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“I remember


the town, the street,


something called past


better than the unbleached sun,







the broken sounds


heart


heart


heart







sit down angel, I am desperately alive.”


From “heart, heart, heart” by Stella Vinitchi Radulescu


















Sarajevo, My Love



1980–1985
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I started out in life under a Communist leader and a Hollywood name. I was named Lara, like the heroine from the story of Doctor Zhivago. “It’s going to open doors and conversations for her when she grows up, darling Petar,” my mother was heard telling my father after my birth. “Beloved Anica, it will be a burden carrying the name of a famous heroine,” my father was reported having told my mother in return. My parents always called each other sugary names and diminutives even when they were having fierce arguments. “It will distract people from the person she really is and always force comparisons. Do you know anyone called Cleopatra, my precious love?” “As a matter of fact I do, darling Petka,” my mother apparently answered unfazed. “The daughter of my boss.” “Exactly my point, my precious dove, and she is the strangest girl I’ve ever known. She has a snake for a pet.” “That’s because Cleopatra is the wrong name to give. Lara is perfect for our little jewel—just look at her!” And the story goes that the second my father took a look at my scrunched-up face from a thirty-hour delivery with three blond hairs stuck to my round skull, he melted and called me Lara and Larinka.


Those comparisons would indeed disadvantage me, for who could compare herself to that vision of luminous beauty, grace, and quivering passion that was Lara from Doctor Zhivago? Even in Communist Yugoslavia, people knew the story of Doctor Zhivago better from the mega Hollywood hit with Julie Christie and Omar Sharif than from the original novel by the Russian author Boris Pasternak. My father’s vote of no-confidence of course added to my onomastic embarrassment once I was old enough to hear and process for the millionth time the story of how I ended up being called Lara Kulicz. Why hadn’t my father said something like: “This girl will shine and outshine all the Laras in the world,” or: “She will be smarter and more beautiful than that Lara from the movie.” My father was a realist and my mother was a hopeless sentimental who cried even at the sound of the Communist tunes that were played whenever President Tito made his appearance in some public place, a factory, a school, or on television. Once I saw the fateful movie myself, at the fragile age of seven, Julie Christie’s Lara filled my dreams and nightmares alike. Not only did I want to look and act like Lara, but I wanted Lara to look and act just like me. I didn’t just want Hollywood stars to be branded on my physique and psyche forever but I fiercely wanted to brand myself onto Hollywood. I wanted Vivien Leigh, Marilyn Monroe, or Elizabeth Taylor to be me, Lara Kulicz, as revenge for my having to own for the rest of my life the character name that a stunning Hollywood star carried in one of her shiniest roles. I wanted to impose my grayish-blue eyes onto the famous mauve eyes of Elizabeth Taylor and my thin ash-blond hair onto the undulating golden waves of Julie Christie. In the Yugoslavia of my youth and in our family, Hollywood was more important than the Communist Party. It was our refuge and our guilty delight that made up for some of the boredom of the uniforms we had to wear, the lack of pretty clothes, the monotonous sound of the Party language we heard in school. However, unlike the surrounding Communist countries, we had the special fortune that our own President Tito was in love with Western movies and saw himself as a rugged leftist version of John Wayne who had fought the Nazis instead of the Apache Indians. His love of movies drove him to create the mega film studios Avala in the middle of Belgrade in a utopian hope that someday they would match Hollywood. In that hope, he even had Richard Burton play him, Josip Broz Tito, as a war hero valiantly standing up to the Nazi invasion in The Battle of Sutjeska. The educated Yugoslavs like my family, however, scoffed at domestic movies and greedily swallowed the real Hollywood features with all their irresistible glamour and magnetic stars. I didn’t care either way but was guided by my parents into the cult of American movies from the age when I should have been rolling hula hoops with the neighborhood children.


The day I was made a pioneer and had to wear the red scarf and the navy-blue hat called Titovka from the name of the president of our country himself was also the day when my parents took me to their friend who worked at the Kinoteka, the special movie theater in Belgrade that showed classic foreign movies, and asked him to give us a private showing of the Doctor Zhivago movie. We went late after the theater closed down and my father’s friend gave us indeed a private showing of that mythic movie that freaked the hell out of me. After the movie my father’s friend and my parents had the greatest time comparing Lara from the movie with my own seven-year-old puzzled self and calling me all the nicknames and diminutives derived from that cursed name—Laricka, Larinka, Lari, Larika—until I would have rather been called Bob or Josip instead of the fated Lara. At the end of that day I decided that having become a pioneer had been a more cheerful experience than seeing the movie Doctor Zhivago at a private showing with my mother sobbing hysterically through most of it, and my father whistling the “farewell my love” tune all the way home.


The age of seven was also when I fell in love with Marija, “the girl from Sarajevo.” Her parents had moved to Belgrade because her father was a flute player and had gotten a position in the Belgrade philharmonic. Her first day of classes, she stood in the doorway with a mischievous smile and dark waves of hair that fell smoothly onto her shoulders. She was both self-assured and dreamy. I was stunned by her beauty, and the second I saw her I wanted nothing more than to be friends with her for life. I felt that as long as Marija was in my life, everything was going to be all right. I would even get over my name hang-up if she were the one to pronounce it. I went straight to her and asked her to share my school bench with me. I was always seated by myself because the teachers said I disrupted my desk mates with my constant talking. But I was not going to let go of Marija. She looked straight at me with a clear smile and followed me to my desk as if it was the most obvious thing in the universe: that we were going to be desk mates and friends for life. She carried almond sesame and honey desserts in her backpack and little sparkling trinkets, some jewelry, some simply for the fun of the jingle and the sparkle. She put some on our desk and suddenly we were no longer in the drab classroom with the picture of President Tito hanging on the wall in front of us, but in an enchanted castle in Persia or Morocco, somewhere with orange trees, sparkling beaches, and flashy belly dancers. One day she pulled out of her backpack a miniature pair of Turkish toy slippers made from fake gold and red velvet. Whenever the lesson became too boring, Marija told me to take one slipper on my pinkie; she would put the other one on her pinkie, and we imagined we flew away to an enchanted place in Persia. There were suspended gardens and fountains sprinkling crystal-clear water and we were belly dancing. She directed our fantasies and I went along.


