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28.158 Two excerpts from The Life And Adventures Of Dimitrije Obradović And Counsels Of Sound
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… A thirst for learning was the main reason why I lost all desire to remain longer in that Srem paradise,
Hopovo monastery in Fruska Gora. When I read Chrysostom’s\fn{ John Chrysostom (349?-407), Doctor and Father of the
early church; he is the patron saint of orators .} sermons on the Acts and on the epistles of St. Paul, strange feelings were
awakened within me and took form in my young heart.
“Had not Chrysostom studied,” I thought to myself, “even though he had read the Acts and St. Paul’s epistles
for a thousand years he would have been unable to discourse upon them so beautifully and so sweetly. What
countless other men had read the same compositions and knew them by heart, but were totally unfit to speak of
them so copiously and so finely! That was reserved for scholars who had studied in Athens or in Alexandria.”
Thenceforth, not only when I was awake, but in my dreams, my mind and heart were full of naught else than
great libraries, academies, and schools, where teachers gave instruction in various sciences and where industrious
pupils, like bees, gathered the honey of wisdom.
But all this burning desire was restrained and to a certain extent crushed by my heartfelt, almost filial love for
that pure and virtuous soul, my benefactor Todor Milutinovic. Often when he observed my zeal for learning he
would tell me with a sigh that he regretted that I was wasting my youthful days in his monastery. But I was
terrified at even letting the thought occur to me that I might desert so good and kind a man and never see him
again! After his decease, however, nothing remained in Hopovo that could detain me and keep me there any
longer.
At this time it happened that one of the monastery novices, named Atanasije, had made plans for returning to
his family in Croatia. But since he knew that his uncle Dionisije, who had brought him to Hopovo in order to
make a monk of him, would on no consideration release him, he intended to take French leave\fn{ Desertion.} and
go home. And since he and I were on excellent terms he informed me of his purpose. Bursting with impatience, I
could hardly wait to tell him in the same confidential fashion that I also was anxious to quit the monastery and to
settle in any place I could find where young men were pursuing their studies; but, not knowing which way to turn,
I begged that he would take me with him as far as Croatia, whence I should proceed wherever God might prompt.
“Why not,” he replied: “It is much pleasanter to travel with a comrade than alone.”
I gave him some money and he went to Irig, where he bought me a blue dolman, Turkish trousers, and red
haiduk sandals;\fn{What is now Serbia is still a part of the Ottoman Empire:H } and the next morning, without least delay,
we set out together across Mount Rakovac. We descended into Rakovac, but by a roundabout way, since I was
known in that region, and proceeded between Fruska Gora and the Danube toward Zelengrad. We touched at Osek
and passed into Slavonia;\fn{Now a part of Croatia.} and while we were going on toward Pakrac, in one village we
had an adventure such as we had never expected.
From a yard there came to our ears songs and the conversation of a whole throng of people.
“I tell you what,” Atanasije said to me; “I’m thirsty anyhow; let’s go into the yard to ask for water and see
what’s going on.”
We went in and came upon a marriage and a merrymaking. When we asked for water the bridegroom’s mother
said to us:
“My dear travelers, today we are not drinking water here, but wine; come indoors if you wish.” We did so. And
when we had told the bridal party that we had come from a distance, the groomsman called out:
“Well, well, it’s good luck when guests come from far away to a jolly party like this.”
He told us to sit down, eat, drink, and be merry. They asked us about the grain crop in Srem, about the vine2

yards, and so on. So we had a fine, friendly talk while we listened to the music and watched the gay young people
dance.
Then a big student suddenly made his appearance and sat down directly opposite me. After listening to our
conversation for a few moments he addressed me, saying:
“From your pronunciation I judge that you are a Schismatic.”
“I am no Schismatic,” I replied without hesitation, “but an Orthodox Christian;” and I added that I was a better
Christian than he, if he was interested in the matter. Then according to custom we immediately began to discuss
the supremacy of the Pope and the question of seniority between the Greek and the Roman Church. I had read a
book on those topics in the Rumanian language by a certain Maxim Peloponesiotski and I knew it almost by heart,
so that I could argue the questions till the earth shook beneath me. Hence the student got into great difficulties
with me and began to mix into his talk Latin words and phrases, while at that time I was as innocent of the Latin
language as were the rest of the wedding party. After every word he would shout, “Probo majorem” or “probo
minorem.”
The groomsman, the senioiwooer, and the rest of the company, though they were all sons of the Roman
Church, nevertheless with one voice began to compliment me, explaining that they could understand whatever I
had to say; but they jeered at their own student, since he called on majors and minors to help him, though the
subject had nothing to do with majors or captains, but with Christ, St. Peter, the Pope and the patriarchs. This so
vexed the fellow that he threatened he would have me tied and set to Pozega. Hardly had he said this than they all
descended on him, the women worse than the men for everybody had stopped dancing and making music in order
to listen to our discussion; they all called him all kinds of names.
“When you get married,” they told him, “go ahead and tie up travelers and guests at your own wedding party,
but let them alone in our house and at our party!”
And so they turned him out of house and yard and bade me not be in the least alarmed; then we started to chat
peaceably and agreeably once more, as we had been doing previously. Night was coming on and those good
people would not let us leave. So we spent the night there and the next day they gave us breakfast and said
farewell to us in the most friendly fashion, kissing and embracing us as if we had been kinsfolk.
We were just as cordially received, not only at a wedding party and not merely in one place, but everywhere on
our way through Slavonia and Croatia. Everywhere those good people are glad to see someone from a distance
who speaks the same language as they. Whoever has enough bread in his house is glad to have somebody come
for dinner or supper.
Love of strangers is one of their inborn traits, and nothing divides and estranges them from one another so
much as the Greek and Latin churches. The church, which ought to bring them nearer together, uniting them in
kindness and in love!
Would it not, then, be an extremely useful thing to open the eyes of good people on this subject, and to tell
them, that, no matter which church they belong to, they may nevertheless serve as godfathers and godmothers for
one another, may be friends, may honor and love one another?
*
From Slavonia we passed into Croatia and not far from Garevica reached the house of my friend’s brothers,
where all his kindred, his brothers and their wives and his sisters, welcomed him as joyously as if he had escaped
from slavery.
It was autumn. At that time the Seven Years’ War\fn{ Fought largely between 1756-1763 between the German kingdom of
Prussia, supported by Britain, and an alliance that included Austria, France, and Russia. Prussia and Britain won, and their victory greatly
increased their power.} was in progress between the House of Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Atanasije’s brothers, when

they heard that I was anxious to visit Russian and study there, advised me to go to Germany with the chaplain of
some regiment; telling me that there, since a large number of Serbian officers were then in the Russian service,\fn
{Russia historically posed as the “friend” of all Slavic people, being a Slav country herself, and (after Rome, and Constantinople)
contained the so-called “Third Rome” (Moscow), by virtue of her form of Christianity, which arrived by way of the Patriarch of
Constantinople and is part of what is called the Eastern Orthodox Church. When Turkey was still in control of much of Eastern Europe, this
was, of course, more than just a convenient pose .} some one of them would very likely befriend me and send me wherever

I wished. For the moment, in order to find such a chaplain, they thought I had best go to Zagreb and wait there,
for the Croatian regiments kept passing in that direction.
These kind people kept me for twelve days, not allowing me to depart. Only with great difficulty could I
escape from them; it was as if we had purposed to live together for all eternity.
My friend Atanasije set out to accompany me only to Petrinja, but went with me all the way to Zagreb, where I
took a room for a month with a merchant in the suburbs. That evening, on hearing of my plans, my landlord told
me that in the city there was a college maintained by the Vlach\fn{Romanian.} bishop; and that, while I was waiting
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for a chance to join the army, I could there begin my Latin studies. This suggestion appealed to me, and the next
day Atanasije and I went to see what sort of college our bishop had there—for they gave us the name of Vlachs.
We arrived at the college. They conducted us to the principal, who received us courteously. When he heard that
I wished to study there he told me that he would write to the bishop that very day in my behalf and that he was
confident of obtaining for me the privilege of board and lodging with them. I kissed his hand and thanked him for
his promise.
“But I must forewarn you, my son,” he added, “that though you may study here for several years if you desire,
and may have all needful sustenance, it is on condition that you become a Uniate,\fn{ Anyone in communion with the
See of Rome, and so under Roman Catholic doctrine and practice .} just as we are ourselves.”
“What, are you Uniates?” I asked him in alarm.\fn{ A good Orthodox boy would have his religious allegiance in this world
elsewhere, and ultimately with the Patriarch of Constantinople .}
“We are,” he replied; “and if we were not, not only could we have no college here, but they would not even let
us live here.”
“If that’s the case,” I told him, “don’t write anything about me to your bishop, for I won’t become a Uniate, not
even if I be absolutely certain that I shall never learn a single thing more.”
He saw that I was terrified and so he said to us gently:
“Don’t be afraid, my lads, we will not make you Uniates by force. Just stay and dine with us, and then goodbye: go wherever you please.”
We took leave of him and left his room. He said something in Latin to the other boys, who followed us out and
in a kindly fashion asked us to stay and eat with them.
“It is time for dinner,” they said; “don’t go away hungry!”
But I was in no mood for dinner, since my knees were trembling beneath me. I do not remember how we
excused ourselves; I know only that we went out and fled from the city.
Even now, when I think of that occurrence, I am horrified at what an awful thing prejudice may become. Those
same lads, boys of my own age, whom a bit earlier I had gazed on with ineffable joy, just as if they were my dear
brothers and kinsfolk, now, when I had heard that they were Uniates, appeared to me in a different light; they had
become terrible enemies, who desired and sought my destruction.
O gracious and eternal God, why and wherefore does this happen among men, that thy sweet and eternal love,
which should serve them as a bond of most holy kinship, of most faithful friendship, and most sweet and heartfelt
love—that this same love, when men misinterpret it and abuse it, serves to divide them and to make them bitterly
hate one another! …
2
… I recall that when I was in Montenegro Prince-Bishop Vasilije had brought in from Russia a large number of
little books; it seems to me that they were called Monthly Publications. In one of these I read an article on the
rainbow; and on a summer day, when a gentle rain was falling, I was in the upper room, telling old Prince-Bishop
Sava what I had been reading about the rainbow, and at the same time we were gazing at a magnificent rainbow in
front of us. And then there came riding up on an ass a certain abbot, a huge personage with an enormous beard.
Prince-Bishop Vasilije, who had joined us while we were talking, caught sight of the abbot and said to me:
“Deacon, I beg you, just ask that abbot what a rainbow is and why it has many colors.”
I had not yet learned of Bishop Vasilije’s crafty habit of continually striving to stir up a dispute between other
people, just to have something to laugh at. I was overjoyed at the suggestion. My mischievous heart started to leap
for joy at the thought of dumbfounding the big abbot. The door opened and in walked the abbot. I barely gave him
time to bow to the bishops and sit down. Then I rushed in like a game-cock and blurted out:
“Father Abbot, tell me, please, what a rainbow is and why it has many colors.”
I had already begun to feel amusement, anticipating that he would be disconcerted and would not know what
to reply, but I could hardly keep from exploding with laughter. But if he had been disconcerted he would not have
been a real Montenegrin. He seized his great bushy beard with one huge hand, looked at the rainbow for a
moment, and then turned on me his large, terrible, black eyes: they would have scared Newton himself. And
instead of answering he inquired:
“Do you see that jackass of mine?”
“I see it,” I replied, “but I was not talking about it. What has a jackass to do with a rainbow?”
“I understand your question,” retorted the abbot; “but just let me tell you that jackass of mine has a lot more
sense than you have.”
“I should like to know how you measure my sense and that of the jackass,” I asked him.
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“Listen to me and I swear you’ll find out!” said the abbot. “That jackass recognizes the chaff that’s in front of
him. If you don’t believe it, look at him chewing. But despite all the years you’ve lived you don’t yet know what a
rainbow is! A rainbow is a rainbow, and not a hoop for a tub! But you ask why it has many colors. Why, confound you, how can it be a rainbow without having many colors? Did you ever see a black rainbow anywhere?”
The bishops thought they’d die of laughing, and I felt the walls of the room whirl around me, and I was so
ashamed that the rainbow grew black before my eyes owing to the charming comparison that the man had made
of me to my face. If he had at least likened me to a horse or an ox I should not have minded, but he said I was
worse than a jackass. And he was mighty well satisfied with himself, and he kept twirling first one mustache and
then the other with as much exultation as if he were parading Cleopatra in triumph.
*
My experience with this man was just like that of certain Catholic theologians in Zadar. They once heard that
there had come to town a certain priest, Father Muzdalo, famous throughout all Dalmatia for his skill in disputations. They wasted no time, but came and surrounded him in the middle of the town; and in order to make fun of
him they asked him who begat Melchizedek.
“Tell me first who begat me,” he replied.
“Who the deuce wants to know who begat you!” the theologians answered. “That’s not written in any book!”
“Bah, shame on you!!” shouted Father Muzdalo. “The women in my village have more sense than you do; they
all know who begat me! And now you want me to tell you who begat Melchizedek!”
“Bravo, bravo, Father Muzdalo!” exclaimed all the bystanders.
And the theologians returned whence they came. They had found out by experience that it is not safe to start an
argument with people of another sphere in life than yourself.
*
But when my abbot noticed that I was holding in my hands a little book printed in civil letters, he told me
frankly and plainly, like a Delphic priestess speaking from her tripod, that if I did not forswear such books I
should lose even the little sense that I had.
“Don’t you see,” he told me, “that half the letters in it are Latin and that every book is accursed that contains
even a single little Latin letter?”
He told me that from the time when such books came into the world people had begun to eat snails.
“Ho, confound you!” he shouted, “the world might have lasted another hundred years if you had not corrupted
it with such books!” …
1819
90.164 The First Morning Service With Father\fn{by Laza K. Lazarević (1851-1891)} Sabac, Macva District, Serbia
(M) 7
I was, he said, only nine at the time. And I cannot recollect every detail. I will tell you as much as I can
remember. My older sister also knows about it, but my younger brother does not know anything. I am not so mad
as to tell him.
Mother also told me much when I grew up and began to ask questions. Father, of course, never said a word!
He, that is to say my father, used to wear, naturally, Turkish clothes. I can almost see him dressing: a red velvet
waistcoat, with several golden cords one above the other; a short jacket of it, of homespun green cloth, lined with
fur. His broad belt was worked with gold; an ivory-handled ramrod and a dagger, also with an ivory handle, in a
sheath of silver filigree, were stuck in the belt. Above the weapons he had another silk belt, with a tassel dangling
at his left hip. His Turkish, broad-bottomed breeches, embroidered with silk and cords, were shaped like gaiters at
the ankle and covered half his foot. He wore white socks and low shoes. The Tunis fez on his head was slightly
cocked to the left side; the ebony chibouk with amber mouth-piece was in his hands; under his belt, on the right
side, he had his tobacco pouch, embroidered with gold and beadwork. A real dandy!
His ways—he is, to be sure, my father, but as I’ve begun to tell the story about him it’s no use beating about
the bush—were strange.
Excessively grave, used to ordering people about and giving his orders only once; if you failed to do as you
were told, you had better run for your life! Brusque in manner, he always wanted to have things his own way, that
is to say no one ever dared contradict him. When he was ever cross he swore by the alleluia. The only way he
struck was a slap in the face—only one, but when he struck a blow you were laid prostrate in a wink!
He was quick-tempered; he would scowl, bite his lower lip, pluck at his right moustache and pull it up, his
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eyebrows coming together on his forehead, his black eyes flashing. Woe! If someone were to come to him then
and tell him that I did not know my lessons at school!
I don’t know what it was that I feared so much; after all, what even if he were to slap me? But I was frightened
of those eyes: when they shot from one corner to the other, as if thrown from a sling, you couldn’t tell what for or
why, but you trembled like a reed!
He never laughed, at least not like other people do. I remember once he had my little brother on his knee. He
had given him his watch to play with, but our little Dokica kept thrusting the watch into father’s mouth and
shouting at the top of his voice because father did not want to open his mouth. Sister and I were bursting with
laughter, and even father came to see that something was funny there, so his left cheek spread a little and wrinkles
appeared about his left eye. This was a rare thing, and this was how he laughed when other people were bursting
their sides with laughter so that it could be heard as far as the Totreb tavern.
I also remember when my uncle died—he was father’s partner in business and father was very fond of him.
My aunt, my mother, our relatives, and we children—we sobbed, cried, keened, wailed with grief!
But my father did not show any feeling, not a tear from his eye, not a sigh from his breast. Only, while uncle’s
body was carried out of the house, father’s lower lip twitched and quivered; he leant against the door, pale as a
sheet, silent.
Whatever he said, he stuck to his word. Even if he came to regret it later on.
I remember when he dismissed his shop-boy Proka. I saw that he repented his decision, that he was sorry, but
not going to give in. He like Proka best of all the boys. I know that he struck him only once, when Proka, pouring
plum-brandy from a big cask, did not close the tap properly so that almost a barrel of brandy leaked out.
Apart from that he never touched him! He trusted him with everything, sent him to the country to collect
money for goods given on credit, and many other things. And do you know why he dismissed him?
For no reason at all! … He had seen him playing pitch-and-toss!
But the great surprise is yet to come.
He never joked; with us, his children, with mother, or with anyone else.
*
His life with mother was strange. He wasn’t, as it were, God forbid, as some men are, ready to strike his wife;
something else was the matter: always cold, sullen, worse than a stranger—that was it!
Whereas she, poor soul, as good as a saint, my friend, she stared at him anxiously like an ostrich at her egg.
When he said a harsh word to her, she almost stifled in tears—and, moreover, she had to hide her weeping both
from him and from us.
He never took her anywhere with him, nor did she dare to think of suggesting it.
Neither could he stand her meddling with his business and trade. On one occasion she said:
“Mitar, why don’t you give the brandy to Stanoje? The new one will soon be in—where are you going to put
it?” He shouted at her:
“Are you starving? Are you short of anything? You’ve got some money now, and when you have no more, tell
me! But don’t poke your nose into my business!”
Mother drooped her head and did not say a word.
*
He did not talk much to other people either. He had his friends in the tavern, and it was only among them that
he occasionally said a few words. He respected our godfather Ilija more than anyone else; Ilija was the only man
who dared to tell him whatever he liked, and the only man whom father almost feared.
He loved us, his children, and mother too, there could be no doubt about it, it was obvious, but he was too rigid
with us. I cannot recall a single token of tenderness from him.
True enough, he would cover us, at night, when we threw off our quilts, and he did not let us lean over and
look into the well, or climb up the mulberry tree—but it this so much? Other fathers do that too, and they also buy
their children sweets, gold paper, and rubber balls which bounce as high as a poplar tree!
We went to church only on St. George’s day, to the tavern every evening. After dinner he put his chibouk under
his left arm, tucked his tobacco pouch under his belt, and off he went! In summer he came back home at nine, in
winter even earlier, but sometimes he wasn’t back even till after midnight.
This scorched mother and sister like fire—I did not know anything about drinking at the time. They never went
to sleep before he came back, even if this happened at dawn. They sat up in bed—not daring to light the candles.
He was always angry when he saw a candle burning. I heard him once, when he came home late, grumbling:
“What’s this candle doing at this time of night?”
“Burning, so that you can see to undress, Mitar,” said Mother.
“Do you think that I don’t know how to light a candle, or that I am drunk and couldn’t find it?”
6

“Oh, no, Mitar,” mother said evasively. “I only thought—”
“What did you only think? That the neighbors would think that we have a corpse in the house?”
A corpse, indeed! Do you imagine that this was really his concern? Much did he care for neighbors! But he
didn’t want to have mother watch him coming and going, and he was so peeved that he didn’t know how to bring
it up. He wanted mother to sleep even when she didn’t feel like sleeping, so that he should be able to carouse
without giving it a second thought. That scorched him too, you could see it.
He drank very little, and only wine. Even when tasting a sample of plum-brandy before buying it, he spat it
out, his face turning sour. He didn’t care for coffee either.
“What did he do then all the night in the tavern?” you ask.
Ah, it was as great misfortune! Had he drunk, it seemed, it wouldn’t have been half so bad. But … you’ll see!
It was this that shortened my mother’s life by half. She sometimes cried herself almost to death. But she
couldn’t tell her woe to anyone.
*
Once he came back late. … Nothing happened! … On the next day—still nothing happened. … But all at once,
my good friend, mother noticed that he didn’t have his watch! The woman was in anguish, she asked him:
“Where’s your watch, Mitar?” He scowled. Looking aside he said:
“I’ve sent it to, Belgrade, to have it repaired.”
“It was going all right, Mitar!”
“Do you think I am blind, or mad; I think I can tell when a watch goes all right and when it doesn’t.”
What could mother do? She held her tongue. Afterwards she complained to my sister:
“Oh, dear! He’ll give away everything we have, and I’ll have to wash other people’s shirts in my old age!”
On another occasion again, it was ten o’clock, or near ten, when he turned up from the tavern. With a tall
astrakhan cap on one side of his head, a gold chain as thick as a finger over his breast, a silver coin decorated with
gold and jewels at his belt. He came in, there were wrinkles about his left eye. He seemed to be in a good humor.
As soon as he came in he took his watch from his belt, as if to see what the time was.
“Have you won it back?” said mothers, startled. “Has your watch been repaired already?”
“Repaired!” he said.
“And what’s that chain there?”
“A chain, like any other chain,” he said, but in a gentle voice, not shouting at her.
“I know,” said mother. “But where did you get it from?”
“I bought it!”
“And the fur cap? Only Mića, the treasurer, has got a cap like that.”
“I bought it too!”
“He sold it to you?”
“He did!”
“And what’s …?” But then father looked at mother askance. She went dumb.
He began to undress. I looked from below the quilt. He took a bundle from the belt, as large as a fist, and
tossed it on the table—it jingled: ducats, pure gold, my friend!
“Here it is,” he said. “Put it away.”
Then he went out into the kitchen. My mother took the paper with two fingers only, as if taking a baby’s dirty
swaddling-band.
“What shall I do,” she said to sister, “with this money? This is cursed! It’s the devil’s money. … the devil will
take it as he has brought it!”
As you can see there could no happiness or life there! And so mother was unhappy and we were all unhappy
with her.
*
Once, mother told me, he used to be quite a different man; and I can also remember, as if through fog, that he
often took me on his lap when I was quite small, and he cut me a pipe from elder-wood, and he would take me
with him in the cart to the fields.
But, mother said, ever since he began to keep company with Mića, Krsto of Makevina Street, Olbrekt, the
chemist, and some other people like them, everything changed and began to go wrong.
He was brusque with everybody. He could not stand any questions—but always cut them short:
“Mind your own business!” or
“Don’t you have anything else to worry about?”
There was no doubt about it, as I have told you: he saw himself that he was on the wrong path; but the devil of
his whims possessed him and drove him his own way.
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And yet, it may be ridiculous to say so, but he was a good man. By God, he was! But in his own way. …
*
On one occasion he returned home late at night. He wasn’t alone! Mother was puzzled. He passed the door
with some other people; they were whispering softly. Then they went into the yard. A little later we heard the
horse neighing and thumping its hoofs. I couldn’t tell what was going on.
After a while he came in, I began to snore and my sister pretended to be sleeping. He said good evening and
was silent. He kept silent, my mother kept silent—I waited.
Then mother began in a hoarse voice:
“They’ve take away our black horse!”
“They have,” he said. They were silent again; from time to time mother wiped her nose; I could feel her
weeping.
“Mitar, for the love of God, for the sake of our children, quit the devil’s company, my man. Whoever sticks to
him will lose both this world and the next. Look at that gambler Jova, just look at him! He was so well off, now
he’s shifting other people’s lamb-skins and buying skins in villages for Jews! Have you a heart, man—or do you
want me to wait for another man to give me a crust of bread in my old age, do you want our children to serve
other people? …” Then she began to sob.
“Why have you come to invoke children and bewail me alive? Why do you whine for that jade of a horse? The
horse didn’t earn me—I earned the horse! If you want, I’ll buy you ten like it tomorrow!” Mother cried more
bitterly.
“I know, Mitar, my man,” she said meekly, “but enemies will want to take everything away. For the sake of our
young ones, my man, leave alone those cursed cards! You know that it was by the toil of our own backs, by our
own bloody sweat, that we’ve built this roof above our heads—shall I live to see some spongers drive me out of
my own home? …”
“Who’s driving you out?”
“No one, my man, but they soon will if you go on like that. The curse of God is on that trade!”\fn{ Gambling.}
“By God, I have told you a hundred times to stop giving me lessons and not to whine before disaster comes! A
crow has not sucked out my brains. I don’t need a woman’s guidance!”
Mother, noble soul, was silent. She was stifling. Her tears had dried up. They had flowed down her bosom to
her heart and turned into stone.
*
Day after day he did as before. He often brought home bags of money. Sometimes he lost too. Occasionally he
came home without his rings, his watch, or his gold-worked belt. On other occasions he brought back two or three
watches and several rings. Once, a pair of boots, a fur-lined jacked; after that, a horse-saddle; then, a dozen silver
spoons, a barrel of mackerel, and—all sorts of funny things.
One evening he brought back a black horse—it was the same one, our horse.
On the next day he bought a new harness: martingales hung below the horse’s knee,\fn{ A martingale is a strap
fastened to a horses’ girth, passing between his forelegs, and fastened to the bit; or now more commonly ending in two rings, through
which the reins pass. It is intended to hold down the head of the horse, and prevent him from rearing. It seems an inappropriate word to use
here; but what do I know:H} tassels dangled at its jaws. He harnessed the horse to the cab, put a chair at the shop-door,

