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VESNA GOLDSWORTHY was born in Belgrade in 1961 and has lived in London since 1986. She writes in English, her third language. Chernobyl Strawberries, first published in 2005, was serialised in The Times and read by Vesna herself as Book of the Week on BBC Radio 4. It has had fourteen editions in the German language alone.


She has written three other widely translated books: Inventing Ruritania (1998), on the shaping of the cultural perceptions of the Balkans; the Crashaw Prize–winning poetry collection, The Angel of Salonika (2011), one of The Times’s Best Poetry Books of the Year; and her debut novel Gorsky, the tale of a Russian oligarch in London (2015).




‘A lilting, lyrical and poetic musing on Vesna’s comfortable childhood, her marriage and move to Britain in the mid-1980s, cancer, and what it was like to see her country disappear – bit by bloody bit . . . a hauntingly honest account.’


Eve-Ann Prentice, The Times


‘Richly evocative.’


Gillian Reynolds, Daily Telegraph


‘Three qualities make Goldsworthy’s memoir stand apart from ordinary accounts: her honesty, her skill as a writer and the fascinating circumstances of her life . . . She writes evocatively about the experience of being caught between cultures, belonging to neither, and describes how illness finally allowed her to fuse the two different personalities between which she had felt divided, one speaking Serbo-Croat, the other English . . . Chernobyl Strawberries blows away the dust; Goldsworthy writes well, often beautifully . . . Memory provides her structure. Rather than writing chronologically, she leaps back and forth in time, following threads – love, music, family, war – that send her zigzagging across her life . . . Goldsworthy’s ability to find unexpected subtle connections in the pattern of her own life elevates this absorbing memoir into something extraordinary.’


Josh Lacey, Guardian


‘Engrossing . . . She writes of her dual life as a Serb and an Englishwoman with refreshing candour . . . This is, in every sense, a reflective book, the work of a fiercely honest and cultivated intelligence . . . What is remarkable here is the combination of melancholy and absurdist humour . . . But this unusual book is chiefly concerned with survival and loss – the history that led inexorably to communism, and that of the frequently complacent West – and with lasting love.’


Paul Bailey, Sunday Times


‘Many good books are travel books in one sense or another, and this one charts a more complex journey than most . . . An exceptional memoir. If there has been a more honest, calm, and profoundly moving one written in the last few years, then I’ve missed it.’


Andrew Taylor, TLS


‘A charming book . . . Vesna Goldsworthy writes with wit and nostalgia about the vanished country in which she grew up . . . Beautifully written – an elegy to a world that now seems so far distant that it is difficult to remember that it began to vanish just half a generation ago.’


Victor Sebestyen, Spectator


‘Heavyweight and rewarding . . . Goldsworthy’s treatment of her adopted homeland is masterly, using irony and self-deprecation to evoke affection, respect and clear-sighted criticism . . . She is equally sensitive but fair-minded as she considers her native Serbia, perpetrator of atrocities, but bombed by the country she now calls home . . . [The book is] a help to understanding the European continent’s past woes and current muddles.’


The Economist


‘A profound and witty memoir.’


Neal Ascherson, Sunday Herald


‘Hers is a story that reaches inside you and leaves you with just a little more wisdom, a little less fear . . . Our own stereotypes of eastern Europe are cleverly excised in a book that is part a recounting of family life, part exploration of lineage and part quizzical portrait of a disappeared Europe.’


Fiona Ness, Sunday Business Post


‘A beautifully written memoir, you’ll be left in no doubt about Vesna Goldsworthy’s strong sense of herself, nor about her courage and her honesty . . . An uplifting but utterly unsentimental memoir of a life lived truthfully and without compromise.’


Roslyn Dee, Sunday Tribune
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Still Life


(Foreword to the 10th Anniversary Edition)


I STARTED WRITING Chernobyl Strawberries in the shadow of a life-threatening illness and as a record for my son, a common enough impulse for autobiographical writing. I wanted to leave an account he could read when he became old enough to feel curious about his own background, and in particular about his mother’s early life in Yugoslavia, a now-vanished country. He was not yet three in the dying days of the winter of 2003, when I wrote what became the first lines of this book in English, his ‘father tongue’.


