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The weight of this sad time we must
obey,

 Speak what we feel, not what we
ought to say.

 

—Shakespeare, King Lear

 

 

 

There are murky depths beneath the
flashy brutality.

 

—Sacco, The Fixer
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Authorial Postponement

 

You sought for [REFUGE]E? If ‘yes’, then you must have seen the
ad or perchance heard about it from a friend. Or maybe you just
felt alone and wanted to do something about it. You dared to look
and found this.

Unless it has found you, of course.

But [REFUGE]E is no true shelter. It grants no solace.

[REFUGE]E has no food supplies to be handed out, no clothes or
toys. [REFUGE]E does not stand for a place—a nook, a corner, a
pigeonhole or a wormhole—because a place is never a shelter. It can
be found and looted, burnt down, or plainly, as if a matter of
course, expropriated.

[REFUGE]E does not offer itself as instant comfort. It offers
and sacrifices stories. It is an escape, or even an es-capade.

Even though it does not stand for absolute pacifism, it is an
utter disrespect for the holy game of war.

It is the ephemeral ground of an authorial ‘I’, which is
supposed to be me, (an) Adnan Mahmutovic, a Bosnian and a Swede
(see my two passports).

I became a refugee in May 1993. This cannot be undone. I tried
to unknot that charm but failed.

In the spring of 2004, exactly eleven years after my coming to
Sweden, overjoyed by having received a scholarship

for graduate studies in English literature and having a story
accepted for publication, I went back to my city of birth, to my
house. It had a year earlier been emptied of its occupants. I drove
2,500 km one-way through Europe, which is an exhausting enterprise
in itself. Before the journey, I was warned about many things: the
roads and their quality, the madness of (other) people’s driving
habits, where to drive slower so as not to get fined, where to say
what, to whom and how much is reasonable to pay to pass along as
smoothly as possible.

A trip like that—for the first time, with two kids in the back
of the car—is a bit scary, especially when different people tell
you different things. Bosnian passports had kept changing every
couple of years and were still rumoured to tend to cause longer
stops and other impediments, whereas the Swedish ones you could
just wave at border crossings. I applied for one. I was
prepared.

I entered my country, then my house. Hardly recognised anything.
My yard was overgrown with camomile. It was a hot evening and it
was like being inside the fumes of freshly brewed tea. Everything
felt real like a good steady dream, a dream that does not leave you
when you wake up. Next day, I walked around the neighbourhood.
Unrecognisable faces around familiar houses. Some of the homes
completely empty, as mine would be once I went back (home) to
Sweden. It was nice and ghostly to be there again.

But one thing took me back, astounded me more than anything.
Once I got there, I knew I was supposed to register with the
police, because I was using a foreign passport. But somehow it
sounded so ridiculous that I took it lightly and the feelings of
seeing my (ex-)home were too overwhelming. Meeting some of the old
neighbours who had returned, and whom I was not expecting to see,
just made me befuddled. I was numb. The joy in confluence with
disappointment and anxiety made it very stressful. I could not even
think of how my two small boys were stomaching everything. All I
knew was they were not causing much trouble.

Just before leaving to go back to Sweden, I was warned again to
register (and un-register). I went to the police and the sulky
clerk asked me why I had not done it earlier. I shrugged my
shoulders and told him I was not sure I was supposed to. He
retorted, ‘You people who are now living abroad just stream back in
this country in the summers. You feel you’re coming back home and
that everything is just hunky-dory. But you don’t get that you’re
foreigners now. You have outlandish documents. You’re
strangers.’

I suddenly became all the poetic puppets in Cohen’s Stranger
Song. I could see Melville writing me down as the con-man
claiming honesty, a man “in the extremist sense of the word, a
stranger”. I thought of Almasa—whom you will meet in a moment in
the stories that follow—and heard the uncanny voice of Dylan
Thomas, “A stranger has come / To share my room in the house not
right in the head, / A girl mad as birds”.

It dawned on me. The feelings of strangeness, the mangy smell of
uprooted-ness cannot be erased, not even from those who are still
using their blue Bosnian passports let alone us with the fancy red
Swedish ones, the nouveau Swedes. I finally understood
what the word stranger meant at its very core. My own being was
open to me. It felt like an imploding structure. I cannot say that
I was foreign to this sentiment before. Only that now I just knew
how to accept it and relate to it.

Dino ‘Merlin’ Dervishalidovic sang a song that used to make
tears flood the diaspora, “Can a bird find its nest? Can a refugee
find a home?” Nests as metaphors of home and shelter may have
become hackneyed, yet they still offer the clearest picture of
yearnings and the endeavour to crawl back into some cave when
necessary.

Whatever, our home is, if anything, our strangeness, our
perpetual being foreign to whatever you can think of.

Now, that I have sort of settled down, I offer you this little
book about everything that has been preoccupying my mind since just
before the aggression on Bosnia and Herzegovina. To those who have
stayed the war till its end, those who have fought, been injured,
been hungry and what not, this might or might not be any
comfort.

[REFUGE]E is not a comfort. It is not a real shelter and,
because it is in principle nothing but fiction and testimony,
whatever you, the reader, immerse yourself in here, whatever you
find here to lift you up as a being, be my guest.

 

 

 

refuge noun

1. [mass noun] the state of being safe or sheltered from
pursuit, danger, or difficulty

2. [count noun] a place or situation providing safety or
shelter

3. [count noun] an institution providing safe accommodation for
women who have suffered violence from a husband or partner

4. [count noun] Brit. a traffic island

ORIGIN late Middle English: from old French, from Latin
refugium, from Latin re- ‘back’ + fugere
‘flee’.

 

refugee noun

1. a person who has been forced to leave their country in order
to escape war, persecution, or natural disaster

2. [as modifier] refugee camp

ORIGIN late 17th cent.: from French réfugié ‘gone in
search of refuge’, past participle of (se) réfugier, from
refuge (see REFUGE)

 

home noun

1. the place where one lives permanently

2.an institution for people needing professional care or
supervision

3. the finishing point in a race

[adjective, adverb, verb]

ORIGIN Almasa said, ‘?’

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Une Femme déjà moins jeune

 

‘Motherland—home.’ Almasa pulls her forehead from the lukewarm
bus window as the words hammer her in the head.

The bus is heading for the Swedish west coast. To Uddevalla,
another stop in the line of refugee camps.

Ho?me, she thinks, inscribing a question mark in its
core, moulding it into a private presentiment, a new coinage so
devoid of a proper-name sensuality. As if tasting unfamiliar food,
she moves her thin, pale lips, whispering, ‘Ho?me, there’s no place
like it.’

She starts to think about the bus, as if urged to place herself
into a setting, a world where she could be taken seriously now that
the other side of the window is like mashed and muddy moss. The
evergreen Swedish forests between the two camps look just the same
as the numerous countries she passed through on her way out of the
Balkan war. On that trip, borders rushed by, pressing landmarks and
countryside into the blur of restless tiredness. Just like a numb
movement of a wind running an enervating hurdle race over clouds.
Even now, everything seems to be on the way away from her. Except
for the bus, this Swedish bus, smelling bitterly new with its clean
black and grey seats big enough to shield you from seeing whoever
is in front of you. The ceiling is high with soft light for those
who like reading, and air conditioning for those who like to be
cooled even on a winter day. This bus is the antithesis of the
rattly vehicle in which she left Bosnia, which was overcrowded.
People sat in the aisle. Children jumped on the torn seats as in a
pillow war, setting wafts of dust adrift that ended up as an
unfashionable curtain on the hot windows. It was not the kind of a
bus from exotic films about fortune-chasers in South America, with
luggage and bigger animals on the roof and smaller poultry flying
back and forth inside, but not much better. Yet it was the only
place that resembled home not split up by a question mark.

Almasa does not need to close her eyes to be back there where it
all started. It was like telling her own story to her own image in
the window instead of to the deaf beings around her. Everything
boils down to words uttered by an ultimate protector—a narrator.
The mud-treader. The penholder.

 

Kurban Bayram, 1993. The old bus was smouldering in the
early summer heat. Almasa put her point finger at the grimy window,
trying to draw a picture without lifting its tip off the glass. The
bus bobbed up and her finger squiggled, making the drawn
character’s hair wavy just like hers.

She whispered, ‘There you are, Father, pretty just like I am,
perm and all, and just as dusty. You know, if I clamp my lids
really hard, I can see us there, in the tub: you imitating my
giggle as I sprinkle you in the face; mother all sweaty and
panting, scrubbing our heads and backs, splashing dirty foam down
over our squinting eyes with steaming water. She cries out loud,
“Come on boys, I haven’t got all night” to my brothers who are
hiding all over the place to escape the Sunday bath. Only I can’t
be remembering this. I was too small; my brothers were too big to
let Mum wash them. Maybe it’s just your story of our childhood that
wafts through my head. Your voice. Your face. You know, you’re the
only bearded person I can stand to look at, the only man worth
calling a man.’

She caressed the sketchy features and the image pulled a wry
face.

‘She’s crazy. The bus is full and nobody dares to sit next to
her,’ a female voice itched Almasa behind the ears.

