ‘No,’ said Viktor. ‘His orders were to give Farkas a fright and not to hurt him. Otherwise, he would have shot him in the head.’ He sat back in his seat. ‘This is excellent,’ he said.


And Rita looked relieved, and fascinated. ‘But why?’ Leaning in. 


Farkas gestured to the waiter by our table: he wanted a few more oysters to be put on his plate. He said, ‘Because H knows who really has the power in our city. It is me - and your husband.’ 


They talked about H in such terms, in this public place. With a waiter actually hovering behind us, and our neighbouring tables filled with interested people, attracted by the general noise, the exclamations. 


I felt myself sweat, and the room turn thin. I laughed along with some joke they were making about him. 


I went to bed with Farkas that night, and still I was feeling like everything might fall apart. 


We made love again, and I had to pretend I was all right.


Farkas asked me, as we lay in his huge bed afterwards, why I wasn’t pleased, at dinner, when he’d mentioned Equinox Village. I knew, despite the casual tone, that he was very intently listening. 


‘I am pleased,’ I said. ‘But maybe I was surprised you hadn’t mentioned it already to me, when you came to me at the pool. Maybe that hurt my feelings. I was just being silly.’ 


He smiled at me. ‘Dear Dragana,’ he said. He took another pull on his Turkish cigarette. ‘You’re too sweet.’ He touched my cheek. After his smoke, he turned out the lamp, and pulled me in to lie close to him. His arm was wrapped around my ribs. Warm and comforting. I felt him kissing my hair, and then he stopped, and started snoring. 


I tried to tell myself, things would turn out fine. 


I closed my eyes, in the darkness, and tried to sleep. 







TAPE 30





As arranged, the next morning, I went to meet you at your hotel. I believed your story about needing to make the trip to Kosmaj in your hire car, for the article. This was why you said it was better if I were your passenger, and we didn’t take my Audi. 


In the hotel lobby, you were ready and waiting for me. You looked so British, in your grey T-shirt and your canvas trousers and hiking shoes. Sunglasses pushing back your neat hair. On the floor next to you, a small backpack. 


And then, on that drive out to Kosmaj, you began telling me things that were personal to your life. It was as if our talk was picking up from where our tipsy night had left off on Thursday - walking back from the boat at 1a.m., past the lights of the kebab shops - like the time between had not passed. Like we were not now sober, driving through a hot summer’s morning. 


You were talking a lot more to me about your relationship with Jennifer, after only mentioning her, before. You said how good it was these days, in the UK. ‘In the 90s,’ you said, ‘life was different. I was assaulted for being gay. Nothing serious,’ you said, ‘a beer can, thrown at me when I was out with my first girlfriend. But it was pretty scary. And people used to shout things.’ 


Nothing can have been an accident. Not when you were so clever about how I met you. Not when you made such nice speeches in Skadarlija. You were making me feel sympathy with you, and feel glad you wanted to share such things with me.


As we walked up to the Partisan memorial, you asked me questions about that older war. You started talking about how your country and mine were on the same side back then, against the Nazis, ‘fighting evil’. You said, ‘It’s so important, to be able to work together like that, when we need to, isn’t it?’


I agreed.


We stood back and looked up at the huge structure, the massive concrete star. There was the sound of children running up the path through the trees, towards us. I turned to look, and when I looked back, you were disappearing.


Leading me along another path, in to the woods. 


Waiting for me, in among the trees. ‘What do you think about the civil war - in the 90s, Dragana?’ 


I said how it’s better to think about the future than the past. 


You asked, ‘How can you have one without the other?’ You were walking ahead of me again. 


I didn’t answer, and neither of us could see each other’s face. 


You didn’t say anything else, on the path that went down the hill. Small mentions of a bird you saw - that was all. 


We came to the ruins of the monastery. You walked on, through what was once a doorway, and is now an empty arch. Now, inside that building, there is long grass, and the walls are open to the sky. 


You pushed your sunglasses up on your head again, even though the sun was in your face - I began to realise, then. You were waiting, near the solitary cross that stood in what was overgrown. 


It came to me too late. That you wanted something particular from me.


I asked you what this was all about.


And you said, ‘I know about Jasmina. About her family. And yours. I know who you are.’ 


It took the breath from my stomach. You might as well have said, I’m fate, and I have found you. But you were just a woman with a plain haircut. ‘I’m looking for your father,’ you explained. ‘I hope you can understand.’ Your eyes so kind. ‘I hope you might help us bring him to justice, Mira.’ And all about who you really worked for, and why. Talking to make me feel comfortable, I suppose. Supplying me with all this information. 


All I could think of was how well you’d planned this whole business. And how stupid I’d been. All the time you were giving me sympathy, now, I knew what you were at. 


Anger and shame. This prickling across my skin. 


‘It bothers you. That I’ve lied.’ You were watching me. 


As if it could have been a different way. 


Then your excuse. ‘I needed to get to know you, before talking to you like this.’ And your big speech. The one about justice, hope, and deciding to do what is right. ‘Not for you. But for Jasmina. She was your friend, wasn’t she? You were close to her, I think. Best friends.’ 


So ridiculous. Because you’d read some notes, you thought you knew what had gone on. You thought you could walk into my life and ask me to hand over my father. Oh yes, I could help find him, I discovered. It was H’s organisation that had moved him into a hiding place, six years ago. You had found that out and now you told me. H moved people, didn’t he? You reminded me. 


You said, ‘I know you ran away from home, after what your father did. I know how distressed you were. I know you came here and then you assumed different names. Who can blame you?’ You paused. ‘I know you were H’s girlfriend for a long time.’ As if this was the thing for which I needed forgiveness. 


You told me H was ‘very fond’ of me. That you were sure I could get him to tell me where my dad was hiding. If I wanted. That all I had to do, was ask him, and explain. ‘He doesn’t know who you are. He only knows you as Margita. If you tell him, then he’ll understand. I think he’ll tell you how to see your father. All you need, is to find out where he is.’ 


You thought you knew everything. All these brilliant suggestions.


Except, Charlotte - you didn’t mention Tuzla. You didn’t know anything that took place there, or how it was that I came to be here. Not really.


You thought I was innocent of what took place in my village, and you thought I needed to be forgiven for having changed my name. Why? Because it had inconvenienced you - made it hard to find me? 


You had no idea about any of it. 


‘You don’t need to see your father.’ You said I only needed to pretend to H that I wanted to see him. Then I’d get the address. 


You mistook my silence for something else. You squeezed my shoulder, and said, ‘Be brave. Be brave, Mira. Jasmina needs you to do this.’ You said, I could make it right. ‘Be on the right side of history, this time.’ 


As if there is a right side, and a wrong side. All there is, is a narrow beam of artificial light that thinks it’s sunshine. 


As if you will ever try your politicians, and your men at NATO, who ordered the murder of two thousand civilians. Or the KLA commanders, who slaughtered civilians, as well. Never mind the immunity for the soldiers who came to that brothel. No prison for those men. 


I walked away, up the path. 


I started running, when I heard your footsteps follow me. I knew you would never catch me. I was hot and angry. I turned, in a clearing, and you were nowhere. I went on, walking.


Thinking, What an idiot! She still thinks you can be right. That people are something more than animals. 


I knew what we did in my village, believing we were right. 


I had seen what the bringers of rightness look like, late at night, when no-one who matters can see them, in a house like Laslo’s.


I wasn’t afraid - I was furious. Fuming. 


How can you know what anger is, you in your soft green country where even the goddamn winter is mild? Your life has been easy. How can you begin to know what it has been like? 





But you know what it’s like to have to live as someone else, Charlotte. You understand the way you’re able to carve some part out of yourself, and put a face on the front of it, and something to make an impression of a heart inside it. You make an impression of yourself. 


I do it for myself - to survive. You do it for your government. God knows why. 


You trust your government, I think, like I once trusted my father. You get information, and you give this to people you put your trust in. But your life has not been like mine. So you haven’t yet seen the cost of your actions. 


Not to say the cost must always be bad. In a perfect world, people would only use information for goodness. But what I’m saying is, when you hand a gun to someone, you had better know where they’re going to point it. 


Do you? 


Think about this. You’re asking me to do the same thing that my father asked from me too. To go, find out some information, and bring it to you. Like a helpful dog, bringing you a gun. But it is not you who will be pointing it, Charlotte. You are giving it to someone. 


Look at how my story ended. Think, please, before you make the decision. It is up to you - just you - how much you tell them. It’s up to you, if there is anything you would like to tell someone else. 
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It was unpleasant, the way things ended with you. Having to wait for a cab to come and get me from Kosmaj. Being angry, and shaken, all the way back to my apartment. 


A wasted day. 


I went and spent Sunday with Farkas at the villa in Topcider. I remember breathing more easily on Monday. Walking back into my city and knowing you weren’t in it - that you’d left, now.


My prospects with Farkas were a mixture: on the one hand, he seemed to love me and want me in the future. On the other, there was this insane business over the Equinox Village development. 


I could only hope Viktor Stenov would be wiser than Farkas, consider the real effects of what they were planning, and talk him down from his position. I was still thinking about this in the office on Friday afternoon that week, when Farkas knocked and came in. ‘I’m taking you away, this evening,’ he said.


I was thinking Vranje: imagining the nice drive through the vineyards. ‘Right now? Oh, good. Where are we going?’ I asked him.


He beamed at me. ‘Kikinda.’ 


I felt an odd sort of sinking inside. ‘Oh, no,’ I protested. ‘It’s such a dump.’


‘No. It’s very beautiful.’


‘It isn’t,’ I insisted. 


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You need to go back there. It will be good for you.’ Kissing me tenderly.


Of course, I felt the opposite. On top of everything else, I now was going to have to pretend all weekend to be from that town, and show him around it as if it were my home. I could hardly even remember it. 


Below his car, the Danube was that pale brown and turquoise colour it often is. Like sky and shit, heaven and humans mixed together. We were on the arched highway that takes off from Ada Huja - the concrete bridge. ‘I don’t see why I have to do this,’ I said.


‘I think it will be interesting for you,’ he said.


‘Why?’ I asked. ‘What will be so interesting about it?’ 


‘Everyone needs to make peace with their beginnings,’ said Farkas. ‘Like it’s good for me to go and see the apartment where my parents lived, when I was born. It reminds me of where I’m from, and how far I’ve come. It reminds me also that I never have to live that life again, of being told by Communists how to do everything. How not to have anything.’ 


I felt like laughing. I knew there were several ways that you can live well without making this pilgrimage to the past. An even bigger joke, to make this pilgrimage to a shrine in a false location. But I wasn’t going to argue. ‘Good God,’ I said. ‘Look at that - a cart. In this day, in this age. Sometimes, you know, I feel ashamed of my country.’ 


Farkas looked at the cart, which was being pulled by a horse along the edge of the highway ahead of us. Lorries and cars were hooting it as they overtook. 


‘Did your family use horses on the farm,’ he asked, ‘when you were growing up?’


‘No. We had a tractor,’ I said. ‘That was when things were good. Before we had to begin selling our machines.’ 


‘I want to take you to visit it. Your farm,’ Farkas said. 


‘Fine.’ I shrugged. I thought, it can’t be hard, to find a ruined farmhouse on a satellite map online. I’d pick one when I next got inside a bathroom. 


We drove on, now and then chatting, for a couple of hours. Farkas told me how picturesque was Kikinda. He praised its history as a pillar of the Austro-Hungarian empire. He said, ‘People don’t like being subjugated. But an empire produces much the best architecture.’


I said, ‘I guess it is a handsome town. It didn’t seem like that, growing up. There was just my family in a run-down house in the fields.’ I said, ‘I only went to the town to go to school. Really I never spent any other time in Kikinda. There was too much for me to do at home.’ I looked out of the window at the great plains, slabs of crops rolling off to the horizon. Dirty factories stood in the wheat, out of use by the look of them. 


I said, ‘We couldn’t afford a car to drive into the town. That’s how poor we were: we just had the tractor, and then that got sold, so we had nothing. But I’m glad to be going back there like this, now I’ve thought about it. I will imagine I am seeing it like you - as if it is all new to me.’ 


Farkas nodded. ‘Good,’ he said.


He talked about some business things. He put on the Hungarian marching music he likes so much. I joked with him, and I looked at that land that had been flattened beneath the sea. You know how the Pannonian Plain had hills and valleys, before the sea came. Then in prehistory, the flood happened, and all those features simply vanished. They were rolled out like pastry, sheer tonnes of water going over them like a rolling pin. The flood might have wiped out the landscape, but at least it had made something useful: this farmland was so rich from the ancient sea that was on it, that on this soil you can grow anything. 


Forty years old, I thought. Still just enough time to make from the plain a life worth imagining. Marriage, children: a position with lasting security. 


That’s how I was thinking, and the sun was across the wheat, making it a bright gold sea. There were no hills left to roll out. It is easier, to harvest from a land that is even. No awkward feelings - only what is right for me and the family I plan. That’s what is best, the same decision, rolling over and over the even ground. 





The town appeared in elegant boulevards of pastel-coloured houses. I did not really recognise the place. It was so long ago that I’d been here - and it was as if that old life had happened to someone else. 


We parked in an avenue with overhanging trees, making a sort of green tunnel with fragments of sunlight. Our hotel was a pretty pale yellow painted townhouse, across the sidewalk. Its heavy wooden front door was open. The smell of luxury; a mosaic-tiled floor, and then parquet. It looked like a very nice place as I walked in. A small and elegant place - a mixture of floral fabrics with modern furniture design. Good lighting. The manager was serious and friendly in the most pleasing proportion. Like he was our friend, but also like a lawyer talking about a will. 


We smiled at each other when he had his back turned. 


We were left alone in our room. ‘How are you feeling?’ Farkas asked me.


‘I don’t know,’ I lied. I felt fine. ‘Maybe a bit nervous.’


‘What do you want to do this evening?’ he asked. ‘There’s a bar downstairs.’


I said, ‘Let’s have a drink, then. And go out to eat somewhere.’ 


He said we could go, ‘wherever you like.’ 


I told him I would shower and change, then meet him in the bar. 


I shut myself in to the bathroom. I looked up a satellite map, to see where I was. I looked to see where the school was, that I’d searched earlier, in a rush while I was packing. I memorised the route there from the hotel, and some other landmarks. I zoomed out on the map and looked about for a suitable abandoned farmhouse - saw one that looked about right, at the end of a track in a field. 





I walked Farkas up the little lane in the centre of town, along the side of the Catholic church. There was a small cafe in the lane - people sat at outdoor tables. ‘I’m taking you to my old school,’ I said, as we passed these. We crossed the main square, and carried on up the lane the other side. 


It was a good high school, the gymnasium of Kikinda. Good to look at: a big Renaissance building, in green and white. I convinced myself I’d gone there, for real, as I looked up at its windows. 


It was a shame it was the Easter recess, I said to Farkas. We could have gone in, if we’d come here in term time. 


I told him about my first day here: how excited I’d been, to be a high school student finally. How I’d dropped my bag, and no-one helped me. Then a girl came over, who took pity on me. She became my only friend, really. ‘But she left here, when we were fifteen,’ I said. And I looked back around at him. He was standing looking at me. ‘The school is named after the writer Jovan Popovic,’ I said. ‘You can find the statue of him in the square. And then, I think you’ll really have seen the town’s only interesting features.’ 


‘You were always in school or else helping your parents.’ He sounded a little sad. ‘Let’s get something for our dinner, Dragana,’ he said, lightening his tone as if to stop me from getting too sad as well. And he walked away in front of me.


We ate in a quiet room with candelabras, in a big country manor on the plain. It was not a place I had to pretend to recognise, which was a relief. While Farkas left to use the bathroom, after the meal, I sat back in my tasteful dress, and looked around myself.


I was great. I was safe. I was surrounded by the sounds of contentment and care.


Nothing you had said could touch me, here. 


I was living in this present, with a nicer past than the real one, and my future was all ahead of me. 


These were my hands, on the white tablecloth; that was my bracelet, made of silver and inlaid with ammonites; and this was the man I’d have for my husband. He was walking towards me across the room: solid like a bear, sitting back down. Giving me a look that said he knew me. Smiling. The wine glowed in my body. I was smiling back, saying something. 


We were together. He believed me, and that made me safe. 


The taste of the wine made it even better. The bitterness that is reassuring, because it means you are not in a dream, that life is real. 


This is real. 







 In the morning I took Farkas to see the museum. We toured the glass boxes filled with useless artefacts. At the end of the rooms there was a skull and some large bones - the card said this was the last remains of an ancient mammoth, which I’d read about online. 


For a prize exhibit, it did not seem impressive.


