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For Clare

  


  Chapter 1





  She climbs into bed with death in her hair. She tried to scrub it out, but we had only bottled water and little shampoo. She washed and washed, and cried and cursed in that strange and staccato language of hers, but still it lingers, acid beneath apricots. There is no electricity and no moon. She slips beside me. Her damp, haunted hair — she calls it possessed, says it whispers with ghosts — brushes me like a cool sheet.

  Helicopters skitter against the night sky. Rain blows hard and sideways, drumming our windows and softening the rattle of firefights across the city; they burst like match strikes, quick flames of bullets, then diminishment. Then another. And another. Years ago I rushed toward them, a wild scribe with a pencil and notebook, trailing the phosphorous glow and crackle of street battles until dawn. A sweet addiction it was to inhale the tang of gunpowder, to hear the scrape of boots in glinted alleys. But I am older. More discriminating, I suppose, in what qualifies as news. My ears are attuned to atrocity I can tell by the hum of a Kalashnikov and the murmur of graveside prayers what will land on the front page and what will fall deep inside the newspaper. I have learned things. A baby in a snowsuit with a slit throat scattered amid bodies in a burning village: that’s page one. A girl gang-raped before her first period: page one, below the fold. A few dead guerrillas splayed in a roadside gully are at best A-9 or mental notes to be stored and recalled for color in one of those grand wartime Sunday stories editors like so much. The Sunday piece is the flaunt of my trade: big and windy, it takes faithful subscribers to the madness beyond their cul-de-sacs. There is a twitch of irony in that thought, but I am not bitter. I am here to write for the American reader whose attention span for strange-sounding surnames and distant lands is enchantingly short. I will not judge. I will tell only what I see. The righteousness and indignation, the moral values, as it were, I leave to others.

  My story, the one I led with, the one involving the girl with the tormented hair, is set a few years before those planes sliced into the silver towers and spoiled the skyline of New York. Remember all those silly, whining headlines: WHY DO THEY HATE US? A ridiculous, rhetorical question, ripe with the victims denial of his own sin. But who knew there could be so much tattered paper? Shreds floating, flickering, and gliding, as if ripped from a paper sky and blown from the palms of God. The girder-groan and the crumple and the storm of glass and all those bits of data, the insurance annuities and the stock analyses, the actuaries and the portfolios, the arcane keystrokes of a people obliterated in billows of blood-speckled confetti. And the smoke. Hanging for days and seeping like strange, gray paint across the horizon, so many shades of gray you never knew existed, gray like metal, ash, mackerel, nickels, shale, gray like rain on power plants, gray subtle and narrow, blushed and smeared, gray like a footprint in a hallway or that hushed gasp when dusk succumbs to night. No matter. It’s done; the names of the innocent scratched in stone and recited like poems along the river. I didn’t anticipate it either, at least not such a simple plan for destruction, even though for a brief time I was among it in a war that jerked like a top spinning through a small country with a hard-to-pronounce name. There are so many tempests out there.

  Alija sits up and ties back her hair.

  “Did we decide how many there were?”

  “Sixty-nine.”

  “The rows were uneven.”

  “I counted twice. Sixty-nine.”

  “I only saw a few shovels.”

  “They worked through the night.”

  “Did you see that TV guy doing his stand-up on the fresh dirt of the grave? The family was still crying over it. Bastard.”

  “Everything’s a prop for TV.”

  “How will I get this out of my hair?”

  “It’s in our clothes too. I wrote naked.”

  “I hate this smell. We go out every day, and every day I come back with other people’s death on me.”

  “The fighting’s getting worse.”

  “It’s late summer. Autumn will cover the scent.”

  “The snow will help.”

  “I don’t want war in winter.”

  “Any word on your brother?”

  “Nothing.”

  Alija sleeps. The dead are buried in uneven rows. Why should death be any more precise than life? Sixty-nine bodies untangled from a shallow mass grave discovered when a child ran across a field to pick what he thought was a silver-black flower rippling like a flame from the earth. It was a woman’s scarf. The rest of her lay beneath, twisted together with the others. Alija studied their pallid faces, looking for her brother. Each body was taken and washed, water and wounds and half-rotted flesh. There was not much time for religion or calling Allah. The mortars came quickly, as they often did, exploding in thistle, kneading and softening the land, leaving rips across the fields. Blackbirds swirled like cinders in the sky, and, when the afternoon was streaked with enough metal, the guerrillas and the army paused for beer and tea and a little porn, and the villagers hustled their dead up the hillside, hammered wooden markers into the earth, and disappeared as dusk played tricks in the mountains. The gravediggers stayed. Page one.

