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Ivan falls in love with power as

soon as he learns how to crawl

lvan Dolinar was born on the
first of April in 1948. Since his parents did not want him to go
through life as a Fool’s Day joke, they registered his birthday as
the second of April, in the Nizograd Birth Registry in Croatia.
His surly father gave the baby the first name that popped into
his head—the most common name in the region and, for that
matter, Europe. Nobody else in the family tree, however, bore
that name, from what Milan could tell, and that was a further
advantage to choosing it, since he didn’t feel particularly grate-
ful to the tree.

That Milan Dolinar was surly was not personal but histori-
cal. On his wedding day, the sixth of April, 1941, Belgrade was
bombarded. The king, having signed the pact with Germany,
had already fled the country (taking along all the gold that
could fit on his plane and dropping some to enable the plane to
attain sufficient altitude to fly over the Bosnian mountains
toward Greece—to this day people look for the gold in Bosnia),
and a variety of armies, domestic and imported, began to crawl
through the country.

Ivan’s father was drafted into one of them. He distinguished
himself by courage on the battlefield and would have received the
highest honors had he not changed armies several times and
joined the winning side too late. He was not the sort of medal-
winner who hides in a bunker during battles, who is the loudest
once the battle is over, and who carries with him enough brandy
to give to his superiors. Ivan’s father rushed to the front lines and
threw hand grenades at the enemies from up close; he shot from
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his machine gun, shivering with joy when his bullets ripped a sol-
dier’s guts, blood spurting into mud in the heart’s rhythm.

One white wintry day, a green mufflerless truck dropped
Milan Dolinar off at home, maimed. Milan carried his severed
arm and leg in a potato sack, because he had heard that science
could put his limbs back on. After several weeks the ice thawed,
and the hand and the leg rotted, despite Milan’s keeping them in
the coldest corner of his basement. Yet he kept even the bones,
thinking that science would one day be able to restore his limbs.
He read all the medical books he could lay his hands—or, rather,
hand—on, and he claimed he knew more about illnesses than all
the doctors in the county combined. When he sat near the town
center kiosk, under chestnut trees, and smoked his pipe (which
was good for his sinuses in the wet climate), many people
stopped by and asked him how to treat their rheumatoid arthritis
and varicose veins. Sometimes lighting his pipe was the fee for the
advice. He was prophetic indeed about the beneficial influence of
red wine on the blood vessels and memory faculties, so every
afternoon his nose turned red, and he related his war reminis-
cences to random young listeners in horrifyingly vivid detail. And
when Ivan was born, his nose positively beamed. Several months
after Ivan’s birth, Milan Dolinar died in delirium tremens.

From early on, Ivan wanted to distinguish himself, as
though he knew that he suffered a handicap. He fell in love
with power as soon as he learned how to crawl. He screamed for
milk even when he didn’t want any, just so he could command
his mother’s attention. He was breast-fed for almost a year; he
wouldn’t have cow’s milk as long as he could sink his face into
his mother’s smooth bosom.

Then his mother, Branka Dolinar, gave birth to Bruno, the
son Ivan’s father had conceived before his death—red wine was
good even for that. Ivan was pushed away from his mother’s
soft breasts, although she did have two. No matter how much
he screamed, he got only cow’s milk. As for pacifiers, after the
war there weren’t any, and he had to make do with his little
fingers.
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Several years later Ivan took revenge for being displaced from
his mother’s bosom: he continually tortured his younger
brother—pulling his ears and nose, and bopping him on the
head. There was nothing more melodious to him than the boy’s
crying. Ivan was not vicious—he merely treated his brother as a
temporary musical instrument, an organ, on which he was learn-
ing to control the keys, and after all, isn’t music all about the
beauties of control and order? The rest of the day he would spend
hugging Bruno, making him paper airplanes, and giving him
chocolates he stole from the local store. But as Bruno was about
to grasp a bar of chocolate, Ivan would withdraw it and tease him to
grasp it again—in the meanwhile, he would back his way up toward
the dark attic, and Bruno would follow, reaching up toward the
alluring bar. And once his brother passed the threshold of the
attic, Ivan would lock him in to scream in the dark. Ivan enjoyed
the high pitch he thus elicited from his brother’s windpipe—but
soon thereafter he would open the door and apologize, promis-
ing they would go fishing together.

They often went to the little river, which passed through
the town, and sat on the clay bank below weeping willows. Ivan
found the fish they caught too slimy to touch, while Bruno
enjoyed getting the fish off the hook and spearing it on a
branch and grilling it over the fire Ivan made. Under the tree’s
canopy, they were like little Indians; they ate, and they smoked
dry willow leaves. Bruno caught toads with his bare hands and
laughed at how they looked like bald, fat old men.

When Mother went shopping, she ordered Ivan to babysit,
and often he did it quite literally, sitting on his crying baby
brother. Mother beat Ivan for beating Bruno, and the resentful
Ivan would beat the boy again and then offer him pencils, with
which Bruno drew frogs and fish.

Fearing that Ivan might be slightly retarded, his mother
enrolled him in school a year later than usual. Ivan was one of
the largest boys in the class, and he wanted to be the strongest.
He choked other boys—he did that intelligently, as a diagnostic
test: if a boy’s nose bled, he warned the boy that he suffered
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from anemia, and suggested licking rusty pipes for therapy.
Sometimes, if he felt particularly concerned for the boy’s health,
he’d drag him to the rusty pipe that ran along the school wall,
and force him to lick it there and then. If the boy wheezed too
long after the stranglehold, Ivan informed him he had asthma
and recommended diving, to strengthen the lungs. He showed
talent for medicine early on, and in a way his methods of diag-
nosis and therapy were on the par with the quality of medical
care one received in Yugoslavia. He experienced that care: dur-
ing an outbreak of hepatitis in the neighborhood, a doctor
stabbed his right buttock with a huge needle all the way to the
bone while a nurse held him down with her palm over his
mouth so he wouldn’t alarm the people in the waiting room.
When the needle reached the bone, the doctor still kept press-
ing; a deep pain lingered in Ivan’s buttock for a month after-
ward. Ivan imagined that he was actually good to the boys.
He’d offer them sweets (his cough medicine), tutor them in
math, and whisper the right answers to them during exams.

Longing to prove himself with something big, he put stones
onto the railway tracks and, hiding in thorny bushes, waited for
the next train, which came from behind a curve, panting out
clouds of steam. Ivan’s breath quickened; he expected the train
to crash in the gravel ditch and crush all the passengers who
were now waving white and red handkerchiefs. He felt sorry for
them—it was too late to take the stones off the track. The train
only shook. That was almost enough for him; he shivered,
proud that he had so much influence. After the iron wheels
rolled on, white dust, like flour, remained on the tracks.

He balanced ever larger stones on the rails, making the
trains shake more and more, until one noon a policeman caught
him and slapped him so that his handprints remained on the
boy’s soft cheeks for the whole afternoon (the handprints were
so clear that a fortune-teller could have read in them how many
wives, children, years, and money the cop would enjoy and suf-
fer). To avoid another set of handprints—his mother’s—Ivan
stayed away from home. He crawled into a World War II bunker,
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some twenty yards up the hill from the tracks. Cobwebs from
above and nettles from below made his entry uncomfortable.
Inside it was cold and totally dark. As he felt his way along the
wall, he got a cut on his forefinger from a river-shell fragment,
which was part of the concrete mix. He shivered, fearing snakes
and human skeletons were scattered around him in the dank
darkness.

After a while, his fear dissipated. He took one skull with a
hole in the pate and carried it home wrapped in newspapers like
a watermelon. He hid the skull in the attic, imagining it would
work as a ghost-receptacle. The executed man’s ghost would
visit what remained of his body and would perhaps come out of
the skull at night to smoke cigars and sigh with sorrow.

In the evening, while visiting the skull, Ivan lit a cigarette
butt he’d found in the gutter, and smoked and coughed. There
was no sighing of the ghost, and Ivan felt brave indeed. Maybe
there were no ghosts, only souls, and souls went far away, to
heaven or hell. What would happen in resurrection? He savored
the mystery surrounding the skull.

Confident, he took a bet with several boys from his class
that he could lie down on the tracks under a passing train. A
quarter of an hour before the train was scheduled to pass, he
went to the train station and checked the coaches for any metal
objects that might hang from it and, finding none, he felt
assured enough to lie down on the tracks.

When the train appeared around the curve, it struck him that
another coach could have been added, with a metal hook hang-
ing so low that it would crush his skull. He jumped off the tracks
into the ditch a second before the train could reach him. The
boys laughed at him. Ivan chased them because he hated appear-
ing ridiculous, which made him look all the more ridiculous.



I

Ivan loves the state apparatus

Adoring power, Ivan was
ready to love the army, the state, and the president himself. A
block away from his home in front of a green garrison, guards
stood stiffly in their shacks. They opened and unloaded a rifle to
let him take a look at his street through the barrel: the street
rolled inside, like tobacco on cigarette paper, and shone, dimin-
ished and oily, with people hanging upside down, like tiny bats
in an icy cave. The soldiers placed a green cap atop his head,
with a star made of yellow metal and red glass—partizanka,
named after partisans, though probably no real partisans had
ever worn the dandy Socialist Realism cap. The cap sank over
Ivan’s head, his large ears notwithstanding. Then the soldiers
put a rifle over his right shoulder. Ivan marched with such
hatred of the invisible enemy that in lifting his legs high and
slamming them on the cobblestones, he looked more like a car-
icature of a Nazi youth than a partisan. The wood on his rifle
dragged over the cobbles. Even the forbidding captain with a
thick Stalinesque mustache laughed. He put Ivan on his left
knee and bounced him up and down in a fatherly fashion, then
took off Ivan’s cap, straightening one disobedient cowlick.
Pride had startled Ivan’s hair, and he imagined that the captain
was just like his father used to be.

The captain put Ivan on his bay horse. The trouble was that
Ivan suffered from a horse phobia: once, when he was three, he
had been stranded in a narrow passageway where a pair of
horses were pulling a cart loaded with firewood. He had
attempted to disappear into the wall as the huge beasts trampled
forth—sparks flying out of the stone beneath their hoofs, foam
dripping from their mouths—while the cart driver had shouted
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obscenities. To Ivan, the horses had been elephants that would
squash him like a pumpkin. Now when the captain tossed him
onto the back of the warm horse, Ivan shrieked with such terror
that the crowd of soldiers burst out laughing. Red, sausagelike
excrement slid down Ivan’s patched-up pants and dropped on
the ground, showing that Ivan had recently eaten tomato soup
with rice and pork-blood sausages. The scarlet cattails steaming
on the cobbles—it was a cold November afternoon—threw the
whole company on the ground, some on their knees, others on
their bellies. They rolled and screamed with laughter. The one
who cried most was Ivan; everything refracted through his tears
into a bright shame.