We made the most feared team in the school at everything: reciting patriotic poetry with an undercurrent of irony, playing volleyball in the school yard, getting ahead of everybody in the cafeteria line to get the fresh slices of bread before the stale bread was brought in surreptitiously by the kitchen workers, cheating on math tests, getting away with making faces behind the teachers’ backs, being first at reading and writing contests. We were always both first. We didn’t want to use the expression a tie, but we always said: “We are both first.” The only area where Marija was the real first was running. Until she came into the school, I thought I was the fastest runner around. At first Marija let me think so for a while, until one day in physical education class when she took off like a flash on the track field in our school yard and my mouth opened wide in awe. She was faster than any of the boys and girls and even faster than the teacher herself. Her hair opened up like a set of wings when she ran and it made you think she might have been a creature of a different kind, supernatural or magical, a witch of sorts. At least I thought so all through our school years.


When Marija and I learned about the process of parthenogenesis in our biology class we were ecstatic: Some birds, reptiles, amphibians, and even bees could reproduce through asexual reproduction, by a process of cell division that did not involve the sexual act between a male and a female. That meant, said Marija stuffing her face with one of her delicious honey almond desserts and giggling at the same time, that she and I could have children together without needing a man. All we needed was the love and willpower to divide our own cells and produce offspring. If frogs could do it, so could we, said Marija triumphantly. We were nine years old and everything was possible, producing children through asexual reproduction, battling villains with our sleek shiny swords, and living in a tiny castle at the very top of a snowy mountain somewhere in a place called the Wild West.


We were inseparable. We cried at the end of school on Saturday because it meant we wouldn’t see each other until Monday. And when she first invited me to her apartment on a Sunday afternoon one April after Easter, I thought I must have entered the gates of heaven through some unheard-of miracle. Her apartment smelled divine, like the desserts she always brought to school and shared with me alone. Their apartment was in the Dorćol area near the Belgrade Fortress at the confluence of the Sava and Danube Rivers, near open parks and old ruins. It seemed like a different city, a different Belgrade to me, with its old elegant residential streets compared with the drab area near the Square of the Republic where we lived in a grey modern building, made of cement blocks, cold steel, and clamoring glass. Her father’s flute music rose in such delicate melodic trills that it made you want to slide out of your body and glide through the open window and into the blue ether. Her mother moved around the house effortlessly wearing a brown velvet dress and offered us orange preserves. For some reason nothing seemed polluted and drab any longer, and the world suddenly had a tangy delicious taste.


Marija fed my family-induced obsession with Hollywood movies and stars, only in her own humorous and enveloping way that made you want to follow her to the end of the earth. Her parents were able to miraculously obtain videotapes of classic foreign movies that sometimes we all watched sitting on the edge of the bed in her parents’ bedroom where the small black-and-white TV and the enormous video machine were placed. Next to Marija I loved absorbing the teary-eyed shimmering faces of Julie Christie, Katharine Hepburn, Marilyn Monroe, or Vivien Leigh to the point where it was me, Lara Kulicz, on the screen being embraced or kissed passionately by Clark Gable, Alan Bates, or Cary Grant. Marija and I held hands throughout the movie and smiled at each other at all the romantic scenes. Sometimes after the movie was over, if it was too late and if it was a Saturday night, her parents would invite me to stay over. Staying over at Marija’s and sleeping in the same bed with her was another delicious slice of heaven. Marija’s mother made the bed for us, tucked us in, and kissed us both good night as if we were both her beloved daughters. Sometimes Marija and I tried to kiss each other like we had seen the actors in the movie do it. Marija’s lips were velvety and tasted bittersweet like the desserts her mother made. We fell asleep holding hands and I traveled to colorful sugary lands where Clark Gable was the president of our country and the First Lady was none other than Marilyn Monroe. The president and his wife lived in the Beli Dvor, which was where President Tito normally resided, but now it was occupied by Clark Gable and Marilyn Monroe. Marija and I were ladies-in-waiting for the First Lady and we wore poufy magic dresses with hoops that swirled and swished and that even made us swoop over the marble stairways and banisters of the palace like weightless balloons. In the morning Marija and I shared our dreams. Hers were always about chases and fights. She would save me from pirates and gangsters and Apache Indians while riding a wild stallion and swishing above her head a glittering saber that shone and sparkled in the setting sun and blinded all the enemies into submission. She carried me off on her stallion and we rode into the sunset.


In the summer she invited me to her grandparents’ house in Sarajevo, together with my younger sister, Biljana. I didn’t really want my sister to come along because that meant I had to share Marija and babysit Biljana and worry about her stupid pranks and whims. But it was the only way my parents were going to let me spend part of the summer in Sarajevo. My parents were high on sisterly love and wanted us to be together all the time, because “when we are dead and gone, you’ll have each other,” they always said. I didn’t know why I had to drag my sister with me everywhere I went in preparation for the times when my parents were going to be dead and gone, but I decided I was going to go along with anything, just to be able to spend the summer with Marija in Sarajevo at her grandparents’ house.


Sarajevo was an enchanted garden that shimmered and sang. With Marija in Sarajevo I fell inside a fairy tale, the movie that hadn’t yet been made, the Balkan-Hollywood film with Marija and me as the costars. The creamy white mosques with the half-moon on their towers looked like wedding cakes as we chased each other in and out of their coquettish gardens until a bearded man disturbed from his prayers would come after us and threaten us with bodily harm like a scary ogre. The Ferhadija mosque in particular with the honeyed glow of its illuminations at dusk sparked in my mind fantastical images in dreamy pastels. In the old center the copper pots glinted with reddish sparks in the sun, and red azaleas and geraniums cascaded from balconies and fences everywhere. Marija was a brave and knowledgeable captain who knew her way around every back alley and knew more people than there were letters in the alphabet. Here is the bread store of Mr. Novic, the fat man with a huge mole on his nose, here is the big house of Mrs. Drakulic the crazy widow who feeds the pigeons in the big square, here is the coffee shop of Mr. and Mrs. Moravic who could never have children and always gave coffee beans soaked in honey to children who stopped by. “Let’s go in and see.” The Sarajevo around the times of the Winter Olympic Games seemed to have escaped the Communist rules and flags; everything was dripping with red azaleas, honey, coffee, and apricots, and the silks in the store windows undulated lusciously. Sarajevo of those years was a delicious secret nestled in the cradle of the heavy wooded Dinaric Alps. The bus that had taken us into the city seemed to be hanging on a hairpin road flirting with the rocky edges on one side and the dizzying drop on the other. We flew recklessly on the road, but I didn’t care, Marija made everything look both magical and safe. Even dangerous things felt safe next to Marija, little more than a suspenseful game; you had the thrill, but nothing bad ever happened. You didn’t fall over the immense drop at the edge of the road, you weren’t beaten up by the angry man in the mosque. You just kept on playing and playing until twilight enveloped you.


