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"Read First, Buy Later"




The following work is distributed on a "read first, buy later" principle. 


You have the possibility of getting this book for free, or copying/borrowing the book of a friend with the blessing of the collective for your first read.


If you read it and found something in this book, please consider supporting it on the internet or sharing it with your entourage. Do not underestimate the impact of an insightful comment, whether positive or negative, and a cheer or a share; they go a long way.


If you can afford financial support and think this book and the Werths writings are worth an investment, please consider buying the book.


For more information, please check Hurry to the Capsule website.


We appreciate your patronage in any capacity; it allows us to bring more books to the public and elevate the quality of our work.











  
  
Forward






It is said that before entering the sea, a river trembles with fear.

She looks back at the path she has traveled, from the peaks of the mountains, the long winding road crossing forests and villages.

And in front of her, she sees an ocean so vast that to enter, there seems nothing more than to disappear forever.

But there is no other way.

The river cannot go back.

Nobody can go back.

To go back is impossible in existence.

The river needs to take the risk of entering the ocean

because only then will fear disappear,

because that’s where the river will know

it’s not about disappearing into the ocean,

but of becoming the ocean.



Fear by Jubrān Khalīl Jubrān











  
  






























It would make absolute sense in all brands of thought to dedicate this novel to Emira, 


To all the Emiras of the world.


Yet, in honor of all that is genuinely given to a fellow life form, in honor of all that is dear to Emira and for the sake of what Emira holds dear and the extent of her sacrifices,


This novel is dedicated to Emir.






















  
  
Prologue




My father died when I was five years old. From then on, whenever I asked after my father, whenever I cried for one, whenever I wondered about the man’s hidden mementos and forbidden memories, my mother would often tell me: 

“My little pasha, there is nothing I can offer now on him, just on his behalf. Seek the water, for your father is in there. Pray to the Oneness within the water, and you will get the answers within every cell of your being. For you are made of water, and your father was trapped in it. You can hear him inside you, forever, until Sudnji dan.”

She used to say that in my early years, often with little variations. I didn’t listen much. But what stuck in my head was that my father was taken away from me, that nothing and no one could replace him, including my mother or the tales of my uncle about him, and that ultimately, since he was trapped in an aquatic tomb, he will be part of the body of water forever. And forever therefore, he will be part of my world and of my own water.

As a child, I had many fears, particularly a violent fear of drowning, understandably from my father’s incident. During my teenage years, I stared at a body of water with pain, hatred, fear, and cowardice. Later and during my early twenties, I couldn’t help but feel an unconscious spite whenever I looked at a glass of water, recalling old memories of my mother’s fearful urges, to pray to the Oneness within the liquid, the Oneness that has neither a father nor a son, and to my head then, neither ears nor a heart. Now, however, I’m coming face to face with a body of water. In surrender, I’m looking for salvation and I have nowhere else to flee or to hide. 

My dear Oneness in the water, at this moment of my life, you are the only entity I can turn to. If anyone can hear my soul to the deepest corners, to the loudest screams, it is you. No one but you can see the well of pain and guilt within me. No one but you can see my persistent drowning within myself as I do, and see my asphyxiation by everything, with every breath I take in this world. 

My dear, dear Oneness in the water, you are the only one at this moment of my life, that shall decide if I’m worth living or not. I address you and I hope my father, in his aquatic tomb, can hear me and forgive me. I address you in my moment of greatest cowardice, for I give up on mending that filth I became, and I surrender to the sufferance of being, completely, with no defense. No more hiding and lying, no more turning blind senses and burying myself within the soil of my mind. I surrender, to the guilt, to the dire need for redemption and to the sufferance that comes from it all. 

If your will is for me to be utterly drowned in your abyss, then shall it be. I won’t complain, I won’t protest. If your will is for me to choke through it all and endure, then shall it be. I won’t complain, I won’t protest. If your will is for me to keep on swimming and going through the sufferance of fickle hope, then shall it be. I won’t complain, I won’t protest.

But please, my dear Oneness in the water, by whatever is left of me that is of any value, by the father sleeping deep down in your bed, and by the innocent child I once was, I ask you when I have no longer a right to ask of anyone anything, I ask you to spare my mother. It is the only one to whom I still give water of my being whenever I remember her. So please, by the water within me, by anything of value spared within me, please my dearest most beloved Oneness, spare my poor mother. That she no longer suffers. 

In full faith.










  
  
Chapter 1




Emira Dizdar was a native of Visoko, 20 miles away from Sarajevo, in the former Yugoslavia. Her ancestors were old nobility of Mostar, Sinan’s jewel in the Herzegovinian region. Few generations ago, they settled in Visoko to be actively closer to the politics of the region. On advice from another wealthy family whose relative was the established dean of natural sciences in the University of Sarajevo, Ismir Dizdar sent his daughter Emira to the University of Zagreb to study biology, assured in the teaching position she would be granted by the side of the chairperson in Sarajevo. 

Emira was a petite girl with brown curls and deer-like eyes of a stunning red-brown. She was a bright student, a quiet character and had warmth for those close to her. Her father, Ismir Dizdar was an affluent and Bosnian Muslim man, whose religious upbringing was relatively different from his peers and closer to the Sunni practice from the halcyon Turkish roots than the Sufi one of the Bosniak culture: He did not allow Rakija and smoking at home and observed all the prayers. His family had been deeply involved in the political scene of the region. He was respected amongst his peers, feared by who thought of him as an opponent and loved for his charitable ways, sense of integrity and duty within the local community. In his household, built after the Dizdars’ properties in Mostar and Srebrenik, he upheld the traditions that he had valued growing up, and ruled with no question or argument over the members of his family. 

At 21 years old, during a rowdy afternoon in her department, Emira Dizdar met Adem Sosenko, a fresh graduate of the mathematics department who took a position there as an assistant professor. He was a fairly tall man, looking much older than his age. His blond and brown hair, his green eyes, fair complexion and striking features, though heavily worn out, made him stand out in the department, and within his peers. He was inclined to be stressed, and his face often had a worried expression. Adem came from a poor Serbian family from the Kragujevac countryside. To protect their mother, they had run away from the Nazi invasion in the farms of Vojvodina, and have been scrapping off a living within Kragujevac factories, his father and brothers nurturing the hopes that one day, they would go back to their fields. 

It was 1982 in Bosnia-Herzegovina when the settled elites were facing Tito’s death and the dissolution of his socialist federation with their own agendas. As worrying tensions were taking root in any partitioning, whether based on political aims or economic tendencies, the ethnic disparities and religious differences were seen under new light. New anticipation was building up as a threatening chaos became palpable everywhere. Therefore, when Emira told her mother and sisters about Adem and their intention to marry, she was expecting it to be a difficult path, but she realized her naïvety when she faced the wrath of her father: Ismir was appalled beyond words. For the first time, he put his hand on her and violently struck her. There were too many things too outrageous to even consider the union; of all the valiant men of worth with whom she could settle, she picked a Christian Orthodox. Worse, he was a full-blown Serbian, not even a Bosnian Serbian and one whose family was supportive of the communist regime. Chances were his cousins were aligned with the Bosnian Serbian voice of the greater Serbia, eager to give them less recognition than the undecided Yugoslav title they already had. Moreover, Ismir took it as an attack to his political ambition, and a personal offense that such distress would come out of Emira; out of his five daughters and seven children, she was the most compliant and the quietest. He had given her freedom and trusted her the most with her decisions, thinking she would always turn back to him for the main decisions in her life. Of all her sisters, she was the only one he had allowed to go far from the family for the sake of education and to pursue her topic of choice. Therefore, he took it as an attack on his authority that she would suddenly defy the family’s deep-rooted values as radically and quietly as she did.

Emira was soft in her arguments, patient in taking in the harsh words of her father and the poisonous gossip. She cried and endured, for she did not want to cut ties with her family because of her heart’s desire. However, it was out of the question and hopeless that she would marry a non-Muslim Serbian man, and worse, bring him into the Dizdar household to live with the rest of the family. Adem would have gladly come and faced the wrath of Ismir. He wanted to prove his worth to the old patriarch. He was convinced someone as smart as Ismir could see him for whom he built himself to be, rather than what was bestowed upon him through birth and circumstances. Nevertheless, Emira was scared for his life, understanding the extent of actions to which the local community would go; he would be confined within a homogeneous group that was sure to get away with whatever action they would take against, an isolated Serbian and whoever came with him.

During her last visit, in an effort to build a bridge, she tried to convince her father and her two brothers to come to Zagreb and meet Adem. Her youngest sister Sara had warned her she might be locked inside the house. Surely enough, her immediate older brother, Mehmed, stood against her door, barring her from going back to Zagreb. When Emira managed to escape, she and Adem got married despite her husband’s worries and the absence of support from her family. Ismir repudiated her, promising her the hells of fire no matter what she would do in this life, because Allah listened to the parents’ grief and granted them such power over the vilest of their offspring. He also forbade the rest of the family from talking to her or keeping in touch in any way. After her marriage, when Emira tried to visit, she could only talk in tears to her mother through the door before the end of the dawn prayer. Ismir promised that the next time she visited, she would be wiped out from this world. It was a family tragedy that befell on the Dizdar household like a funeral; the sixth child was dead and there was no corpse to bury. May Allah forgive her sins, but let no one speak of her again, except to namelessly pray for her soul.

Sara was the closest to Emira, yet never understood why all this had happened; from Emira setting her mind on the oblivious Serbian, who was crazy enough to ignore all the obstacles and marry her, to the gentle and persistent fight she put on by herself against everyone so that this union could take place. Dzeneta, Emira’s mother, was fearful of her husband’s repudiation and kept repeating to Sara that a marriage without parents’ approval was already a doomed one, let alone one led under the wrath of a father, to a person that was neither a Muslim nor a Bosnian, not even a Croatian. Both kept a hidden correspondence with Emira, trying to reason with her and make her cancel the marriage, to no avail. Emira would read and weep, but then would neither yield, nor accept an alternative to what her heart wanted. Her replies were filled with love and prayers to her parents, yearning and affection for her siblings, and she hoped one day Ismir could regard her as a person of her own, with her own choices, and that he would eventually soften and welcome her back and her husband. Despite the naïvety of her desires, Emira was serious in keeping strong hopes that one day, she would have both Ismir and Adem in her life. She didn’t want the love of a certain worthy man or this other valiant one; she wanted Adem, no matter how doomed it would be. And she didn’t want his love only, and a household with no elders, she wanted the one where her parents saw her children grow and instilled in them their customs and their culture. She was not ready to give up on any of the sides for the sake of the other. Emira wanted all the love she could get and she chose to bear the sufferance, the fighting and the hard choices that came from working towards such a future.