  I hear Brian Conrad before he knocks. A jangle of journalistic ingenuity, he despises war yet appears time and again, traipsing in big boots and carrying a fountain pen to the edge of battle. He is my shadow, my bookmark: a man whose presence tells me that I am in the right place. I hadn’t seen him for months. Alija and I glimpsed him from a distance earlier at the graveyard, but he was gone before we reached him, racing no doubt toward some shred of half-heard possibility that may find its way into a story or just as likely be discarded. Brian draws energy from chaos and is seldom tired at the end of a long day. He writes with abandon, fearful that if he contemplated too much the words would run away; his fingers, bitten at the nails, move over the keys like a dance troupe on speed. His notebooks — dirty and fat and brittle from rain — are full of interviews, conspiracies, and ram-blings. He’ll never use most of it. For Brian, the joy is collecting. Information is ephemeral. A screed written in a cloud, a love letter scrawled in sand. Brian says humans want accuracy but, like a Jew with a rosary in his hands, don’t know what to make of it. Accuracy brings no end to suffering; it bewilders more than it comforts. I’ve often wondered, though, what treasures are scribbled on those notebook pages, what stories and secrets his editors will never know.

  “Jay, you awake?”

  “What do you think? Shhhh. Alija’s sleeping.”

  “Can I use your sat phone? Mine just died.”

  “I only have a little battery left.”

  “Just gotta send.”

  I light a candle. He unfolds his computer.

  “Some scene today, huh? Hey, you got any whiskey?”

  “A little raki, but its rotgut.”

  “I’ll just have a swallow then. How many graves did you count?”

  “Sixty-nine.”

  “Shit. I wrote seventy.”

  “I counted sixty-nine.”

  “Jesus, it never fails.”

  “I’m staying with sixty-nine.”

  “How long you in this time?”

  “A few months, maybe. You?”

  “I don’t know. I almost got shot two days ago out near Djakovica. Drove right into a firefight. My translator froze. I gotta get a new translator. My guy’s too nervous, crazy darting eyes. Does Alija know anybody?”

  “I’ll ask.”

  “Pour me a little more raki.”

  The satellite phone finds its bead. Brian’s story flashes across his computer screen and careens into space to be collected thousands of miles away in a peaceful city where electricity hums all night and women’s hair smells of lilac or some synthesized mix of herbs, musk, and bottled flowers. It is an amazing world that can devise something as fine as the satellite phone. All the restless blips on wars, stock markets, crime, melting polar ice caps, starving children, trapped coal miners, lost fishermen, nuclear warheads, infidelities, football scores, potato-chip sales, medical breakthroughs, and the mea culpas of preachers and politicians — all that stuff running in invisible electric rivers across the universe. Millions of genies escaped from bottles shimmering beyond us, circumnavigating our perceptions and then returning to us, grits of knowledge collected and stored in Pentium configurations. I mention this to Brian. He looks at his raki.

  “I’d trade my left nut for a good sat phone. What’s the first thing we do when we get to a shit hole like this? Hook up the computer to the sat phone to make sure we’re connected. Every night wondering if that magic is gonna work again. What if some cosmic storm blows away my satellite? My story lost in static, going nowhere.”

  “You’re only as good as your Thrane and Thrane.”

  “They have these smaller ones now. Thurayas. They look like cell phones on steroids. So what’s up with you and Alija?”

  “Not much.”

  “C’mon, Jay, cardinal rule. Never sleep with your translator. Rarely ends pretty.”

  “No comment.”

  “All right, I used your sat phone and emptied your raki. My work here is done. I’m going to bed.”

  “Your editors going to like your story?”

  “Don’t mention editors. I’ve got enough problems.”

  He leaves, down the stairs and scuffing the street, his laptop under his arm in the hour before dawn.