Our favorite game was stealing fruit from the open markets in town and running away as fast as we could. On some days Marija was Robin Hood and Biljana and I were her army of thieves. Marija would whistle or wink and we would all rush toward the stands with apricots, pears, or cherries and pick as many as we could while on the run. The vendors yelled after us but before they had a chance to come after us, we were already on a different street, in a back alley, devouring our spoils. Stolen fruit tasted delicious. In true Robin Hood spirit, we gave some to the Gypsy children in the street who were adding them to their own stolen foods of the day. All the tartness and sweetness in the world was gathered in our puckered mouths as we crouched against the stone wall of a hidden house in an alley in Sarajevo. We were our own little Yugoslav girl movie and had yet to be discovered by the real moviemakers in America. With Marija I often had the feeling I was in a magical yet very important reality that was going to one day become immortalized on screens all over the world. At the end of the day, we ran back to Marija’s grandparents, elated and queasy from all the fruit.


Marija always ran ahead of us like a firebird. We raced up the hill without stopping. She would run faster than Biljana and me with her raven-black hair that moved in waves and she never stopped until she reached her grandparents’ house. Biljana who had comparably rich waves of curly red hair came in second, and I was always last. My best friend and sister were the striking Amazons I was never going to be.


“Wait for me, Marija! I’m tired and thirsty!”


“Come on, Lara, give it another push, you can do it,” Marija always said.


“Yes, Lara, run faster!” my sister Biljana would add.


Marija would stop for a second to catch her breath, tidy her dress, and grab my hand. She was a vision of unparalleled beauty as we stood on the hill above her native Sarajevo, in front of the white stone house with the red azaleas in the window, her face flushed from the run, her green eyes sparkling like an emerald fire, her hair a dark wavy crown framing her face. But mostly it was the deep raspy voice and laugh that gave me a jolt of joy and melancholy as she would tell me to go in and not tell her grandparents we had been stealing apricots from the neighbors’ yards and the city markets. Biljana danced her way into the house behind Marija and supported all of Marija’s lies and stories, which she spilled out with unbridled passion and trickles of irrepressible laughter. Then Biljana would start dancing for Marija’s grandparents and go through all the ballet poses she had learned in ballet class as they would both go “ooh” and “aah” from their worn-out peachy velvet armchairs, setting their rimmed glasses straighter on their noses. I was in the shadows, panting and embarrassed for something I hadn’t done.


“Here is fruit from the garden, have some, girls. You must be thirsty after all that running around,” Marija’s grandmother Farah would say and tidy the colored scarf she always wore on her head, tied underneath her chin like a babushka. Marija and Biljana would burst out laughing because our stomachs were already full to the limit with the apricots, cherries, and gooseberries that we had stolen and eaten from every garden in that neighborhood facing the Muslim cemetery with its white stone columns and tombs. The house stood on a slanted narrow street like many on the hilly neighborhoods of Sarajevo, and I invariably experienced a sense of joy at the sight of the overlapping red tile roofs and the entanglements of fences and gardens that led to the house. My embarrassment knew no bounds once I was confronted with Farah’s hospitality. I was the only one who actually went ahead and had more apricots and more watermelon and cherries from Farah’s fruit bowl, only to become miserably sick in the next half hour. Marija and Biljana laughed in big gulps at my stoic fruit gorging and then kissed and tickled me. Farah would scold them and ask them to stop tormenting “the poor girl.” I loved Farah and my heart always melted with gratitude and self-pity every time I heard her call me “poor girl.” That was the best vindication from the shame of always lagging behind Marija and Biljana, of being too scared to steal as much fruit as they did, even though I still ate just as much only to keep up with them.


Farah smelled like cinnamon and something else sweet and spicy that I could never figure out. I buried my head in her bosom when she hugged me and I wanted to be there for a long time smelling her and being called “poor girl.” To me that sounded almost like “beautiful girl with beautiful curls.” Kemal would get up from his chair with a slight bend of his back and walk across the room to look out the window and check on the sky and the weather. Then he took his pipe from the little table next to the window and smoked it, producing a fragrance that was to me at least as delicious as Farah’s spicy sweet smell. It never smelled like that in my parents’ apartment in Belgrade, it always smelled sour and heavy, like burnt cabbage, and then sometimes my mother’s heavy perfume got mixed in with the smells coming from the kitchen making the air even heavier to breathe. I always felt our Belgrade apartment was a temporary thing, something we would get over and move to our “real” habitation, some kind of a utopian spacious and luminous apartment in Sarajevo overlooking rolling hills, tile roofs and white stone houses.


My return to Belgrade and to my parents’ apartment was wrought with a wrenching sense of yearning and a growing repulsion for the smells in our kitchen, the sounds of people fighting in the apartment next door, or of the folkloric music that our other neighbor felt compelled to play at its highest volume, filling me with a lifelong dislike of traditional Serbian music. The only thing worse than that was when my parents played the music from Doctor Zhivago on their reel-to-reel tape player for the millionth time, smiling knowingly and sometimes dancing with each other and shuffling their feet on the kitchen linoleum. I fantasized of Marija and me galloping across velvety fields sprinkled with blood-red poppies, the sight of snowcapped mountains looming in the distance, and a small castle built just for us out of white stone and red tiles on the exact top of the highest peak. At the height of my fantasy my mother would barge into my room to remind me to do my homework or write the letter to President Tito that we were supposed to write in our civic education class. Or my sister would burst in practicing her pointe walking and pirouettes to my mother’s great amazement and admiration. At least one of us was always admired by our parents and it wasn’t me. Biljana was going to ballet school and talked of little else but becoming the greatest dancer of the century. My mother was in awe at every one of her turns and agreed that one day she would become the Serbian Ginger Rogers. I didn’t care as long as I was admired by Marija. We wrote to each other daily letters in which we complained about the inanity of our school and the stupidity of our teachers and analyzed various characters from the films we had seen together the previous summer. Sometimes we mailed them to each other and at other times we exchanged them in school, or left them on each other’s side of the bench like a secret and sacred ritual. In our letters we counted the days and the weeks that were left until our next vacation when I would go back to Sarajevo and when life would start all over again in the cinnamon and cumin smells of Kemal and Farah’s kitchen and in the wild races for tart fruit from the orchards and gardens on the sloping alleys of my beloved city.