The morning I started (although I did not yet know what I was embarking on), I sat at the kitchen table, staring out on a small patch of our London garden. It was easier to look at without crying than the boy who, at that same moment, was pushing a toy train in a wide circle around me. He would soon go to his nursery, and I would be left alone for a few hours. For the outside world, including family members, I maintained, for quite a while after the diagnosis, the illusion that I was working on a study of travel writing, an academic project I was researching when cancer stopped me in my tracks. I pretended, even though no one expected that of me, that some kind of momentum was being maintained, that I was carrying on as before.


I had been on sabbatical from my academic job. The long-awaited study leave indirectly – and perhaps ironically — saved my life. It freed me from teaching schedules and, in turn, left me with no excuse to continue dodging some much-postponed medical tests. I had suspected that something was wrong with my right breast for the best part of the previous year but I thought it would ‘go away’. Blind optimism makes life easier. It makes death easier too.


That particular morning, I woke up soon after three a.m., thinking that I could be dead before the year was out. This was becoming a new routine. I was trying to devise a project which could keep such thoughts at bay. Tiny black birds landed on wet branches and took off, sending beads of raindrops into the air. I had no idea what type of bird I was looking at, or what species of tree. I could not name either in any of the languages I knew. I wished for a moment I could be the kind of writer who would nail a description with precision – who would write something along the lines of “a blackcap shivered on the branch of an elm” – but it seemed far too late to start learning taxonomy. What do you do with a remnant of time too long to cry your way through and too short to give any other activity much point?


I had always kept the natural world at arm’s length. I was an urban creature, one of those people who stayed up all night brimming with energy in the city, and who claimed to feel morose away from noise and pollution. I once welcomed such notions of myself with humour, even smugly. They now had a new and sinister shadow, an ‘Et in Arcadia Ego’ of cancer, which I kept trying to drive away while at the same time raking obsessively through the past in search of its beginnings. What caused it? When did it start? Any distraction, anything that threw me off of the wheel of anxiety, felt good — even confusion, sadness, or anger, so long as it was about international politics or the defeat of a football team, so long as it had nothing to do with my body.


I tried self-consciously to imagine a sunny picture of Belgrade, my native town. It felt a bit like preparing to write a poem – there was vague sense of buzz, an advancing mood rather than a story. Although I thought of these early jottings as a letter to my son, they were not as formal as that. Anything that began with “Dear Son” or “Dear Alexander” would have made me howl with self-pity. I had no plan. I saw houses tightly packed on the hills rising above the two wide ribbons of Belgrade’s rivers, the Ottoman fortress at the confluence, the domes of its churches, a mountain with a needle of a TV tower to the south, and then the plains which stretched to the north of the Danube for hundreds of miles. I saw Belgrade not in the way I remembered it as a young woman, but as I now commonly beheld it from a plane coming in to land, making a loop above the city after a two-and-a-half-hour flight from London.


Unexpectedly, as my mind’s eye moved in for the close-up, I remembered a bend of a street I hadn’t been on in years. It was the slope of a hill close to my grammar school. There was a market above it and, below, a causeway leading to an island in the river. Nothing important ever happened to me on that street, yet here I was, an empty tram rattling somewhere to the right, the smell of strawberries and the calls of stall-holders somewhere behind me, a canvas filling with detail in the vivid and incontestable logic of a lucid dream. The strawberries set the sequence of images off. The blood, the tongue, the heart, the body: everything the fruit reminded me of in that particular moment is still there on the first page, as if to define the implicit agenda for the rest of the book.