and off he rushed through the town: brrr! cobbles flying under the horse’s hoofs.
We got hardened and used to this kind of thing, only mother cried and worried. How could she help it?
Business was neglected; shop-boys dismissed one after another.\fn{ I.e., apparently were so rude to customers that they never
came back.} Everything was going wrong, as in an ill-omened house, money flowing away like water.
His gang began to come even to our home. They shut themselves in the big room, lit several candles—ducats
jingled, tobacco fumed, cards slid along the table, our boy Stojan never stopped making coffee for them (on the
next day he would show several ducats, the tips he got from them). Mother sat with us in the other room; her eyes
red, here face pale, her hands dry, she kept saying every now and then:
“God, be thou our friend!”
*
And so he drifted apart from his family. He kept silent, never looked mother in the eyes. He never stroked us,
his children, never said a harsh word to us, let alone a gentle one. He kept away from the house.
But he gave us as much money as we wanted. If I asked him to buy a slate pencil, he took out a whole pleta.
As to food, he bought all the best things in town. My clothes were the best in the whole school.
And still I felt wretched, watching my mother and sister: they had aged quickly—pale, sad, serious. Never
going out, hardly visiting their friends on slava.\fn{The day of the family patron saint—it used to be observed as one of the
greatest holidays among the Serbian orthodox population .} Women seldom came to our house, only men turned up, almost
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all of them those “ne’er-do-wells”, “scoundrels”, as mother called them. Hardly anything was sold in the shop:
“Shall I,” father would say, “weigh a penny of dye-stuff for a yokel? Let him go to a Jew!” Mother did not dare
say a word. Once, she said, he told her:
“Do you hear me, do you understand plain Serbian, listen to me: if you ever say another word about it to me,
I’ll find myself a house, and move out; and you can teach your lessons here to whoever you will! Get it into your
head!”
She was as silent as stone. She stifled her heart, withering from day to day and praying:
“God, do not forsake me!”
But you’ll see what’s going to happen!
*
One evening they all came. A man called Pero Zelembac was also with them, a pig-dealer who, they said,
“worked with Budapest.” His moustaches were pointed at the ends, his hair parted behind, his whiskers came
down to his cheek-bones. Fat-faced, big-bodied, with a small hat on his head, cocked to one side, and a gold chain
across his chest: the same as father had had. A ring on his hand—glistening, my friend, you could not look at it. A
swaying gait; his voice loud and hoarse, his small gall-green eyes smiling all the time—he inspired fear, like an
owl.
As I said, they came to our house. Stojan went to the fire at once and made coffee.
They lit four candles. The smoke of tobacco rose up as if from a chimney. They drank coffee, silent like Turks,
cards sliding along the table, ducats jingling.
It was a terrible night!
We shut ourselves with mother in the other room. She did not weep any more. Neither did sister. Their faces
haggard, their eyes sunken, they looked horribly frightened. It was much, much worse than when my uncle had
died.
Several times father came to our room. He was seating. His waistcoat was unbuttoned, his shirt opened,
showing his black hairy chest. He scowled like a Turk.
“Give me more!” he said to mother.
She stifled her heart. Silent as stone, she opened the box and gave him handfuls of coins. He wrapped them in
a handkerchief.
Looking aside, bewildered, he moved his legs impatiently as I used to, standing while my sister cut me a piece
of bread, with my friends waiting for me outside. He took the money, his head turned aside, and before leaving he
mumbled, as if to himself:
“This is the last time!”
Then he almost ran out of the room. But what with “this is the last time” and “this is the last time” he came, I
should say, for the fifth time to our room. It was about three o’clock after midnight.
“Give!” he said to mother, his face the color of earth.
Mother started towards the box, her knees giving way under her, leaning to one side. Then I saw, from under
the quilt, how my big father was shaking, holding himself up by the stove.
“Quicker!” he said to mother, moving his legs impatiently, wiping his sweat with his sleeve. Mother gave him
something.
“Give me everything!” he said.
“The last ten ducats!” she said. But it was no longer a human voice, or whisper, but something like a deathrattle. He grasped the money and literally ran out of the room.
*
Mother collapsed by the box and fainted. Sister shrieked. I jumped up from the bed. Dokica jumped too. We
sat down on the floor by her side, kissing her hand:
“Mamma, Mamma!” She laid her hand on my head and whispered something. Then she sprang up and lit a
small candle and also the lamp before the icon of St. George.
“Come, children, pray God to deliver us from this evil!” she said. Her voice rang like a bell, her eyes shone
like the evening star in the sky.
We ran to her, by the icon, and knelt down; Dokica knelt facing mother. He crossed himself and, poor child,
said the first half of the Lord’s Prayer, which he had already learned. He crossed himself again, kissed Mother’s
hand, and looked at her. From her eyes—turned towards the saint and the sky—two streams of tears were flowing.
Up there, there was something that she had seen—her God at whom she looked and who looked at her.
Then her face shone with bliss and light—it seemed to me that God had stroked her with his hand, that the
saint had smiled at her, and that the dragon under the spear had opened its mouth. After this my eyes were
dazzled, I fell prostrate by Mother’s skirt and on her left hand which held me, and I prayed for the hundredth time:
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“God, you see my Mother! God, I pray to thee for Father!” And then, I did not know why:
“God, kill that Zelembac!”
We prayed for a long time.
Afterwards mother got up, stood on a chair, and kissed St. George. My sister did the same, then they lifted me
and Dokica and we kissed him too. Then mother took a bunch of dry basil which was tucked into the icon and the
phial with holy water hanging under it. She sprinkled the basil with the water and, whispering, sprayed the room
with the basil, making the sign of the cross. Then she quietly opened the door, went on tiptoe to the door of the
big room, and made the sign of the cross with the basil again.
Ah, what a sense of ease and bliss suffused my soul—I felt I was washed clean. Why can I never feel like that
again?
Mother had hardly made the sign of the cross on the door when a confused din arose in the room. Nothing
could be understood, except for Zelembac’s cry at the top of his voice:
“Who can make me go on and play? Who?”
Then there was again the noise and the quarrelling. We heard the door open, the sound of steps and muttering.
But father did not come to our room. We waited in vain. And the day dawned, and I and Dokica fell asleep, and
he had not come back.
*
When I woke up, the sun was high in the sky. I felt terribly tired and empty, but I could not close my eyes
again. I got up.
Everything seemed somehow solemn, and sad. It was quiet outside, bracing air was flowing in through the
open window, and a small flame flickered in the lamp before the icon. Mother and sister, as pale as sheets, their
eyes wet, their faces waxen, clenched their fingers; they walked on tiptoe, without saying anything, only
whispering pious words. They did not bring us breakfast, they did not ask we were hungry, mother did not send
me to school!
“What’s this?” I asked myself. “Is there a corpse in the house, or has my dead uncle come back and has to be
buried again?” I went numb when I remembered what had happened last night, and whispered mechanically:
“God, you remember that about Father!” And Again:
“God, please kill that Zerlembac!”
Without a thought in my head, I dressed and went out. Unconsciously I made for the door of the big room, but
suddenly I started—I felt Mother’s hand holding me. I turned, but she did not say anything, she only put her
finger on her lips: then she led me to the door of the house and let me go.
She went back to the room, and I stood at the door. I followed her with my eyes—I did not know what to think.
Then I crept again, on tiptoe, to the door of the big room and peeped through the keyhole.
I looked.
The table was in the middle of the room. Chairs scattered about, two or three overturned. Thousands of cards
on the floor, trodden and untrodden cigarette-ends, a broken coffee cup, from under one of the cards a ducat
showing. The table-cloth pulled to one side, almost half the table uncovered. On the table—scattered cards,
overturned cups, a lot of tobacco-shreds and ash. Several empty plates, one with tobacco from a pipe. Four empty
candlesticks—in one of them thick paper, in which a candle had been wrapped, was burning, black smoke rising
up quietly to the ceiling.
*
On a chair, by the table, with his back to the door, my father was sitting. Both his arms, to the elbows, lay on
the table, his forehead was resting on his hands. He did not move at all.
I looked at him for a long time, but he did not budge. I could only see his sides going up and down. Strange,
gloomy thoughts crossed my mind. It seemed to me, for instance—I could not tell why—that he was dead, and I
wondered how a dead man could breathe. A little later I thought that his strong hand was made of thick paper, he
could not strike with it any more—all sorts of funny things came into my head.
God knows how long I would have peeped like that if mother’s hand had not touched me again. She did not
say anything—only her gentle eyes showed me the way to the door.
I—I didn’t know why—suddenly took off my cap, kissed her hand, and went out.
That day was Saturday.
*
When I came into the street, people were walking about as usual: everyone bent on his own business. Many,
many farmers had brought various things to the market. Traders kept peeping into the farmers’ sacks and feeling
their lambs. Policeman Novak shouted, telling everyone where to put his cart. Children were stealing cherries.
Streten, the clerk, went with the drummer about the town announcing that it was forbidden to let pigs out into the
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street. Trivko set a barbecued lamb in front of his stall and cried: “Get it while it’s hot!”, and drunken Duza
danced in a pool.
“What’s the matter, boy, your shop’s closed?” Ignjat, the furrier, asked me as he passed by.
“Yes!” I said.
“Is Mitar ill?”
“No,” said I.
“He’s probably gone away?”
“To the country,” I said and rushed into the yard.
A little later two of my schoolmates turned up: the schoolmaster had sent them to see why I didn’t come to
school.
It was then that I remembered that I should have gone to school. I took my books and a piece of bread, looking
at mother and at my schoolmates.
“Tell the master, children, that Misa could not come to school earlier, he was busy.”
Oh, that hand! If I could only go on kissing it to my heart’s content, when she sleeps and cannot see me!
What happened in our house while I was at school—that I do not know. … Or rather, I know: because when I
came back from school, I found everything as I had left it: my mother and sister sitting with their hands in their
laps, no one cooking lunch; they kept passing on tiptoe by the big room and sighing heavily—the same as when
my uncle had died!
Dokica was in the yard—he had tied a coffee-pot to the cat’s tail, and was enjoying the race. Boys in the
workshop were stitching at farmers’ jackets, and Stojan was sprawled in the hay, snoring as if it were midnight.
My father was still sitting as before, immovable. His jacket was tight across his back, his waist spreading with
his deep breathing.
*
It was long after the vesper bell.
The day was coming to its end, our souls like small boats on an open sea, no land to be seen, only clouds
gathering thicker and thicker! Everything was becoming more unbearable, more terrible, more desperate. God,
may thou turn this to good!
I sat on the doorstep before the house, holding a textbook in my hand, but not reading it. At the window I saw
my mother’s pale face resting on her dry little hand. There was a buzzing noise in my ears. I could not think of
anything.
Suddenly the latch clicked. My mother disappeared from the window. I went numb.
The door of the big room opened. He appeared on the threshold—he, my Father!
*
His fez was slightly cocked backwards, his hair protruding under it and falling over his high forehead. His
moustaches all like they used to be! Almost dried up, as if fled into the head, half-covered with eyelashes, moving
slowly, staring restlessly and pointlessly, no looking for anything, not thinking anything. They were somehow
empty, like binoculars with broken lenses.
A sad, gentle smile on his face—it had never been there before! My uncle had looked like that when he asked
for Holy Communion before his death.
Going slowly along the corridor, he opened the door of our room, his head peeped inside and, without a word,
was quickly withdrawn. He closed the door after him, went out into the street, and slowly walked to godfather
Ilija’s house.
Toma, godfather Ilija’s son, told me later that they had shut themselves into a room and talked slowly for a
long time; paper and ink were brought to them later on, they wrote something, put their seals to the papers and so
on. But what it was no one knows, and no one will ever know.
About half past nine we were all in bed, only mother sat up with her hands in her lap, her expressionless eyes
fixed on the candle. Then the yard gate squeaked. Mother blew out the candle quickly and went to bed.
My heart beat under the quilt as if a hammer were striking in my breast.
The door opened and Father came in. Once or twice he looked about the room and then, without lighting the
candle, he undressed and went to bed. I heard him turning in his bed for a long time, and then I fell asleep.
*
I do not know how long I had been asleep when I felt something wet on my forehead. I opened my eyes and
looked up: a full moon gazed straight into our room, its beams, like cobwebs, lying on Mother’s face. Her eyes
were closed, her face like that of a seriously ill woman, her breast heaving restlessly.
Father was standing above her. His eyes were fixed on her, he did not move.
A little later he approached our bed. He looked at us, he looked at our sister. He came to the middle of the
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room again, looked about him and whispered:
“They’re sleeping!”
But startled by his own whisper he stopped, as if turned into stone in the middle of the room. He stood like that
for a long time, without moving—I only noticed his eyes flashing while he looked from Mother to us and back
again.
But we didn’t move, not so much as an ear!
Then he sidled, on tiptoe, towards the coat-stand, his eyes fixed on us; he took down the sliver-wrought pistol,
tucked it under his gown, pulled his fez down to his eyes, and quickly, with a full tread, he went out.
But as soon as the door was closed mother sat up in her bed. Sister sat up too. Like two ghosts!
Mother got up quickly, but carefully; sister followed her.
“Stay with the children!” mother whispered and went out. I jumped up and started for the door myself. Sister
took me by the hand, but I broke off, saying:
“Stay with the children!”
When I got out, I ran to the fence and, along the fence, under the sour cherry, I sneaked to the wall and
squatted behind it.
The night was divine! The sky shone, the moon glistened, the air was bracing—nothing moved. Then I saw
father, peeping in through the window of the servants’ room, and then going on. At last he stopped under the eaves
of the barn and drew out his pistol.
*
But at the same moment, I could not tell from where, Mother turned up by his side.
The man was dumbfounded. He fixed his eyes on her, staring.
“Mitar, my man, my master, what do you mean?”
Father trembled. He stood like a candle, his empty eyes fixed on Mother, his voice like the sound of a cracked
bell:
“Go back, Marcia, leave me alone. … I am ruined!”
“How can you be ruined, my man, God be with you! Why do you say that?”
“I’ve given everything away!” he said and spread his arms.
“So what—you’ve earned it all!” Father stepped back and stared at Mother.
“But everything!” he said. “Everything!”
“Never mind!” said mother.
“The horse too!” he said.
“A jade of a horse!” said mother.
“And the meadow!”
“That barren land!” He moved nearer to mother. He looked her in the eyes, piercingly. But she was like a saint.
“And the house!” he said and rolled his eyes.
“Never mind!” said mother. “So long as you are hale and hearty!”
“Marcia!”
“Mitar!”
“What do you say, Marcia?”
“I say: May God give long life to you and our little children. Neither the house nor the meadow were our living
—you were our breadwinner! None of us shall starve so long as you are with us!” Father seemed to sway, he leant
with his elbow against mother’s shoulder.
“Marcia,” he began, “how can you? …” He choked, covered his eyes with his sleeve and was silent.
Mother took him by the hand:
“When you took me for your wife we did not have anything except that rug, a copper plate, and two or three
troughs, and nowadays, thank God, our house is full.” I saw a tear falling from behind father’s sleeve, flashing in
the moonlight.
“Have you forgotten about the shed full of lamb-skins?”
“It is full!” said father, his voice as soft as silk; he passed his sleeve over his eyes and his hand dropped down.
“What about my necklace of ducats? Why should we keep dead money? Put it into the business!”
“We shall invest it in corn!”
“We aren’t too old, are we? We’re healthy, thank God, and our children are healthy. We shall pray and work.”
“Like honest people!”
Serbian 1 Excerpt from Nove: Roman\fn{by Jelena J. Dimitrijevic (1862-1945)} Krusevac, Rasina District, Serbia (F)
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90.178 The Dead Man’s Wife\fn{by Borisav Stankovic (1876-1927)} Vranje, Pcinja District, Serbia (M) 13
1
She has been, and still is, visiting his grave so persistently, that she has almost forgotten him alive and
remembers him only by his grave. It is a narrow grave. At its head a wooden cross protrudes. Next to the cross a
carafe of water, in its neck a bunch of dry basil, and the handle and sides of the carafe are spotted black with the
drops of wax from the many candles she has lit.
Although not every day, but still every Saturday and on the even of every holy day, at first with her mother and
later on—when her child had grown up and gathered strength—with her child, she has been visiting the grave and
kneeling there. On these occasions her cloth is spread on the grave, with a round platter on it containing various
offerings: pies, apples, grapes, and slices of baked pumpkin (everything he liked to eat). The cloth, gleaming
white, contrasts with the loose, black earth of the grave which she never dares to prod, as if afraid of feeling,
touching a putrid human body, because so many have been buried there! All his family, one above another, one
after another, and finally, above them all, himself, the husband.
Candles are lit and they burn quietly round the cross. Their flames waver. She kneels at the head of the grave
and leans forward towards it so that her head, her forehead touches the cross. Her large black head-scarf, with its
loose ends dangling, hides her white face, the sleeve of her black shirt is turned up, and the white, rosy skin of her
arm can be seen.
She weeps. Her full shoulders shake. Her face, hidden in her scarf, burning, washed by large wet tears, contrasts clearly and tenderly with the black of her scarf. Her eyes are damp, dark. True enough, without many
wrinkles; but particularly at such moments, when they redden and swell with tears, they cannot be seen.
And her weeping—it is so deep, suppressed, full of sobs.
As soon as she enters the graveyard, she at once lets go of her little son’s hand and leaves him to follow
behind, while she almost runs to the grave. And, still walking, she takes the platter from her head so that she can
lay it on the grave as soon as possible; then, even more quickly, she unties her scarf, pulls its ends back, and her
throat, her face shine out.
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And almost in fear, apprehensively, having kissed the cross, she lights the candles for him with even greater
haste, and then, as if anxious to get through it all as quickly as possible—she does not kneel, she falls on to the
grave and sobs:
“My poor Mita!”
Her little son, left behind, runs after her, cannot catch up with her, and when he sees her falling, disappearing
on to the grave, he rushes towards her:
“Don’t, Mother …” and, frightened because she does not heed him, he falls down on to the grave too and,
pushing in among her skirts, begins to cry and sob.
She does not look at him, she weeps and keens. As always she speaks of him, the dead man, the husband, and
recalls aloud all his desires. And when she is herself again: who is to care for them now … why doesn’t he come
down to see them, to look … and particularly to see the child, his son … how big he is, what he has grown to be.
It is impossible to tell who weeps more—she or the child. And it is only when the child, among her skirts, the
more frightened because she does not turn to him, begins to sob loudly, and when his big tears make the soil wet
so that it clings to his cheeks, it is only then that she comes to, starts, and lifts him up, faint with tears, and brushes
the earth from his cheeks.
“Why should you?” she begins through tears, as if reproaching him.
“Don’t mind your mother, dear. It is just because you see your mother crying that you must cry yourself? Don’t
mind your mother. With mother it’s different. Don’t. It’s bad for you.”
She begins to soothe him, cuddling him and drawing him into her skirts. But it is then that her little son, in her
lap, having got over his fear, grieves more than ever and continues to sob and cry.
*
Later she gets up. And having tightened her clothes, loose and slack with her weeping, she puts her scarf round
her face again, now letting even less of it be seen, nothing but her smeared eyes and cheek-bones, and when she
has taken her offerings round to the neighboring graves, giving them mostly to beggars, and when, finally, still
with her little son, she has lit the little floating wick beside the candle, weeded the grass, tidied up the grave—it is
only then that she starts homeward leaving his grave behind, silent and narrow.
They go back home. She carries the platter on her head, leading the child by the hand.
The child, having cried his heart out, is soothed now, he plays merrily all round her, and she is still on fire. Her
face, smeared with tears, is kindled, flaming, and all her body tightening, bursting. Her clothes are taut, and she
feels her breasts swelling, bursting through the tight bodice, thrusting out, showing themselves.
Therefore she bows her head in shame, pulls her scarf further over her face so that her eyes and mouth can
hardly be seen, still twitching after weeping, still trembling.
And a wide, straight road, teeming with people, leads from the graveyard to the town. This makes her even
more frightened; she keeps to the wall and hurries on. But as she approaches butcher Ita’s shop, she changes her
walk. She holds the child more firmly by the hand, bows her head even lower, and is eager to reach the butcher’s,
to exchange greetings and get by. Because in front of Ita’s shop there are always several people, men, idling their
time away on the lowered shutters of the shop, smoking and staring either at the people going by or at the hanging
chunks of meat and blood-stained posts, garnished by the old guts and pieces of liver, which are bought only by
gypsies or by the abjectly poor.
And as soon as she come there, she pulls the child closer to her, she shrinks more than ever, humbly and
timidly. She looks at the butcher’s shop while greeting the people around it. but if master Ita happens to be there,
as soon as he catches sight of her, he gets up from the shutter at once, puts on his shoes, comes out, stops her little
son, and calls him to come in, to give him something. She lets the child go, and moving farther on, still facing the
town, she stops and waits.
The child approaches Ita and kisses his hand, and Ita takes out his pouch, after a log search finds a coin, and
gives it to him. And although nobody asks him, he tells them whose child it is:
“This is Mita’s son. You know Mita—who died last year. And that is his wife.” He points his finger at her and
then turns again to the child:
“Milan, my son, come tomorrow, but make sure you’re up with the lark, and I’ll give you some meat to take
home, and now—off with you.” He dismisses him and looks at the child’s mother, sanding at a distance and
waiting.
“Well, go on,” he says loudly, so that even she can hear him. “Don’t let mother wait for you.”
And she is indeed waiting impatiently: she is afraid of something, particularly of the width and vastness of the
road, of everything, of the people walking on it. And as soon as she feels that her little son has come back to her,
taking her by the hand, she goes on, at once.
But it is not long before it begins to grow dark. The fields are disappearing, the streets of the town are nar31

rower and darker.
She quickens her step. Crossing the battered bridge over the Odzinka, she enters the town. She hurries on. But
now she is more at ease, walking in the well-known streets. She passes gates and doorways, low houses and long
sheds of soap- and candle-makers … and only here and there a big Turkish house, with shutters and latticewindows. She meets servants and children carrying meat, rice, and other goods which husbands and masters send
from the town.
But when she comes to the market-place, before crossing it and turning into her own street, she has to stop.
Especially if it is Saturday, one can hardly get through the crowd—peasants who have come to town to do their
shopping and who are on their way back home. Some are drunk, on horse-back, blocking the way and stopping
everybody, pouring plum-brandy down their throats, the horses still in front of the inn. And afterwards the crowd
moves on, pushing, teeming, noisy, dusty.
She waits until this is over, like an attack, and then crosses quickly, almost running across the market-place,
and goes into her own street. And as soon as she enters it, her little son leaves her and runs home in front of her.
In her own street, now almost completely at ease, she looks at her little son running towards the gate where, as
always, her mother is waiting for them—she comes every Saturday and on the eve of every holy day to spend the
night with her.
*
“Are you back?” her mother asks, rising from the doorstep and carefully concealing her scarf, tied into a
bundle and usually full of flour and other things she has brought with her.
“Oh, yes,” she answers and bows at once, holding out the key of the padlock, because she has the platter on her
head and cannot open the door.
The mother opens the door and, still holding her bundle, she enters first and hurries up into the house. And, as
always, she starts at once tidying the house, working, making the fire—all the time in a hurry, as if afraid of
something, and, incidentally, making a noise, rattling and banging so that echoes and rattles can be heard, as if
trying to escape thus from the dumb and bleak appearance of the small, clean house with the high walls
surrounding it.
And she comes in last, after her mother and her little son, and, being tired, she leaves the mother working in
the kitchen, tidying it and discussing with the little boy what they are going to have for supper, while she, in the
same tired, weary way, goes to her room.
And, having taken off her clothes, she is now slack and relaxed, in the room, shut in, free; she sits down,
almost drops down, as if relaxing after all the weeping on the grave and all the fear she suffered coming home
alone.
And it is not long before women from the neighborhood come to see her. They come only on such occasions,
when she is not alone, when her mother is with her. Otherwise not.
Not because they wouldn’t like to, but because they cannot, it isn’t done. She is alone. Not a man in the house,
and she, alone as she is, a widow still young and beautiful. This is why it is not proper for anybody to come, to
visit her. They are afraid that if they do come, because of their visits, their being together, people might talk,
gossip.
But even now, when they come, she remains in her room: she leaves her mother to do the talking. She is used
to it and finds it difficult to talk to them. She knows that they pity her and that they are uneasy with her, that they
cannot talk to her in the same free way as they talk to other women who have their husbands and masters.
But they are always careful with her about what they say, anxious not to give offence or remind her of
something she cannot, with propriety, think about.
And they are always eager to go away as soon as possible, afraid that their presence and talking may be hard
for her.
And this is why she has not come to meet them now. In the kitchen, with her mother, they talk and then go
away.
It is not long before night sets in. Her mother comes to her room, and although she knows that she will refuse,
she asks her:
“Shall we light the candle?”
“Don’t bother.” She refuses the offer. And her mother goes back to the kitchen and leaves her lone. And she
likes that. True enough, she feels sad, but she feels more at ease, more soothed like this, in the dark.
And so, alone in her room, lying motionless, slack, breathing hard and wearily, listening to the commotion and
voices from neighboring yards and her mother working in a small, old-womanish way in the kitchen, she waits
until the supper is ready, and until her mother, having brought everything to her room and laid the table, calls her:
“Let’s have supper now!”
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And then, when her mother brings in the supper, she gets up and then they eat. She eats little or nothing. But
she has to sit at the table until her mother and her little son finish their supper And then her mother—as she
always does when she comes to spend the night with her, as if feeling guilty, in her presence, about her daughter’s
hard luck, about her sorrow, and not daring to talk to her—her mother begins to amuse herself and play with the
boy until she drowses off and falls asleep. And it is only after her mother and her son have fallen asleep that she
goes to bed.
Not to sleep, but, as before, just to lie down.
*
To lie like that, and yet more weary with the stillness of the night, with a secret, but almost blunted feeling of
fear, to listen to the night wearing on, to her mother’s sleep becoming lighter and more fragile—and she almost
seems to wait for her mother to wake up as soon as the dawn breaks, and then, as always, as if running away from
her, to go home to her father and brothers and leave her alone.
Later on, as always, she again sits alone in the house and does not go out at all. Not even as far as the gate.
Only when she sends he little son to buy something in town, she ventures as far as the gate and peeps from behind
it, but as soon as she sees somebody walking in the street, and coming towards her, she hides at once, and then
waits behind the gate for her boy to come back.
Sometimes, very seldom, on the occasion of a great holy day, perhaps Ita would come to see her. He, having
been her groomsman at the wedding, was considered a relation of the husband, of the dead man—or her family
was not supposed to come and see her, and her relatives were anxious not to give offence to the dead, because
their visits might, as it were, “interfere with his household,” they might “disturb him.”
And even Ita, whenever he came, although she did not ask him in, would not in any case, on his own initiative,
come in, enter her room, but would always sit in front of the house, on a small chair; and when entering the yard
he would forget incidentally, to close the gate behind him, he would leave it open so that everybody could see
him. Not because he cared about it, but, for her sake, because he was anxious about her, and even more about her
brothers who, although they never came to see her, still kept their eyes open and watched her. And woe to her, if
they were to hear that she was not observing the proprieties: alone with the child in the house, and already coming
out, seeing people.
For they themselves, let alone anybody else, never came to see her.
2
And she—her name was Anica—was known only by her brothers. Nobody called her by her Christian name,
or anything but “the Ribincki’s sister.”
They were murderous people, notorious for their violence. When they still lived in the country, and were
almost children, even then they smuggled, taking black-market goods over the frontier. Later on they forced their
father to move from the country to the town (as though their village were too small, and somehow cramped for
them), and then, here, in town, they carried on their business.
It was always done by night: they often traveled, serving as guides to merchants, and smuggling things across
the frontier, doing it on a larger scale, now that they lived in the town, and taking even greater risk with their
lives. They were seldom at home, least of all at night, but always like that—away on “certain” business.
And everybody knew what their business was, but nobody dared to mention it to them, so distinguished,
important, powerful had they become. Even when they were not engaged on business, when they were at home,
they did not, as do all other brothers in the world, sit together, either at table, or to talk things over, to chat, but
each of them kept his own company. Each had his dinner by himself, each demanded his to be served when he felt
like eating; each of them felt powerful, strong. Whenever they stayed at home for any length of time, they
inevitably quarreled for no apparent reason, and sometimes they even came to blows.
On the other hand, when faced with a stranger, a third party, they were as one man. Woe to him who dared
touch, or give offence to any of them. They all rushed in like one man, and fell upon the intruder. That is what
they, Anica’s brothers, were like.
Owing to their ways, their house, although big and handsome, could not be kept properly, nicely furnished,
clean, tidy, with everything in its place. Owing to their ways this was impossible. Whenever any of them needed
something, a piece of cloth, a towel, a bowl, he took whatever was at hand; he did not bother whether it was
meant to serve his purpose, but he took it and, having used it, threw it away. So their house looked bare, empty.
Not a thing to be seen in it.
Only a piece of straw matting or an old cotton rug in a corner. The shelf was never in order. Some of the chairs
around the fireplace were falling to pieces, others were thrown under the long tub used for kneading dough. In the
33