Still, Ivan continued to admire the power of the state, and he
wanted to glorify Yugoslavia. For the Day of the Republic every
student was supposed to contribute a starry paper flag to decorate
the school. You could buy a flag for an aluminum two-dinar coin
in the town’s only bookstore. Ivan and a friend of his, Peter—the
best soccer player in their class, bony, with large bumpy knees that
seemed to give him extra balance—wanted to surpass everybody in
Yugoslav patriotism. They could neither persuade their mothers to
give them enough money for several flags nor steal any coins, let
alone banknotes—featuring muscular workers and large-breasted
women harvesters—which were so colorful that they, too, looked
like paper flags. On the way to the soccer field the boys saw hun-
dreds of paper flags hanging from electric wires between lamp-
posts. They kicked a soccer ball all afternoon, aiming at the wires,
and whenever they hit the target, two or three flags zigzagged to
the ground.

At dusk they had about eighty flags each; Peter, to Ivan’s cha-
grin, had several more than he. Nevertheless, the slight inequality
didn’t harm their friendship. Ivan accompanied Peter home, and at
Peter’s doorstep they talked about what a great thing it was to be
free, thanks to Tito and the Party. Then Peter, feeling bad that
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Ivan would have to walk alone, accompanied him home. Ivan
walked Peter home again—laughing whenever they saw a street
with an electric blackout. They walked like that until two in the
morning—when their mothers, who didn’t have telephones, ran
to the police station. For children at that time, Yugoslavia was such
a fabulously effective police state that the towns were safe—it was
normal to walk in the streets till midnight, but any later and some
parents with nervous constitutions would wonder where their chil-
dren were, worried not so much whether they were safe but
whether they had run away from home.

After being whipped at home (just a few friendly whacks,
more for the joy of being reunited as families than for genuine
punishment), the boys were anxious to deliver the flags to the
teacher, expecting praise.

The teacher entered the classroom, slamming the door
behind her. She wore a shiny reddish perm, which looked like
bronze on a freshly minted sculpture. The students stood up to
welcome her, saying Zdravo, drugarice (Hail, comrade), and
when they sat down she spoke: “This is the day when we should
sing because we are free, we have a country, we can live in
brotherhood and unity, all of us southern Slavs. Our fathers and
grandfathers shed their blood against the Nazis—Germans, Ital-
ians, Austrians, Hungarians, Bulgarians, Romanians, and the
domestic Nazis.” She raised her voice to a high pitch. “The
domestic Nazis were the worst of all: they built a concentration
camp, killed pregnant women, burned villages, and now live in
Germany, Argentina, and America, conspiring to destroy us.”
She paused and scrutinized the hushed class, clenching her eyes
into a line bisected by her thin nose. “But some of them have
stayed right among us. Soon they will plant bombs to blow up
babies and old men as the soulless Germans did during the war.
We must stop them before it’s too late!” Her voice was shrill
again, and two tears rolled down her cheeks, leaving dark and
crooked paths. Her red lipstick was smeared on the side of her
mouth like fresh blood, and the particles of her spittle sparkled
like snow powder.
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She whispered about the blood and love that gushed out of
the open hearts of the partisans and Tito for all the good
Yugoslavs and particularly for children. “Yet,” she shouted,
“some among us conspire against it all! Yes, yes!” and the s’s
hissed. “Right in this classroom!

“They tear down flags, spitting on them and trampling
them underfoot. Just take a walk through the center of the
town. The flag ropes look like the gums of a ninety-year-old
man—-bare, no flags! And why?” She narrowed her eyes again
and scanned the classroom, putting her thick wrists on her
waist. It was so quiet at that moment that the buzzing of a fly
not only could be heard but was heard.

Ivan and Peter were past being pale; they had turned green.

“Yes, they are here. Two of them. Let them turn themselves
in, and we’ll be lenient. If they don’t, if they do not . . .” She
grabbed the long geography stick that was used to point to all
the regions in the world—Siberia, Madagascar, Tasmania, and
perhaps Tunguzia, the cynical El Dorado of the Slavs (“guz”
meaning buttocks in most Slavic languages)—and swished it.

Ivan and Peter imagined that they would be taken out—
white cloth over their eyes—stood against the wall, and shot by
soldiers, some three dozen bullets tearing through their chests.

After an hour of being intimidated, Ivan and Peter had not
“volunteered” to admit their guilt. When the school principal
(an avid beckeeper) appeared, the teacher ran to the bench
where Ivan and Peter sat, snatched the flags from their drawers,
and held out the colorful pile. Ivan and Peter tried to say that
they had gathered the flags to celebrate the very same Commu-
nism they were accused of subverting, but their throats were so
dry that they could only squeak.

“There, you scum!” shouted the teacher with saliva trickling
down her chin. “Don’t tremble, you pitiful cowards. I won’t
touch you! Why would I touch sleazebags like you? Virgin Mary
forbid! And . . . ah . . .” She faltered because she had departed
from her chosen jargon.

Her pen kept tearing the paper as she scribbled her instruc-
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tion to the parents to reeducate their children. She wanted the
parents to sign the notes, and if Ivan and Peter failed to bring
the signatures back to school within two hours (she generously
allowed time for beatings), they would be expelled from the
school. Ivan had forged the signatures of many a parent when-
ever his schoolmates wanted a day off. But now the idea of forg-
ing did not cross his mind.

At home Ivan’s mother had just finished making honey
cookies, and her fingers were so sticky that after reading the
note she couldn’t free herself from it. She opened the Bible and
read that thou shalt give Caesar’s to Caesar—meaning that you
should respect God-appointed rulers (Tito, the atheist Commu-
nist Party, the flag)—and that thou shalt not spare thy rod on
thy son’s back.

She took out a stick from behind a cupboard. (She had
undergone the world war in hunger and fright, and she feared
the police state. She didn’t want to be close to the state, but she
didn’t want to alienate it, either. To her, the main virtue was to
be as inconspicuous as possible. Clearly Ivan had violated that
kind of sensibility and had begged for too much attention and
now he was getting it.) Ivan tried to run out of the room, but
tripped over the trash can, spilling the head of a holiday goose.
She whipped Ivan. It seemed to him that one of his arms and
some ribs had been broken, and they would have been had the
rod not broken first—the splintered end flew across the room
and bounced off the floor. Ivan did not cry, out of pride.
Hatred for all authority, maternal as well as paternal, rose in his
throat as bloody phlegm. Yet he had to go back to school,
because, though he detested it, he was afraid of what would
happen if he did not go.

He was barely able to walk as sweat salted his wounds, but
as soon as he got home again from school, his mother was
about to send him into the streets. The old wooden radio—its
dark yellow cloth cover shivering over the speaker—announced
that the Soviets had occupied Budapest. Ivan’s mother was
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addicted to listening to the radio precisely for news like this,
which immediately sent her into a panic attack. She leaped from
the chair and rummaged through a Czech Bible in the cup-
board. She gave Ivan bills larger than he’d ever seen before, and
sent him and Bruno to the store with a small wooden cart, a
miniature likeness of a horse-drawn carriage, to buy fifty kilos of
flour, twenty liters of oil, and five kilos of salt, supplies that
could last several months in case of a Soviet invasion. The boys
ran and arrived at the corner grocery store among the first
shoppers. The shop assistant laughed at Ivan. “What do you
need that much food for?”

“The Russians are coming.”

“The Russians are always coming. Why should we care? We
have Tito,” he replied.

Outside, a long line quickly formed, dozens of pale people,
all wanting to buy flour, oil, and salt.

“Will the Russians kill us all?” Bruno asked.

“Yes, I believe so,” answered Ivan.

Bruno cried.

“If they come to our house, we should set a trap for them,”
Ivan said. “Let’s hide the oil and tell Mother that the shop ran
out of it, she’ll believe it—just look at all these people, they all
want oil—and then we’ll pour oil and gasoline everywhere and
light a match, so all the Russians will burn to death.”

“What about us?”

“We’ll burn with them.”

“I don’t want to.”

“If the Soviets come here, we’ll have to study sixteen hours
a day.”

“That might be good. We could become airplane engi-
neers.”

“Tractor engineers. I’d rather go to hell.”

Just then Tito’s voice came from the street corner, where
loudspeakers were placed. “We have defeated the Germans, and
we will defeat you Soviets if you come here. We have the best-
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trained and most disciplined army in Europe. We are ready to
fight to the last man. Long live Yugoslavia!” Tito addressed the
Soviets directly as though they could hear his message in the
streets—he probably imagined that the country was full of
Soviet spies, so this was as good a way as any for communicating
with Moscow.



I

Ivan writes a touching letter to

the president, filling it with
praises of the highest quality

lvan wanted to express his
admiration for the president. Tito had stood up to the Soviets
and after a standoff of a few months, the multinational sea of
Soviet soldiery rolled back its tanks, and Yugoslavia stayed free,
or at least free from foreign rule. Actually, the admiration for the
president had been institutionalized. All the schoolchildren
throughout the country had to write to the president for his
birthday, “Day of Youth,” May 25. Each school chose the three
most lyrical epistles, each district half a dozen, and each republic
a dozen. For several weeks handsome female and graceful male
athletes relayed the letters through the country’s six republics
and two autonomous regions, stopping in every town for a jubi-
lant reception of more letters in town squares—usually named
the Marshal Tito Square. On Tito’s birthday a hundred thou-
sand people filled the Belgrade Partizan stadium, where the
bodies of dancers and athletes, dressed in the flag colors, formed
DRUZE TITO MI TE VOLIMO (Comrade Tito, We Love You). Girls
lifted their legs high, like cheerleaders—though with more disci-
pline than cheer. Afterward, several blushing girls and boys, tip-
toeing to reach the microphone, read nearly a hundred letters to
the stoical president. Then Tito delivered a speech, though
nobody could tell for sure in which language: whether Croatian
with a Russian accent, or Slovenian with Serbian vocabulary, or
Ukrainian with Serbo-Croatian vocabulary. No (Slavic) national
group could feel neglected. Tito’s peculiar speech gave rise to
rumors that he was a Russian pretending to be a Croat; that he
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was a Ukrainian actress, Lenin’s mistress; that he was a robot
designed by Soviet space engineers.

Marshal Josip Broz Tito spoke slowly—pausing often, as if
reconsidering each word—without trying to create a delirium,
as Yosifs, Josefs, and other variations on the name were fond of
doing. A delirium followed nevertheless; people failed to com-
prehend how they could be so lucky as to be in the same space
where the president was, an honor greater than being in Mecca
for a Muslim.

Ivan loved reading about Tito’s courageous acts: during
World War II Tito had lived in a large cave, where the Germans
couldn’t find him, and when they finally did, thousands of sol-
diers died defending the cave until he escaped in disguise and
sailed off to the most remote island in the Adriatic, the island of
Vis, from where he conducted the successful military campaigns
while cultivating the most fertile vineyard with grapes as large
as eggs.