All throughout my college years in Belgrade, throughout my later years on a different continent, throughout the years of the war and after the war, the image of us racing through the back alleys of Sarajevo with our mouths puckered from stolen fruit, our hearts booming out of our chests, the cupolas of the mosques glistening in the sunset, and the hills of Sarajevo sprinkled with white houses and red azalea bushes like a huge colorful and throbbing nest of life was always with me as a reminder that I had once held a corner of heaven in my hands. Even the afternoon, years later, when I saw Marija emerge from her red Corvette convertible, strangely and disturbingly beautiful, completely changed and yet still Marija, proud and desperate, touched by an indelible sorrow in front of the white hotel inundated in red azaleas on a sunny and quiet Los Angeles side street, that image of us running in the Sarajevo of my childhood flashed through my mind with dizzying vividness. It wasn’t like a memory but more like a persistent clip of our past that refused to be erased and that encrusted itself stubbornly into our present. It was a sliver of life that kept rolling through the years and the many wrecks of our lives. That sliver that I carried with me throughout the years emerged in my conscience at unexpected moments with clusters of scarlet flowers and a taste of apricots that shifted the past into the present.















Belgrade Revolutions



1989–1992
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In college, Marija studied world poetry, anthropology, politics, art, everything. She wore the darkest eyeliner in Belgrade around her green eyes, and big shiny jewelry. Not a lot of jewelry, just one striking pendant or a pair of long earrings, but it always looked like she gave new meaning and color to the piece of rock or metal wrapped around her neck or dangling from her ears. On some days she looked like an Indian deity or like Cleopatra. I had never stopped being in awe of her. When we were at the University of Belgrade in the late eighties and early nineties we competed with each other in every domain and even dated the same man for a while. I wasn’t half as versatile as Marija at juggling different fields, disciplines, and brooding lovers but I shone at the social sciences and became a better runner than I had ever been in my childhood. In the fall of 1989 when Communism fell throughout Eastern Europe and our country was breaking at the seams and dividing itself into its many ethnic constituencies, Marija and I both shaved our heads as a sign of protest. We wanted to believe that the object of our protest was Serbia’s growing nationalism against Albanians, Bosnians, Croats, everybody who was not Serbian Christian and sought their independence, but truly we just wanted to shave our heads and get attention in the restless atmosphere that was bubbling around us in those years. While everybody around us was deploring the breaking of the former “mother Yugoslavia,” Marija and I cheered for the dissenting regions and provinces that claimed their independence and asked for separation from that utopian national mother. Tito’s Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia had been an untenable utopia of tying a nationalist ribbon around six different little nationalities and countries all crowded under the same flag and Party. Now they all squirmed and wrestled for their independence.


While our neighbors throughout Eastern Europe were ablaze in their anti-Communist fervor and avid to play with Western values, commodities, and democracies, our country, once the freest and most liberal of those that had been placed under Soviet influence after World War II, was now relying on the League of Communists of Yugoslavia. The speeches of the new Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic and his supporters, with their “Rally of Truth,” made us sick with fury and our heads glowingly bald. We were part of an anti-nationalist minority at the university, as most Serbs supported the unity of the former Yugoslavia at all costs and thought Albanians were all “traitors.” Since the days of our fruit thieving Marija and I had always been on the side of so-called traitors: “traitors” to Communism, “traitors” to the slogans of “brotherhood and unity,” “traitors” to the notion of a “Greater Serbia.” We smoked foreign cigarettes, wore dark eyeliner, talked about postmodernism and feminism, listened to Dire Straits, watched American movies, and dated Milko Dubravic, a thin, feminine-looking student of philosophy who was made fun of by his more masculine Serbian colleagues because they all thought he was homosexual. This worked out well for Marija and me, because nobody imagined that Milko would actually have not one but two female lovers and that the two weirdest women in the university, with bald heads, freaky eyeliner, and secessionist ideas, were exactly those two lovers.


Marija and I shared Milko in the most sisterly manner possible, without jealousy or rivalry, and called him “our brother.” We took turns spending the wee hours of the morning in Marija’s one-room apartment near the university and gorged on Swiss chocolates and Milko’s creamy body. We called the Milko period our “white velvet Revolution,” inspired by Czechoslovakia’s nonviolent anti-Communist revolution called the Velvet Revolution, because Milko’s body was so white and quite velvety to the touch and it was sort of radical to share the same man with such ease and comfort. Since Marija’s parents were mercifully back in Sarajevo at the time of our college revolutions, they didn’t have the fortune of seeing us in our bald countercultural glory. My parents, on the other hand, expressed profound signs of embarrassment, shame, and revolt all in alternating order whenever Marija and I visited them in the same three-room apartment that smelled like a vicious mixture of burnt cabbage and heavy Russian perfume. If a neighbor happened to be close by when my parents, Marija, and I entered the building or came out on the balcony, my father started talking about the weather, the most recent news, the fall of the Berlin Wall, or the World Cup to draw their attention away from us. My mother became meek and embarrassed and acted in a sickeningly apologetic way, as if we had just been released from the local asylum and were still in some kind of recovery or as if she had no idea how those two strange-looking women ever landed in her apartment. Seeing the painful ways in which my parents dealt with my rebellious period, I stopped going home for a while and spent most of my days and nights with Marija, Milko, and the other handful of students of politics or philosophy who tried to be either Goths or simply off the mainstream of the patriotic Serbian youth populating our university.


Marija wrote a brand of pornographic philosophical poetry that she pasted on the walls of the university hallways as another sign of protest. I thought her poetry was stunning, like the French surrealist poems, raw and disturbing, mixing body parts with political concepts and foods. She called it postmodern. Whenever we found ourselves in the most brooding and darkest of moods, out of sync with our surroundings, or whenever we became bored with our collection of Hollywood movies, poems, postmodern theory, and politics, Marija would pull out of her bag her leather-bound edition of Dante’s Inferno. We would jump into one of the Infernal circles at random, read it out loud, and then discuss at length the atrociousness of the punishment, which was our favorite and which we would have preferred in case we did happen to fall into a situation like one of those that Dante’s souls found themselves: Would we choose the howling winds that pushed the lustful mercilessly from place to place like Francesca da Rimini forever tied to her adulterous lover Paolo Malatesta or the deep muddy swamps of the sullen and keep gurgling in thick dark waters for eternity? Would we have preferred running on burning sands like the blasphemers and the sodomites or having our heads stuck inside burning tombs like the heretics; would we have chosen Ulysses’s cloak of fire or the frozen place of the traitors of kin whose tears froze in their eyes before even having the chance to be fully formed? Marija always chose the waters and the ice, I chose the fires and the burning sands. She said it was because of our natures, we each chose the opposite of what we were. That meant that I was ice and Marija was fire and therefore we each chose the opposite element. The punishment of the fortune-tellers and the diviners whose heads had been turned around so that they looked down at their asses always made us laugh for hours. Still, our favorite was the punishment of the suicides, who had all been turned into trees that bled if you broke off a twig. “I would commit suicide just to get that punishment after death, to become a bleeding tree,” Marija would say. And then I would see her face scrunch in mad laughter and she would say: “A good thing it is we don’t believe in the afterlife!” And then she would add with wicked irony: “Maybe the circle for sinners like us hasn’t yet been invented: lust, treason of country, blasphemy… Our circle would have to contain fire and ice in simultaneity with one another,” she would conclude proudly.