Although I was writing in English, the language pulling me onwards had an odd affinity to Serbian. It could have been simply the suppleness of an adoptive mother tongue, a feeling finally achieved after decades of practice, but it seemed like a new sound, as though I had attained a kind of fusion. Once upon a time, in Yugoslavia, I used to write creatively in the language then called Serbo-Croat. (I use the term ‘creative’ faute de mieux, to describe poems, essays and short stories, while disliking the implication that academic writing lacks creativity.) Like someone jumping on a bicycle, or diving into a lake for the first time in many years, and finding that the body knows exactly what to do, I plunged into this new mode of writing in English to find that young self was still there, as though she had been waiting for this moment all along.


You can hear the voice of the young woman on almost every page. It was the sound I wanted to recreate: she was optimistic, ambitious, invulnerable, and in some ways insufferable. I needed a dose of her youthful courage, but behind the brave face I now saw insecurities as well — an eagerness to please, certain conformity, a sense of being stifled, a desire to escape. She dreams about the wider world, and writes poems about exile long before her actual departure. The broader backdrop is the country of her birth, a land which I gradually came to view as being caught in the same hubris of youthful pride. It became a mirror of that particular self. Too good to last. Too good to be true.


That twenty-two- or twenty-three-year-old voice is the dominant tone of this composition. The other sound, the voice of the forty-two-year-old ‘almost English’ woman, shadows it, chronicles, translates, and explains the odd detail. She sometimes subtly mocks and teases the young one, but she envies her too. The counterpoint of these two selves is not dissimilar to a fugue. The musical term suits not only the desired polyphony of the text but also the book’s themes, because fuga means both ‘to flee’ and ‘to chase’. The flight from the present and the quest for meaning in the past — because the future may no longer be there — provide the recurrent Leitmotifs.
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When you set out to write your life story, where do you start? What is the first thing you remember? I don’t mean the earliest memory, but the first detail that comes to mind when you face a blank sheet or an empty screen. Try it as an unrehearsed experiment, and the result is likely to be a surprise. It may seem counterintuitive to talk about surprises in writing about one’s past, but they were the most remarkable part of the project. They continued after the publication; the most exciting one, perhaps, being the warmth of its reception.


I have, almost, become used to the double-take which happens when someone you have never met addresses you like a long-lost friend. The memoir seems to engender a familiarity which, unexpectedly, works in two directions. It is there not just in the way in which its readers ask after my parents or my friends, but in the way they talk to me about their own, as though I am, already, part of their inner circle.


What kind of work is a memoir expected to do? What sort of need does it fulfil, for its author and its readers, who, in ever greater numbers, seem to find in the genre something that may be missing from fiction? Many readers asked if I found writing the book healing. I resist the term because it detracts from literary ambition (would one ask a novelist if his fiction felt therapeutic?), yet it is not an unfair question.


My ‘memory project’ – to depict a life as seen from within — is not necessarily synonymous with an ‘intimate story’, although it is that as well. It skips between the personal and the public. It does not attempt to offer an inventory of my achievements or failures, as a biography might. Instead, it offers my account of ‘what it was like’ and ‘how it felt’ — to be a child and then a young woman in the Balkans during the Cold War; to emigrate; to enter an English family; to have a child; to watch your country fall apart in a sequence of wars; to face a life-threatening illness; to survive. But this last is hindsight.


While writing Chernobyl Strawberries, I realised that memory was, to an extent, a capricious guide. There were months I could account for, almost hour by hour, even decades later, while whole years had faded into a blur. I once talked dreamily of wanting to visit a French cathedral town when a friend reminded me that we had been there together in the summer of 1980. By the time we get into our forties (and now fifties, in my case), many of us are bound to lose a town or two. Do we choose the ones we keep?


The memories which stood out most sharply were far from always being predictable, the moments of happiness or trauma. On the contrary, I sometimes felt like a detective charged with the task of making sense, teasing out the ways in which the seemingly random recollections which floated to the surface, pushing others aside, added up to a particular idea of the self. Why write about David Lean’s Dr Zhivago, for example, and not about Andrei Tarkovsky’s Ivan’s Childhood which had influenced me just as deeply? Why describe a youthful affair of the heart which happened in Paris but not one which took place in Dubrovnik? Why was I including some friends and not mentioning others who were just as close, if not closer?