Ivan was inspired to write the best letter. After all, he under-
stood prayers from the local Calvinist church (his mother
dragged him there every Sunday morning), where the basic
point was to address God as flatteringly as possible. He looked
around the classroom superciliously, and wrote. He was sure he
would win.

Our Most High President:

Huallowed be thy name, thy will be done abroad as it is
done at home, give us our daily bread and soccer balls
of leather.

Our most high, ommnipotent, ommipresent, and
ommniscient President, we love you beyond the power of
reason. No words are good enough to express how ommni-
wonderful you are. We ave honored that as worms we
are allowed to crawl on the dusty road of socialism. We
love to pronounce thy name while we know that thou
couldst with one little finger of thine—1but even thy little



April Fool's Day 15

finger is large—ygrind us into dust the way salt melts
snow. Thow hast led the strong brave heroic partisans
against the beathen soulless robots, the capitalist Ger-
mans, who even now lead our folk astray, to work in
their factories. Thon hast given us truest equality, shed-
ding your blood in numerous battles, and thow hast
always fought so bravely against the German troops
that they never managed to capture thee—so that none
of us would perish but wonld all live in the wonderful,
beautiful, lovely, astonishing, amazing grace to sing
thee praises for ever and ever or as long as our throats
last.

Thanks a lot. Glory to thee, glory that beats all
human and divine reason.

Death to fuscism and freedom to the people!

Your wormly comrade,
Ivan Dolinay.

Triumphantly he handed the letter to the teacher, who read
it without delay. She turned red and shriecked out: “Rascal,
come here! How dare you write this ridicule! What cynicism!
Who would expect it of a child!”

“But I am sure it’s the best letter in the whole Socialist
Republic of Croatia. The president will like it.”

The teacher tore up the letter and ordered Ivan to kneel in
the corner on corn kernels while other students practiced sim-
plitying fractions. She wrote another letter to Ivan’s mother.
But this time Ivan signed it. On his way home he passed by
shops, banks, Turkish baths, and pubs, and from everywhere
pictures of Tito gazed at him sternly, while soldiers and police,
smelling of tobacco, strolled.



I

lvan finds out that the world

is a huge labor camp

Taken aback by the cruelties of
the adult world, Ivan retreated into the shadows of trees. He
tested his courage by leaping from branch to branch and from
one tree to another. Whenever he walked into the town park, he
breathed deeply, enjoying the moist fullness of freshly photosyn-
thesized air. He strode through the chirpy green tranquility of
the park past a partisan monument. The partisans’ noses were
sharp, lips thin, cheekbones high, hands large and knotty; every-
thing about them was angular—a combination of Socialist Real-
ism and folk art. This type of sculpture was common in most
Eastern European towns; the larger the town, the larger the
proportions of the custom-made sculptures. However, there
was something unusually fierce about the Nizograd version; the
faces evinced a startlingly enthusiastic hatred. The sculptures
were ugly, Ivan was sure, but he admired the power expressed in
them, and sometimes for dozens of minutes he stared at the
bronze muscles, wondering whether he would ever manage to
grow such big, well-defined musculature.

The monument was done by Marko Kovacevic, a sculptor
educated at the Moscow Art Academy, who had been a Com-
munist before WWII, when it was dangerous to be one. In the
war he fought against the Germans, and earned several medals.
After the war, the Party commissioned him to erect a monu-
ment to those who had fallen. He received so little money for it
that his expenses were barely covered.

Communists from the neighboring town wished to have an
exact copy of the monument. Marko asked them to pay in
advance, which they did. After the monument was completed,
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the mayor uncovered it in front of a crowd. The bared partisans
were as small as dolls. The people booed Marko, but he said,
“Comrades, little money—little partisans.” Marko excommuni-
cated himself from the Party, flinging the red book of member-
ship into the garbage.

Since in a poor Socialist society nobody, except for the
Communist government, could afford sculptures, he could not
make a living as a sculptor. He became a tombstone maker, spe-
cializing in tombstones of deceased Party members; he did not
mind them dead.

Kovacevic moonlighted as an art teacher in Ivan’s class. He
was tall and heavy-boned, with a massive hooked nose like
Rodin’s and bushy and horned eyebrows like Brezhnev’s. His
hair, the color of steel, was cut several times a year to a centime-
ter’s length so that it looked like hedgehog bristles. The hair
grew quickly, obeying no conventions, leaping into several
shocks and cowlicks. Even when it was long, his ears stuck out,
with hairs of their own.

When he entered the classroom—a room with greasy maple
floors, thick walls, high ceilings, and chandeliers—he shouted
out the assignment: to draw a tree whose branches scratched
the windowpane in the wind. Those who did not do that assign-
ment had to print inscriptions, HEREIN LIES IN PEACE . . . The
ones he liked best, he would use on tombstones.

Then he pulled four chairs together, took off his boots, put
one beneath his head, and soon the room resounded with his
snoring, whereupon the children sneaked out of the classroom
into the park to climb trees and dig with branches into the soil
for small Roman, Byzantine, Turkish, Hapsburg, Hungarian,
Croatian, and Yugoslav coins. Waking up half an hour later, he
shouted out the tall windows, calling the kids back inside.

Before the end of the two-hour lesson, he strolled down the
aisle, looking at the drawings. Ivan slouched.

“What’s that?” Marko asked him.

“A tree,” Ivan answered proudly. He had paid painstaking
attention to the details.
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“I don’t see it. A tree lives, has a soul. Yours is a bunch of
doodles.”

He took a pencil and drew a line down the tree. The
graphite pencil-tip broke and flew off, hitting the windowpane.
Marko continued to draw the line, unperturbed, to the core of
what the tree should have been, and sure enough, it now looked
like a firm tree, irrepressible, ready to resist howling tempests.

“See, you give it marrow. This is no beauty salon. First you
make a tree, and what you do with it later—whether you put
lipstick on it, eyelashes—that’s incidental. But let it stand, for
heaven’s sake!”

He gave the tree a distinct character, his: grand simplicity.
How, Ivan wondered, does one learn to impart character with
one stroke? Maybe one can’t learn to impart character like that
unless one becomes a strong character first. And how do you do
that?

Marko walked back and stared out the window, abstracted,
and let the children raise hell. But when Marko saw a girl crying
at the end of the second hour, he asked her why, and she
pointed at Ivan and said, “He slapped me.”

“Comrade,” Ivan said, “she spilled lemonade over my
watercolor painting!”

Marko jumped over the table, grabbed the hair on the back
of Ivan’s head, and shouted, “Painting you call it! Even if it
was . . .” And he struck Ivan with his fist. Ivan heard thunder
and saw lightning even though his hands covered his ears and
his eyes were closed.

“That’ll teach you. I am beating a beast. You aren’t the
beast, you are a fine boy. But there’s a beast in you. The only
way I can reach it is through your skin. Let’s hope some of the
pain gets to that beast. Nothing is efficient in this life, I know, a
waste of energy and pain, but . . .” Another slap. “Now, repeat
after me, Girls are to be kissed.”

“Girls are to be kicked,” Ivan echoed. Whereupon Marko
kicked him with his ox-hide boots. Ivan flew down the aisle,
landing in a heap.
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In the meanwhile, Nenad, a friend of Ivan’s, fired his sling-
shot from the window and shattered a lamp on a post.

Marko shouted, “Come here, beast!”

“No, comrade, it wasn’t me,” Nenad said.

“Come here, animal, I’ll show you your God!”

The boy leaped to run away, knocking several benches over.
Marko grabbed a coal shovel and hurled it. The weapon struck
the wall half a foot above Nenad’s head, making a hole in the
loose mortar, as he rushed out the door.

Marko was mostly pacific, ignoring the children the way a
bull ignores flies. Of course, a bull’s tail now and then whips
horseflies away. At the end of the class period Marko shouted
for silence and stood on the table. In the posture of the partisan
on the pedestal who was doomed to shove his rifle into the air
as long as the bronze lasted—or until a new regime came to
power—Marko pulled out his front teeth and shoved them
toward the gasping children. “Comrades! I’'m a new man. I
have new teeth. They will not give me pain. If T get tired of
them, I put them in a glass of water. When I need to chew or
give a speech, I put them back in. Progress! That’s called
progress!” Then he fitted the upper teeth back into his mouth
and grinned, flashing the pink and white, closed his mouth, and
masticated so that muscles on his jaws kept popping, making a
seesaw pattern, his jaw clanking. The kids watched silently, their
eyes popping.

Marko took a bite out of a red apple, grinding his teeth
sideways, the way a bull ruminates, turning his head a little to
the left, a little to the right. “That’s art, my children. It makes
life good, that’s what art should do. Now you may go home.
You’ve learned enough for today.”

He pointed at the three largest boys in the class, Ivan
among them. “You go to the junkyard, ask for Marko’s cart,
and pull it to my place. You need some real life.”

As the boys pulled the laden cart, they heard the chilling
screams of pigs being slaughtered at a nearby slaughterhouse.
The cart squeaked under the weight of chains, parts of engines,
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axels (bones of old school buses) whose blue rusty bodies lay
outside the yard, like tired elephants. Panting, the boys hauled
the metal uphill, through and beyond the town, where the park
turned into forest, to Marko’s home.

The redness of his house’s bricks cried against the green for-
est. The massive house cast a long shadow over the backyard,
vanishing in the darkness of the underbrush. What was in the
shadow attracted even more attention, so much so that the
bright house seemed pale, while the darkened objects in the
backyard—planks of wood with bent nails sticking out, rusty
train wheels, oily cats, tin cans, tires, winding telephones—
began to glow. The top half of the house was finished while the
bunkerlike downstairs still had rusty rods sticking out of the
exposed concrete. A side door opened a little. A woman of
worn-out countenance peeped out. She wore black, as if her
husband, Marko, were dead.

Ivan used to wonder what the point of hoarding rusty junk
was, but now he found out: Marko had erected two pillars car-
rying a steel beam and a pendulum connected by chains and a
whole series of cogs to a smoke-emitting motor. Ivan thought
that Marko was building some kind of modern sculpture, some-
thing he had learned in Russia.

Marko placed a large whitish stone beneath the steel base of
the pendulum. With a chisel he cut grooves into the stone to fit
the blade, switched the motor on, and the blade roared on the
stone. Now and then he poured water over the stone, as if bap-
tizing it, though it was too late for baptism: he was working on
a tombstone. His cats ran away into the woods, but returned,
and, transfigured into hedgehogs, stared at the monster who
consumed stones.

While the other boys left, Ivan stayed. Marko said, “Could
you pour water over the stone every third minute?” and handed
him an aluminum cup and a bucket.