  I do sleep with Alija. I feel her skin on mine; I smell the sweet acridity of her hair. But I have never been inside her. I have never felt her close around me, even on those nights when weariness and liquor nudge the restless together. Why? Such revelations are best left till later. If I divulge now, it will color what’s to come. This is an adventure story. I am searching for a man in the mountains. He has a beard and bandoliers crisscrossing his chest. He has cracked hands and muddy boots. I have never seen him. This is what I hear: he is new to the war. He slipped into the mountains, changed the dynamics of things. Villagers whisper about his eyes; they say they are hard and black and luminous. Boys want to be him, and already there is myth in the mountains. I am not fond of that word. It is overused bullshit for lazy journalists. Myth is for starlight and gods playing games in the clouds; it is the intangible mystery of spirit and imagination that should not be confused with the world’s coarser designs. But I will say this, myth in war is as lethal as artillery. Dangerous to all sides.

  They say this man brought with him five donkeys loaded with bullets, guns, plastic explosives, bricks of money, a few computers, and hundreds of pounds of dates. The Prophet Mohammed ate dates to strengthen himself before battle, and if this is a symbol, then this is a man I need to find. It’s strange. Most guerrillas here are not religious. Mohammed to them is an outline, not a purpose. Their zeal is for land and crops and business. A few leaders among them peddle crudely embroidered manifestos of socialism and democracy. They yammer on until you go numb. I have little patience for guerrilla intellectuals quoting — and, I must note, badly quoting — a universe of gurus and thinkers from Marx to Mao to Jefferson to Nietzsche in convolutions that will only screw their country up more than it’s screwed up now. The masses don’t want eloquence; they want the plumbing to work and the lights to come on at night. Give me a rebel who just wants to kill his enemy and return to his family, and I’ll show you a man or, these days, a woman whose vision is pure.

  Alija sleeps. I am tired. My eyes closed, I cannot dream. Let us go to the time before the millennium when a White House intern saved the smudge on her dress and a bearded man with a different God led a ragged legion across the thrum of Europe. Listen.


  Chapter 2





  I know a secret. Language is a weapon in war. Concealing and unmasking, it targets identity. Faces, hands, a smile, the cut of an eye, these tell you little. The enemy hides in vowels and syllables, the hardness of a consonant, the tender inflection, the spin and whirl of nuance. My language tells you how I hate and how I love, how far I would go to slit your throat and burn your body. Words are invisible armies, playing and dancing, moving like lethal ripples through fields of winter grass. I have learned this.

  The language game unfolds at the military checkpoint. Razor wire and raki and pissed-off Serb interior police. They are called the MUP, big bastards in blue-and-gray jumpsuits with black-barreled Kalashnikovs, knives, and high-caliber machine guns. They own the roads. They are the gatekeepers — the ferrymen of Hades, if you will — to battles and rumored atrocities. They can shoot you. They can wave you away, or they can let you pass across the flatlands and into the mountains. Sometimes they give you a speeding ticket just for the surreal hell of it. I need to get beyond them to find the bearded man with the dates.

  Alija closes her eyes as we approach the checkpoint. It is ritual. The barrel of a 9mm clicks on the window. We are here. Alija opens her eyes and she is someone else. She speaks to the MUP, her words slow and throaty. She mimics the sounds of his tongue. She tosses them like stone. Thick-faced and newly shaven, the MUP listens, waiting for that crack, that tear in the verbal tissue that will reveal that Alija, despite her black hair and fair skin and perfect accent, is not a Serb, that she is Albanian, the enemy. Trash. He takes my passport.

  “Where you from?” he says to Alija.

  “Pristina.”

  “Pristina. What neighborhood?” She doesn’t answer.

  “How do you live with those Albanian cocksuckers?”

  “It’s no problem.”

  “We’ll kill them all, you know?”

  She doesn’t answer.

  “What’s wrong? You like Albanians? You fucking Albanians?”

  She doesn’t answer. He leans into the car, brushing the gun barrel through her hair.

  “You’re beautiful,” he says. “A nice mouth. Why are you working with this American propagandist?”

  Propagandist. Jesus, this dumb ass thinks we’re still in the Cold War. Someone wake him up and boot him into the new world order, which decidedly is breaking down. But it’s guys like him who throw the gearbox into neutral, diverting chaos to places where it shouldn’t be, taking energy away from places that need it and gumming us all into a mess because he won’t buy a map and run his fingers over new geographies. I decide to keep my rumination to myself. He waves his gun toward me, then back to Alija. Two other MUP raise Kalashnikovs. A fourth approaches the Jeep and snarls into a walkie-talkie. The armored personnel carrier near the ditch swings its turret toward us. Farmers hauling vegetable sacks shuffle for cover, and the blackbirds in the trees follow rifle glints and wait for a crack to startle them into flight. It is loud but quiet, like the space between crescendo and solo clarinet, one mood slipping into another and another in a chain reaction of unpredictable composition. These are the times you wish you were a loan officer or a claims adjuster, squirting mustard on a hot dog and pondering Wal-Mart vastness at a backyard cookout in a suburb in one of those fine American towns.