I now sometimes think about the things I left out, not because I ever had anything to hide, but because even the longest memoir could not contain the full story of a life, although readers understandably grow suspicious the moment a memoirist mentions any lacunae. I have become increasingly aware of the editorial – or curatorial – effort which is built into any memoir writing. In my case, it was not so much part of conscious ‘image making’ as a by-product of composition – creating the thematic clusters into which I organised my memories once I realised that I could not fully adhere to chronology. The chronological approach, when I initially attempted it, seemed designed to compel me to account for the uneventful, the boredom which covered long stretches of my life – particularly my working life – like fine dust.


While I grappled with such conundrums, I also had to make the many unplanned decisions which accompany the process of offering one’s life story to the public. My personal narrative began to feel like something that was just as much – if not more — about others as about me. I did not speak to anyone about what I was doing until the project was almost complete, but I understood early on that my friends and family, my neighbours, the university where I worked, the radio station and the publishing house where I had worked before, all had their continued existence and concerns about privacy and publicity. No strand of the story was entirely ‘mine’. However lovingly written, the book might test others’ wish to remain private or to have a choice over the way they present themselves. My sister, for example, was holding a public position. Would she mind seeing episodes from her childhood in print? And how would my mother face her Serbian neighbours knowing that her clashes with her own mother-in-law, my wildly outspoken Montenegrin grandmother, would be known about by anyone who cared enough to buy my book? The same concerns applied at the British end. Would the university which employs me mind the world knowing that its concrete tower blocks look to me like the world I once knew behind the Iron Curtain? Would the BBC, for which I once worked, object to my comic takes on night-shift journalism? I had been too unimportant to have had access to earth-shattering revelations, but even the galley-slaves witness things which the corporate communications departments would rather not see publicly discussed. There is no private sphere on the printed page.


Even the most loving autobiography involves betrayals and they do not necessarily end with the moment of publication. An obvious implication of writing a story with real-life characters is that their privacy remains an ongoing concern. Dorothea and Ladislaw do not have a life beyond the last page of Middlemarch. George Eliot was not expected to account for their activities. My ‘characters’ do and I am. In public readings and in interviews, readers and journalists regularly ask ‘What happened to X after you left?’, ‘How did Y react?’, ‘Does Z still live in town N?’, as though the door to a life, once opened, must remain continually so, ever wider ajar. The desire to protect privacy (my own but also my family’s and that of others who feature in my book) remains in continuous tension with the commercial desire to create publicity (my own, my university’s, my various publishers internationally). Publicity always and only exists as the ‘next question’. I don’t believe that Czeslaw Milosz was necessarily right when he said that ‘when a writer is born into a family, the family is finished’. The boundaries are more easily set on the page than in an interview or a Q&A session, but I tread carefully and try not to hurt either those who happen to be part of my story or my readers.


All memoir writing is both the representation of a life and an interpretation of it. Like a photographic album, it replaces memory – fluid and shifting — with a collection of snapshots. The original assemblage may have been a random process, the scenes may have been unimportant, yet their status changes the moment they are selected: they become, metonymically, ‘the life’. The Russian literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin wrote that each memory consists not only of itself but of all subsequent recollections of it. The memoir freezes the memory and cuts it off from future accretions. Fixed and unchangeable, it eventually becomes a strange artefact in the life of its own creator – the sourcebook. One views it with the same mixture of distance and recognition one feels when an old photograph drops out of an envelope, or one hears a forgotten recording of one’s own voice. The forty-two-year-old woman who wrote this book ten years ago now seems almost as young and as remote as the twenty-three-year-old one. I wish I could go back, if only to promise that those long, livid scars would fade.