porch in front of the house, an unloaded packsaddle, and next to it a saddle cloth, a stirrup; and further on, reins
thrown near the well.
Behind the house—a large garden. What with their treading around, their bringing in loaded horses by night
and taking them out, it could not be kept tidy or cultivated.
Their father, having left the village, retired completely into the background; they never asked him about
anything. They left him alone.
But they put their mother to no end of bother. Between the two—the mother and Anica—they made no
difference. They considered them the same and called them “the women.”
“The women” had to provide for everything, “the women” were responsible for everything, and they were
always to blame if something went wrong. The mother in particular—she never dared to resist in anything but she
always held her tongue, anxious to please them in everything, just to get rid of them, the sooner the better, waiting
for them to go away and not to have them shouting about the house; and, at the same, time, she sighed for them,
apprehensive of what might happen to them, because they had a quarrel, a skirmish, every day. And so, what with
her brothers, all of them, their household was somehow different from its neighborhood—it stood out.
But still they, her brothers, lived in mutual affection. They were particularly anxious that the house should not
lack anything. And they provided clothes for “the women”—the mother and her. Particularly for her—their sister
Anica. They had beautiful, sometimes even expensive clothes made for her.
But they watched the two of them incessantly. For no other reason than their anxiety that they might—when
visiting their neighbors, mixing with the other “women” of the town—appear common, like peasant-women,
lower than the others … and so humiliate them too. And indeed, the mother had great difficulty with this, not
being always able to dress as she ought to have done, forgetting about it. So they were not allowed to meet other
women near by, or to visit them.
“But what do you want there?” they would rail at them. “You still don’t know how to dress properly, let alone
…”
They were particularly keen not to let her, Anica, mix with other people. She was never, like her other friends,
allowed to go out to the gate; still less to waste her time amusing herself, sitting with her friends from the
neighborhood. And what would have happened if she met a man!
True enough, quite a number of them came with her brothers, but they all came as her brothers did: in the dark,
armed to the teeth, and ready for the night. But they had nothing to do with her, they were not like other
townspeople, quiet and ordinary.
It was only Ita who was different from the rest. Perhaps because he was not in their business—smuggling; he
only came to buy the smuggled cattle through her brothers for his butcher’s shop. And he did mean something to
her, but she did not dare to think about it, nor did she have the time to do so.
She had to run the whole household. Her mother did only the jobs which were the same here as they had been
out there, in the country, and everything else, which had to be done differently, she left to Anica. And Anica did
everything.
And how well she did it! Although she did not keep company and, as they say, “mix” with other girls, still she
kept the house clean, tidied the rooms and the shelves, and prepared food in the town way, did everything as well
as any girl from any of the oldest, rich town families. She knew how to do everything. And if her brothers had
only been different, if they could only have left things in their places, what would have been the results of Anica’s
effort to keep the house tidy and in order!
But she did not let them know what she found impossible to do because of them—she never made much of her
knowledge and abilities, anxious not to stand out, not to be different from her brothers, and so invite their ill-will.
And probably because she was so anxious and shy, she as it were concealed her abilities from them, kept them
to herself, preserved them, well aware that she should not show them and develop them before she became like
the others; that is to say, when she married, began to run her own house and had “the household” … when, like all
the others, she began to go to church, to pay visits and receive them, to accompany her husband to the monastery
festivities and family festivals, to country parties … in order to become what all her friends became, as it was
proper that they should.
*
But, it was most strange, whenever she thought out it: everything seemed to point to and to gather around Ita’s
name. She would think on such occasions, blush and at once, quickly, stop thinking about it. And, not feeling
unhappy—as if this had nothing to do with her, as if still less anything depended on her, as if everything had to
come of itself—quietly, devoted to her work, she waited, or rather she did not wait, but only did all her work
every day, that is, did what had to be done in the house.
And as for everything else, all the rest of it, she was convinced that there was time, it was bound to come.
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It did come.
She herself did not know how. She remembered only that there was a festivity and that, together with her
brothers and other guests, there was a grayish man, with sharp features, dressed in better taste than anybody else.
Two days later they came, without that man; these were some other people who sat with her brothers and drank
late into the night. Her mother, having spent some time with them, came out of the room, burst into tears, and her
brothers, although she hardly ever went out, forbade her to appear in public at all or go out in the street. So she
was “drunk to,” given.
And from now on for Anica the tie of preparation set in: sewing, carpet-weaving, and making the rest of the
dowry. From that time Ita stopped buying smuggled cattle from her brothers, and he never came again. After that
she heard nothing about him, except that he was a brother-in-blood to the man she had been given to; and when
she learned this, she was almost relieved, as if released from a certain fear, from apprehension. She was even glad
that everything had come to a happy end with him, because he was going to be like her brother from now on,
nothing else.
And as for that man, the husband, she heard that he lived in the upper part of the town, that is, the best part,
that he had a house, that he was a tailor, but that he did not work in a shop, but in the house. And she heard that he
had traveled widely in his youth, he had gone far away to work and earn a little money, then he came back, was
twice married, but they said that both his wives had died, and therefore, when he wanted to marry now for the
third time, he could not get a young girl from his neighborhood, but was offered a widow, or a maidservant from a
rich household. And so, as if to spite them, he was roused to action, and came down to them, to the lower part of
the town, and proposed to her brothers that he should marry her. …
As to everything else? She knew nothing until the wedding, their marriage.
*
They were married. The wedding was modest, as it should be when the husband is a widower, and as all
widowers’ wedding are. But still it was quite a decent one. True enough, not a real wedding, a great one, going on
for four days, but nor was it like the sort of wedding when a widower takes a widow, when the marriage rites are
performed during the early morning service, before the mass, and when the couple, quietly, almost running away
with shame, anxious not to be seen by “people,” leave for home with the few, unavoidable guests. It was better
than that.
Here, at Anica’s wedding, there were even musicians. And that man, the husband, did not want to be wedded,
like all the other widowers, in his old best clothes, but he had new ones made for the occasion. She had a
groomsman, and candles, and presents.
There was dancing, even the traditional, breathless “round-dance.” Only the dinner was missing—so that the
old custom could not be followed: there was no sitting throughout the night, drinking, then seeing off the two
groomsmen … there was only lunch, for her and for his family. And the old people sat at the table, while the
young danced in the courtyard with all the other people.
At the gate, wide open, there was a cluster of people, passers-by stopping on their way and looking in; the
band, divided into two groups, the one inside near the table, and the other in the courtyard, played on, and
opposite them, along the wall, gypsy women sat with their children, enjoying their husbands’ music and waiting
for the dishes of food to be brought to them, their husbands, so that they could come too and eat with them.
The cook, with her sleeves rolled up, bare-elbowed, jostled about, preparing dishes in the kitchen; women and
girls peeped over the surrounding walls, watching what was going on. The round-dance went on, crowds of
children were pushing and chasing each other.
And Anica was in the ring, taking the place of honor, and dancing with her groomsman. She felt that
everybody was looking at her; particularly from the verandah of Master Jovo’s house, which was a two-storied
building rising up above theirs; the most distinguished, rich girls and women were looking at her from there. And
she noticed that while they watched her they were, as if mockingly, looking at the same time for the bridegroom,
to watch him too.
But he was behaving properly. He was waiting on the guests in the room, and all the time keeping to one side,
out of the way. And the attitude of her brothers was also different—as if she were more important than
themselves, they followed her about, pleasing her in everything. And the music was gentle, the day warm. For the
first time she felt—she felt that she was beautiful, young. And, dizzy with happiness, she began to tremble, feeling
that what she was waiting for was approaching, coming true—something beautiful and good.
Soon the evening began to set in.
In the same way, as the dancing went on, the day was retreating, the night coming, imperceptibly, gently, from
out of the dark. People were beginning to leave. And when everybody had left, she went into the house. But the
music from the room where her brothers were sitting with Ita was louder. And her husband had joined them too,
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and to her surprise, not like a bridegroom waiting on the guests, standing aside, but as if he were a guest himself,
was sitting at the table, at the head of the table. Afterwards, as if the room were too small for them, they went into
the garden and settled down there. Only women were left in the house: the cook, some of her husband’s sisters,
and his old aunt who was acting as mother-in-law. And Anica, having changed, went into the garden to wait on
them.
They were under the vines, near the room. Her brothers, Ita, and all the others were already half-drunk. They
were sprawled on the chairs. On the table there were spilt wine, gnawed bones, and scattered tobacco. The candle
in the middle of the table lit them up. And all this made Anica feel uneasy, mostly because they were not behaving
properly, because their merry-making was not respectable, in accordance with the customary rule and sense of
hierarchy: the old, and then the young—her brothers should, for instance, treat her husband as their brother-inlaw.
But no. All of them already seemed equal, intimate, like friends out on the booze. That made her uneasy.
But she trembled even more when she saw her husband. This was the first time she had seen him properly. In
the night, in the candle-light, his features were sharper, his face more bony, and he had broad, sunken shoulders.
Only now his eyes were black, his neck was long and strong, and its sinews were more conspicuous, probably
because he had shaved recently.
He was frowning, angry. His fixed eyes and raised, dilated nostrils showed it. Her heart stopped. She thought
that he was probably angry with her brothers, Ita, and the rest of them, for not having gone and left him alone. As
this occurred to her, he seemed to her angrier, stiffer, so that she was afraid and began to stay near her brothers
and Ita, who—because of the music, the freshness of the summer evening, and the pale moonlight coming from
behind the dark clouds—looked strange: they talked a lot, their voices were shaky, merry, and baffled in turn.
Then her eldest brother began to sing. He had put his hand on the back of a chair and embraced her husband,
his brother-in-law, and he was talking to him, singing and offering him drinks:
“Drink, Miga. You know, brother … our first joy, so I … ‘O, Morava, my village in the plain’”—he sang in
such a rich voice that it seemed to Anica that it was the first time that he had sung in such a full voice, so joyfully,
because they had got rid of her, married her off, because she, being a girl, had been in their way at home,
hindering them, so that they had not been free, completely carefree and happy.
Unaware of what she was doing, she almost ran away from them, left them alone, and went back quickly into
the house. There was a heavy smell of food and of spilt drink there. She went into the room. She was cold. Only
her temples were sweating, and her hot breath was like dew on her lips. And all the time she felt reined in, uneasy,
miserable. All the time she felt that something was enclosing her on all sides, squeezing her in. And as for them,
there in the garden, especially her husband—she did not dare to think of it. Meanwhile, it was from there that
voices, even louder, singing, and night were approaching.
Then Ita, her “brother,” came into the room, humming the song which they were all singing outside.
“And why are you running away, sister?” Ita began to tease her, pretending to be drunk. “Why are you sad?
Oh, oh! how lucky you both are. I just look at him, and …”
Then he sat down next to her, but he did not look at her, he stared outside. He seemed to be listening to the
song and the music coming more and more loudly from over there. Suddenly he started, looked at her, petrified
with fear as she was, and with a biting expression, touched at the same time with bitter sympathy, he began to rail,
to tease her, pointing at her husband:
“He won’t be long.”
“Who?” She started.
“Well, he! My brother-in-blood! Lucky fellow. He is happy, isn’t he?”
She was frightened to death and could hardly … hardly speak.
“How’s that, brother, aren’t you also …” And as if drowning, holding herself up by the word “brother,” she
tried to make that word carry as much sisterly—but only sisterly—love as it possibly could.
Ita felt this, and it sobered him.
“Yes, yes, of course, yes!” and he rose up. “I am happy! Why not? Would you like me to sing to you? I know
that tonight, while you … all the night I shall—ah, tonight!”
And “tonight” meant … she guessed what he meant by “tonight.” The blood rushed up into her face. She
wanted to stand up, to shout, but she couldn’t. She rose with a great effort and moved away from Ita.
“Sister,” he began, repentant, without looking at her. “Where are you going? You aren’t afraid?”
“No, brother.” She was shaking and stammering. “But, I must go. They are waiting for me … looking for me.”
Suddenly Ita stood up in front of her. His jaws stiff, tightened, as if he was trying to stop his teeth chattering.
And he forced his stiff face into a laugh. His laugh was short, chill.
“Sister,” he began, he could hardly force out the word. “I won’t come back tonight to see you. Heaven knows
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what is in store for me … but may God give you happiness … great, great happiness. Especially to you. As for
him, well,” and he pointed outside, vaguely indicating the husband: “he is happy as he is.”
He held out his hand, but he could not move. She tried to show that she did not understand what it was all
about, and asked him in her timid, sisterly way:
“What’s the matter, brother? You aren’t angry, are you?” And pretending to be worried about whether he had
been served and treated properly, whether somebody might have given him cause for anger, and almost begging
his pardon and forgiveness, she approached him to kiss his hand.
Ita saw her anguish—her painful effort to break off, to keep up appearances, to show herself just as his sister,
not in any other way—and seeing her tormented with pain, he only writhed away and, giving her his wedding
present, went out.
She was looking at him without knowing it. She could hear that they were asking him to stay and that he didn’t
want to. His voice was dry. She heard him joking with her husband:
“You’re asking people to stay, but you’re only too anxious to be left alone.”
Then he told the players to follow him. He put his gown stiffly over his shoulders, pulled the fez down on to
his head, in order to look more drunk, and ordered the players to begin their music and songs. Then he went
straight on, stiffly, with the players, who were singing:
“When the breezes rise at dawn.”
It was pitch-dark outside and the trees, in one great mass, were beginning to rustle. She fell down on the chest
and remained in the same position until they brought in the candle, woke her with difficulty, and so tore her away
from her eager dreams.
3
How they laid out the bed-clothes and made the bed in the room, how the cook brought in the bridegroom to
her—she knows nothing about it. She can hardly recall: when the last string was torn off her stomacher, with her
breasts naked and all her ardor exposed, she felt her husband’s bony body against her and, having tried in vain to
break away from his embrace, she fell down and, with her face buried in her long hair, she submitted to the
suffering, in tears.
Afterwards? She cannot recall anything, except that she woke up at dawn and jumped from the bed. He was so
near her—the husband, with his mouth half open, but covered by his lank, twisted moustaches, so that his teeth
could not be seen. Huddled, with sunken shoulders and bony, strong arms, with hairy breast and gray hair, he was
asleep beside her. She was shuddering. He seemed to her so, so … and the darkness of the dawn, getting thinner
and thinner, and the smell of the new furniture in the room, the stink of the extinguished oil-lamp, and she half
naked, with bruises and torn body, with him lying by, huddled, bony, against her body … so that she could feel his
breath. …
She jumped from the bed. Tottering, she put on her gown, and the large scarf, and stumbling through the
kitchen, where the dishes were lying about in disorder because the drunken cook could not put them away the
evening before, she went out. She heard the cook, woken up\fn{ Awakened} by the noise and the stumbling, mutter
behind her back:
“That’s you, isn’t it?”
“Yes, yes. Just me, Auntie!” She calmed the cook and went out.
And when she felt that she was alone in the courtyard, alone in the silent night, running away, as it were, she
rushed to the gate, but remembering that there was nowhere to escape to, that she must not go out, she collapsed.
“Mother, my mother, oh,” she began to weep.
“Mother, my mother,” she sobbed, standing stiff and shaking with fear, afraid that her husband or somebody
else from the house might see her, hear her crying. So she wiped the tears away with her palms, pressing her eyes,
as if trying to keep the tears in.
Dawn was breaking. Everything was opening, lying exposed. All around Anica, from the gardens, birds and
beetles were beginning to rise, to rustle, to move. And the fresh, bracing air was slowly filling with voices,
movements … daylight was breaking. At this moment, from the end of this part of town, from an inn, the noise of
music and song could be heard. She turned even colder, chilled with fear.
She knew—she was sure it was Ita. It seemed to her that she was there herself—and she begins to watch him
coming out of the inn. He is walking; but his legs are giving way under him. The players cannot play their music
any more. He is walking, not stumbling, but tottering, stiffly, pressing his fez harder on to his head—or throwing
it away. He orders a gypsy to bring it back. The gypsy brings it back, and he takes out a ten-dinar note and
decorates the gypsy with it.
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“Play on. You don’t know anything, but play on. Come, you know the one I want: ‘When the breezes …’”
And she seemed to hear sleepless, hoarse gypsy voices singing to squeaky music.
And he, Ita, staggers backwards. His gown falls to the earth.
“Yes, yes, that one … go on playing. ‘Winds have unfolded the rose …’ Yes … that’s it … and she too has
unfolded, tonight.”
And Anica feels that this refers to her, she knows what he thinks, that by “unfolded tonight” he means her
husband, her first night. And she, here in the garden, frightened, begins to pull her clothes tighter round her body,
as if hiding her breasts, herself, so that nothing can be seen and nobody should suspect that she has “unfolded,
unfolded” tonight.
But nothing really happened. The song and music heard from the end of this part of the town were quickly
hushed. And who knows who was there, in the inn? Nothing came of it. Only the day was breaking, clearer and
whiter. Gates began to squeak in the street, and from the marketplace one could hear that shops were being
unlocked, and their wooden shutters pulled down.
And this brought her to herself. With difficulty, to be sure, crushed but still composed, with stifled tears and
with subdued pain she went back, found a broom, and, as if nothing had happened, like any other young
housewife, she began to sweep the courtyard, making an effort to calm down, to hold back her sobs, and to control
herself. The day had already broken, and for the first time she could see and examine everything, particularly her
new home.
The house was small, rather low. Round the house there was a large garden. The garden was neatly laid out,
with clean, planted beds. Next to the gate there were a barn and a storehouse for maize, a cobbled path led from
the gate to the house and was shining white like the front of the house facing the garden, the side which contained
the room in which they had slept. The front of the house was white-washed, the rest was not. But yet, everything,
the whole house, the garden, all the cobbles, looked, though small, clean, tidy, almost brand new.
Only the surrounding walls loomed large, as if old. And next to the gate above the well, there was an old, big
walnut tree. It seemed, with its far-reaching branches, grayish in color, looming from above, to cover, to grasp all
the house, the garden—everything beneath it. That was all, there was nothing else.
*
Later on Anica came to know her husband. As she had seen him that first time: bony, but almost weary with
age. Only his black moustaches were rich and contrasted with his dry, marked face. But yet he was clean, tidy,
meticulous, and somehow odd. He looked like a man who had lived much, enjoyed himself, and then, satiated and
also disappointed, had withdrawn into himself.
He seemed, and always was, quiet, silent.
And on the other hand, he would flare up in a moment, without the slightest provocation, and then he could not
control himself. And it seemed that he had not respect, no esteem for anybody, least of all for his own wife, for
Anica. As if she were not his wife, grown up and to be treated as such—he treated her as if she were a child who
does not know anything, is not likely to learn anything or become anyone.
She had to ask his opinion in everything. Even when preparing meals—he knew something about that as well
and did not let her have her way. In the house she was not allowed to touch or to move a piece of furniture, a dish,
or anything standing on the shelves: everything had to remain in its old place, where she found it, where it had
been before she came.
“Don’t meddle with anything! What you don’t know, ask. You mustn’t do anything by yourself.” Those were
his first words to her.
At first she found it hard. She thought that she was not allowed to touch anything because everything had been
arranged by one of his previous wives, and that for her sake, to keep her memory, he did not allow anything to be
touched, spoilt; but she learned afterwards that he had treated his previous wives in the same way. And when she
realized what it was all about, what it was all like: the husband, the house … she calmed down, got used to it.
True enough, it was difficult and painful, yet she got used to it. When she realized that everything was not as
she had imagined and hoped for, in order to make amends, as it were, she tried at least to keep up appearances—to
keep herself, the house, the husband tidy, as they ought to be kept.
And in particular with regard to her clothes (and she had beautiful, expensive clothes left by his previous
wives), with regard to her behavior, to the arrangement of furniture, and in keeping the house clean she was
anxious not to show herself inferior to any of the richer women who lived in great numbers in their part of the
town, in the neighborhood. That was a kind of consolation to her.
And indeed she worked so much—cleaning the house, arranging things, trying to please her husband. Her
efforts to please him were meticulous, not from love, but rather from fear of being reproached, talked to,
approached by him, and so reminded of …
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She worked so hard, almost madly, completely absorbed in what she was doing, in the housework, so that even
he, the husband thought there was too much of it.
“Come, come,” he would stop her, starting uneasily, as he watched her working from morning till late into the
night and thinking of nothing but her work. He was uneasy because he seemed to feel that she was deliberately
making herself a slave to her work, in order to be absorbed in something, as if to tear herself away, escape from
something else.
And as for the rest of it? As to her escape the first night, her tears in the night—never again.
She never wept again.
She never thought about it.
And it was in order not to think about it that she was making herself a slave to her work. Sometimes, but very
seldom, her cheeks, her breasts began to quiver, her mouth tingled. Then her breasts would shudder, her cheeks
would rise, and, all on fire, she would whisper desperately:
“Oh, cravings unslaked!”
4
A year later the husband died.
This frightened her even more. She was maddened by fear. At first, perhaps, her sorrow did not spring so much
from her heart. But as she began to realize that her sorrow was not sincere and to feel guilty about it—from that
moment, as if punishing herself for it, she only wept, more and more. At the funeral, and during the rites
performed on the grave a week, forty days, and six months later, they could hardly bring her back to
consciousness after the tears and the trances into which she fell.
Her loud cry of grief: “My poor Mita”—heaven knows what her grief was for. Did she weep for him or for
herself?
And when, later on, she shook off the fear of his death and calmed down, she devoted herself to weeping and
to visiting his grave, and in that she found a kind of relief for all her suffering. She would wait impatiently for
Saturday or a holy day, so that she could go to the grave, offer food for the peace of his soul, and cry as much as
she liked, cry her eyes out.
All the week she was calm. Alone, with her child, all the day, since nobody came to see them, as if imprisoned,
she would stay at home, and clean the garden, the house. Particularly the house, which she cleaned even more
carefully now; she did not change, spoil the old order of things, afraid, anxious lest people should feel and see that
because he, the husband, was no more, she was doing as she liked. She was free.
And so, quietly, painfully, even with pleasure, she would work all the week, stay at home. But as Saturday
approaches, she feels fear, restlessness, eagerness. She waits impatiently. She almost forgets how to make pies and
prepare food for the grave.
When the child was small, so that her mother went with her to the graveyard, she used to be so impatient that
she would wait for her at the gate, but now, when she takes the child with her, as soon as she dresses the child, she
quickly gets ready herself, puts here scarf around her head, leaves the house at once, and starts for the graveyard.
She is so afraid that she does not even know how she gets through the town, through the streets, and comes to the
graveyard. She only knows that, as soon as she enters the graveyard and feels that its wall and its gate are behind
her, she is almost relieved, and she is even more relieved when she falls down on the grave and cries loudly:
“My poor Mita!”
Being in the trance—going there, weeping—she is not even sorry that almost everybody keeps away from her,
particularly her people, and her neighbors, the relatives of the dead man, his friends—she is not sorry that they all,
as soon as he died, withdrew.
Even Ita, who, earlier, when the husband was alive, frequently came, almost never comes now, though he
sometimes remembers her and sends her, like alms, a little meat, to break her fast. And even this is awkward, he is
afraid that she or one of the neighbors might think that he is sending this because of her, Anica, and so when his
man brings it, he says that Ita, his master, is sending this “for the little one; afraid that the child might see it
somewhere and want some.”
She does not take offence at anything.
True enough, life is hard in her loneliness. Particularly at night—when she is afraid of being alone. Or in
winter, when she runs short of wood and has nothing to keep, not herself, but the child warm. And as to the trees
in the garden, she dare not take a withered branch, or a piece of dry vine; fearing that it might be noticed, seen,
and that people might begin to talk … how she is running the house.
As to herself, she does not bother, but she has to keep the child warm, and she hugs him all the time.
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And so—staying at him all the week, alone, taking care of the house, keeping the old order, as the dead man
left it, looking after the child, making sure that he is always clean, properly clothed, so that people will not notice
that he had no father. Visiting his grave on Saturday, weeping. Weeping in particular does her good, she enjoys it,
it gives her life, fire. She is used to it, and she feel good. Nobody can tell, by her quiet, young face, by her eyes
weary with weeping, by her mourning clothes buttoned up to the throat, when she is sitting humbly, quietly, with
the child in her lap, having wept all her tears, calm, profoundly calm, that there is a wish left in her world.
She is even so quiet that it seems as if she had become unable to feel, to think, almost as if she is well.
There is nothing left to her after it.
*
Least of all to marry again. Although her mother, aware that she cannot go on like this forever, helping her
furtively, without the knowledge of her sons and daughters-in-law, bringing her flour and other foodstuffs, makes
frequent hints about it, about her remarriage.
And Anica always knows when her mother is going to talk about it. Usually after supper, when the child has
fallen asleep. The two of them remain alone and, when Anica begins to inquire after her brothers and all the
doings of the different parts of the town, and when her mother, in answering her questions, all at once pauses
abruptly and, as if remembering by chance, begins to praise somebody:
“Oh, yes, Anica; well—I understand that Nedeljiko has come up in the world. When I pass I look and see that
his little shop is full of everything. All the bags, all the shelves are full.”
Anica starts, but the next moment, good-humored again and almost pitying her mother for being so naïve, and
without being upset, she answers.
“It doesn’t matter, mother.” And to convince her mother that she is not upset, offended, she goes on, sweettemperedly, asking her about something else.
And her mother leaves her alone. After that, for months on end, there are no hints about remarriage. Her
mother would not let Anica remarry just like that, and so commit a sin, pollute the dead—were it not unavoidable,
if she had anything to live on. The house and the two vineyards are not enough to support a man—let alone a
woman. And she, her mother, can no longer go on like this—bringing things to her furtively, without the
knowledge of her daughters-in-law and her sons.
And what she does bring in is hardly enough for Anica herself, let alone the child. … And as to Anica’s
running into debt, selling the vineyard, or the house of the departed—well, she would rather see her daughter die
than do that. And as for these, her own hints about remarriage, she alone knows the pain and effort involved in
saying such things. She thinks it is sin.
And not only she, her mother, but everybody else as well, the family, the neighbors, they all seem to think it a
sin not to talk to Anica only about him the dead man. Again and again they recall the things that happened to him
on various occasions, things he said. His life is remembered down to the smallest detail, it is the only thing they
talk about when Anica is present.
*
And as for her, her child, their present circumstances—all that seems to be nonexistent, let alone worth their
attention, worth talking about. What matters is he, the dead man. And not because they liked him particularly and
are sincerely grieved, but rather because of the feeling that they will do wrong if they do not go on talking about
him, mentioning him, and by omitting to do so confirm that he is really dead, departed, gone.
Whereas this is not true. It is sinful to think so. And fearing that it might be true, they believe he is still there,
not gone, but alive—particularly with regard to her, Anica, his wife—lest she should think herself free, her
husband no more because of his death, herself no longer his, they are all anxious, using the smallest pretext to
have him mentioned all the time, not forgotten. So that if a neighbor makes a pie or a cake, she brings it to her and
says uneasily, while giving it:
“Well, I’ve brought you this, I know the late Mita, your master, was very fond of it, and so I’ve brought you
some to taste. Or if another one comes to ask for something, to borrow a utensil, she does not, as it were, as her
for it, but:
“Have you got it, Anica? It used to be in the house in his day. And he did not mind, we used to borrow it.”
And Anica is well aware of all this, she feels it.
And she is always anxious to avoid the thought that he, the dead man, is no longer here, in the house, alive,
that he is dead and far, far away from her. It is a sin to think so. Whether in the garden, in the house, or anywhere
else, he is there: everything is his. She is looking at him all the time, he is in front of her eyes—bony, dry, as
before, particularly those rich, black moustaches of his which were in such contrast, even when he was still living,
to his pale, lean face. And though he is no more, though he died so long ago, yet he must be alive to her.
Particularly to her, Anica.
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For it was he who had stopped, taken her, and brought her to his house, into a certain order … of women, of
human beings. He gave her—not just a name, but something more, something more forceful: he gave her a certain
definiteness which distinguished her from what she had been before, when she was a girl not daring, not allowed
to dare, to look at anybody—since if she looked, heaven knows what she might have been taken for! Surely
someone corrupt, shameless.
And when he brought her into his house, when she became his, she was free to look at everybody, she was free
to live because she was no more the master of her life. And if she looked at somebody then and he had a bad
thought about her, she had nothing to do with it, it did not concern her, because it was his business, the husband’s,
the master’s, it was as if he had been eyed askance. He was there to cover her, because she was his. And even
when he died she was still his.
And this is why they all, all the family and particularly the women, as if in return, out of gratitude, timidly,
afraid of showing themselves ungrateful, with a feeling of awe, have been trying to preserve his memory, to let no
chance slip by.
What matters most is to please, to satisfy him, the dead. And as for the rest of it, the everyday living, it is
considered only after all his needs, the dead man’s, have been met. What matters most is he: the dead, doing right
by the dead. And as for her life, as for the child, even her remarrying?
Oh, she would like best never to remarry, to remain like this. The dead, her loneliness, the grief, the weeping—
she is so used to all this that she seems, in a strange way, to enjoy it. And she knows that there is bound to be pain
and trouble when she begins, if she ever does begin, to part from her habitual grief and weeping, to come back to
life.
And at first she would not consider remarrying. That was one reason, and on the other hand there was the
thought that her body was not pure after the first husband, the dead man, let alone that it should be touched by the
next one, the body of a second. But, perhaps, later on.
For the moment what she knows and what matters most is her conviction that the one who will take her is
bound to be worse, poorer, older, and also that this is bound to happen, that she had to remarry, that is that “her
people”—her mother, her brothers—will not leave her like this, but when they find that the time has come, they
will marry her off again; therefore she lets them think about it, worry, while she goes on, scrupulously,
painstakingly, running the house, sitting by herself, going with the child to the graveyard to visit the dead and to
weep there, to weep to her heart’s content. And she is weeping over all the accumulated woes, because of all that
hurts her, because of all she feels: the disappointment, the pain of the first night, of youth, of love; and as to
remarrying she is indifferent. She even makes fun of it saying:
“Well, who’s going to take me?”
But on the other hand she feels that her remarriage is approaching, already freely talked about, candidates
hinting at it. And a certain Nedelijko is already being thoroughly considered. She knows who he is. It is not long
since he opened a grocer’s shop.
At first he was a servant and when he married his master’s maid, his master gave him a little money in dowry
and afterwards he opened a shop of his own. Then his wife died, having left him three children.
She knows that he has made a proposal and that her brothers are hesitating, reluctant to give her to him
because he has so many children. She knows where his shop is, very near the quarter where she lives. She even
saw him once—while going through he town on her way to the graveyard. He was taking some bags out of the
shop and arranging them on the wooden shutter in front of the shop-window. And as if he had known that she was
going to pass by, he was nicely dressed in clean clothes, with an almost foppish touch.
But from behind the threshold, from inside the shop, his dirty children were peeping, with pieces of bread in
their hands. She had heard that he himself washes those children, dresses them, and sleeps together with them in
his little shop.
She knows everything, and yet—she is not pretending, but she is really indifferent and mocks her mother. She
can always tell, as soon as her mother appears at the gate, if she is bringing news about her remarrying, or if a
new candidate has turned up. On such occasions the mother always comes in hurriedly, closes the gate behind her
in even greater haste, and then approaches Anica, but slowly, as if apprehensive, afraid of somebody. (Surely of
the dead, of talking in his own house, to his own wife, about another husband.)
But Anica would always help her to get over her fear, her apprehension, her pains to let her know about a new
candidate. As soon as she sees her coming in like that, she retires to the room and so gives her time to calm down,
to regain her self-possession, and afterwards, when her mother enters the room, Anica begins, pitying her, to ask
with indifference.
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But one day, her mother, having hardly left her in the morning, came back again soon, as she had never done
before. She forgot to close the gate behind her. And she seemed to have forgotten the dead man her fear of him.
She looked joyful, but behind the house—doing something there.
Her mother called her. And not being able to wait for her in the room, she went to the door and they met on the
threshold.
“I am bringing you good news, my daughter!” she intercepted her.
Anica gave her an indifferent, pained smile, guessing that a new candidate had turned up, but probably a better
one this time. Surely rich, wealthy.
“All right, all right, mother: who is it this time?” and discerning what she was in for, she prepared to go back
and resume her work.
“Ita,” said her mother quickly.
Anica felt a stab in her breast. She raised her hand to her mouth, as if trying to stop a cry, an outburst of joy,
heaven knows what?
“Ita, Ita, my daughter,” her mother began to repeat the word and stared at her, frightened, when she saw that
she has stiffened, thunderstruck.
Anica started, pulling herself together with difficulty.
“Mother!” grasping her forehead in her fist, hardly able to stop here self from falling, “do not leave me alone
tonight. Sleep there.” And she almost pushed her mother out, closing the door behind her. And her mother heard
her falling down in her room.
All night she remained like that. Her mother, frightened, hovered round her in vain, calling, begging,
imploring. She heard nothing but:
“Leave me alone. Don’t touch me, mother.”
Her mother was hovering around all night, imploring, crying; at last, unable to keep her eyes open, she
dropped down by the threshold and fell asleep. In the morning Anica woke up and in order to ease her mother’s
anxiety, to stop her from shouting and asking questions about her appearance: her eyes wide, frowning, her breast
sunken, and all the vigor of her body, fresh and plump until recently, now broken, almost rank, she silenced her
desperately:
“Don’t say anything, mother, please!” And then, plucking up all her strength, she answered Ita’s proposal:
“To marry Ita?”—No. And if Nedeljko wants me, I don’t mind his children, I will have him.” And imploring
her mother not to ask her why she did it, she went back and shut herself in her room.
Her mother went away, but when she was half-way home, she returned. She slapped her forehead with her
hand, angry with herself:
“She must be mad! Why do I keep silent? Why do I obey her?”
And she returned to ask her why she did not want it. Why did she not want to marry Ita, but wanted to marry
Nedeljko, a widower, a poor man, so that her mother would have to worry about her again and to help her,
furtively, stealing from her daughters-in-law? Whereas she did not want Ita, a bachelor; she did not want to marry
him and be rich, and release her mother from her care, so that she should not worry about her and when, over
there, at her brothers’, she sat to eat a good dish, every mouthful should not stop in her throat because of her
anxiety that she, Anica, at her husband’s, perhaps had not even bread to eat. She returned to ask her, and even to
reproach her, to beat her. But when she came to the gate, she dared not go in. At a loss what to do, almost crying,
she called on some women next door and began to beg them, to implore them to go to Anica and to ask her why
she did not want to marry Ita.
“If she doesn’t want to,” she said to the women, “why doesn’t she? At least let her say why.”
But Anica did not want to tell her neighbors or anybody else. Not even her brothers, who were furious and
wanted to beat her. And perhaps they would have beaten her if Anica had not looked so weary with pain, broken
down. She kept answering:
“I’ll have Nedeljko,” she said again and again, pacifying her brothers. Not because she really wanted to marry
Nedeljko, or loved him, but as if to ingratiate herself with her brothers and her mother, so that they should not be
angry with her. So that they should not think that she did not want to marry Ita because she wanted to have
everything as it was, because she wanted them to go on tending her, feeding her, providing for her, and lest they
should be afraid of that, as if to calm them down and relieve them of their worry, she answered them persistently:
“I’ll have Nedeljko.”
And all this only to avoid being asked why she did not want to marry Ita, though he was more eligible, a bachelor, a rich man. To avoid being asked, teased. To avoid people visiting her, coming to see her, to avoid looking at
anybody. She could not see her own child. As if she had come to hate him. The mother had to take the child from
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her and sleep with him there, in the kitchen.
She could not stand her either, her own mother. She even began to find fault with her, to scold her. Particularly
when her mother, tidying the kitchen, forgot to leave something in its old place, where it used to be before, in the
days when the dead man was with them. Then she would scold her mother most severely. Not for having done it,
but because Anica felt it showed that her mother, on purpose wanted to offend the dead.
And they were all against him, now. They’d even come to loathe him. Just because Anica did not want to
marry Ita. Whereas now, when everybody was against the dead man, Anica, on the contrary, considered that it was
her duty to defend him from them, not only him, but also herself, because they wanted, by her marriage to Ita, to
separate her from him, to wrench her away. And this was why she did not want to see anybody, or to leave her
room.
And she kept in bed all the time. Sometimes she was absorbed in heavy thoughts, unconscious of anything all
day long. And when she would come to and see her mother above her pillow, clasping her forehead, her head,
holding an onion soaked in black coffee to her temples, she would drive her away again:
“Go away, leave me.”
At night in particular she did not allow her mother to be with her. She liked to be alone. To spend the whole
night like that; either lying as if dead, having decided not to marry Ita, or, when she recalled his proposal, seeming
to see him, Ita, and writing in pain: “Ita, my Ita…” and as if he were dead, she would begin to keen, to mourn
him.
Not that she does not love him!
Ah, if only she could once feel his touch, and …
But how can she? How can she look him in the face? Smile at him, cry with joy when she embraces him—
when immediately, straight away, he would stand between them: he, the dead. And she herself, Anica, is not what
she used to be: her old self, Anica, but a woman, and he, Ita, is still Ita. And how can she receive him and embrace
him as if she were his? He might always feel that she had not come pure to him, whenever he embraces her, in
each kiss, that she belongs to somebody else, to the dead … already embraced, caressed.
And if he were only like any other husband, ordinary, like that man called Nedeljko—but this is Ita. And with
Ita it is different, he is not just a husband.
Ita is Ita.
Oh! And sometimes she would drop down, letting herself go. She would let her breasts, all her strength, quiver,
she would let that other life possess her: the life outside the dead man’s house, walls, gate, that other—new, life.
And that life was: Ita.
But always on such occasions, like chastisement, amidst it all, in that sweet, heavy dream of Ita, he would
appear—the dead.
He would not say anything. Only his rich, black moustaches would contrast more severely with is pale, bony,
now dead face. And he would rise up, stiffly, in front of Anica, looming larger and larger. His look is severe, dark,
fixed on her. She dare not do anything. Only, as if imploring his pardon, forgiveness, for having dared to think of
other things, she begins to sob:
“Yours, yours.”
And she retreats before the dead, shaking with fear because she feels, in her heart of hearts, that the words
“yours, yours” are not, perhaps, true.
Sometimes it is so violent that she jumps up and almost as if mad, not aware of what she is doing, rushes to the
windows and begins to pull at the bars of the grating, to shake them, as if wanting to pull them out and run away.
Her mother breaks in. The child wakes up. He begins to whine, skipping all around her. And she is not aware
of anything. In her nightdress, almost maddened with fear, she only shakes the bars, though she knows quite well
that there is nowhere she either dare or can go.
The child howls, howls, so that even the neighbors can hear him. They jump over the wall. But they do not go
in, they open the gate first and let their women go in to see her.
“Anica, Anica … the child, Anica!” The women try to help her mother and take her away from the window,
pointing to the child, to make her come to more quickly, control herself.
But she cannot come to. And when she sees the candle, here mother, the women, only then is she convinced
that all that was not true, and she bursts into tears.
“What’s the matter, Anica?” they ask her, pouring water on her. She cannot get away from it, utter a word, but
only sobs.
“What’s the matter? Something has frightened you, perhaps—what is it?”
“Nothing!” she stammers out.
“Nothing? Don’t be afraid. What is there to be afraid of?” They show her the still, dark night, the house,
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suspecting the apparitions that haunt her dreams.
And afterwards, although Anica protested, all the time until she married, until she was wedded to Nedeljko and
left the house of the dead, her mother and her neighbors, by force, sat around her, keeping guard, as if protecting
her from somebody.
209.61 Excerpts from Natalija: Life In The Balkan Powder Keg, 1880-1956\fn{by Natalija Matic Zrmic (1880-1956)}
Arandjelovac, Šumadija District, Serbia (F) 7
1
I was born on October 27, 1880 in a small town called Arandjelovac to mother Mileva and father Nikola
Joksimovic.
My mother Mileva gave birth to six children. Four of them were born alive, two of them died when they were
infants, and the other children don’t remember them. My oldest sister Jelisaveta, or Jelka, as we called her, was
born alive, but Jova and Draga, who were born after her, died when they were still babies. Julijana (Juca) was
born next, then me, Natalija, and then my youngest sister, Ernilija (Bela).
All I know about my birth is what I later learned from others.
“God wanted her to be a boy as was her father’s wish,” they said, “but in the end he changed his mind and she
was born a girl.”
These stories were definitely the consequence of my father’s real longing to have a son, as well as of my lively
temperament and the fact that I hung around and played with boys when I was little, often serving as their
ringleader.
My father Nikola was from the well-known historical village of Orasac, which was the location of the great
1804 rebellion during the rule of King Karadjordje.\fn{ Dorde Petrovic aka Karadjordje (Black George), 1768-1817, Grand
Vozd of Serbia (1804-1813)} He came from a large zadruga, or family-farming cooperative. I don’t know much about
my father’s life before I was born. I know he started from scratch, which is why the family was still struggling
with poverty when I was a child.
I don’t know exactly what his profession was. As far as I can remember from my childhood, my father was the
village elder for 11 years. At that time he was already regarded as the best among the citizens, and was later
chairman of a municipality.\fn{A collection of villages adding up to 500 citizens created a municipality, the chairman of which was
elected by the village elders}
He achieved everything alone, with his own two hands and his brains. He was a people’s representative in Nis
in 1884.\fn{I.e., he was a member of the Serbian Parliament } After that he often worked as a salesman and mechanic, and
for six years as the general manager of the “Kisela Voda” Mineral Water Company in Arandjelovac. He could
have been better off if he had known how to hold on to his money and not given everything away
He was a member of the Progressive Party, or Bontoux’s men, as they were called at the time, after Bontoux,
the man who was building the new railroad system. Bontoux was the head of the financial institution, “Union
Generale,” from Paris, which in 1881 signed an agreement with the government of Prince Milan
Obrenovic\fn{Milan IV (or II), 1854-1901, Prince of Serbia (1868-1882), King of Serbia (1882-1889)} regarding the lease, construction, and use of the Belgrade-Vranje railroad. The company went bankrupt after only a year, causing Serbia
to lose 25 million dinars. The agreement was very exploitative, but had been accepted by corrupt judges and
politicians.
*
My grandmother on my mother’s side, Sara, was the only daughter of an Orthodox priest named Torno and his
wife, Ana. Sara had five brothers.
My mother was a real treasure, a model for other women in honesty and in all other virtues. She was very
sweet-tempered, quiet, and good. It always makes me cry when I remember how much pain I sometimes caused
her in my childhood and youth. She nevertheless loved me very much. I only realized this when I became a
mother myself; and I pray to God for forgiveness if I ever offended her, which I know I did.
My father also loved us very much, but had he looked after all of us better, things would have been different
for my sisters, whereas for me things turned out to be fine, thank God. He was more concerned with his work and
politics, whereas our mother spent more time with us. When she died, he must have had such a difficult time
looking after so many daughters; he simply did not know how to do everything that was necessary, because he
had never been as close to us as our mother was.
*
When I compare present political life with that of the past, I don’t see anything that’s better or worse; it’s
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always the same. I still have vivid memories of certain events, despite the long number of years that have passed.
My heartbeat still quickens with fear when I remember the sharp sound of revolver shots as members of the
Radical Party cut down the trees planted along the streets of Arandjelovac in front of the houses owned by their
political rivals, the Progressives. Later the Radicals partied under the windows of those very same houses and
danced with torches to music until dawn. This was shortly after some elections.
The crowd that cut down the trees that night was led by a man named Milos, a Radical extremist. My father
was Milos’s kum, or best man, at his wedding, and before and after this wild night on the streets of Arandjelovac,
my father and Milos celebrated each other’s slava (family patron’s day) embracing each other and kissing each
other on the cheek. Being impassioned political opponents, they could have killed each other, but any
disagreement was soon forgotten and they were friends again as before. As a child, I found this surprising, but I
later learned that Serbs as a people quickly forgive all wrong-doings, even those of their enemies, and in general
like to treat everybody as a friend, regardless of whether they are or not
To this day I have my doubts about whether forgiveness is a good characteristic of the Serbian nation. As much
as it is a good Christian virtue, it has also turned out to be a mistake too many times and has caused us harm. I’m
afraid our good nature has often come at a high price. Bordering on naïvete and even stupidity, it stems from our
great desire to believe that all people are good.
We thus give the enemy too much space, allowing him to do too many evil things to us before striking back.
After that we soon forget all the pain, suffering, hardship, death, and misery; only to have somebody do the same
to our children some time later. To behave in this way is Christian, but are we the only Christians on this planet?
I remember an incident from 1885, during the Bulgarian-Serbian war.\fn{ November 14-28, 1885} It was nighttime. All the women were on the streets, wrapped in their large shawls, with children in their arms or standing
next to them They were escorting their husbands to the border. I was squatting under my mother’s apron and
sobbing, not because of my father since I did not know where he was going, but because I was cold and shocked
as well as afraid of the stamping of military boots and crying of the women. At that time I did not know what war
was. But all those who live in my country acquire a thorough knowledge of war in their lifetime, if they survive.
Will a single generation ever be spared that knowledge?
Later on even we, the children, were dragged away from our games to help older women “comb the cloth,”
that is to pull the strings from old, well-washed white cloth and arrange it in delicate layers, like a spider web, to
be used later as a substitute for cotton wool in dressing soldiers’ wounds.
*
I completed four years of primary school in Arandjelovac and was an A student. My teacher was a thin and
short spinster with hair reaching down to her knees. She lived with her mother. I fought for the opportunity to go
to her place and clean her room, and I did all the housework around her house, although I didn’t have to, because
my father was the head of the municipality and the chairman of the school board. My teacher sent me several
times to the men’s classroom to substitute for their teacher who had diphtheria.
There was a big difference in age between my oldest sister and the rest of us children, and so while I was still a
child, Jelka was already of marrying age. She had the reputation of being the most beautiful girl in Arandjelovac.
She was in love with the head of the county government, Zivojin Bogdanovic, who was in love with her too and
who proposed to her.
Even at that time, as a little girl, I sensed and was critical of my parents’ meddling in their love. My father,
who was conservative, did not want to hear anything about their love, because he did not want his son-in-law to
be a civil servant, traveling from town to town as part of his service. He wanted his daughter to marry a local man,
Velja, the son of an eminent, emancipated and wealthy widow.
I believe that her wealth played a decisive role in my father’s mind, and Zivojin Bogdanovic limped on one leg
which might have been another reason for my father’s staunch opposition to him. I felt sorry for my sister, and
even at such an early age I knew that I would not allow anyone to shape my fate in this way, even though father’s
wishes were law at that time.
The house of Velja’s mother, whom we called Aunt Perunika, was considered one of the richest in the area, and
whenever Serbian King Milan came to Arandjelovac, he stayed in her house. I still remember Aunt Perunika. She
was plump and short, and wore a typical Serbian hairpin in her hair. She was the only one who still wore that oldfashioned hairpin, while my mother and all the other women in town wore a fez, a Barege scarf, a short cloak with
wide sleeves, and the rest of the “town” attire. Aunt Perunika’s clothes were town clothes, except for the hairpin.
Whenever I remember her I see her throwing back her head, along and heavy silk scarf with fringes swinging
behind her, fastened in the middle with a round gold coin-pin, the so-called “gold ruble.” Instead of a cane she
always carried a man’s umbrella in her hand, which made her appear more dignified. When she strode down the
street, peasants, mostly indebted servants or sharecroppers, followed behind her as an escort.
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I am writing about her because she was a woman-man at the time when Serbian women spent most of their
lives at home, never appearing anywhere unescorted by men. She entered all the coffee houses in town alone, and
sat with the men there, conducting most of her business in this way.
I no longer remember my sister’s wedding to Aunt Perunika’s son, Velja. I am certain that we, the children,
were left to celebrate a safe distance away from the main ceremony. But I still remember well one evening in the
summer when my sister Jelka stormed into the house, crying. She was holding a bunch of diamonds in her hand
from a brooch she had worn that day on her head, and which Velja had smashed into pieces with his fist
He did it out of jealousy. He had no education or manners, was quick-tempered and rich, and he knew that
before their marriage Jelka’s heart had belonged to another man. I only heard the entire story later.
*
It was around this time that Queen Natalija carne to Arandjelovac.\fn{ Natalija Obrenovic (1859-1941) married to King
Milan Obrenovic} Every day around five o’clock in the afternoon, she would came out on the balcony of Prince
Michael’s old dwelling to watch the town’s youth dance the kolo, or circle folk dance, on the terrace below. My
sister Jelka was among the dancers.
The queen noticed my sister for her beauty and she sent her aide-de-camp to ask her if she would lead the ring
dance. The aide-de-camp asked the county head, Zivojin Bogdanovic, to approach my sister with him and
introduce him to her, so that he could ask her to dance the ring dance with him, without knowing what had
happened between them in the past.
My sister thus led the ring dance, while the queen’s aide-de-camp danced the so-called “ace” position. Zivojin
Bogdanovic took the place between them, and then remained by my sister’s side. The widow Perunika was very
pleased with the honor bestowed upon her daughter-in-law; and went looking for her friend, my father, who was
also feeling proud, so that they could enjoy the event together.
But soon after, the commotion started. When Velja saw Jelka next to Zivojin, he stood in front of her, waved
his cane, and hit her on the head, shouting,
“Go home, who gave you permission to dance?”
Everybody fell silent. Auut Perunika took my sister’s hand and led her home. That evening my sister returned
to my parents’ house and never went back. The marriage was dissolved, and I will write more later about the way
in which my parents’ mistake ruined her life. When the beautiful Queen Natalija\fn{ 1859-1941, Queen of Serbia (18821888)} learned the entire history of the incident and Jelka’s fate, she empathized with her, possibly because she
was also unhappy in her own marriage to King Milan.
*
The arrival of the queen in our town was, in itself, important for everybody; including us children. We
wouldn’t eat or rest all day; but ran around in the park in the hope of catching sight of her and admiring her.
In the far corner of the park stretched a cricket field where the queen played several hours a day; hitting the
balls so that they would pass through the small wickets made out of iron rods. She was in the middle of a game
when she received a dispatch demanding that she return to Belgrade.
She left immediately with no fuss and soon after was expelled from the country in a manner unworthy of the
Serbian people.\fn{In April 1891, her former husband, ex-king Milan, “after several interferences in government affairs, announced his
intention to leave Serbia until his son should be old enough to take over the rule. The parliament instructed the government to ask queen
mother Natalie to act accordingly. When the queen refused to leave the country, the police tried to expel her by force on 18 May 1891. The
queen opened the window and cried for help to the public, and indeed a crowd of civilians fought the police and the military, freed the
queen and triumphantly took her back into her palace. But on the next day, the force of the whole military garrison of Belgrade was used to
secure the departure of the queen into exile.”W}