  “You know,” says the MUP at Alija’s window, “you might be Albanian. You trying to fool me? One way to tell.”

  He laughs and whispers to her. He stands back from the jeep, grabs his crotch, and waves us on. I accelerate, waiting for the bullet through the back window. I check the rearview. Rifles are lowered, cigarettes are passed, someone spits. The crazy MUP storm is over. We head toward the fighting in the distance.

  “That was as nasty as rush hour on the Brooklyn Bridge.” Alija doesn’t smile. She doesn’t get it. Maybe the world is too big. Someone’s icon is another’s mystery; someone’s folklore another’s atrocity. Alija’s tears don’t drop. They are dried by wind rushing in from the fields, where boys with horse plows plant land mines and wheat in crooked rows beneath the sun.

  “We may not find him today.”

  “I know.”

  “You always want it now. The first one there. Don’t get pissed if someone finds him before we do. It’s hard. Look at those mountains. Where is he?”

  “It may take a while,” I say.

  “I wonder who he is.”

  “I don’t know his name.”

  “I heard it’s Suli. But that’s not certain. Some say he came from Chechnya. Others claim he’s from the Sudan. They say he speaks of infidels and fire.”

  “An Allah’s boy. You think that will sell here?”

  “I don’t know. You Americans haven’t helped. We’ve listened to your promises of human rights and, what’s that famous phrase, oh yeah, self-determination for a decade. Americans sound pretty on paper.”

  “Sound bites. Americans give good sound bite.”

  “Good talkers.”

  “Your English is softer these days, more delicate.”

  “Haven’t you noticed I’ve been watching CDs of British movies on your laptop? You can get anything on the black market now. I like the American accent, but the Brits know how to pronounce. They hold on to the word.”

  “You weren’t so uppity when we met.”

  “I was watching Hollywood back then. Scorsese. You know, ‘Where’s my money, you fucking low-rent piece of shit?’”

  “That’s it. Poetry!”

  “I’m more . . . Oh, what’s that word?”

  “Cultured?”

  “No. Refined. That’s it. I’m more refined these days.”

  In a mock British accent, Alija says, “Would you be so kind as to pass the bullets? And please, do tell John to stop by for a spot of brandy after the massacre.”

  She laughs.

  We stop at a house. Alija knocks. A boy peers through a crack in the door and lets us in. He hugs Alija and asks for candy. He whirls around her like a breeze around a pole. She hands him a gumdrop and kisses him on the forehead. The place smells of onions and kerosene, and the kid vanishes and a slender man with deep-set eyes and badly cut hair appears. He wears an old cardigan and baggy pants and sits beneath a window in a slant of sunlight. He is a teacher in the school in the next village, and Alija tells me two of his brothers are guerrillas. They left home months ago, and they send news down from the mountains. The boy brings tea and sugar cubes. He throws wood into the stove and vanishes again. Children here do that. In an instant they can shift from omnipresence to ether. The man must be reading my mind.

  “It’s the war,” he says. “Children must know when to become invisible.”

  He offers a cigarette. I decline.

  “American?”

  “Yes.”

  “Americans are funny They grow the best tobacco, but they’ve stopped smoking.”

  “We are full of contradictions.”

  “The world has suffered because of them.”

  He looks at me, flicking ash off his sweater. “Alija says you want to know about the resistance.”

  “Yes.”

  “I don’t know much. But it will last. It’s the way now.”

  “Have you heard about this new man in the mountains? The one with the beard and dates?”

  Alija stops the translation and glares at me. I am pushing too quickly. The man sits back in the sunlight. Interviews are tiny plays. They have pleasantries and climaxes, subplots and asides. To neglect one is to spoil the other. The man enjoys tea and conversation. I am pulling him faster than he wants to go. He needs intimacy. He needs to reveal what he knows layer by layer. Information here is cherished, hard-won, not easily surrendered to some nonsmoking American with a notebook. I know this. I pride myself on listening. Why, then, am I breaking cadence? Maybe I’m tired of this dance, tired of unraveling all the barbed secrets of dirt-house schoolteachers in war zones, tired of chasing information as if it’s a lantern moving ahead of me from village to village. I wonder if the man knows I’m thinking this. I’m sitting across his table, stirring my tea and wondering what worth this man has for me. I don’t want to be this way. I want to be enchanted; I want this man to unfold the story of his family, how he survives on this land, why he became a teacher, why his brothers picked up Kalashnikovs, and I want to know what will happen to the boy who opened the door and let us in.