Marija also had very definite ideas about the political confusion in our country, which in her view was not a random confusion but a very deliberate one to distract people from what was “really going on.” She said that the new Communism of Milosevic was a fascist Communism, which indeed was an oxymoron, yet it wasn’t like the old idealist Communism of Josip Broz Tito or the one of the chairmen of the presidency in the post-Tito period or even like the old-fashioned Soviet Communism. The nationalist and religious part was what made it fascist, she said in between cigarettes and shots of vodka late at night in a café in the old cobblestone area of Belgrade, the famous Skadarljia. Finally, we had gotten to the point of being nostalgic for the good old days of “real Communism,” she added laughing wholeheartedly, her eyes sparkling. We spent Saturday nights in a café, just the two of us, no Milko and no other underground elements from the university. We exchanged notes on Milko’s lovemaking abilities and laughed ourselves to death until one evening when Marija literally fell under the table because she was laughing so hard. The waiter had to come and ask us to leave because he thought we were too drunk to be in the café. Marija came back up from underneath the table with her eyes shining and her face dead serious and said they never threw out the men who got drunk to a pulp there every night and then pissed against the telephone poles across the street. The waiter left mumbling the words “goddamn bitches,” and Marija went ahead and ordered another set of shots from the next waiter. Marija had other lovers, and I only had Milko, so her notes were always longer. She had so many points of reference with which to compare Milko, while my points of reference were scarce and not much to brag about. Marija never fell in love with any one single man. She just glided through love affairs with short periods of infatuation after which she invariably became bored. “There’s got to be something better for me out there in this whole fucking world,” she would say casually, as if it didn’t really matter much. Strangely, she seemed more enamored of the feminine Milko than she had been of any of her dark-haired brooding knights from the different disciplines and departments of our university. Maybe it was because she and I shared Milko and that seemed to excite Marija more than just the simple affairs with the other men. It brought us closer together; she would say, “It’s the closest two women can ever be together, sharing the same man.” She dragged from her cigarette and through the smoke her eyes seemed teary and languorous as they smiled at me.


During those years the old section of Belgrade was throbbing with Serbian music, accordion and fiddle, mostly for Western tourists eager to find out what that whole region behind the so-called Iron Curtain was all about: Were we really human, were we primitive or Old World sophisticated, did all the women wear “babushkas” on their heads and the men exude that Old World masculine charm as they gallantly kissed a woman’s hand? The Serbian musicians gave them what they wanted: hot-paced music and wide flirtatious smiles sprinkled with loud “oopas” and impertinent winks to the women. French women in particular couldn’t get enough of that stuff and often they got up and danced in the middle of the restaurant some kind of imagined Serbian or Gypsy dance they must have seen in a Kusturica movie. Marija sometimes spoke to the tourists, seeming to know all their languages. French, English, Italian, German, glided off her tongue effortlessly.


One Saturday at the very beginning of April 1992, an American woman by the name of Sally Bryant sat down next to us and Marija started talking to her as if she had known her forever. My English was pretty good, too, so I joined in the conversation. The three of us got entangled in endless debates about nationalism, racism, the role of women in the world’s governments and leadership, violence and political activism. The American psychologist Sally had a certain smoothness and intellectual sharpness about her that both Marija and I fell immediately in love with. She had come to Serbia to see her boyfriend. He had told her he was single and eagerly waiting for her to visit him at his summer house in the country, yet when she got to Belgrade he said he first had to square out his vacation plans with his wife and kids. Marija said that was the norm for many of “our men” to have a wife and lovers, “no big deal,” she laughed sarcastically. “You should feel flattered, he wanted to go on vacation with you.” Sally didn’t seem particularly upset about the boyfriend episode and said it turned out to be a great experience anyway: “I got to meet so many interesting people, and now the two of you. I have the feeling this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship,” she said with a quick laugh, quoting the last line from the movie Casablanca, which left both Marija and me speechless for a few moments, as that happened to be our favorite American movie. She lived in California, in Santa Barbara, and worked with victims of sexual and domestic violence. Santa Barbara sounded like the planet heaven. “What are the rates of sexual and domestic violence in your country?” she asked us as if we were up for an interview. Marija and I looked at each other with a grin. “From our having grown up in this blessed country of ours,” Marija said between shots of vodka. “We know that indeed some men beat and rape and generally abuse their wives and children but not much is done about it, there are no shelters for the women, and the law doesn’t offer the proper protection to the victims of such abuse. It’s just how things are around here, the fucking culture, the macho-masculinist-nationalist, patriarchal bullshit society,” Marija blurted out after her fifth shot of vodka. Then Sally wanted to know about the conflicts starting to emerge among Albanians and Serbians, Croats, Bosnians, what did we think about it? “We think it’s all fucking bullshit nationalist crap, that’s what we think about it,” we said in an uproar of laughter around two in the morning after even more shots of vodka than we could remember. Sally gave both of us her business card when we parted at three in the morning and told us to look her up if we ever came to California. She asked for our addresses and phone numbers in case she came back to Belgrade. We staggered out of the restaurant and into the cobblestone street laughing loudly and kissing each other good-bye. An air of ease and lightness trailed after Sally as she silently disappeared into the Belgrade night. Marija and I looked at each other puzzled, wondering whether we shouldn’t have held on to Sally, asked her to come stay with us at one of our studio apartments, gotten to know her better, developed a lasting relationship with that American from California who didn’t seem to mind having come all the way to Belgrade only to be heartbroken and deceived. In our early-morning drunken stupor we elaborated out loud on visions of the two of us visiting Sally in Santa Barbara, which was close to Los Angeles, and being discovered by a talent and beauty scout from Hollywood who was interested in stories from the “newly freed” Eastern European states. We would become overnight stars, our stories and our personae the rave in Hollywood; we would make millions, order the assassination of Milosevic and all the nationalist pigs who wanted to start a war, and bring everlasting peace and independence for Bosnia, Croatia, Slovenia, Kosovo, everybody. We became international heroines and revolutionaries and the title characters of our own show that was broadcast all over the world and even in our country, dubbed from English into Serbian: Lara and Marija—our faces hanging on huge billboards above American highways and on small posters in Belgrade taverns.