We children continued to play queen and king for months after her visit, and I was always the ringleader.
Except that at that time we didn’t know about the royal couple’s disagreements and played the way we thought
kings and queens were supposed to live.
Our yard was spacious, so in its most sheltered part, away from the house, we hung up a swing, which we
decorated with flowers and branches. Since my own name was Natalija (I was especially proud to have the same
name as Queen Natalija) I always played the part of the queen and sat in the swing, while Milan, our neighbor’s
son, played the king. Although I was still a child, my parents had already promised me to Milan as his wife,
because such was the custom of the time, and also to ensure that their neighbor’s son would listen to them
whenever something needed to be done. Natalija and Milan would thus sit royally in the swing, while their
“orderlies” pushed it, back and forth. Holding each other in our arms, we would depart on a journey in the royal
carriage, while the other children from the neighborhood shouted, “Long live the king and queen, long live,”
throwing flowers at us to welcome us to or escort us from various cities. The barn was the court where we played
all day; sliding down the piles of grain, rolling and submerging each other in them.
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My younger sister, Bela, was my loyal follower and ally in all our adventures. My older sister, Juca, was
always serious, a Miss Know-It-All, and she never took part in our fun. She always tried to find some way to spite
us or to tell on us, so that we would get spanked.
She sat all day next to our oldest sister Jelka, who by that time had already returned to my father’s house, and
who spent her time knitting stockings, reading, or doing needlework with some older girls; I couldn’t stay in one
place in the house for longer than two minutes. Whenever the weather permitted, I was outside, running around,
the ringleader of all the neighborhood children.
*
My father had a large house on the upper side of the street, in the front, which was built when I was in
elementary school. We lived on the upper floor. The ground floor housed two stores, facing the street. One of
them we rented out while the other we used for ourselves. We also had a large, hilly yard behind the houses, and
had a well, which only a few privileged people were allowed to use.
The yard was full of all kinds of cultivated fruit and in the back there were barns and baskets for grain. At the
end of the yard, on top of the hill, was an old pear tree, whose trunk was about a meter wide, and hollow inside.
That pear tree always yielded a lot of fruit, and it was the only tree in the whole area that I did not dare climb,
because I was afraid of falling into that hole in its center.
Between the “house yard,” which stretched around both houses and was planted mostly with flowers, and the
orchard, there was a fence made of wooden planks, which had a door leading to an orchard full of “Hungarian”,
and red, and white plum trees. Their sweet fruit made all those who knew us come to help us pick the plums every
year.
I knew which fruit was ripening in all the neighbors’ gardens. In the fall, my friends and I would regularly
barge into a neighbor woman’s yard armed with sticks and stones, which we banged against her famous pear tree
until the grass underneath was covered with the golden fruit By the time the old woman heard us and hurried out
to her yard, we had already grabbed the fruit and escaped to the barn. Then we would sit on benches in the semidarkness of evening and hurl pears at passersby.
We played other pranks too. Sometimes complaints reached my father, and beatings followed, but even that
wasn’t enough to tame our little gang. The moment after the beatings were finished, we immediately started
looking for new mischief.
In the year when our new house was being built, we played all kinds of games in it, the best of which was our
theater. Everyone had to sneak an old piece of clothing out of their house and bring it for our wardrobe. We had
all kinds of things there, old women’s cloaks, silk waistbands, fezzes, and long skirts. Since we occasionally
brought these things without asking, I’m sure our mothers and sisters wondered about certain items, thinking they
had misplaced them. Sometimes we had to sneak clothes back into the house.
The entrance fee for our theater was one or two buttons, depending on the seat, which is why buttons started
disappearing all over the neighborhood. Older boys and girls walking the streets in the evening would also come
by. They had free entry, provided they didn’t tell our parents what went on between those walls.
There were benches in front of the houses on the street, where our mothers gathered to socialize and discuss
current events in town, sometimes forgetting to put the children to bed. This gave us an opportunity to play to our
heart’s desire in the evenings. We performed plays based on Serbian folktales but also made up and performed
other pieces.
One evening, I stepped on a rusty nail in a plank that we were using for our stage. The mothers came running
when they heard my screaming. The other children scattered in all directions, but the general manager, producer,
and main actress of the theater (me) first received a good spanking and was then put to bed. My mother put ashes
fried in lard on my leg, which was thought to cure injuries of this kind.
After that, our performances stopped, but there were other wonderful events, which the adults often rewarded
with spanking. That didn’t bother us too much though, and we always found new tricks and ruses, which were a
lot of fun, until we were caught again.
*
At that time the town was getting ready to welcome the young King Alexander Obrenovic,\fn{ 1889-1903, when he
and his wife were assassinated in a military coup, thus bringing the dynasty to an end } who was passing through on his way to
anointment in Zica.\fn{Whose monastery was the seat of the first Serbian archbishop, St. Sava, and the historical site of the coronation
for Serbia’s medieval kings} This was a momentous event for our town. We children were so excited and curious to see
the king and his suite, and rushed here and there in anticipation of his visit. On the day of his arrival, the arches on
all the houses were decorated, music filled the air, and fireworks streaked across the sky. Ministers of state
appeared in town first and then the king.
We ran to welcome the king and instantly fell in love with him in his white cadet uniform. The prime minister
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and minister of finance stayed at our big house for three days. The feast prepared in their honor was also a feast
for us. This was the first time I learned about chocolate, and candy; and tiny sugarcoated cookies arranged on
colorful paper in tins.
As soon as King Alexander left Arandjelovac, I became desperate. Photographs of the king’s family lined the
walls in my father’s house. In one of the pictures, taken just after he had ascended the throne, Alexander was
dressed in a corporal’s uniform. Still a child,\fn{ He was just 13} with no moustache, his eyes were fixed upon the
viewer.
Every day; without anybody noticing, I would go to the large guest room nobody entered when there were no
guests at the house, and I would stand next to the door, gazing at that picture of King Alexander. I shifted and
changed position, looking at the picture from different angles, but he always seemed to be looking only at me.
Once when I was watching the picture, in my imagination I called Alexander to life and climbed onto the bed
below the picture and lovingly kissed him.
I was lucky that nobody saw me, because they most certainly would have spanked me.
*
I completed elementary school in 1891 as an A student, but then fell ill with a high fever. Since I was a girl, my
parents did not intend to send me to high school, but I wanted to continue studying at all costs, and argued with
my mother and father about it.
Since I was light-headed from the high fever, I must have been too sassy; and my parents thought I had gone
crazy, Some old women had talked them into taking me to a monastery to see a priest who would chase the devil
out of me.
I don’t remember where that was, I only know they bathed me in icy water and I barely survived. Later, when I
was lying in bed with pneumonia, my Aunt Krstina came to visit from Belgrade. When she heard what had
happened, she scolded my mother for what they had done to me and demanded they send me to Belgrade to stay
with her while I continued my studies.
She took it upon herself to look after me as if I were her own child. She convinced my parents by telling them
she would also send her daughter, Bisenija, to high school, although high school cost money and they were much
poorer than we were. It would be a shame, she said, if they did not do the same for me, since I wanted to go to
high school so much.
Aunt Krstina was very convincing and angry with my parents for having taken me to that priest, and she gave
my parents an earful, telling them that cold water could have killed me. In the end, my parents consented.
I remembered Aunt Krstina as a very pretty, lively; and smart woman, but my mother thought she was not very
clever when it came to choosing her husband, which is why she struggled with poverty all her life. She married a
county clerk from Kragujevac, a handsome intern, for whom she turned down the proposal of a politician and
historian, who later became the chairman of the Parliament and a government minister.
Because of some financial problem, my Uncle Sima could not advance in his job and remained a clerk until his
death. My uncle and aunt lived in Arandjelovac for a while and then moved to Belgrade, where he got a job in the
attorney’s office of Zivojin Bogdanovic, my oldest sister Jelka’s true love.
After their departure, my aunt and uncle always wrote to us from Belgrade, inviting Jelka to come for a visit.
Jelka didn’t want to go because she had already started a new romance, which also turned out to be tragic. She fell
in love with a handsome clerk, Mita, who lived in my father’s old house, and whose apartment she cleaned. In the
end, Jelka had to go to Belgrade, because my father decided she would be better off marrying Zivojin, whose
career had advanced, than Mita, a supporter of the Radical Party.
And so, one day Jelka had to go to Aunt Krstina’s in Belgrade, where she stayed only a week instead of two
months as planned. Later on, when I was already grown up, she told me that while she was in Belgrade she had
turned down Zivojin’s offer of marriage. She told him she no longer wanted him, because he had not stolen her
away from home and prevented her parents from marrying her to another man against her will. However, I still
believe that handsome Mita was the real reason for her decision; he was simply more attractive and younger than
Zivojin.
As soon as my Aunt Krstina and Uncle Sima had returned to Belgrade after visiting us during my illness, my
aunt wrote and instructed them to prepare to send me to Belgrade for school:
“You must do it, so that she doesn’t remain blind with good eyes.”
She wrote that I would eat with them and their daughters, and live in her house, and that my parents should just
send me along.
On August 15,1891 my good mother took me to Belgrade. Although I wanted to go very much, it was a
difficult day for me. Before that day I had gathered all the children from the neighborhood, my friends whom I
was leaving behind in Arandjelovac, and given them my treasures for safekeeping—my toys piled up in the barn,
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which they could play with as long as they took good care of them so that I would find them again when I
returned from Belgrade.
You cannot imagine the kind of things I had in that pile, not the kind of toys children play with today. They
were real toys, the product of our own hands and imagination, which is why we liked them so much. We mostly
found our toys on garbage dumps and among discarded things in the attics.
Among the most valuable were pieces of broken porcelain dishes, shards or broken pieces of vases, cups, and
plates. We pretended they were rarities and excavated objects when we played explorers. We discovered and
collected sardine cans, and boxes with matches and, when we were hungry; shaped “desserts” of mud and brick
shavings into pastry chef cakes. Our collection featured heaps of colorful rags and other junk treasures, as well as
rag and paper dolls, which either we or our mothers and older sisters made for us.
With a heavy heart I said goodbye to the barn and my friends; they meant more to me than the entire town of
Arandjelovac.
*
When we arrived in Belgrade, the ride in a hackney from the station to my aunt’s was too expensive, so my
mother and I hired a porter to carry the suitcases and baskets. We went on foot behind him, trudging through
muddy passages leading between the courtyards of coffeehouses and old houses to what was a new world to me.
My aunt’s apartment consisted of two clean and sunny rooms, with a kitchen and shed some distance away The
yard was tiny; without a single tree. Compared to our beautiful house and garden in Arandjelovac, it was at first
quite disappointing. I expected more of Belgrade.
But school started soon after I arrived, and none of this mattered anymore. Besides, I quickly made new
friends and later discovered many interesting places in Belgrade where I could play I went to school twice a day;
all the way to the High School for Women on Queen Natalija Street. The school was located a long way from our
house, and the walk was very tiring. All the students were from Belgrade, and at first they looked at me, a girl
from a small town, with suspicion and haughtiness.
Even now; many decades later, I still lovingly remember the old school with its long hallways and large sports
hall, where we had gymnastics and later dance classes. A full-length oil painting of beautiful Queen Natalija,
looking like a fairy-tale character, hung on the wall. I contemplated her with love and admiration during my
gymnastics classes, and felt especially proud of having her name. This made up for the difference between me and
my schoolmates, who had nicer dresses but who were not named Natalija. I was never much of a show-off; and
nice dresses did not matter to me as much as the haughty attitude of some of my schoolmates, who weren’t better
than me in any way; since I was always a good student.
My Aunt Krstina and Uncle Sima were good to me, and I always remember them with love and gratitude. And
so, I soon felt at home. Instead of doing embroidery as most other girls and schoolmates of mine did, I spent all
my free time in the company of my cousins and children from my hometown, whom I loved as my brothers and
sisters, sharing everything with them, the good and the bad. My Aunt Krstina did not make me do any housework,
because she noticed that I didn’t like it, and so her daughter Bisenija helped her most of the time; all she ever
demanded of me was that I study well, which was easy for me, and so I always had free time.
We would walk up to the top of Tasmajdan Park, where we all played together, flipping coins and throwing a
small knife into the air so that it would stick into the ground when it landed. I took part in the games equally with
the boys. In late fall, when the days grew shorter, our visits to Tasmajdan became less frequent, especially after an
unfortunate incident in which one boy stabbed another in the stomach with a pocketknife. Although the boy was
not seriously hurt, the incident involved an accusation against me for having cheated in a game, and it ruined
everything for me.
My parents weren’t around to spank me, but even if they had been, my friends always took all my faults upon
themselves. That only made it all much worse, because then I blamed myself for everything that had happened. I
loved my friends very much, and I rewarded them for their trust and loyalty by doing the homework they found
too difficult. It seems that this was a bit of a disservice to them, although I was only trying to help. My aunt often
chastised me, not because I wasn’t studying enough—I didn’t have to because I always got the best grades
anyway and remembered everything I heard in school—but because I gathered around me all the neighborhood
children and they started getting bad grades in school.
I never studied. I paid attention in class, because I found everything interesting, and I regularly volunteered in
class when the teacher asked who remembered what we had learned. This is also how I got most of my good
grades.
My favorite subjects were history, geography; and Serbian language and literature. I always struggled a bit
with mathematics, and in this subject the teachers frequently gave me better grades than I deserved, not because I
knew so much, but because my other grades were so good they did not want to ruin my average. So, unlike my
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friends, I passed through school easily and with no problems.
I finished the first and second grade when we were living at Palilula, near Tasmajdan Park. After that, my
friends scattered, each to a different place.
A short time later, we moved to a better apartment on a better street. Our apartment was in a yard, filled with
flowers, especially roses, a fruit garden, and an enormous almond tree that showered its nuts generously upon us.
The inhabitants of Ratarska Street and their way of life weren’t much different from what I was used to in my
hometown Arandjelovac. I was born and raised among ordinary people there, which shaped my character and
attitude towards life and the world around me. I am still today most satisfied in that kind of environment, where I
have always been able to find something new and beautiful, more beautiful than in the so-called “high-class”
people and places.
My Aunt Krstina was a very smart woman who followed world events and the politics of the time. Proud of
her literacy and always quick to point it out, she often made comments and drew conclusions about the world
around her. She chose her company carefully and refused to take part in gossiping and other kinds of women’s
talk.
*
After completing the third grade of high school, I returned to Arandjelovac for good. During the three years of
high school, I had only returned home during the long summer vacations, because we could not waste money on
traveling, not even for such holidays as Christmas and Easter. Fortunately; I was never ill during all this time.
When I came back, I found that circumstances at my father’s house had started to change. My father was
involved in the wholesale export of prunes, grains, and pigs. Once when he had prepared several railway carriages
of prunes for export, the Austrian border closed. The prunes turned sour from waiting and my father had to throw
them all away; and he had to sell pigs, ready for export, for no money at all. A large number of pigs died, and he
had to bury them at his own expense. There was no way to preserve those kinds of goods until they could be sold.
As a result, my father lost a large part of his property forever, and we had to live from renting the house in our
backyard, part of our new house, and our store.
This is why my further education was brought into question.
It was around this time that my oldest sister Jelka refused to obey our mother’s and father’s command to marry
her former suitor Zivojin Bogdanovic, who had by this time worked his way up to an “official position” in
Belgrade. My sister had already fallen in love with her Mita and would not consider an engagement to her old
flame. This made my father even more bitter, and he simply threw Mita out of our house, which he was renting.
He also threatened to throw Jelka out of the house and stop feeding her if she continued to see Mita. My father
now wanted her to marry Bogdanovic at all costs, the same man he had earlier forbidden her to marry, but this
time Jelka remained loyal to her new great love and refused to allow her parents to spoil her happiness.
She completed a sewing course, partly in Arandjelovac and partly in Belgrade, where she worked for a
seamstress. She later opened her own tailor’s shop, or what would be today a fashion salon, at one of the stores in
our house in Arandjelovac. She later hired some girls to work for her and the business took off, thank God. My
father let it be, first because she was no longer costing him any money; and second because she even took it upon
herself to pay for my education. I could continue going to school thanks to my good and generous sister. In
exchange I helped her keep up a secret relationship with Mita, who had been reassigned to Kragujevac at my
father’s intervention. So to Kragujevac I went to continue my education.
I loved my sister Jelka very much, because she was as good and sweet-tempered as my mother, and I have no
idea where she found the strength to resist my father. I loved her Mita too, because he was a very handsome man,
and I was impressed by the fact that he followed the Progressives.
I was a fervent supporter of the Independent Radical Party, following the example of my Uncle Joca, who was
a priest and a sworn Radical and at whose house I spent two months that summer. I had a wonderful time at my
Uncle Joca’s house and liked him best among all my relatives. He loved me too, and often talked to me as if I
were an adult. The large library at his house gave me a special thrill. He subscribed to magazines, so I could sit
and read all day; choosing between novels written by Serbian authors and ones written by foreigners. His book
collection included mostly secular books, novels, history; and science books. I don’t know where he kept his
religious books.
I often sneaked into my uncle’s room so that I could secretly listen to his conversations with friends about the
political situation. Whenever my aunt found me there, she got angry and dragged me out of the room to fetch the
sheep with her daughters. My aunt was a little jealous that I was getting a school education and her daughters
weren’t. This was why she often said,
“They don’t need it. Dowries are ready for them, so we’ll be able to pick our son-in-laws without it.”
At that time, right before the First World War, none of the daughters in our entire family got a school
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education, except my cousin, Bisenija, and me. It was considered inappropriate for girls to go to school. Girls sat
at home knitting, doing embroidery and other house chores, and if they wanted to marry a rich or an educated
man, they had to have a dowry prepared.
There weren’t many young men who were willing to marry a girl with no dowry: I was an exception, because I
went to school in Belgrade and returned to Arandjelovac in the company of my male friends, both older and
younger. We shared the same carriage, which was at that time unheard of and considered inappropriate. My aunt
must have thought the same, and decided not to send her daughters to school when the time carne.
My uncle often discussed school with me, and was proud when some of his friends said I was his “severed
head,” both because of my looks and my brains. He declared,
“You’ll be the substitute for the son my wife never had.”
I believe my aunt disliked the fact that my uncle thought more highly of me than of his own children, precisely
because of my schooling. It’s understandable she felt this way as a mother. She otherwise treated me well, and I
hold nothing against her.
My aunt always served lunch for my uncle separately in his study. During that summer I spent with them, we
celebrated Transfiguration by fasting! The rest of us who ate together were fasting to receive the Transfiguration
communion.
I got tired of eating beans and potatoes every day seasoned only with garlic, and was suspicious of my uncle
always eating alone in his room When the day of Transfiguration came, we got up early to get ready: My aunt
said,
“There’ll be no breakfast today.”
Hungry as I was, I went outside to walk on the fresh grass around uncle’s house. I was a little bit angry;
because we never fasted in our house, or perhaps only adults did it. In any event, I wasn’t used to fasting, which
was a big deal at a priest’s house.
As I walked through the empty yard, I noticed that the dairy was open and when I went in, I saw buckets full
of milk. There was a layer of cream thick as a finger on top of each bucket. I don’t know what came over me, but
I scooped all the cream from one bucket with my hand and ate it. I quickly wiped my hands and mouth and ran
into the yard and then back to the house.
Fortunately no one had seen me. Everyone was preparing to go to church and not paying any attention to me.
My uncle had left long before to get ready for service.
Now all of us girls headed to the church with my aunt. I had to receive communion, otherwise everybody
would know who ate the cream. I took it with a heavy heart, not because I’d sinned—the God who always
understood me would do so now—but because I did it to spite my beloved uncle, because he ate chickens and
meat in his room, while the rest of us fasted. I was even sadder when I learned that my uncle suffered from
tuberculosis and was therefore unable to fast.
Since he was a priest, he had to hide it This was the reason he ate alone in his room. People sometimes do
things they later remember and regret their entire life. …
2
… I first met Jova at my parents’ house in 1897, when he and his friend, both of them young engineers, came
to lunch. They were working on the Mladenovac-Misac railroad. I was 17 at the time and I had just been given a
teaching position as a teacher in the village of Topola. After that he came to dinner with two other engineers on
the occasion of my father’s slava, and we saw each other again.
Five years later, in 1902, when the Mladenovac-Belgrade railroad was under construction, I sang a song about
Bosnia, at a ball in Arandjelovac. Jova was there and heard me sing “Bosnia, my poor country.”
Although I didn’t know it at the time, my singing seems to have knocked my Bosnian husband completely off
his feet. At least that’s what he later always said.
Once during a walk at the “Kisela Voda” spa, I tried to match him up with a good friend of mine, who had a
big dowry: He told me he was interested in the matchmaker, even without a dowry!
On October 27, of that year, he came on a white horse to Topola. When I came out of my apartment after
lunch, I saw a rider in the churchyard. He jumped off his horse, handed me a bouquet of flowers, and wished me a
happy birthday.
I saw then, in his beautiful blue eyes, that I had captured his heart. …
177.157 The Shaggy Little Dog\fn{by Desanka Maksimovic (1898-1993)} Rabrovica, nr. Valjevo, Kolubara District,
Serbia (F) -1
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No one knew where he came from.
One day he was just there, cheerfully wandering round Grandfather’s house—a little dog with a shaggy brown
coat and bright eyes. He came from nowhere and stayed.
All day long he romped round the farmyard, thinking about nothing but games to play.
One day, just for the fun of it, he chased after the butterflies. Another day he ran after the bees or the ladybirds.
He didn’t mean them any harm. It was all just for fun.
One day he raced after the ducks. They thought it was a wonderful game and waddled along in front of him,
quacking with excitement.
Another day he even felt cheeky enough to chase the geese.
But suddenly it wasn’t a game any more. The crotchety gander was in no mood for playing. He didn’t like
people messing around near his flock. So he ran at the little dog, hissing and snapping at him with his broad beak.
The little dog took fright and ran away.
Then he met a bumble bee and was soon playing happily again.
*
When Grandmother went into the forest to collect firewood, the little down went with her. He ran up and
down, carrying a twig in his mouth, trying to help.
If someone on the farm was ill, the little dog stopped playing ran into the house, lay beside the sickbed, and
howled softly. He felt sorry for the invalid.
If a child fell and grazed his knee, the little dog ran into the house, barking, to fetch help.
If he saw one of the family sitting apart from everyone, looking lonely and thoughtful, the little dog crept
quietly up to them and kept them company.
If was someone on the farm was sad, the little dog snuggled up to them and looked at them with sorrowful eyes
as if he was sharing their misery.
Whenever he saw the children playing happily, or the grandparents holding hands, or the parents laughing
together, the little dog barked with pleasure and his eyes glowed with joy.
*
But just when everyone had come to love him—the young and the old, the birds and the animals—the little
dog left them.
No one knew where he went. Now he’s romping around happily—who knows where?
I hope no one is doing him any harm! Wherever he is, I hope no one is getting angry with him. In Grandfather’s house everyone remembers him with love. They often say:
“I wonder if we will ever see that little dog again?”
Maybe you have seen him?
Be kind to him!
1920
200.1 Excerpt from The Poem\fn{by Oskar Davico (1909-1989)} Cinovnickoj, nr. Sabac, Macva District, Serbia (M)
11
1
“No zdars!” whispered the middle-aged German, in his paramilitary umform. “Id iss gloudy today. No zdars.”
“Say ‘cloudy’, not ‘gloudy’,” said the little tart in the green check frock. “And it’s ‘stars’, not ‘zdars’. ‘Ssss’,
not ‘zzz’!”
“Zzzz!” said the German sentry, drawing the girl to him.
“No, no, not now!” she said, not quite trusting him. “I have to be going now. I have to be back home before
dark.”
“Nod when there’ss no zdars!”
“It doesn’t matter to you,” she said. “But we all have to be indoors before curfew, and I’ve only just got time.”
She wriggled out of his arms and stood up. He bent over and tried to stop her.
“I gif you a lod of pread!”
In thought; Mitia had already swung the iron bar. Or was it a big pair of stillsons.\fn{ A brand of pipe wrench} And
saw the sentry slump, a limp mass, mouth gaping, streaming with blood. As for the slattern, standing there aghast,
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he contented himself with boxing her ears. No—he gave her his boot, hard, to drive her away. No—he quickly
gagged her, roped her up, sheared off her hair.
At his feet. lay the German’s spilled-out brains. Gray, dust-spattered, still pulsating. And told himself:
spanners\fn{British slang for wrench} and iron bars were all a mistake, such jobs were better done with a knife.
Through his brain whirled this act of killing. But the Party decision for this particular enterprise had been firm:
“Only kill if absolutely necessary!”
The knife overcame the trifling resistance—cloth, skin, flesh—to plunge deep into the body of the stoutly-built
German. Mitia did not even raise his hand. Did not even strike. Merely held out the knife. And the soldier
breathed it in. And death coughed out from his gullet. The very purpose of the man’s being was thus to cough out
life. And breathe in death.
The soldier caught the girl round the waist arid went down the path with her. Cautiously, Mitia crept out of the
leafless but dense hazel thicket and went up to Kosta.
“You stay here,” he said.
“Why always me?” Kosta began complaining, in a whisper. He knew it was no use, but he always wanted to
stick at Mitia’s side.
With one fierce glance, Mitia swung round, and together with Ljuba and Dimce entered the loudspeaker hut.
One at least that would not transmit Nedic’s speech. He glanced at his watch. Five-fifty. Lose no time, smashing
valves, coils and what have you. All done in a couple of minutes.
He would be back indoors by six.
2
Ever since Anna left him that morning, taking with her the portrait which had hung in the recess between the
bookshelves, ever since Anna left him …
Anna had gone, taking with her the oil-painting of herself and the last bulging briefcase of his manuscripts.
And that was a very good job done. The Gestapo and Serbian Quisling “Special Police” were not going to find
anything that might compromise her. Her or anybody else. Unnecessary letters he had burned earlier. Anything he
valued, he had removed to safety.
Ever since Anna left him, the poet had been sitting thus, elbows on the highly polished rosewood writing table
with its rough-hewn beechwood legs. Just sitting, dejected. Like a piece of furniture. Scrapped furniture.
No, not quite doing nothing, not quite motionless. For a time he had stared out of the window at the trees in the
park. The branches still leafless. Kalemegdan Park—bare. Wondering: to do or not to do what he had promised
her. Then deciding: yes, he would.
Then, like any common messenger, he had taken her letter round to Mitia. Not handed it to him. Slipped it into
the letter-box. And it had been on the way there, through the attics shared by both blocks of flats, to reach Mitia’s
(fourth-floor courtyard block), that the utterly unforeseen had taken place. That which could have been proof to
her that things were not exactly as she thought they were.
And it had been the washer-woman who began it.
He had gone the whole hog with her, too. But it had not helped. It had not relieved his gloom one iota. Why
had they robbed him of Anna? Why?
“Tell me, Mitia! Do you love her?”
After the incident, he had come back to his flat, since when he had sat like this. Vacancy. Sans thought, sans
feeling, sans movement, sans memory. He had not even any real grief. Just vacancy. Merely a sense of being
unwanted, scrap, a wretched, numb thing, a miserable object on to which the murk and silence of the night had
begun to drip. Till it would be seen no more. What would be seen no more?
He himself, of course.
He himself?
Yes: Andrija Vekovic! Why such astonishment?
“I am no longer astonished.”
It had been a little after one o’clock when he got back from the attic. Now dusk was falling. Between then and
now, nothing had happened. He had merely sat. Something had gone wrong inside him, something had snapped,
burst. A tiny wheel of his inner machinery, or a tiny lever, slipped from its bearing; or an invisible conduit pipe
had begun to leak, inwardly flooding him.
With what? Vacancy? Apparently at long last they were quite dead, those red blood-cells bequeathed to him by
those stalwart forbears, traders in swine and what not, frontiersmen, whose strong arms were their law, whose
defiance of the Turks his pride.
When, oh when would this vacant state end? Who could tell? Perhaps all the time till that moment—tomorrow
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or possibly even the day after tomorrow—when at last the lads came, with a grin to whisper the magic partisan
word pokret!—forward, into the action discussed, planned, decided on—and they would set out.
Damn and blast it, Comrade Vekovic, what utter nonsense! You could not go on producing poetry for ever. You
are old for that. Liberated territory and all the rest of it is merely a miserable excuse for yourself. Unworthy of an
intelligent man. Even “liberated territory” won’t save an exhausted poet. That you know very well.
Then why deceive yourself so long? Not only yourself. Why deceive them too? Why assure them that “then”—
on liberated territory—you will write your best poem of all, the one vital poem for which it has been worth living
and creating, working and slaving at your desk.
You know as well as anybody that old tenors lose their top notes. Likewise, old poets merely plagiarize
themselves, ring changes on the thrills of adolescence, on memories which, even hotted up, no longer warm
anybody else.
But your name? How selfless you are, all at once! But your name is not worth all that! It has always been of
uncertain value, even after, (Heaven alone knows why), you were elected to the Academy. In itself, anyway, a sure
sign of worthlessness.
“I am not worthless. I shall help them to win new fighters in the revolutionary cause. When the news is once
abroad that I have gone to liberated territory, there will be men who will say: ‘Old foxes are wary, and he must
know what he’s about.’ And many will hasten to join in before it is too late. They will argue ‘if a poet and
gentleman of his standing, who was always outside politics and independent, takes to the forest, then indeed—’”
What indeed?
“They will conclude that they ought to resist. That’s what.”
Who will so conclude? Peasants? Workers? And the thought came:
“I am afraid they may have read me. But there are others.”
Indeed there are, but they are not fighters, only chatterers.
“They will fight.”
For freedom? Get away with you, you old fool, don’t talk twaddle. Anna has taken away your manuscripts and
her portrait, and here you sit, in a state of utter vacancy. You are merely a miserable, senseless old rag, fit only for
the rubbish heap, something nobody will ever want anymore.
“Tomorrow,” he thought, “tomorrow or the next day, the lads will come. They keep their word.”
And with them, to liberated territory, they would be taking an exhausted, academy skin-bag. Dead meat. Scrap.
“My name still means something.”
To whom?
“To everybody. Everybody who—”
Ah! Now please explain why you broke off! Everybody who—
“And that is just why I will.”
You had in mind all people who try equally for all men, had you not? Am I not right?
“Such do exist.”
And you too love such liberty? Well, you managed to get fifty-six years without putting yourself out for it,
didn’t you? Come, own up, egotist! Did you ever before stir a finger liberty for all men? Speak out.
“I did care for it. Always. But just now it is not quite the same thing.”
Just now—you mean while we are under—enemy occupation?
“I do. And all the rest.”
You mean to say that the question of liberty for everybody is not quite one of indifference to you?
“It is not.”
Now, now, old boy, just look me in the face for a moment! in each other’s eyes! You know what I mean. Down
to bedrock: what is procrastinated honesty but dishonesty? You won’t look up? I knew you would not dare, for
you know that I know that we all know that we only need to glance up into the heavens, whether clouded or starry,
for none of our human cares to matter any more. What do you care about that famous horizontal, earthly liberty
compared with the moon in its glory? What is the point of getting worked up about this mass liberty, social or
national, when in himself, in the universe, man is such an unfree little phenomenon, such a miserable little trifle,
constitutionally limited by his life span, constitutionally frustrated by his organic needs, constitutionally
entrammelled\fn{Obstructed by entanglement} in cause and effect, such a mortally sick minute fragment of a physical
and metaphysical determinism which never gives him a real chance to raise his head—
The bell rang. One single ring. Vekovic raised his head and listened to the sound fading away in the darkness.
It rang again.
He rose and switched on the light. It was too soon to let himself be pleased, yet he was so sure it was Anna.
She was coming back, she had relented. She had come to take back that letter.
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Vekovic felt all his energy surge back, filling his vast lungs with air: the darling girl! He staggered with delight:
the darling girl! Of course, it was all a mistake. She was not in the least interested in Mitia. How could she love
Mitia, anyway, when it was he, Vekovic, who had taught her everything: how to live, how to feel, talk, think?
*
Mitia entered the room. He was pale, all self-control, but as ever, oozing youth. And something besides youth,
something immediate, indefinable, revolutionizing. His cheeks were tense; like the flanks of a chestnut two-yearold, and his jaw was granite—like, his nostrils thin-walled, quivering. The whole of him was like that: he was tall,
quick-limbed, from head to foot, a single vibrant steel spring.
And had robbed him of Anna. And, had now come to communicate some new revolutionary
ukase\fn{Proclamation} about the matter, reading: Section One: youth has a right to youth.
As usual, Mitia seated himself in the first armchair he came to. It was always the same one. He settled himself
slowly into it as if proposing to spend eternity there. (Of course he had time, being young.) Then he suddenly
looked up at the vacant recess between the bookshelves. But, as far as one could see not even noticing that Anna
was no longer there, he turned to Vekovic and for some moments examined him with those bright, youthful,
tranquilly smiling, violet-colored eyes. Then, in a low voice, almost a whisper, he said:
“Got traveler’s fever, eh? Cleared the decks, I see! Not working?”
“No, I am not working,” Vekovic replied.
She fancies him because he’s young, he said to himself. That’s the only reason. For, apart from that, there’s
nothing whatever striking about his appearance. It’s very ordinary. Besides, he’s too thin. No stamina there. I
could snap him in two like a reed.
Mitia glanced at the clock.
“I have an hour and a half,” he said. “I’d rather like to have a talk with you. Anyway, you’re not working, I
shan’t be hindering you, shall I?”
“No, I am not working,” the poet said again, with a swift glance at Mitia’s wet and muddy rubber-soled canvas
shoes.
Yes, what an ordinary young fellow he was! Khaki-colored raincoat, blue singlet, grey moleskin trousers. All
baggy. No crease. What on earth could she see in him? Though he knew the answer only too well, he still could
not swallow it. As if Belgrade was not full of young men. Why just this one? Of course, Mitia had now read the
letter. That was what he wanted to talk about. It was clear that he had read it. But the question that Vekovic put,
(with yet another glance at Mitia’s canvas shoes), was:
“Is it wet underfoot?”
Mitia looked back at him, flashed one swift glance at Vekovic sombre, uneasy countenance, then stared again
at the vacant recess between the bookshelves.
“Not particularly. Why?”
“I just wondered however you’d got your shoes so plastered up.”
Mitia turned away from the picture, but looked not at his wet canvas shoes, but Vekovic. Some time passed.
One second, two, three …
“Across in the Park,” Mitia replied, very calmly, then added: “No need to be afraid. I was not followed.”
“Followed?”
“Pursued.”
“Pursued?”
“Yes, pursued,” Mitia ground out at once, but gazing calmly at Vekovic as if nothing was really the matter.
“You surely don’t think that I ought to have waited for them beside the body?"
“The body?” broke from Vekovic. “Whom did they kill?”
*
“They didn’t,” Mitia explained, patiently. “I did.”
Involuntarily Vekovic gasped.
“You!?” Mitia nodded.
So he hasn’t been home at all, Vekovic thought quickly, and his agitation decreased at once. He came straight
in here. And he hasn’t even seen her letter.
“When … did this … happen?”
“Less than twenty minutes ago.”
Mitia said no more. Carefully, he went on selecting the best of the score or so cigarettes in the bowl. The right
one must not be hard, like a piece of wood, but also must not be soft, half-empty. When at last he had found one,
he licked the end and lit up, then slowly inhaled a good lungful of smoke.
“So you’ve just killed one,” Vekovic resumed.
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“Mhm!” Mitia confirmed, once more. “With a big Stillson wrench. He’s had enough.”
“Enough? Why?”
Vekovic seemed distraught, even horrified, and his emotion made him seem extremely absent-minded. With
the patience of the teacher of a class of defectives, Mitia replied:
“One good blow on the skull, with all my force.” Vekovic gave a violent start.
“That was not what I meant,” he said. “I was asking why you did it.” Again Mitia, steady as a rock, and
without a sign of agitation, unless it was a trace of weariness, replied:
“I was just about to go into the loudspeaker hut, when I saw him there. On a park seat, with his arm round a
girl. She was giggling softly and he was squeezing her tighter and tighter and staring up into the sky and saying
there weren’t any ‘zdars’. And that washerwoman was telling him to say ‘stars’—”
“Washerwoman?” cried Vekovic involuntarily.
“Well, I don’t know for certain what she was, but she looked like a washerwoman to me. An ugly, stocky little
piece. In a faded red blouse and a blue skirt that was sodden and clung to her stomach, and her hands were all
pinkish-white and chapped too, just like a washerwoman’s. And when I heard that Hun say ‘Gloudy, there iss no
zdars!’ it just got under my skin. See? So I brought my Stillson down on his skull as hard as I could.”
“He was a German, you say?”
“A N.C.O.\fn{Non-commissioned officer} But that’s not why. I would have done anybody in the circumstances. It
got under my skin, I tell you.”
“But the girl?”
“The washerwoman, you mean? Dunno. Just then our grenade went up in the loudspeaker hut and I had to
run.”
Vekovic could not quite get the hang of it: this non-commissioned officer—was he the sentry in charge of that
Kalemegdan loudspeaker hut? Was he a hindrance to the destruction of the hut? Or did Mitia kill him because of
his German accent?
Hang it all, one didn’t just kill people because of the way they pronounced dentals. All Germans pronounced
t’s and d’s differently from Yugoslavs.\fn{ Yugoslavia was founded in 1918, but dissolved in 2003 } Then another question
arose: how was it that this German, being a German, was not at his post when on duty?
But—what on earth was the matter with himself, Vekovic suddenly began to wonder at this point. Why did he
feel this need to classify the German accurately? What nonsense! Yes, but all the same …
Yes, there was something he could not quite fathom, and, still astonished at his own astonishment, he began to
try to puzzle it out. First, was he really worried about the circumstances of this incident? Mitia had told him quite
clearly: the grenade in the loudspeaker hut had gone off and Mitia had then had to cut and run. But—this would
mean that it was after placing the grenade that he left the hut and saw the German, and that in turn meant that
otherwise there had been the possibility of getting away totally unnoticed. That was crystal clear.
Yet Mitia had not so done. He had proceeded in addition to kill a non-commissioned German merely because
the poor fellow could not pronounce sibilants and dentals properly.
But the washer-woman? And why precisely “a washerwoman”? Was this pure coincidence? Or was Mitia
being allusive? But how could he? And why, indeed? What was the connection?
But he knew it was no use asking for an explanation. Mitia would tell him only just as much as he elected—
and would tell him that much even if not asked.
He sat looking at Mitia. The young fellow’s deep-blue eyes, frank and bright, were quite calm, pleasant, even
cheerful. His countenance was unmoved. Yes, it was tense as usual, but unmoved.
His hands lay motionless on the table. The fingers were slender and agile. But—only a few minutes since, they
had wielded that heavy tool! Vekovic started violently, but quickly again controlled himself, as if anxious that the
younger man should not see.
Mitia’s glance scanned Vekovic’s face, finally to rest once more in that space between the shelves. That picture
of the girl with the orange-hued hair and the narrow face, with the lacquered eyes and breasts that fluttered
beneath the froth of a flimsy lace blouse was there no longer. Vekovic cleared his throat:
“Killing an enemy,” he said, “I understand. That is not murder. But why have you told me about it? Are you
upset?”
“Why should I be? It was not my first—or last.”
“I am amazed,” Vekovic said. He was lost in thought. “You have never told me of the things you do. Whenever I asked you to explain, even for more impersonal and innocent things, you always gave me a curtain-lecture
about undercover methods. So why tell me now?” Mitia eyes him calmly, almost affectionately.
“The day after tomorrow you and I are to leave Belgrade. In addition, it was that washerwoman—”
“This is all beyond me!” snapped Vekovic.
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“But I had the impression,” Mitia said, “that you knew quite well what it was all about.” Patiently, he went on:
“That trollop! Can’t you see? Now tell me if you don’t approve.”
He knows! Vekovic said to himself. He felt a chill down his spine, but still made no attempt to think how or
whence Mitia should know.
Mitia sat on in the armchair till it seemed an age. The expression on this face invited confession. It seemed to
promise that Vekovic would not have to regret it on their account. The innocence of that affectionate expression
on Mitia’s youthful features enticed him as if it were a catalyst, speeding some chemical process in the poet’s will,
opening valves, so that all Vekovic’s somber autobiographical fluid should flow, to reveal all that he had hitherto
concealed.
Come, make a clean breast of it all! And he might easily have given way and confessed all his private life, had
he not been held back by pain: the pain of that letter of Anna’s which he had taken round to Mitia about midday.
True, by all appearances, Mitia had still not read it.
“But I hate him,” Vekovic said to himself “as if he had. For everything. For robbing me of the only woman I
ever really loved.”
Mitia meanwhile continued to watch him, innocently, but most attentively. It was a relentless look, a look
which called for self-sacrifice and sincerity. And in spite of the jealousy which smarted (jealousy, or a feeling that
he was now very old?) he might easily have begun to tell Mitia about Anna (all he could not have told) had it not
suddenly, in the last moment, somehow become clear, (though how or why he acquired such vivid awareness he
could not have told), that this innocent affection in Mitia’s expression, this calm, attentive glance which Mitia so
frankly and so gently vouchsafed on him, were in reality no more than a version of the complexly cold,
emotionally indifferent attentiveness of an examining magistrate ready to weigh up and analyze the weight and
substance of every word of the confession he was about to begin—much as a customs officer examined the
contents of one’s suitcase and felt every article in his search for contraband.
Mitia simply did not trust him, and it was this realization that stifled the words forming on Vekovic’s lips.
Inwardly he blazed with the outrage of it. Blazed—and was quiet again. At once.
What however was strange was that neither this rage nor his hatred nor the sense of insult hurt. All they did
was hold him back, on the brink of gratuitous confidence. Gratuitous, because Mitia did not want those confidences as a friend. In Mitia’s countenance he now saw a well-trained young hound grinning at him, but beneath the
grin discerned a grim frontier guard, ever ready to ferret out and discover the smuggled goods. (Heavens, but why
smuggle them at all?) Whereas, he told himself, all he wanted was to tell Mitia of the Anna he loved, the Anna
who no longer loved him, the Anna who in that letter which he himself, like any common messenger-boy, had
slipped into Mitia’s letter-box, had undoubtedly invited the young man to come to her.
He also wanted, incidentally, to intimate to him that it was while in a state of utter depression he was
delivering the missive by way of the attics that he had come upon that washerwoman.
Everything was now clear to him, even that extraordinary, incredible yarn about the German sergeant, the
“zdars” and—killing the man. It was all so much bait.
The only thing he could not make out was what exactly Mitia wanted to catch in his trap, though at the same
time he had a vivid sensation that Mitia wanted to be his judge. Indeed, it now became clear to him that from very
start this youth had been a kind of interrogating magistrate, even when he had seemed so hearty and pleased with
things.
And he had always known it, too. Not only at this moment, with Mitia conning him with all an investigator’s
malice behind that affectionately innocent mask. Without the proper pass, without papers properly examined and
stamped according to Mitia’s own system of co-ordinates of good and evil; standards unknown to Vekovic but
certainly not the ordinary good or evil standards, but novel, special, different, without duly sealed certificates that
the goods of Vekovic’s words and acts had been properly assessed for customs at this barrier, nothing could enter
that hidden world behind the frontiers of Mitia’s matter-of-factness, or enter the records of his memory, that
system of harsh unfamiliar decrees and rigorous prescriptions, that vast, living, portable card index, that airborne
court-martial.
Again Vekovic felt fear, and in order not to betray himself he got up and crossed the room to the window, to
stand there and take a good look outside.
*
Beyond the scorched reach of Pilsudski Street before him stretched the slopes of Kalemegdan, with their
somber thickets. He stared at these, to forget Mitia, to keep hatred and fear at bay. On the level ground, fanlike, a
circulatory system of branches unfolded. Why think of the blood-flow? This was no picture of the circulatory
system, with its bronchial tubes reaching into the sponge of lung, this was bare beech-tree tops, and there was no
comparison that could make it anything more than bare beech branches. That shriveled, bare, black rank of trees
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was not an X-ray of the blood flow of a battalion of soldiers fanning out with rifles at the ready, it was a team of
subterranean street cleaners, who with whole trunks of birch and elm, acacia and plane were sweeping back those
treacherous, lowering sandbanks of cloud.
Why street cleaners? It was the east wind, sweeping the sky over towards Cukarica and Ralja and Mt. Avala.
There was no subterranean squad of street cleaners raising dust from the asphalt of the sky: birches were birches
still, delicate trees, still shivering; lissome aspens were but aspens, still with only their first breaking leaves, but
already tiny and young and sticky though they were trying so hard to rustle, as if already grown up into flakes of
fine tin. And as the keen breeze swept it through, coming in from beyond the Danube, to rise insolent from the
swamps out towards Visnjica, cut over the reeds and sedge and thrust up through the labyrinth of streets from
Djeram to Dorcol, rolling before it the leathery sear leaves on the graveled walks, like the horny rustle of young
lambs’ cloven hooves.
Vekovic forced his forehead away from the windowpane. The darkness was growing denser and opaquer. What
he saw was more by memory or presentiment. Presentiment was but faulty memory of what was yet to come.
Mitia had just killed a German N.C.O. And, though this was indeed a member of the enemy’s forces, he
maintained that it was really because of—a washer-woman. Which meant that was why Mitia had told him all
about it. And he was sure that Mitia would never have told him anything, were it not now his intention to kill him
likewise. And he would. There came a sudden flush of real apprehension. To be gone an instant later.
“No, he will not kill me.”
Though, if he did, what would it matter? But he would not.
Vekovic was outraged now by these thoughts, scurrilous thoughts. Indeed childish. However could such a
notion have come into his head?
As he turned back to the room, calm now again, his first impression was that the table was as usual littered
with manuscripts of work in progress, then he remembered how already at midday that pinkish polished rosewood
surface had offered him solely the blue oblong of Anna’s letter to Mitia. Was vividly aware of this, swept his hand
across his forehead, then saw it no longer. Instead, another black bordered oblong sheet. An obituary notice. Yes,
indeed. The widow’s invitation to attend the funeral of her husband: the late Uros Knezevic, General (re-tired),
Member of the Royal\fn{Serbia was at one time a kingdom} Serbian Academy.
Mitia was seated in the armchair, still silent, still with that charming grin on his face. That charm was a
defence, and now Vekovic thought he realized what Anna had found attractive in Mitia. Beneath that protective
surface of patient calm, balanced concentration and that civilized smile she had discovered the savage, passionate,
foaming, destructive rebel power of this young man, which must somehow also have reminded her of Vekovic’s
own, that now long-past willful way of his, which only the determination to write poetry had ever brought under
control. Just as he now reminded Vekovic of youth, his own wild youth. In Mitia that savagery had been brought
under the bridling control of a will utterly subordinate to the rules and regulations for making revolutions. That
apart from the minus or plus of age, was the only difference.
And, strange to say this realization, this reflection that both Mitia and he were of the type that appealed to
Anna, made it both much easier and much harder for him. It did include him, but minus thirty-five or six years in
excess.
That was it. The male principle. Willfulness ever ready to commit any act of force—against anybody else or
against self.
Mitia still sat there (like a wild animal, waiting for the moment to spring) his features, too, at rest (even they,
which might otherwise change). Yet it was now obvious enough that under the surface he was far from being so
very calm. There was some force which made him thus sit silent, with the expression of a soldier on parade, an
internal person who ordered it, convincing him that this was how anybody should behave who wanted to make a
revolution. Mitia’s standards for good and evil were the revolutionary struggle. That was it. Now he understood.
All, that is, which he needed to know. He said:
“So the washerwoman is the rub, is she?”
“Not only to me,” Mitia replied. “To all of us.”
*
With the words came that lively yet indeterminate glance, which Vekovic never had quite understood, which
would not fit into any known pigeon-hole, not even that labeled “enigmatic glances”. But though he did not know
exactly what it meant, it did make you uneasy. It upset, it disturbed, when Mitia looked at you with that
expression so utterly devoid of feeling, a human glance reduced to a mere function of itself, as detached in action
as the lens of a camera emulsion of the film in it, which judged not, merely registered. For the element of
judgment so essential was certainly missing from those eyes. It was somewhere deep inside, out of reach, in some
inner compartment sealed off from the mere cognizance of any other person.
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And that was what disturbed one so. It was like a secret dossier full of unknown details by which somehow
judgment was certainly made. Unapproachable and disturbing.
But was so no longer. Was not so now.
For he was now becoming reconciled to being killed. Anna had left him. He could no longer write poetry. Life
was not worth living for the sake of a few tarts like that washerwoman. Not worth living. Not worth living. And
again he was furious with himself because of the scurrilous insinuation of those thoughts.
“She embarrasses you too,” Mitia suddenly said.
“Embarrasses me too?”
He started, but immediately mastered his emotion. A shiver of delight? Why delight? However had he failed to
remember: Mitia bad renounced love for himself. Love was not for revolutionaries.
“Yes, you too,” the young man said.
“Oh no! She doesn’t embarrass me at all!”
He was seated with his back to the standard lamp. His face was in shadow. Mitia could not possibly detect his
real thoughts, his exultation—and the desire to challenge him and contradict.
“But of course she does,” Mitia replied, patiently. “After what you did up in the attic today, about midday, she
must, because—”
“Well?”
“Just that: you will not be able to go to liberated territory,” Mitia said, after a moment of hesitation.
But he spoke with evident satisfaction. He looked across at Vekovic with a deliberately detached and rather
tiresome calm. He also went on speaking quite gently, without a trace of emphasis, impersonally, indeed, in the
tones of a teacher delivering a lesson he has given a hundred times before.
It was all about the duties which every fighter in the partisan ranks owed to the revolution. Throughout, his
language made use of batteries of cumbersome, abstract, leading-article words which on his tongue for all the
paper artificiality of the weft\fn{ Weave; of the interconnected understanding is meant:H } of it all, acquired the vibrancy and
ring of vital life.
Perhaps, thought Vekovic, after the murder committed in the previous hour it was impossible for him to talk in
any other way—after killing a man, that is, in the name of mankind. Or even after the mere destruction of the
loudspeaker hut by a bomb. And another shudder shook Vekovic, not at the thought that this Kalemegdan
loudspeaker would now not transmit Nedic’s speech, but because in this same instant he had suddenly become
conscious of quite another possibility.
Not that of being killed. Indeed, he had never really believed that, not even while he was playing with the idea,
just to frighten himself—or to hate Mitia. Just now, exploring that supposition, he had not done so merely to test
his own reactions to the possibility (revolution devouring its own children and so forth) but rather, still more
irrevocably, to torment this rival of his, Mitia—rival and murderer and criminal all at once.
This new possibility however was different. Hatred had died out. And all else. It was the thought of punishment. The comrades wanted to punish him. Mitia had said so plainly:
“I doubt if after this they will see any advantage in your joining us.” Even the wrongs which might be done
must be paid for, Mitia maintained.
“So that’s where we are, is it?” Vekovic said to himself. “They are applying sanctions to me.”
And he began to enter in thought into the position of one suffering such sanctions. The pain of it. The sense of
insult. But why ever was he so sensitive to insult? Why was he always feeling he was insulted?
However, what hurt and outraged him more than the mere fact that he would have to stay in occupied Belgrade
was that not going to liberated territory should be made a sanction. After all, though under enemy occupation,
Belgrade did include Anna.
It hurt him and wounded his feelings for Mitia thus to want him punished. And whatever for? A momentary act
of copulation with a washerwoman he did not even know? Was it possible that all these people were limited and
stupid and merciless to such a degree? Was Mitia not pitching a dummy?
But like riflemen shooting and closing one eye, all Mitia’s words were single-aimed, all they would insist on
considering was this incident with the washerwoman, nothing else, and this meant that he at least really was thus
impossibly merciless and stupid and stubborn in his abstract puritanism. A hypocritic, limited mule. For, when all
was said and done, in spite of all he was now saying, he too was of male sex. And it was much to be doubted
whether even he would have the heart to say no to a woman who offered herself. He had plucked up courage
again. Mitia said:
“In my opinion any sex-indulgence today is desertion. And I am absolutely convinced it is so. And the
comrades all think as I do.”
“I know some who do not, yet are good comrades,” Vekovic replied.
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He was thinking of Mirko. But Mitia’s eyes gleamed mockingly.
“That is not so. You think it is easy to be a revolutionary. But then, you just do not know how hard it is to be a
good revolutionary, you have not even an inkling what being a comrade really means. You simply don’t know.
Being a comrade today means being completely an instrument of the struggle. A comrade knows no other world
but that.”
“And maintenance of the species?” Vekovic would have liked to ask. But the question was not worth the
asking. In any case, before he could have spoken, Mitia went on to say:
“There is no time for anything else. Neither here, nor there, in liberated territory. There, loose-living persons
get shot out of hand.”
Vekovic wanted to halt him. Indeed, he raised his hand. But lowered it again, without a word. Mitia meanwhile
went on talking. Endless banalities discussed long before. All about love of humanity. And as he listened, Vekovic began to shiver again. He was once more conscious of a sense of insult. He was furious with them, indignant.
First one sensation, then the other, till rage ruled all else, and he flared up, this time at thought which unquestionably gave him the right to be indignant—the thought that Mitia would actually reject Anna’s invitation. In order to
insult her.
This was what now enraged him. What was that? Enraged him? His certainty that Mitia would spurn her? No,
more than that, might easily kill her? No, not that. Merely, in general, what an idiot the young fellow was! To
spurn such a woman?
But, in truth this delighted him. Yes, he would say no to her. Then Vekovic really did lose his temper.
3
George did not budge, slouched back at an angle on the bag of flour laid by the wall. The wall separating them
from the bakery proper, in which the brick oven was still hot, exuded a turgid, tarry heat. For a whole hour he and
Peter had been hearing Mitia’s report. First, details of the successful action against the loud-speaker station.
Secondly, this incredible and rather revolting story about Vekovic.
At last the accumulating heat had absorbed the last cubic millimeter of space and with window and door tight
closed the tiny room lay prostrate under the oppressive hot dryness. George had been the first to strip off his
jacket and toss it on the floor. Quarter of an hour later, off had come his shirt as well, leaving his thin, hairy body
clad solely in trousers. Peter followed suit. It was unbearable.
Only Mitia did not strip. He did not even take off his raincoat. He just leant against the door, the dark brown
color of which gradually merged with the darkness, and looked down on the others.
“A black-edged envelope addressed to no man’s land!” said George to himself, as in that darkening heat Mitia
seemed to lose his substance and become flatter and flatter, more and more like a postage-stamp stuck on the
black envelope of the door frame. Nor could Peter now see him clearly, but could do no more than vaguely guess
at the towering head on the tall, lanky body.
“Like a fresco!” thought Peter, and at that thought despite the heat he felt a shiver run through him which did
not come from his backbone but from remembrance of his mother. He was standing at her side, in that chilly little
church up the hill, clinging to her skirts, while she prayed to candles and icons, with their cold, catacomb holy
lamps, with mould and the chill of ice surging up out of the darkness beyond them. And the memory brought a
new shudder which shook him through and through. “Ouah!”—so that he simply did not hear one part of Mitia’s
analysis of the Vekovic business.
Then, that vivid memory vanishing as swiftly as it had taken possession of him, Peter was aware of the
frightful heat. It was drugging him, it was settling into him. Then he grasped that Mitia was talking about deceit.
Mitia maintained that the poet had lied to them all: to comrades, to party, to the whole nation, to progressive
mankind.
“How he does love words,” thought Peter, and as the heat again lulled him to sleep, and words, words, words
pulsated through him like the singing of a choir, he clearly caught the words:
“Whether she’s sixteen or sixty.” First came this definition of age, only then followed awareness of what Mitia
had said just before this:
“I assure you, that is exactly what he said at one point. Any woman. Whether she’s sixteen or sixty.”
From the rear wall pulsated that terrible heat. Beyond the wall—Sahara to the third degree. He shook himself.
The baker’s oven.
“Heavens, fair gets you down!” thought George too.
At this point, the fresco took a pace away from its wall. One jerk, and it was free. It took another huge step,
and it became Mitia, crossing the empty room to hang a blanket over the window. And then switch on the single
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bulb, dangling from the ceiling. For a moment the electricity seemed cold and bluish as a memory, faintly,
uncertainly lighting the floor and the walls, over which now scurried hordes of small black beetles.
At last, the outrageous story was all told. And now, turning on the light, Mitia had turned to George, still
slumped on his sack of flour. Wants to get George’s reaction, thought Peter, glancing across at his comrade.
“Out of the question!” said George. heaving a huge sigh as if just waking. “Orders are orders,” he said. “And
that’s all there is to it,” he added, with a grimace of good-natured indifference.
Of course, with that grimace, that silly, false grin, George would have to act as if far more satisfied, more convinced of the correctness of his pronouncement, than he really was. And now Mitia swung sharply round to Peter,
lying on the one bunk of plain deal planks, knees up, huddling into an oval, fingers laced across his shins and chin
on knees. And Peter was glib with his opinion. Without any particular emphasis, but quite enthusiastically, he at
once said:
“I agree with Comrade Secretary.”
And he stared at George. Once again George wiped his streaming forehead then, heaving another sigh,
addressed Mitia soothingly.
“Why don’t you take your coat off, man? You’ll catch a chill when you do go out.”
“I am not sweating,” Mitia replied.
“Well, at least you might sit down.”
“It doesn’t matter,” snapped Mitia. And remained standing, leaning his head lightly on the door-jam his fair
hair a crisp outline.
“Pigheaded, he is!” said George to himself, as he eyed him. “He can’t really mean that he doesn’t feel this
frightful heat.”
Mitia had known it would be like this. He was not surprised. He had reckoned that Peter would let him down.
Well, not exactly reckoned. But was not astonished at it. Peter always spoke after the unit’s secretary and it was
always: ‘I agree with Comrade Secretary’ with him. Not because he really agreed. Just because the comrade with
whom he thus always agreed was—“Comrade Secretary”.
Yet, on the way here (he had met him at the corner of Alexandrova and Grobljanska Streets and had at once
told him all about the matter) Peter had agreed with him and been quite as indignant as he was.
But it was no use harking back to that. First, because even then, Peter had in advance insured himself by
leaving himself a way out, “in case”, and had said, (back there in Alexandrova Street),
“But we had better see first what George thinks we ought to do.”
That first, and then, secondly, Peter always considered it a mark of a highly developed sense of party loyalty to
repudiate himself in cold blood and renounce his very own viewpoint. Nevertheless, the fact remained: on the way
here he had agreed with Mitia and had declared that after what had taken place in the attic it was out of the
question for them to convey Vekovic to liberated territory. And now look at him!
Peter’s dank, greasy hair hung in tufts down his protruding rachitic forehead. Huddled in a ball and stripped to
the waist, he was gaping with admiration at the Secretary, staring with those dull, lethargic eyes of his and able
without a blush to declare himself in agreement with “Comrade Secretary”. He had a hide as thick as a boot sole.
“Sorry,” said Mitia to himself, “sorry, George, my dear comrade!”
Besides, if they were going to stick to the letter of it all, those orders dated from earlier, from five days ago,
that is, from a time when they were not aware of what they now knew about Vekovic. Further, since the enemy
yesterday captured their link with Regional HQ, George’s secretaryship in effect had lost its validity, for it had
lost its basic purpose, that of transmitting directives from Regional HQ to their unit and reports back as and when
they carried out those directives.
Finally, even if all this were not taken into account, there still remained the most vital point: that it was the
individual duty of every Communist worth his salt, by his own initiative to defend the Revolution’s principles
against anything which might at any moment bring them into question. And that meant that he must defend them,
if need be, even against any orders-are-orders of any official instance whatsoever. That was how Lenin acted,
even when it left him in the minority.
Of course, he was not Lenin. He did not claim to be. But he was convinced, as much as that one and one are
two, as much as he was sure of the objectivity of our cognizance of the world, convinced and persuaded that were
they to know the turn matters had now taken and the new implications, Regional HQ would cancel those fivedays-old orders. What misfortune that the link was cut and they were up against time. But tomorrow the
messenger from the Detachment in the field should come in, and possibly he would restore contact. If so,
everything could be settled and put straight. But to stick to those earlier orders (enough of that idiotic gendarmelike worship of blind obedience!) in the last resort meant giving the police equal rights with them in the decisions
what their unit should do.
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Had the Gestapo not arrested Comrade Sima, in whose flat they had their meetings with the representative of
the Regional Committee appointed to maintain contact with George, and later with Peter and himself (only once
this), arranging for this transfer of Vekovic to liberated territory, had the Gestapo not arrested Sima, he was sure
the higher-level instance would at once approve of his attitude. It was essentially to tackle the question
Leninistically and ask oneself: what would Lenin have done in like circumstances? And he told himself:
“I know very well, and so do you! He would have refused to convoy Vekovic to liberated territory. In the name
of the rule of law of the Revolution.”
Mitia there upon began an attack on the counter-revolutionary nature of the theoretical attitude implicit in that
phrase “orders-are-orders”, and argued in favor of the principle of free, unschematic analysis of every concrete
situation and all the elements which made it up. Peter, however, did not even look at Mitia as he spoke, but at
George. Half-hidden by steam, George squatted on his sack, squinting and grinning and vaguely scratching at his
sweaty, hairy chest.
“Afraid to look me in the face,” thought Mitia, as he plunged ahead with his argument, and with that realizetion felt a thin trickle of the fresh spring water of hope in that torrid atmosphere. Peter’s face began to look less
shocking, even rather pleasing.
Then as quickly he reproached himself for his own optimism. There was no question: Peter staring at George
with such enthusiastic, well-meant innocence on his face was sticking to his confounded “orders-are-orders”
attitude. Reproaching himself with nothing at all, but laying it all on Mitia, Peter was in fact merely playing a
part, that of a young comrade in love with the rock-like stand of the Secretary of his unit.
But that was not Party fervor. It was a mere mask of such fervor. Yes, a mask. And George was a fool if he
thought such pretence made Peter a good Party member.
George still lolled sideways, propping his elbow on the sack, smiling vaguely and blinking while with his free
hand he scrubbed at his hairy torso. And Mitia had the impression that the Secretary had been only half with them
ever since just before he had switched the light on. George’s other half was on those black beetles swarming
about. And Mitia thought to himself that George was doing this on purpose to rile him. (“But he’s just not going
to! I just won’t be provoked into stepping over formal procedure and saying more than I ought. I just won’t!”)
It was stiflingly hot, George was thinking, and it was deadly tedious too, with these chickens, these youngsters,
these sectarian-minded SKOY lads. “League of Communist Youth of Yugoslavia” indeed! Oh, the wretched
youngsters! They were forever finding complications. And these beetles! No end to them. He was fed up with it
all, choking, in that sourish stench of mingled sweat and standard flour.
But at last Mitia wound to a close. George heaved a sigh. Now he had to reply.
“Out of the question!” he said, sharply. But this time, in the steamy heat, his vague grin melted away far more
quickly than sugar in water.
“It’s up to us to convoy Vekovic to liberated territory. And that’s that.”
And again he crudely emphasized his contempt for all this discussion. Orders to him were orders.
“Ours not to reason why,” he said. “We’ve got our instructions. And we’ll carry them out. We don’t want any
of your ifs and ans here. Leave your higher level of revolutionary legality out of it, if you please.”
Reaching this point, George was now complete master of himself. The smile returned to his clear-cut, sinewy
cheeks. It was very nearly his ordinary, cheerful smile. In the same instant, down came his foot again, and another
sear twig snapped. Peter said:
“Absolutely right. We are not here to talk, but to do.”
“Reasoning like a couple of gendarmes!” Mitia hissed, in a whisper which suddenly vibrated like a steel
spring. The sound of it lingered on, while George felt for the words with which to answer him.
“Essentially, you are right,” he said at last, meekly, almost indolently. Then explained:
“Because we are just ordinary rankers all of us. Common soldiers of the Party.”
“And for those of us,” Peter added, “who do not claim to be Lenins, it is quite sufficient to be common soldiers
of the Revolution. Good common soldiers, if we can be. That is quite ambitious enough for us.”
Inwardly, as was his wont, George sought a Serbian equivalent of that imported word ambiciozan
—“ambitious”—which Peter had used.
“Comrades,” cried Mitia, refusing to give in, “how can you fail to see that there are fundamentals at stake
here? A matter rising above mere personal ambition. Besides, if we are Communists—and we are—making Lenin
our model is not a faulty ambition. Whenever we come up against unforeseen circumstances which are disturbing,
we really should ask ourselves what he would have done. There is nothing personal in that. Merely the desire to
act in as revolutionary a way as possible. One as worthy as possible of what we are.”
Fine words and more fine words, thought Peter. And he put a direct question:
“And where could discipline be, if every single one of us thought himself a Lenin?”
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“An unfair insinuation,” Mitia replied. “I do not at all compare myself with Lenin. All I say is that …”
Again George’s mind began to be preoccupied with finding simple folk terms for the words that Mitia used.
Oh, these intellectuals, with their long Latin words. Insinuation! What did they really mean? Did they know themselves? They would try anything, to find some way of complicating the unessential. Hairsplitters. “Provided this”,
“with the abstraction of that”.
It was endless. They were both the same, Peter and Mitia. When things were so absolutely simple: Orders,
well, orders were orders. Besides, why go on finding new difficulties? It was a hundred times better to get Vekovic across the lines and end the matter.
How damnably hot it was in there. Suppose they opened the window. It was impossible! Sheer torment. Every
thought in his brain sizzled and frizzled like scraps in a frying pan.
An unbearable sourish odor, rising from the maize flour, mingled with the odor of sweaty bodies. Their bodies
too as the heat shrank them, had gone rancid. Nor was it only this little room next the oven that was full of acid
exhalations; the whole of this smoke-wrapped city was drenched with them as the wind rose and from the bombed
out blotches of rubble and mortar swept the gritty dust up in broad, damp clouds, to unroll it far and wide over the
ill-paved suburban streets. It was the odor too of all the shop windows gaping empty, side by side with those of
Yugoslav Germans, cramful and gay with their garishly chalked-up prices. It was the odor of thrift and of hunger,
of queues and of ration cards, of empty shopping bags and bitter, gulped-back spittle. The odor of a land groaning
under the alien boot. The odor of an occupied land.
George interrupted Mitia:
“Don’t you think we might open the window just a little?” he asked. Peter was on his feet at once.
“Quick, Mitia, switch off that light first!”
“But of course,” George observed calmly, “darkness doesn’t kill. We can quite well talk in the dark.”
“Quietly!” Peter added, in a whisper, as he opened the casement an inch.
George felt an immediate sense of ease and freshness, although, as the damp outer air poured in, every odor
seemed to become greasier, more insistent, all-pervading, unavoidable. The bitter odor of their enemy-occupied
land, their occupied sky, their occupied birds, their occupied caterpillars. Occupied butterflies too, occupied
budding leaves, occupied thoughts, occupied everything. A sourish, mouldy, headaching odor of queasiness and
vomit. And on top of it all—Mitia …
“Oh, but what did it matter?” he suddenly thought, suddenly less combative. Mitia was young; Mitia lacked
experience. So let him have his say, to the very end. After all, in any case there was nothing else for them to do
here in Belgrade. The sabotaging of the loudspeaker station in the main city park had been their last set task
before they left for liberated territory. And that had been a complete success. So let him carry on. …
90.191 The Red Scarf\fn{by Antonije Isakovic (1923-2002)} Raca Kragujevac, Šumadija District, Serbia (M) 7
Mirko pulled his forage-cap over his ears. He could hear two soldiers talking behind him as they marched in
single file. The richer voice said:
“The wind is sometimes like a knife.” The other replied:
“There’s no wind. Why did we stop?”
“I can see that there’s no wind. But it seems as if we were inside a bell of ice.”
“There is a big bell in my village. But it couldn’t hold you and me.”
“You’re stupid, I meant it figuratively. You see, it’s so quiet. It’s going to freeze. When your nose is frozen, is it
white or black?”
“White, surely. Ice is white.”
“You’re wrong; it become as black as charcoal. When black charcoal forms on half-burnt wood, you just have
to touch it and a little black mouth-organ falls off. The same with your nose.”
“And your ears go dry, surely?”
“I don’t know. Can you smell it, the scent of smoke, of something burnt? It’s beastly cold.”
“I’m smelling this smell for the second time in the war. Where are we going?”
“Can’t you see? We’re going down to that valley.”
“I don’t like valleys.”
“Neither do I.”
“How long is it?”
“You mean how wide is it?”
“All right, how wide is it?”
“I don’t know.”
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Mirko could not tell if they were quarrelling seriously or just used to talking to each other in this way. He
wanted to turn round, but he felt a pain in his neck. He raised the collar of his service coat. It scratched him; it
seemed stiff, like curved wood. He took his handkerchief from this pocket and tied it round his neck.
They were rolling downhill. Mirko saw the whole long valley, with mist rising like smoke along its edges. The
far side was disappearing in the violet darkness. The broken, black rope of the single file dragged through the
valley.
The man who had said that the wind was “like a knife” slipped and fell down. His rifle went off under him.
Mirko shivered.
“A shot from the rear.”
“Who has fired?” The soldier got up slowly, shook off the snow, and swore at his rifle.
“Are you still alive?”
“Can’t you see I’m standing up?”
“Where did the bullet go?” asked the soldier, throwing the shell into the snow.
Mirko hurried on. The little commander passed him by. His legs sinking into the snow above his knees, he
went quickly to the head of the company. After the commander’s rebuke the two soldiers were silent.
The file was climbing down slowly, with many of the partisans falling; those holding the horses led them in a
zigzag line. The valley looked to Mirko more and more like the bottom of a flattened tub. Night was falling fast
over the valley. Mirko ran across the rails. Someone shouted:
“Lie down!” A train thundered on the rails. Opaque light came from two of the carriages.
“A passenger train,” said the soldier behind Mirko, with disappointment.
Mirko got up and looked at his watch. The phosphorus had fallen off most of the figures; he had got the watch
eight years ago. He was fourteen then, and had just passed his school examinations. He looked at his clothes, and
touched them. The watch was the only thing left from his life at home.
When he joined the partisans he was wearing a pair of light shoes. It was summer. Pera came to his place and
told him that partisans were in Bogicis vineyard. His light shoes had fallen to pieces, and they were still in Serbia
when he put on gendarme’s boots. He had left home in a black, lightly striped suit. He longed to change his
trousers. He had to tuck his trouser legs into his socks and he didn’t look in the least like a soldier. In Sandzak he
got some homespun clothes. And the jacket he had on was from the first battle with the Italians.
As to the belt—he couldn’t remember. Did he have it at home? No—he was wrong. Probably because of the
marching. It was so stupid—this treadmill. Step after step, like counting up to a million just for fun. And when
they had their clothes boiled for the first time, he didn’t know—he just gave them his trousers with the belt on.
And the belt came back cracked and gnarled, as small as a leash. And now he had an Italian belt. No, he was
wrong again. The Italian belts were wide. Everything Italian was big and wide—their pannikins, their machineguns, and their pelerines.\fn{Capes.} Only their rifle were small.
So his watch was the only thing left! Mirko looked again at the face of the watch. The hands stood in the same
place and his stiffened fingers could hardly feel the metal ring.
At the other end of the valley the moon was rising. The file looked like a warped railing.
His mother had bought him the watch. Father never bought him anything. He didn’t like buying birthday
presents. He only bought him books. And that not often. … It was a long time since he had read anything. And
everyone in the company had read The Diary of Kostja Rjabcev. He found that a teacher had that book. And
where was it now? Ganga, the cook, had it, in the haversack hanging by the kettles. How long was it since the
kettles had been used? The battalion dragged them around and they looked like upturned searchlights.
The file stopped.
“Why have we stopped?”
“Somebody’s gone to sleep.”
“Damned nonsense!”
“One can go on walking in one’s sleep.”
“Nuts.”
“Keep walking, or we’ll freeze.”
“Ask of we’re allowed to smoke?”
“No.” The soldier cursed life in general.
“What are we allowed to do? Just march on!”
The file started again. Mirko felt no more pain in his feet. He walked on, his knees giving way under him,
trying to keep in step and, bent over, had to pull his rifle on to his shoulder again and again. He was always
relieved when they reached a ridge. Ridges and plateaux were the milestones in a long march. They showed that
he had come a long way. But there were no milestones in the valley. It was long and white and the file seemed to
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Mirko to be standing motionless. Would they ever come to the dark edge at the end of this frozen valley? But then
—then they would have to drag themselves out of the valley, to climb up, to get to the mountains.
Something black was breathing hard in the snow.
“It’s a horse.”
“That was why we stopped.”
A horse was standing by the path in the snow. The snow came up almost to its belly. Icicles had frozen on to its
cruppers. The animal rolled its head about slowly.
“He’s finished.”
“Shooting’s forbidden.”
A partisan stepped out of the file, took the horse by the halter, and tried to pull it out on to the path. The animal
kicked and its hind legs sank deeper into the snow. The partisan dropped the halter and stepped back into line.
The file marched on quickly. Mirko thought: Would the horse be able to go on rolling its head about when
there was no longer anyone on the path? Several more hours of marching had sunk into the soles of their feet.
“What’s the best way of fighting sleep? Counting? Counting lulls you to sleep, it reminds you of the operating
table. The face-mask. One … two …. What ought one to think of? A gas-mask. The cold can suffocate you. One
… two … this one in front of me is left-handed. His left footprint is deeper. My father’s fifty. A teacher. … Lost
his job, to be sure. And what was it I wanted to become? A driver … a pilot … and finally—I wanted to be what
was most important. And so I’m marching now. This must be the most important thing.”
The little town where he was born was most beautiful when covered with snow, like this valley now. In
summer, in the afternoon, the town was usually deserted. Only the postman was always sitting on the concrete
steps. And the girls played hopscotch below him. The concrete pavement was smoothest near the post office.
Another horse in the snow.
“This is the fifth.”
“The fifth—” Mirko started.
“Mind the chests!”\fn{Probably ammunition chests.}
Mirko walked round a machine-gun carriage. Why didn’t they stop for a little while? All the blood had gone to
his feet. For the third time he had run into his comrade’s rifle. Why didn’t he hold his rifle up?
“The sights will break my head. What if we were to stop a little? We would get there all right. How was that.
… What must I think about? I must hold my head up! Head, don’t drop down on my coat lapels. Head, I can’t ask
you any more! I feel like putting a bullet through you!”
The file was like a railing that had been pulled down into a snowdrift. The moon was sitting in the middle of
the valley, her yellow belly carelessly stretched.
“The end of the valley.”
“Hurry up!” The path widened. Suddenly they stopped. Someone in front of him said desperately:
“No communication.”
“Who was at the head?”
“Can’t you hear—our troops are going on the right side.”
They broke through the fence, crossed a yard, and came to a road. There were horses passing on the road, their
front legs slipping. A soldier stood at the side, smoking.
“Look we can smoke,” said the partisan behind Marko. He stepped out of the file and walked up to the sentry.
“You’re in the communication service?”
“Yes.”
“I should like to roll a cigarette and light it.”
“Here’s a cigarette for you.”
“A ready-made one?”
“We beat some gendarmes.”
“They always pay well. What’s ahead of us?”
“Igman.”
“I thought so. And the lights down there?”
“The aerodrome.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Come on, don’t be a nuisance, get on! The ambush will freeze to death because of you.”
“I’m not keeping anyone waiting; some of our soldiers are still in the valley.”
In the cold, silky air, Mirko could smell tobacco smoke. He could hear the two soldiers behind him again. The
first one said:
“It’s St. Sava’s day.”\fn{January 14. A note reads: St. Sava, a Serbian Orthodox saint, patron of schools and education. Sava
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Nemanya (c.1176-1235) founded, with his father, the Serbian monastery of Hilandar, which became the center of Serbian culture in the
Middle Ages; and in 1219, he succeeded in establishing an independent Serbian Church, of which he was consecrated the first archbishop
by the Patriarch of Nicaea. He devoted himself to the education of his country, established several bishoprics, and built and embellished
many churches} The second answered:

“Who cares, I’ve got to march on all the same.”
On the mountain the snow seemed softer to Mirko. His feet sank in, his rifle was heavier, and there was a pain
in his neck again. The skin on his face became glassy; only around his eyes was there a little warmth. His head,
drunk with cold, swung on the lapels of his service coat, with downs of frost in their corners. All the wood seemed
white, with occasional sashes\fn{So the text.} of black branches.
He remembered the first time he celebrated St. Sava’s day with a handful of corn. He always said his recitation
loudly, staring at the ceiling, squeezing the little bit of corn, wrapped in gold paper, in his hand. The sweet corn
felt like pulp between his fingers, and he would lick his hand afterwards. How sweet the snow could be!
And now he felt warmth going all round his neck, and his head was suddenly obedient, though it still lay on his
chest. His chest was warm and there was no more pain in his neck. He could no longer hear the marching file; he
was left a little behind; the snow was only up to his knees, there were a lot of tree-stumps around him, and the
fallen mountain trees were swollen under the snow. He almost plunged his head into the snow. … Somebody was
hitting him on the legs, pulling him by the coat, swearing.
“Get up!” He felt a pair of strong hands pulling him and pushing him into the file.
“Go on!”
“Just a minute,” he whispered.
“Not a second! Get on, you drunken chick, you’ll freeze.”
The file dragged the weary warrior along. Sometimes one could sleep as one walked. Mirko could hardly walk.
He felt a terrible pain in his hips. He counted up to a hundred again, raised his head, and saw blue streaks of dawn
sneaking about the tops of the trees.
The forest thinned out. A wide path led across a clearing to a mountain house. The red corners of the roof
contrasted with the snow. Mirko stepped out of the file and walked up to the girl standing in the doorway of the
house.
“Who’s in the house?”
“Those who are frozen, the worst cases.”
“I’m not frozen, I’m only starving.”
“We’re all starving,” said the girl carelessly. The smell of boiled cabbage spread out from the house.
“And where’s the Fifth?”
“In the three houses down there.”
Mirko followed the narrow path leading through the snow. Behind him, from the wood, came the broken file of
soldiers, skirting the mountain house and going down a ravine. Suddenly something roared above the wood. A
biplane made several circles and dropped two bombs. Then there were three long bursts of machine-gun fire and
the biplane disappeared over the wood. Two heaps were left in the snow.
In front of a farmer’s house the commander was standing, wiping his binoculars and looking towards the sky.
When Mirko approached, the commander asked him:
“Are there any casualties?”
“I haven’t seen any; I was a long way from the file.”
“Left behind?”
Mirko did not answer. They both went into the house.
In a weakly lit room, with board walls, a company of soldiers was lying. There was the smell of melting snow
inside.
“I thought this march would be the end of you. Why are you staring at me? Sit down.”
He could recognize the voice from the march; he had heard it before; it was the richer one, from behind him.
How was it possible that he had not recognized his corporal?
“Who was behind you?”
“You.”
“Me? Impossible. How was it I didn’t see you?”
“How would I know?”
“Well, take off your coat, it’s like a board. And your boots.”
“Can’t be bothered. Have you got any tobacco?”
“There’s no tobacco. You must undress first and rub your feet.” The commander was sitting on a stool, next to
the clay stove. A bony peasant-woman stood over him.
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“Where are you going in this cold?” The commander did not reply, he was sleepy, half his soldiers were asleep.
“Where are you going?”
“Just fighting,” said the commander carelessly.
“Oh, your fighting. And you’re taking things, carrying everything away like all the other armies.”
“What are we carrying away? We’ve just taken a little maize for hominy. And you’ve got a receipt.”
“That piece of paper?”
“Yes, when the war’s over you’ll get it all back.”
“What if they win?”
“We’ll win.”
“They give us bits of paper too and then theirs won’t be any good.”
“You shouldn’t give anything to them.”
“They say the same about you.”
“Where’s your man?”
“The quislings\fn{Traitors. The word comes from a personal name, that of Vidkun Quisling (1887-1945), a Norwegian army officer
and Nazi collaborator, who encouraged the Nazi occupation of Norway (1940) and sent a thousand Jews to concentration camps as Nazi
puppet ruler of his country. He was executed by firing squad in 1945; his house became a holocaust museum .} have taken him away.”