When Adem and Emira got married, few of his side of the family attended and bore witness; the oldest of his siblings Spiridon, Spiridon’s wife Xandra and two of his cousins. His university’s friends were of attendance as well. On the bride side, however, only Zvonimira Horvat, Emira’s roommate and trusted confidant, came as Emira’s side. The rest of Emira’s Bosnian entourage in her family and from the university were appalled by her decision and thought it a silly crush that went too far and was indulged by a man who should have known better, given his notorious brain. While it was an additional wound for her, she bore it all with a smile and signed the marriage papers in the civic administration. 

Emira moved into Adem’s rented one-bedroom apartment. It was located near the Tkalciceva Street and the Opatovina Park in a gray and large building, yet had lively wooden floors and mint green painted walls. The dining area was located between the door of the bedroom and the end of the kitchen. It held both dishes, food and books; Adem had made an effort to tidy up his sloppy piles of papers by shoving them under the bed and storing them in the empty drawers of the bathroom. 

Emira couldn’t find work in her field: the faculty position she was promised was through her father in Sarajevo, and she couldn’t approach the dean, as she didn’t know her personally. The laboratories were shut and there was barely any research conducted in those hard times, even less within a filled department that favored male graduates. So, Emira settled on working in a small factory as an improvised accountant, which was not bad overall; she could provide income as well, had her little family to turn to at the end of the day, hopes for the future to bring peace and eventually let the country thrive and let her have better prospects. 

Adem and Emira led a content and isolated life filled with warmth and bliss within the mint green apartment, while harsh moments and careful behavior ruled the streets outside of the walls. They had only one another and didn’t fit anywhere. Zagreb was a modern set, in comparison to other parts of the country where the inhabitants were politically radicalized in their religious dwellings. Adem could have passed for a Croatian in the streets as long as he didn’t speak or mention his last name. But they often had to deal with little gestures that spoke at length over the tense state of the population; a cup of coffee that was more expensive for her than for him, people’s veiled insults or sneer in the streets, an unkind clerk in the shop and a blunt lack of courtesy. 

In the university, where Serbians were a minority, the petty crimes perpetrated by the students didn’t spare Adem. He was more worried though about his equations and his family’s future than the idiocy of a youth easily swayed on the intellectual level by subtle polarization. His colleagues, on the other hand, were a more serious source of discomfort. Most went to church and all spoke of a Croatian national culture, insisting on questions of faith with him. The weird ethnic intolerance was foreign to Adem, and was the driving factor in the toxic atmosphere outside the classrooms.

In 1984, the tensions between the separate factions of the collapsing Yugoslav federation were turning into propaganda from the Ustasha and other fascist organizations, inciting serious actions in the streets and radical decisions in the upper assemblies. As Emira was giving birth to their son, Adem was handed his last paycheck. Emir, named by his father, was welcomed in the world amidst worrisome talks and tense conditions. There were long and several sleepless nights, when Emira closely cradled their baby in her arms, while she nested in Adem’s ones, as both discussed in whispers where they should move, the other jobs Adem could find and maybe even a possible life abroad. Adem was vehemently against leaving the heartland for another country; he was willing to settle in southern Bosnia-Herzegovina and put up with any idiocy, if it meant his son could grow close to his family and roots, speaking and understanding his native mother tongues and enjoying the blissful life his father had as a child, in the green lands surrounding rustic rock, holy sites, rich architecture and pure waters.

Emira, on the other hand, was more tempered in her views by her fear of the civil unrest. She was scared for her husband and the day he would get badly hurt. She wanted them to be safe and that was her priority, wherever it took them. Mostar and Vukovar were cities with mixed populations that still believed in loving one’s neighbor, and she thought they could start there and find an easy route to leave if unrest reached them. But Adem thought it too obvious; when the regimes would decide to strike, they would do so in the very regions that proved them wrong, and had living proof that coexistence and heterogeneity have always been part of the Balkan heritage and were neither a lie sustained by European propaganda, nor a fragile state existing within small and oblivious cantons.

They discussed moving to Adem’s village. However, the Sosenkos were having a hard time surviving post-Yugoslavia. Additionally, the community where they lived, much like most, was quite unstable. His brother Spiridon was going back and forth between Kragujevac where he made a meek living and Vojvodina where he was fighting to keep his family’s fields. Vladimir, the second brother was the main support of the family but barely covered for all their needs. Their father was sick and relied on his sons while Cyril, the third and single brother, worked to secure the expenses of his three nephews. 

In the end, after seeking her mother’s advice, Emira got a reply where she could hear her father’s tone: A lengthy resentful discourse with a brief mention of the Čapljina’s region. He didn’t offer anything else, none of his properties nor money or support. The letter had no inquiry over Emir or her, even less her husband. Emira was not expecting any less from her father; to Ismir, one was to either follow his choices then leave it to him to deal with the consequences, or follow one’s own mind and deal with them alone. If anything, she was surprised he let her mother send a reply. She didn’t know if he had been reading all her letters or had reconsidered his position with the birth of Emir. She hoped that perhaps, he was coming to terms with her choices and that she could finally come back home and introduce her family to her dear boy and her husband. 

Only when she spoke to Adem about Čapljina did she realize her father’s intentions and the extent of her ignorance; during World War II, the Croatian fascist faction had massacred the Serbians of the region, throwing women and children in a pit improvised as a mass grave. She had heard about the Prebilovci massacre, but didn’t know the village was within the vicinity of Čapljina. While Adem expressed possible hope that the region would be safe now, Emira refused to consider the question any further. They spent hours peering into maps, Emir sleeping in the arms of one of his parents while they tried to find a region where none of them heard of horrific cleansing. They couldn’t find a place within Herzegovina where the fascist independent state of Croatia didn’t have misdeeds and possibly sleeping human agencies waiting to be active again. Finally, they heard of a secluded village, gradually abandoned and close to Mostar, but of Serbian population and cheap housing. 

Few weeks later, Adem and Emira moved into the small community of Nevesinje, confined in the valley of the Velež Mountain. They settled their few belongings in a little house made out of bricks and rock. It was one large room with a rustic kitchen on the side and a chimney. The toilets were constructed outside. It was old, cold and had been abandoned since World War II. Nevertheless, with the help of some elders, Emira turned it into a warm shelter filled with life and colors. Adem took work as a teacher at a school in the region, where he was in charge of teaching different courses to classrooms of fewer than 30 students, from different grades. It provided a meek but steady income and made Adem happy. Teaching children eager to learn and a little aware of the unique opportunity of being lectured by a university professor made them attentive and cooperative, and took plenty of stress off his shoulder. Often in Počitelj and Mostar, during Sunday or holidays, he would find manual labor in construction and renovation work. On occasions, Adem was away for few days at the time, to finish the pressing building work or save on the ride fare he paid to a motorcyclist when commuting to the city. 

Emira couldn’t work full time and so would go from store to store, Emir on her back, offering her bookkeeping and accounting services. Often, she tried to go to Mostar and work for free to prove her worth and secure a possible position in the future. But, she couldn’t stay there longer, and her surname would eventually be brought up, people sensing the complicated family tragedy in the Dizdar-Sosenko combination. She dealt with her fair share of gossip and ill will from the community that was disapproving of their relationship, bearing it with patience and accepting the sufferance that came with reaching out for the life she wanted. 

Emira was at first comforted by the thought that at least Adem was amongst Serbians, native to the Bosnia-Herzegovina region, and relating to his heritage and struggles. However, she was shocked to find out that her husband was distrusted and didn’t benefit from the warmth of a community; his absence at the church gatherings was part of the issue, but it was the doubt over the authenticity of his Serbian roots that were the source of distrust. Adem was born in Vojvodina to Serbian parents, a Jewish mother and an orthodox Christian father. But their roots were Ruthenians. Despite Adem’s vague knowledge of the topic and the little importance he gave to it, the Serbs of Bosnia-Herzegovina were ruthless, taking it as final proof that he didn’t belong with them. 

The community was already on a course set on distrust and fueled by talks over God’s future war. The possibility that an impostor, or worse a treacherous Serbian, would be planted amongst them was prevalent. Emira was saddened by the outcome, but her husband didn’t care as much; he had her and Emir. He had his own little nation and he was more worried about making a living than being invited for coffee or beer to someone’s home. Additionally, they had few old neighbors of a neutral position that lost much during the war and thought the young couple was a fresh addition to their lives. They kept their distance to avoid the anger of the mass, but were of help, prone to conversation and to sharing their food. One of them was Ekaterina. Whenever it was a matter of Emir, she offered help and advice, handy-me-down clothes and natural remedies. At first, Emira was careful in accepting, fearing there might be some underlying malice behind it. With time, though, she came to know and trust the old widow. 

When Emir turned three years-old, Ekaterina took him in with other children to watch over them for a small charge, while their parents were working. On her first day leaving for Mostar, Emira cried while Ekaterina, a cigarette in her mouth and a frown in her stare, dryly sent her away while holding Emir. She came earlier to take her son back and check on him; it wasn’t bad at all. He was neither hurt nor upset. He smelled of coffee and cigarette and was happy. The children with whom Emir was cooped up haven’t reached that age when their cruelty darted at one another. According to Ekaterina, they all played and had a merry time under her supervision. None said anything to Emir and he got along fine with the rest of the children. He was a happy and boisterous child, excited by the presence of other kids and eager to follow them around and blabber at them.

From that early childhood, old Ekaterina’s rock house smelling of cigarettes and coffee made an impression; the warmth and sense of wonder at other creatures like him running in the gray living room brought a joy of a new taste. This fuzzy innocence sheltered Emir from a sense of the hard life his little family had, the difficult positions in which his parents were, or how isolated and alienated from their respective communities they had been. At these early years of his life, Emir’s mother didn’t let him have any of it. Instead, through her thoughtfulness and care, because of her rich soul and endearing heart, she was able to provide him with a second cradle of kindness and gentleness, a solid haven of innocence and joy. 