“What do you think of Plato’s ideas?” Ivan mentioned the
philosopher because, now that he was twelve, he wanted to
appear precocious. Marko motioned for Ivan to sit on a pile of
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logs. He sat down, too, and said, “You know why his Socrates
died? He raised his voice against tyranny. That’s how it was
then, that’s how it is now. Nothing’s changed. Our government
is a bunch of tyrannical crooks.”

“But there is more to Plato . . .”

“There’s less to Plato,” said Marko. “He wrote with tyrants
around him. You must learn how to read it—it’s politics, not
philosophy.”

Marko spoke so loudly that Ivan turned around suspecting
they’d both be jailed.

“But you say whatever you want, and you are not in jail.”

“I was about to become minister of culture, but I spoke up
against their Mercedes-Benzes and champagne. Since I had con-
tacts in the Soviet Union, they treated me as an informer. They
sent me here, behind God’s back. This is my Siberia. But enough
of this, there’s work to be done; I must support the old hag and
the young hag.” He spoke with acerbic, Serbian bitterness.

To Ivan, minister of counterculture, if one could officiate
anything like that, it would seem more suitable.

Marko walked up to a stone. He hit the broadened head of
the chisel with his heavy hammer over and over; the metal rang
dull in a mesmerizing rhythm. Bluish steel cut into bluish-gray
stone, stone dust flying everywhere. With his gray hair and
bluish, stubbly cheeks, he blended into the grain of the stone,
and all Ivan saw after a while was a rock with a pair of upwardly
curved eyebrows. Ivan stared at the tombstone of a yet
unnamed man, with a face of eyebrows and stone—no nose, no
eyes, no ears.

“Is there eternal life?” Ivan shouted out of the blue. This
was an important topic, on which he had reached no conclu-
sion. He attended the Calvinist church, where, throughout his
early childhood, the organ had terrified him. A dried-up Ger-
man woman played with terror in her eyes as if at the next step
she might be ambushed by partisans. Considering the noise that
was coming out of the organ, her fear was justified. Ivan found
going to church embarrassing. The townspeople spread rumors
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that Calvinists held orgies. These rumors enticed some older
men into the church; disappointed that there was nothing of the
kind, they spread rumors that Calvinists copulated with sheep.
Many children at school called Ivan “the Calvinist sheep-
fucker.” But far more serious than the embarrassment was the
threat of eternal damnation. The minister said Christ could
come any day, and he read thunderously from the Bible: “And
there followed hail and fire mingled with blood, and they were
cast upon the earth: and the third part of trees was burnt up,
and all green grass was burnt up . . . and the third part of the
sea became blood . . . And, lo, there was a great earthquake;
and the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon
became as blood; and the stars of heaven fell unto the earth,
even as a fig tree casteth her untimely figs, when she is shaken of
a mighty wind. And the heaven departed as a scroll when it is
rolled together.” Those who were not saved would remain on
the desolate blood-charcoal earth, frozen without the sun,
starving, and praying for death, but they couldn’t even die.

Ivan asked again, “Is there eternal life?” Marko turned
around and looked at Ivan as if he had seriously misunderstood
something.

“Why do you always work?” Ivan asked as if Marko had
misunderstood.

“God works six days a week, and who am I to work less?
The whole creation travails, works—and so must 1.”

“But work is punishment, can’t you avoid it?”

“If you don’t work, you grow weak, slothful, and a thou-
sand vices and vipers poison you.”

“But still, couldn’t you rise above that?”

“There’s no rising above. Nobody can rise so high as to
oppose God Almighty. By the sweat of your brow . . . that’s
how you must live. If you fail to accept your punishment, God
will destroy you.” He looked like a bleak judge giving a life
term in the Siberian labor camps.

He grabbed a shovel. He strained his seesaw jaw muscles.
Ivan felt a void in his rib cage. “But isn’t God love?”
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“That’s right, He wants you to stay out of the reach of the
devil, and you do that by work. Love is work, not sloth.”

Ivan was more dejected than the rich young man who asked
Jesus what more he should do to be saved and was told to give
up his riches to the poor.

“Is there heaven? Hell? Is that why you work?”

“God will not burn you in hell the way Italians grill frogs. God
is no Italian cook. There is no hell. There is no heaven either.”

“No eternal life?”

“The Creator learns from what He creates and from what
His creation creates. The more you work and create, the more
He learns through you. Your eternity is in the knowledge of
creation, which survives in God. As that part of Him, you live
on. But you don’t live on alone, not even now are you alive
alone, with your own life-powers, those all come from Him as a
loan, and as individuals we aren’t actually alive.”

“You mean we are dead?”

“No, we aren’t capable of that cither.”

Marko chiseled away some rough edges from the stone. His
nails were blue; perhaps he had hit them with the hammer. His
tendons went prominently into his fingers. His veins, like blue
snakes, twisted around each tendon into semblances of the sym-
bol of medicine. When he opened his palm his skin looked like
the skin of Ivan’s foot after the end of a summer spent barefoot.
Layers and layers of blisters, one atop the other, burying one
another, the dead burying the dead. The calluses were tomb-
stones to the once-living skin. The palm was his biography of
labor. Chiseling into the stone, Marko wrestled with time, wish-
ing to mark and catch it. But time evaded him by martial arts
methods, luring him to cut into the bones of the earth, into
rocks. Time would let him exhaust himself. He was being spent
in epitaphs. Gray widows would stare at the outlines of the epi-
taphs to find the ghosts of their loved ones in the bleakness of
the stone above candlelight, expecting that something in the
stone would begin to flicker into life.

The idea of work disturbed Ivan even more than the idea of
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mortality. “Still, don’t you take time to relax and enjoy?”

“Sure.” Marko ground his teeth, took them out, washed
them in the aluminum bucket of water, and put them back in.
“I’ve just enjoyed myself.”

“What’s there to life if you just work?”

“This: work, eat beans, screw, turn to the wall, fart and
snore; work, eat beans, screw, turn to the wall, fart and snore;
work . . . That’s the logarithm of life.”

“How about music, art, literature?”

“A fiddle is of no use in the mill. This is enough music for
me.” He pointed to the stone-cutting machine.

“But you must enjoy painting?”

“Paint-smearing: a waste of time. Literature: garbled words
of sloth-ridden people who want to talk their way out of work.”

As for the radio, TV, and newspapers, he said he had no use
for brainwashing.

“How do you keep up with the news then?”

“I read history. There’s nothing new under the sun. You can
find out what is going on by reading about a thousand years ago.”

“What if a war broke out?”

“That would be nothing new.”

“But you might find out too late to flee for the mountains.”

“In the war, there’s no running away. Anyway, war would
be good for my business. Tombstones would be in demand.”

And he resumed working. Ivan walked away pensive.



I

Formaldehyde helps Ivan transcend his

fear of other people’s death

When Ivan turned nineteen,
he wanted to become a doctor, for if he was not well suited for
the army, or politics, or arts, or sports, he could still fulfill his
ambition to gain power and distinction—as a physician, a mas-
ter of people’s hearts, genitals, and brains. Ivan read basic
chemistry and biology books all summer long, and then, on the
day of the entrance exams at the Zagreb University Medical
School, he grew terrified that his townspeople, who gravitated
toward Zagreb, would read the results of his exam failure on the
med school billboards. So, instead, he took and passed the
entrance exams in Novi Sad—in the Autonomous Province of
Vojvodina—in Northern Serbia.

On the way to his studies in Novi Sad, he gazed into his
deep-set brown eyes in the mirror of the train toilet, shaved,
plucked the hairs out of his narrow nostrils, and thought that he
looked like a sharp adult. He went to sleep on a wooden bench,
lying sideways, with his sweater and coat. He woke up with a
crick in his neck and itchy sweater lines imprinted on his face. He
looked through the window, his forehead against the vibrating
pane, his breath clouding up the images of flat muddy fields and
the hazel Danube. Low, long houses bent under dark red mossy
roof-tiles. Mortar on the houses was cracked; raw bricks melted
and eroded in the rain; geese ran in the ditches; peasants sat on
benches in front of their homes, drinking brandy for breakfast.
Then the streets widened, and colorless high-rises stood solitary;
wet pink and white linen hung from cramped terraces like flags of
surrender, unmoved by the wind. Dispirited by the desolation,
Ivan swore he’d transfer out of Novi Sad as soon as possible.
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At the train station, which stank of diesel and roasted pork
with onions, people looked sternly unhappy. Ivan walked to the
restroom, but a washerwoman wouldn’t let him in unless he
paid five dinars. He handed her one thousand, as he had noth-
ing smaller. She didn’t have the money to give him change.

“Can’t you let me in, anyway?”

“No, the rules is the rules. Five dinars.”

“You can’t have such rules unless you have the change.”

“Go buy a newspaper, and you’ll have the change.”

They shouted before he yielded and bought a sports news-
paper. In the dimly lit toilets he analyzed the chess diagrams on
the back page. The stench of industrial soaps and nitrogen filled
his nostrils. On the way out he felt ashamed—how can you be
rude to somebody who’s desperate enough to clean bathrooms?

Ivan came to the university offices too late to get a room
assignment and a key that day. The following day, after freezing
during the night on a park bench, Ivan timorously scrutinized
his future dorm. Red bricks peeped through the blue mortar
like the knees of a poor man through his work clothes. Papers
flew out of the windows, zigzagging, like leaflets from a con-
quering air force.

Somebody shouted, “Hero, where are you going?”

Ivan turned around—he stood between two parallel build-
ings resembling two magnified matchboxes on their longer
sides—and wondered whether the echo could deceive him. Sud-
denly palms went over his eyes, and a voice said, “Guess who!”

Ivan turned around and saw a ruddy stranger in a clean
white shirt.

“Why, I don’t know you.”

“So what if you think you don’t know me? My name is
Aldo. You need a cup of coffee? Jump through the window!”

Ivan did. It was a small room, with three beds, a parquet
floor, and a gray shredded carpet. “I don’t drink coffee.”

“What a queer fellow, doesn’t drink coffee. Anyway, what
are you studying? If you want to learn, you must smoke and
drink coffee.”
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“That’s preposterous. I don’t need to stress out my system
with these banal substances which serve merely as a tool of con-
formism, everybody imitating everybody, smoking the same cig-
arettes, in the same style, drinking the same kind of coffee in the
same manner.”

“You’re a funny bird. But look at this coincidence: the world
was stuck in the Middle Ages until people began smoking. Smok-
ing got them thinking. But once they got coffee, they could really
think, and they started inventing things all over the place. Before
coffee, people started their days with ale or wine, and coffee got
them out of that bad morning habit, and it gave them acceleration
during the day, firing up their brains. Just imagine what we’ll be
able to do when people chance upon even better drugs.”

“Is that your theory?”

“My economics professor told us that. See, you learn all
kinds of things at a university. You’ll have fun, but promise me,
just for our friendship’s sake, that you will have one cup of
Turkish coftee with me now?”