That night Marija and I slept in her room in the same bed. The forsythias were in bloom and it smelled like jasmine. The air that came through the half-open window felt fresh and hopeful. Who could start a war on a beautiful fragrant spring day? I thought as I was coming out of my inebriation. In the morning we had a vague memory of the American Sally and were surprised to each find her card in our pockets. That morning Marija made the strongest coffee I had ever tasted to jolt us out of our hangover and when she turned on the radio in her tiny kitchen we found out the war had started. Sarajevo was under siege. Two women had been killed by snipers in the street—the first victims of the war. Marija was beside herself, she cursed at everybody and even got short with me when I told her there was nothing she could do right now. That was not something Marija could stand hearing: that there was nothing she could do. She wished she were there in Sarajevo taking part in the peace march with the other tens of thousands of Bosnians; she worried about her parents and grandparents and her native Sarajevo and about the world in general. Marija was the only person I knew who literally suffered deeply about the world and its miseries, who screamed in pain whenever she heard of atrocities and violence across the globe. Then she would start a political group, a literary circle, a discussion session, write letters to the student newspapers and to every paper in town, start chains of letters to help victims of earthquakes or of genocides, Rwandan women or Palestinian children. Her writing flared in quick colorful but precise sentences that woke you up from whatever state of moral turpitude you might have found yourself in on that particular day. When the news on one radio station referred to the Serbian armies claiming their rights to the territories of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Marija and I stared at each other: She and I were now part of enemy ethnic groups. It was the first time ever in our lives that we thought of each other as part of two separate ethnic identities. We had never even considered our Serbianness or Bosnianness other than she was born in Sarajevo and I was born in Belgrade. Struggling with our excruciating hangovers that morning, putting on makeup in the tiny mirror hanging above the sink in the half bathroom of her apartment and trying to cover up the deathly-looking circles around our eyes, Marija and I burst into tears and held each other for a long time. Our makeup ran down our faces, making us look even scarier, and we vowed we would never let any ethnic, political, nationalistic, or ideological powers come between us. “You know what? I am Bosnian, too, Marija, and I will forever be Bosnian, for as long as your people, that is our people, are under attack,” I said between sobs. “We shouldn’t even think in terms of our people or their people, that is part of the problem. You know what?” she said wiping her tears with the back of her hand. “I’m fucking American, that’s what I am.” We laughed and I said I was “fucking American, too,” and we would eventually join Sally in her Santa Barbara Pacific heaven one day. Only now there was work to be done, Marija said. She was going to Sarajevo soon, immediately after exams. She wanted to get her diploma and work as a journalist in Sarajevo. “I would move with you to Sarajevo in a minute, Marija,” I said breathlessly. “No, you can’t, you need to stay here and act against the war from the inside,” she said as if she was already planning an antiwar underground movement. Although that statement left me aghast with confusion, for I had no idea how I was supposed to work from the inside, I told her that yes, I would do just that, stay in Belgrade and engage in some kind of antiwar activism.


That night and the nights that followed, Marija and I did the rounds of the best-known student hangout places, taverns and seedy cafés, distributed antiwar leaflets, and engaged in fierce debates with our compatriots over the state of our country, region, and people. As I watched Marija unfold in all her physical and intellectual brilliance I thought she could be the president of Serbia, Bosnia, of the whole world. Why did we just have fat, old, obtuse, fanatic, and not very smart presidents in that wretched world of ours, for centuries? I thought that even war was really fun next to Marija. So apparently did hundreds of Serbian, Croat, Bosnian men who swarmed around her and brought her one drink after another even when they totally disagreed with her political views. Milko accompanied us at some of those political drinking bouts around Belgrade and faithfully stood by us, until one evening when a stout Serbian patriot and soccer player called him a faggot and punched him in the face. He fell on the floor unconscious in a puddle of his own blood. Marija and I had to drag him out of the tavern at midnight, and had him transported to the nearest hospital. We stayed with Milko until we were certain he was all right and walked to my parents’ apartment.


Surprisingly my parents were genuinely happy to see us even at that ungodly hour of the night, and made no comment about our disheveled appearance, alcohol stench, and clothes stained with blood from Milko’s injuries. My mother quickly made the bed in my old room and asked if she needed to pump the inflatable bed or if we were fine sharing my bed. If only my mother had known we were sharing not just one bed but the same lover, I thought. Marija smiled and I knew she thought the same thing. Biljana came out of her room curious about what was going on and eager to tell us about the dance show she had been cast in at the high school—she was going to be Maria in West Side Story and twirled around the apartment singing “I feel pretty, oh so pretty.” Who said we weren’t Westernized in old mother Yugoslavia? Biljana was wearing as always bunches of ribbons in her hair and scarves not just around her neck but also on her thighs and waist; she was a flowing nymph with irrepressible red hair flying in all directions. Biljana and Marija always got into friendly arguments the second they saw each other in a way that seemed sisterly and familiar. Marija made fun of the overly romantic tale in West Side Story and Biljana came right back telling her that was overbearing feminist crap, it was a beautiful story, it was the Romeo and Juliet story after all, what was wrong with Marija, why was she always so bitter about everything that involved romantic love? Marija laughed and said joyously: “I just don’t believe in romantic love, it’s beautiful in the movies, but in reality it is overrated and hardly ever lasts, but I’m sure you are going to shine in your role as Maria. Could you get me a ticket to the show, Billjie?” While my mother was preparing one of her unpleasant-smelling meals for us in the kitchen, the three of us chatted and teased each other and felt like three sisters. For that short period the war that had just started seemed inexistent, impossible, and immaterial. Only our girlish chatter mattered.