‘They killed them all. It’s a miracle she’s alive.’

‘She doesn’t look alive.’

Almasa pressed her palms against her earlobes and counted to
ten. As she took her hands down, the buzzing chatter invaded and
nobody’s voice was clearer than any other’s.

She wrote her magic word “Dad” under the simple sketch. Her eyes
lingered long on the lines as if waiting for it to begin to dance
and leave her, betray her. Her pale face was reflecting in the
clean patches of the surface. She scowled at her reflection,
thinking, You look like me, girl. It’s a nice resemblance.
Only, I can look straight through you. I mean, look at you, your
clothes are ugly, your hair is greasy. You look like you’ve just
crawled out of a pigsty. Pinch your cheeks so they be red as your
blouse. Show there is still blood in you.

The bus stopped.

‘Passport check,’ the bus driver yelled out. People became
silent and started digging in their pockets and handbags as if they
had no idea where their documents were. The driver waddled down the
aisle, stretching his back and gathering red passports with yellow
lettering, SFRJ.

‘Yours too, honey.’ He tapped Almasa on the shoulder. She took
him by the wrist and twisted. He pulled his hand back and eyed the
rest of the bus in case somebody had seen what had happened. He
ground his teeth, leaning towards her across the empty seat, and
hissed hoarsely under warm, nicotine breath, ‘Show me your passport
or I’ll kick your arse off the bus.’

Almasa opened her handbag—her only piece of luggage worth
clutching—took the passport from the top and slapped the man on his
dry-willow-branch moustache with it. He winced and she gave him a
gentle smile with wide-open eyelids under the roof of dark, tightly
pressed eyebrows. He backed and looked over the bus once more.
People were still busy rummaging in their bags, making cross signs,
muttering Quranic prayers, flicking rosary beads, or rubbing their
passports for luck, all according to what creed sat closest to
their hearts. Some were straightening their clothes, as if
preparing for a fashion interview.

The driver folded Almasa’s passport in the middle, continued
down the aisle and went on hollering, ‘Passports, please!’

Almasa looked out and endeavoured a smile at the incessantly
insouciant clouds and creased her forehead at the mercilessly blue
sky they were breezing under. She thought, They have no
boundaries to cross. A black poet said their home was a place so
desolate it mocked destinations. It’s not fair. She clamped
her teeth together. It is all the same. Not two days ago, when
I sat down on this grey seat, I wanted to immediately be consumed
in longing—in tear-shedding, heart-aching, mind-burning longing for
the homeland—but nothing happened. Nothing took hold of me, nothing
but thinking that maybe crossing another and another and many more
borders is the necessary condition for gaining homesickness. That
maybe I needed to cross a line of no-turning-back, not even being
able to think back, back there where I should belong by the rule of
birth. Maybe the second I find myself on the unknown territory, I
will start to whine and weep, and it will all seem normal. I will
be a normal refugee, a cliché of a woman.

She wanted to hate her eyes that were dry like explosive powder,
her mouth that was a desert. It had been scorched by a
brandy-and-male-saliva cocktail. She wished she could break the
warm window with a mere thought and thrust a shard in her thigh,
just to see if her body would thrash in pain.

A boisterous voice lifted Almasa’s nose from the glass. ‘Come
with me people. Who’s there for a laugh? Come on, gather around
me.’

A hefty, wide-toothed woman walked by her and winked
confidently, like an ancient, big-breasted statue coming alive.

Almasa stayed where she was. A moment later, a little group of
people mustered at the back of the vehicle around what seemed a big
volume of jokes.

‘Have you heard the one about Tito going to the States and
forgetting the medals?’ she started off politically.

‘Go on tell us,’ a man jerked his head in a sudden attack of
joke-craving.

‘For God’s sake,’ his wife yelled at him from the middle of the
bus. ‘We’ve hardly left our country, and you’re already making a
fool of yourself.’

A voice added from the front, ‘Telling jokes, please, we should
be crying and not acting like fools, as if we didn’t care.’

‘Oh, come on, what’s this whining? We’re running from bullets
and knives and you want to long. Long for what? Cheer up, for the
late Tito’s sake. You’re like old maids. And we know what old maids
need, don’t we?’ The woman made herself comfortable as she winked
at the couple of men around her who were waiting for her funny
stories.

‘What kinds do you know?’ a toothless, scrawny man asked, words
coming out as if through a funnel, stumbling over one another and
coming out with spit.

‘What kind would you like, honey?’ She pinched his cheek. ‘On
sex? Or are you politics prone, pal?’

Almasa thought telling jokes was a particular and peculiar
talent, an art. Most people forget a joke as soon as they have
laughed at it. She knew she did. And seldom was there anyone who
could do them justice and not let them fall flat before the punch
line. Her father had been very fond of political jokes—they gave
the people a chance to have a say.

She stood up to see who was doing what. The woman beckoned her
to come and join them. Almasa tried to emulate the sincerity in the
calling smile but sagged back in her own seat.

The woman spat in her palms, rubbed them against each other and
commenced, ‘You know how an American, a Russian and a Bosnian were
tested to see if they could keep a secret?’

‘Come on, don’t tease, tell us,’ her throng of men almost
chanted.

‘Now, they all three of them were told a secret and then
threatened that if they divulged it, there would be a hanging
party.’

‘I know that one,’ the toothless guy cried gleefully.

‘Shut up,’ they all yelled back at him.

The woman raised an eyebrow and went on, ‘Then they were taken,
one by one, and tortured, and I mean nasty shit. Not some
cultivated stuff like the truth serum.’

The guy with a gap in his teeth giggled, got a slap in the head
and shut up.

‘The Russian lad threw in the towel after four days, the
American after five, but the Bosnian did not give up after ten
days. The inquisitors began to give up. They couldn’t bloody
believe it. Our bloke was adamant. So they decided to stop the
procedure and went to his cell to give him the good news. Imagine
their surprise. They found our guy banging his head against the
cell wall crying out, “Remember you fool, remember, they’ll fucking
kill you! Why can’t you remember?”’

Almasa squinted and hit the hard seat with her head acting out a
sudden attack of laughter. She clamped her mouth shut with both
hands thinking, The joke’s on us, yet we’re the heroes, the
strangest kind, but heroes still. It’d be great to laugh.

She shuddered and peeked out from behind the seat at the woman’s
mouth. It was like a sieve, no energy returning, only dissipating.
The woman’s clothes were worn but nothing else. Her straight, black
hair was soaked in sweat, slipping forward over her face as she
bent double in laughing tremor. God knows what the men were
guffawing at, and their women scowling at—the jokes or the woman
shaking in a crescendo.

As the woman kept heaping joke over joke, Almasa felt infected
by the same germ. She wanted to go to her, cringe at her feet,
embrace her rebellion.

She refrained.

‘Did you hear the one about a sixty-year-old maid who was living
alone in some Godforsaken village the Serbs pillaged and burnt
down?’ The woman’s eyes opened with ardour as she recalled that
one. She dried her forehead and exhaled as if preparing to take a
leap.

Everybody came closer, almost climbing over one another, to see
her pulling faces as the words wafted out of her mouth.

‘Well, the old maid heard about torches, glistening blades,
daylight thefts and above all, raping. She was so moved she would
not even cringe in a nook or something. She spent her time nailed
to the window, waiting for her fate. So when a Chetnik
plunged into her house, rifled through the place, took what little
chattels she had and suddenly was on his way out, she cried out
after him, “What about the raping?”’

Her crowd swayed like a circle of dancing dervishes. A man took
a paper bag, put it over his mouth and panted into it. ‘Huh, damn
you’re good. You’re bloody killing us. Man, another one and I’ll
burst.’

Almasa stood up. Stiff. Her lids flinching. She stepped out into
the aisle and moved towards the back of the bus, slowly like in the
slow-motion world of a reel of film showing a clammy image of two
hirsute arms holding her neck pressed against a table. Like in the
world of memory, where nothing could change regardless of what you
did, regardless of your pace, even of will, where in a couple of
seconds the erratic movements of an attacked woman would not escape
the ultra rapid ones of Almasa plunging towards her.

The sinews followed. Almasa’s thin body pushed open a door in
the merry crowd.

She hissed, ‘How about rape?’ as she grabbed the woman’s ears
and before anybody managed to utter a word, she hauled the woman by
the scruff, threw her on the floor and whetted her own burred nails
on the woman’s face, renting her garments, exposing the woman’s
breasts to everyone. The woman squalled, her body thrusting with
shock. Almasa hit her over the mouth with the back of her hand,
yelling, ‘Shut up bitch, I don’t like noisy whores!’

Almasa pushed herself from the woman, sticking her tenuous hand
between the woman’s legs. Muscles on her arm twitched as if she
were trying to grab something and pull it from out of there. The
woman’s body bent as if an alien force in her stomach was trying to
dislodge her from the floor, jerking her more and more till she
shrieked more shrilly than ever before.

‘I told you to shut your mouth up, not your cunt, you Muslim
bitch!’ Almasa’s face twitched, teeth gritting, ‘Open it! Open it!
It’s dry! I don’t fucking like it dry!’