Ekaterina’s world opened Emir to exciting games and relentless discoveries. He was eager to go to her house and eager to get back home. Watching little Emir grow up with such an energy and develop into a person had been the unique gift those harsh times were kind enough to bestow upon the young parents. A miracle that brought the withering of the wounds of the days and made sense of all that was unfathomable. It gave them renewed vigor for the mornings and the fights to come.

Adem’s absence grew frequent, as the demands of life were weighing upon them. The urge to secure a future for his child and wife was reason enough to work harder and all the time. Whenever Adem came home at night, he was utterly spent. He could barely keep up with his active little boy, unable to lift him with his sore arms. His throat hurt from talking and yelling all day. Still, Adem would cradle him, securing Emir’s little knuckles in his big hands while the agitated boy was trying to jump and run around. He would sing to him in a low voice and a strange language about pines burning, pearly branches, Rusyn women, foxes digging for beetroots, and blacksmiths… After Emir gave into sleep, he sought his wife, finally finding his own resting place, and thinking it was all worth it. In the end of the long day of honest sweat, meek wages and wounded pride, Adem and Emira would find each other and wouldn’t trade their lives for the world.

No one understood exactly how it happened, but on a foggy day of May in 1989, the motorcycle Adem and two others were riding, slipped and fell into the Neretva River. It was during the early morning and while the Neretva wasn’t particularly deadly, it was cold. The passengers lost their consciousness from the rocky fall before they hit the water and all three disappeared. Few days later, two bodies were recovered. Adem though was never found, and not much effort was conducted to look for his body. Despite the bribes and the pleas, the officers had no tangible answer. They said that scanning the Neretva was ‘like straightening the Drina’. The river had many lakes and canals. Some parts were below sea level and the Krupa River floated both ways. They told Emira any corpse would turn up eventually, whether in the delta or the marshlands. The section of the river where Adem drowned extended less than 30 miles to the Adriatic Sea and though unfathomable, it wasn’t treacherous. Yet, no news ever came to her. 

In the first days following Adem’s disappearance, Emir asked about his father in tears. He could only see his mother’s quiet demeanor and the water of the Neretva. Their walks were enchanting and distracted him. She would take Emir with her and walk along the road, reaching the accident’s location and walking by the river. She would walk for half a day, only taking breaks when Emir would start crying from exhaustion or for Adem. Then, she would come back defeated. Sometimes, she would pay for a ride and get to the location where they uncovered the other bodies, then walk from there. In her stillness, grief and disbelief were unbearable to her; the thought of Adem, latching to a ravine’s wall and desperately keeping his head out of the water, was a maddening vision. Yet, it was the only one she would allow. There was no other explanation.

Her son by her hip, Emira harassed the authorities of other villages. She asked other villagers. People thought she was going mad, trying to chart the Neretva, and seeking to understand how that river, pretty and tamed, could take someone without ever spitting him back along the narrow path. She asked and asked, while her son was throwing stones in the Neretva, playing by the shores, often wondering about his father and whether Adem knew how to swim. Emira didn’t know. She thought she knew everything about Adem, but she didn’t know if he could swim. It was as baffling to her as that wide stream; neither too deep nor too wild. Even the motorcycle’s remains were uncovered part by part, so her husband should be visible somewhere.

Only after Adem’s family and friends decided it was time to have a funeral that people realized Emira didn’t believe her husband had drowned and died. She didn’t think Neretva took him to the Adriatic Sea. She was convinced her husband had survived and was disabled somewhere. She sat quietly during the funeral, accepting the condolences of Adem’s relatives, but there was no trace of tears or grief on her. After the funeral, in fear for his nephew’s future and Emira’s sanity, Spiridon put together some money and rented a car. He took Emira and Emir on a long ride. His eldest son Spiridon, nicknamed Spyros, was eleven at that time, and came on the journey with him. They tried to follow the Neretva, or at least the parts they were able to follow. They looked along the path, at every stop and every bourg. Often, Spiridon would invite Emira to walk with him, while Spyros helped his little cousin with his motion sickness and explained to him how Adem was taken by the river. They would get into the forest to look at the stream, suddenly enlarged and powerful, or deep and surrounded by vertical stones.

As nature was increasingly breathtaking along that trip, Emira’s heart was progressively breaking. In the gentle wilderness of the Herzegovinian region, amongst the lush green and the gorgeous hues of the waters, she was coming to the unbearable reality, the sounds of the water telling her of it in subtle hisses. And she listened to it with intent, feeling the whirling changes in the currents within her heart, when no human voice was able to reach her out. In that communion with the river, a speechless covenant was taking her in. By the time they reached Ploče in Croatian territory and looked through the Neretva delta, Emira couldn’t stop from hysterically crying, and was muffling her voice lest her son would hear her and get scared. Emir was as usual, in the care of Spyros, sitting on his lap and devouring the landscape with his eyes. At the sight of every fortified building and small village, he inquired over the place, while Spiridon was driving, in silent grief or while whispering words of encouragement to his sister-in-law. 

On their way back, Emira was extremely quiet, coming to terms with the awaiting life without Adem and the additional hardships that would come along the way because of his absence. She was alone with her baby boy in an unforgiving place. As Spiridon was trying to discuss with her possible arrangements for her future and that of her son, she couldn’t engage in the conversation. He had a notion of her family’s position and her character, and he knew she wouldn’t go to them. Spiridon didn’t have much, but he was extremely generous with it; he offered to take her in their little house in Kragujevac where she would be in company of Rebecca, his mother, and Emir would have a secure education. She would be a little sister to him, and Emir would be another son of his. Emira listened yet kept quiet; she had never gone through a heartbreak before and this mutated loss was alienating beyond her capacities. She was absent from the world for most of the trip back home, at every heartbeat withering then being reborn into the pain of losing Adem. She didn’t think she could move anymore. Breathing was a turmoil on its own that she found herself consciously deploying effort to perform. At that time, she couldn’t foresee her own survival, let alone her future.

When they were back to Nevesinje, Xandra and her youngest of six-year-old Vuk, kept Emira company, and looked after her and Emir. It took her few weeks of quiet cries and heartbreak before she started functioning on her own, cooking and looking into the finances of the house. In the evenings, Emir was often inquiring about his father. Going to sleep was the hardest for him, and Emira didn’t have enough patience to withhold her own pain while dealing with his and putting him to sleep. So often, when she couldn’t bear his cries and her own sadness any longer, she would tell him softly:

“My dear, dear Pasha… I can’t put you to bed like your father. I can’t sing to you like your father. I wish I could, but I can’t. I can only do things on his behalf now. So please, bear with me and think of your father in the river. He is part of the water all around you. He is here with you. In the glass of water, he listens to you and wants to sing to you. He can’t hold you, I know, but try to sing, like he used to do… And remember his voice. Remember his words. You’ll hear him then inside you… Sing my little pasha, sing to yourself. Listen to your father’s voice inside you and it will sing with you.”

And Emir would start singing the lullabies on his own, listening intently to the voice of Adem he was promised, and he would end up going to sleep. When it was time for Xandra and Vuk to leave, Emira declined to join her; just as Adem chose not to be a burden, aware of the poverty and strain his family endured, she wished to follow on his path and keep their own burdens from weighing others down. She didn’t want to bring her own distress to the household, where much pain had been felt before and the grandfather was bedridden. She also didn’t want the gossip and the ill will to reach Emir. She didn’t want him to be taught to degrade his own pride or to be used to demeaning treatment. She knew the best intentions of the Sosenkos wouldn’t make up for children’s cruelty and neighbors’ gossip. She thought she and Adem bore hard choices, bowed, and sacrificed plenty, so that Emir would never have to do the same. Therefore, Emira chose to stay in the house of rock within the confined Nevesinje, no matter how unpleasant and stingy it would get.

Now that Adem was gone, Emira was the one maintaining correspondence with the Sosenkos; Spiridon often inquired about her and the baby boy, sending food, money or clothing her way whenever he could. She was also invited to visit, and stayed over whenever work opportunities were low, which happened whenever there were military matters, or when businesses shut down. Summers were especially hard, and she would have survived them with great difficulty if it had not been for Spiridon’s open doors. They took a habit of spending about three months in the Sosenkos residence in the countryside of Kragujevac.

Her own family didn’t attend the funeral, and no one sent her words of comfort or condolences. Emira knew she shouldn’t expect any compassion or polite gestures from them. Yet, it was the first time she ever had to show great restraint and not send a letter filled with bitterness. Sara eventually sent her a hasty note. She offered her condolences, sent her a little money, and urged her to come home as she used to do. This time, Sara sensed, Emira would be welcome and the presence of Emir would soften Ismir. However, Emira didn’t go. Once her husband was gone, she no longer wished to visit or step into that house. She could sense her father’s satisfaction that indeed, this marriage ended up with a disaster, that indeed she was in a tight spot and that as he foresaw, she would end up coming back, miserable and unhappy after making her own choices, and redeemed and ready to live by every word he stated. These mere thoughts were enough to alienate Emira from her family. 

She might have yielded and gone back to living by every word as he would wish. After all, now that Adem was no longer of her world, she had no more life to give to anyone and couldn’t foresee anything for her future. Yet, she was not on her own; she had her baby boy, her dearest and most precious Emir. Just imagining him as the object of people’s remarks and hurtful actions, just picturing her father treating him like a Serbian spawn, ordering him around like an animal who knows how to think and talk, and put on him the chains and expectations he was putting on his children, she couldn’t bear it. She would rather beg in the streets than let Emir be the subject of his grandfather’s insane control, his spite and his demeaning attitude.

Emira knew she had to live for her son, however difficult it would come to be, and not just exist. Her father was right; she chose this life after all, and she still wouldn’t trade it for the world. Adem was gone but Emir was still here, active and silly, filled with joy and noise, and hungry for life. He called for Adem less and less, repeating his mother’s words about his drowned father to himself at night. He was getting used to life without him, and becoming obsessed with soccer.

She accepted Spiridon’s help but took it upon herself to secure the rent and the utilities and raise her boy. She didn’t want him to need for anything or to taste the bitterness of the life she was having. She couldn’t pick up her late husband’s position as it was far and involved commuting, and she loathed motorcycles. She took over Ekaterina’s babysitting on the days the old lady couldn’t watch over the children, and did everything she could do as work, from helping in the fields, to cleaning houses and providing accounting services. 