My father came into the room looking exhausted and unwell. Something heavy fell amid us like a thud: the news of the war. He had been asked to retire from his position as diplomat at the Greek embassy because he had expressed antiwar sentiments at work. Apparently the Serbians were interfering with the affairs of the Greeks and the latter gave in just to avoid any trouble. The news was shocking to me but apparently not so shocking for Marija. She was expecting all that. My mother came in with a questionable-looking mixture-pudding of sorts, and Marija and I tasted out of politeness and because we were curious to hear more. My mother, too, had been reprimanded at the glass factory where she worked as a chemist because she had expressed an indignant stance against the beginning of the war. “Who starts a war in the middle of Europe in this day and age, less than fifty years after the horrors of the last war? Can our people be such idiots?” asked my father, puzzled. His usual show of manliness and effervescent spirit were drained. I felt sorry for my parents and apparently so did Marija because she tried to comfort them for their recent blows and she praised their courage to stand up to the shows of nationalism and to the new war.


“There isn’t going to be much dissent allowed,” said my father, “mark my words, we’ll be going backward, we’ll be thinking nostalgically of the Tito years and of Communism.” It was exactly what Marija had said to me earlier and now the gloom of it all fell on us with that same threatening thud again and again. We sat around the table in the heavy-smelling apartment at an ungodly hour of the morning as Biljana swirled around the room in a cavalcade of ribbons and scarves and humming the tune of “I feel pretty.” We did our best to process my mother’s attempt at a rice pudding and the new political developments rushing at us from all directions. My father was wondering if Marija was going to leave for Sarajevo right away and my mother shushed him saying she would go when she felt the moment was right. “Maybe you should wait a bit longer, isn’t it dangerous with the siege that just started?” asked my father, showing genuine concern. “If my parents can take the danger, so can I,” she said abruptly. Who knew when she would be back again? Marija spoke as if she had already gone through several wars and was a pro at dealing with war situations. But the truth was that she was always a pro at dealing with a variety of mind-boggling circumstances from messy love affairs, to the politics of student organizations, to the beginning of a terrifying war. Yet there seemed to be another reason why Marija was delaying her departure, and the exams somehow didn’t seem strong enough. There was a mysterious shadow moving back and forth on her face. When I looked at her straight she seemed to have a forced smile, as if trying to say she was all right, don’t any of us worry about her. My mother mustered enough courage to ask the reason for our late-night appearance in bloody clothes. Marija and I stumbled in our explanations and then told my parents that a friend of ours from the department of philosophy got beaten up in a bar because of expressing antiwar sentiments.


That night Marija and I stayed up in my bed talking about everything from the men we’d known to the state of the world, to our future with the war in it, to our careers, to our favorite movies, and fell asleep on memories of our childhood in Sarajevo and in Farah and Kemal’s sweet-smelling house. It felt like a farewell night but neither Marija nor I said anything about a parting of any kind. We delved into the delicious illusion that we would be together forever like one delves into the illusion created by a Hollywood movie on that magical silver screen. Even as personal destinies were crushed by wars and irrevocable separations, the characters in those movies that Marija and I had watched wide-eyed in our early teenage years all seemed unperturbed, glossy and immortal, elegant and witty under the worst and most painful circumstances. A quick glance as a plane was getting ready to leave, a faraway war whose din had made itself heard nearby, the brim of a hat turned just right for us to see the soulful teary eyes of the heroine, all perfectly contoured and timed. I thought Marija fell asleep before I did. I remembered thinking that she must have been so tired since her breathing was inaudible. Just something in the way her head shifted off the pillow and her hair fell on her face made me think she had fallen into a deep sleep. I almost felt like I could hear hoarse whispers from the dark dreams that Marija was struggling with. Before falling asleep I had a sharp pang of fear for her, not knowing what the future would bring in that war zone she prepared to launch herself into as soon as exams were over. I felt a need to protect her and to tell her she could always count on me. But the heavy and precipitated events of the day must have weighed on my psyche, too, and sleep lulled me before my own dreams of empty labyrinthine streets pushed their way into my subconscious. Danger lurked at every corner in my dreams but despite the sense that people with guns and grenades were swarming all around the vicinity, everything was maddeningly quiet. Milko appeared in the middle of the street wearing a white hospital gown and with a deep gash in his forehead. He was offering Marija and me a pot of azaleas. Marija told me not to take them because they were dangerous, they were evil dangerous flowers, not all that looked pretty and fuchsia was safe, she said. Still, I so much wanted the pot of azaleas and I did not listen to Marija. I took the pot of azaleas from Milko and in that same second everything blew up. We woke up to the sounds of snipers and explosions on the TV in my parents’ living room. The war was getting on and people and buildings were being blown to bloody shreds and it was not a dream and it was not a Hollywood movie.


Several days after the ruthless beginning of the war in April 1992 I met Mark Lundberg, a suave American intellectual pursuing a combined journalism and English literature doctorate at Harvard who had a touch of Gary Cooper and Marlboro Man combined. Even before completing his doctoral dissertation he had landed a teaching job at a university in Washington, DC, and for now he was going back and forth between Boston and Washington, he said with a smile that tried to be shy and unassuming. He had come to Belgrade to gather material for a humanitarian journalistic project back home, and miraculously dropped into the middle of a seedy Belgrade tavern at the shocking start of a war of nationalistic aggression. The word humanitarian sounded sexy on his lips and I wanted to hear more. His commutes between the two formidable American cities sounded glamorous beyond my imagination.


Marija and I spent hours every day in cafés and taverns, arguing, spreading antiwar leaflets, rousing heated debates between the arrogant majority of nationalists and the slim but fierce minority of pacifists. One evening Marija was surrounded by a crowd of men who drank every syllable that dripped off her luscious lips whether they agreed with her or not while I was handing out the pamphlets that she and I had worked on the previous night. I had already had a couple of drinks and for some reason in response to Marija’s sparkling mini lectures I started elaborating on the connections between patriarchy and nationalism, sexuality and wars of aggression. Something I had once read about nationalistic libido, a new concept for everyone including myself, erupted in my slightly inebriated head and I had to share it with everyone. A tall handsome man who looked American joined the group and I became bolder and offered to buy him a drink. “Vodka on the rocks for the American gentleman here,” I said to the bartender and handed the vodka glass to the handsome American with great aplomb. He smiled and asked: “How did you know I was American?” “It’s not very hard to guess, you know; your trusting smile I suppose,” I said and left the group of students with Marija in the center to join him at a table at the far end of the bar. Behind my back some of the guys in Marija’s group called me a traitor and “fraternizer with Western elements.” I heard that and turned back yelling halfway across the bar: “Really? Look at you boys—what are you wearing? Levi’s jeans. What are you listening to? Michael Jackson. And those of you who are not drinking vodka, what are you drinking? Is it not whiskey? Who’s the fraternizer?” I felt powerful and light, as if I could take on the world. I looked back at Marija and she was smiling like a proud mother. The American started talking and before I knew it, we were drinking shots of vodka together. Even though I was used to having vodka shots from the practice I had had with Marija during our college years, for some reason after the third shot in the company of the American tourist with a penchant for humanitarian activism, everything became blurry and confused. The sound of an accordion playing a heated Hora, Marija’s eyes moving from the crowd around her to me with the expression of a wildcat ready to pounce, the American brushing his long fingers against my cheeks and then kissing me on the mouth right there at the table in the corner of the tavern, antiwar leaflets spread on the floor and flying in the smoke-filled air, his invitation to join him at the studio apartment he was renting, my counteroffer that he join me at my studio apartment. It all ballooned into one never-ending night that stretched out into another day and another night, which all led to my moving into his apartment only a week later, which then stretched across the summer and into the fall when it ended with our wedding in an Orthodox church and my leaving for America as his bride.