Then she jerked her hand up and down above the woman’s face as
if emptying a bottle on it. ‘Here’s to make you wet! Drink it!
Loosen up! Fucking open it! Open! Here’s a big prick for you
bitch.’

The driver entered the bus, a bunch of passports in his hands,
and saw a man trying to pull the ferocious girl off the struggling
woman. The man swayed as in a strong wind. The driver lunged
towards them and knocked Almasa out. Passports scattered all over
the floor. He leaned over her supine body and sucked in foamy spit
from his lower lip.

Almasa was moved to another bus. There were a dozen of them
stuffed with refugees heading in the same direction.

She woke up with a paper-white mind and a red, pulsating horn on
her skull. She could hear a female voice reciting short chapters
from the Quran as if to disperse evil spirits that were tormenting
her. She opened her eyes.

‘Dear girl, dear, dear child, what came over you? What made you
do that?’ Nijazeta, an old, childless woman, was combing Almasa’s
hair and holding a wet handkerchief over her bruised face.

The joke-lady did not move from her seat. Not for toilet visits,
to stretch her legs, nor to smoke.

Nor did Almasa, from her new bus. Not till they arrived at an
unfamiliar cul-de-sac in Swinoujscie, Poland. It was a stone’s
throw from Ystad, Sweden—if you are Vist, the mythical Swedish
giant who can tear off a part of land and throw it into a vast lake
to make a crossing.

Almasa gazed at the harbour. There it was, a border, a new one.
A watery one. Many had passed before this, but none of them could
she remember. She thought, Sea. Faint mist slithering back and
forth, barely touching the surface. No islands in sight. Perhaps
we’ll not manage the crossing and will bounce back to where we came
from.

Whispers sneaked from behind, enveloping her. She clamped her
teeth shut and wished over and again her Dad were there to tell her
what was real and what just malicious gossip. He would perhaps
scold her for what people murmured she had done. Or, maybe he too
would take revenge on the woman for ridiculing the pain she had
been caused. Maybe she was not the culprit. Maybe she was the
victim. Had he been there for her, had he not been over and done
with, like the rest of the bathing crowd, she would not need this
strange, good-hearted woman. She redrew his face in the grey dirt
of the window: eyes, eyebrows, nose, and made him a smiling mouth.
She whispered, ‘You look so funny, Mr. Storyteller. Only, I’m
prettier than you. I’m glad you’re not mad at me for what they say
I did to that poor woman. I love you even though you’re dead more
than anybody alive.’ She pulled her fingers through her hair and
then looked at her hands. There was a thin, yellow ring on her
right pointer finger.

The bus drove onto a ferry ship.

 

Almasa looks up over the line of the earth that is regaining its
clear face. A wood of Christmas trees glistens in the evening
light, then disappears. The bus enters the yard of the Uddevalla
refugee camp. Two big, dirty-yellow buildings standing outside the
window. Above, two crescent moons rising in the naked twilight. It
is cold, and the haze from her breath covers the window. Once more
and perhaps for the last time, she draws her father’s face. She
puckers her lips and kisses the forehead, giving it a third
eye.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tidings

 

 

Someone, a doctor, probably a nurse,

told Almasa she was pregnant,

and she did not think it was a cliché.

 

 

Nurse, be Gentle

 

 

Nurse, be gentle, I thought.

The nurse said, ‘It takes seven seconds…’

 

It takes seven seconds, she said,

twice tapped the needle,

trussed my legs with her knees.

My swollen vein enveloped the steel,

A drop of me slithered out into the syringe.

 

…three four fiv…

 

Next morning, when the nurse was gone,

I woke up with an empty stomach,

on a bus rife with rumour.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She Looked so Cheerful

 

As an afterthought, a road of twenty-odd kilometres doesn’t
strike me as a cosmic distance. But it felt as if I’d need a
spacecraft and light-years of travel to reach the town behind the
trembling mountain.

It was so close, at arm’s reach, almost there, touching my dry
eyes and clammy throat. It was my childhood under heavy shelling,
my grandma, uncle, aunt, cousin. I wasn’t a man without those
years. A rift hopelessly gluing contradictions, my fighting
halves.

War made things strike me that way.

I lived in a suburb of a city. You’d have to pass through it,
then across a river, along a winding street, up and down, to come
to that town. We used to travel that road every single weekend in
our old Skoda. A kind of country tourism, even though we too had a
house and a large estate.

Our new everydayness came along with big trucks covered with
dark green tarpaulins—long, shiny pipes sticking from
underneath—military vehicles wearing down the familiar asphalt.

The Serbs were waging another kind of war in the mountain town.
While we stuck to peeping through openings between planks nailed
over the windows and watched dirty-green, day-to-day parades
passing by, our friends and relatives were witnessing the war
beating its irregular rhythm, reaching its peak. Then extinction.
Then questions of forgetting and forgiving.

An eerie situation. There was resistance over there, so the army
had to raze the nests of it to the ground. It was on the news. The
news does not lie.

Rumour was the only free-floating medium in those days. But
rumour was a living thing, and volatile. It kept changing mind and
mood all the time. One day it tells us they are all dead, that the
door on their house was nailed before it was set on fire. Another
time, that they had escaped to the free zone in the south, through
a forest corridor. Once we even heard they were well off, working
in a newly built camp, women and men separately.

All the while, we waited patiently. For rapacious raids. For a
strong kick in our arses to get up from our deathbeds and leave, or
just die. To do something for a change.

Then Mum got a phone call.

She was sedated; constant worry had the effect on her of an
overdose of painkillers, but she jumped up at the sound of it, like
an erratic person in constraints. We hadn’t had a call for a year
and after a while just stopped checking if the line was still
working. Who was there to call and talk with? The U.N.?

Days between the call and Aunt’s coming, Mum told and retold
every single word she had heard that morning.

‘Dear sister, just listen. We’re alive and fine. Mum is doing
great. Everybody is. I’ll have to come by on Monday, to go to a
doctor, a specialist, in the city. A Serb nurse has arranged this
for me. She was so kind, even risked…(here Mum sobbed and I felt my
aunt breathe)…I’ll tell you more when I come. Look for a hospital
transport car.’

Mum told it to the neighbours too. To every soul she met. I was
afraid the news would reach “them” and that they would turn up in
our yard that day and just mow us down. I was ordered to watch for
the car she’d come in. Since I hadn’t been able to go to school, I
had no other obligations. I was cautious not to stand near the main
street. Soldiers were known to shoot at will in passing by,
especially at religious objects. Never stand near a mosque! That
was one key to keep on living.

My reconnaissance would have born fruit time and again had it
been to look for heavy weaponry transported in both directions. I
often wondered where they were hiding—the people. So much shelling.
How could there be survivors at all?

A car stopped before the gate. A grey, rusty VW van. No windows
in the back. The engine coughed irregularly like an ill mechanical
animal. There were no bullet holes in the coachwork. It was old and
worn by time. It had no signs. I’d never have guessed it was a
hospital transport.

The big, windowless door slid backwards. There was a woman
sitting there, her bleak face turned to me. It wasn’t my aunt. Why
wasn’t she there as she had promised she’d be? Then, a pair of
skinny hands protruded near that woman and caressed her face. I
thought I heard a whisper too. A female face emerged and kissed her
on the eyes. I felt I was falling silent, even though I hadn’t been
talking at all. It was she.

She looked so cheerful when she stepped out of the van. Two
seamy men in dark green jackets in the front seat grinned. I smiled
but did not rush to meet her, hoping the beardy faces would
disappear any second now so I could hug her. Alone. I could not let
gazes steal her from me.

She gave me a smile, standing beside the vehicle, watching me,
waiting, reading my mind. The engine revved and the boisterous
sound vanished around the corner.

She closed in on me, hardly touching the gravel.

‘You’re always so good-looking, boy, and how tall you have
grown.’ She took my face between her palms, tousled my hair as a
peasant child’s in Italian black-and-white films.

I could not say the same. It was she, I could tell, my only
aunt. Those were her eyes, bright blue, even under a pool of tears
lingering on her wan lids. The hair, greasy and curly, reeking of
hairspray. The clothes—a white cotton blouse (large collar) tucked
into a pair of black jeans, a long, blue, wool cardigan, a grey
raincoat over her left arm—hers as I recall, but mismatching and
wrong on a warm day, too large on the too-lean figure of a body
that bore no resemblance to the bursting curvature of a buxom
woman, the folk tale character that she had looked like just months
ago. 

I kissed her on the cheek, and she shuddered at the touch of my
nascent stubble. I withdrew, but she stopped me and pulled me back
and kissed me again. Her scent was strong, almost clammy, in the
dust wafting from the heavily trafficked street behind her.

‘Mum’s waiting for you. She didn’t expect you for another hour
or so, so she’s in there.’

She faked a smile and nodded.

 

In the house, the stony smile retreated from her face. She was
expected. A throng of our female neighbours sat in a circle,
casting pale gazes at her, as she forced herself to sit down and
appear comfortable on the hard, black ottoman, which was, as if on
purpose, put in the middle so she had to turn around all the time,
so as not to have her back turned to any of the people present. I
knew she believed you might bear the sins of the person behind you
on the day you stand before God. I never believed in that. Nor in
turning my back on people.