That coffee theory of Industrial Revolution made Ivan take
the stranger more seriously than he had been inclined. After
coffee, which he found thick, burnt, and both sugary and bitter,
Ivan grew sleepy, and he lay down in the most indented bed,
and coiled up like an embryo in an egg cut in half, his mouth
half open and his eyes half shut.

Since Ivan was among the last ones to apply for a dorm room,
he got a bad one, and the following morning, he was despon-
dently looking around the room, crowded by four beds and two
large cupboards.

A knock on the door. Ivan opened it, and a pale yellow, tall,
bony young man walked in. “Oh, my own bed! You have no
idea what it means to me. Which bed do you want?”

“Makes no difference to me. They all look equally ugly.”

Yellow lay down in a corner bed, and instantly fell asleep.
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Air bassooned through Yellow’s nostrils gently, subtly, rolling
like a purr. Then the breathing stopped. Just as Ivan was ready
to feel for Yellow’s pulse because Yellow’s chest did not shift, a
bomb of sorts fell between them. Yellow sucked air so desper-
ately that it sounded like the roar of a starved lion and the
shriek of a dying zebra.

Another knock. Ivan opened the door carefully as if he were
turning back the cover of an ancient apocalyptic book to take a
look into the future. Whoever came in would be his company
for nine months, night and day. A sturdy fellow named Jovo
stepped in, with bushy eyebrows and stubbly, pentagonal jaws.
They exchanged several sentences by way of introduction, and
Ivan said, pointing at Yellow, “He snores.”

“So? Even beautiful women snore.”

Abruptly, another slaughtering sound tore out of Yellow’s
throat.

“Mother!” Jovo said. “This is going to be a rough year.
Have you heard, last year sixty percent of the first-year students
failed human anatomy!”

Aldo volunteered to be their fourth roommate. In white over-
coats, Aldo and Ivan walked into the hall of the international
food fair, Novosadski Sajam, and stole a big crate of red apples
and carried it out, past the police. Ivan wished to impress his
new friend by not flinching from adventure. They repeated the
process several times and filled up their cupboard with apples.

“This could last us till Christmas,” Ivan said.

“It could,” Aldo replied.

They gave some apples to their roommates, then some to
the neighbors, and it turned out there were many neighbors. In
twenty minutes their fall supply was gone, and the reverse of the
Sermon on the Mount happened (where two fish and two
loaves fed a multitude). Here, a mound of food flattened while
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crowds of hungry people of various religions clamored so loudly
that one could not preach anything to them.

Next, Ivan and Aldo stole a chain of sausages, long enough
to encircle the dorm. Ivan enjoyed the sense of comradeship
and ever-growing courage that stealing together gave them.
“That’s Communism,” Aldo said. “I don’t get enough financial
aid, though I am a Party member and a veteran. So I correct
that. We people have to make up for bureaucratic omissions.”

Late at night, having eaten a stolen sausage and pleased
with the intricacies of the nervus vagus, Jovo opened the door
and made such an explosive fart in the empty corridor that the
windowpanes vibrated. Soon afterward, a door creaked at the
other end of the long corridor, and a reply in kind was made; a
little attenuated, it sounded like Jovo’s echo, yet it was still
mighty loud. “Hey, brother, good night!”

The compatriots walked out in the corridor in their under-
wear, shook hands, and made a date for a dinner of bacon and
beans. It turned out they were from the same region, a Serbian
village near Bihac in Bosnia.

In the mornings, Ivan went to the anatomy practicum. The
assistants gradually sliced a man, throwing thick, loose skin with
subcutaneous yellow fat into aluminum buckets on the side of
the marble table; they cut out muscle by muscle, organ by
organ, and pickled the viscera in bottles with Latin labels; they
bleached the skeleton in acids and hung it on a peg; its bones,
connected with wires, rattled in draughts. Nothing would
remain of the man to return to the grave. Achilles wasted most
of Troy to bury his friend Patroclus; how could they leave a
dead man out, homeless?

In the afternoon, when Ivan climbed the stairs back to his
room, he looked for his bed, never knowing where Aldo would
push the beds and how he’d angle them. Aldo was obsessed
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with interior design and with finding the least acoustic spot for
Yellow’s bed. The beds circled around the table like planets
around a star. Aldo never ran out of permutations but despaired
about the air. Even when the temperature was below freezing,
he insisted on keeping the window open. “You can eat shit, but
you can’t breathe shit,” he said.

The roommates got used to the cold room. The winds blew
straight from Poland through Hungary into their room on the
northeast side.

When Ivan finished studying, he wanted complete darkness—
he thought that even sparse photons hurt him, drilling into his
brain through his optical nerves. He wrapped a T-shirt around
his eyes, and yielded to the floating sensation of a sleep of sorts,
unsure whether he vividly remembered or hallucinated the
stringy whiteness of nerves and the purple hollowness of veins
floating around him in cobweb formations.

Yellow, whose quirks were sufficiently expressed in his sleep,
wasn’t free of them in wakefulness. His eyes bloodshot, his cut
lip twitching, he recited Baudelaire; his face contorted with
longing, yearning, hankering (he knew the distinctions among
the three), wishing, desiring, hoping, fearing, despairing. His
Adam’s apple, sharp like an axe, traveled in his neck. The room-
mates chuckled at Yellow’s recitations and subdued their laugh-
ter in the down pillows of various slain birds. Listening to Les
fleurs du mal, they laughed through the grief of bled ducks.
Whenever a line struck them as particularly subtle, they repeated
it two octaves higher than normal. Yellow did not mind that the
swine did not find the pearls edible; he laughed along with
them, as though Baudelaire was a comic poet, after all.

The university bookstore had run out of the books Ivan needed.
Ivan borrowed The Abdomen from a second-year medical stu-
dent, Selma, from the local Calvinist church. He went to church
every Sunday morning, looking forward to the end of the bor-
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ing sermons, to talk to her. She talked in a whispering way,
telling him that everybody falls in love two times; the first time
in youth was a rehearsal for real love, which overcomes women
in their thirties. In her mid-twenties, she was looking forward
to real love. She dated a Montenegrin medical student, and one
morning she introduced him to Ivan at her home. Ivan talked
about all the virtues of sexual sublimation. Crude sexual energy,
unused, becomes refined spiritual intricacy of imagination and
creativity. “Therefore, if you want to become a great surgeon,
you should not have sex at all.”

The Montenegrin claimed that only when you were relaxed
could you concentrate; and he looked toward Selma, to
exchange liquid glances. She sat supplely, displaying the curve of
her waist, hip, thigh, all a continuous luscious grace.

Ivan left, mad.

Still Ivan continued to visit her. Her room was in a small
orange house, which languidly exuded a smell of wet clay on a
narrow cobbled street. The cobbles were so uneven that you
had to watch your step. Ivan and Selma now skipped church
and talked nearly every Sunday morning. She told Ivan that she
was raised as a secular Muslim in Tuzla and that Calvinism was
her first contact with religion. She lay on the sofa and looked at
him with seductive sincerity, pervaded with a playful, challeng-
ing sarcasm. But quickly that appeared too direct to her, and
she retreated. “You see, if I lie down, blood pressure in my veins
drops. You know, the pressure in the veins depends largely on
gravity.” After talking about the physiology of veins for ten min-
utes, she said throatily, “You must be good to your veins,” and,
touching him lightly on the top of his hand with the tips of her
nails, she made him promise that he would be good to his veins.

Selma gave him a huge Russian anatomy atlas in three vol-
umes and told him to feel free to consult her, because she loved
to refresh her knowledge of anatomy. When they stood in the
door, and her bosom seemed to invite him, she shifted her legs,
as though dancing, and said, “Shifting legs tightens your mus-
cles. The muscles massage your veins, keeping them narrow, so
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not too much blood can stay in them.” And his impulse to take
a plunge, to clasp her in his arms and press her breasts against
his ribs, was dispelled. Several times they stood like that, awk-
wardly, on the verge of a kiss, but before Ivan could overcome
his anxiety and fear of her powerful femininity, she’d withdraw,
and he’d walk home swearing at his lack of strength, at his self-
consciousness.

Now the three medical student roommates had all the books for
human anatomy, the course that mattered most in the first year.
Physics and organic chemistry did not intimidate the room-
mates, but the vast Latinized anatomical descriptions did, espe-
cially because their professor was an imposing figure—tall, with
a strong jaw, a resonant bass voice, and a constant frown.
Besides being the professor of anatomy, he worked as a brain
surgeon. He seemed to despise all the students.

He was a Montenegrin Serb. Jovo said to Ivan: “He’ll fail
you. I am sure he’s allergic to Croats. If I were you, I’d study
hard.”

A dozen assistant professors ran the anatomy practicum and
conducted the six colloquial exams. Radulovic, the professor,
had sworn that whoever passed all the six colloquial exams,
would not fail the final one.

Partly because he hadn’t had the books right away and
partly because he had spent too much time at Selma’s, Ivan
wasn’t ready for the first exam. A woman assistant professor of
anatomy tested him in front of thirty students. She sat in a chair
in front of him, crossed her smooth suntanned legs, her skirt
slid up, and she asked him a question, mostly in Latin. To illus-
trate the point, she took his hand into hers, placed the back of it
on her naked knee and slid it toward her skirt over her fuzzy
hairs; she poked her polished nails into the tendons of his wrist,
touched different palm muscle groups with her fingertips
strokingly. She kept his hand on her thigh even when she asked
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him a question about the elbow; her skirt slid farther up. She
looked calmly into his eyes, waiting for his answer. He couldn’t
recall the exact Latin names, so he hesitated. Her steady, dark
blue eyes analyzed him. Trying to stir his memory, he was afraid
he wouldn’t recall the Latin names—and he didn’t. He leaned
forward to hide his erection. A slight mocking smile curved her
lips. His hand twitched in hers, and he blushed. She gave him
an F, quite coldly, without waiting for him to recover.

He had lost his chance to pass anatomy safely, step-by-step.
His roommates passed their first exams, and he didn’t tell them

that he had failed.

When Yellow snored late at night, Jovo would fling The Arm,
the lightest book, into Yellow’s ribs. If it was worse, he’d resort
to People’s Defense (they took a military-training course). In
severe cases, he threw The Head. But when not even that stirred
Yellow, Jovo flung the Russian anatomy atlas, about thirty
pounds of paper bound in hard covers—imperviously hard, as if
the information had to be protected by the Iron Curtain. When
the reference book struck Yellow, he must have beheld all the
colors his liver was capable of secreting radiate like a planetar-
ium. His body flew high up oft his bed, evenly, like a magi-
cian’s. He hung suspended in the air on a magic carpet of his
pain, his eyes wide and translucent. He crashed back onto the
bed. He would not snore, and he wouldn’t groan either.