On summers and during winter, Emira and her son would go on a trip punctuated with Emir’s motion sickness. They would get to Spiridon, where Emira spent most of the time inside the improvised house with Xandra, Rebecca and Spiridon Sr. While Emir was out playing with his cousins and other children, she realized her son blended easily with them and few amongst adults could pick on his mixed blood; his nose and eyes were of his mother’s and his skin was prone to tanning like hers, but he had the brown-blond straight hair and the facial features of Adem. Many thought he looked like his father in his youth. When Emira would venture outside, the village would get a hint that she was an outsider, and soon enough the townspeople knew that the Muslim Bosnian girl was the mother of the hyperactive boy that looked like Spiridon’s youngest brother. 

It was then time to leave. With every summer, they spent less and less time. The situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina was getting too unstable for traveling. Small homogeneous communities reacted in the shameless violence of those not held accountable. Crossing to Serbia was no longer an insignificant act. It was assessed with suspicion. Word of Serbians reaching out for Bosnian Serbians, arming them for a war to come, was in the streets. Yet, whenever she could, Emira would go to Kragujevac with her son, not just for the comfort it provided financially and the warm faces and smiles with which they were welcomed, but also because Emir loved it there.

Spiridon was a kind individual, and his kindness ran deepest for his orphaned nephew. The moment the little boy would come to the house, he would ask to sleep with his uncle, to the reluctance of Xandra. Emira would try to stop him, but Spiridon always let him have his way. He understood Emir’s yearning for his company and his constant shadowing. Even his sons didn’t give him that much of sustained attention whenever he was home after a long absence in Vojvodina. Therefore, Spiridon indulged Emir in every way he could. He held him against him and practiced Serbian with him, sang to him Adem’s lullabies and told him of eerie folktales and spirits of the surrounding forests that ate wandering children and chewed them slowly.

Spiridon had three sons. The second one, Vilim, grew to be Emir’s favorite playmate despite the age difference of five years. Vilim was a sly and inventive child, natural at leading. Emir and Vuk, as well as Vladimir’s children, Spiridon Jr. ‘Spy’ and Mary, followed his lead without question. It got them into much trouble; they stole black and brown paint and “colored” the cattle in the fields. They destroyed part of the mended wall of the house. They captured rats alive then tried to raise them in a corner of the attic. Vilim was resourceful and had as many ideas as excuses. He made sure to protect his own little brother Vuk, and Spy was sharp and fast enough to run away. Consequently, much of the trouble they caused would befall on Emir and Mary.

Whenever Emira wanted to discipline her son, Spiridon would brush it off and ask her to let the boys have their fun and fill of it, so that they could grow out of it and finally dedicate their time to be men. Their mischief knew no boundaries; the few nice dishes of the household would be lost. They spoiled the vegetable fields Spyros was carefully tending with his grandmother, and they once lit fire to the two apple trees that were fertile. It put Emira to constant shame and her patience was often tested. Yet, Spiridon always managed to make her feel at ease, citing his own sons’ wrongdoings, and showing an exemplary patience and carefree disciplining towards the little orphan. 

Even Xandra was quite tolerant and flexible when it came to Emir; she had to go much of the year without the presence of her husband, whether due to fieldwork, factory work or military matters. Her sons would stay months without a father, wondering how things in Vojvodina were unfolding. She was compassionate enough to relate to Emira’s position and Emir’s yearning, and diligent towards her own empathy that she would act on it and allow his mindless actions. Therefore, despite her desire for a baby daughter and her fondness of her husband’s warmth, she would let the boy take as much time as he wanted from Spiridon, and sleep between them in the bed.

By 1992, Emira could no longer travel to see the Sosenkos in the Serbian territory. It was dangerous for her and Emir. The safest roads had militias from the different Bosnian factions and arrests. Stories of rape and murder, ethnic cleansing and torture, filled the news and the conversations. Everywhere she walked, heed from strangers and military were exercised and no one trusted anyone else but their own. Being an outsider and having a mixed child were increasingly dangerous. Her community was feeling more threatening than ever. Ekaterina was urging her to leave. Many houses were armed, and it was only a matter of time and a leap from indecision before Emira would be killed. Many Bosniaks had fled Nevesinje, and Mostar was already dragged in the conflict. There was an ongoing siege. The alliance of the Croat and Bosnia-Herzegovinian forces were erecting blockades against the Bosnian Serb faction and destruction was rampant on a city once deemed the living history of the region. Stari Most was no longer; with the destruction of the bridge, the values represented by the city were gone.

As Emira was looking for a way out of the constant fear in which she was living, word came from her mother urging her to come to the family household as the ethnic cleansing was threatening to reach her region. At that time, Emira was looking into a possible way to go back to Zagreb and work for the university; she thought her son’s birthplace was the safest location for them, and presenting a decent compromise until she could figure out a way to go abroad. She was terrified for Emir’s life, as he looked more and more like his father with every passing day. 

Emira was also worried about his education, and she strongly believed it to be the sole key to achieve anything in his future. She finally hoped she could get better healthcare for them in the city as she had spells of dizziness and thought Emir was malnourished. She had a few connections there, both of her own and her husband’s, but they were of the loyal and trustworthy brand, especially Zvonimira. She spared no expense in trying to find a connection and reaching out. Being with Adem had taught Emira a valuable lesson: The friends of the outsiders were the only solid coinage of humankind. They were the people that dared show humanity to the outcast, the individuals that looked beyond ethnicity, money or religion of the isolated, the allies whose loyalty is above the currents of the times and the humans that treated others with the same humanity, regardless of the incessant thumping of the culture.

By the time her family summons reached her, Emira had realized the seriousness of the situation; so far, Nevesinje had been spared in petty crimes thanks to its confinement, small size, and difficult access. However, the militias were still walking around, looking for young men and boys, and their reasons were never good. The inhabitants were also tense and ready as if awaiting for a signal. Therefore, out of fear for her son, and out of hope for the change of heart that might have ignited her father’s inquiry, she chose to wait for any answer from Zagreb in her family’s house. She made up her mind that the moment she would get there, she would look for a place of their own and find work. In its respective frame of thought, the prospect of staying under her father’s roof with Emir was almost as disturbing as the imminent war. She feared for her son and was anxious over the way he would be treated in the Dizdar quarters.

During the summer of 1992, a dizzy Emir arrived to his grandfather’s household in Visoko, and was quickly attentive to his surroundings, amazed by the big orchard surrounding the property and the three floors of the imposing house. The trees were aching with fruits; the freshness underneath them was a nice change from the summer heat. Every room in the house was big and well furnished. Brown and silver colors were everywhere. The sculpted works of wood and ceilings had an oriental feel Emir had never seen anywhere else except in short visits to Mostar. There were objects everywhere: Decorations, shiny sets of coffee, heklanje covering the tables, golden tapestries of Muslim verses on the walls, colorful carpets on the floor and plenty of pots filled with sweets or dried fruits everywhere, lying around without supervision. Everyone was dressed in nice clothes and spoke in a calm way, moved quietly and was smiling. He saw a nice car in the alley and couldn’t stop staring until his mother gently pulled him to the door. Emir and Emira had a room on the third floor; it was smaller than the rest of the quarters but had closets, mirrors, furniture and a bathroom. Emir met his maternal grandmother Dzeneta for the first time, and his four aunts. All except Sara the youngest had children. They were all vocal about how handsome and lively he was. They gave him presents, candy and invited their own sons to play with him. 

His maternal cousins were quieter than his paternal ones, and they were not willing to play many games or run around the garden. They strictly prohibited him from climbing the trees, playing soccer in the open space or hide-and-seek in the orchard. Whenever Emir was alone with them, they would fall into a quieter mood then start asking him odd questions he didn’t understand. However, it never lasted long enough; his mother would quickly seek him out. On the second day, Emir was introduced to his grandfather Ismir, a thin and tall man in a hurry, with straight white hair and a stern face. Emira gently reminded him of kissing the hand of Ismir, which he did with a certain uneasiness. After assessing the boy for a bit, his grandfather asked him in a thunderous voice how he was dealing with school, to which his mother answered in detail about his intelligence and eye for mathematics. He then asked him why he was so skinny, and she answered on his behalf that he was taking after his grandfather on many aspects. When he asked him how he was taking care of his mother as a man, he motioned for Emira to keep quiet:

“I’m asking him.”

Emir was confused by the question, and used to his mother answering. He couldn’t muster a reply.

“So, little man, are you taking care of your mother?” 

“…”

“Are you protecting her from the people that want to hurt her?”

“…”

“Are you taking responsibilities around the house?”

“…”

“Can you stand for yourself, young one? Or do you need a female to stand up for you?”

“Father, he is a shy boy, he…”

“Shy with me? Not with the women of this house spoiling him, or his cousins that indulge in his childish play?”

“Father he’s just eight… Please, it’s enough…”

Ismir detected the slight sternness of her tone and grew offended. He stated in displeased tone, while looking at Emir with vague disgust:

“What else should I expect from a son of sin raised by no man?”

He then left quickly. In those days, Ismir Dizdar barely kept to the house and his two sons never came to visit. Emira cradled her son, asking him to come with her to the market and look for an ant farm. Emir’s head was confused by his first interaction with his grandfather and the way Ismir spoke to him. However, he dismissed it all, forgetting it on the spot the moment he heard his mother.

“What is an ant farm?”

“Remember my little pasha, when I told you about the ants, and how they have a queen that constantly lays eggs containing little ants?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if you capture an ant queen, which is very, very hard, you can put her in a thin and narrow aquarium…. Remember the aquarium, remember that word?”

“Yes.”

“And once you put her there, with soil and food, she will dig a tunnel and start laying eggs and feeding on the crumbles of pita. Eventually, the ants will start spreading and digging their tunnels around the soil… And since the thin aquarium is very narrow, you get to see the tunnels, the rooms they build where they store eggs or food, the queen’s room. And as long as you keep feeding them, they will never leave the aquarium, unless maybe for a bit of a tour around the room.”

“That must be amazing!”

“It is, little king… We used to have one in our university, back when I was in Zagreb.”

“Where?”

“Zagreb… Where you were born? Remember I told you about it… You were born in the city that has the tallest buildings of the country? You’ll see it once we get there. It’s a beautiful place and it has fun spots for children everywhere, and lots of new candy. You will love it. Now, let’s go and check if they have anything like that in the market.”