She kissed only my mother, stroking her cheek with a shiver in
her fingertips, pulling her dimples apart and enquiring of the
health of the welcoming committee.

I found myself outside the ring—the uninitiated—leaning against
the lacy, transparent curtain and the warm window, gulping the few
words that undulated in the sticky silence. It was odd. Bad.
Portentous. I had never seen a wordless crowd of women, scanning
one another but avoiding longer looks at the newcomer and one
another.

‘Look at him.’ My aunt’s eyes behind the murky veil heavy on her
face seemed to relish my presence. I could not believe the
corrugated forehead and the white hairs protruding from the bushy
coiffure. She was like a grey-haired schoolgirl, her first day in a
classroom, back straight, anxious not to be asked anything,
fretting that her tremble might well up over the lids, seep through
the lashes.

‘He’s so big. Practically a man. Sixteen is it?’

Why could she not remember? She always did.

‘Yes, on the sixteenth, this month.’ My mother did not look at
her sister. Her eyes were snapping at me, ordering me in her own
hieroglyphs.

I wanted to give her a stare and form my lips into a, ‘What?’ I
roved the room instead.

Mum was calm. She did not have an apron hanging at her neck,
even though the kitchen was an intrusive part of the room. She was
not tugging tufts of her half-red, half-grey perm, wriggling her
scrawny hands, or making the knuckles sound like the folding of
frozen sheets. She was not holding or nervously touching her bony
face. She did not wipe the thousands of sweat grains lingering on
her facial hair, glistening in the feeble shade.

The rest of the women looked mildly unaffected, their words
diffuse in the shadow of Mum’s unflinching posture. Nobody was her
usual self.

‘Sixteen.’ Aunt looked proudly at my mother. ‘As if it was
yesterday, you were walking around, big bellied and swollen and
panting like hell.’ She flicked her eyes at her own stomach and
choked a shudder. 

The women turned away from their focus for a second and stared
at me, measuring me, making sour faces and muttering at the sight
of my red-sprinkled face. I needed a hole to hide in. They were
forming one, but there was no coming in or disappearing into
it.

Silence invaded again. Their bodies sagged, their eyes on the
odd guest. The rim of their dry, open mouths holding back a simple
question.

‘Is it true?’ my mother ventured. It was like giving away your
soul, leaving a shell behind, functioning but senseless, as if
there were no life after breathing out.

‘Yes.’ It was a silent and numb word, but everything else
disappeared to hiding. Like water in the desert.

The women exhaled in unison and started to mumble curses,
invective. Then words of comfort.

‘Who was it?’

The aunt flinched at my mother’s inquisitive and rude
expression. ‘Milan, and some other men from the office; they are
all soldiers now. But he, he was my…only he was on me. I was lucky.
Other women weren’t. So lucky.’

I needed no more. My skin ruffled as if a pebble hit me between
the eyes. I should not have been there to hear it. I inched my way
to the door and fumed out.

 

An hour later, I was sitting on the windowsill in my garret. It
was warm and the grapes on the trellis under my feet were darkening
and swelling, almost bursting. I leaned down and took one, the
largest I could find, and wiped the dust off its taut skin. I was
not thirsty. I wanted no energy. I needed no food. The juice ran
down my fingers. What a waste of life.

My head between my knees, as in a sleeping posture of romantic
longing. The sentimental voice of a radio station died in the
middle of a song, having lived an inconclusive life. Power cut—the
fifth this month. I could not care less. At least someone in this
world could pull the plug at will.

 

The first glint of the night found me welded to the same spot. A
touch on my shoulder. Fingers shone white in the last gaze of the
sun slipping over my roof. The face was blank and dusty. Stern.
Stripped. Female lips, tight and unflinching, slightly open, as if
they were going to endow me with another of the lenient,
ameliorating kisses I still had some memory of.

‘I want you to kill him.’

I never heard the voice, just the words. They came like a murky
sea, wavy, slow, almost not moving, but heavy. Terribly heavy.

The daylight faltered and died. The sun must have plunged down
or was pushed over the edge of a world that was becoming flat once
again. But the words were still thick and round. A glint of rude
happiness flickered through my head as her figure disappeared in
the dark. I did not try to conjure the shadow back to nearness. A
violent flash through the eyes at once cleared my sight and burnt
it. A quill of God, writing down fate.

I should not have been there to hear it.

It was good that I did, I thought light-years after, tightening
a noose.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Red Cross Message—Unadulterated

 

 

To whoever gets this,

It didn’t happen in a day. It wasn’t a spontaneous reaction
of anguished souls that rushed into our homes like starving dogs to
devour our provisions. Nothing like that. At least not in my
hometown. Bosnia is a small country, but the war had many faces.
The stories of its every man, woman and child make a ladder to the
moon of suppressed memories.

Everything started off by renaming and prefix-ation.
Grounding clichés of war. The word ‘Serbian’ was annexed to our
mother tongue and with it, to everything else as in an avalanche.
The names of streets and municipal buildings mutated. Houses of
other nationalities were emptied one-by-one, or in smaller
clusters, on a daily basis by so called Serbian soldiers. I say
‘so-called’ because until just a year or so before the havoc,
everybody was Bosnian. The Serbs were in Serbia as the Swedes were
in Sweden. Or perhaps I’m a misinterpreter. Now proposals were put
forward that people be labelled by their nationality (as Jews,
Gypsies, Poles, and some other not so long ago). Suddenly the word
Muslim became a nationality-marker. My father would just mutter,
‘Ridiculous’ at any such thing and go on with his silence. It was a
ghostly sight, to see my father bitter and silent.

The aggressors, themselves beside tanks armed with rotten
reasons, knew we had no weapons, having confiscated the few
hunting rifles that had been gathering dust in people’s
cellars. In the middle of it, we were still busy furnishing our
houses and working in fields. Even the bloody footages from places
all over Croatia, followed by Sarajevo, and other Bosnian cities,
towns and villages, could not make us believe the war was really
here to stay. At least till we were gone.

Firstly, men who would not join the party and kill Croatians
lost their jobs and consequently, so did their wives. Next came a
curfew. Students were being harassed in schools. Going to the
market to buy vegetables meant risking a beating. Still, nothing
could make us believe it all was more than just an ephemeral whim
of a malevolent wind.

It went on. Frequent raids. Taking a few men every day to
test the pliability of bats and batons, to examine how severely you
could be insulted and humiliated. Razing of the mosques and burning
down a house or two per night. They would drive by like American
ghetto gangsters, shooting, drifting around like a materialised
scarecrow message: your house could be next.

So little by little, people put on their best shoes, packed
what a pair of calloused hands could carry, and fled for their
lives. Some walked forest corridors. Others were stuffed into dusty
old buses and transported abroad to the beneficent countries that
sheltered refugees from the Balkans.

That is how I became a ‘run-ee’ or ‘run-away-ee’, as we
nicknamed ourselves.

 

Take care.

Almasa

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Smell

 

 

Sometimes I think the only real home for a refugee is an endless
road.

In the second place, it’d have to be a bus. I’ve spent more time
on different buses than in all the camps.

Refuge camps. Of course. These shelters end up in third place. I
have nothing to put under number four. I don’t seem to even have a
‘Top Five’ list.

But this, you already know. I will not offer you dull, simple
stereotypes of the idea of a refugee. You need to hear something
that elucidates the being of a refugee in a different way. It’s not
a parable or a metaphor, even though it might look like one. It’s a
true event. It shows what it’s like to be well accommodated in a
foreign country and yet long for a home to nestle in. And this goes
even for a question-mark-inscribing girl like myself, for even
though I view ‘home’ with suspicious eyes, I too long for it in my
own peculiar way.

I want to tell you about ‘The Myth of the Smell’, about the
iridescent incenses rising from the simmering myth of Bosnia, as it
streams through our refugee bodies. I was at first reluctant to
describe the homeland, its fragrances, tints and texture. Honestly,
no refugee really has a clear memory of these things. Rather a
vague feeling about something that might be causing our quirks,
scribbling them down on our genes with an iron quill.

The moment you cross the border of your country, as if carried
away by a ferocious wind, you find yourself chanting like little
Dorothy, ‘There’s no place like home.’ Sometimes, nauseating
homesickness carries even me away. It makes me think I belong to a
people, not the Bosnians, rather the folk of refugees.

At the beginning of our sojourn here, in this silent village at
a lakeshore clearing, dug like a hole in the evergreen forests of
southern Sweden, we started off the new life by facing a new
language. The tongues of the adults twisted and bent in desperate
attempts to pronounce even three-word-sentences. ‘Oh, come on, for
God’s sake,’ I used to tease them. ‘Thank goodness we’re not in
China or Eskimo land. You wouldn’t learn how to say, “May I have
some bread?” by the time you’d hit your deathbeds. Be grateful they
have supermarkets here so you can see and just take what you need,
instead of asking for each item sitting behind the counter.’