And then we went out the other side of the building, at the end of the tour. In the courtyard, this vast thing towered above us. A full-sized version of the mammoth skeleton, made out of bone-coloured plastic, standing on the wet cobbles. Now you could really see what she was like. All the bones she should have had, had been put in place, so that she was complete. She was at her full height: beautiful.


I enjoyed it. 


I said how funny it was, that this great and mighty animal had gone extinct, when smaller animals had survived.


‘Yes,’ said Farkas. ‘All hail the little animals.’ There was a softness in his voice.


I did not want to go further into what he meant by this, so I said something about Serbia and Romania and Hungary not having any borders between them, when the mammoths were walking across these plains, and how silly borders were - just lines put on a map by men. It seemed to be the sort of sentiment a feminine woman should express.


‘A border is the necessary edge of an administrative area,’ said Farkas. This was why I loved him: because he said what I really thought, sometimes. ‘It is silly to fight over a border, but pretending it needn’t exist is a different matter.’ 


I laughed and he smiled at me. We began to walk to the exit, which was a long archway - like a tunnel through the building - that led from the courtyard back out to the street outside. Between us and that passage was a deep, black puddle. It went right across the full width of the archway. In it some drains were blowing slow bubbles.


‘I will carry you,’ said Farkas. ‘You must not spoil your shoes, Dragana.’ 


Before I could say anything, there was his warm arm behind my knees and I was lifted up against him. I could hear his own shoes splashing through the water below us. I was feeling my dry, warm feet, and the cool air that blew over my ankles; my shoulder against his chest. 


He put me down on the other side, on the cobbles of the street. He bent down to inspect my feet. ‘Thank goodness,’ he said. And then he stood, like he was delivering a report, like an army officer. ‘Your shoes are intact,’ he said. ‘We do not want you catching history, do we?’


‘But what about yours?’ I called after him, as he moved away around the corner. ‘And your trousers!’ I said, because all around the hems they were dark and wet.







On our search for some nice place to drink, we arrived back in the town square. ‘What’s this building?’ asked Farkas, waving towards the huge pale pink mansion that was Kikinda’s town hall. 


‘The town hall,’ I said. ‘Do you want to visit it? It’s such an attraction. You can see exciting ceremonies there, like people renewing their tax discs.’


Farkas gave me a smile. 


As we walked on, heading across the square towards a statue in some trees, I took a good breath. I stopped, and put my hand up to my eyes. I said, ‘Oh - this is where I used to meet Mrs Andric. She’d bring me home in her car after school. I’d go by myself to the library, you see, up that way’—I pointed—‘before she finished work. I’d do my homework there. Because there was no space at home for me to study. And then I’d walk down,’—I waved with my arm—‘here, and wait for her. Every evening I would meet her.


‘And this is the statue.’ We had reached the statue of Jovan Popovic, the comedic writer. He stood among the leaves that rustled around him, not laughing about anything. ‘He was born here,’ I said. I took Farkas’s hand, looked up at him, and smiled. He was nodding.


We walked under the rustling branches, to the far edge of the square. There was a very dilapidated building alongside us: all crumbling concrete steps, and boards across an old entrance. ‘What’s this place here?’ Farkas wanted to know. 


But I had no idea.


I walked up the steps, stopping in front of the shattered ground floor windows. A cat picked its way past my ankles, and climbed in through the broken glass. 


Inside the huge ground floor room, the other side of the broken glass, chairs and tables were bunched against the walls. They all were sunk in dirty dust. I stood back again. 


A strange, familiar feeling: the way the sunlight hit the back of my neck, as I stepped out from under a concrete overhang. 


A memory in my skin. 


I looked up. The elevator shaft was open to the sky, and the elevator itself was long-dead: the bones of steel that made the shaft were still there, though. And I began to recognise this concrete shape of a building. 


I went back down the steps, so I could see the whole of it by standing further back. The Hotel Narvik. Its name, in great red letters, still on top of the roof. 


It all came back to me. The afternoons at the pool, and my parents at the disco, dancing. Uncle Slavo in the dining room, talking. I heard Branko’s voice, and I saw the breakfasts we had had there and felt the plans we had made for each day. I heard the noise of cutlery, bright sunlight. Dad’s smile caught the side of me. 


I felt a thin curtain against my back. I knew Jasmina was on the other side, sitting up in bed. Saying my name, again.


I looked over at the glass doors. I felt how happy I’d been, and the things I’d taken so much for granted. Having a family. Being content, being innocent. It gripped at my heart. 


The cat was climbing up the elevator shaft: running up an orange steel pillar. It got up very high. Then it started slowly moving out along the top of a steel beam. It was creeping. I watched it, and I knew something was wrong with it, but what? Why was it creeping so slow, as if it was going to fall?


Then I realised, the cat had no tail. It was trying to wave its cut-off stump, to keep its balance. Something that ought to be there, but wasn’t. 


Such a silly cat, to climb so high, with no tail.


I turned away, not wanting to see it fall. ‘It’s a run-down Communist hotel,’ I said to Farkas. ‘It was always like this. A piece of shit.’


We were going to have a good lunch somewhere. I brought my mind back to that.


But the sounds of the town were very strange, as we walked on through the pedestrianised streets. Everyone seemed too close to me: the children clustered at the ice-cream booths, and the people walking. The people walking seemed to suddenly speed up as they approached me, and look me in the face, very large and bright. The sounds of the town were very clear, beyond the human voices: the sparrows pattering, the bicycle chains whirring. In the middle of all of it, I could hear Farkas breathing. Farkas's breathing was making ripples, the rhythm of it. The human voices were muffled underneath the water of his breathing; the sparrows and the bicycles floated on top. The faces washed in and out towards me on these waves of the lake. That was the brightness and largeness of them: their reflections, bumping against me. 


Farkas was all around me, like water. 


I was a post in the water, with just my top sticking out. It was like there was too much of him. I felt like any minute he was going to breathe me in. I was going to be gone. I was going to disappear.


Our eating options in this town were limited, said Farkas. But he’d heard there was some nice food at the theatre cafe. We should have a small lunch there, he said. 


I got control of my heart. I laughed. I told him he was being a better guide than I was. 


We sat out on the theatre cafe terrace, in the shade of a parasol. 


He said, ‘Did you ever come here - with school, perhaps?’


I shook my head. For the first time, I did not enjoy being Dragana Savic. I was exhausted, but I kept going. ‘I mean, there were school trips,’ I said, ‘to see plays, but I was often absent from school. Anyway - I never had enough money to meet a friend even for a coke or coffee. Anywhere.’ I gave him an awkward smile, and looked around at the other diners.


‘Hey, it’s okay,’ he said. 


I reached out to touch his hand on the table. I thought I could feel my smooth fingers reaching out for the butter, in the glitter of sun coming through clean windows. I was hearing the buzz of the Hotel Narvik dining room, over and again, in my head. My uncle, in his clean white shirt: generous, happy. 


My dad. His kind eyes - his sensible voice. I trusted him. 


Jasmina’s face, turned towards me, laughing.


I could not eat my lunch. I said, I was feeling unwell. ‘I’m just overwhelmed,’ I said. ‘Coming back here - maybe it’s too much.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Farkas. ‘You just don’t like your sandwich.’


‘Really - I need to go for a walk by myself, after lunch,’ I said. 


Farkas shrugged, but his eyes looked concerned and kind. ‘Go now,’ he said. ‘I can eat alone.’ 


We arranged to call each other in an hour and a half. 


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, several times. 


Farkas would not hear these apologies: he put them aside, and told me to call him when I was ready. 





It was midday: roasting heat. I thought I was going to faint. And then I saw the door, open, in to the church. Somewhere dark and cool. Somewhere without any people. 


It was like a tomb: damp and silent. It was only lit with the smallest of candles, that made gold smears in the shadows. I felt a bit better. 


I thought, they have to make it dark in here so that the small lights can be seen. From the iconostasis, the saints looked down through the hazy candlelit glow. 


Apart from me, there was only a priest, busy with his praying, eyes closed. He did not falter or look up: my presence made no difference, here.


I felt a strange kind of calm inside me. So I stood beside a pillar, and closed my eyes. Why not? I thought. Why not try, after all these years? 


I wanted to take all my guilt, all my shame. I wanted to give it away to God. I stood and in my head, I said, 


Please, take this. 


I don’t want it. 


I can’t carry it. 


No-one came, of course. There was just total emptiness inside of me.


Silly, really, to try. To pray, you need to have a soul. Mine vanished, long ago. There was nowhere left for me. A loud noise in the doorway: a couple of teenaged girls, about fifteen or so. They were holding up a cellphone between them. They were taking a picture of themselves, and talking loudly to each other. Laughing. 


They were gone back into the street. 


Something in me tore apart. I told myself, A couple of silly girls. You see them all the time. 


But I found that I was no longer in the church, and was outside in the sunshine. I was walking to catch up. One of the girls was wearing a tube-top, and the other a vest. They both wore small shorts. They had so much skin on display. They displayed this so carelessly. They were so innocent. 


A picture of the side room of Laslo’s flashed around me. My knees on the cold hard floor.


A rage began bubbling in my veins. 


Ahead of me, the girls were talking in a light-hearted tone. I couldn’t hear the exact words. One of them was talking more, and the other one was smiling and laughing more - listening. 


I wanted to destroy the happiness in their faces. Because they didn’t know what the world was really like. But I did: I had had to. 


It wasn’t fair. 


Suddenly, I felt Jasmina standing near me, and I stopped. I looked around, trying to see her. 


There was no sign of her. There were today’s green trees, and people walking underneath them. The spire of the church, back down the way, and the ruined Hotel Narvik. A fountain - a statue of a happy child, in the water. Pigeons scattering over the ground. The smell of dust in summer. 


I’m so old, and my best friend is gone. The feeling inside me, it turned into what it wished to be. I found I was so sad that I could hardly breathe. 


I killed her, because I was afraid. 


It was over, it was finished. I had finished it. 


I walked back to the hotel, and closed the door of the bedroom behind me. Someone had come in and cleaned it while we were out. The place was calm and peaceful. Better than a church, because I belonged here. In the world where a person I didn’t need to know came in and took away my dirty linen. Came in and fitted clean sheets, and folded them down perfectly for me. I looked at the smooth straight edge, overlapping the duvet cover. The vacuumed carpet; the lowered roller blind at the window. 


I stood in the room for a bit, and I saw my reflection in the glass that covered a painting. 


God was for children. Just like socialism was a very nice dream, so was all that business. Some people could believe in these dreams. But that didn’t make them real, these worlds of right and wrong, of trying to be good and thinking that was a thing you could choose, or control. It was all a horrible accident, whether you turned out to have done the right thing or not. 


I went for a shower. 


Clean, and changed into a fresh outfit, I looked on my phone, again, at the run-down farm I’d found on the map last night. 


I texted Farkas - my knight in a shining car. I was feeling better. 







We had a lovely meal that evening. Farkas asked if I would still feel up to showing him my old home, the following day. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Why not?’


‘Good. I thought you were finding all this too much to take,’ he said.


‘No. I was just tired, earlier.’ And now I was being boring! I told him I had been back to the library this afternoon. I said I’d had a reunion with a woman who worked there, who used to give candy to me. ‘I’m quite embarrassed to realise that pretty much everyone felt sorry for me.’ I did a sad laugh, and smiled at him. 


‘Dragana,’ he said. I felt he had many things that he was wanting to say. Like he wanted to, but had decided that now was not the time. So he said something different to what it was that he wanted. He said, ‘You look beautiful this evening.’ 


In the morning - our last morning here - I put on a shell-pink, short, grecian-style Gucci dress, and flat Chanel sandals. The dress was cut loose but had a habit of fluttering against my body in a way that worked well. 


I had the route fixed in my mind. We headed out along the long straight road, out across the plains of wheat that seemed like they went on forever. I said, ‘It’s a bit of a drive.’


‘Tell me a story,’ said Farkas. He was trying to take my mind off this supposedly distressing visit ahead. 


‘What sort of story?’ I asked.


‘You choose.’ 


‘Well. Let me think.’ I clasped my hands in my lap and also leaned back in my seat, closing my eyes to better imagine something. ‘Once upon a time,’ I said, ‘there was a little boy called Farkas who lived in Budapest. All his friends wanted flying carpets, but not Farkas. Farkas wanted a car.’ Farkas laughed lightly. I heard him, with my closed eyes, and I smiled. ‘His friends wanted things they couldn’t see. But Farkas, he saw the things he wanted all around him every day - the cars in the streets. He tried again and again for the cars to let him in. He put sticks into the locks and called out things that might be secret codewords. “Open Sesame!” He stamped his little foot. “In the name of Kadar!” he shouted. Still nothing worked. 


‘Bored, dispirited and lonely, one day Farkas followed his friends instead. He followed them to the flea-market. This was not a place that Farkas was used to go, because he lived in a very nice part of town. The flea-market was full of poorer comrades and gypsies; also it was illegal. The policemen had to be bribed by the market-sellers with sausage-meat and beer and small change. This wasn’t always successful. Sometimes the police would come, and swipe all the goods from the market-sellers all the same. Farkas nervously followed his friends through the crowd. They started talking to a man with rolled-up carpets. The rolled-up carpets were in the back of a car that had its trunk open. The car was black and shiny, like the kind the secret policemen use. It was unusual to see a car at the flea-market, and it was unbelievable to see such a big black beautiful secret policeman’s car at the flea-market. Farkas's friends didn’t seem much interested in the extraordinary circumstance of the car. They were too busy poking at the rolled-up carpets, and then carefully stroking them, like they were sleeping beasts. The man was looking from side to side through the crowd like he was ready at any time to slam the trunk and drive away. “Do they fly?” asked one of Farkas's little friends to the man. 


‘The man laughed without looking down. “Sure,” he said. “If you pay me enough.” 


‘A woman came over. She was wearing a new warm coat and new shoes. She looked interested in the carpets. She looked like she had a lot more money than Farkas's little friends with their scraped-together coins. The man bowed his head at her and put on a very nice and friendly voice but also firm. He talked very fast. He was selling the carpets - he was selling the flying carpets to the woman. 


‘Farkas sneaked around the side of the big black car and tried the driver’s door. It was open. He sat in the seat. The key was in the ignition. Farkas turned the key and the car purred, like a lion. By themselves the pedals and the gearstick began to twitch. The man shouted. But already the car had begun to move. It was roaring forwards, the crowd parting on either side of it, staring at the little boy inside who steered it. 


‘Staring and whispering, the crowd were louder and louder now with shouts and pointing as the car approached the river bank and rose right off the ground. It flew into the sky. Carpets were falling from the open trunk, drifting down through the air. “Look!” shouted Farkas's friends down below. “They fly! The carpets fly!”’ 


Beside me in the car, Farkas laughed at this. 


‘Farkas's friends ran and caught one of the carpets, and happily they carried it off. The poorer comrades and gypsies caught the others - fine, hand-knotted, Persian rugs. The man ran towards his wares but then thought better of it, hurried off in the other direction, trying to find his way out of the crowd. He was holding onto his cap. 


‘Farkas in the flying car stared down at the river far below as he crossed it. He stared ahead at the city spires, and the clouds across the sun. A pair of doves rose up in front of him. Farkas steered sharply to the left, trying to miss the birds. The back passenger door fell open. 


‘A final rolled-up carpet slid out from the side of the car, and from inside it slid the body of a secret policeman. 


‘The carpet landed on a rooftop where a girl was kissing her secret lover. The lovers stared up at the sky, and the passing car above them, and then they lay down upon the carpet and began to make love. 


‘The secret policemen fell down. His arms and legs floated gently, like he was being carried down to the ground on water, until he came to rest in a large bed of flowers in the park. There,’ I said, ‘that is the end.’


I opened my eyes. Farkas was watching the road ahead intently, with a smile. ‘That’s not the end!’ he said. ‘What about Farkas? What happens to Farkas in the car?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Farkas looked dissatisfied. 


I laughed. 


‘You’re good at telling stories,’ said Farkas. He was busy changing the level of air conditioning. 


I smiled. I was thinking of all the stories I would be able to make for our children, tucked up in their fine expensive beds. I was thinking of their soft cheeks and how safe they’d be. 


We arrived at the turning for the farmhouse. ‘It’s up here,’ I said. ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘but look at how overgrown it is!’ 


I told him stories of my childhood games in this tree and that barn, which was now a pile of stones. I picked my way through the undergrowth, up to one of the windows of the old house and looked in. ‘My old room,’ I said sadly, turning around. I had to be careful with my dress, not to catch it on the thorns. 


Farkas said he would bring the picnic from the car. ‘Here?’ I asked. 