  I saw a man once in Africa. Rebels had just left his village. He stood in blood and dirt near the piled bodies of his family. He looked at me. He spoke no English. He pointed to his family and then he pointed to my notebook. His fingers were crooked as kindling. He moved his hand as if he were writing against the sky. He wanted it recorded. Somewhere, on some scrap of paper, he wanted words for all that had been taken. But there were a lot of villages just like his, a lot of stacked bodies, and when I sat down to write the story that night on the banks of a tributary feeding the Congo River, the man who scrawled his hand across the horizon never made it into my copy, his family’s fate chronicled by obscurity.

  Alija says good-bye to the teacher. She gets into the Jeep. Slams the door.

  “You went too fast.”

  “I know.”

  “Don’t do that again. If you do, you’ll never find the man you’re looking for.”

  “You’ve reverted to Scorsese.”

  “Screw that, Jay, you know what I mean.”

  It’s nearing dusk and we need a place to sleep. We drive to another village, or rather a knot of houses near a stream. We stop at one with a small courtyard surrounded by a mud-brick wall. Another child, this time a girl, willows out of the gate, flickers around our Jeep, and vanishes. I park around back. Inside, the courtyard seems another world, a patch of green with gnarled grapevines and a long table beneath. An old man sits smoking a cigarette, and a woman, wearing a head scarf and moving with the ferocity of a bulldog, sweeps around the table. The man says, “Welcome.” Cheese and bread and jam appear, delivered quietly by the girl. Alija winks and slips her a gumdrop. The woman brings tea, and we sit — the moon quarter-full in the sky — and talk among the candles. The man is not interested in war. He wants to know about Michael Jordan’s jump shot and if I think it’s possible for a Cadillac to navigate this land’s winding dirt roads.

  “I don’t think a Cadillac would work here,” says the man. “It rides too low and elegant.”

  “You always speak of Cadillacs,” says the woman. “You have never touched one. You should worry more about your horse cart and tractor.”

  “I’ve seen plenty of Cadillacs on TV, in pictures.” He bends toward me and whispers. “She doesn’t like it when I explain about Cadillacs. She’s jealous of the Cadillac.”

  He rolls another cigarette.

  “It’s cold,” he says, gesturing toward Alija. “You two sleep in the kitchen near the stove.”

  The couple walks into the house, the woman first, and the man, with his stiff left leg, follows like an imperfect shadow. Alija and I stay at the table. The candles have nearly burned away; the moon has sharpened in the night.

  “Do you think I’ll find my brother?”

  “Yes.”

  “It’s been months.”

  “He may be hiding.”

  “All I know is that he left the house one morning. The MUP have been rounding up young men. Have you noticed there are fewer in the villages?”

  “Many are in the mountains with the guerrillas. Would your brother fight?”

  “I don’t know. He’s a university student. Students don’t make good fighters.”

  “We’ll keep looking.”

  “Maybe your man with the dates will know. This old man just told me he’s heard the dateman has a camp two mountains from here. I know the place. There are caves high up.”

  “Tough for the MUP to attack.”

  “Nothing’s too tough for the MUP.”

  “Maybe you should fight.”

  “I would be a good fighter.” She laughs.

  We go inside. Embers glow through cracks in the stove. I like what Alija said. “The dateman.” I will call him the dateman. We throw blankets on the floor and sleep in our clothes.


  Chapter 3





  The morning’s cool. We thank the old couple and leave, taking bread and fig jam the woman has tucked into our Jeep. Sheep scurry to grazing fields, and sunlight peels back fog. I love this twilight moment before life tramples clarity. I worked in a New Jersey factory years ago. Got up before dawn and drove through my patch of America in a time before I knew the intentions or even the existence of bearded men with dates and visions. How long had they been out there? Not known, T. S. Eliot once wrote, because not looked or listened for. But there were inklings, and every now and then there’d be a ripple of disturbance just violent and bloody enough to slip onto the news pages, create temporary concern, and then vanish as exotic anomaly; you registered it, pondered the brutality, counted the bodies, mouthed a few unpronounceable names, and turned the page. Imagine all the sounds and furious sermons running through those tiny anonymous desert and mountain wars that never reach the streets leading to my old factory. Alija points out the window. A small crowd of shepherds and farmers has gathered around a car stopped in front of us. A man and woman bicker in English across the hood, and the shepherds giggle, understanding the gist, if not the words.