A decade on, as discussions of the book have progressed from reviews to scholarly articles, student essays, and finally to a small handful of MA and PhD dissertations, I still find it hard to think about it as anything other than a miracle. I am used by now to talking about the memoir in what you could describe as rational terms. I have examined its structure and discussed its themes with my own students, often slipping into third person, as though the book had been written by somebody else. I have even provided a three-hundred-word account of the ‘research’ which went into its making – also in the third person — when such a document was required for one of those productivity audits to which British academics are regularly subjected.


All such work notwithstanding, aspects of its publication continue to seem just as unreal, or even surreal, as the process of writing. The memory of myself, bald and drooling (one of the weirder effects of chemotherapy) yet laughing over the keyboard, seems nowhere near as strange as catching the sound of my own voice reading an episode from my Montenegrin grandmother’s life on someone’s car radio as I waited at traffic lights to cross a London street, or that supremely Freudian moment when, stepping out of the airport shuttle at Stockholm railway station, I beheld an enlarged version of a familiar black-and-white photograph of my parents in the window of an English-language bookshop, and – just below it – my own two-year-old face staring at me from a small pile of paperbacks. Or an evening in a Viennese theatre when I sat on stage facing an audience of several hundred people and watched a famous Austrian actor perform the part of Vesna in German, in a semi-staged reading. I could see why someone might have chosen her, for we had superficial physical similarities, but she was a superior variant of me, a beautiful, willowy woman who wouldn’t be out of place in a pre-Raphaelite painting. I felt both proud and embarrassingly self-conscious as I tried not to shift in my plush seat. Her expressive language was almost unintelligible to me, but I recognised every proper noun: names of family members, teachers, school friends and boyfriends bubbling up every now and then on to the surface of the elegant German flow. These are the moments – as though dreamed up by Buñuel — which seem designed to make you feel alternately self-possessed and bored with yourself.
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Where does an autobiography begin and where should it end? The idea that a life is ‘book-ended’ by two events which one can never describe as one’s personal experience – birth and death – is banal, but in narrative terms frustrating for a writer. These are, literally, the unaccountable moments. Unless one is being fanciful, Tristram Shandy-style, the birth-story is passed down, second-hand. The memoirist could never provide ‘the’ ending either: the act of writing declares her alive even as the moment she chooses for any provisional closure colours the tone of the narrative.


I remember a possibly apocryphal anecdote about Orson Welles. On hearing a producer complain about the downbeat conclusion of a film he had just presented, Welles allegedly said: ‘If you are after a happy ending, simply cut fifteen minutes earlier.’ Did I want a happy ending, I wondered, and if so where do I leave myself: at the wedding or in the delivery ward, the traditional sites of happily-ever-after? If I choose a less upbeat option, which one of the many stations of the cross of a cancer patient should I opt for — the cliff-hanger moment of that first biopsy result (‘I am afraid it doesn’t look good,’ the doctor said), or the point when, after scans and repeated tests, I was told that the cancer hadn’t spread (‘Things may not be so bad, after all.’)?


I face a similar dilemma as I search for another provisional closure now. Where can one see the passing of a decade more clearly, what does it affect more? The book, or the person it depicts – the person the reader will soon get to know, yet who is also no longer there, who is both dead and alive, like that cat in Schrödinger’s experiment, not only ten years older but changed by the book itself?


Therein lies the problem in writing about Strawberries. I am reporting from that future which so easily might not have happened yet which looks superficially more similar to the past than I think most readers would like to hear. I have been back at work for ten years, lecturing, marking, and sitting in meetings much more often than is good for my soul. But this book has also changed my writing life quite profoundly. Since it appeared, I have felt freer to write exactly what I want to write in any given moment because, somehow, I no longer felt I needed to prove anything to myself. I have published a book of poetry and I have written a novel which is about to be published, a story of Slavonic London borne out of my own deep love for this city, which I wouldn’t have dared attempt without Chernobyl Strawberries.