‘In the field,’ he said, gesturing over the wire fence to a field that was high with barley. Already his back was turned, in his pale blue polo-shirt, and he was walking towards the car. 


When he came back with the basket, he looked pleased. He crossed the fence, put the basket down, and handed me up and over. He cleared the way, with his arm, through the tall golden stalks, and then, he cleared a whole area for us to sit. He kicked at the crop, then stamped on it, where we wanted to eat. He went back for the basket. 


Alone, I felt uncomfortable suddenly, and I didn’t know why.


He was here again, laying out the blanket. I saw what he was doing, and how perfect it was. He was going to propose in the field of my ‘old home’. Here we were, in our pale expensive clothes, among the golden stalks. 


I opened the basket. I saw the pies in miniature, the sliced-up sandwiches filled with smoked meats, the little bowl of herbs and leaves. Two apples, on a cloth. 


I heard Jasmina laugh, in the old wheat-field. Another memory - that horse, nudging into me. 


A bolt of fear went through me.


I heard the champagne cork pop. Click went the button on a 1980s radio cassette recorder, and I was in Jasmina’s bedroom. I could smell the detergent her mum used. She was just in front of me, but I couldn’t see her, still. 


Farkas was holding out a filled glass. 


And a front door opened, and someone said Hello, but like their words were under water or far away. 


A darkness came creeping in from the edges of the clearing in the crop. 


I stood up, and spilled the drink from my glass. I could hear someone running: hard breathing, as if it were behind me. I turned all the way around.


But there was only the top of the sea of barley - empty, all the way to the field’s edge. The wind. 


A fat warm raindrop fell. Cold clouds blew over the sun. I was still holding the half-empty glass. Farkas was looking up at me. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. 


‘It’s going to rain,’ I said. ‘There’s a storm.’ 


I walked back along the cleared path. The dry heads of the barley either side of me were loud, under the rattling start of the rain. It splashed on my head, my shoulders. I climbed over the fence by myself. I had to tuck the hem of the dress up into my panties so as to be sure not to snag it. I did not care if Farkas saw me do it. I cared about getting away from here with my three hundred thousand dinar dress intact, and nothing else.


I pulled my dress back down again, and walked towards the car. 


I’d messed with dark magic, by coming here. By pretending about something so serious. 


My real home. The village. The people in it. I saw Leila Hadzikic’s little sister, waving through the rear windscreen. I hadn’t thought about that in years, not since I left.


My skin was streaming with rain and body lotion rinsing off. It was a creamy-feeling rain that peeled down my arms and breastbone. I stood on the stony track, wondering which way to go, and was glad I’d worn the cheaper shoes, the ones from the sale, because they were trashed. The leather was smeared and dirty. I bent down and flicked wet gravel from them. 


I didn’t deserve Farkas. 


The rain was falling in sheets. The sky flashed. 


I reached the car, outside the farmhouse. The car would not open, and Farkas had the keys and I could not see him anywhere on the track behind me. 


The air rumbled.


I ran to the door of the ruined farmhouse. I was trying to open the front door, pulling and pushing at the rusted iron handle. My hair like a water faucet was spouting rain down my spine. The door was jammed shut. 


The lightning flashed again, and the rumbling thunder came too. The storm was overhead. 


I turned, to look for somewhere else to hide. There was Farkas, back at the car, drenched, looking around for me. I ran back towards the car. He had opened it, and put the picnic things in. 


I got in. 


The car was warm and dry. 


It was so good to be out of the rain. I was appreciating the feeling of shivering in the warmth, of beating the cold bit by bit, of warming up. He had the heating on. The windows were steaming over. I smoothed my dress down. Turned the rear-view mirror towards me and checked my make-up. 


I turned the mirror back to Farkas, and looked down. 


Orange streaks. Huge, orange streaks, running down my beautiful dress, where I had smoothed it. 


It was completely stained with rust from the door handle of the farmhouse. 


The stains were huge and bright. 


I stared at the marks, and then I was crying. I could not stop crying about my dress. I had the back of my hand, which was at least still clean, over my mouth. I was leaning my head away, against the side window. This dress was one of my favourites. It was so beautiful it was meant to make Farkas propose to me, and had nearly worked. But I saw it now: the state of it. These huge disgusting orange stains on such a lovely dress. 


My neck and shoulders were shaking. I closed my eyes so as not to be able to see the ruined fabric, even from the corner of my eye. It was too upsetting. I knew that if I tried to brush such a stain away, I would only rub it in harder. There was no way to get rid of it. 


‘It’s okay,’ said Farkas after a while, leaning across and pulling me towards him. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, pulling my head into the side of his neck as I cried. His neck was hot and also dripping with rain. I opened my eyes, and my tears ached in this dark hollow for some time. 


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have brought you here, my darling.’ 







TAPE 32





We went back to Belgrade, and now the ghosts of my past stood often behind me, or on the edge of my sight. But at least they weren’t where I needed to pay real attention. They weren’t in front of me. 


So, I ignored them. 


When we talked about Ada Huja in meetings, I held my hand on my stomach to stop it trembling. I smiled. I sat at my computer and rearranged staircases in a building that I did not want to exist. A building I knew that H would not allow to be built. It felt like we were building the Tower of Babel. H being the god that is how the world really is.


I wondered if H was going to destroy me, at the same time as destroying this stupid project: if I was going to disappear from the future of Farkas’s life. I no longer believed I had the power to stop Farkas from this path he was taking. 





It took me some time to find out what happened next. I’ll make for you the story that I later put together. 





Farkas attended a meeting in Ada Huja. This meeting had no table, no comfortable chairs, no laptops and projectors, no pretty girl with coffee. He wasn’t even wearing his usual beige chinos and pale blue shirt. Instead, he wore black trousers, a black sweater, and black leather gloves. The sweater was polo-necked and it stretched over his belly: in this sweater and matching trousers and paws, with his mop of black hair, he looked more than usually like a black bear. 


Farkas did not take his car to this meeting. Farkas rode in the passenger seat of a hired van driven by Dusan Markovic - the company’s public relations manager. Farkas trusted Dusan more than anyone at work. The meeting was held very late on Sunday night - at three o’clock in the morning - and the meeting had three invited attendees. 


Instead of briefcases, the two representatives from Sovany Sutrasnjica brought many large plastic sacks of compost. These sacks of compost had been opened, and their original contents had been removed. The plastic sacks then had been filled with heroin, heavily diluted, cut with all kinds of shit. I presume Farkas and Dusan had done this in order to make the drugs fill as many bags as possible at the lowest possible cost. Dusan had such a feeling for marketing: probably he knew that the main thing was to have a big pile of sacks for the news cameras, rather than for the stuff to be high purity. It’s always the pictures that people pay attention to. People hardly read, if the picture can tell them what to think. They just see a photo and they think: this is how it is. 


The interior of the hired van was lined with clear plastic. This we can all know from the subsequent report. The rear of the van was completely filled with these compost sacks of bad heroin. 


On reaching the location of the meeting - a gravel treatment plant on the banks of the river - the van was admitted by the security guard, who was the third invited attendee. The security guard, whose name Farkas told me was Bojan - ‘Fucking Bojan!’ he shouted at me, afterwards - this Bojan looked very nervous as he let the van in. He walked quickly towards Farkas and Dusan as they got out of the van. He was looking over his shoulder. He barely greeted his temporary colleagues, but just took the envelope of money and said something like, ‘Go in, go in. It’s clear.’ 


A quick meeting!


The arrangement was for Bojan to go back and wait in his little sentry booth at the gateway, to be realistic. So no-one would know he had been paid off, and also so he could raise the alarm if by some chance one of H’s men came by on some unscheduled visit. The plan was that Bojan in his booth could delay or divert them - ‘or run for his life, the coward,’ said Farkas, shaking on my sofa with something he pretended was purely rage.


A quick meeting, but a satisfactory one. Farkas liked the feeling of getting things done. He was doing this himself, because the fewer men involved, the better. He knew he could trust Dusan, and now Farkas was here, he was enjoying it. He was feeling brave and filled with higher purpose. I know this from how proud he was in the way he recounted the plan they’d made. He thought it was a good idea. 


Once inside the great shed that housed the gravel treatment machines, Farkas broke the feeble padlock on the door of the first aid station. The first aid station was a little white cubicle halfway down the side wall - a box made of plasterboard. It was like a little windowless hut on the concrete prairie of the great shed floor. It had its own door, but no windows. A utility shed that clearly was built as an after-thought. Farkas put the broken padlock in his pocket, and hooked an identical one in place, ready to be clicked shut when they were done. 


Now Farkas and Dusan began carrying the first sacks of heroin into the shed - which really was more like a hangar, vast - and laying them inside the first aid cubicle. Maybe there was a little productive glow about his sweat, out there in the cold night air, then tramping in across the concrete floor. 


The shed was built to house two big machines: one to wash the gravel, one to grind it. The gravel would wait in a mountain outside, beyond one side of the shed, where it had been dredged out raw from the river. It would come in through a hole in the wall, on a conveyor belt, like how your luggage comes in through the wall of an airport at baggage reclaim. The conveyor belt went in a straight line, and it had curved-up sides to hold the gravel in. It took the gravel to the machine that washed it, and then another belt collected the gravel from here, took this clean gravel to the grinding machine. From here, the gravel was carried out on yet another belt, and was spewed out of the hangar through another hole in the wall, in saleable form, to be stored in the neighbouring warehouses. 


The neighbouring warehouses, in which different sizes of gravel were stored, were also where H liked to store all sorts of things that weren’t gravel. 


The frustrating mystery for Farkas was how these warehouses had always been empty of anything but gravel every time there had been a police raid. It was just as if H knew in advance when the police would be coming. But if the police were to come, and H were to have a cache he did not know about: what then? He could hardly hide goods he didn’t know he had. 


So it was the innocent first aid station that Farkas had decided to fill. Beside first aid materials and a telephone, it only was used to hold a few maintenance products - oil and anti-freeze for the machines, tins of enamel and so on. The foreman had a separate hut, which was metal and high up, stuck to the wall halfway up the height of the hangar. You only could reach it by its own zig-zag metal stair. That was where the supervisor would sit - over there on the other side, with angled windows looking down so he could see all that was going on. 


No-one ever would sit in the first aid station, because it had no chair and no windows, and also because it was right where the supervisor could see anyone going in and out. Also it was locked - just with a small cheap padlock, that the supervisor had the key for, but enough to stop anyone from casually using it as a place in which to take an extra cigarette break. ‘No-one ever goes in there except the supervisor,’ Bojan had told Farkas. And the supervisor was taking the day off on Monday, because his wife was coming out of hospital. 


It was on Monday that the police raid would happen: Farkas would get someone to tip them off. 


The supervisor had a sick wife: he needed to pay large bills. H would suspect him and not Bojan. He would not be led to Farkas and Dusan. 


So it was a neat plan.


They hurried in and out, carrying their compost sacks filled with heroin. The sacks piled up: nearly done. 


They went to get the last sacks from the van.


Farkas claims at this point he offered Dusan to become a partner in one of his firms. I doubt it. Probably, he got Dusan involved in this, ensured he could trust Dusan with it, by offering him the partnership up-front, as a reward for taking part. 


So they must have talked of something else as they walked across the concrete floor. 


It was only when Farkas noticed that the door stood half-open, instead of entirely wide how they’d left it, that he then began to walk much faster towards it. This was a heavy metal door. It was not the sort of door to blow in the wind, and besides, the night air was still. Farkas said he thought maybe Bojan was there with a warning.


This was when the voice rang out from behind them. ‘Don’t go outside,’ said the voice, from behind the gravel washing machine. It was coming closer, slowly, like its owner was taking a stroll.


Farkas and Dusan ran. 


The door slammed in front of them, like it was possessed by a spirit. The way Farkas said this, I could tell he practically believed it. It was touching, the way it didn’t seem to occur to him that the poltergeist of the door was Bojan. No, he just told me that the door slammed closed in front of them as if possessed by a spirit, and then he turned and looked at me like I must confirm it, must also believe. I nodded.


Hearing the bolt go through, hearing that they were locked in, Farkas and Dusan turned to see who had spoken, behind them. 


H had stopped walking towards them. He was pointing a gun at them, while lecturing them on reasons why they should have listened to him, why they shouldn’t want to go outside. ‘It’s cold out there,’ H was saying, waving towards the door with the gun. ‘You will catch your bloody death! Do you want to catch your death, my friends?’


H’s two companions seemed not to have noticed that the stroll in the hangar had come to an end. Although H stood still, these two men just carried on walking towards Farkas and Dusan. 


Farkas dropped to a crouch, pulling his gun from the back waistband of his trousers. He was swivelled round to shoot side-on. He pulled the trigger, at the same time as H did. 


Farkas's shot missed H completely. This is not what he said to me. He said, ‘My bullet grazed his cheek.’ Everyone knows there is no such thing. Since when did bullets graze? They do not graze: they feed. A bullet bites right in. 


H’s shot ripped through the bulge in Farkas's back pocket. Farkas shouted out as his mobile phone exploded against his ass. Next thing he knew, H’s men had grabbed him and thrown him on his back. They stamped on his hands and kicked the gun away from him.


‘Oh dear. Your phone is dead,’ said H.


Dusan was white and sweating. 


‘Did you do this?’ screamed Farkas from the floor, staring up at Dusan.


‘He was so quiet,’ Farkas explained to me. ‘He was just standing there, like he had expected it.’


I said nothing. I was just thinking that maybe this was because Dusan wasn’t stupid. Maybe Dusan had lived in Belgrade long enough to know what happens - to grasp the laws of physics. Maybe he’d let himself be persuaded by Farkas's logic and planning, the way you might be persuaded it’s possible to stop the rain from falling if someone in a white coat shows you enough diagrams. But deep down, even as you walk out under the rainclouds with no cover, you know it won’t be true. Because you have lived long enough. You have seen enough clouds, you have seen enough rain. I think Dusan knew how such things will always end. He must have shut out the knowing with his wishing - covered it with pictures of his new executive offices, the gated villa he might buy, some nice expensive cars parked up outside it. 


Yes, when it all went wrong, maybe Dusan did in fact expect this. He was white and sweating because he also knew what would happen next.


‘It’s hard, isn’t it,’ H said, ‘when you don’t know who you can trust?’ 





‘Then two more men came out of nowhere,’ said Farkas. ‘They just appeared.’


Again, the supernatural explanation. Like only supernatural force could have overcome a man like Farkas; spoiled a plan from a brain so great.


The two materialised men, when they’d finished appearing from the spirit realm, or indeed had simply walked down the zig-zag steps from the supervisor’s office, they headed straight for Dusan. 


Dusan ran. He ran to the other side of the big yellow gravel washer. He stayed hidden behind it. 


It must have looked like a game of hide and seek as the two men chased after him. Dusan appeared again, running the length of the conveyor belt, on the other side of it from Farkas. He was being chased, around the machine. 


He ran right past Farkas, past the two men who pinned Farkas with their feet lazily, watching the game. These men didn’t try to stop Dusan as he ran right past them. 


Dusan ran around the other side of the washer once more. It was when he was halfway through his second lap of the conveyor belt, that one of the two men chasing him peeled back and began to run in the other direction. Dusan saw what would happen. 


Instead of running on towards the grinder and the arms of this pursuer, Dusan now darted off to the opposite wall of the hangar. When he reached the wall, there would be nowhere left for him to go. The men knew this. They slowed into a gentle jog as Dusan sprinted on to the end, stopped, and turned, gasping. He began to run sideways but he knew he was caught. 


He must have known from the beginning. 


They continued to jog towards him from both sides.


Their hands were on his arms. They twisted his elbows. The fatter man gave a good-natured blow to Dusan’s stomach with the butt of his pistol, like scolding a naughty child. ‘Quite the hare,’ he was saying. The men were dragging Dusan back to the little group of spectators. Their mood was jovial.


‘Would you like to tell me what you’ve been doing in here?’ inquired H, of Dusan, of Farkas still lying on the floor with boots upon his hands.


‘My hands are sore,’ said Farkas. This we can believe.


‘Okay,’ said H graciously. ‘You can kneel.’


The men stepped off Farkas's hands, and Farkas knelt, head bowed as he squeezed his hands back to life. 


‘But also you can answer the question,’ said H, pointing the gun at Farkas's face again, as he saw when he looked up.





‘The man is a monster,’ said Farkas. 





‘We were just looking around,’ Farkas told H.


‘Looking around,’ said H. He nodded, and began to look around the hangar himself. ‘I wonder what was so interesting?’ he asked, stepping away. Beginning to look around. 


‘There was nothing interesting,’ replied Farkas.


‘Liar!’ snapped H. ‘Hot or cold, come on now! Tell me!’ He moved a little to the left. ‘Hotter or colder?’ he asked. 