  “Let’s go down this dirt road,” says the woman.

  “No way.”

  “C’mon. It’ll save thirty minutes.”

  “Nope.”

  “C’ mon.

  “I’m not going. We don’t know if it was mined last night.”

  “We’ll go slow”

  “No.”

  “Pussy. Ted, you’re such a pussy.”

  Ted is agitated. But the woman is lovely. I might have followed her down a dirt road years ago. Faded jeans and a tight T-shirt, a bandana threading her hair, she is young and has that irritating Philadelphia Main Line patrician air of entitlement. Her lips are as slender as ribbons, her nose is like a razor. She is a daughter of money, seeking a break from the sanctuary she has lived in since birth. Her first or second war, I guess; she is still too naive to understand the things she should understand. This is my private conjecture game, sketching mental composites that, I must admit, mostly turn out to be true. Ted is a less complicated affair. A straightforward type, a guy whose smile doesn’t always propel him as far as he’d like, which, whenever he is with the kind of woman he now faces across the hood, becomes sadly apparent. No matter. I know one thing for sure about both of them. They’re freelancers, and they’ve spoiled my morning quiet and mussed up the clarity. Freelancers live on promises; they are journalisms bohemians and lost souls, hauling notebooks and beat-up computers across this battered planet. They wear their nerves outside their skin and appear wherever a story is hot, disappear before it cools. They are bees at a picnic. They dish news to papers in Cleveland and Pittsburgh — those places that want a foreign byline but wait months before paying the poor rent-a-hack in the war zone.

  “Hi, guys,” I say as Alija and I get out of the Jeep.

  “Hey. I’m Ted. This is Ellen.”

  “I’m Jay, and this is my translator, Alija.”

  “You work for the Herald, right?” says Ellen.

  “For the last fifteen years.”

  “I’ve read your stuff.”

  I love how Ellen ended that sentence. “Read your stuff.” No assessment, just recognition. That’s good.

  “What are you doing up so early? Is there fighting somewhere?”

  “I don’t know. Alija and I just got an early start.”

  “Alija, is he telling the truth?”

  “He mostly tells the truth.”

  “Do you think it’s safe to go down the dirt road?” Ted

  says.

  “If no one else has been down it this morning, you don’t want to be the first.”

  “Mined, right?”

  “Could be.”

  “I asked these shepherds,” says Alija. “The MUP and the guerrillas were through here last night. Any one of them could have planted something.”

  “Let’s buy a donkey off one of these guys,” says Ellen. “We’ll send it down the dirt road ahead of us.”

  “Blowing up a donkey’s probably not a good idea around here.”

  “All right,” Ellen says to Ted. “We’ll go on the main road. It’ll waste time and cut into our day. But let’s just go.”

  Ellen slams the door, and she and Ted drive off. “Weird chick,” says Alija. “I’d hate to be one of her pets.” “And you thought I was difficult.” “Who’s that guy over there?” “Where?”

  “In the graveyard under the tree. See? Sitting with the Kalashnikov and shovel.”

  The man watches us walk across the road. He calls himself the Lion, but he lacks the majesty for such a title. A body rolled in linen lies in the shade next to him.

  “My father,” he says.

  He rises and measures the ground with a willow branch. The shovel rips grass and breaks earth. The Lion had joined the guerrillas but was called home to bury his father, who died of pneumonia several days after the MUP set his village aflame and chased his family into the mountains. He points up the hill. I see the village and smell ash and charcoal. Overnight, hamlets turn to black smudges on this landscape, and amid the ruins bones as white as starlight poke through the blackened flesh of those not swift enough. Blood evaporates like water, but the bones of a half-burned body have a mesmerizing purity that glows against the dirt and the dust and the broken clay and fallen timber of a house. The MUP torch what they cannot defeat, and with every fire more young men pour into the mountains with rifles and pitchforks. I have seen only two pitchforks, but pitchforks are like the dateman, images spun into myth. Maybe it’s the sound. Pitchfork. Two harsh syllables that add a cadence to a sentence, not to mention the anachronistic conjuring. It’s a good, strong word with a shade of ominous intent. Pitchfork works nicely in a lede. For some reason, journalists love this kind of stuff. The Lion digs. A thin line of muscles moves beneath his shirt. His sneakers are filled with soil and he works quickly, carving the walls of his father’s grave, weeping sometimes and talking to himself. He looks at Alija.