I exaggerated, of course. But you should have seen us, walking
those clean, broad streets, afraid to look at the scarce passers-by
in case they should ask us something. We could not possibly have
been mistaken for the locals. I guess the locals hadn’t had too
many Gastarbeiters from the Balkans in this place, so they
told us we were surprisingly white and not too dark-haired. Some of
us were blond and blue-eyed. Still, you could recognise us from a
mile’s distance: the ambling, the lowered eyes, the mismatched
second-hand clothes, hair styled by brain-numbing winds. But we
progressed. Time came when translators were no longer needed. And
we learned that the locals didn’t walk about so much; when they
needed to buy something, they just jumped in their cars.

The new hometown prostrates down a hill-slope to the mirror
surface of a little lake that freezes over in winter.

The ice can be so thick that people drive cars across it, to the
other side where there is a hotel and an art school. The area is
still developing. There are few buildings higher than three
storeys, so there’s no worry you will kill yourself if you—gazing
beyond the horizon—happen to fall over a balcony.

The refugee camp is made of long, two-storey houses, with four
to six flats in each. Unlike so many other times, there were now
not more than two families sharing a bathroom. Picture frustrated
husbands, constantly smoking, whining about the good ole’ days, and
starving for news broadcasts: Deutsche Welle, Free Europe,
Voice of America; their dishwashing, food-cooking wives
telling them to move their arses for once; kids taking every
opportunity to watch MTV.

‘Can you think of a worse place for a refugee than this?’ I once
asked a Swede who was part of the camp personnel. He was curious,
even liked walking among us. Maybe it made him feel the stability
of his own being, realise the perks of his own condition. The
factory job he’d had was a pest, his marriage was diving into an
abyss, and all that jazz, so in need to make a difference in his
life, in the world, he was searching his luck here.

‘Of course I can,’ he said, looking at me with ice-blue eyes. He
looked almost like an albino. And straight from a forties film, the
hair bright and sleek, an Errol Flynn moustache. He always breathed
as if rushing somewhere. It made me keep a distance. Nothing like
my novelist lover, Lars. But that story belongs to another
camp.

I was afraid he would see the question as ungratefulness, a sign
of some Slavic pride. I asked him what he meant.

‘You know why,’ he said, looking incredulous.

‘Because there is no place like home.’

I just looked at him, my mouth agape. He took me by
surprise.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he went on. ‘Such a cliché, ha?
But I’ve been observing you Bosnians for a while now, and I just
don’t get it. I mean I do, but it seems to me that you love this—if
you will excuse the expression—Bosnia, över allt annat,
more than anything. You see, these last six months, now that the
war’s ended and all, I’ve seen people go back to their homeland for
a month or two. In fact, they go as far as buying expired foods,
dig for clothes in those yellow UFF containers, walk out on early
Saturday mornings, gathering deposit cans and anything else to save
for a bus ticket back. They tell me people there expect them to
come back with money.’

Since they did not defend the country they might just as
well pay back something, it struck me.

‘When they return, they have a different zeal in their eyes and
a disappointment at being here. I don’t understand why they don’t
just go back there for good?’

Because there really is no place such as home, I
thought, but granted him a smile instead of an answer. I used to
tease my fellow countrymen for their homesickness, telling them if
they longed for their hearths and doorsteps—oftentimes the only
remnants of their burnt-down houses—why didn’t they just pack their
bags and leave this place where they can’t find fertile soil to
nourish their roots. I would say, ‘Bosnia is a rather free country
now, so why not set your feet in motion and get the hell out of
this paradise with apple trees and leaves big enough to cover your
groin?’

Because we are cowards? Is this the correct answer?

Or maybe because we, in our most intimate nooks, in our à deux
conversations, really do not believe there is a-place-like-home. We
suspect that the moment we passed that booth with the sulky face of
a border-guard, our homeland was erased and turned into someone
else’s tabula rasa, left for others to carve the marks of their
lives into it. I would tease them, but it would hurt me to see them
sag their lips and mutter, ‘You’re such a wet blanket. A killjoy.’
And, with any indication of even the faintest thought that there
maybe was nothing left to live for in Bosnia, sneering looks and
suspicion—even from those who had begun to think in the same
groove—would fall upon the turncoat. It was not an easy
confession.

The Swede continued, ‘They always talk about Bosnian smells, how
wonderful it feels to breathe there, while here they are choking. I
find it so condescending. I love the way my country is. What is so
better about Bosnia?’

‘She can tell you,’ I said, pointing at Nijazeta, waddling
towards us with a tray, three glasses chinking, lemonade running
over their brims. Nijazeta is an old maid, as people have a nasty
habit of saying, as old in face as the dress she’s been wearing
since she was a young woman. Childless, homeless, almost
friendless, always shaky as if freezing, her lids only slightly
open, the bags underneath dark and swollen. She’s been taking care
of me for two years. Hers were the first pair of arms around me
after my parents and my seven brothers had died. I don’t even know
how. I hadn’t been there to see it, but lying under a sweaty,
panting slob, miles away. Damn, it sounds so senseless and
matter-of-fact as I say it. I’d rather someone else tell it. But
it’s important. It’s my background, what drives me as a character,
as the manuals of narrative say.

‘Nijazeta,’ I said, as she shyly put the tray in front of us,
avoiding the guy’s eyes and uttering a silent ‘Hej’. ‘This man asks
what Bosnia smells like. Could you tell him, and I’ll
translate?’

She sat down beside me, looked at the little plastic table
before us, then began, first softly and diffidently, then more
passionately, fiercely and indignantly. ‘Our houses smell of cold
and fresh lime on early summer mornings after the regular spring
whitewashing. This pungent, tickling smell fades away a little for
every day that goes by as the year turns around. The summers
pullulate with a myriad of outdoor smells, budding trees of lilac,
bramble, quince, plums, pears and apples. Meadow flowers bloom in
their iridescent colours all the way into wintertimes. The winds
never blow like here, incessantly, making you drowsy. They come and
go, carried by the smells of seasons. Eddies withdrawing through
space like Ramadan moves through time. Sometimes moody, like old
people. Sometimes just tired. Or strong, confining you indoors
until you start sweating nervously. Or they disappear completely,
to later breeze by when the worst heat comes over us.

‘In winter, the lime evaporates stingily, fusing with the softly
bitter smell of dry tree sap that seeps through the crevices of the
stove where it smoulders in burning logs like big incense. These
then flow up and down in confluence with other plumes from the
stove: veal and mutton, tomatoes, strong red paprika, beans, clove
bits scattered over the hot plates, plum and pear compote,
simmering milk turning into a fat crust at the surface that we eat
with apple syrup and dark bread. These smells embrace cold
afternoons and evenings, rubbing themselves against the cool air,
as one would rub one’s hands to warm up.

‘These Swedish flats smell only of dirty wallpaper, linoleum
floors that don’t creak when you walk over them, and other building
odours. These windows face only the walls of other buildings, or a
tree crown, or other windows with shades rolled down to blot them
out from foreign eyes.’

The Swede could hardly wait till I finished translating. He
seemed to have understood what she was getting at from her face
twitching, the oscillations in her breathing and vehement arm
movements. ‘But for Christ’s sake, you’re in a refugee camp. Our
homes and yards have all the nice smells as well.’

‘No, no.’ Nijazeta flailed with her arms. ‘It’s a quality
difference. You just don’t get it. It’s, as people say,
indescribable. Bosnian smells are special. They have a certain
texture as they move in the air, like fine cashmere. They are
sweeter, sourer, bitterer and mellower in their ripeness, like the
greeting arms of a father.’

‘I think he’s got it now, Mum.’ I caressed her corrugated
cheeks. The Swede was upset and tried to match Nijazeta’s
patriotism. He said, ‘I’ve read that Bosnia is so war-torn now,
that streets are like fetid rubbish containers. Nothing works
there. The locals dump garbage in rivers and abandoned backyards.
I’ve heard that people there don’t think the world of the country.
They are hungry, jobless and frustrated.

They long to get out and look for a better life elsewhere.’ Then
he heaved a breath as if he had plunged out of water, and went on
rumbling about everything that that just stank: corruption, drug
flow, something about his friends serving in the ‘blue
helmets’—better known as ‘Smurfs’—who were constantly offered sex
by young girls who reputedly wanted to get pregnant and so cheat
their way out of the country. Even I could not listen to this, let
alone translate it to Nijazeta. I sipped at my tasteless beverage,
avoiding his eyes, turning him the deaf ear till he gave up and
said good-bye.

And that is all there is to it. It always cuts both ways. There
are no winners or losers. Or maybe there always are losers, and
only that. However, I think my Swedish friend was right, in two
ways. Such mythologizing, romanticising, and embellishing of the
little piece of land that you are born on—and do not learn to
appreciate until you get driven from it—is just silly. But he
noticed one more important thing—it is an incurable condition. I
asked him if there was a worse place for us than this, and he
correctly answered, yes. A city would not be better than this
forest town. It would bring back memories of the throngs of
emaciated people in school gymnasiums and the high ceilings of
religious buildings where they’d lived the first weeks of their
lives as refugees (as if it were the beginning of a career). All
the city stores and boutiques would speak of the things they could,
but didn’t dare, buy, for they had to focus on travelling light.
Smells from street-kitchens would conjure food to be devoured
before somebody else pushed them out of the queue. No, a city would
be an even worse refuge.