‘Maybe warm,’ said Farkas.


‘Ah!’ said H. ‘There! Now we’re playing.’ He turned and looked around merrily. ‘Warm,’ he murmured to himself. Then he seemed to notice for the first time how the door of the first aid station was standing open. He raised his forefinger like a teacher who wishes to share a discovery. ‘Look!’ he cried, and then turned on his heel. He was walking towards the little cubicle. He disappeared inside it.


A great laugh came muffled from within. When H stepped back out, he was still smiling. ‘But you have made such a nice surprise for me!’ he called across the hangar. ‘What’s this?’ he wondered. ‘You’re planning for me a surprise garden?’


Farkas and Dusan were silent.


‘It’s for growing flowers, yes?’ asked H, disappearing once more inside the little white hut. He was in there for some time. 


When he came back out, he was frowning. 


He was frowning as he walked back across the concrete floor of the hangar. He stood on the other side of the conveyor belt, looking from Dusan to Farkas, and back again. Like a teacher who can’t decide which child most disappoints him. ‘I have opened one of the bags,’ he told them. ‘I don’t know much about such things, but my guess is those bags contain SHIT. My guess!’ he announced. ‘Is that these bags contain very shit heroin.’ H nodded as he looked from one face to the other. ‘You think you can bring that shit in here? You think you can fill my place with dirty junk, do you?’


‘No,’ said Dusan. ‘No. We didn’t put anything there.’ 


‘Then perhaps you saw who did it?’


Dusan shook his head. 


‘That’s a shame,’ said H. ‘I have to blame you two instead.’ 


Farkas told me how he’d already realised it would be pointless to pretend they hadn’t put the bags inside the cubicle. Their van was parked outside, still containing the last four sacks. Seeing that no-one else but themselves was present, it was obvious what the situation was. So he confessed.


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ shouted Dusan.


‘But now we would like to negotiate,’ said Farkas.


‘Oh! You would like to negotiate?’ echoed H.


‘We would like to offer you these bags, as a gift, to begin with.’


‘It’s shit,’ said H. ‘It’s good for nothing but going to jail with.’


‘You can still sell it.’


H shook his head.


‘You can spread it on your flower-beds,’ Farkas suggested to him.


H laughed, and even some of the other men smiled. ‘That’s more like it!’ said H. ‘Now, what else?’ 


‘We can also offer you an extremely good price for your premises,’ said Farkas, still kneeling. ‘We can offer you an extra fifty per cent over the original offered price.’ Farkas smiled politely. ‘Our original offer was far too low!’ he admitted. ‘It was an insult. When I consider it now, it makes me ashamed.’


H looked at him, he told me, like he was weighing him. Then H said, ‘You are not stupid. Because really I was thinking I’d kill you both. But maybe - I won’t!’ 


Dusan was almost weeping tears of relief.


H made a gesture to the men who stood holding Dusan. They released him. Dusan smiled. The men’s hands went to the coils of cord hanging from their belts. It was only when they snatched his wrists together behind his back and bound them, that Dusan’s smile suddenly turned to a gasp. They bound his ankles. They were picking him up and carrying him like a rolled-up carpet. Dusan was howling. He was tossing around, like a landed fish, trying to break free of the men who carried him. They dropped him onto the conveyor belt, which was full of gravel. This was the conveyor belt that ran from the washer to the grinder. Its steep sides, although they were not very deep, held him in. He could not slide up and over them, although he kept trying. The men, meanwhile, were wandering around as if they had lost something. They could not find the start lever. 


Farkas didn’t relate to me what steps he took at this point in order to save his prospective business partner. His poor colleague was screaming for him, though, he told me that much. ‘Farkas! Farkas, get me out of here!’ he was shouting.


‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea,’ H told Farkas, in a conversational way, still with the gun aimed into Farkas's face. He said it nice and quietly, so Dusan couldn’t hear him. So all Dusan would have heard was silence, except maybe for the swearing of the men who still were trying to find the start lever. 


He shouted again, for Farkas to help him. 


The lever was found. The conveyor belt heaved to life. 


Only now did Farkas offer H double the original price for his premises. He told me he did it in order to save Dusan’s life. I think he was really trying to prevent himself from going next. But H just hushed him, and looked annoyed. 


‘No!’ shouted Dusan. ‘Please! Please - I’ve got a child!’ He was screaming about his little boy, and his wife, all the time he kept being carried along the conveyor belt, to the grinder. 


His head crashed into the metal. 


He screamed. 


Farkas was kneeling down, so he couldn’t see exactly what was happening to Dusan. But he heard, to his surprise, that the screaming carried on and did not stop. Also there was the sound of Dusan’s head banging and banging again against the metal. It kept battering, on and on. 


‘Excellent,’ said H. ‘It is important to check the safety of the machines, now and then, don’t you think?’ 


The machine was designed only to accept material of small size. The gravel ran down its chute, but Dusan’s head just kept on banging against the metal door. It must have sounded like he was trying to get in. Still he was screaming.


‘Interesting, the way a man talks when he thinks he’s going to his death,’ said H. ‘This is when you see where a man understands his worth. No matter all the other things a man has done, he always believes that being a husband and a father is the one thing that will save him. I have an idea - to collect the things they say to me. What do you think?’


‘It is an excellent idea,’ said Farkas, still kneeling. 


Still Dusan screamed. Still his head banged against the metal. 


The gravel in the moving tray streamed past him, around him. The tray was still moving under him; the gravel still wished to move with it. 


The gravel began to pile up over him. Now Dusan was screaming for a different reason. Now his screamings were finally getting quieter, swallowed by the gravel that crawled up over his face and covered it. After a while there was silence. After a while there was no screaming, but just the loud noise of the machine, and the sound of the gravel rushing sideways from that huge heap, rushing and sliding over the concrete floor. It was a flood made of stone, like lava already cold and hard. Farkas could see the huge gravel heap rammed up against the machine.


‘Enough,’ called H, and one of the men walked back to the machine, pulled the lever the other way. Now the men were reaching into the gravel heap, burrowing down like rescuers. They were hauling Dusan’s head and neck sideways out of the stones. His body thumped onto the floor, following. The men were undoing the cords around his ankles and his wrists. They had him propped up between them. 


Farkas told me he thought that Dusan was dead. Dusan’s face was white and it was mottled by the weight of the stones. Then suddenly he sucked in breath, like he was grabbing it, loudly. 


Farkas told me he almost wept with relief. 


The men were laughing at their joke. They were smiling at Dusan and patting him on the back now, like they were trying to help clear his airways. 


Dusan smiled, and then his smile broke into a strange kind of laugh. Maybe he also was close to weeping. He looked up, at the roof. 


The man standing closest to Dusan shot him in the head as he smiled, so Dusan did not finish the laugh. He stared, and crumpled sideways. 


Blood ran out from his head and mixed into the edges of all that spilled gravel, and also caught against the thumb of his hand. There was blood, but the blood was not it, said Farkas.


‘I saw it,’ he said to me. ‘I saw him leave his body. I saw his life fly away through his eyes.’ The way Farkas told it, Dusan’s life escaped in the direction he was looking when they shot him. Dusan’s soul flew up into the roof of the gravel shed. 


‘But listen,’ said H, relaxing the hand with the gun, scratching his chin. ‘No more of this nonsense. If I want to sell you the deeds for my warehouses, I will, and it will be at a price that I say. It might be four times what you offered me. You’ll agree to this.’


Farkas said yes.


‘Which is not to say I wish to sell,’ H continued. ‘At the moment, I want to stay here. It’s convenient.’


The men were carrying Dusan’s body to the door. 


‘You can leave,’ said H. ‘Get up, get up off your knees.’ 


All of them walked towards the door, which had now been unbolted. Farkas was behind all of them, following. This is how certain they were that Farkas would not try and attack them. 


They let him follow them out of there, and then they watched him walk away across the yard, past the hired van that still contained four sacks of cut smack in compost bags, and still stood with its rear doors open. He walked past it, on up to the entry gate. No sign of Bojan. ‘The coward must have run away at the first sign of them,’ Farkas complained to me. 


I could not believe he could miss the obvious truth. I knew he wasn’t stupid - maybe his own weaknesses were his blind-spot. He didn’t want to think he had been taken in - fooled. 


Farkas walked out through the gateway. All the time he was walking, he was waiting, he told me, for a bullet to sink in between his shoulder blades. 


But Farkas's soul, if it exists, was not sent anywhere that night. Farkas walked on and on and on, and after a while he began to jog, through this city of ours that is so broken, so beautiful, and tears began to stream down his cheeks as he ran. 


He had no money for a cab. He had no phone. He had only his legs to carry him. In those small hours of the morning, Farkas eventually lumbered weeping past the domes of the Parliament, the soft high blooms of the trees around it. He ran past the empty eyes of the department stores, and gasping, crossed the streets. He arrived at my apartment. 





I rested my hand on his back when he finished. Farkas turned round and pulled me in against him. ‘You’re the only person I trust,’ he told me. ‘Dragana,’ he said, and then he shook into sobs.


I saw, now, the kind of man he was. He was the sort of person who was not just averagely corrupt. He was the sort of man who would procure large consignments of heroin, and point a gun at a man and pull the trigger and hope to kill him. Worse: he was a man who didn’t know how to keep his friends alive. 


But I thought that he would learn, from this. At least he was sorry, now, for trying to challenge H. At least that was finished for good.


‘You were right,’ he said. ‘You were right all along. Dear Dragana. I wish I’d listened. Everyone else -’ he sat back and looked me in the eye - ‘Viktor, and people - they say only what I want to hear. But you were honest.’ He started crying, again. ‘You tried to warn me about this man. You knew - your instincts were correct!’ 


‘It’s okay,’ I said. I stroked his hair. 


I filled the bath. I helped Farkas out of his clothes. I found some bits of broken phone in the tattered back pocket of the trousers, and I put these parts of metal and plastic in the kitchen bin. I put the clothes into the washing machine and set it going. I dropped his shoes and gloves inside a carrier bag, and I put this by the main door, like it was hardly in the apartment at all. When I went back into the bathroom, I could hear Farkas crying inside the steam. I could see parts of his flesh among the marble walls, where soft beams of electric light were projecting him onto slices of mirrors. 


He didn’t notice I’d come in, and I went back out, silently. 


He pulled me in tight, in bed. He held me very close, and was trembling, but then, he was asleep. I was looking at the very nice bronze silk shade of my lamp and thinking maybe this was going to end well. I heard his breathing deepen. 





It was bright outside when I woke next morning. I knew it was late. I was alone. 


I looked around me, at the empty part of my bed where Farkas had slept. 


I went in to the living room. 


‘You must be tired,’ said Farkas. 


I turned and saw he was sitting in the armchair by the arc lamp. He was wearing a change of clothes: his usual. The beige chinos, the pale blue shirt, open at the neck. Brown leather loafers. He had a newspaper, but he had put it down to look at me. He stood up. He said, that he hadn’t wanted to wake me. Vlad had the car, outside. But there was no rush. He’d called the office: neither of us would be going in.


‘I’m going to take you for breakfast,’ he said. ‘If you’d like to get ready.’ 


I wondered at the blankness of the day. It was as if last night had never happened. 


I showered; put on a nice cotton dress. He said I looked beautiful, like I always did. He called the elevator. The carrier bag with his clothes in had gone. I supposed he and Vlad must have taken care of this. I smiled at him in the elevator, and asked where we were going, but Farkas did not want to tell me. 


‘A surprise?’ I asked. 


He said ‘You’ll like it.’ He rocked back on his heels, and for the first time, a flicker of doubt crossed his face. ‘Well!’ he said. ‘We’ll see.’ 





The car crossed the river to Usce. We were in the back. The shadows of the trees rippled over the windshield, as we entered the huge park along that avenue. I was confused: there were no breakfast places here. ‘Recently,’ said Farkas, as we drove further in, and the windows beside us filled with rippling grass, ‘I have been made to think very hard about the things that are important to me. Which things I care about. I have realised’—he turned to me and took my hand in his—‘nothing is more important than you.’ 


I smiled. 


He had Vlad park up on one of the smaller lanes, and then he took my hand once again, and we walked like that on a mown path in the long grass, a route through a meadow. I saw something white, under a tree. 


A table with a white cloth. Two chairs. A huge hamper in the long grass beside it. 


‘Oh my God!’ I cried. ‘Farkas. What’s this?’


‘It’s breakfast,’ he said. But he looked uncomfortable. 


I laughed. I was going to walk towards it. 


He put his hand on my arm: stopped me. ‘Dragana,’ he said. ‘I love you, with all my heart and soul.’ He even got down on one knee, and I realised what was happening. His face, looking up at me. His eyes that loved me. ‘Will you marry me?’ he asked me.


I couldn’t speak. I nodded. Eventually, I said, ‘Yes.’ 


Here was my future, coming towards me on the trapeze. Swinging me up to the highest point, and setting me in this new place. Not a platform, but a whole world filled with people to love, who could love me. I was going to be rich and extremely happy. I hardly believed it - that I should get everything I wanted. Like a dream. I could almost see their faces now, in my mind: our children. A fizzing relief rushed through me.


‘You know, I’m so happy, just now,’ I said. ‘I don’t think I thought such happiness was possible.’ 


And he dried my eyes. He laughed and kissed me. 







TAPE 33





Farkas wanted to invite a society magazine to our engagement party. And I felt I no longer had anything to hide. Everything was resolved: a happy ending. Not for Dusan, of course - his shameful, drug-related death had been covered in detail. There’d been a photo of the van he’d hired, in which his body had been found, among sacks of heroin. Farkas has had to make a statement to the journalist about how no-one had guessed Dusan was involved in this. ‘Why not show off our happiness?’ asked Farkas. I suspected he also wanted to dispel the image of the van. 


‘Of course,’ I said.


We held the party at one of my favourite restaurants. Everyone who was legal and important was there. Men from the City Hall, and politicians. Viktor and Rita Stenov, naturally. Iva, Jana. Irena. Everyone senior from work. Farkas’s parents, and sister - who I’d never met before, she lived in the States - and her family. One of his aunts. His shooting friends. And some friends who were apparently mine, though I hardly knew them. People Jana knew: the actors, the pop singers. 


The magazine photographer was accompanied by a journalist. She congratulated me on my engagement. ‘I’m Snezana Mikulic from Hello!’ - leaning forward to kiss me on both cheeks. We chatted for a bit. ‘Your greatest inspiration?’ she asked me, holding out her recorder for me to speak at. ‘As a successful woman in business, who inspires you to achieve?’ 


But I could not think of a female role model. I said, ‘Of course, Farkas inspires me.’ Then the woman on the 200-dinar note appeared in my mind. I said, ‘The painter Nadezda Petrovic has also always inspired me. Her creativity, her way of bringing new things to life in this country. Not being afraid. She’s a real inspiration.’ 


The journalist nodded at me. ‘What are you wearing today?’ 


I gave her a list of my clothes. A DKNY jumpsuit. Balenciaga high-heel shoes. My bolero from Balenciaga also. 


Now Farkas was standing next to me, being proud. It was time to touch the diamond on my necklace. ‘And this is my gift today from Farkas,’ I say. ‘It’s from Bulgari?’ I’m only asking this so I can turn to face Farkas. So he can then agree, and lean forwards to kiss me on the lips. 


The flash of the camera. 





I have no idea how much it all cost: Farkas had organised it. A hundred guests, and trays loaded with slivers of beef, and little shot-glasses of lobster consomme, beautiful skewered salads and endless glasses of champagne. Everyone was smiling at me and saying my name. Dragana! Congratulations, darling. 


So many gifts, that we had nowhere to put them. A second table had to be brought out just to hold them. Who would think that, not even three years ago, I was walking into Vora feeling like I wanted to die? Now, I had been reborn. 


I loved my life. Loved it. 


No more ghosts: because there was nothing for me to be ashamed of. I deserved this.



















FINDS OUT ABOUT MONEY WITH IVA





THE REST OF August proceeded. Farkas welcomed the best people in Belgrade into the villa in Topcider The house, with its gentle lighting and pure clean sheets of glass, its open stair and polished wood floors, was even lovelier than when I’d first seen it. My happiness put a new shine on everything I saw. 


Our visitors would admire my yellow diamond ring - taking my hand and lifting it up, when I came to speak with them. I said how happy I was to be marrying the man I loved more than anything. I said, ‘I’m the happiest woman in the world.’ We had to hire a waiter as well as a cook, at the villa, because there were so many people visiting us. 


On one of these warm evenings, when we had a little time alone, Farkas suggested we buy an estate, outside of Belgrade. Somewhere with our own vineyard. The project grew.