  “We have women fighters,” he says.

  “I think my brother may have joined, or he was taken by the MUP. I can’t find him.”

  “We’re scattered all over. What’s his name?”

  “Ardian. He just turned eighteen. He studies at university.”

  “Won’t do him much good.”

  The Lion quiets, jumps out of the hole, and drags his father closer.

  “Help me.”

  I grab the shoulders, and we lower the father into the ground. Through a rip I see the old man’s face, a scrunched angry canvas of deep lines, gray stubble, and a protruding brow. I cannot see, but I’m sure he wears rubber galoshes and a tattered blazer, and somewhere in the death shroud there is a walking stick and at least one thing of value. A picture. A bank note. A letter mailed from a foreign land.

  “My father created ten children, seven of them boys. He dug the deepest well in the village and kept the best sheep.”

  Dirt rattles the linen. The sound softens as the Lion fills the hole.

  “Where’s your marker?”

  “I have none. I’ll know where to find it. These are not days for grieving. We’ll grieve when we have won.”

  These are the sentences you hear from a translator. Words distilled from one language and siphoned into another. Alija’s good at it, but I’m sure some words and phrases never make the trip from one tongue to the next. Was the Lion really that poetic, or was there clutter amid the verse that fell into a limbo of syllables and clauses, spoken but lost forever? Alija’s translation is direct, parsed of adjectives and flourish. She moves sentences like ships across the sea. “We’ll grieve when we have won.” As soon as it was uttered, I put a star next to it in my notebook and knew it would end up in a story.

  “Who is your commander?” says Alija.

  “Don’t speak of such things. There are many commanders. We are strong.”

  “We heard about a new man.”

  The Lion smiles. “What have you heard?”

  “That someone new has arrived. A foreigner who came on donkeys through the mountains.”

  “I saw him.”

  “Where’s he from?”

  “I don’t know, but far away. He has a full black beard and a pistol with a green and gold handle.”

  “Did you speak to him?”

  “No. Only few can speak with him.” The Lion pauses and lights a cigarette. “You know, I farmed with my father before all this. He told me I must fight, and now our fields are untended and our animals are scattered. I must go.”

  “Can we come with you? To see the man?”

  “If you come to fight, yes, but to talk, no. I must move quickly. Bye.”

  The Lion leans the shovel against the tree. He picks up his Kalashnikov and heads up the graveyard hill and disappears into the tree line.

  “Where’s he going?”

  “I don’t know; could be mountains away.”

  “Should we follow?”

  “We weren’t invited.”

  “It’s not a tea party, Alija.”

  “Be patient.”

  “Let’s go see Rolo.”


  Chapter 4





  Rolo Is a charm bracelet of surprises.

  He’s American intelligence. That’s not as wincing as it sounds. Rolo slipped into these mountains several months ago to track a “little uprising” that had suddenly turned into a pain in the ass for the White House: bowie knives, bodies in clumps, Yugoslav president Slobodan Milosevic slinking in his villa, Bosnia all over again. What to do? The United Nations squawks and condemns, but the drama of outraged ambassadors turns to empty twitter. The Europeans are nau-seatingly eloquent in treaties on human rights yet quickly shift to opaque recitations of moral vigor to avoid specific discussions on dispatching their armies to stop slaughter. Rolo’s here to see if the U.S. is going to have to do something about the current — shall we call it, as the Europeans do, untidiness? — at the fringe of the continent in a place called Kosovo. It’s hypnotic terrain: big mountains, wide streams, and air that hangs, once you get away from the smelters and coal plants, in chilled purity, sort of like Wyoming. Ninety percent Albanian. Ten percent Serb. Kosovo is one of the few strands left of Yugoslavia, which over a decade has shrunk through war and that wonderful euphemism ethnic cleansing. The Albanians want independence, but Milosevic and his Serbs have tanks, bigger guns, and reams of nasty, inspirational folklore so easily perverted by nationalists. It’s amazing what rabid and insane devotion can be summoned from verse scratched on parchment from centuries past.
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