Still, wherever we are, there remains the MYTH, all
defined, capitalised and italicised, built up from scratch into one
of the most magnificent air castles between Heaven and
Hell—inscribed at the nub of the two conjoined H’s.

I wish my Swedish friend had been there when Rabija came back
after a two-months’ visit to her village somewhere in northern
Bosnia. Then he would have seen how ridiculously homesick we could
be.

Rabija’s house was no longer occupied, and the government wanted
her to register a ‘wish’ for her property to be returned to her.
She needed to register as a returning refugee. So she hurried back
to her place of birth to make sure the administration was working
on her case. The authorities had assured her that her house would
be emptied of the people then living in it, and returned to her
within a year or so, all according to the Dayton convention and the
current mood in the neighbourhood. Awaiting the date of the
transfer, she kissed her rusty doorknob goodbye and returned to
Sweden, even though she had no family over here. She was hoping to
get the pecuniary aid that the Swedish government promised to the
potential ‘returnees’.

As she stepped down from the train in the Swedish forest, the
camp folks gathered around her like bees around their queen, and
asked what ought to be asked, ‘What was it like?’

What could it be like, other than what the Swede described? But
every time someone visited the homeland, everyone else spent the
time lag between waving farewells and opening greeting arms, in
biting their nails, anticipating news, gasping for impressions of
the post-war home. The impressions of others that were to become
their own. But almost never would you hear about disappointments.
Whatever was said was slanted over with the common closing
sentence, ‘What can I tell you, even the soil is fragrant back
there.’

Then, everybody would relax as if set free, exhaling a month or
two of piled expectations. They laughed and chattered, for a moment
intoxicated by this happy message that the land itself had sent
them, ‘Tell them I’m fragrant. Tell them I’m sweet. Tell them I’m
beautiful. Tell them I love them.’ And a transparent amendment
hanging under erasure, ‘Just don’t send them back for a while, will
you! I’m so damn tired.’

Rabija took her time. Reticent. Expressionless. Breathing
ceased. Then she reached into the pocket of her washed-out cardigan
and exclaimed, ‘I brought you a piece of the land.’

My urge took hold of the steering wheel. I lunged forward and
buried my nose in that piece of pale dirt and grass, and heaved a
deep breath. A second later I was pushed outside of the circle.
Everyone wanted to smell the piece of Bosnian earth that had
travelled about three thousand kilometres and rekindle their
nostrils.

But it had no smell whatsoever. Then again, before smelling it,
we knew it wouldn’t. Still, everyone happily exhaled, bursting out,
‘It smells wonderful,’ and chattered for a moment about the
peculiar qualities of Bosnian smells, and about how Bosnian food,
its breads and meats, were sweeter than the dozens of kinds found
in Swedish bakeries and shops. It was all as Nijazeta tried to
convey to the Swede.

What about the truth? I wondered, and looked up along the broad
road that led to the refugee camp, scourged the surroundings with
my squinting, fallow eyes and waved my hands.

What about it? It doesn’t smell good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ring on an Island

 

 

Almasa told me she had lost the ring her father had given her on
Bayram, 1992.

I looked at her hands, thinking, It must have slipped down
the finger that had grown too thin for it.

‘It has always been too big,’ she said.

‘How come it happened now?’ I asked. ‘Was it fate? Nobody tried
to take if off before? I mean, refugee buses were constantly being
stopped and pillaged. Mine was. The soldiers even checked my
mother’s panties.’

‘I used to hide it in my hair.’

I glanced at it.

‘It’s quite thin now, I know.’ She pulled her fingers through
the unruly locks. ‘Back then it was a bush.’

‘Any idea where you lost it? Once, when my wife lost a piece of
jewellery, she went to an old woman from Srebrenica.’

‘Aziza?’


	‘Yes, her. She helped her find it. She does   
’



‘I know where I lost it. I was standing on a traffic island.
Ever since I came to Sweden, my fingers have normally been
clenched. I’ve always had difficulty separating my fingertips from
my palms. That evening, I was relaxed and it slipped down into the
flowers that grew from a little turf there. I must have been amazed
by something.

‘What’s the problem? Just go back and find it.’

‘I’ve been there every Saturday ever since. I know it

must be there, yet it isn’t. It’s gone missing.’

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aziza

 

Aziza is a seventy-year-old woman from Srebrenica, a tiny
creature, terribly lean, with the exception of a large belly. Her
outfit has distinctive red rose embroidery over bright, pastel
colours. Her veil demarcates a bony face that is not much wrinkled.
Her pointy nose is always red like a soft cherry. Her puppy-like
eyes are always moist, shyly rolling around, afraid to be caught
looking too long at one and the same thing.

Almasa once told me that she sometimes thinks Aziza gives the
impression of a jolly drunkard taking it easy for a moment. I
chided her for that, saying, ‘Now, that is not the nicest thing to
think about a pious woman like Aziza. She just smiled that cunning
smile of hers and said, ‘Sure, but I love her too much to turn her
into a stereotype for the sake of romanticising portraits of good
people.’

Aziza is living alone. Her small flat is empty like her place of
birth. Srebrenica, the town of ghosts. A nearly man-less community.
It now exists in the minds of its female inhabitants, who live
scattered all over the world, as if they are shiny dots you can see
in those satellite photographs of the Earth at night. It comes to
reality as a pattern that appears when all the different dots are
joined by a line. The pattern of the worst crime in Europe since
WWII. The all-too-familiar pattern. Every war’s cliché that
constantly survives the muddy boots of time.

Aziza had five sons. No daughters. And those of them who were
married happened, God knows why, to have sons too. A daughterless
family, so to speak. Nowadays, Aziza too is one of these dots,
living in a wide sonless now, wondering if that is a permanent deal
dealt out by fate.

She often tells me how she has always been thankful for the
sons, but her fingertips never fail to tremble when she adds the
old story that every corner of a house sings when a daughter is
born in it.

‘Why?’ I once asked. I heard that a couple of times when I was a
child, from my grandmother. I never wanted to ask for the
explanation. It sounded so mysterious at the time, and gentle
too.

‘Because the house knows that it does not stand on ground and
pillars, but on a woman’s back,’ she said.

Now that she is so old and has not much else to take care of,
Aziza devotes most of her time to prayers. Only, her prayers are
always simple and always the same. There is only one thing that she
can think of asking God—to bring her news about her sons. For too
many years have they been missing. Dead? Alive? There is no solace
of knowing.

In spite of all her misery, she is the liveliest person I have
ever met. She can cheer anybody up just by looking at you with
those mellow eyes.

She is not an educated woman, not in the modern sense of
education. She can read the Quran perfectly and knows things
religious. People see her as an evlija, God’s precious
friend. Everybody loves her. There is not a single person who knows
her who does not respect her, even those who normally do not like
old, pious people.

Women and men, well, mostly women, come and ask for her help.
Lots of them do. If they have difficulty making decisions, marriage
problems, love grievances, lost valuables, all worldly matters.

Aziza is not a fortune-teller. She cannot peer into the future.
All she does is pray istihara. The answer comes in a
dream. But she never bothers interpreting it. She leaves that part
to whomever it may concern. Those are not her dreams; they belong
to those who want them, to those who aspire for keys, clues and
signs.

Aziza has prayed a great many istiharas for herself as
well, but every single time she would wake up after a dreamless
night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Missing

 

 

What may this mean,

That thou, dead corse, again in
complete steel

Revisit’st thus the glimpses of the
moon,

Making night hideous; and we fools of
nature

So horridly to shake our
disposition

With thoughts beyond the reaches of
our souls?

 

—Shakespeare, Hamlet

 

 

She did not want to go home those days. Her one-roomer felt
cold, even during those few warmer summer nights in the capital of
Sweden. She had nothing there. A sofa for two, worn and poorly
upholstered, fake skin sagging. A poor roommate. On a little table
under a low window, Adam and Eve, two half-withered plants,
sheltered behind thin, metal shutters, cut off from all the
temptations of daylight. They were supposed to produce drops of
water on their big, thick leaves if they were not near each other.
Tears of separation. But these two specimens were crying all the
time. They looked saggy and gloomy, as if they had been unhappily
married since naked times.

Maybe the plants are both Adams or Eves and do not care to
try out some other kind of relationship, Almasa once thought.
Maybe they’re stuck in their nature. Like I am in this place.
It’d be nicer to have a house like the one back home in Bosnia. I’m
not really a ‘flat’ type of person. But, what good would a house be
if not crowded by my parents and my seven brothers? There would be
no steam from the kitchen and thick, pungent smells of exhausted
bodies. I used to tell them apart by the way the sweat of their
cheeks smelled, by the way it mixed with the fragrance of soap in
their uncombed hair and their hand-me-down clothes.