The commander laughed.
“There isn’t a single man in the village, and someone’s shooting from up there all the time.”
The peasant-woman stepped further behind the stove. Mirko leaned against the black pine boards listening to
the conversation of the woman and the commander. He watched his friend’s naked heel.
“Is it aching?”
“No.”
“I’m beginning to feel pain in my neck again. Have a look at it. It isn’t black—is it?”
“No.”
“What’s it like?”
“Livid. Little scales peeling off.”
Mirko looked at the peasant-woman. The Bosnian clay stoves always reminded him of sour milk. A lot of clay
cups were stuck into the stumpy stove. How nice it would be to put sour milk on his neck now. There was a red
scarf hanging in the corner. It was tossed over a hook, its long tassels dangling.
“Are you afraid of our army?” said the commander loudly.
“I’m afraid of every army.”
“Which armies do you know?”
“None.”
“What’s the matter with that hominy? And you’re still standing there!” He turned to the peasant woman.
“You just sit down, I’m not tired.”
“Get out for a minute,” said the commander.
“I can stand.”
“Get out, I want to talk to my soldiers.”
“I’m not in your way, am I?” said the peasant-woman stubbornly.
“You are. Get out!”
“My little one can stay, I hope.”
“Listen, we’re not going to take these boards with us. Get out, we’re not quislings.”
“They say the same thing.”
“Remember, we’re partisans. And now, get out!”
When the woman had left the room, the commander angrily explained the whole situation to the soldiers. A
little later the bowl of hominy was brought in. The partisans were lively as they unpacked; the clinking of various
pannikins was heard.
“As soon as the meal’s over, we’ll go on.”
The smell of boiled maize flour filled the room. Stretching himself one of the soldiers said:
“What’s that grease on your feet?”
“Rifle grease. The nails won’t come off.”
“How’s that?”
“That’s what a Bosnian told me.”
The corporals hurried the soldiers. Mirko ate slowly; his back and knees ached more than before. His sleep was
broken; the march seemed like a long, cold corridor.
Someone went in and slammed the door. The red scarf dropped off the hook and fell in the corner near the
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window.
*
The peasant-woman shouted more and more loudly. When she reached the back of the file, she asked the first
soldier:
“Where’s the commander?”
“Ahead,” said the soldier, pointing with his hand. The company stopped. Angry at being held up, the
commander walked over to the peasant-woman.
“I want to see your face,” said the peasant-woman.
“Why are you shouting?”
“You have a sweet tongue, that’s what it is.”
“Come on, out with it!”
“They’ve taken my scarf.”
“Liar! You just want to hold us up.”
“I’ve knitted two whole sheep into it. What shall I do without my scarf?”
“What scarf?”
“The red one; it was hanging on the hook in the room.”
“Impossible, we don’t take such things.”
“Someone’s take it.”
“Who has taken it?”
“I don’t know.” The peasant-woman wiped her eyes. “Perhaps the one with a handkerchief round his neck? He
kept staring at it all the time.”
“Mirko!” Mirko stepped out of the file.
“Let a corporal search him.”
“No need,” said Mirko. He unbuttoned his service coat and threw the red scarf into the snow.
“Here it is!” cried the peasant-woman with joy. She crumpled the scarf in her hands and spoke to the
commander brokenly:
“You’re a good man … good … all the soldiers can’t be good.”
The commander stood, not listening to her. He was so earnest—his earnest face frightened the peasant-woman,
inspiring her with vague restlessness, fear.
“The wool of two sheep has gone into it. … two sheep.” The commander gave his order to the corporal in a
low voice.
“Take the rifle from him.”
Then he turned to the company and asked them to elect one soldier. The commander, the commissar,\fn{ The
person responsible for correct political thinking of the soldiers, irrespective of rank .} and the soldier stepped aside and moved
back. The whole file of soldiers stared at the woman. The woman stood confused, holding her scarf to her breast.
Separated from the others Mirko looked at the woman.
“You’ve got your scarf. And you can see the three of them? … Because of this? … What did I want in life?
You, woman, wanted your scarf. Mirko, you haven’t been what’s ‘most important’ to the end.”
He sighed deeply, the air was sharp in his nostrils, he enjoyed the feeling. He looked at the woman again.
“We’re cruel, so as to move you, people like you, peasant-woman. Is there any place where we’re not sowing
our blood? The earth is rich, but it is with great distrust that it is getting used to us. My comrades are looking at
you, hating you. This is the last recognition I’ll get. … Why do I want to justify martial law? There isn’t anything
else I can do, comrades! I can’t invent a second revolution. I have just enough courage not to become my own
enemy. The last favor I could do you … to be afraid of the punishment. Forgive me, I can’t do it. I shall go calmly,
because I’m your comrade, to what is called death. I know, this is why I’ll always remain, comrades, at the back
of your minds. Forgive me.”
The court martial came back. Mirko looked at them, he was hot. He threw his forage-cap into the snow. The
soldier stepped out of the file to carry out the punishment. The peasant-woman began to yell.
“I’ve given him the scarf. As a gift.”
“Shut up.”
“I was lying, thee aren’t two sheep’s wool in it.”
“Shut up.”
“He’s one of your men!”
“Shut up, for heaven’s sake.” Mirko turned and walked towards the white, cone-shaped hill. He wanted to
reach the upper blue shadow. … There was one man less in the file of soldiers who marched off quickly. The
peasant woman knelt in the snow and began to keen.
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On the path in the snow there was a red scarf. The sun shone on it; its red colored the snow.
29.78 Sima Street\fn{by Svetlana Velmar-Jankovic (1933-2014)} Belgrade, City of Belgrade District, Serbia (F) 3
Today,\fn{A note reads: The title refers to a Belgrade street named for Sima Nesic, a minor Serbian police official, who was killed in
a well-known incident at a Belgrade public fountain in 1862 .} Sima Nesic would be called an interpreter; in his time they
called him Sima the targuman. But it is not such a big difference, since targuman means translator. Sima could
translate from seven different languages and speak just as many.
As a boy, he would roam for hours through the city’s main trading district called the Dubrovnik Bazaar (today
a section of Seventh of July Street between Prince Mihailo Street and Jugovic Street). He walked past cramped
little wooden shops listening to what Jews, Tzintzars,\fn{ A Latin ethnic group native to the southern Balkans } and Greeks
shouted out loud or muttered to themselves as they traded words and sentences that have been continually
repeated by all the world’s merchants from time immemorial.
Sima listened to those strange and unfamiliar sounds; his ears adapted to them and gradually domesticated
them. He realized that each language has its own melody, which—when you grasp its meaning—reveals not only
the secrets of that particular language, but at least one of the secrets of communication in general. The laws that
govern words began to interest him more than the laws governing people, and the more he learned about the ways
of words, the more he seemed to know about the ways of men.
As he grew, he spent more and more time playing the game of translating sentences from one language into
another, and then into a third and fourth. He began to believe that much evil stemmed from the fact that people
were unaccustomed to listening to or understanding each other—they simply did not pay enough attention to
words. In the young man’s opinion, people should have been taught to handle words instead of guns.
The first to hear this was his father, the hide merchant Pavle Nesit, who was shocked. And when his son
declared that he would like to go abroad in order to study languages, he became deathly afraid. Being a practical
and well-to-do man, Pavle Nesit sent his son to the School of Commerce in Vienna.
Every morning around ten o’clock, Sima the targuman stands again at the corner of Sima Street and Captain
Misa Street, approximately at the place where, during his lifetime, an alley separated the Turkish and the Serbian
police headquarters. Here Sima Street is empty and its noises are muffled by half-darkness. Passers-by are rare;
when they squeeze between the parked cars, they seem to be splashed with shadows. The place is now dark
because the sunlight is completely blocked out by the new building of the College of Natural Sciences and
Mathematics. Underneath that large edifice, erected where both the Turkish and the Serbian police headquarters
(and, later, the Glavnjaca prison) once stood, there is a covered passageway with columns that leads to Students’
Square.
Sima the targuman now considers this another example of the misunderstanding of words: why should a
building in which natural sciences and mathematics are taught block the sunlight and a view of the sky? But on
that day, the third of June 1862, the place looked much different. It was early Sunday afternoon. Sima, the
interpreter for the Serbian police, was standing next to an open window. The enormous sky over Kalemegdan
radiated summer light, the smell of the Danube, and a protracted, subtle feeling of tranquility. He listened to the
meandering drawl of Sunday voices, which reached him from the central marketplace (Students’ Park is now
located where the central marketplace used to be). That soft whirlpool of noises forced itself on him and goaded
him into selecting individual sounds and trying to discover their origins.
He had come into his own (as one would have said then)—he had children; in five days he would turn thirtytwo. But he still liked to play. With words, of course. Never before—it seemed to him—had he felt so keenly how
similar that urchin of yesterday was to this dignified targuman. Just like that boy, Sima the targuman believed in
the power of words; just like that boy, he knew the power of inner harmony, once it was attained. He felt that life
would offer him an opportunity to do something that would reveal to others how essential words are in the process
of communication.
As an interpreter, he accomplished a few things: he prevented misunderstandings. But that was not enough. He
hoped that he might be offered a position as an envoy to a foreign land or be invited to teach at the lycee.
Everything was possible that afternoon, and the world lay wide open before him. With the glittering June, he
felt his youthful elation rise in his blood again. Glowing inwardly, Sima surveyed green gardens on the sloping
banks of the Danube: he saw the upper stories of Turkish houses peeping from the greenery, and, close up, the
roof of Dositej’s\fn{A note reads: Dositej Obradović, 1742-1811, was a famous. Serbian scholar .and founder of the School of Higher
Learning, which later developed into the University of Belgrade .} School of Higher Learning rising above that crossroads of
light. In the distance, out of reach, the mists of the Danube drifted above the slopes. Everything looked so clean in
the mild June air, so free of any foreboding.
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` But then, suddenly a cry soared up from the bottom of the green expanse. The voices grew stronger, reached
him, and became distinct: they were a bad omen. The distorted sounds contained threats and expressions of fear,
and Sima felt that the mildness of the day was suddenly shattered.
Soon the news reached him: over there, on the slope, at the Cukur fountain, a Turkish soldier had wounded, or
maybe even killed, a Serbian boy.
So Sima the targuman hurried toward the fountain. If there had been a misunderstanding, who could straighten
it out better than he? If some misfortune had occurred, who could find the right word as quickly as he? The
targuman walked hurriedly; right behind him was Djordje of Nis, a jokester who spoke an impossible dialect, and
two gendarmes. They leapt over the contorted shadows of rose bushes and the drooping shadows of mulberry
trees (so suitable for dreaming of love).
But Sima was not thinking about love: he was thinking about the well-known Viennese banker, Tzintzar Sinna,
for whom he had worked as a very young man. That banker, who had the face of an intelligent rat, would inspect
his employees every morning as if sizing them up for the day’s work (long experience seemed to urge him to
anticipate changes in their biorhythms), and he would say:
“When you are in the utmost hurry, slow down. If you don’t, making a mistake is unavoidable.”
Sima was in a hurry now, and his strides grew longer and longer, madder and madder. The banker was warning
him in vain. Sima did not slow down.
He got there at the right moment. The crowd around the fountain grew more silent as it grew larger: a mute
ring tightened around the Turkish soldiers. The boy was lying on the ground, wounded in the head and perhaps
still alive. At his feet was a broken water jug. Water flowed from the fountain into the silence.
Sima knew what he had to do. Politely making his way through the ring, he gave a sign to the gendarmes, and
they quickly tied up the soldiers. Sima bent over the boy, sadness on his face. Then he raised his head. The sorrow
was gone; now was the time for resolute action. He looked at no one in particular, although everyone in the ring
felt as if Sima were looking straight at him (he had also learned that trick from the rat-like banker).
He said that the boy should be taken away immediately; he might still be saved. As for the Turkish soldiers,
they would go with him to the Serbian police headquarters; they would be tried before a Serbian court. Serbian
citizens should keep their dignity. At the same time, speaking in Turkish, he told the soldiers not to resist.
This was not the first time that Sima the targuman saw words—his words—accomplish something: they
reached people, calmed them down, and remained in their ears. And people obeyed him: the crowd, the soldiers,
the gendarmes. The boy was carried away, the handcuffed soldiers walked ahead of Sima, between the gendarmes,
dozens of reflections flickered like eyes from the garden greenery, the townspeople followed Sima at a distance,
and the sky was translucent, spacious, and bright.
In his imagined watchtower at the corner of Captain Misa and Sima Streets, Sima the targuman now always
shakes his head as he watches that silly targuman, who—many decades before—walked with the handcuffed
Turkish soldiers and a group of peaceful townspeople, suddenly strengthened by his confidence in the power of
words. Sima knows what that young fool will tell him in passing: it is easy for Sima to shake his head now. Since
the day he died, he has had an entire century plus a few decades more to think over everything that happened.
But as a young targuman, he didn’t have it so easy then and there, he didn’t have a single moment for
reflection. He had to be prepared for anything. All eyes and ears, he walked behind the Turkish soldiers and
thought about nothing. He felt numb inside. But he nevertheless saw light in the spacious sky, dimmer in the
vanishing June evening. The dust was drowsy, and fragrances of linden trees, mulberry trees, wild mint, and sage
blended together.
Only the mildness was gone, extinguished.
Although Sima walked through well-known alleys, he felt that he had entered a region where he had never
been before. And again he was in a hurry (there was no reason for it), and, hurrying, he erroneously took a
shortcut, the wrong one, the one that led by the Turkish police headquarters. (The problem is that bankers are
usually right.) At the windows of the Turkish building (which also served as a barracks), he suddenly noticed
soldiers aiming their rifles at him, at all of them; he realized their evil intention and shouted a warning.
As he shouted, the arrested Turkish soldiers broke away and ran toward their barracks. Djordje of Nis rushed
after them, the crack of rifle fire could be heard, and the townspeople started to draw back.
Sima walked toward the soldiers who were shooting at him. He saw black smiles on their faces, and—in
impeccable Turkish—he began calling to them, telling them to hold their fire, to stop, that what they were doing
could lead to a disaster. His words collided with the swirling air, with the shattered light, with the shots.
The soldiers fended off his words furiously, as if they were some kind of accursed disease. Sima the targuman
shouted louder and louder; rifle fire answered him more and more rapidly. Then he could no longer feel his legs
and body—he became bodiless. Only his head, which had suddenly become wobbly, sank to the bottom of the
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shallow darkness.
Sima the targuman now stands again at the corner of the street named after him, uncertain which turn to take:
the one to the left, the shorter one, toward Visnjic Street, or the one to the right, the longer one, toward Francuska
Street. The house that Milan Bogdanovic\fn{ A note reads: Milan Bogdanovic, 1892-1964, was a well-known Serbian Marxist
literary critic, renowned for his eloquence } frequently visited is on the left; the house in which Slobodan Jovanovic\fn{ A
note reads: Slobodan Jovanovic, 1869-1958, a famous Serbian historian and jurist, was considered one of the finest masters of historical
portraiture} lived is on the right. The two men thought differently in politics, but they were both perfect stylists and