And then I talked with him about setting up a children’s charity - a musical venture. A way for poorer children to play music and be lent their instruments. 


We talked about our own kids. ‘I want to start right away,’ Farkas said to me. He liked to put his arm around my ribcage, holding me in front of him. He kissed the skin on my shoulder. ‘Maybe right this instant,’ he said. 


But I smiled and said, we should wait until after the wedding. 


He said, ‘The boy, we’ll call him Farkas Junior. The girl - you can choose.’ 


‘I want to have them close together, so they can be friends,’ I said, thinking of my actual age. 


Farkas shrugged. ‘Okay,’ he said, and started to pull my vest up. ‘We must practice,’ he said. He was much more often in the mood for sex, since the engagement. It was like he was completely certain of me. In some men, trust makes them want a woman’s body more. In other men, less. He was the first kind. There were a lot of things like this that I could love in him. 


‘There will be no need for you to continue working,’ Farkas said to me, once in this time. ‘You’d rather spend your time working on our own place, anyway.’ 


We agreed I’d help to interview my replacement. I was going to leave the company in October. 


Jana came out to the house, to plan the wedding with me. Soon, I stopped spending time at all in my apartment. 





At the end of August, Iva came for one of her private meetings with Farkas. He brought her through to the drawing room afterwards, where I was looking through some details about our wedding. 


I put down the folder. We all had coffee. 


I was telling her about some small item related to our wedding, and she was smiling. 


I still didn’t know what she and Farkas worked on together. Last year, she had become Regional Sales Manager for a big pharmaceutical company, based in the US. She was their salesperson for the whole of Serbia. She got a commission on every drug they sold here, as well as a salary. Farkas had got her this job. I knew that: I imagined, too, that they were working on some project connected to the new clinic. I just didn’t know what this was. 


Iva sat on the sofa. Sipping her coffee and taking one small cake from the plate. 


‘What is it that you and Farkas are doing?’ I asked her, putting down my coffee cup. ‘Is it something to do with the new clinic we’re building? I never asked.’


She gave me a questioning smile. She said, ‘Oh, it’s really going well.’ She looked at me strangely, then she changed the topic. She asked where I was going to put all of my artwork. ‘Is Farkas going to let you take some of this old stuff down?’ she asked, and she turned to him with raised eyebrows and a smile. 


When I looked over at Farkas, he appeared to be annoyed with me. But then he laughed and made some comment about my taste in artwork. And I did not think much more about it - about whatever it was that he and Iva were doing together. I knew I trusted him. 


Farkas’s parents came to stay. ‘To get to know our new daughter, really properly,’ they said. I entertained them all day, taking them to places they’d like. 


We ate lengthy meals at the huge dining table. I liked his father a lot, with his stories about Communism and about where the family had come from, before all that. 


At the weekend, Farkas suggested the four of us go and shoot ducks. There’s a place not so far from the city where he likes to do this. Vlad was to drive us, because the men liked to drink and of course women did not drive the men. In the SUV there was room for all of us. 


On these occasions, when I was invited, I liked to go with the beaters. I have never wanted to touch a gun. Usually I had another woman to be my companion, walking next to me.


But Mrs Sovany, she took a rifle and went with the men. So it was only me and the teenagers from around about - the actual beaters - walking up the duck from the marshes. The teenagers nodded and smiled to me as we moved out in a line with our sticks. Nobody was so rude as to try and speak with me, across the sound of the grass and the wind. I was so obviously different to them, in my brand new black rubber boots, my jeans that were perfect, my cashmere T-shirt and Dubarry body-warmer. They were all in red and yellow and blue sweaters and old trousers. 


I watched the birds feel so frightened that they’d flap right up, from the rushes in front of me, out across the water. Up, into the sky where the real danger was waiting. I watched them getting smaller as they flew above the fields the other side. I heard the distant pop of the guns. The birds fell down from the sky, and the dogs ran out from the guns to bring them in. 


I felt strange, having no-one to talk to, to distract me from what was happening here. 


I sat down next to Farkas at lunchtime. I said, I might skip the afternoon, and meet them all back at the house. He nodded.


Vlad held the car door open for me. He said, ‘Shooting is more fun if you have a gun?’ 


I laughed and agreed with him.


We drove back in to the city. We pulled up at the villa. 


I got in, and I showered and changed. I went into the sitting room and turned on some music. I switched on my laptop and curled up with it on the sofa. I was looking at wedding flowers when Farkas called my cellphone. 


They were still at lunch, talk and laughter in the background. He wanted me to do him a favour. ‘Darling,’ he said. ‘Can you go into my study, and check how many bedrooms are at Kraljice Natalije? There should be a total number. The drawings are on my desk.’ 


I went down to the study: that large room that fronted the courtyard where our cars were parked. 


The drawings were where he’d said, there on his desk.


There was a sheet of smaller paper on top. In thick pen, there was the name Iva, in Farkas’s handwriting. Below her name, two columns of numbers.


I lifted up that sheet.


I looked down at the drawing. Kraljice Natalije, the Queen Natalie Street. It runs from the very heart of the city, the Terasa, to Kneza Milosa. These were the apartments on the site of the old hospital. 185 bedrooms. I put the smaller sheet of paper back down on top, and rang him back.


He was pleased, and I could hear him telling someone else, ‘185 bedrooms.’ It sounded like he had had a few drinks. 


We ended our call. I must have been looking at the list of numbers while we were on the phone, because my brain had noticed something. The figures in the second column were all forty per cent of the figures in the column before. What Farkas could be paying her such generous commission for, I’d no idea. I didn’t think it was my concern. I closed the door, and walked out. 







TAPE 34





The journalist from Hello! sent me a copy of the magazine when it came out. It arrived as Farkas and I were about to go to work. I took it with me, and opened it in my office. At the Party for the Engagement of Farkas Sovany and Dragana Savic. The photos were great. There was Farkas, kissing me on the lips. There we both were, smiling at the camera. They’d put the quote about my inspiration in a big box, in large lettering. 


I examined my face. I did look twenty-six. 





I left the office that lunchtime, going out to get a salad at a nearby cafe. I’d reached the next street up, when someone behind me began shouting my name. ‘Dragana Savic!’ 


A man. He was approaching fast along the sidewalk - tall and large, with a shaven head. Angry. A purple T-shirt and a pair of jeans. About forty. I turned away from him and kept walking, faster than before. 


He shouted my name again. Angry, but polite. ‘Miss Savic!’ Getting closer to me. His face so mad at me. ‘How is it you can put a whole workshop of men out of business?’


So I realised this was one of the Iljic Joinery men. I looked back ahead of me. I kept walking, ignoring him. 


He was following me, keeping pace. I looked into the street for the police, or a cab. 


‘I used to work for Iljic Joinery,’ he said. ‘We cleared our books to work on your contract. You cancelled it because you couldn’t afford us. Do you remember?’ Walking beside me now - level with me. 


‘You should have had a written contract organised, if it was so important,’ I said. 


‘I’ve got a new house,’ he said, keeping step. ‘A house with a mortgage. I’ve got a wife and kids. And we all know you ripped off our designs! You sent them -’ 


‘Look!’ I said, turning to look him in the face. ‘Mr Iljic refuses to negotiate - that’s not my fault. He was completely inflexible. It’s him you need to complain to. I even offered your boss another job, on top of that one, but Mr Iljic turned the opportunity down.’ 


‘We heard,’ said the angry man. ‘Two worthless offers instead of the contract you’d agreed to.’ 


‘But didn’t sign!’ I said. ‘There was no contract.’ I was walking on. I expected him to stay behind. This felt like a meeting that was over. 


But the man was beside me again. I kept my eyes ahead. ‘How do you expect us to live, now you’ve destroyed our jobs?’ he asked.


This so melodramatic, that I laughed.


‘How am I supposed to look after my wife and kids?’ he asked. ‘How can we pay to keep our house? My wife is a cashier. She can’t support us all!’ 


I stopped, because he was being ridiculous. And because none of this was my fault. It was the way the world worked. It was the fault of his boss, for failing to watch out for himself, for them. 


‘Mr Iljic is a foolish person,’ I said. I said, it was obvious their business wouldn’t have lasted - with or without my actions. ‘You want money from me? You’re not my responsibility.’


He laughed, and something in his eyes became familiar. But I couldn’t see what it was. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t take your money, even if you tried to give it to me. What I want,’ he said, ‘is to know how you sleep at night.’ Something in his eyes was really getting to me. ‘In your thousand-dollar jumpsuit from DKNY. Knowing that you put good people out of business, that you steal and lie.’ 


‘Wake up,’ I said to him. ‘Try living in the real world.’ I said, ‘Your boss should have made sure we had a contract. If he didn’t, that’s up to him.’ Beyond him, I noticed a cab with its light on. ‘It’s his responsibility - not mine,’ I said. 


‘Tell yourself that!’ said the man. ‘I hope you get pleasure in your diamonds and your designer shoes. I hope you have a great time. You’re a heartless bitch.’ 


I pushed past him, to hail the cab. He stood back and laughed at me. His laugh was just like Branko’s. That was what had got to me - I put my finger on it. He was like a horrible version of my brother. 


I opened the door of the cab. 


The cab driver was looking at a commotion on the street behind me.


I glanced back, and saw her: a woman in a cashier’s apron, running up the sidewalk, through the walking people. Come, too late, to stop her husband from being stupid. Waving and shouting. ‘No!’ she was shouting. ‘Branko! Wait!’ 


And the man had turned back towards her, away from me. 







I didn’t believe it could really be him. But when I got into my office, I sent Anna out to get me my salad, and looked up Branko Bratic on the internet, on my phone, just to reassure myself that it wasn’t.


On Facebook, there were two men with his name. I clicked on the first. 


I saw a picture of the man I’d met. My stomach sank. That was definitely him. I clicked in to the part of his profile that was public.


I saw the name of our village, under where he was from. 


I was frozen. 


I put my phone away, and looked instead at some drawings on my computer for the Queen Natalie Apartments. But I couldn’t think about anything. My mind kept going blank. 


I started to cry. I grabbed some tissue and pushed it in to my face, trying to make the crying stop. I didn’t know why I was crying. I only knew everything was falling apart, again. 


I sat through my afternoon meetings like a machine version of me. Smiling, saying things. Not able to think about anything. 


The time reached five. 


Farkas came in to my office. He thought we might go for dinner on the river, as the evening was so nice. 


I tried to smile again. I told him I had one of my headaches. ‘I’ll have an early night at the apartment,’ I told him. ‘I won’t be good company.’ 


‘You do look unwell,’ said Farkas, concerned. ‘Do you want me to drive you?’ 





I kissed him when he stopped the car outside my block. 


I walked around my living room, restless. I sat on the sofa and got out my laptop. I couldn’t believe any of this. 


How was it possible, that Branko had been here all along? Living in my world - but living a different life to me completely. 


And I had put him out of work. 


I tried to convince myself: what happened to his job was not my fault. A business should have savings - money to cover periods when work is low. If it doesn’t, then a good business can borrow.


An irritating voice inside me said, not if they have already used their savings. Not if they have already borrowed. 


And I remembered Dad, at the paper mill, struggling to keep every job. Selling the holiday resort, to do this. 


I saw, this contract had meant a lot to the joinery. I mean, I knew it did. But it must have meant more than I realised. 


I saw Branko in my memory, as I rode that runaway horse. I saw him in his red T-shirt, throwing down his bike. Running into the field towards me with his arms out wide. Saving me from going into the road.


I saw him that last night, in our kitchen, while we proudly presented our security arrangements. His face, honest and horrified. You’re all fucking crazy. 


The way he’d walked out.


I heard his voice, laughing with Jasmina, in that summer night.


I saw the photograph I’d taken from his room, the day I left. All the time I’d lived in the room with Suzana, I’d practically idolised Branko. I’d thought, if only I’d been able to see things more clearly, like he’d done. I’d often taken out that picture, and looked at it.


It was a photograph I’d never seen again, since the day I was taken into Laslo’s house, in Tuzla. But it had been there. I’d brought it with me, in my bags of things. It had just vanished, along with nearly everything. They must have put it in a bin.


After Laslo’s - I don’t think I ever thought like that. Not again. I just forgot him - cut him out. The truth was, humans weren’t pleasant. 


The real world was cleverness, brute force, greed. Not so nice, but honest at least. Truthful. Everyone for themselves - just how it is. Self-interest. 


Sure, you could kid yourself, if your life was nice enough. If you were safe enough. Then you could afford to think differently. Pretend. 


But not if you lived behind the curtain, or in a country that struggled. In the dressing room of the soul, I thought I saw everything. All of the ugliness. 


But it wasn’t complete - it was missing a space for him. 





I found out as much as I could gather about my brother from the internet. He’d been in Belgrade the last fifteen years. He’d worked at the Iljic Joinery for the last ten of these years, starting out as an apprentice. He’d never even gone to New Zealand. I wondered about that - how it had happened.


His wife’s profile had fewer privacy settings. On her page, I saw my brother and their kids - a boy and a girl - playing football in a park. I saw their new house. A small villa with a small back garden. Just big enough for a barbecue with friends, which they were enjoying in these pictures. 


Branko looked unrecognisable, when I compared him to the way he’d looked at me in the street. In the photos I was seeing here, he smiled broadly, his eyes creased in familiar kindness, holding a beer. 


Their friends had kids as well. People were laughing, or in the middle of eating, or talking to someone, holding up a sausage. 


A normal life. 


I kept looking at the line in his profile, where he said where he was from.


As if coming from our village were not a thing to be horribly ashamed of. 


Maybe he just never hid from things. 


Because he hadn’t made the wrong choices, like I had. 


Wait - let me light my cigarette.





There is only one sort of human, Charlotte. The sort who can believe the wrong thing, easily, and feel proud, and frightened, both at the same time. Because fear and pride belong to the same experience. One is the feeling that someone else might make you disappear. The other is its effect: wanting to only see yourself, not the frightening threat against you. Becoming falsely perfect, because you must be, to withstand them. 


But you choose what you do with your feelings. Trust, or a death inside you. To be open. Or to shut yourself in, and insist. 


I went across to my bureau. 


I still had a cheque book in there. I pulled it from the drawer, and took a pen. I made out the cheque to Iljic Joinery. I thought: Fine. This is all getting sorted out. I can mend this. 


The cheque would let the joinery stay open, for long enough to get a new job in. 


Branko would have work, and I’d be able to go on with my life without hating myself. I could be kind, and also be a realist.







TAPE 35





Over breakfast, Farkas said we should take a long drive out west to Tara Mountains, because the sky was bright blue and because it would be very amusing to get a photograph of a bear on the porch of Viktor Stenov’s new holiday house, while he was away with Rita and their kids in the Maldives. 


I said, ‘Bears?’ 


‘If we don’t find a bear,’ he said, ‘it will still be a good trip. A nice picnic with you.’ 


I knew how much Farkas liked to make pranks on his friends. I smiled at him, and agreed to it.


We spent the three hours of the journey talking, and the conversation came about to the new interior design director I wanted to hire, to replace me. 


‘I don’t know why you want her,’ said Farkas. ‘I’ve seen her website. Everything she does is brown and orange. As if we’re all living under Communism once again. And that 1970s furniture. Like a bad flashback.’ 


‘Everything comes around, eventually,’ I said to him. 


‘Please,’ he said. ‘Not Communism!’ 


I said, ‘I think it was different here, than it was for you in Hungary. What we had in Yugoslavia.’ 


‘You’re nostalgic for a socialism you never experienced,’ he said. ‘I think that’s the fashion, among young people. Because you don’t know what it means.’ 


I said, how maybe capitalism had gone too far. How maybe we had forgotten some things that are important. Like treating everyone as if they are just as important as yourself. 


Well - he thought that was hilarious. ‘That’s your idea of Communism, Dragana?’ He guffawed. ‘It wasn’t like that, I promise. Everyone was just as selfish as they are now. Human nature never changes.’ 


We drove past beautiful pale green lakes, set among rocky mountains. 


He said, ‘It’s here somewhere.’


He had his cellphone on the charge point in the car, and it was set to loudspeaker. He’d already had one brief chat with a friend. Now it rang, and I saw Iva’s name on the screen, lit up. He pressed it to answer. She was saying, ‘Hello,’ and at the same instant, he was saying, ‘I’m in the car with Dragana. You’re on speakerphone.’ 


It made my skin prickle, and I looked out of the side window. 


‘Oh, it was nothing important,’ said Iva’s voice. ‘We can talk later.’


And he told her when he’d be back, so she could ring him in the evening. 


There was a silence after the call. Just the soft whirr of the car. The scenery floating over the hood, in front of us. 