For the rest of the day, they walked around Visoko’s stores, looking for the ant farm and snacking on street food. However, they couldn’t find any merchant selling ant farms. Exhausted and hungry, Emir and Emira went back to the house for dinner and then, Emir was put to bed. Later at night, while he was dreaming of ants in a giant aquarium swimming with fish, his mother crept up next to him and cradled him, crying softly and covering him with kisses.

Overall, staying with Emira’s family was not as fun for Emir as staying with Spiridon and Vilim; the adults barely spoke to him and the children had calm games and did homework all the time even though there was no school. He wasn’t allowed to go into the living rooms, to touch anything in the house or to sit with the family while guests came in. His oldest aunt, Rejhana, didn’t like him or his mother and she was constantly stopping him from having fun or telling his other aunts and cousins how badly behaved and ill educated he was, to Emira’s distress. 

Being in that house had several benefits though; plenty of toys and nice clothes as presents, the candy, the good and different foods and the large space available to play. Emir soon dismissed his cousins’ company to that of children he found down the street; they were playing soccer and needed a player, so he gladly joined. His mother let him play with the kids despite Ismir’s great disapproval. After their initial encounter, his grandfather didn’t speak to him much, simply asking him how he spent his day at times and scoffing at him for no reason at others. He shouted at Emir whenever he would find him playing in the streets. Luckily, Ismir was mostly absent and Emir didn’t have to live under the shadow of the confusing old man. He did leave specific orders that Emir should go to the mosque with his cousins, to which Emira complied but with uneasiness. Every Friday, before letting him join his cousins, she would always remind him:

“Remember, the mosque is the cave that echoes prayers in Allah’s domains. Don’t speak anything that you don’t want the Almighty only to hear. Don’t idle or converse. Review your verses when you are going, and recall your dua when coming back. In the mosque, keep quiet unless everyone is reciting loudly. Do your prayers, do your dua, and then be back to me as soon as possible. You will get a surprise if you are quicker than your cousins.”

Meanwhile, Emira didn’t have any conversation with her father. He was ignoring her with spite and passing by her as if she was not existing. The rest of her family, on the other hand, lectured her long and often about the consequences of her choices, about the divine punishment she had received in this life and how it was proof enough Allah is fair judge after all. Some talk was viciously insinuated while other was openly thrown at her. She bore it with tears, waiting for the women of the household to be eventually bored with the topic, keeping quiet lest she would speak an unkind word, and hoping she would get to look for work and rent once they were used to her presence. Her mother couldn’t stop crying at the harsh treatment and gave her quiet comfort, but couldn’t do more. Sara was trying to soothe her, but she did so in an embarrassed and private fashion.

When Emira started sending inquiries for rent and work, her family undermined her attempts, as their influence was undisputable in the region and everyone recognized her last name. It was simply ridiculous, and if taken seriously, it would be regarded as a great offense to all the Dizdars. Rejhana snapped at her once when she heard Emira was still entertaining correspondence.

“Maybe you got too used to the way Serbs treat their families, but that’s not how we do things here, you idiot! Are you out of your mind? What would people say if one of ours has to actually pay rent when our parents’ house is here? Do you want Father to have a heart attack? Haven’t you done enough already? It may be too late for you, but that bastard can still learn right values. He can still be salvaged. If you have your father’s death wish on your mind, fine! But don’t drag him with you and don’t try to shelter that rootless kid. Let him be raised amongst men and have a chance at life. You didn’t teach him anything, he is nothing but a son of sin with no roots, no dignity, no identity…”

At the flow of insults against her child, Emira was the weakest. Yet, she couldn’t answer, she didn’t know how. She just burst into tears until her mother motioned her oldest sister to stop. Beyond the insults, she didn’t know what to think of her father’s rejection yet willingness to keep her and her son in the house. She wondered whether they were prisoners, unbeknownst to themselves, or if after all, he forgave her and grew a resentful and complicated spot for her child in his heart. 

She never left Emir alone with Ismir, and was worried at every interaction her little boy had with an adult of the family, fearing their poisonous inclinations were intense enough that it wouldn’t spare a child. However, as Emir was thriving, carefree and oblivious to the pains of his mother and the strain of their situation, as her family and relatives kept their remarks and gossip to their own circles and to her, Emira started to think that it might be possible to live with her family, for a while at least. She had only to look for work, as financial independence was key to leaving once everything settled. Not having to pay for rent, food and utilities would help her save some money on the side. Emira was aware the war breaking in was not making anything easy, but the fact that the townspeople were making a living somehow gave her hope in her chances. She was smart and hard-working. She was familiar with small businesses and with housekeeping. She surely would find something.

Then, one incident abruptly brought Emira back to reality. It was also the one incident Emir remembered in his grandfather’s house, and which for the first time, didn’t sit well with him. Both have been staying at the Dizdar household for almost seven weeks. It was a Friday and Emir was racing his cousins after the prayer, eager to find out what type of candy his mother had in store for him this time. She was not waiting in the garden by the door as usual, nor was she in the room they occupied. 

Emira was in one of the living rooms of the house, surrounded by her sisters. Her mother was sheepishly sitting by her side as her father’s thunderous tone was spitting back the same arguments repeatedly; she was still young and there was a match willing to overlook her youth’s mistakes. It was not even a mistake for the rest of the community; she was raped by a Serbian and kept under his clutches until Allah willing, the bastard died. The boy was not even circumcised. He didn’t belong to them and was the product of rape. No one would want a son of sin like that, let alone in the Dizdar family. However, plenty of organizations were taking in orphans from the war and giving them better houses abroad. Emir could find a nice Muslim family in the Middle East or North Africa. Ismir personally knew some people that were looking to help Bosniak orphans and wanted to adopt a boy his age. In other countries, his parentage would be overlooked and he would be given a decent education. He would be fed and clothed and most importantly, he would be raised a good Muslim within a good culture. 

Emira was listening, trapped in mortification at the extent of thought and action this horrific plan must have taken. She was feeling progressively alienated by the idea that everyone around her, from her dearest sister to her own mother, knew about her father’s ultimate plan and the setup in which he imagined her, whether to keep appearances or because he truly believed it, yet didn’t tell her. She could only fathom the deep hatred of her father and the extent of denial and means he could deploy so that her boy would no longer be part of the Dizdar history. As she was trying to digest the extent of cruelty required to make such decisions, to separate a child from his mother, to call him a product of rape and to find strangers that would adopt him, Emir was looking for his mother. He heard the shouting voice of Ismir, but didn’t think much of it, being too used to it to bother. Only when he heard a loud cry and a decisive reply did he freeze on his spot.

That scream was an old one Emir knew, yet couldn’t place. It reminded him of a long beautiful river and the smell of vomit. As he approached the living room, he saw his mother crying loudly and shaking her head. His grandfather was frightening, his aunts were small and silent, and two of their husbands were quietly sitting on the other side of the living room. Horror he couldn’t comprehend befell on Emir, and a numbness that kept him standing by the door. The moment his mother felt his presence and saw him, she quickly grabbed him, lifting him with a strength he never experienced before. She took him out of the house and into the village. He fought to walk with his own feet, refusing to be seen carried around by his mother.

“Mama?”

“…”

“Mama, I’m scared. What happened? Did you do something? Did I do something?”

She was quiet for a while then said:

“Your grandfather doesn’t want me to have an ant farm.”

“Really? That’s why you were crying?”

He thought it ridiculous that his mother was using tears to get what she wanted. He had stopped trying years ago.

“I love ants; I loved that ant farm in my class. I always wanted to have one.”

“Mama, there are plenty of ants in the garden. Mama, please don’t cry, Mama, please! I will show you where they are. We can feed them together, please don’t cry.”

He saw his mother cry for the first time and it was an overwhelming truth. He couldn’t bear it and started crying too, wishing she would stop. The image of her sad face and continuous tears was horrifying, more than the devouring spirits of uncle Spiridon, the evil militia of Ekaterina and the bad Bosnian Serbs that horrified the villagers.

“It’s alright, it will pass. Don’t cry Emir, it is fine. I’m fine.”

“But you… Cried… For… The… Ant… Farm.”

“It’s fine my little pasha, be strong. Stop crying please I didn’t mean to upset… Look, let’s just look for the ant farm around the village.”

“But we couldn’t find them last time.”

“We might this time, you never know… Some roads were open and maybe traders, other traders, were able to come here.”

And so, they wandered around Visoko while the village was preparing for a siege. They encountered numerous military for the rest of the afternoon. Emir was asking for cakes, but the only food available outside was rationed UN packages. As he was complaining about the household’s goods they left behind them, Emira sat by the improvised office of the Red Cross, frenetically writing. She was asking too much, but she had no choice. She could no longer afford to wait. If anything, she regretted the wasted time she spent in her father’s house, being lulled by the familiar comfort of home, family and her false hopes. She could have been more serious about her work inquiries and the Zagreb correspondence. However, the only way to communicate in those troubled times was through the Red Cross. And instead of doing so, she had spent her days on her mother’s lap, surrounded by the women’s gossip and the servants’ motion while they were all looking for a way to get rid of her son and make her available to a decent and a good Muslim man willing to overlook her lack of virtue, keep up a lie he thought he knew or a truth he was sold, give her a proper home and save her ‘honor’. 

She sent her letter, took her son’s hand and both went back to the house where she started packing. Dzeneta vehemently opposed her actions, and Sara unsuccessfully tried to take Emir from the room. Yet, Emira had never been as fierce as that day. When she heard Ismir’s voice rise again with threats of repudiation and insults, she cocooned her son against her in bed, sheltered his ears, and started humming one of Adem’s lullabies about a weeping mother and a long road:

“My blood and virtue, my loving son.

Yet again, our homeland is elsewhere, the road is long.

May God protect you, honor you with fruitful land

And may you take your children through the Nowhere by the hand.

Don’t forget your roots and loving forefathers

Nurture your roots with faith and the strength of the wanderers. 

Rusyn Road is long ahead yet again,

Leap through the unknown with less pain

At every time, you wander God’s domain

And every place you leave will cry for you

Every home you keep will yearn for you

The rivers that you drank from will weep for you

The linden tree will bow before you

But all can’t hold the longing of the dust drenched roads

There is no shame in this, my dear son

Such is the fate written for a Rusyn man.

Such fate is God’s will for the exiled one.”