shared a sense of historical paradox; they might help him express what has been bothering him for more than a
century: how is it that his genuine desire for harmony caused so many deaths? (For the first time in his life, Sima
the targuman is having difficulties with words.)
Immediately after Sima was killed, Djordje of Nis was seriously wounded; he died a few hours later. On the
slopes above the Sava and the Danube, old hatreds flared up. The Serbs quickly seized their arms and attacked the
city gates, which were manned by the Turks. The Turks began to retreat into the Kalemegdan Fortress, and the
battle (in the words of the British envoy Gregory, who supported the Serbian cause at the famous session of the
House of Commons, on May 17,\fn{ My birthday, though 80 years previous .} 1863, in London) the battle lasted the
entire night.
The next day, just before noon, in the opaque June glow, foreign consuls met with Ashir, the pasha of
Belgrade, and Ilija Garasanin, president of the Ministerial Council, and they reached a mutual agreement and put
together the Armistice Convention, effective immediately. So one could again walk the hushed streets of Belgrade
with a feeling of relative security. The historical comedy was thus postponed until the following day.
The following day was Tuesday, the fifth of June,\fn{A note reads: All dates are given according to the Julian Calendar.} a
dazzling, magic day, full of deep light. From the direction of the Stamboul Gate (located between the present
Monument of Prince Mihailo and the National Theater), a procession moved toward Palilula Cemetery, in
Tasmajdan. The entire Serbian population of Belgrade, anyone who could move and was not bedridden, was in
that procession.
They were attending the funeral of Sima Nesic, the targuman with excellent prospects, braver than a hero of
legend, his parents’ only son, the handsome interpreter who spoke seven languages. They were attending the
funeral of Sima Nesic, who was riddled with bullets, and of Djordje of Nis, who was also riddled with bullets.
Sobs and liturgical chants blended with the thick heat of the morning, the water from the moat at the Stamboul
Gate stank, no one lamented aloud, and sweat trickled from beneath the top hats of the officials.
Flocks of large storks and wild ducks circled swiftly over Terazije and the Venice pond. There was not the
slightest breath of wind under the sky. They walked toward the outskirts of the city, toward Terazije, on the hard,
hot dirt road (it is Kolarac Street today). They reached a small tailor’s shop and stopped at the place where today,
in Kolarac Street, is a branch of the Belgrade Bank and the entrance to the underground walkway in front of the
“Albania” building. With his head bowed, the tailor waited to join them. Forbidden portents hid in the dust.
And then, with a whistling sound, a bomb fell right from the sunny sky. The cannonball was perfectly round,
not very big, and it exploded right under Sima’s coffin. The Turkish guns started to thunder from the direction of
Kalemegdan. The bombardment of Belgrade had begun.
It lasted for four hours and turned into a hotly disputed international issue. Foreign correspondents later tried to
maintain that the bombardment was not particularly heavy, because the poorly armed Turks were poor marksmen.
Bombs exploded one after another (admittedly, in intervals, not as they did in 1915, or 1941, or 1944; however,
this was also a sort of a beginning). The coffin containing Sima the dead targuman was dropped on the hard
ground, and the lid slipped a bit, although no one noticed it. The whole crowd scattered, storks and wild ducks
included. Through the crack in his coffin, only the peaceful targuman Sima Nesic, whom they would not allow to
rest, stared with his right eye at the sun, which had reached its zenith.
At his corner, Sima now shakes his head again. But he is not inclined to reproach himself anymore: he
reproaches Mr. Longworth, the British consul in Belgrade. This gentleman’s reports to his government almost
obliterated Sima’s role in history. Being a Turkophile, he was convinced that the Turks were “good-natured
people” who were “rightly annoyed by the rebellious attitude of the Christian population.”\fn{ A note reads: See M. F.
Hristic, Srbija I Engleska pre pola veka (Belgrade, Geca Kon, 1910), 45.} Accordingly, he notified his government that the
riots of the third of June were incited by the Serbs, not the Turks. Fortunately, both at that time and later, some
British gentlemen and others thought differently, so that the truth about his death, slightly distorted, has become
historical fact.
But even that is unimportant now. His name has been preserved, admittedly not as a proper noun but rather as a
modifier of another noun, written in white letters on a dark blue street sign: Sima Street.
The targuman reads this inscription on the sign several times; he listens attentively to its sound, already
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somewhat unfamiliar: its meaning evades him and fades away, sharing the inevitable fate of repetition. Suddenly,
he is confused: does Sima Street have anything to do with Sima the targuman?
29.91 Smiles\fn{by Milica Micic Dimovska (1947-2013)} Novi Sad, South Backa District, Autonomous Province of
Vojvodina, Serbia (F) 2
His widow stood there, looking at the bust tightly wrapped in a red scarf. He should be facing the passing
trains, she thought, instead of turning his back to the railroad tracks.
She smiled sarcastically, because bitterness alone was not enough to satisfy her anymore. It was too soothing
for her state of mind, too full of self-pity, and who really deserves self-pity? The living don’t; that was her old
conviction, and now, suddenly, she could afford to be not only bitter but also sarcastic at his expense, and even
more so at her own.
Her lips kept twitching, as if she were about to burst into tears, very old-ladyish ones, easily triggered and
physiological, in that they could start coming even at the slightest thought of the injustices she had suffered
throughout her life.
In spite of everything, she had accepted the invitation to participate in this festive event. When she saw the
black limousine, as it glided along smoothly and stopped in front of her home, she felt a touch of vanity. It was the
first time a limousine had ever come to pick her up, and she did not fail to notice that some of her neighbors were
impressed. An instant later, she felt ashamed, not because she was riding in a limousine, but because the limousine
had arrived for her at a time when privileges for politicians had become disgusting—not only to her, but to
everybody else.
To a certain extent, limousines are almost passe, she thought, like something that somehow still clings to life
even though totally rotten, just like the two old cocky veteran partisans sitting in the limousine who looked even
more decrepit than she, a stroke lurking behind their pudgy red cheeks. That, too, was ironic, the fact that they had
remembered her now, when she could only be ashamed of their attention. Even though she had first wanted to
reject this invitation out of wounded vanity (where were they earlier, these so-called war heroes, before the earth
began to shake under their feet?), she had forced herself to swallow her disgust and contempt because of him, who
was not at fault, yet was not a hundred percent innocent, either.
Oh, yes, she still carries deep inside her some of his words, now maybe a little more condensed and a bit better
chiseled, thanks to the passage of time, but their meaning has not changed. He said to her: you must be merciless
toward yourself for the benefit of the future generations or future society—he could have used both these words.
It was not really important whether he said generations or society—that was not important at all—but it was
important that he asked her to be merciless toward herself because of him, because of the others, even though
those others—and she knew quite few of them—had never been merciless toward themselves.
On the contrary!
How could he leave her alone with a child, without any means of support (she was almost imprisoned, almost
ended up in the Banjica concentration camp), just so he could accomplish that subversive mission, obey an order
from who knows whom? She remembered that she told him:
“May God make your mission a disaster!”
He came back out of darkness, out of the reddish darkness of the summer dawn … in her bare feet she felt few
drops as she stood at the bottom of the stairs in a clump of wet grass, incapable of subduing the sweet pleasure she
felt from her curse. He came back and slapped her across the face. The Communist.
Good heavens, and now they had decided to erect a monument to him, right there at the place where he had
accomplished that mission. By this tiny railroad station, in this Godforsaken town.
*
A train thundered by as they led her to her seat in the front row, together with the two former partisans from
the limousine. According to the schedule, there would be no more trains until the afternoon—that’s what a man
from the town office said …
She could remember even the most insignificant details: for example, how she felt the urge to collect a few
white plums lying in the grass and eat them. Then she returned to bed, rejoicing somewhat that he had hit her, and
in this elated state she kissed the child who had fallen asleep on the straw mattress and almost forgot that it was
fear, fear for survival, and not defiance that had caused their quarrel. Then she spat out a plum that had been
penetrated by the thread of a worm, resembling rust.
“I should have realized then that survival is not for everyone. Neither is death, which bypasses old people,” she
thought to herself, sitting down on the chair facing the small podium and the bust by the tracks. Mostly people of
her own age were seated to her left and right—she noticed that—and also filled the rows of chairs behind her. Not
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more than a hundred people! Several girl students, who had recited revolutionary poems during the ceremony, still
milled around, and she caught the eyes of one of the girls as she passed by—eyes filled with contempt and
disgust. Not only for old age, she thought, conscious of her deep wrinkles and spots, and her lips that sagged at
the corners; this was not the only cause of the girl’s disgust, it was the expression on my face.
Every day she had to face that expression herself, which was sort of caked on her face. An expression of
disgust for life and for her fellow men. She was even disgusted with herself.
What was the purpose of her being here, what purpose did that past have? She felt an urge to tell the organizers
that she was dressed in black not in mourning for her husband but for her son, who had been killed in a car
accident four years ago. When she recalled the years since her son’s death, she could not help but compare those
four years with the forty-eight or forty-nine years since her husband had perished in the war, and she was unable
to feel any difference in the depth of the time gone by, in the distance between the two events. Time seemed
squeezed between those two deaths.
For a moment it seemed to her that she had lost even her orientation in the very space around her; she became
almost afraid of her surroundings, which suddenly seemed so unreal.
Another glance at the wrapped bust caused her to feel a tremendous pain in her mouth, as if a tooth ached
under the cap, and she felt an urge to pull off that cap, that cocoon in which the pain was concentrated. It seemed
to her that his eyes under the red scarf followed her, reproaching her, even though she had never run away from
death. She had even learned how to talk to death, trying to persuade it, in simple words, to take her with it, since
she had not been able to forbid it to take her son away.
*
“The bust was supposed to be finished two years ago,” a veteran from the limousine whispered to her furtively:
“this was a small town. He knew many dirty details about the officials in the town that were not for public
knowledge.”
He was born near Kraljevo and came to Belgrade after the war, just as she had, but she did not know him
personally, she had only heard of him, he used to appear at the meetings of the war veterans. His nose was
crooked, she thought. Every one of them, these old goats, had a nose and a mouth crooked from envy.
She, too, was now nasty. She asked,
“Will there at least be something good to stuff ourselves with after all these dull speeches?”—but that sounded
undignified, she realized that. She shouldn’t have debased her pain with such a question.
On the other hand, all of these people were only “small fry,” there was no reason she should prove herself to
them! None of the famous ones had come.
She was bitter again, the bitterness rising to the surface like mildew. Even her brother-in-law had not come, an
official who had adapted to the new circumstances like a merchant at an open market. Brothers … her husband
risked his life many times, even though she often questioned his motives. It seemed to her that he had to be in
places exposed to the winds of the war not because there was any real need for it, but because he himself had the
urge to prove himself a hero in front of others.
His brother, on the other hand, remained a quartermaster either of a detachment or a brigade throughout the
war, always close to the cauldron. But still she had expected her brother-in-law to be here, although she was not
surprised by his absence. She only regretted not having the opportunity to tell him that she knew very well who he
was and what kind of a man he had been.
She smiled without realizing that she was smiling. An unaccustomed twitch of her lips was the only thing that
bothered her for a moment. Her brother-in-law probably had figured out that this event, this gala-gathering of
vampires, this memorial service held at an inopportune time, would not advance his career one bit.
Her hardened heart could not forgive anyone. She could feel the dregs of injustice settled in her heart. She
thought: death has bypassed my brother-in-law’s family. Perhaps that pleases the Lord. Her lips tightened
stoically.
*
The speaker also mentioned death several times, as if collecting points. He mentioned that three followers of
Ljotic died in the explosion.
For the first time it occurred to her that those followers of Ljotic were also Serbs. That fact changed everything: the heroism of her husband was slightly tainted. But she still felt sorry for him, even more so because he
was guilty for the death of those followers of Ljotic. Had he been alive, he would have been here, an old man,
resentful and full of spite, or … full of kindness.
She now felt pangs of bitterness, now kindness, soft-heartedness, engulf her, and she suddenly felt sorry for
everybody. His death was for her something completely esoteric, she thought, something like air, because she
never saw his dead body. It remained somewhere far, far away—in some forest, on some mountain.
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On the other hand, she touched her son’s death, on his bluish, earth-colored face, which felt so brittle while she
wiped off the traces of blood around his open mouth. Both his eyes and his mouth were open, oh, Lord, and there
was no answer in them, nothing, absolutely nothing. Her daughter-in-law and her grandson were afraid to touch
him, but she wanted to grab him, to shake him well, not realizing that she was holding just a body, just a cocoon,
while covering with kisses everything that she could recognize, like his nose, slightly bent from a blow in
childhood, or his moustache, or the clean-shaven chin.
And now, suddenly, all that became fused together: the image of kissing her son’s face and the image of the
bust, which appeared in front of her in all its angelic whiteness and purity, having almost blinded her when the red
scarf slid down the pedestal like the skin of a snake.
It was the face of a smiling young man.
Her legs almost gave out in front of the bust, when she incidentally touched the smooth marble which was not
a bit cold. It was even pleasant to the touch, she thought, not like a dead body. They moved her slightly away from
the monument, and some of the war veterans from the Organizational Committee held her for a moment, so that
she regained her composure quickly and was even able to accept the large bouquet wrapped in cellophane and
place it at the base of the pedestal on which the bust stood.
She had to face it, it was clear that the bust resembled her grandson. He often smiled at people the same way,
trustingly, with only the slightest touch of disdain. A smile twinkled also under the white marble membrane
covering the eyes.
She could not look into that face, into those smiles. She backed away two or three steps, staggering, catching
the end of the prickly boxwood wreath held by one of the war veterans. The whistle of a locomotive announced
that a train was approaching, and soon, behind the bust, a train, pulling several cars, thundered through, the
station.
“We planned it this way, to have the train salute him when the festivities ended … he, like us, was a railroad
man,” said a man from the Organizational Committee. Taking her by the arm, he led her to the station restaurant
in which the luncheon was to be served.
Through the window of the station restaurant she could see the black limousine, standing there as if on duty.
Like a hearse at the cemetery, she thought, as they set before her a plate of roast suckling pig. She was at the
funeral feast, she muttered; that was her punishment, to be at the funeral feast.
She kept muttering that between bites, occasionally lifting her glass of wine. She could even see the multitude
of people who over the years had poured through that station. They kept silently passing through the walls, as if
the walls were no barrier to them, as if the time of a universal movement had begun, a procession of the dead and
the living on the day of the Last Judgment, still undivided, not separated into those who would be resurrected and
those destined for destruction.
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The Cathedral of the Resurrection of the Lord, Valjevo, Kolubara District, Serbia: two views
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The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Vranje, Pčinja District, Serbia
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The Cathedral of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul, Šabac, Mačva District, Serbia