I said, ‘Iva never told me - is it the clinic she’s helping on?’


He said, ‘No. It’s something else.’ After an uncomfortable silence, he said, ‘I’m helping her with her sales.’ He looked at me, and back at the road in front of us, twisting under the trees. He said, ‘Maybe it’s better if you know. Why should we have secrets? Okay, you know I got her her job. So now she gets commission on all the drugs she sells through the doctors. And I arrange some money, to encourage more prescriptions.’


I thought of the forty per cent. He wasn’t paying Iva. She was paying him. Forty per cent of her own percentage - thirty-five, I think she said she got on all her sales - for supplying bribes to the prescribing doctors. This way, the money for bribes wasn’t coming out of her own account. It seemed practical: clean. I said, ‘Well, that’s sensible enough.’ 


He nodded. ‘She’s got a new drug,’ he said. ‘A very good one. It treats cancer.’


I said, ‘Fantastic.’


‘Yes.’ He glanced at me again. He smiled as he looked away from me. He was pleased with himself. He said, ‘But maybe we need them to prescribe it in higher patient numbers than the real diagnoses. To have it really do exceptionally.’ He said, ‘It’s not like agriculture. So much more oversight, with the Ministry of Health. We have got to have actual real patients. So we need a lot more money. To get the doctors to make the right diagnoses for her. But it’s working. The sales are the highest in Europe.’ He laughed. 


Paying doctors to diagnose cancer in healthy patients - so they could give them their expensive medicine. 


I felt everything in my body go shaky. I heard my voice asking if the medicine had side-effects. 


‘Not really. Well - I don’t know. Maybe some nausea or headaches or something. No. Nothing serious.’ He asked me why I was interested? 


I said, ‘Because of the patients. In case you’re making them sick.’ 


‘It’s not your business to worry about them,’ he said. ‘Or any of it.’ He said, ‘I’m telling you so you can stop asking stupid questions, when Iva is visiting.’ 


He swung the car up a side-road, and I saw we were facing Viktor Stenov’s chalet. 


Farkas got out and took a bag of food over to the veranda. He was angry in his movements, cross with me. 


I stood on the driveway looking down at the view - a lake, shining in the summer sun, and green forest rising on the other shore - and then I walked over to the veranda. 


He must have heard me stepping onto the wooden boards. He was emptying pears and sweet potatoes around the place. He didn’t look up. He said, ‘Sometimes she’s bringing me the details for the doctors. That’s why she comes. But we don’t talk about it, outside my study. Even inside the rest of the house.’ He rearranged a bit of sweet potato, as if the bear might prefer it this way. He stood, and looked at me. ‘If she is ever at the house, you’re not to mention her work. Talk about some gossip, or even talk about politics and God - but don’t talk with her ever about business,’ he said. He was light in his voice again. ‘Good! We’ll wait for a bear,’ he said, and laughed awkwardly. 


I didn’t know what I felt. Something strange. I smiled.


‘I like your soft heart,’ said Farkas, and took my hand. ‘Just don’t try and put it in my business. You’ve got your new charity, and you’ll have our children to take care of. That’s where to put your heart. Okay?’ 


We went and sat in the car, with the windows rolled down. We were under the shade of a tree. Farkas put some music on, saying this might help to attract the bears. ‘Let’s just have our picnic in here,’ he said, and I agreed. So we unpacked the bag his cook had made. We ate our sandwiches and boiled eggs, and drank cold water, and waited. 


‘There he is,’ said Farkas.


I leaned forwards to see. A dark shape hovered on the veranda. It was picking things up from the ground with its paws. It was eating the things we’d left for it. 


Farkas switched off the music. The sounds of birdsong returned. He held up his camera. 


He looked at the photos, after he’d taken them. He laughed. 


The bear went on eating. I sat there, watching it. I thought about other deals we did. Like that business with Tomas: his tomato tunnels. The tomato farm was also a scheme for taking money from the government, for things that didn’t exist. It had felt like cleverness, to do that - as if we were winning against something big and slow and stupid. Something that deserved to lose, for not being as good at life as we were. 


I imagined the patients. The men and women being given a drug they didn’t need. People being told they had cancer, when they didn’t - believing this about the bodies they lived in. Because it was their own doctor who told them this. Doctors, who they trust, telling lies to them about their own bodies. How the people go on believing in that lie, living inside it. All so the doctors can make money, so Iva can make money. 


And give it to Farkas, who will give it to me, and spend it on our children. I saw this money going into them: the innocent bodies.


It made me feel unsure of everything, like my world was shaking. 


I was afraid of the world I’d chosen. 


I wanted to start again. But I had run away so many times, and maybe I had to stop and face this. Only I didn’t know how. 


Farkas kept talking, all alone. He was looking the same as always. He didn’t know there was anything wrong. He was enjoying writing a message to go with the photographs, on his phone, before he sent them. 


I took a deep breath. ‘I can not accept this. What you’re doing with Iva,’ I said. ‘It’s really wrong. People put trust in their doctors, and the two of you are abusing it.’ 


Farkas swore. His face changed. He dropped his phone in to the compartment, and he started the car. The car crunched slowly back down the track. 


It bumped on to the main road, and then he was pulling it through the gears, so we sped up. We didn’t slow - only kept going faster along the road, until I realised I was holding on to the handle inside my door. 


Trees came and went in quick black flashes at my side. The lake-water plunged past as we took each bend.


One bend, we took too fast. I was looking at the road, then at a spinning crush of water, road, and trees. 


The car pulled away, out of the spin. Moving on: sucking the road beneath us, pulling it in, too quick. Gathering the same mad speed. Heading for another bend, in the distance. My heart seemed to fly out of my mouth.


I shouted, ‘Slow down! Stop it - please!’


Farkas looked at me, for a fraction of a second. He stared at the road ahead, again. He was gripping the steering wheel. He said, ‘If you’re my passenger, you accept my driving. Or you will get out and walk. Which? Dragana - which?’


The straight stretch of road had got shorter. The corner was just ahead. He was taking the car faster and faster towards it. The road went darkly into the trees, flying closer. ‘Stop!’ I shouted. ‘Yes! I accept!’ 


The road dropped back down in speed. We were hurled around the corner, from our momentum. He was taking us down. Slowly, slowly. Until everything was normal. Sliding easily between slopes of green and shadow, safe.


I collected my breath. I said, ‘You frightened me.’


He didn’t say anything. 


The road went on through the shadow of the mountains. It felt like we would be lost here forever. I thought we’d never escape: that the city was just a story. 


‘Don’t try and tell me how to live, again,’ he said. ‘You are not a priest.’ 







I closed my eyes.


I was standing outside Ivan’s house. I saw the white blossom that fell from the roof of a car, while it pulled off.


Even with the dubious activities of Mr Iztebegovic, that fuelled the fears, that were fanned by the newspapers - none of it could have touched us, if we’d listened to our conscience. Because conscience says that some things are always wrong, and don’t change with your situation. Because conscience is made of laws. That’s what real laws are for, the ones inside your heart: to save you from your emotions. From fear and pride and believing too much in your own judgement. 


I thought of Obrad, standing in the street.


We must remember the love we share. We are brothers and sisters in the world! We’re all the same as each other - because all of us are human beings! We have no differences big enough to separate us. We all are born and live a life and die. This small life is what we share. We are meant to comfort and help each other, through our pain and darkness. Love is what we are made for. Love makes us human. Everything I do, I do it to my brother. My brother is all of you. I am your brother and I love you. 


Outside the kafana, trying to speak to us. 


Jasmina was slumped against the table-leg, in her kitchen. I saw her mop of pale brown hair, hiding her from me. She was here, in this seat, in me, in the car that Farkas was driving. 


You are not my priest.


Of course I wasn’t. There was so much I had done wrong. So much I hadn’t done right. 


A long, completely wordless journey: he put the music on again. 





When we got back in to the villa, Farkas still didn’t say anything to me. He went to his study.


I went to the drawing room. I opened my folder of wedding flowers, on my laptop. 


Everything came rushing back. Not what had happened in the Tankovics’ kitchen, that day when I ran in there. Not their murder. Before. 


I saw Jasmina, walking backwards down the hall, talking to me. I could finally see her face. In the kitchen now, she was laughing about the old dress patterns that Hana had. Those 70s shirts and dresses. 


The fabric, laid out. 


I saw the way Hana bent down to rub her knees, which were stiff, and how her ponytail flopped over her head. I saw her straighten back up. She was smiling at me, and saying something.


Such a wide space separated me from the person I wished I’d been. This space was like a pain, inside me.


Humans aren’t made to hurt each other. If we were, it wouldn’t make us so miserable and guilty. 


We are meant to comfort and help each other, through our pain and darkness. 


Love is what we are made for. Love makes us human. 


Everything I do, I do it to my brother. 


We put Obrad in that camp not just for what he said. It was also for what he didn’t say. Because he refused to think that people who are most like us are more important than others. That people who agree with us are more important than someone who disagrees, who wants to stop us. 


Here I was, living on money that got taken away from the old and the sick, from the poor. Because they are not like me, not my family. Because they are stupid and weak, and because I am one of the stronger animals.


I could say that I’m not part of an activity that involves anything serious, this time. Nobody is going to get shot and killed.


But I don’t even believe that completely. If I take away the health department’s money from doctors and hospitals, the killing is just more gradual, really. 


Taking the government’s money for the tomato farms, it’s not even that much better. Because all of that money is needed somewhere else. And I’m part of a way of living that wants the opposite. We want to get our hands on as much of that government money as possible, and put as much of it as we can into our pockets. 


That is called doing business.





Sometimes, I think about the ancient humans of Bosnia - the Aurignacians. About the way they used to paint themselves with coloured dust. The floors of their caves are covered in thick ochre. So much of it - after so much time has passed. They must have covered their bodies in the stuff. 


But no-one can really paint themselves, can they? You need someone else to look at you and to paint you. You need someone else to see you, as you can not see yourself. To reach the parts you can’t. You need someone who is different, so you can know what you are. 


Imagine: two humans - they are just come in from the Levant. In these years, a great glacier covers the whole of the north - the land that will become Russia, Scandinavia, Britain. Down here, though, the land is exposed. Two humans are crouching in the rocks by the Gomjenica river, rubbing two rocks together until some golden dust comes out. Taking the coloured dust in one hand to the river. It is rumbling past them. Taking some of its water, and mixing it. 


They use their fingers to make the dots and lines of paste on each other’s arms and neck and face. 


They are different to the earth and sky. Different to the animals. They have a human soul. 


I imagine how they crouch in the cold wind, listening. When the paint moves from their fingers to the other one’s skin, they are giving each other a name. 


All that is left is the wind, out here in the open. After they have passed into nothing, there is nothing to say that they made each other’s names. Their dust has blown away, because they sat by the river, and not in a cave. But that does not change how things were, between them. 





Farkas slept in another bedroom, that night, and then the next morning - a Sunday - he came and said that breakfast was ready. It was like nothing had happened.


We talked and smiled over our coffee and eggs. Maybe he seemed slightly nervous. He came and kissed me, though. When we’d finished, I told him I was going to the gym.







I tried to dress normally for my secret visit to my brother. I wanted to look like I wasn’t too out of place. A denim skirt and a T-shirt from DKNY, with plimsolls. It looked cheap, if I covered the T-shirt’s logo with a pink scarf. 


I found his address on a website that looks people up. It was in a new suburb of Miljakovac 3, south of Belgrade. Very boring and repetitive little villas, rows and crescents of them in the sunshine. 


I’d also found out that he lived in a cheap place called Beli Potok - a suburb of Belgrade - all through the war. He lived there even after he got married. He’s been married for twelve years. He lived with his wife in Beli Potok right until January, when they moved into this place here. I can see why they wanted it. Good tram service, good school for the kids. A small back yard, instead of living in a sixth-floor apartment with no garden. 


They got this mortgage.


I parked across the road, and along a bit. I don’t know what I expected from their house. It stood there, on and on, for an hour. Not changing. Nothing moving. A small white box with square windows and a little front gate.


And then Branko came out of the front door, holding the hand of his small daughter. She was dressed for a party: wearing a nice little dress, and a ribbon in her dark hair. 


Branko was talking to her, and she was saying something back. 


I wanted to hear. I had the windows right down, but they were too far away for me.


His wife’s voice called out from the front door, behind them. They turned and looked. ‘Jasmina!’ she was shouting. ‘Look! You forgot Josef’s present!’ In her shorts and T-shirt, she was walking down the very short path to their front gate, opening it one-handed. She was holding a wrapped gift. She walked up the sidewalk, towards my brother, and my niece. 


The sun’s warmth, lying across the car’s dashboard, seemed to say to me, you can preserve this. 


I thought of getting out. I considered telling Branko how sorry I was for what happened. But the warmth and a feeling of sad contentment stopped me. I don’t think we can be forgiven twice. 


When they’d gone, I turned the car towards my apartment building. I drove on, past the shops that were shuttered until Monday. Everything in the centre seemed quieter, and the people were walking around in the sun. Walking in and out of shadows and bright, bright sunlight. 


I sat here, on this sofa, and thought about you. About what I should do.





Now I have said everything. Nearly everything, Charlotte. I thought I was doing the right thing, you know. That I just needed to make you understand, what it was really like. How it was, and why. Then I was going to do as you suggested. 


But as H said to me when I saw him on Wednesday, I am sometimes a bit naive. It’s a polite word for not too clever, in spite of everything that’s happened to me. I don’t always see the full picture. I was so absorbed, in making you see what I’m doing, I forgot to ask any deep question about your agenda. 







TAPE 36





To see H, I bought a new phone, and some credit, and I sent a message from a cafe near the office. 


He wanted to meet me at Mount Avala, a hill just outside Belgrade, with many steps; a monument and a TV tower with a cafe at the top. A busy place: people like to climb the many steps and make a picnic in summer. 


I drove out there in my lunch hour.


The steps were naturally crowded. I was to meet H at the top. 


I climbed all the way up, in the heat. 


No sign of him. Then a little girl detached herself from the crowd around me. She came over. ‘This is for you,’ she said, handing me a postcard. 


I bent down to chat with her, and looked at the picture on the postcard. A horse, with a young woman riding it. I looked up, and the girl was walking away. She was taking the hand of an adult, and going with them into the foot of the TV tower. 


I stood up again, and looked around. 


The longer I stood there, the less right it seemed. I couldn’t imagine H walking up here, among all the other people. He was so set apart from everyone. He hated crowds. 


I checked the time on my watch. I bent the postcard back and forwards. 


I thought of how H once told me that he’d tried horse-riding, but didn’t like it. I’d agreed, and told him I once nearly got myself and a horse both killed. I’d told him the story of my getting up on a horse, with no saddle or reins, and how it ran away with me. Not the details of my real family, or the place where I lived - which were blank, in my mind, back then - but the smaller truth. I could picture that ride across the field. 


‘Someone saved me,’ I’d said, when H had asked me what happened. ‘I didn’t know what I was doing. I was an idiot, really.’ And I’d turned and put out my cigarette, in the way that meant a conversation was finished. Smiled at him and stretched my arms above my head. 


I turned the postcard over. On its back, an address in blue pen. 





A tiny cafe, in the city - a little place I often went by myself, when I lived with H. When I got there, it was closed. I knocked on the door. 


The man who used to run it wasn’t there. Instead, a different man let me in. The room was nearly empty, and dark: only the light above the counter was yellow. 


The door was being locked behind me. I was walking towards H, who sat at the table at the back of the room. 


He saw me but didn’t get up. He seemed neither happy nor in any way moved by my arrival in the cafe. 


He told the man to leave us. Then he told me to sit down, across from him. 


Although it was obviously him, I had a strong feeling that he had removed himself from me. He was like a man I hadn’t seen before, and did not know. I said, I was sorry for being late, because I had not understood the arrangement. I was sitting down, trying not to feel so frightened of him. It made no sense, to be frightened of someone who had always been good to me. 


The indifference in his face turned into coldness. ‘I have got to make you run around like this, to make sure you aren’t with anyone else,’ he said. ‘Because you are pleased to involve yourself with British spies.’


I said that I wasn’t involved with you. I said, you’d asked me to help you with something, and I’d turned you down. 


He told me I didn’t know what I was doing. He looked at me for a while. Then he said, ‘What did she want from you?’ 


I told him, you wanted to know the address where my father is living. ‘Because my father is someone she’s interested in,’ I said. 


Something flickered in his eyes. ‘Why? Who is your father, that the British are interested in him?’ 


‘Vasilije Bratic,’ I said. ‘The war criminal.’ 


He was smiling. But then a kind of annoyance came into his face. Because believing me was inconvenient. ‘That’s your father,’ he said.