My genre hopping sometimes frustrates the reviewers, because it makes it difficult to describe my work neatly (I commiserate), yet, if you take away the trappings of form, the themes which preoccupy me have remained remarkably unchanged. It is meaningful, therefore, that this edition is being published by John Nicoll, who edited my first book, Inventing Ruritania, eighteen years ago.


I wish I could say – as people sometimes expect of cancer survivors and immigrants alike — that I am grateful for each and every new day on this green island. Ask me how I am today and chances are that I will respond with that very English ‘Mustn’t grumble.’ Which doesn’t mean that I don’t. Which doesn’t mean that I am not grateful.


West London, August 2014




‘It is so difficult to find the beginning. Or better: it is difficult to begin at the beginning, and not to try to go further back.’


Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty




1. The Beginnings, All of Them


I HAVE TASTED Chernobyl strawberries. Every spring, winds from the Ukraine bring rain to the fruit nurseries in the hills south-west of Belgrade. In the city, the trees and cobblestones glisten. The scent of glowing berries – the colour of fresh wounds and as warm as live blood – spills through the streets around the market square. The fragrance lingers in the rusty tramcars winding their way around the old sugar factory and the promise of summer overpowers for a while the familiar smells of sweat, tobacco, machine oil and polished wood.


In 1986 – the year of Chernobyl and the spring before the summer of my move to England – their smell seemed headier than ever. I was twenty-four and in the kind of love that makes the oceans part. I was about to leave an entire world behind without a second thought in order to live that feeling to its end, wherever and whenever the end happened to be. There was no other option. I was, obviously, still a child: not because the move to the other end of the continent wasn’t worth the effort (it was, it was!), but because I could, at that stage, think about love only in grand operatic terms. As far as affairs of the heart were concerned, when the faites vos jeux moment came I simply had to stake everything. Anything less and I might have lost my nerve.


The world I left behind, and which I am now revisiting from the distance of twenty years and well over a thousand miles, was that of Yugoslavia in the throes of the big communist experiment. As a social order it seemed invincible, yet it lasted just half a lifespan. Yugoslavia no longer exists, not even as a name, but in a kind of Rorschach test I still see the land of the South Slavs on every map of Europe. It is a vision which dates me: the way in which my eye still arranges its constituent parts into a country on the salty palm of the Balkans, the way in which I still call myself Yugoslav, and my mother tongue Serbo-Croat, without thinking, as though the very act of leaving, paradoxically, makes it impossible to let go.


The shape of Yugoslavia marks the outline of my childhood like a fat silkworm or a ripe white mulberry on the eastern edge of the Adriatic, but I am not given to homesickness or nostalgia. I am English now; I wouldn’t begin to know how to return to Serbia, which is not the place I left anyway, nor even to Belgrade, the only city in that corner of the world to which I have a link that still breathes. In that city, I enjoyed a prosperous childhood and adolescence in a sequence of more or less comfortable homes which became increasingly opulent as my parents’ careers advanced and then poorer again as the country began to slide towards its final bloodbath. I rarely think of those homes and those streets nowadays. Nothing reminds me of them. Sometimes, none the less, the memory returns, uninvited.
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Mine is in no way an exceptional story. I was an ordinary bright girl in an ordinary middle-class world with its own rules and regulations, communist comrades notwithstanding. I obeyed when I was supposed to obey and rebelled at all the right moments. On the surface, it would appear that there is little that is remarkable about my life story. It would be difficult to turn it into either Speak, Memory or The Gulag Archipelago. I was no Russian dissident: I have never seen the inside of a prison cell, never been tortured for any beliefs. I didn’t escape to the West under a train or through barbed-wire fences. Much though I would have liked to, I’ve never had to memorize any poetry, mine or anybody else’s, in order to preserve it for future generations. The closest I ever came to a conflict with the communist power machine is a heated argument with Yugoslav customs officers over some LPs I was bringing back from Paris in 1980, shortly after my nineteenth birthday. Two uniformed ruffians threatened to make me get off a train in the middle of a Slovene forest for trying to smuggle Western goods into the country. It was an empty threat, the acting out of the rituals of an authoritarian state, a show of power and supplication aimed at putting a spoilt metropolitan brat in her proper place. You don’t stop trains for Georges Brassens, not in Yugoslavia.