I used to like calling myself ‘Snow White’, because even
though my hair was not very dark, my complexion was lime-white.
Still is. In the mornings, I would lie awake in my bed, pretending
to be sleeping till each and every one of them had kissed me before
going to work. Waking up. The splendid ceremony.

Falling asleep, yet another ceremony. Staring at the TV until
the lids gave up. Almasa needed to be hypnotised by the green
colour running from the right corner of the screen. She would wake
up, dry and cold, after an hour or two of half-conscious tumbling
under a hospital-white sheet.

There was still no news from her homeland. All quiet on the home
front. Father gone. Mother not near. Only, in her tale, there were
no stepmothers or stepfathers, or stepbrothers, for all that. There
was no embodied evil anywhere nearby that she needed be saved from,
unless it had left all the obvious nooks and hiding places and
nestled where she expected it least.

They were dead. So she had heard. The house had been razed. So
they kept telling her. Nothing changed a bit. So she went on
dreaming every night.

She prayed, time and again, to dream of her family awash in
blood, butchered and heaped on one another. But she could only see
them gathered under a bright, sunless sky, under the crown of an
immense, shadeless chestnut tree in the middle of a dark green
pasture, waving to her, beckoning her to come and sit down as if
they were taking a picture for a family album. A picture for a
fixed future. Instead of a piece of memory.

Disgusting, she would think. How dare they? How can
they just come and appear before me like that, clean and without a
scratch, their cheeks round and reddish—happy?

‘Why are you smiling?’ she would scream at the apparition. ‘You
smile as if that means something. It means nothing! Nothing means
nothing!’

Then she would remember why she found all men despicable, except
for her father and brothers. Normally, she would walk about the
Stockholm city streets, wind bellying her coat, and slowly, before
nightfall, forget. Then every new morning the mind was fresh and
potent in its ability to recall details. Remembering. Giving birth
to her blank, dusty self.

Her heart had been amputated and replaced with a copper vessel.
Yet, like a phantom organ, it felt as strong as ever. It held her
soul like a safety boat in a hurricane, its blood a river, mystic
killer-river, which washed out tormented beings ashore. It would
leave them behind, safe and sound, and distant.

Almasa took each of her brothers and her mother, put them in her
eyes, and cried them out with tears as sovereign as the blood of
hearts. The father, she could not. He was like a swelling, pregnant
sea. She felt she had to keep him at the edges of her lids, fearful
of flooding the world.

Her surrogate mother, Nijazeta, was gone as well. Last month.
The first pair of palms that she let hold her cheeks since she had
left her country. Palms to love. Old and hardened, palms that had
taken out many a dish from a hot oven without getting burnt. Palms
that had seen both wars and never given a chance to caress even one
child of her own.

Now those palms were gone, and with them, the furrowed face,
small thin lips and big, green eyes above dark, swollen bags. Now
the salty smells of the skin that had soaked many a shirt were
evaporated for good, along with the old woman’s soul.

She was lonely, and that was a fact. She was a wreck, and that
was all there was to it.

 

There was one place where Almasa could find peace from her
voiceless flat, an ephemeral peace of mind in the incessant chatter
of a group of women talking into each other’s mouths. Almasa would
go to Aziza. There, she was not the subject, the protagonist.

The evening Almasa came to Aziza, there were at least a dozen
women there. Aziza’s one-room-and-a-kitchen was a noisy nook. Women
were talking, crocheting, singing, laughing, when old memories came
over them, then crying, laughing again, cursing, and what not.

A woman, the only one there dressed up and wearing make-up,
scolded her friends as if they were small children for being so
sloppy and unmotivated, urging them to see the need in looking
beautiful, even in times of war and wretchedness. ‘Back in Bosnia,’
she chided them, ‘we were working hard, never got rich for that,
but if my memory doesn’t fail me, women didn’t use to go around
with messy hair. Here nobody seems to care. For the love of God, I
hear women back there look better now than you do here, in peace
and prosperity.’

Almasa sighed, enjoying the invisibility of being there. She
felt like an oar half-lying in warm lake water, half-touching
breezing smells of an early summer. The old Aziza had no satellite
dish, so evenings at her home were news-less. Everybody liked these
short disconnections from the reality of Bosnia and other troubled
worlds of which they were constantly reminded by every single TV or
radio broadcast, which their husbands never missed. Bosnian men
were obsessed by news; they even listened to news in languages they
did not understand. A morning piece of news was mulled over and
over till the last BBC broadcast at midnight, after which they
finally went to sleep.

Aziza’s eyes were almost closed. She looked as if she was
cuddled in her sand-coloured veil that was falling over her
eyebrows. Almasa felt her own lids sinking down, female voices
buzzing in her ears.

‘Ha, I can tell you about rubber hats,’ a high-pitched,
glassy voice cut short all the ongoing chatter, summoning all eager
eyes to one focal point—Latifa. She was tall and forceful, so there
was always empty space around her for her hefty gesticulations. She
was older than most of them. Like an old mother goddess. She
straightened her back, flailed with her big hand and commenced,
‘After twenty years of marriage and seven children, my husband came
to me one night with this rubber hat, which he was
supposed to put on his little prick so that we’d try some birth
control. Birth control, my arse, if you will excuse my French.
After I’d borne him five girls and two boys, oh no, that thing was
not going into me. Only over my dead body. I hit his thing with the
remote control so he’d never again think of putting me on like
that.’

Latifa had a serious expression on her face, but her company had
difficulty holding their laughter.

‘Didn’t you bear more children after that?’ a question popped
out from somewhere.

‘Yes, but just one more daughter.’

They all guffawed. Even Almasa held her hand over her mouth and
nose, as if she was breathing laughing gas.

‘You just laugh, but when I was your age and newly married, I
didn’t dare ask my mother-in-law anything, let alone talk to her
about those things, you see. So I bore child after child till they
amounted to, oh, I sometimes lose count. My mother-in-law told me
once that what was in my heart would come out of my belly.’

Now this was too much, and not only was everybody laughing,
there was one woman who suddenly bent double and fell on the
floor.

‘What are you doing?’ Latifa asked, bending forward and slapping
her over the mouth.

Aziza looked unmoved, except for a smile of content from time to
time. Her hands were stretched down over her knees like an ancient
guardian sculpture, the cracks and crevices in her features holding
traces of the winds and rains of all times.

Almasa glanced at her, as at a teacher, and stopped laughing.
She was sitting, as always, at Aziza’s side. There, she felt safe.
To watch Aziza’s beautifully wrinkled eyes and dimples was like
drinking from a cold well whose water freezes your innards so much
it feels hot and burning. She could never avoid wondering how many
evanescent hours were spent in crocheting that flower pattern on
Aziza’s scarf, the only one she had brought from Bosnia. And it was
not even her best one. It was the everyday one she had had on her
when they had been forced out of Srebrenica. Almasa would often
hear her talking about her other clothing that her husband had used
to bring her from Turkey. A shawl sewn with a golden thread,
procured way back in time when she had been on pilgrimage, was
precious to her. She never lamented those things she had lost, nor
the house, nor the orchard, nor the beautiful garments, nothing.
She would always say that God’s earth is large, and there is room
enough for everybody, so she always felt comfortable wherever she
was, even this far north from her home. Almasa believed Aziza was
the best-integrated refugee she had ever met.

This evening was Aziza’s own. Nobody had anything they needed
help with, so after hours of talking with everybody and chanting
along with others in her feeble stem, Aziza slumbered. Almasa sank
deeper into her own chair.

Then, suddenly, Aziza winced. The lids slightly opened. Her lips
formed a smile and a few silent words rippled the air,
‘Elhamdulillah.’ Then she dozed off again.

None but Almasa saw that moment, an event as fast as the closing
eye of a camera. It was not even a moment. It was just hers and
Aziza’s faces close to each other, like two leaves, moist and
smelling bitter in a hot evening draught. They were like purging
masks, sucking each other’s plumes, caressing each other without
touching.

Presently, there came a knock at the door. It was the husband of
one of the women. He looked bewildered but managed to say
‘Merhaba’, and inquire of everybody’s health. His wife
jumped up from an argument she was having with her neighbour. ‘Once
in a while we women gather like this for some gossip, and you men
have to ruin everything! What are you doing here? I can’t always
take care of everything, you know.’ She would have continued on,
had he not gathered himself and looked right through her, saying,
‘I don’t care about that. I came to see Aziza. It’s an urgent
matter.’

‘Have you lost your mind? And want her to find it?’

‘Please.’ He looked at her indignantly. ‘I have news to tell
her.’

‘What could a man come with, if not news?’ some of the women
whispered too loudly to one another.

Everybody turned to Aziza; they just hated to wake her up from
her sweet slumber. Gently, Almasa and another girl neared Aziza.
Nothing. Then, like after a failed joke, silence spread in the
room, silence that spoke more than a thousand pictures. Almasa’s
irises blurred. Everybody’s did.

Then the man started to cry as well, tears running down without
even touching his face. Just falling off.

‘Please stop that. You didn’t even know her well,’ his wife
said.