Emir gave into the exhaustion of the long walk and the confusing and unknown emotions, and slept soundly. Or so he thought. He was awoken early in the morning, while it was still dark. His mother urged him to change. She was making last-minute arrangements with her sister. Sara shoved an envelope in her hand and cried as she tightly embraced her, asking for forgiveness. They left the property and went to the bus stop. No one else saw them off. Emir cried along the way. He didn’t want to leave the warm bed, his toys and presents. He was bitter at his mother for all the candy and baked goods she dismissed despite her sister’s attempts to shove the bag into her grip.

Once they got into the bus, Emir had calmed down and the motion sickness medicine put him to sleep. Emira stared at the shadows of the city growing far away while crying in silence. She was still struggling with the horror she felt at the surreal events that have been taking place, and the fact that she had cut ties, perhaps forever, with her family. As Emira was praying and thinking about Adem, begging for strength and resilience and wishing he was here with her, Emir woke up and asked:

“Where are we going?”

“Zagreb.”

“What will we do there?”

“We’ll live.”

“Why couldn’t we live in the big house?”

She started crying again. Emir felt her tears, but didn’t want to look at her in the face. He didn’t know how to react and was uncomfortable, confused by the odd desires that came to him. He didn’t know if he wanted to tell her to stop or to punch his grandfather. One of them must have messed up for it all to end.

“Because Baka didn’t want me to have an ant farm.”

“Ah…”

It made sense in Emir’s head. He said in a grumpy tone:

“We don’t have to have those. We could live without ant farms. Not everyone has ant farms, not everyone gets one.”

Emira was quiet and thoughtful. He added hesitantly:

“We could have at least taken the gifts.”

“They were powdered with ant poison. They would have killed ants.”

Emir grew silent due to the rising discomfort from the moving vehicle, but he thought his mother was stupid for doing all this for ant farms. When the bus stopped for a change in the station, Emira bought her son some food and looked at the envelope her sister had given her; it was Sara’s savings and plenty of Dzeneta’s jewelry. Her little sister must have spared every coin she could come across without her father’s knowledge to get this much money, and her mother would surely get in trouble for giving her precious bracelets and rings of gold and stones. It could get them food and rent for six months, even more if they didn’t have to pay for rent.

Emira felt guilty towards her youngest sibling and her mother, taking care of her when it should have been the other way around. She was sorry for the mess in which she dragged her son and sorry for her father and mother. She had truly hoped Ismir would have come to terms with her decisions, but he was far from it. She had hoped Emir would be welcomed and treated as part of the family but it was the opposite. Politeness was the veil that fooled her for so long, and she was amazed they have kept it going that long, save for the occasional bursts of Rejhana and Ismir. 

Yet, for all of this, she was willing to forgive her father for his attitude and her sister for her lashing discourse. At least, they have been honest with her and vocal with their opinion. What had cut her deep and urged her to leave was the silence of the rest, especially her mother and Sara. It wasn’t just silence, it was also consent. The prophet in whom they all believed said so himself: Silence was but the sign of agreement. How could they think of tearing apart an orphan from his sole living parent? From his mother? When her mother herself was a mother, when her sister knew her heart and mind better than anyone. Yet, they were on it as well, quiet and giving into the plan. Neither protested nor objected. There was not even an attempt to discuss the issue or to support her in front of Ismir. When it was time to act, they all fell silent. Eyes down, they left her alone, facing the authority of the household, ignorant of all the arrangements and their compliance. 

Emira couldn’t stop rehashing that scene. It became part of her constant thoughts, along with those of her late husband. After losing Adem, she couldn’t believe how much pain she felt every day. She couldn’t stop herself from thinking about him almost always. And she didn’t think she would constantly rehash a sufferance such as this ever again. Yet there it was, a new sufferance that didn’t stop playing in her heart, and thoughts that assaulted her mind repeatedly: The silent approval of all those who professed to love her while her father’s radical willingness to get rid of her son and marry her off without hesitation was crystal clear in every step of the way and every arrangement he made to wrap up the situation. How much she wished she could have answered him, how much venom at this time she was willing to spit. She wished she could go back, give them a taste of their own medicine and make sure they suffered just as much as she was. 

Looking at her boy though, Emira’s heart softened and her eyes welled up. She didn’t want to be that kind of person, she wouldn’t then be worthy of raising her boy. She didn’t want to be filled with resentment and an intolerance that would raise an animal that talks, follows and reproduces thoroughbreds. She wanted him to be his own person, to get a taste of the world, to make his own choices and to be free. She wanted him to get to live in an environment that didn’t thrive on demeaning him and trapping him into emotional blackmail. Looking at his sleeping face, his slow breath, Emira couldn’t help the deep guilt and sorrow she felt over dragging such an innocent and fragile thing into the mayhem of her own choices.

She took out her small Quran. Beads marked a page. She carefully extracted the necklace and wrapped it around her wrist then started reading the verses, seeking the comfort of the sacred words. It gradually calmed her down. She found herself coming to peace with her uncontrolled flow of thoughts and eventually decided to look ahead. Zagreb would be the next stop. There, she would start afresh, with whatever little they had. It would be alright and Emir would not suffer. He wouldn’t be treated like a son of sin. She would secure his future and make sure he was happy. 

She was lost in her thoughts when few soldiers walking by stopped and eyed the pair. Emira’s heart fell to her feet when she realized their gaze was fixed on them. She reached instinctively for Emir and hugged him against her chest. It set one of them off. He came inquiring about her upbringing and destination and she provided their papers. He verified from her name and features that she was a Muslim and Bosnian indeed. However, he eyed her boy differently. He inspected his birth certificate again, while Emira noticed his green beret and understood he wasn’t an official soldier of the army. She remembered the stories she heard of the different factions of the militia, and she couldn’t recall which one was affiliated with which ethnicity.

“You say his father drowned?”

“Yes.”

“In the Neretva?”

His tone was of disbelief.

“Yes.”

“How old is he again?”

“Eight years old.”

“Soon, we will make a fighter out of him.”

She barely nodded.

“Emir hum? Who named you?”

Emir didn’t know what to say, so Emira answered on his behalf:

“His father. He wanted to name him like me.”

“He must have been a faithful brother.”

He was eyeing Emir with more inquisitiveness. Emira held her breath, not wishing to lie and stain Adem’s memory. However, at the same time, fearing the exchange would extend, she let her tears fall as she said:

“I’m sorry, mentioning him still hurts.”

The Green Beret nodded and gave her back their papers.

“It’s part of life, sister. Maybe it’s time for you to be a good wife to another good man. Get that little one ready. He will soon be called upon in the holy war against the non-believers. Don’t let anyone tell you or him otherwise. We may be siding with the Catholics for now. But it will soon be their turn. We may not need more men, but you never know with the sneaky cowards.”

She nodded faintly as the man smiled at Emir and finally left. The boy was impressed by the soldier’s composure and uniform. His tall, solid build and dark features were not something he was used to seeing.

“Mama, I want to be a soldier too.”

She hugged him closely, dragging him back to the bus. It dawned on her they had made a narrow escape and were traveling in hostile territory. Emira’s worry was that danger went beyond the Bosnian border. She had hoped the Croatian support of the Bosnian federation would make it a clement place for her family. However, she didn’t actively inquire about the atmosphere in Zagreb nor could she wait for more news from there. She feared that once in Zagreb, with the alliance the Green Beret had mentioned, they would stare at her son as a potential recruit in the army as well. She had already lost her husband and she had no strength left to lose her son. The mere thought welled her up and she frenetically shook the notion out of her head. The rest of the trip was uneventful, except for the additional stops due to random checks or rest stations.

Once in the Croatian capital, Emir and Emira walked discreetly in the remote suburbs, looking for the help sent by Emira’s friend. Plans have changed in the confusing climate; Croatian forces were siding with the Bosnian Serbian factions. News broke an eminent Croatian commander was assassinated by the new Croatian-Serbian coalition. No one was certain anymore whether they would be the target of the walking militia. There was military moving around in scattered small groups, and controls took place at random. 

While the danger was imminent, Zagreb was filled with life, though the faces of the people were grim. Most looked at the pavement and avoided talking to one another in public. Pamphlets of propaganda were flying around the streets and glued to the walls. Emir was excited to see his birthplace and had questions about everything his eyes embraced. He didn’t sense the danger, wrapped as he was in his mother’s reassuring voice, games of hide-and-seek and play pretend. Eventually, he became exhausted. Emira carried him while he was soundly sleeping. She had finally found her Zagreb contact point and followed two men to an apartment. 

She arrived at the address where her old roommate, Zvonimira, was living, their suitcase on one hand, and her son on the other. Zvonimira was surprised to see them, but she welcomed them; Emira’s letter hadn’t reached her yet and in brief words, while Emir collapsed in Zvonimira’s bed, she explained her new circumstances. Zvonimira was renting a room in a two-bedroom apartment, with another girl, Jadrien. She offered Emira to stay with her until she could get a better situation. Nevertheless, she warned her that it might be difficult; between Emira’s years of small jobs to the scarce opportunities due to the unrest over the region, especially for the Bosnians, the clerk didn’t see where Emira could start looking. 

“I’ll start with the stores. I will ask the owners, ask around, and knock on every door I can find in front of me. Zvon’ don’t worry my dear sister; I will do my best… Trust in the Almighty. Surely, something will come up. I’ve always managed to find something… Don’t worry; we will stop disturbing you very soon.” 

“Don’t say that. Please! You’re here to stay for as long as you need. I’m just embarrassed by the lack of space. Besides, you have a boy in here, how are you going to look for work? What about his schooling? The school year is about to start, I don’t know if they would take him in with no records.”

“I’m taking care of it in the morning and I will look for work meanwhile. Thank you Zvona, thank you.”

The following day, Emira looked for the first public school still functioning. Through bribery and pleas, she was able to enroll her son. She searched for the whole day, but had to admit that Zvon’s doubt was euphemism. Times that came were tough on her as she spent most of the day walking around with her degree, resume and old recommendations. The rest of the time during the evening, she spent it tutoring her son and looking through newspapers.

 Zvon’s roommate, Jadrien, was getting familiar with her and Emir. She was a pleasant talker and a pretty woman particularly interested in Emira’s story. However, she was careful not to be too indiscrete. She was working at a hotel as a receptionist, had a boyfriend in the U.S., and spoke four languages. She was able to secure work for Emira as a housekeeper during some days, and spoke extensively about going abroad and joining Thomas, a radiant future in North America, where people had only to work hard and they would get a nice living. She spoke of the United States extensively, mooning over the culture, the transparent system, the New York odd glamour and the friendliness of the Americans. It was her favorite topic and she had plenty of English words she proudly shared whenever talking about the idyllic Yankee life.