How could something that seemed so solid perish so easily? I am almost disappointed that the comrades didn’t put up a better fight towards the end. I know they were tired, but they owed that much to all those among us who had demonized them so wholeheartedly. How could they just pack up and retire to write memoirs full of dates and self-justifications? How could they metamorphose so easily into a bunch of cuddly grandpas with bad dental work? Even those who tortured and imprisoned, and pinned electrodes to grown men’s balls, now wear checked slippers and send grandchildren to Western universities. Their erstwhile victims, meanwhile, appear ever so slightly mad and certainly much less nice, much less affable, less well adjusted, as though they were, in some way, asking for it all along. Could it really be that I grew up in a world behind the looking glass, which had no more substance than the painted backdrop on a theatrical stage?


[image: ]


In the year of my birth, 1961, my extended family of six lived in two earth-floored rooms – mother, father, grandmother, grandfather, great-grandmother and the baby (me) – without an indoor lavatory and with a water tap by the garden gate. The poverty was both that of the country and ours alone. We kept being punished by circumstance, but also by a certain unwillingness to adapt, until we learned to adapt all too well, on autopilot, and to live without believing. Only then did the rewards begin to accrue. By the time I was twelve, we owned an enormous house, approximately four rooms and a bathroom per person (there were five of us by now: add another child and subtract the grandfather and the great-grandmother). We must have learned a lesson or two.


The New House stood, white and unmistakable, on the brow of a Belgrade hill, as a monument to my parents’ drive and willingness to do without, surrounded by pine saplings which promised a mature garden for the grandchildren. It took five years to build and it was best loved in construction. I played hide-and-seek in the trenches dug out for the foundations and, when the walls went up, signed my name furtively in wet, salmon-pink plaster.


In the eighties, Yugoslavia – and most of us in it – went into economic decline. We could no longer afford to heat such a vast place and, even if we could, there was no oil to be bought anywhere in town and, because of power shortages, electricity on alternate days only. Our erstwhile buddies from the International Monetary Fund were beginning to tighten the screws on the comrades and they then turned on us, inventing more and more complicated ways of saving money to repay the foreign debt. Cars whose number plates ended in even numbers were not allowed to move on even dates, odd numbers on odd dates; Belgrade was divided into zones which had no electricity according to a complex rota announced every morning on local radio; sanitary towels were sold in particular chemist shops on particular days of the week, according to a schedule published in the daily newspaper; shops no longer gave out carrier bags, so you had to carry one in your pocket just in case you bought something; doctors’ surgeries ran out of latex gloves, so you had to bring a pair if you wanted to be examined. Nothing major, nothing dreadful, nothing worth mentioning ever really happened, just a series of petty obstacles to remind us all that Yugoslavia was no longer the golden child of the West, no more the cutest of the Eastern babies. There were new kids to be cared for, grown lean and hungry on the Soviet diet, opening their pink little-baby mouths towards the teat, cooing just as sweetly.


I now realize that our housing and our family were never quite in sync and this seems to me the very essence of the East European condition. Built in the short-lived golden age of Yugoslav socialism, the New House represented an idea rather than an edifice of bricks and mortar. Like a mausoleum, it embodied – literally – my parents’ dream of a large extended family, of generations multiplying and staying put, a Mediterranean hubris flying in the face of so much Balkan history and so much displacement. Whenever I think about this, it hurts. I’ve never even thought, not for a second, of fulfilling their longing for me to go forth – or, rather, to stay put – and multiply. I entertained the very Western idea that my first responsibility is towards my own happiness. I have been paying for this presumption with the small change of guilt every now and then. Of all the languages I know, guilt is the one that my memory speaks most fluently.