In his tiny furnished studio apartment in the livelier part of the Dorćol area adorned with Serbian traditional rugs and wall hangings, Mark Lundberg acted shy and reserved on the night of our first encounter. He showed me his collection of Serbian rock and pop albums among which was the popular Ekatarina Velika band and their famous Ljubav, Love, and asked me if I wanted him to play them for me. I hated all Serbian rock as I did most traditional Serbian music and asked him if he had any American music instead. He looked slightly taken aback, as he had thought his knowledge and appreciation of the music of my country was going to impress me. But he quickly recovered and pulled out from the collection stacked up on his desk several American CDs—Frank Sinatra, the Doors, Aerosmith, Dire Straits, the music Marija and I listened and danced to during our college years and in particular during our bald-headed fiercely countercultural period. “Take your pick,” he said regaining his full confidence, with a smile so alluring that it seemed to combine the best and sexiest of the Marlboro Man, Gary Cooper, and humanitarian principles all in one. I chose the Doors, and he asked me to dance holding out his hand as if we were at a grand ball. He was as smooth a dancer as I had ever imagined someone could be, swirling me around the tiny apartment this way and that way, one minute in a tight embrace the next in savvy swing turns, in perfect control and yet making me feel I was the one leading the dance. His apartment was small but we never bumped into furniture the way my parents always did whenever dancing to the sugary “Somewhere My Love.” We danced for what seemed like the whole night, in slow motion, in rapid steps and dizzying turns, his legs knowingly coming between mine for the quick turns, his hands warm and steady on my back. At some point our dance moves morphed into kissing, caressing, undressing, as if it were all part of the same ritual. First we were swinging, and next we were entangled in his bed feeling each other’s sweaty bodies, skin-to-skin, like it was the most normal thing in the world. I fell asleep thinking that I had finally had adult sex, all the rest had been just fooling around, even Milko. In Mark’s strong knowing arms, everything before seemed childish and inexperienced. This was the real thing, the American thing: rock music, freedom, humanitarianism, Jim Morrison’s lyrics, Mark’s savvy caresses, the smell of American cologne, all wrapped up in the spring breeze and night sounds that rushed into the room from my Serbian native city. I had entered a foreign country while still on native land. When I first came to consciousness in the morning, I had no idea where I was, and for a split second I wondered whose arm was folded delicately around my breasts. Mark kissed the nape of my neck and asked me what I wanted to have for breakfast. I felt mature and glamorous like an American movie star.


During the following days the minute amount of national pride that must have resided lost and forgotten at the bottom of my psyche was awakened by Mark’s genuine interest in my native city. I played the tourist guide, showing him around quaint alleys unknown by regular tourists, old Orthodox churches with golden icons and infused with the smell of burning candles and incense, parks, ruins, the Danube, the Sava, the place where the Danube and the Sava mix with each other, old districts, new districts, he took it all in stride with curiosity and a winning smile. During those same days right at the beginning of the war in April, I continued to meet Marija in bars and at street corners, at her apartment or even at my parents’ apartment, feeling almost delinquent as if I was hiding something. Somehow I managed to meet Marija and Mark at different times of the day and fill every moment with either playing the tourist guide, American dancing and sex with Mark, or in political discussions, writing and distributing antiwar manifestos, and drinking in bars with Marija. My days seemed endless and demented, sexy, humanitarian, both painful and hopeful, large-winged above Belgrade. After Marija left for Sarajevo part of me turned numb, while another part of me was more alive than ever. I had been careful to keep Marija and Mark separate and distribute myself to each of them in what seemed like two different lives that barely brushed by each other and managed to keep them from ever crossing paths.


From that single night when I met Mark in the Belgrade tavern, events crowded and rushed and tumbled their noisy clamor into my life with the speed of a derailing train. The war catapulted everything into a mad series of occurrences that ironically weren’t going to stop until I landed on American soil. It was as if I went to America to calm down and find peace, to rest and slow down the unstoppable rumble of happenings running me over in my native country. In the middle of that turbulent period of the beginning of the war there was one particular day that kept its clear and painful contours. It was the day when Marija and I said good-bye in her apartment, the same day that she was leaving for Sarajevo and I was moving in with Mark in Belgrade. It had all the weight and slowness of defining days that slice your life through the center and you have to leap across an abyss to be able to start the other half. It was a cruel spring day with blooming chestnut trees and forsythias and news of rampant killings of Bosnians by nationalist Serbs in Sarajevo. It was the day when Marija and I said good-bye on the threshold of her apartment with mascara running down our cheeks and agonizing fears weighing in our hearts. A slow, heavy-laden day carved with all the markings of grief, regrets, and apprehensions. It smelled raw and bloody, and the blooming trees appeared like a huge cosmic mistake. We sat in silence for a while at the table in Marija’s minuscule kitchen. There was a spring breeze coming through the window and an eerie light. The world seemed to quiver. The fragrances were painful. Although I hadn’t closed an eye all night, I felt light and luminous. I was wearing the blue silk dress I had worn the night I met Mark, and my grandmother’s turquoise necklace. Looking at Marija’s brooding eyes and exquisitely carved features I impulsively took off the necklace and handed it to her: “Marija, keep this, it would look beautiful on you. I want you to have it.” Then I took out the antique edition of Plato’s Dialogues that we had studied so often during our college years and handed it to her, too. “And this, I want you to have this, too,” I said feeling my eyes overflow with tears.
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