With a broomstick, Aldo poked Yellow’s ribs as though they
were spent embers. “My God, if I could only know what’s
wrong with him—just for that I’d study medicine for five
years!” And then, Aldo asked his roommates—Yellow was now
awake—why they studied medicine. Yellow wanted to alleviate
the miseries of the world as an anesthesiologist. Jovo wanted to
earn money. Ivan’s reasons were philosophical—at least he
expressed them in complicated terms, in such a way that it
wasn’t clear what his reasons were. Aldo argued that they stud-
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ied because they were sexual maniacs. “I am not too old to
study medicine. But twenty-seven is too old!” He pointed at his
receding hairline. “Besides, a bald gynecologist would look
obscene. I might just as well become an economist.”

“If I could see my mother right now!” Aldo whined the follow-
ing evening as soon as he opened his economics textbook.
“What wouldn’t I give if I could hug her and drink cold spring
water! I can’t take it anymore.” He grabbed his hair to tear it
but remembered in time that he didn’t have enough to spare.
Then, changing from despair to joy, he jumped. “I can still
catch the midnight train. I have no money, but so what? I can
travel in the toilet!” And he ran to the train station.

Back two days later, he said: “Life is wonderful. I’ve seen
Mother. I am alive again!” He pulled out some fresh bacon.
“Here, let’s enjoy.”

“I can’t eat that stuff. It’s got too much cholesterol and sat-
urated fats.”

“Come on, don’t listen to all the doctors say. You’ve got
nothing to fear from your heart.”

“How would you know?”

“It’s a good one, I know.”

Aldo sliced the parts with more meat than fat for Ivan, and
they chewed the bacon with onions and dark bread. The two of
them had become thick as thieves, so that in times of trouble
Aldo always looked for Ivan.

For example, late one night Aldo shouted as he entered the
room in pitch-darkness where Ivan slept alone, because the
other roommates had gone home.

“Ivan! I hope nobody ran after me. I ran so fast I couldn’t
look.”

“What the hell?”

“Listen. Today I met a woman on the bus. I arranged a date
with her at her apartment. I rang the bell, and for a long time
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she didn’t show up. When she opened the door, she was out of
breath, and she said she was alone, though I didn’t ask her.
When we entered the room, she moved backward to the door,
turned the key in the lock, and put it into her skirt pocket. We
chatted, straining. The dim room smelled of wax. The cupboard
creaked. I opened it, and saw a pale purple leg—whether alive
or dead, whether cut off from the body, or whether the whole
man was there, I couldn’t tell.”

“But you heard the creaking. He must’ve been alive.”

“The body could have been losing balance. Nothing moved
when I opened the cupboard. I grabbed her arm, twisted it,
snatched the key from her skirt, pushed her onto the floor—she
didn’t make a sound—and unlocked the door, jumped one
flight of stairs straight, and another, and ran.”

The lights weren’t on in the room, and the story drew con-
viction from the darkness and the silence that followed.

“I saw something suspicious in the courtyard—a pathway
leading to a little house, but where the door should have been
there was a wall, and it smelled of fresh mortar. Why should a
house be walled in, without windows? There could be torture
chambers there. Maybe they kill people to make sausages out of
them.”

“You are paranoid.”

“Just a week ago I heard of such a case in Tuzla. A couple
killed a man, cut him to pieces, and put him in a deep freezer in
their basement. Humans don’t know how their own flesh tastes.
They could mix people meat with horse meat and sell it as veni-
son.”

“But out of seventy kilos of human body, you wouldn’t get
much meat.”

“I need to buy a gun. You have a gun?”

“No.”

“That’s foolish and naive of you—and of me. Almost every-
body out there has guns—you know that?—and we walk like
babes in the woods. All we have is our dicks, which lead us into
trouble.”



I

Ivan applies his knowledge of

the nervous system

lvan enjoyed Aldo’s quirks and
freedoms. Aldo wished to have authority—he joined the Party
and planned to work for the government. Women-chasing, how-
ever, was a serious obstacle to his career. He boasted about his
amorous adventures, classifying them according to nationalities
(Macedonian, Albanian, Tunisian, Slovenian) and topography—
under the bridge, on the bridge, in the mayor’s wine cellar, on
the riverbank, sliding into the Danube, on the Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier, in a cargo train in a heap of hot peppers. And
he claimed he was nothing compared to his big brother.

One day Aldo announced that his brother might visit. Aldo
cut sausages into thin slices. He did the same to the cheese,
making it look like patches of silk, spreading it in a variety of
geometric shapes. By the way he set the table, you’d think
Euclid himself was going to visit.

The floor of the room was waxed, the beds carefully made,
the windows washed. Even the cracked cupboard looked
healed. There weren’t even clouds in the sky, as though Aldo’s
broomstick could reach there. No sooner did Aldo put the fin-
ishing caress on the food design than there was a triple authori-
tarian knock on the door. A bulky man in a blue business suit
acknowledged the students with a slight bow, handed his coat
and his hat to Aldo, and then ate with gusto, his eyes watering.
If Brother extended his left palm, Aldo put paprika into it.

“Aldo told me about you,” Brother said. “Student life—
such freedom, such naiveté! Anyway, at the bus stop I met a
pretty darling. I should’ve brought her here, and all of us
could’ve had fun.”
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Aldo, Jovo, and Ivan stared at him with gratitude, as if he’d
actually given them a present.

“Then we’d be so relaxed we’d discuss elevated matters, but
now that we are horny, it’s hard to, isn’t it, my brothers?”

Big Brother took several minutes to stand up and stretch
enough to settle into the right posture to receive the coat Aldo
held between thumbs and index fingers as if he’d defile it. His
belly, pouring over his belt, contributed to his Belgrade political
look. Aldo seized a disk of butter from a pot of cold water,
where it had swum among grape leaves like an albino hippo
among pond lilies, and polished Brother’s black shoes until they
shone like moonlight on an icy lake. Aldo glistened with happi-
ness on all fours, like a dog looking up to his master, about to
go hunting. He would have wagged his tail if he’d had one.

Walking down the corridor, Big Brother produced a set of
firmly resounding big steps, and Aldo produced another set of
sharp quick steps, sounding like a big drum and a small drum.
The big drum kept the rhythm on a large scale, while the small
one improvised, inventively filling the spaces with a variety of
brief syncopations and rushes. Aldo managed to cover in the
same walk at least three times the distance Big Brother did.
Aldo walked around Him, now to the left, now to the right,
behind, ahead—Ilike a tour guide, a bodyguard—although he
looked like a growing son next to his father and like a servant,
buying Him evening papers, cigars, matches, toothpicks.

After following them for a while in sheer fascination, Ivan
walked back to the dorm. He and Jovo opened their Russian
anatomy atlases and climbed over the hills into the valleys,
streams, forests, lakes, icebergs, rocks, cliffs, and bogs of the
human body, but they found no carnal knowledge there. At mid-
night, Big Brother and Aldo showed up with a girl of slight build.

“Comrades! This is the fair maiden I recited poetry about.
What luck—I encountered her on the promenade near the
Palace Hotel.”

The girl vanished under the covers with Big Brother. You
could not be sure there was anything there except a wrinkle in
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the blankets. Aldo switched off the light, and Ivan listened to
the sounds of the mystical knowledge of human anatomy he
couldn’t find in his books. Sleep visited no bed, judging by the
squeaks that came from them all. Panting arose from the politi-
cian’s bed, a slow bass with a chirp above it. Later there were
sounds of larger birds.

In the morning the girl was still in the politician’s bed. Ivan
wondered what had happened to the promise—or, rather,
threat—of sharing. Aldo did not say anything, and, for once, he
did not exercise upon getting up.

Ivan was glad that he wasn’t introduced to love-making in a
sordid manner.

“And your brother is a politician? Is that what they are all
like?”

“More or less,” Aldo answered. “You must have a lot of
testosterone to make it in politics. And if you have it, that’s
what you do, you get laid all over the place.”

“No wonder our country is so screwed up. How do you
ever get anything done if your gray matter is made out of
sperm?”

“Whose isn’t?”

“Mine. I must have enough self-discipline to become a doctor.”

The following week, Ivan couldn’t concentrate. Whenever a
pretty woman passed by, he was wistful; why did female beauty
distract him? What good was sex to him—he had no access to it,
and yet it had full sway over him. He decided to shake off such
lack of self-control—he would study with concentration. He
went to the park to oxygenate his brain and to read up on the
anatomy of the nervous system. He was particularly interested
in the various interconnections among the nerves, such as
between the pubic area and the inner thigh. It seemed that
there was a direct connection between the two, and thus, if you
touched a woman’s inner thigh, her genitals might receive some
of the stimulus immediately, without the impulse first having to
go up the spine and back to the pubic area. The inner thigh
must be a highly erogenous zone, judging by that. He was
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eager to substantiate his theory, but he didn’t have a girlfriend,
and he couldn’t just walk up to a woman and ask her whether
she’d like to participate in a pleasant experiment. Maybe he
could ask Selma? After all, she had a scientific streak in her, and
she might not mind experiencing some pleasure for the sake of
science. No, Selma was too much of a lady, and therefore he
couldn’t ask her—or could he?

He walked around the park, trying to draw pleasure from
looking at huge oak trees. He enjoyed nature, and he enjoyed
even more the idea that he enjoyed nature, while, in fact, staring
at trees was a little too tranquilizing and after a while boring,
although at that moment they were beautiful with all the rusty
foliage. When he wanted to sit down he found no unoccupied
benches, but they were long enough that if someone sat even in
the middle, you could comfortably sit on the edge with at least a
yard between you and the other person. He had various
choices—to sit with a decorated war hero who snored, or with a
long-nosed soldier who read the sports pages, or with a mother
whose blue breast was nursing a red baby, or with a young
woman dressed in pastel tones who was sunbathing her face. She
had tossed her head backward, her long brown hair hanging
loose behind the back rest, and with her eyes closed, she faced
the sun. Her skin shone with a wonderfully clean complexion.
Her lips were red, and he wasn’t sure whether that was a natural
hue or whether lipstick played a part in the freshness. He sat
down next to her and read about the places where facial nerves
were closest to the skin—one on each side of the chin, in the
mental foramen: a little hole through which a bundle of nerves
surfaces. If you press them, the footnote in the book stated, you
will feel pain. Then, near the prominence of the zygomatic bone
and a little inside of it, the same thing—a bit of an opening, the
infraorbital foramen, where you can press a surfacing nerve. And
you can do likewise just above your eyebrows, in the supraor-
bital notch.

He looked over his shoulder. The young woman opened
her purse, and rummaged through it.
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“Did it give you pleasure to expose your face to the sun?”

“Well, yes,” she said. “Why ask?”

“It makes sense to me—the facial nerves are capable of
delivering more pain than nearly any other nerves in the body
(just think of teeth), and so they should be able to convey pleas-
ure, but who reports getting pleasure from his teeth? Or, for
that matter, face?”