The Church of the Ascension of The Lord, Čačak, Moravica District, Serbia
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The Church of St. Peter and Paul, Jagodina, Pomoravlje District, Serbia
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The Orthodox Church of Lazarica, Kruševac, Rasina District, Serbia

The Church of the Ascension, the Monastery of Žiča, nr. Kraljevo, Raška District, Serbia: two views
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The Church of the Holy Trinity, Kragujevac, Šumadija District, Serbia
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The Cathedral of St. Sava, Kragujevac, Šumadija District, Serbia
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The Church of St. George, Užice, Zlatibor District, Serbia

The Church of St. George, Kladovo, Bor District, Serbia
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The Church of St. Petka, Požarevac, Braničevo District, Serbia

The Cathedral of Saint Archangels Michael and Gabriel, Požarevac, Braničevo District, Serbia
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The Church of St. Nicholas, Leskovac, Jablanica District, Serbia

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Niš, Nišava District, Serbia
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The Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary and St. Prokopija (late 9th century), Prokuplje, Toplica District,
Serbia: three views
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The Church of the Poganovo Monastery, nr. Pirot, Pirot District, Serbia: two views
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The Cathedral of St. George, Smederevo, Podunavlje District, Serbia: view of the towers just below
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The Church of All Saints (1897-1900), Brusnik Village, Zaječar Municipality, Zaječar District, Serbia

The Church of the Ascension of Jesus Christ (1917 and 1918), Zaječar, Zaječar District, Serbia
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The Cathedral of St. John of Nepomuk, Zrenjanin, Central Banat District, Serbia

The Cathedral of St. Teresa of Avila, Subotica, North Bačka District, Serbia: two views
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The Orthodox Church of St. Nicholas, Kikinda, North Banat District, Serbia: two views
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The Cathedral of St. George, Novi Sad, South Bačka District, Serbia

The Church of the Name of Mary, Novi Sad, South Bačka District, Serbia
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A Synogogue in Subotica, North Bačka District, Serbia

A Synagogue in Novi Sad, South Bačka District, Serbia
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The Cathedral of St. Nicholas, Sremski Karlovci, South Bačka District, Serbia
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The Church of the Birth of the Blessed Virgin (1807-1810), Pančevo, South Banat District, Serbia

The Cathedral of St. Gerharda, Vršac, South Banat District, Serbia
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A church in Sremska Mitrovica, Srem District, Serbia

The Church of St. Stephan, Sombor, West Bačka District, Serbia
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The Church of St. George, Sombor, West Bačka District, Serbia

The Cathedral of St. Nicholas, Ruski Krstur, Kula Municipality, West Bačka District, Serbia: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Sava, Belgrade, Serbia: four views
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The Small St. Sava Church (so-called), constructed adjacent to the Cathedral proper.

The Church of St. Mark, Belgrade, Serbia: four views
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Church of St. Petka, at the Kalemegdan Fortress, Belgrade, Serbia
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Church of St. Ruzica, at the Kalemegdan Fortress, Belgrade, Serbia: two views
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The Church of the Ascension of the Holy Virgin, Belgrade, Serbia

The Alexander Nevsky Serbian Orthodox Church, Belgrade, Serbia
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