I nodded. ‘Yes,’ I said. 


‘You’re from Prijedor.’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Not Croatia.’


‘No.’


‘And your name’s not Margita Berberic.’ 


‘No.’ 


He seemed to find this funny, as well as very irritating. ‘You must be Mira. Mira Bratic. The girl who ran away.’ 


‘Yes.’


We went on looking at each other.


I said, ‘The British woman wanted me to ask you where he was.’


‘She thought I’d tell you this?’ 


‘Because he’s my father,’ I explained. ‘She said you’d tell me, if I told you I wanted to visit him.’ 


He pushed a sandwich across his plate. He’d eaten some of it. ‘And is that what you came here to ask, Margita?’ 


‘Not for her,’ I said. ‘No. She doesn’t know I’m here. But now I know you have his address - yes, I do want to see him - before I say goodbye to my old life forever.’


‘You’re leaving?’ he asked.


I said, ‘I’m getting married. It means the same thing.’ 


He leant forwards, across the table. Maybe only an inch. But it felt like he was coming into my life. He was being as close as we had used to sit, once before. ‘You know nothing about how the British operate,’ he told me. ‘Not really.’ His eyes so clear and strong. ‘All they care about is themselves.’ He said, ‘Have they got something on you?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘They can try and blackmail me about Farkas. Tell him I was your girlfriend once. But he won’t believe that - Nikos already made a mess of it for them. He told Farkas I was Margita Berberic. Farkas doesn’t believe it. I don’t think he’s going to listen to someone else with the same kind of story about me now. As for saying I’m a war criminal’s daughter - they have no proof of any of it.’


H said, ‘Nikos is not in Europe any more.’


‘Good,’ I said. 


‘Do you want to tell me what happened, with him?’


‘Not really.’ 


There was a force in the silence between us.


I said, ‘The British agent didn’t try to push me into anything. She didn’t try to force this. She talked about justice.’ 


H laughed. He had something to say about that. Then he said, ‘But look. You can’t expect me to give you your father’s address, now.’ 


I nodded. I said I understood. ‘I just thought I’d ask.’ 


Neither of us said anything for a minute. He ate the rest of his sandwich, took a drink.


‘Why do you want to know where he is, if you aren’t helping them?’ he asked me. ‘You can see, it’s a coincidence.’ 


‘I didn’t know you knew where he was, until she told me,’ I said. ‘And hearing her talk about all those things - back in that time. It brought it back to me. There are things I need to say, things I want to ask.’ 


I must have had some look in my face, from the way he altered at that point. He was warming; I felt it. Then he said, ‘There are not many people I trust. But you’re one of them.’ He said, ‘I know you, better than you think,’ and then he went on watching me.


I told him a lot of things had changed lately. I said, ‘My life is catching up with me. I thought history was something I could escape, but it’s not. The pattern of your life - it always finds you. You can’t run away from it. You can only stop and let it crash into you, and pick up the pieces that are left.’ I said, ‘I want to see him before I get married, and become someone else forever. I want to turn around and face it: what we did. So I can be rid of it.’ 


His face was very still. He said, ‘Okay. Okay.’ He sniffed. He said, ‘A friend of mine will take you to him. If anyone in the building questions you, you’re taking him his medication. You know he’s sick? Heart disease.’ 


‘Thank you,’ I said. 


‘But you swear to me,’ he said, ‘that you won’t give any information to her, after you’ve visited.’


‘Of course,’ I said.


‘If you break your promise, then you can count on it - you won’t be marrying Farkas Sovany or anyone like him.’


I nodded, and smiled. ‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to threaten me.’ 


As if I were to be trusted.







In the dark bedroom, under the carved swans, I listened for the sound of Farkas snoring. 


I’d wanted to wait until he’d gone out. But while life had gone on as if nothing happened in the Tara Mountains, he was also more attentive than normal since the argument. I put it down to guilt, and love. He didn’t go out with his friends, as he would other weeks. No solitary business trips were planned. And I couldn’t wait forever.


So I lay, pretending to be dreaming, until I heard the snoring. He turned over, and went on sleeping. 


I got up from my side of the bed. 


I walked over to the door of the bathroom, and looked back. His large form didn’t move, in the sheets. 


I crossed the room. I turned the handle of the bedroom door, and went out. I reached the landing, and disabled the alarm. 


The study is on the same corridor as the gym, which has high windows and also a glass wall with the corridor. The machines were moonlit, through the windows, and this light came through in to the corridor. So I could manage in the dark. 


In the study, the blinds to the courtyard were down. I closed the door behind me, and turned on the light. 


I switched on his computer, and I looked through the papers that lay on top of his desk. I looked in the drawers. 


I found the sheet of numbers I’d seen before, and took it to the photocopier. I turned the copier on and winced at the noise. I went over to the door and listened. Vlad also slept on the ground floor - but his room was the other side of the kitchen. 


The copier went on cleaning itself, noisily. 


I went back to look for more papers in the desk drawer. There were a handful of them like this one: Iva’s name written at the top of the numbers, like a note to remind him what it was. 


I placed these sheets in the photocopier, and ran it.


I pulled the original sheets from the copier, and put them all back as they were, in the drawer.


I’d found the book of Farkas’s passwords, when I was in here before. Not suspecting, not interested in checking on him at all. I’d found it because he asked me, when we were in here soon after our engagement, to pass him a cigar. He wasn’t watching me. I opened this box, lifted out the book, looked through it and saw the passwords at the back. He looked across and said, ‘Not that box. The other.’ 


I opened the cigar box.


I took out the little book. 


I saw six user names, and six passwords. 


I went into the email accounts with the strange user names. People who don’t exist - it was strange, that Farkas had this in common with me. 


I sent some of his emails to the printer. Ones between his fake email accounts and Iva. Ones between his official email account, and a bank in the Cayman Islands. Which is British territory, isn’t it, Charlotte? You do love criminals too, as long as they’re pouring money into your bank accounts. 


I saw, in his account, the forty per cent he was receiving from Iva. His bit of her commission. And the repayments that she made to him, to cover the bribes themselves, I figured. 


A blue plastic document wallet, with a clear cover: inconspicuous. 


I pulled it from the cupboard and filled it with all of the paper I’d printed. I turned off the copier. I logged out of his accounts. I switched off the computer. 


I was almost there. I grabbed a piece of blank paper, from the copier, and thought to write on it in big marker: Wedding Dress. I slotted this in at the front of the document wallet, and carried it up the stairs. 


Just as well.


Farkas had woken, when I came back into the bedroom.


I waved the folder at him, and put it in my cabinet by my side of that dreadful bed. 





That folder is not for you. It’s for H, if you agree to my suggestions. Because I want to be safe, as well as good, and this way - who knows? It could be possible, right?







If it had been my decision, I would not have chosen to go and see my father. But it wasn’t, now, was it? If I wanted to know where he lived, then I had no option but to go there and visit him. So I stood waiting, on Saturday evening, for a car to collect me from a park around the corner from Jana’s apartment, where I’d been having drinks. I’d slipped away from the party after a photograph but without saying goodbye. Everyone would assume I was still there, somewhere.


I kept looking at the time. As if that might give me some control over what was happening. Over this car that was pulling up beside me, its windows hung with curtains in the back that covered the glass completely. 


I got in. 


There was a man in the back seat, sitting next to me. 


I put my handbag between us and shut the door. 


He smiled, and introduced himself. Then he took my cellphone from me. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘You’ll get it back.’ 


The car smelled of cigarettes and soft drinks. It was cramped, because the seats were covered in coloured, knitted blankets. Squares of bright red and yellow and green, like these had been made by someone’s grandmother. And there were cushions, too.


The man reached forwards and also drew closed a curtain that divided the back seat from the driver. 


The car started. The curtains beside me jolted. 


So we proceeded through the city, like in a sedan-chair of some kind. Curtained, comfortable, cut-off from everything. 


I told myself: he won’t know it’s me. Just as Branko didn’t realise I was his sister, my father wouldn’t realise I was his long-lost daughter come to haunt him. I would hand over the medication, speak to him for a minute or two about nothing - just long enough for H’s people waiting to think I was having my big meaningful conversation - and then I would leave. 


All I needed was the address, so I could give it to you. 


We drove around for over an hour. These manoeuvres, and the occasional bursts of speed, were of a kind that makes me believe they were to make sure we weren’t being followed by your friends, Charlotte. 


I won’t give too much of the destination away, for obvious reasons. All you need to understand is that when we got out, I saw enough to work out where it is. 


And then I was walking through the building. I held a bag of medicine in my hand. 


I gave the special knock, and took out the key I’d been given. I heard a key being removed from the other side of the door, and footsteps retreating down the hall. I put mine in the lock. 







Maybe I expected him to look the way he did when I last saw him. When his indictment was on the TV, that time in the bar, he still didn’t look much different, in the photograph, from when I last saw him. 


I had not expected this: this thin old man, waiting at the other end of his hall. His eyebrows grey and spiky. His brown eyes hard, like tiny hard-boiled eggs. But what surprised me the most - he was wearing a tracksuit. My father, who would never have worn such an item, who always liked to be well-dressed if modest. A pair of clean jeans, and a checked shirt: this had always been his uniform. 


I could see he didn’t know who I was. I said, ‘Milos is ill. Here’s your medication. I brought it for you instead.’ 


He said, ‘So do I give you my list? Thank you, please come in.’ 


He made sure I closed the door behind me. He pushed past me. He locked it. His hand was a bit shaky. He pushed past me again, this time in the other direction. ‘Come in,’ he said again, heading off down the dark hallway. 


He was wearing socks and pool shoes. Those sandals people wear, made of blue plastic that just slide on or off your feet. 


I followed him into the sitting room. He was going towards a side table, with a piece of paper on it. His shopping list, H had told me. Milos would normally collect it for him.


His fingers stopped before they touched the paper. He straightened. He turned around and looked at me. ‘Of course,’ he said. His eyes were fixed on me. He said, ‘How did I not recognise you immediately?’


I froze.


He was walking towards me, across the polished linoleum floor. ‘Don’t come too close,’ I said, because he was almost touching me. Because I could not bear this. I suddenly felt, in my skin, how much I feared and hated him. 


He shocked me with his familiar smile. It was the one thing about him that had not changed. It went right into me, and twisted. He was smiling at me and squinting against the sun, his hair still wet from swimming, saying words that I’ve lost. 


He was finding me in the orchard on my grandma’s farm, hidden behind a tree. 


The smile was like a skewer, going through time and catching up all my old birthdays, and meals in the kitchen, and Christmases - making them all rub next to each other and next to this time, here. The times he smiled at me, tucking me into bed at night. The times he smiled at me, talking with me, or listening to me talk. Showing me and Jasmina how to ride a bike.


It was like some skin tore away from a wound that was deep inside me. I was staring at him, and seeing how deeply I have loved him. I felt it again because of his smile. But it was strange. The love that I felt, it belonged to one small part of me. Not the rest of me, which had grown beyond him. The part of me that loved him could even carry on, without overwhelming the rest of me. 


He asked me to fetch us something to drink, from the cupboard. He told me how hard it was for him to walk. 


‘It’s very good to see you, again,’ he said, as I poured some rakija into the nice glasses. Who gave him these things? Who came here and looked after him? The place was so clean. It was spotless.


I looked around the room. 


On the bookcase, a Polaroid photo. My mother’s face - older, but easy to recognise. She hasn’t really changed. She was in front of a lamp with a vivid shade: that lamp, right there, in the room with us.


I handed Dad his drink. He lifted it, and made a toast. ‘To family,’ he said. 


I didn’t say anything. I watched him drink, and then I put my untouched glass back down again on the cupboard. 


‘You look well,’ he said. He was looking at my face, and how I have wiped it clean of so many years. He said, ‘Life’s been good to you, at least.’ And smiled again. 


I smiled back. ‘Does she come here a lot, to see you? My mother?’ I asked. 


He said, ‘No. It’s too big a risk.’ Then he said, ‘Not often at all.’ He seemed to be getting sad. Suddenly he broke off into another way of talking. ‘Tell me about you,’ he said. ‘I can’t believe it’s my Mira! What have you been doing, all these years?’


‘I’ve been getting by,’ I told him. 


He said, in a confiding sort of way - no blame attached - ‘You broke our hearts, when you ran away. First your brother running away to New Zealand. Did you know about that? I think we found out after you left. And then you. Running away to God knows where. It destroyed your mother. As for Ivan - your fiance - he lost the will to live, when he found out you’d gone. Got himself killed.’ 


I remember feeling irritated. 


Dad was looking down, at his hands. ‘I always hoped I’d see my children again, somehow,’ he said. ‘Branko went back to see your mother, but he was saying terrible things. Does she know you’re here, your mother? Did she send you?’ 


‘No,’ I said. 


He did not seem interested in how, in this case, I had found him. He seemed to be getting a speech ready. He was nodding to himself. 


I looked up, at the wall behind his head. 


When I looked back, he was waiting. He was watching me as if he could be patient and was in charge of this situation. He started talking. 


It was a strange speech. He said he knew how greatly it had hurt me, to lose my friend, Jasmina. He talked about how he knew I was close to her, and had thought of her as a sister. 


He said, ‘I see that. And what you have to see, is that Islam is like a disease. People can be infected by it, and not appear to be ill. They carry this dangerous ideology, that convinces them they’re right and every other point of view is worthless.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It isn’t like that. What you’re talking about is pride. Which infects all of us.’ 


‘You don’t know what’s in their book,’ he said.


‘I do,’ I said, thinking of H’s uncle. Things H told me about him, and what he said about the faith. ‘“Another man’s relationship with God is not your concern. Only worry about your own relationship with God: that is your concern.” The book says this. And peace, and peace, and more peace. That there is no greater crime than taking a human life.’


‘That’s not what they take from it,’ he said.


I said, ‘Who’s ‘they’?’ I said, ‘Proud people take what they want to take, from wherever they like. Whether or not it is there. They will take it whether they are Muslim or Orthodox, or have no God at all.’ 


‘You can’t take a thing that isn’t there, Mira,’ he said. 


‘Yes, you can. That’s what we did, in the village,’ I said.


He leant forwards in his leather armchair. ‘I had specific information, from Petar,’ he said. ‘We knew they were a threat.’ 


I said, ‘That was a lot of rubbish. Branko was right about it.’


He looked shocked, thought not as shocked as I expected he might. He coughed, and took another drink. ‘That’s what you think,’ he said, as an uncomfortable thought took shape inside me. ‘But I remember how they were planning to kill me.’ He said, ‘Look at everything that’s come to pass since then. Doesn’t that teach you anything, about Islam? They have bombed the World Trade Centre, these jihadis who were enlisted to help the Muslims of Bosnia. They’re making training camps for Isis, in Bosnia now. They’re flying the flag of Islamic death in the hills outside Sarajevo. They’re turning our place into a knife they can drive right into the heart of Europe.’ 


‘Who invited them, those extremists?’ I asked him, still thinking. ‘You know it wasn’t Tahir and Hana Tankovic.’ 


‘They were probably involved,’ he said. He wasn’t mentioning the weapons, was he? He wasn’t defending that search.


And I thought about how he’d informed me about their weapons, that night in our house. He’d been trying to make me spy on the Tankovics, and here was a cause that would make me do it. 


I said, ‘For what it’s worth, Dad. I’m sure that list of names was real. And it must have been frightening for you. To think they wanted to kill us.’ 


It was like the air hung still, for a moment. 


He shifted in his seat. He said, ‘We did what we had to do. It wasn’t always nice, but it was needed. You were innocent. You obviously still are: I can see you live very comfortably. That’s why you don’t understand the measures that need to be taken. In the real world, hard decisions are needed.’ 


As if I’d never had to see life’s brutal nature. 


He was veering away from all talk of the weapons. 


He said, ‘War is not like normal service. They were not normal times.’ He said, ‘I had to separate my natural feelings for my friends, from the actions that needed to be taken.’


He said, ‘And now - now I hide like a criminal! For what? Saving my family! Fighting so we might survive. You’re still here, aren’t you?’ He started coughing.


‘It wasn’t fighting,’ I said. ‘It was killing unarmed people. Murdering them. Our neighbours and friends. Even children.’


At first he looked at me like I was being intentionally stupid. He coughed and shook his head. 


I said, ‘They weren’t a danger. We were completely wrong about them. Why won’t you accept it?’ I really felt sorry for him. I said, ‘Poor Dad.’ 


The room felt filled, suddenly, with his sadness. I asked, ‘Is it because you don’t want to have been wrong, or because you can’t stand the guilt?’ 