“I think you have forgotten about kissing. Lips are face, and
there’s no pleasure more delightful than the kiss.”

“I totally forgot about it.”

Ivan went on to report on the three points of pain.

“Could I take a look at your books?”

Ivan handed her the books.

“How can you read this? Don’t you fall asleep after a page:”

“You always find something interesting in a footnote, like
the pain points. Would you like me to show them to you?”

“Go ahead. What should I do?”

“Well, let’s stand up and face each other and I’ll gently
press the points with the tip of my little finger.”

“All right.” They faced each other, and she trustingly closed
her eyes, and flung her head backward, letting her hair hang
loose, and her face shone again. Her lips curved into a smile of
subtle expectation.

Ivan gently felt around her chin and once he found the
slight indent, he pressed into it with measure, neither hard nor
softly.

“Ouch! That hurts.”

“Well, didn’t I tell you it would?”

“Yes, but I didn’t believe you.”

“What did you expect? That I would lie?”

“I thought you would kiss me.”

That startled Ivan. She had invited him to kiss her, did he
hear that right? He blushed. She laughed and touched his hand
with her fingers.

“If you really want to show me the other points, go ahead,
but don’t press so hard.”
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She closed her eyes again. Ivan took her face into his palms
and brought down his lips onto hers, and they kissed, slowly.
She opened her eyes. The softness of her lips tingled his lips.

Suddenly she pulled back. “Wait, I don’t even know your
name.”

“Do you need to?”

“Yes, silly, if we are going to kiss.”

“Ivan.” He looked at her lips. They were redder than
before. So, it wasn’t lipstick but good blood circulation that
made them so red.

“Mine is Silvia.”

They walked to a snack bar, had burek (cottage cheese
wrapped in thin sheets of oily sourdough), and when it grew
dark, they were back in the park. “I like doctors,” she said. “I
visited my doctor for a checkup just yesterday, and he told me
that I have a beautiful body.”

“I am sure you do.”

“Would you like to see it?” She stood up and undressed
swiftly right in front of him. The full moon was out, so he could
see the outline of her body very well. She turned around, dis-
playing her supple waist and small, pointed breasts. It was charm-
ing how proud she was of her body, and it was amazingly shapely.
He stroked her inner thighs as delicately as he could with the tips
of his fingers. She breathed heavily, which he took as a confirma-
tion of his theory. He had a sensation of being in control over the
tempestuous sea of the senses, for the first time ever.

They didn’t make love, but their hands, it could be said, did.

Back in the dorm, Ivan told Aldo how his evening went.

“I don’t believe you. OK, let me smell your hand, and I’ll
know whether you are telling the truth. Yes, you are. That’s
excellent. Why didn’t you bring her here?”

When he proudly retold Selma his adventure, she replied that he
had behaved immorally, manipulating Silvia’s emotions, that he
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had no right to do anything like that unless he loved her.

“I wasn’t manipulating her emotions but her sensations
and, for that matter, my sensations. It was a neurological
encounter.”

“How would you know where the line between sensation
and emotion is?”

“They are two totally different phenomena.”

“You don’t sound like a doctor at all. Don’t we believe in
the unity of body and spirit?”

“I don’t know what we believe—I know that everybody is
having sex, even you and the Montenegrin are doing it, so why
shouldn’t I2”

“That’s different. We are in love,” she said.

“Love justifies everything?”

“It does,” she said.

“So does the lack of love,” he retorted.

She didn’t say anything to that, and, after that, she would
be cold to him for many months.



I

Ivan leaves his fingerprints on

a dead man’s brain

Ih the middle of the winter,
Ivan preferred to stay in his room rather than hike to the dining
hall two miles away. He no longer went to church. He lived on
eggs, milk, and bread. Not that he enjoyed living in the men’s
dorm, but he liked freezing in the northern winds (kosava) even
less. He detested going to the dorm restroom. Most showers had
no curtains, but the toilets often had doors. After a rough day, a
door could be shattered and thrown in pieces through the win-
dow, or simply left unhinged in the corridor. Only between seven
and seven-thirty was there warm water. Hordes of lads, some
dressed in business suits, others naked, charged the showers,
pushing, shouting, whistling, singing. Some people stood there
just to be nice, indicating they were forfeiting their turns. Others
were suspicious of such niceties in a room full of naked people.
In the first circle of hell, the anteroom with wet cement floors,
you would leave your clothes. In the second, you’d step into a
shower, if you dared. The third circle—a long sink with tap water
where students gargled and spat out toothpaste foam and occa-
sionally blood and teeth—led into the fourth circle, the greening
pissoir, which led to the ninth, the doorless toilets. During the
week, the janitors kept the toilet clean, but on weekends . . .
They were stand-up toilets. One stood as if one were skiing,
and read papers, novels, or textbooks. Sometimes you were
forced to comment—especially when there was no toilet
paper—and lower the perused papers into the hole. Some stu-
dents, unskilled in skiing, lost balance and regained it by catch-
ing the string for flushing (high above, along the wall), breaking
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it. That meant short guys couldn’t flush. The pile of green,
brown, yellow, red papers—enough colors to make many
national flags—blocked the sewage. Muslim students walked to
the bathroom with bottles. Parallel lines, each a finger thick, ran
down the walls in semicircles, in groups of three or four. Some
drunk students, if they ran out of water too soon, used the
wall—though, with the lack of toilet paper and abundance of
drunkenness, others, regardless of creed, resorted to the wall as
well. Among these brown Byzantine fresco marks, Western-style
graffiti filled the spaces, like musical scores. Flies buzzed and
walked on the wall in the middle of the winter. In the doorless
toilets, where everything froze, you often heard some student
screaming out the vowels of his folk songs, echoing through the
maze of corridors and ethnic groups. Ivan sometimes walked to
a Hungarian restaurant just to use a clean toilet.

The dorm was not shy in announcing its presence. Within a
two-hundred-yard radius of the dorm, you heard screams,
laughter, Muslim prayers, Montenegrin mountain songs, parti-
san marches, classical violin exercises, quarrels, laughter. Lousy
mono record-players, cranked up, distorted all shades of music.
Cracked vinyl records flew out the windows alongside newspa-
pers, soft-porn magazines, old textbooks, shoes without soles,
beer bottles, yogurt containers. The closer you walked to the
dorm, the thicker the junk in your way. You knew you were
approaching a den of intellectuals; poor students—it cost only
16 German marks a month to stay there—stayed as prisoners,
having no bail money.

Papers flew up in draughts. Nearsighted students watched
through the windows, trying to make out where their notes
would land. In the meantime, since the region was flat and the
Danube was several hundred yards away, the wind blew and, by
the time the student came downstairs, had carried oft his pre-
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cious notes on which passing the exam—his whole future in
engineering—depended.

Almost twice as many people as there were beds stayed in
the dorm. Some rooms with three beds accommodated eight
students—three regulars and five illegals. Next door to Ivan, in a
room with three beds, lived six students—mostly psychology
majors. They had a Bohemian attitude—threw garbage into one
corner and ignored it. The garbage behind the study tables grew,
occupied half the room, and pushed the roommates against the
door, and then they tossed most of it out the window.

Before the May Day, government hygiene experts examined
the dorm, and workers in blue picked up the garbage. There was
talk of closing down the dorm. Most students hoped to move to
the fancy, glassy dorms of Liman—the new part of the university—
with single and double rooms, where many pretty women lived.
The students there were better dressed, more serious, and self-
respecting; proper, intelligent, studious—at least they appeared
that way because of the young women’s presence. Ivan concluded
that culture is nothing but courtship.

Jovo and Ivan pulled an all-nighter before their final anatomy
exam. In the cold morning, they walked into the exam room,
their teeth chattering. Since it was the first day of the thirty-day
exam period, almost fifty people sat in the small amphitheater to
find out what awaited them. A woman who was exhausted from
studying day and night went first. She was so terrified by the
examiner’s cold and exacting manner that she fainted after she
got stuck at the first, simple, warmup question: she only needed
to list all the branches of the aorta. She was carried out and peo-
ple splashed water over her, while the professor commented,
“It’s better that she fails than that many people die under her
thumb. With nerves like that, one must not become a doctor.”
Jovo was next. After passing the practical part in the lab,
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now he answered his questions quickly, but mispronounced
some Latin words, and Radulovic stopped him. “Wait, you can’t
do this by storm. Repeat slowly.” And now Jovo lost his rhythm
and stammered.

“Haven’t you had Latin at grammar school?”

“Four years of'it.”

“Why haven’t you learned it? What were you doing at
school?”

In question after question, Radulovic undermined Jovo’s
confidence.

“I see you don’t think. You learn by heart. What will you do
with all this information?” And Radulovic described a shoulder
dislocation. “If a patient comes to you with such a shoulder,
what will you do?”

Jovo thought for a second, and said, “Console him.”

“I’d like to flunk you now, even though I did swear that
whoever passes all the colloquia would pass. But you are not
worth transgressing my word, so, you creep through. D. Now
get out of my sight!”

Radulovic wrote in the grade book, signed, and threw the
book through the door. It slid on the floor nearly half the length
of the corridor, and Jovo ran after it, kneeled, and picked it up.

Next was Ivan’s turn. Without all the colloquial exams, Ivan
had no guarantee. In addition, it was possible Professor
Radulovic might dislike him because he spoke Croatian.

In the practicum, among several supine corpses, one with
his legs stripped of muscle, another with his skin peeled, a third
one with a cracked skull, Radulovic led him to a brain on an alu-
minum platter, fresh, smelling like an overripe apple, and said,
“Pick it up.”

Ivan didn’t want him to see that his hand was trembling from
stage fright, and, wishing to appear tough, he grabbed the brain.
It was cool, like clay, and, like clay, it gave way to his fingers.

“Easy does it! You must be gentle.”

Ivan was surprised: the rough giant admonished him to be
gentle.
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“Look what you have done! Your fingerprints are on the
surface, look at it!”

Ivan bowed, and saw two fingertip prints. Not an auspicious
start. Nevertheless, whatever the professor asked, Ivan
answered, slowly, hesitantly, and accurately. For the theoretical
part, Radulovic asked Ivan to outline the blood vessels of the
liver and the path of the nervus ischindicus. If the brain was
crosscut vertically in line with the ear opening, what would you
see? Ivan prepared his answers for ten minutes, in his head, and
gave them, slowly, struggling through the mists of his memory,
looking through the window at the rain. The rain tranquilized
him; he grew calmer and calmer, and he realized Radulovic had
made no undermining comments.

“Do you want a bonus point, or would you like to settle for
a B?” Radulovic asked.

“What if I don’t handle the bonus point well?”

“You’ll geta C.”

Ivan thought a little more, and said, “All right, let me have
the bonus question.”