[image: ]


Throughout the sixties and the seventies my mother headed the finance department of Belgrade’s City Transport Company and my father was a code-breaker working for the General Staff of the Yugoslav National Army. My sister was, well, my younger sister. My parents’ professions may sound quite grand, but they were an ordinary couple, the original yuppies of the sixties’ boom, preoccupied with the upbringing of their two daughters and everything that implied – from French and piano lessons (yuppies, as I said) to summer holidays on the coast and winter holidays in the mountains. My family moved from being shepherds to skiers in three generations. This had nothing to do with the socialist transformation of the working classes and everything to do with my grandparents’ ultimate realization that only that which is in our heads cannot be taken away. We were pushed so hard we’d have made the same leap on the moon.
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Three years old


My mother’s job involved endless hours of overtime, when she was so immersed in bus-fare changes or the implications of zone alteration that she spoke of them all the time until even my grandmother and I began to discuss the issues involved with some authority. My father’s work was so hush-hush that I had no idea what he actually did until I reached my late teens. He worked in a room full of cupboard-sized computers which, I now realize, had collectively less memory than an average PlayStation. In order to visit him in his office, one had to go through multiple security checks, passing solemn men in khaki uniforms along the vast corridors of a forbidding edifice which was bombed to smithereens by NATO back in 1999. My boys smashed Daddy’s office. How much more can a father forgive?


Compared to the world of my grandparents, the four of whom managed to live and die in a number of different kingdoms and empires without properly leaving home, all the while acquiring unwanted expertise in the finer nuances of the differences between POW camps, labour camps, concentration and death camps, my own world seemed as dull and stable as something out of a late nineteenth-century bourgeois play. I went to school and did my homework, I read, I played, I collected pictures of film stars and basketball players. Vladimir Visotsky and Robert Redford were my favourites. I marginally preferred the Californian over the Muscovite, not entirely without reservations, which may or may not be telling. The Muscovite was suicidal, the Californian in love with himself.


Even as a ten-year-old, I was attracted to such contrasting extremes of masculinity that it was practically impossible to think of one Prince Charming who could unite all those aspirations into one. The quest for a self-destructive bad boy who would have a steady job, support the family and certainly never ever beat or cheat was soon on. I dressed up, I went out to dances and to concerts, I kept falling in and out of love. I grew my hair long, I cut my hair short. The world was barely moving. I was waiting for my life to begin. I believed in nothing very much, but – for reasons which I cannot now begin to fathom – I believed in the supreme power of romantic love. That, comrades, is the real opium of the masses: the belief that destiny and not you is uniquely responsible for our happiness; the obstinate belief that love will conquer all. It takes a lifetime to shake off. They peddle it in the West too; it is the most useful of distractions.
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My family has lived in the Belgrade suburb of Zharkovo, at the end of the same tramline, for the best part of the last ninety years. A pretty village on the town’s edge, it gradually grew into a grim socialist satellite town, a Legoland of ugly apartment blocks full of Serb refugees from Bosnia and Croatia. The only buildings of any beauty were old peasant houses, of which a few were left standing, an old Turkish inn which housed a forlorn cake shop, and one or two pre-war industrial edifices in the style of the European Modern Movement. With their shattered windows and rusty gates, they looked derelict and abandoned but for the fingers of sweet grey smoke pointing towards the changing skies from the tall chimneys.


My paternal grandmother once ran a beet farm which supplied raw material for the local sugar plant, whose building now houses an experimental theatre. Cart-loads of jolly cadavers, plump white bodies speckled with wet earth, made their way from our land in the flood plains of the Sava river, just before its confluence with the Danube, to the grim industrial courtyard dominated by the saw-edged roof line under which molasses boiled and brewed throughout the autumn months. My grandfather worked in a quarry which provided stone for houses and graves in this part of town. Both the homes and the graves were inhabited by recently urbanized, dispossessed peasants and – in small houses with deep verandas hidden by gardens and vine pergolas – the few professionals needed to look after them: the priest, the teacher, the doctor, the small-time solicitor (wills and property disputes).
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