The room was so quiet, I could hear the sound of someone unlocking another door in the building. He looked at me differently. He said, ‘You have not even kissed me - your father.’ He said, ‘You must kiss me hello.’ He was angry. His anger hid beneath his smile. His eyes were saying, whose side are you on?


I looked at him, at the look on his face, and suddenly realised that he was vain. Because I saw this, under the anger: a fragility. Vanity isn’t always about prestige, face - public opinion. It can be the vanity of goodness. Being the one who makes the right choices. Being pleased with the goodness of your heart. 


That was why he wouldn’t admit that everything was wrong. That he’d ordered the murders of friends who were innocent. It wasn’t the guilt - the pain. It was the shame. Losing his good opinion of himself. He couldn’t do that. He was demanding I stop trying to make him. There was a desperation to him.


He was looking at me as if I were his enemy. Hard brown eyes, hating me. 


I hadn’t moved, or spoken, in reply to his asking for my kiss. He asked, ‘Why did you come here? What do you want?’ 


‘To see you,’ I said, as if it were true. I got up and walked away across the spotless linoleum. It was dark red, marbled. The same stuff that covered the floor of all the kitchens in that row of post-war houses in the village. They must have used it in half the buildings of Yugoslavia. I saw them again, for a moment: the Tankovics, slumped on their kitchen floor. Jasmina with her head turned sideways. Her hair, hanging down across her face. 


Like a flash, a second image: Jasmina, waiting for me, on the back step outside her kitchen, on a morning at the end of May. For a moment, it was like I could be that girl in another time. Like I could walk forwards, and stop everything that we did from ever happening. 


But that wasn’t possible. 


I’d reached the front door. I looked back, along the short dark hall, into the living room. 


I could see the top of his silver head, above the armchair, and his elbow, on the arm-rest. He was lifting his glass again. He had his back to me. But I noticed, at the last moment, his reflection in the black TV screen. It was switched off, and he was watching me. 





You talked about justice. What does it mean? Punishment, obviously. But I think it’s also a way of making someone understand that what they did was wrong. It’s meant to show this to them - because the judge, an impartial person, says so. 


I don’t think the Hague will do this to him. Partly because we all know this court won’t try any crimes by NATO: it will only put certain people in the light of its torch-beam. This is not ‘impartial’.


And the crime, of wanting to push all the Muslims from our area, of wishing this from the Crisis Plan’s beginning - he will say that was not what he wished. He will say it all was done in defence, after Izetbegovic broke the peace agreement. 


He will go on believing that. Because that was why he did what he did. That was why what we did was so dangerous. You don’t have to be full of racist hatred, to kill people just because of what group they belong to. So much less than this is needed. A bit of fear, because of a situation; a bit of pride, of thinking you are the ones who are good, that the others aren’t. That you are right: that what you see is the truth, is correct. 


What can save you - there is only the law of your heart. Thou shalt not kill. The law that can not be broken without evidence that you are acting in self-defence. I mean real evidence: not some reports from one side. Not even photos. Not feeling sure. Not sad stories. Not lies, not pretence. Not fear, disgust, or anger. 


Evidence that can stand being pulled apart in a court. That kind of evidence. 


People will say, ‘There isn’t time.’ No time to look at the other explanations, to question. To doubt. That stopping the disaster is too urgent. You must trust the pictures they show you, the reports, and not bother about what the others say is the case. Kill the enemy - the barbarians. Make up evidence, if you have to, to shift the other doubters. Be certain. You must always be certain. 


It is a cold death to go to, a death in life, if you break the law of your heart. As you probably will, if you rush to believe what you think you see. No wonder he tries to avoid it, and instead insists we were right to do what we did. That he saved us; that we had no choice.


You think, ‘It could never happen to me.’ You believe in monsters. That it takes a monster to do what my father did, and what we all did with him. Here’s the truth of it: many of you can do the same thing. With one grain of loving yourself too much, you can do this. By believing other people are less good than you are. Thinking the monster can live only in your enemy’s heart. 


You are civilised. You are freedom’s friend. You are the light, and they the dark. 


It is too late, by the time you see the monster reach out from his place of true comfort, underneath your own ribs. By then, you have lost everything. 


You want me to say that it’s different to this. That some of us are better humans than others. That only the man with blood on his hands, is the one to go to the prison for the rest of his life. And the rest of us - the good people - we can say this is justice.


But I was his eyes and ears. 


I helped him, before I knew what it was we were really doing. By the time I saw, it was too late. Too late for Obrad Mihailovic, too late for Tahir Tankovic, too late for Amar Balasevic, too late for Hana Tankovic, for Jasmina Tankovic, for Irma Tankovic, for Hasan Tankovic, for Mr and Mrs Sokolovic. Too late for everyone who vanished in the mines and pits, the prison camps, the ravines. Too late for everyone we holed up in Keraterm and Omarska. 


You can say I was young, and excuse me. You can say that if I didn’t know what he was doing, I was innocent.


But I don’t believe that. 


I walked away from understanding that every person has a heart that’s the same as mine. I walked away from brotherhood. From loving others. You can’t have love if you don’t have trust. What is a heart that can’t trust? It is dry and empty. It is a place where you can betray yourself, and call that intelligence and not the greatest stupidity. 


How can I expect you to know what it was like? 


Maybe it’s a bit like the way you bombed Iraq. 


Or the lies on the British news about Libya last year. People who thought, yes, we should bomb those countries because their governments are doing a thing I hear about. This thing I haven’t seen for myself. Never mind evidence. No time for scientists and law courts. Just watch a story on the news, see some pictures, follow your gut. Call for some innocent people to be bombed, shot at. 


Public opinion depends on what the public is shown. Surely, in your job, you know the space that exists between this and the truth. 


Law is the only safety. Because law is only concerned with facts. Law waits, and finds the answer. That’s why I’ll give my father to you. It might not reach inside him, but it’s right for the facts of what he did to be looked at, examined. It’s right for him to be in jail, and not drinking rakija in a room with a colourful lampshade, complaining about life’s unfairness, after what he did. 





I think about your face, when you were making your speech in the monastery - that honest, caring look inside your eyes. I know you’re a good person, Charlotte. I think you weren’t completely pretending to like me, to care. I think you care about everyone. You’re nice. You think you’re doing what’s right. 


You weren’t blackmailing me, were you? You only offered me a gift of justice, for Jasmina, my friend. 


You offered me the gift of a peaceful conscience. 


You were helping - or trying to.


And you understand what’s at stake, you think. The conviction of a wanted war criminal. My father: a man who organised shootings, illegal detentions, and the ethnic cleansing of a whole village. You think that’s why you’re here. For justice. 


I am going to tell you the truth, Charlotte.







TAPE 37





In the dark and empty cafe where I met H, when I said you’d talked about justice, he laughed. Then he asked, ‘Why is it the British, and not the Serbs, who are so eager to dig up criminals now for the Hague? Your father isn’t the only one they’re after lately.’ 


I hadn’t thought about it, before he said this - but men like my father are high currency for the Serbian government these days. They’re a way to pay to enter the EU. The more criminals Serbia hands in, the more kindly the EU looks on Serbia’s application to join it. Why was it Britain that was now so interested - even more than Serbia - to find my father? I shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


‘The British,’ said H, ‘are trying to buy Serb war criminals, to cover their ass. To buy a favour from the Hague, for themselves.’


And why would you have to do that?


It was because of what you did in Libya - your British intelligence services, on the order of your bosses: your government. 


Back when Gaddafi was happy to sign oil deals with the West, your government had used your agency’s information to make better friends with him. To jump the queue - beat the competition for those oil deals. To get those deals for British oil firms, instead of firms from other countries.


H said, the information your government gave to Gaddafi, it was like a payment to get to the front of that queue for the oil deals. It was the names and addresses of all the democracy activists in Libya that your agency had contact with, or knew about. People who opposed Gaddafi and wanted a democratic future. 


The kind of people like H’s uncle had been, in Kosovo, I suppose. 


The kind of people who foreign intelligence agencies always betray, because they have nothing to offer a foreign government. What benefit to Britain is democracy in a country with oil, when you want to take its oil away? Only the fake kind of democracy will do: the kind you can be in charge of. That was not what the activists would have brought about. So you sold those names. 


Britain did some great deals with Gaddafi, and Gaddafi’s security chief went knocking at the doors of the activists, and took them to prison. 


The oil went off in barrels, with money for Britain.


The activists were tortured and killed. 


H says America was in on it. 


But then Gaddafi began to talk crazy shit about nationalising the oil. And, your friend Saudi Arabia wanted him gone, because of how he was not on the same side as them in some religious thing. Then there was a rebellion in Bahrain, where your British oil companies like to work also. Saudi Arabia promised to burn this rebellion to the ground for you, if you started a war in Libya. You would destroy Gaddafi, remove the evidence of your involvement in the murders of the activists, and turn Libya into a mess that doesn’t matter, a democracy you can control, and you’d make sure you got the oil back for your British and American firms. 


You would help your Al Qaeda friends, with Saudi money and British training, to achieve this ‘revolution’. Then you would send NATO in. 


‘Straight from the Kosovo playbook,’ said H. ‘That is what they did. Exactly the same thing.’ 


It has almost worked perfectly.


Look at that country, now. Gaddafi is dead. Libya once more has a government that will let Britain and America companies in to its oil-fields. Its government was put there by them. 


It has worked very well except for one thing. 


Gaddafi might have been properly killed, on television - but his security chief? This man got away. This man, Senussi, he knows all about what Britain did. He knows exactly where the names and locations came from, of all the democracy activists who he tortured and killed. The British wish this to stay hidden.


Because, as H points out, you can’t very well tell your people how good it is for Britain to go to war, to bomb people for their own benefit, if British people see what their government really is. If they see how their country is no better than anybody else, they will refuse to permit it. No-one will believe in this lovely myth you have been making with the US, of how together, you are the common people’s saviour. How the bombs and the guns are to bring peace to the people being bombed and shot at. Of how you are supporting the democracy activists. 


Your people will laugh, if the costumes all come off and the nice scenery collapses, and is revealed to be cardboard. Who knows - they might shout and demand their money back. Certainly you will struggle to make any more wars on these fake ‘humanitarian’ reasons. 


H told me this Senussi got away, to Mauritania. He went here because Mauritania would extradite him to The Hague. Al-Senussi knew, if he went back to Libya, he’d get executed after a very quick pretend trial. The government you’d put there would never let the truth come out in a proper court case, and the worst would happen to him, as a result. 


But Mauritania’s government - before there was time to send him to The Hague - suddenly received a gift of two hundred million dollars, from the new Libyan government: that government that was put there by Britain and America. 


Where do you suppose Libya - in the middle of a war, unable to carry on its normal business - could find two hundred million dollars? It is interesting, Charlotte. 


Mauritania changed its mind, about where to send Senussi. He would no longer go to The Hague for his trial, like was planned. They sent him back to Libya.


Of course, the Hague was not so pleased about this. Everyone knows there won’t be a real trial in Libya. In his trial by the new Libyan government, he won’t be able to talk about what really happened, all those years with Gaddafi and the British and their American friends. His trial will be quick. He will probably be sentenced to an execution, and then that will be the end. 


That is not justice. The Hague insists: hand over the security chief. 


But in the court of The Hague, all the truth about the British involvement with his old activities will be exposed. 


You want to go on pretending you are a great light in the world. That’s how you see yourselves. How you sell your wars: as if you’re taking light, not death, into the world, when you drop your bombs on it. ‘Margita,’ said H, ‘you don’t understand, how much the illusion is worth.’ 


But I do. I can imagine its price. 


I see now why you were sent to find me, to turn me, to make me help you, Charlotte. To make me give up my father.


It’s so you can exchange him, for an agreement Senussi can be tried in a Libyan court. So you can hide what you did, and not be exposed in The Hague, yourselves. My father’s your bargaining piece - that’s all. Something to buy this favour from The Hague. 


Then you want to see Senussi executed, on the order of that court in Libya. Your news shows will cover his death, and his terrible crimes, which they will all agree to be terrible and nothing at all to do with nice, civilised Britain: and then he can vanish from history. 


But maybe you, Charlotte, know someone you can talk to. 


Because that man should not be executed, to seal up British secrets. No matter how terrible he is - it’s not for us to take another life, when we don’t have to. He should not be killed, because he is not going to kill anyone else. How can he, if he’s locked in a cell?


Let him have his life, in return for getting what you wished. For what will still be hidden. Let him spend his life in prison. 


It will be one less death for me to know is on my conscience.


I think the best thing is being able to live with a conscience. Living in a way that agrees with the boundaries you know, in your heart, are right. Being free to avoid all the things that bring you into evil. 


Branko chose this life. Anyone can do it.


I think it’s the real spring of happiness. And also, that this is why love brings happiness. Because love means you put another person before yourself. It fits with your conscience, which knows your true place in the world. Your conscience wants to let go of all worry, and only be love. It can live in this one compartment we give it: a personal relationship. A marriage, a child. 


Maybe now I want the bigger kind.


That’s why I can start packing, and not feel sad about Farkas. I am not leaving love. I am leaving a man who I loved. A man I don’t want to live with, because it will cut me off from my life - from the love within me. 





Here’s what I propose, Charlotte. 


In exchange for my father’s location, you won’t promise me simply justice for Jasmina, and a clear conscience. I’m asking for one hundred and twenty-five thousand euros, and a UK passport. 


That’s all I need, for my last disappearance. 


You get to please The Hague, so they will in exchange let you have Senussi tried in Libya, and not embarrass your country. 


And I get to start again, for the last time. The passport is to hide me from Farkas, and to mean I can travel. The world’s more open to your nationals than to Serbians. 


It’s up to you. Whether you want to tell your bosses that you recommend ‘yes’, and trust me. Or whether you want to leave this, because it’s not normal. 


I ask that you don’t give them the recordings. That is why I am mailing them to you - these tapes - at the home address you gave me. 


As for your own conscience - well. Your bosses need my father to be tried for his crimes, because they need their role in other crimes to stay hidden. They handed good people’s names to that spy chief. People who wanted democracy, and for that were beaten and murdered. But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong to try my father, of course. It doesn’t mean you should quit. 


You can be your country’s conscience, in secret. A life saved, a word in the right ear - small things can make a better future. Even if we don’t see yet how this is. 


Sometimes a country needs people who work for it, being prepared to stand up and speak. To say, ‘Our country is not perfect. Other countries are like us.’ To pull it away from its wrong plans, its wrong actions. 


If I understood, long ago, that love does not have to mean perfection - so it does not need to mean blindness, either - then perhaps we wouldn’t be here. Maybe I overestimate myself. But it’s possible. One person can do a lot, and maybe I could have talked my father down. I know he loved me. But I didn’t ask. I couldn’t, because I went on loving him blindly, until it was too late to do things differently. 


I have been packing, this morning. All my things - ready, in one small suitcase, here in my apartment. That blue plastic document wallet is in the bottom of this case. Once you’ve taken my father, if you agree to my terms, then I’ll mail it to H: I hope he’ll accept this trade. One must be always practical. I don’t intend to get killed. I’m not this ridiculous.





Farkas thinks I am going on a spa break. I am, actually: I’m going to the Ignatia Palace hotel, in Thessaloniki, for ten days. I am leaving this evening. This is where you will meet me. 


But I won’t come back. I will vanish. This is the end of Dragana Savic: she will vanish in a spa and never come out.


I will use the money to buy a guesthouse, near the sea, somewhere in Greece. I’ve made arrangements for what I leave behind. When I don’t return by a certain date, my lawyer will transfer my assets to Iljic Wood: the Audi, the paintings, the money in my account; the clothes and the jewellery. Snakeskin, falling away: I won’t miss that. 


I will make beds for my visitors. I will boil eggs and cut bread, with a warm breeze blowing in from the window. 


Please - I’ll have my passport made out, by your people, in the name I used to have. It is time to once again be Mira Bratic. When I look in the mirror, there I am, looking back at me, with a light in my eyes that has never been there before, that I have never seen. 


You are home. This is what it tells me.


Because that’s what home really is. A place inside ourselves, that we carry, where we know what we have done, and what has been done to us, and we accept it. Forgiveness. A place where I am free to remember Jasmina and how I was part of her family, and how we’d share all those meals. A place where I am loved by Jasmina, and where I can again see Irma and Hasan’s faces. 


It’s nearly midday now. I must take these tapes to the courier, Charlotte. Time to say goodbye to this city, and all the stories in it. You see how I really did not need anyone else to catch me from the trapeze, after all this time thinking I did. Because I am leaving this whole entertainment, this play-act. The curtain comes up, and I am nowhere to be found. The story - it is done. 


Farkas will drop me at the airport. I will kiss him, and walk in to the building. I will board my plane and settle into my seat. 
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