Meanwhile, Emira was reaching out to Adem’s contacts, hoping some would still be in Zagreb, pursuing inquiries over their new addresses, letting them know she was in the Croatian capital and looking for a way to make a living. Back in the confined community of Nevesinje and the familiar one of Mostar and its surroundings, after Adem’s death, she had been able to find and perform any manual labor for money. She didn’t feel too demeaned or wounded in her pride when cleaning or cooking for others, and helping with the orchards and the fields. However, in Zagreb, where she was known as a dedicated student, a promising biologist with a potential for greatness, then as Adem’s wife the mathematics professor, Emira felt humiliated doing such lines of work and for a meek income. Therefore, she kept it to herself that she was getting by and waited patiently on possible answers. As the flow of regrets and late condolences were coming through the mail, a friend of her late husband asked to meet; Stanislav Maric hadn’t been aware of Adem’s death due to overseas’ commitments, but he was affected by the loss of his friend. They met a little before Christmas.

“Emira, you know both of us got that fellowship to go to the U.S. and pursue research. But he turned it down to stay here. I always thought he would have been better off. He was a discrete genius. He could have settled fine with you and little Emir by now in North America. At least, we Serbians would be our own brand of Martians. The Hungarians are taking the monopole for no better reason than our lack in numbers.”

Emira was stunned by the revelation.

“I never knew. He never told me anything of that sort.”

She felt a mix of deep sadness and exhausted frustration:

“He could have told me. I kept telling him we should leave the country and go abroad. He could have told me… At least if he had gone by himself… At least if he had been there…”

She started crying in her silent fashion. Stanislav tried to comfort her with awkward patting:

“Sorry. I thought you knew… I don’t know why he didn’t tell you. Maybe because he was sure he didn’t want to go…”

“But if he had gone, he wouldn’t be dead…”

“And you and little Emir would be struggling here… I mean… Emira, it’s a disaster. I have to change my Yugoslav passport. The federation is no longer recognized by the world and no one wants to tell me what to do exactly.” 

It wasn’t the time to vent his own frustrations and issues with the administration though. So, he sighed and said:

“Look Emira… I’m sure whatever Adem had as a reason, it didn’t predict this mess of a war. But… But, you know how Adem was, despite everything! You know how too comfortable in here he was … which I will never understand. I guess I was never a patriot to start with, and I couldn’t understand his own brand of it. Let’s not bash his memory though.” 

Yet, he was clearly bitter at the political scene, the stupidity of the mass following sermons their churches or mosques would preach and the naïve loyalty to dirt. He added after Emira calmed herself:

“Have you heard of Mostar’s massacre?”

“I heard of it while here…”

“My brother died with his wife… She was Croatian, Catholic as well. But they took them both anyway.”

“Who?”

“At this point, I don’t know if it’s the Bosnian Serbs or the Bosnian Muslims.”

“Stan… Stan, they are eradicating us. They are doing so methodically. That’s not a mess, that’s a body count. Emir could be next.”

She added shaking her head as he looked stubbornly away:

“I’m sorry for your loss, Stan. It’s so horrible. I’m so sorry. But… But I can’t just ignore who does the ethnic cleansing. Who is hunted down to their houses, raped, and murdered? I saw it myself. Bosnian Serbs of my village holding weapons in their own houses, waiting for…”

“It didn’t cross your mind they wanted to protect themselves? I mean Emira, it’s Ustasha territory for God’s sake.

“Where do you see Muslims raiding villages and putting to death the whole population that’s orthodox?”

“Where do you not see it? Emira are you so brainwashed you can’t see past your own congregation? I thought you were smarter than that! I thought you were with Adem because you saw through the words. What is happening to you?”

He was getting angry. Emira retreated in silence, crying again and feeling helpless, unable to look in the eyes the first witness of their marriage, the one who offered them a month of rent and furniture as a wedding present. He glared at his drink for a moment then said in a whisper:

“There is no measuring when it’s killing, Emira… I don’t believe in numbers beyond the scope of logic. This is human life and death, people’s families. I refuse to be caught up in the passionate adherence they want to fuel. Adem saw it as well… We could see these elitist hyenas unleashed after Tito’s fall. It’s not just his flesh and memory they are disputing. It’s all they gained under him, and all they could gain after him. Emira, the Balkans have always been a mass of rowdy Slavs getting on each other’s temper and drinking together, each their own inner life, each breaking bread and wine with the other. They can’t come and tell me now that suddenly, we’re in holy wars and they are after my Serbian blood.” 

He shook his head:

“They can’t. I’m Yugoslav, I encompass everything. I am the agglomeration that exists and outlives them in the matter of the soul and the mind. No one is about to drag me in armed conflicts with some wretched soul just because they decided the salience of our ethnicities is fertile territory for division.”

He went on in his political rant for a while. Emira was defeated and unable to answer. Despite Stanislav’s apparent broad view, despite his reminder of Adem’s vague views of the social and political climate, she couldn’t help but detect at times, a heavier blame on the Bosnian and Croatian alliance and the theories of weakening of greater nations. His impassioned plea for the Yugoslav regime attracted stares. She was looking around them, in the coffee shop where they were meeting, and hoping no one was eavesdropping. They were in Croatian territory after all and she had no bravery to challenge the masses or die for a cause or another. She just wanted to live without fear for her son or his future. So, she suddenly interrupted him:

“Stanislav, Emir is not even ten. And I fear for him so very much. I thought Zagreb would be fine for now, but my son won’t be safe for long. He was born here but administrations keep bringing up our origins, Adem and mine. I’m already getting odd observations in school and outstaying my welcome at a dear friend’s place. I can’t seem to find a steady source of income or a place where I can finally raise my son and look ahead for his graduation, for his work, for his family. Stanislav, I don’t care what it takes, but I can’t live in that fear, I can’t live every day just hoping to get by and let my son get by too. I’m not raising my son Stan, I’m sustaining his survival.”

She stared at him in distress:

“Can you help me in any way possible, please?”

Stanislav was silent for a moment and then asked:

“What are you thinking about?”

“Going out of the country… But I don’t have any relatives, I don’t know how to…”

“How about the U.S.?”

“I don’t speak English. I don’t have that much money, I don’t know how to apply for the refugee program.”

“The refugee program? Believe me, you don’t want to go through that hell. It would take a lot of time. You would most likely get separated from your child, and there are plenty of applications still pending… Emira, they disbanded a whole country, a whole government. Why do you think I’m stuck here too?”

He thought for a moment then said:

“There is another way but you will need money.”

“What other way?”

Stanislav then proceeded to explain. In the U.S., there were citizens willing to marry foreigners for a certain amount of money. Marriage was a way to guarantee the residency and the citizenship. In addition, since her boy was young, he would become a citizen in no time. In the U.S., multi-ethnicity was regarded as a source of power and the norm, not a reason for division or an abnormality. No one would care that Emir was a mixed child of a Serbian-Bosnian marriage. Neither his religion nor his social status would be considered in any matter. America was the land of the misfits and the outcasts. No one would hurt them there for circumstances out of their control. Most importantly, they would get a fair shot at a good future. They would have the same opportunities than everyone else and would get as much as they work.

As Stanislav was explaining, Emira was still stuck on the word ‘Marriage’; she had never considered the option before, and didn’t give it any thought when her father was mentioning it. Yet, Stanislav was discussing marriage in the most casual way, like a business transaction in a grocery store. When he was done explaining, she asked nervously:

“So, I have to really marry the person? I have to pay them to marry me then marry them?”

“Yes, yes, but you don’t have to… You know, you have no duties to fulfill. You do have to live with the person though. You have to appear as a real couple in case there is an investigation.”

“An investigation?

“It’s not so bad, it’s…”

“I don’t want to marry.” 

“I understand, but it’s a way…”

“No, you don’t…”

“I do, it’s hard picturing that but if you…”

“No, you don’t… You talk about it as a simple signature, as a transaction with a merchant, and I’m the merchandise. This is not marriage.”

“Emira, you are not a merchandise. He won’t get anything but your money, and will fill the papers. It’s only marriage on paper; no one is saying he will replace Adem.”

Stanislav realized her shock and breathed deeply, then said:

“I’m sorry if I brought you offense or hardship, Emira. I thought it might help. I saw it happen before and I knew few people who did so. I would have done it myself if I had not been a professor within their public system. It’s quicker than the refugee program. Plus, you aren’t sent to the Midwest, you don’t have to deal with the tracking or paperwork and limiting regulations they put on refugees. Just think about it, sleep on it. I can give you contacts here to ask them. But, be careful Emira: you have a Serbian-Bosnian boy on Croatian territory. You are on your own, and there are many that will jump on the occasion. Maybe you won’t find this offer by the time you get desperate.”

She went back to Zvona’s place, more confused than ever. Stanislav had gone through the procedure again and specified the amount: 6,000 American Dollars. More than the high amount, the thought itself was extremely alien to Emira. She couldn’t imagine herself married, whether truly or just legally, to anyone, let alone a stranger from another country, an American that is. She spoke to Zvona and Jadrien about it, unable to keep it to herself and hopelessly looking for advice. Jadrien thought it was a plan worth checking. She knew people who left for the U.S. on the immigration program, and it was an administrative ordeal with extensive timeline and corrupted elitism. A refugee one was even worse. By the time their turn would come, they would have either died or gone somewhere else. Emira’s main issue was with the money this would take and was wondering if she would at least get to pick the husband. 

Zvona, on the other hand, wasn’t too supportive of the decision; the U.S. was frightening to her and she advised Emira to keep to Europe, as they were closer to other countries in common sense than with the crazy Americans. While Zvona spoke of NATO’s reassuring presence, having faith in the European community and preferring an exile in Latvia rather than dealing with the Americans and their odd brand of American Christianity that had neither honor nor loyalty to anything but money, Emira stared at Zvona’s room, where her son was sleeping on a side of the bed, and prayed for guidance. Zvona inquired about Stanislav, wondering whether he was someone to be trusted in the first place, and whether he could do her this favor himself without the need of this much money. Emira was certain, however, that he didn’t have the citizenship yet, needed more time to get it, and he wouldn’t risk his career on something deemed vaguely illegal.