But there was no stopping the tears. It was his undelivered
tidings that were bursting forth. After a few minutes of sobbing
silence, he ventured to tell. Earlier that evening, a man was to
the Bosnian club, where they used to play chess and cards, drink
coffee and listen to the news. He was the leader of an excavating
team financed with international funds to search for mass graves
and identify the bodies of the victims. His group had been working
on the mass graves in eastern Bosnia. He was in Sweden to tell
about his work and to give whatever information he had about the
missing people. On his list of the identified bodies, he had the
names of every single male member of Aziza’s family.

The man sobbed. ‘I knew this was not good news, but I think
Aziza would have given everything for any news, good as well as
bad. I failed to bring her the message in time, so she died with
half her heart.’

Almasa clamped her lids shut and they emptied like small bowls.
She hid her face behind her pale hands, holding a smile. She knew
differently. She knew why Aziza had smiled and why she should smile
as well. Somehow, the dead were just too busy waving from under a
sunless, but bright and warm sky, to haunt them. Busy standing
under the tree crown that was a patchwork of green. The green not
plastic and shallow as in the paintings of Watchtower and
Wake Up, which she would get in passing by in the
underground with a lot of other commercials. It was intimate, like
sleep that would never come. Like the rudeness of a smile she was
fighting against, now that all these women were crying. The green
was deep, like marred sleep. Like nightmareless slumber. Like
lingering kisses. Like ephemeral pecks on the lips. Like life. Like
death. Like the sleep of life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newspaper Clips Rotting on my Damp
Wall

 

 

August 29, 1996. A drab morning. At the bottom of a page in the
foreign news section in Dagens Nyheter (Daily
News), there is a piece of news about someone from my
motherland: ‘Bosnian woman attacks man on Viking Line ferry’. I
turn the page after reading the headline.

The following day, DN has a correction notice. The
short article was misplaced and should have appeared in the
domestic news section. I pick the yesterday’s paper from the
garbage bin, and shake off the coffee ground. The upper part of it
is wet. The pages stick together as a crowd in a small,
concentration camp room. The little article is dry. Good,
I think, close my eyes, slightly holding my breath, and almost
shudder before looking at the text. It reads:

 

Yesterday evening, a young Bosnian girl threw a man overboard a
‘Viking Line’ ferry coming back to Stockholm from Finland. She had
been on a twenty-four-hour trip to Helsinki with an elderly Swedish
man who was sitting in a wheelchair, allegedly her patient. The
Bosnian woman told the police she was outside on the deck with her
patient. They were watching the sunset and enjoying the sea breeze
when she saw a man molesting an intoxicated girl. Since there was
no one anywhere near, she hurried over to them to calm the girl who
was obviously terribly upset, though not screaming. The man seemed
furious at the sight of the foreign woman approaching him and tried
to push her off but was so drunk he himself fell over the fence
into the sea.

However, both the girl and the man deny the molestation
incident. The man told the police the ‘crazy foreigner’ just came
along looking angry (at him making out with his girlfriend, he
believed) and swearing at them in gibberish. Then, seemingly calm,
she went to her bewildered patient who was watching the whole
thing. She turned his chair away from them while whispering
something in his left ear and securing the brakes of the
wheelchair. ‘Having made sure the patient was all right, she walked
slowly towards me and pushed me overboard,’ the man maintained.

The girl’s testimony was, however, slightly different from her
soaked boyfriend’s. According to her the foreign-looking woman did
not pay any attention at all to the handicapped man and, what is
more, ran towards her boyfriend, as if not noticing her, and rolled
him overboard.

The police established that both the man and the girl had had a
high dose of alcohol in their blood at the time of the incident.
Further, they were in a serious doubt over the logistics of the
whole event. The Bosnian woman was nevertheless detained for
further questioning. Her patient, the handicapped man, was
transported back home after assuring the police officers he had not
seen any such incident taking place at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Name

 

Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and realize I’m
making love with him. His sighs rustle like autumn leaves. His
black skin is hairless and his palms gentle. I contract as I wake
up. He twitches and moans. He knows this was kindled in a dream. It
always is.

I’m wet inside out. It must have been a good dream I was
sleeping with. If it was a bad one forcing itself on me, then this
man has saved me, brought me elsewhere, into the mirror image of a
modern ritual.

Once he told me I just take his hand and slip it inside my
pants. Not calling his name. Not trying to wake him up. Not kissing
and whispering. Foreplay takes place before it makes itself
known.

I sit on him, light as my warm silhouette on the wall opposite
the crescent moon window. I wait till he grows limp, till his eyes
can no longer watch the darkness and he falls asleep. I pull myself
up from the slack penis. I leave it wet and pregnant with my smell.
A trickle of blood runs down my thigh. It is lukewarm and fast but
it stops just above my knee and dries up. It always does. A
perpetual loss.

I see I still have my negligee on. It is tight. Like my own
skin. It vibrates in the draught when I go out of the bedroom into
the kitchen.

I take my black notebook and a red pencil. I can’t tell the
pages from the cool air. It doesn’t matter. I know they’re
blank.

Then, as if the pen forces me, I write down a name—Lars. I can’t
see the writing, just feel the sound of the name, the voice of my
own self-exiled Swede, Sleep Almasa. You need to sleep. You
need a place where you will not remember your need to dream.
He was my own private novelist, an expatriate who came back to his
homeland when I was left without one. He followed me from camp to
camp. Exiled himself anew for my sake. I caress the scar under my
chin. The one I got from him when I gave him tenfold more. Cuts
that healed our real gushes. It’s been years since I killed him. I
like to believe I did. No one else could have.

He’s dead, like my refugee lives, like my short-time homes. Dead
like my first foreign refuge. Yet still here. The written name
forcing him to life again, where he belongs—in another story of
me.

I press the tip against the paper. It sinks deep and sticks in
this self-made hole. Then the ink seeps out and makes it wet. A
voice says, Almasa don’t ever take pictures. Don’t try to steal
from life. Don’t be afraid of forgetting. It tells you what was not
worth being photographed. And above all, don’t write. It’s a damn
curse. Words are knots on a charmed rope. You never know what they
will conjure. You needn’t put it down on paper. Don’t steal from
memory, Almasa.

I walk over to the bathroom and throw the pen into the toilet.
Then take it up immediately and put in between the blank sheets.
The paper sucks it dry.

I open the book, write my name on a dry blotch, hopefully next
to his. Then I crawl back next to my lover, take his hand and slip
it in my pants.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Power Cut

 

 

those powerless days,

when we had run out of furniture,

father made us read

every page,

before we burnt the books.

 

those warm

war days.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication

 

This book is the result of the conjoint efforts of Adnan
Mahmutovic (writer) and Armin Osmancevic (designer). However, if it
were not for those who had given everyday encouragement, direct or
indirect inspiration and finally those who donated the pecuniary
elements, this work might not have seen the light of day.

We wish to express deepest gratitude to God. To Merima and
Sanela. To Emin, Minea, Faris and Ella. We cannot fail to mention
our parents, brothers and all the family.

Further, for financial and other help, we would like to thank
Anders Preuss and Åkessons Tryckeri, Maria Forssén & So
Stockholm and Hans Cogne from Konstfack University.

To Charlene Caprio, editor-in-chief of Szirine, for being first
to want to publish such work, for being particularly exhilarated
over what it had to convey, and above all for the editorial help
with this particular book.

To Claudia Egerer and Ishrat Lindblad for the help they have
given the author over his English-speaking years. To Ola Karlsson,
a friend.

We also want to express our deepest respect to artists such as
Joe Sacco, Joe Kubert, Enki Bilal and Hermann, for their work about
Bosnia done in a medium not always taken seriously.

Finally, we dedicate this not to the Bosnians alone but to all
those who have suffered and still are suffering. To all those who
favour peace over war.

 

 

 

Notes

 

The black poet Almasa remembers is Derek Walcott. The Maurice
Blanchot thought is from The Writing of the Disaster. Some
of his other thinking was randomly integrated elsewhere as well.
Nurse, Be Gentle is partly under the influence of imagery
from Michael Ondaatje’s poem Signature. Dylan Thomas’s
lines in the introduction are from Love in the Asylum.
Shakespeare quotations are from “The Arden Shakespeare” editions.
The glosses in chapter II are taken from Oxford Dictionary of
English, second edition, 2003.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional explanations

 

Vist—the mythical Swedish giant who tore off a part of
the land, and threw it in the middle of the lake Vättern to make a
support for his wife when they wanted to cross over the wide
sea-like lake. The ‘turf’ he threw is now an island, Visingsö.

 

Bayram (spelled Bajram in Bosnian, called Eid in
Arabic)—Muslim holiday celebrated twice a (moon) year. The first
Bayram is the feast after the end of the fasting month Ramadan. On
this Bayram, 1992, the war started in Bosnia.

The second Bayram, also called Kurban or Hadz (Hajj) Bayram,
comes not two and a half months after the first and is the time
when pious people reach the end of their pilgrimage journey in
Mecca (and other holy sites). This is the day in 1993 when Almasa
leaves Bosnia.

 

Istihara—a prayer aiming for specific guidance. The
answer, if granted, is supposed to come in form of a dream.
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