Few days later, she met with Stanislav to discuss the details some more; she had come to terms with the fact that she was on her own here anyway, maybe benefiting from the help of her closest friend, but ultimately victim of uncertain circumstances and unable to provide on the long-term for her son all the things he needed. At least in the U.S., she wouldn’t fear for Emir’s future or life. She could make a living just like here without worrying about her origins or her husband’s. Yet, the source of her anxiety was that stranger with the papers; how would the American treat her? Would he be expecting more than money? Will he be a full-blown American and ask her for extravagant indecencies and bring prostitutes and come home drunk every day? Or would he expect her to be a housewife and keep a home for him while working? She didn’t want to live with an American, nor did she wish to be someone’s maid. Moreover, she had less than the sixth of the required amount and her work barely provided them for food and Emir’s needs. She wasn’t about to provide the money anytime soon.

Stanislav was supportive though, and ready with some good news:

“My friend knows of a guy. He is Croatian-Serbian! You can imagine how much he could relate to Emir’s own position in life. His parents came to the U.S. after World War II. He was born there, but speaks Serbian and Croatian like you and Emir. He understands the culture here. He is a smart and pleasant man and will be willing to take you in and Emir I’m sure. I believe he already did it before, twice. So, you know he doesn’t mind and knows his way around the system and the agreement. He doesn’t live in the main American land though. He lives on one of the Hawaiian Islands, Maui. It’s beautiful and the beaches are amazing and open to everyone. There is plenty of work and the government doesn’t regulate these places too much. Besides, there is no Bosnian or Croatian or Serbian community, at least where he lives. So no one is about to treat you or your son with any disdain there. He will file the papers and provide all the information; I will help you with your own process while I’m here. And I promise you, it is only a business partnership; he has a house and you will have your own room and Emir will have his own. You will be roommates and do most of your errands together, nothing more. Once you have all your papers processed and you get your citizenship, he will file for divorce and you will be free to go wherever you want.”

“Oh Stan… I can’t believe it could be done as you said. I don’t trust this. Nothing easy ever came to me; I don’t expect that to change now.”

“Who said it was easy? I told you: you have to make sure to look like a fully functioning married couple. If you guys get apprehended, the penalties for this sort of agreement will be heavy on him and will result in expelling you and Emir from U.S. soil forever. The paperwork will be a hassle too, so you have to start it as soon as possible.”

“What about the money?”

“You have to pay for your airplane tickets. I can help you with one. However, it’s compulsory that this person gets all his money beforehand. He didn’t have any other conditions.”

Emira was quiet, lost in her thoughts, and indecisive. Stanislav added:

“You know no one would go for a widower with a child. Children complicate the procedure and cost extra. They are a liability when filing for a divorce. Emira, I didn’t want to tell you this, but there are others who refused to help, because you had a child. They were open to taking you in, even marrying you for no money. However, Emir had to be out of the picture.” 

As Emira’s shock, Stanislav added with a reassuring tone:

“I know, I know… I told them no. I know you don’t want to be separated from your child. So please think about it Emira. This guy was the only one open to helping, and without charging you more. If this is not kindness, I don’t know what is.”

“I need to think about it indeed.”

“Don’t take too long. I won’t be staying in here for long, remember… And you need solid assistance with the paperwork here. And you need to start it as soon as possible. The procedure can take a year and more.”

“A year?”

She thought it was too long. It was January of 1993 and the massacres were common news everywhere. Ethnic cleansing was protested internationally and took place nonetheless. Zagreb was filled with refugee camps. Most of the asylum seekers were Bosniaks; raped women, orphans, elders… A mayhem of alienation and displaced families, with an uncertain future and a lost present. Everyone was a target. In this cold weather, her son had lost his tan and could be confused with a Croatian. However, she knew the teachers that were clever enough to pick on his Serbian heritage. While Emir didn’t care for much except soccer and school recess, she was anxiously waiting for the day where he would come back bloodied and crying, or not come back at all.

“I can’t wait that long.”

“Then don’t waste time and let’s start.”

“But I don’t have the money for him. What is his name?”

“Miloje Ljajic. And you need the money for both him and a plane ticket, and maybe some more on the side for when you get there.”

She was quiet, wondering where she could get such an amount of money.

“How about your relatives? Can’t your sister help?”

She neither answered nor looked at him.

“None of your relatives has savings? None can take a loan on your behalf? Once in the U.S., you will be able to pay them back in no time.”

She hadn’t thought of this solution before.

“Are you sure?”

“I am positive! I work there, I live there. If you stay within your lane, you will be able to pay off the debt. Maui is not expensive and from what I know, Miloje doesn’t live in the fancy part of town.”

“How long before he can start? At least how far can he go with the process before getting the money first?”

“I can start by telling him you agreed.”

Emira looked around; they were in another coffee shop, more run down and filled with distressed conversations about the ongoing war that was only escalating with time. The latest massacre conducted by the Croat and the Bosnian-Serbian faction were on the news. The villages of Busovača where Bosniak houses were black shadows puffing smoke in the landscape, the outrage at the number of innocents killed, the women raped and the mosques destroyed, the landmarks spanning centuries shelled to the ground. The Croatians were opposites in their support to the Muslims as well as their attacks on them, and their coalitions spoke more of the unraveling of the Croat vs. Bosniak war than the Bosniak-Serb vs. Bosnian one. The Croat’s independent factions, the Bosnian-Serb militias and the hidden agendas were turning the streets into danger zones, and the tensions within the combined army were collaterals of a war within a war. For the first time, Emira had enough presence to notice Stanislav’s discomfort and glaring stares.

“Stanislav, are you alright?”

“I can’t wait to go back… That I’m telling you. Every time, I think I missed this place, I am slapped by my own stupidity straight on the cheek. The moment I step in broken Yugoslavia, I’m constantly in anger and distress. If the vox populi is so easy to sway and so stupid to believe everything they read and hear, then let them kill one another! Curse all of them! The Catholics, the Muslims, the Christians. Let them have their united greater countries, their separate factions, their dream of communism, their nightmare of communism. Let them lick the boots of Europe and America. Let them kill all the others and then start killing each other for every root that goes deeper or the other direction than theirs. Let them be the corpses they want to be, flesh pictures of the old republic! But let me be far from it. I don’t want to hear any of it. If I didn’t have my commitments to the university and this paperwork to sort out, I don’t think I would ever set foot in the Balkans, ever again. I’m done being heartbroken at every visit. This place is nothing but a humiliated depiction of what becomes of a virginal maiden that let the river take her anywhere… A stupid harlot with trash on her hair and visions of a nightmare as a romantic first night. The nymphs surely don’t know what humanity means; that vision of blood is to them the essence of being human.”

The resentfulness in his voice pained Emira. Despite the civil war and the alienating circumstances, she couldn’t find it in herself to hate or fear one faction over the other. Despite crying for the Bosniaks that got the roughest of it all, and crying over every news of a massacre, the children so methodically killed, the violation of women given as orders and followed with no regard at all, she couldn’t help but see in every one of them her future and her son’s. Every man and child that died in this war was her own child dying far away from her. Every distraught girl pregnant from an unknown group of soldiers was her. 

Her family was safe in Visoko, Ismir being highly placed as he was. Going to Srebrenik or leaving for another country has never been their issue. Dzeneta had told her repeatedly to stand by them, for they will always be steps ahead of the enemies and the war. She had cried when Emira left because such assurance could no longer be extended to her. Emira only realized now the extent of chaos from which her mother was trying to shelter her. While she wasn’t versed in the politics of the news, she couldn’t bear to read and listen too long without being overcome with panic, and the sufferance of all who died or had their families taken spreading through her. It welled her up and drowned her into a state of depression. However, she had to keep bright and strong for her baby boy. She didn’t want to surrender to sufferance, or to hatred. Looking at Stanislav, she didn’t want her son to feel the same bitterness and deep resentment than his.

“I will ask Spiridon for a loan on my behalf. I’m sure he can find help or gather the money. I will pay him back… He knows he can trust me, and I can trust him. But please, I can’t have anyone know that I’m leaving to marry someone. I can’t have anyone know, either Adem’s family or mine, or his friends or anyone… Anyone Stanislav. Will you keep it a secret?”

“You don’t have to worry about me. Just tell me if you are truly intending to go with it.”

Her heart broke further thinking of Adem, feeling wretched already at how she was defiling his memory. Emira had always thought she would keep him sacred, in her heart, her body and her papers. She would only live for her son and then when her time would come, she would meet him again, proud of her dutiful life and her loyalty to his memory, to the life they had shared, to her feelings and to him. How badly she was coming to terms that her vision was no longer as whole and holy, and it disturbed her greatly and caused her deeper pain. She had promised herself to Adem and Adem only, and she had promised to live for her son and her son only. She was about to break the first promise, and the thought that the second one would be next was horrifying.

Yet, she never thought these two promises would be pitted against each other. And it broke her heart further, Emira choosing her son, alive and innocent of this entire painful affair. She reassured herself that Adem did his best and would expect no less from her. Even as a sense of stillness would come upon her wretched heart, the thought of how badly she was repaying the trust of the Sosenkos, their generosity and diligence towards them, with lies and distance, ignited her suffering. Her guilt was already heavy on her, and she further tortured herself by thinking of her own family, of how greater alienation would befall upon them if they knew what she was about to do. No one would understand her reasons, and she didn’t want to hurt anyone. But her fear for her son didn’t act as a moral compass, and she didn’t think anymore of her guilt and pain, choosing to lie and bear the burden while finding strength in the vision of that safe future little Emir would get.

She thought of her boy, wild in the soccer games with his playmates, struggling to remember the Cyrillic he learned back in Nevesinje and oblivious to the war closing in on them and threatening everyone everywhere. He was a good child, his innocence was precious, and his mind was curious and thirsted for more. He could be as bright as his father, and neither turmoil over whom his heart had chosen, nor worry about food and shelter, would reach him out in the capitalist country. He won’t have to bribe or bow to anyone. He won’t have to demean himself or care for little minds. He would unravel, he would live, and she could finally find a certain peace in his happiness, and spend the rest of her days, looking for forgiveness, seeking redemption and nursing the memory of Adem in her heart.

“I do. Let Miloje know that I do. He will get his money as soon as possible.”
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