“This is what my professor of anatomy asked me, twenty-
five years ago: describe the anatomy of the inner ear in as much
detail as you can.”

Ivan thought this bode well: the professor reminisced about
his own beginnings in medicine. Ivan dragged on with the
answer, making sure to make no false steps.

“That’s very good, you’ve got a doctor’s temperament.”

When Ivan finished with the ear, Radulovic asked him,
“Although you haven’t had pathology and physiology vyet,
where would you locate the patient’s tumor if you encounter
these symptoms: the patient whispers, has no motor functions
in his right arm, but his sensory functions are fine.”

Ivan asked for a time-out. The larynx was pretty high, so
the nerves must be damaged higher—in the brain?—or in the
larynx or near it. He traced the nerves for the larynx and for the
arm. The damage cannot be in the spinal cord, because the sen-
sations of the arm work. So it must be somewhere close to the



48 Josip Novakovich

surface. Where do the pathways coincide? “The tumor would be
in the upper neck.” Ivan pointed to the area on his neck, on the
side of the affected arm.

“Beautiful. You’ll make an excellent doctor.” Radulovic
walked around the table and gave Ivan a bone-cracking hug.
“Next year, if you need some extra money, I will arrange for you to
work as a teaching assistant in anatomy. Usually only people with
MD’s qualify, but ’ll make sure we make an exception for you.”

Clearly, nationality didn’t matter.

The audience applauded. Ivan thought he hadn’t done any-
thing special, but the tension was such that after one student
fainted and another took abuse, an A produced relief.

Ivan strode out of the school jauntily. I will be an assistant to
the new students next year, to all the haughty young women who
will be scared of corpses, and they will lean on me lest they faint.
He felt that everything was possible. He could become a brain
surgeon. He could assimilate in Serbia, and he could leave Novi
Sad. He could join the KGB, the CIA, both. And he could
become an alcoholic. He was absolutely free.

On the way toward the train station, when he smelled the coal
from a steam-powered train, he felt melancholy, as though he
had already departed, leaving behind the city, Selma, and his
friends. He ran into a huge crowd of people lining the street.
For a second, out of vanity, he imagined that the crowd was
waiting for him. Aldo tapped him on the shoulder and invited
him home, to a room in the attic he had rented for the summer
some two hundred yards away from the train station. Aldo drew
out two rifles. “Let’s assassinate him. It would be ecasy.” He
showed Ivan holes among the tiles in the roof. “Put the gun in
the hole.”

“Assassinate whom?”

“Tito. Once again I haven’t got Tito’s Scholarship. I
couldn’t get through to him in person or on the phone. I froze
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waiting for him for three hours during his last visit, so, he’s not
my god anymore.”

“What if the police see us?”

“They won’t see us. They are idiots.” Aldo put his gun bar-
rel in the hole. “Let’s make history. All it takes is a little finger
control.”

“You are demented!”

“I hate him.”

Ivan winced. He didn’t think he was particularly fond of
Tito anymore, but to declare hatred like that sounded sacrile-
gious. “I don’t hate him.”

“How would you know? You just don’t dare to think freely.”

Fifteen minutes later Ivan and Aldo stood in the crowd.
“My God, I forgot my gun,” Aldo said. Two policemen looked
at him and put their hands on their pistols.

“See what fun this is?” Aldo said.

Tito’s long black Mercedes with tinted windows crept by.
Children shrieked on the side of the road, and threw flowers
and paper flags in front of the car.

“Look, his roof is open, like Kennedy’s in Dallas,” said
Aldo. “What are we waiting for?”

Tito’s waxed face glided by, without any reaction to all the
love and adoration the people shricked out. And as Aldo put his
hand in his pocket, four policemen grabbed Aldo and Ivan,
handcuffed them, and drove them to the police station.

Since Aldo and Ivan had no weapons, they were almost let
go, with a reprimand, but just then a policeman who had
scarched Aldo’s apartment showed up with the rifles.

“This proves nothing,” Aldo said. “All it means is that as
good Yugoslavs, we love guns. If an enemy attempts to invade,
we are ready.”

“Those aren’t my guns,” Ivan said. “In fact, I don’t even
know how to load them.”

“Hey brother, you want me to go through this alone?”
Aldo said.

“Absolutely. It’s your stupidity that got us here.”
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“Quiet, both of you, nobody asked you anything,” said one
thin, mustachioed policeman.

“Yes,” said the other policeman. “Your having rifles doesn’t
prove that you wanted to assassinate Comrade Tito. But you
talked about assassinating him, your fresh fingerprints are on
the rifles, and you imagined that you were shooting at our com-
rade, don’t deny it!”

Ivan stared at the man’s groomed mustache—he looked like
Friedrich Nietzsche. Although Ivan was terrified, he couldn’t
suppress a laugh.

“So, Ivan Dolinar, you are a medi-cynical, er, medical stu-
dent?” asked Nietzsche. “You know how much your education
costs our people? While our workers bleed in the factories so
you could study for free, you go around spreading your dreams
of assassination.”

“I am not spreading anything, it was just . . .”

“Don’t tell me that you aren’t the brains behind this! We
know his grades, his background.”

“I didn’t know I had a background,” Aldo protested.

“Soon you’ll have plenty of it. We’ll send you to the Naked
Island.”

“Where’s the judge?” Ivan asked.

“In cases of state security, there’s no need for a judge. We’ll
quarantine you.”

“But we were only joking,” Aldo said.

“If you had been serious, we would have shot you on the
spot, and if not then, pretty soon afterward.”



I

Ivan learns from the very best the proper

technique for smoking a cigar

lvan and Aldo were sentenced
to four years in the labor camp on Naked Island (Goli Otok), a
bare island in the Adriatic. Dante inverted the old image of hell
from fire to ice; and Yugoslavia inverted the image of Siberian
penal-colony climate from ice to fire—the island was scorch-
ingly hot in the summer.

Ivan spent most of his waking hours digging into rocks with
a pickax. Baked in the sun, he didn’t know what was worse, to
work with his salty shirt on, sweating, or without the shirt, with
his skin burning, peeling oft, and getting infected. Only occa-
sionally could he get a moment in the shade of a rock.

His supervisors kicked him, spat on him, and broke his nose
twice. He grew even thinner and more nervous than before.
Sometimes the prisoners ate salty sardines for a whole week.
The salt made Ivan terribly thirsty, and he never got enough
water during the work hours. He suffered headaches, and sev-
cral times, when he passed out from heat strokes, the image of
Selma’s shiny lips flashed through his mind.

They ate hot cereal made out of whole wheat that was liter-
ally whole and slightly boiled. You’d need to have teeth like a
horse to mill all the grains in your mouth. Ivan didn’t have all
his molars. He had got so tired of slow root canals, which took
multiple visits, that he had two molars pulled out of his lower
jaw. Hardly any prisoners had all their teeth. If they had had
them, the police may have knocked out a few during interroga-
tions. In Siberia, prisoners were sometimes given cereal made
out of whole grains of wheat and then asked to ax the ice that
formed out of their excrement into chunks that would be
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cooked again for the next meal. The camp director had read
what the Soviets did and imitated the procedure, taking it for a
good sense of humor. Ivan’s crew once had to wash their excre-
ment in salt water and sift it with a sieve. What remained was
cooked again. Ivan thought it was peculiar that Soviet tricks
would be imitated here, when the prison colony was organized
primarily to torture pro-Soviet activists.

This kind of environment is not where you would expect to
run into celebrities, yet one day, when Ivan lifted his gaze from
the rocks, there stood Tito with Indira Gandhi and several
guards with machine guns. Through an interpreter, Tito was
explaining to Indira Gandhi the virtues of reeducating some of
his disobedient citizens.

“I guarantee that this man will be a beautiful citizen after
spending a few years fighting the rocks. He will have wonderful
work habits.”

“He looks terribly hot if you don’t mind my saying so,” said
Gandhi.

“That’s the idea.”

“I feel sorry for him. Do you mind if I give him my fan?”

“Not at all,” said the marshal.

Soon a guard brought the fan to Ivan, and Ivan was ordered
to start flapping it. He, of course, did so, lest he be shot on the
spot. It actually worked, and it worked so well that his teeth
chattered—well, that was due more to his fear than to the fan,
but it looked good.

“Good device, I must say,” said Tito. “He looks chilly right
away. Maybe you’ll let me have one, too?”

“Certainly, my friend. That’s easier than giving you ele-
phants, and giving them to you gave me a great deal of pleasure.”

Tito turned to the guards, and said, “Make sure that
nobody touches his fan, you understand that? And when he
leaves the camp—when, in ten years or so>—Ilet him take the fan
along. Nobody is allowed to take it away from him.”

“Would you like a puft from a Cuban cigar?” Tito said. “A
little present from our friend Fidel Castro.”
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Ivan assumed that he was addressing Gandhi.

“Well, comrade, have you made up your mind?” Tito
addressed him.

“I would love it, sir . . . comrade,” said Ivan, who hated
smoking cigarettes. In fact, cigars were the only thing he
detested more in his mouth, other than gruel made out of
grains from excrement.

A guard brought a cigar to Ivan, cut off the tip with a Swiss
knife, and proftered it.

“Comrade Tito, I would love to keep the cigar as a souvenir. It
would be a shame to let it burn away. I could always remember . . .”

“Just smoke it and enjoy it, my friend. You never know how
long you’ll live, souvenirs are not to be relied on.”

Ivan turned pale.

Tito laughed. “My citizens are sometimes so sweet. I just
love them,” he addressed Gandhi, and, turning to Ivan, said,
“Smoke away!”

The guard lit the cigar, and Ivan sucked on it. The flame
was not catching on, and Ivan sucked harder until the guard
deemed that the cigar was well lit. Now Tito puffed from his
cigar, and Ivan puffed from his, and for a few moments they
looked at each other, like Indians exchanging smoke signals,
except Ivan had no idea what the hell this whole thing meant.
Ivan noticed that Tito’s skin was all pink and it had splotches of
brown and even black marks. It looked like skin cancer—
perhaps from smoking too much? He wondered what his eyes
were like, but his glasses were so heavily tinted, he saw no eyes,
only the blue sky reflected, with white clouds flitting across
them.

Ivan inhaled deep, and actually liked the biting touch on his
tongue. The smoke hit his lungs. He inhaled again, even harder.

“Won’t you free the man?” asked Gandhi. “Look how
gaunt and tormented he looks.”

“You know, I was thinking I would, but he sucks too hard.
Just look how he draws his breath, way too eagerly for my taste.
I never trust men who can’t pace their cigars.”

”»
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“Sir, you have interesting standards. I will remember that
one.”

“Do. Never fails. Give the man a break, as long as it takes
him to smoke the whole cigar—which should be about three
hours,” he said to a local guard. “And let nobody take it away
from him.”

“And just a little advice, my friend,” he addressed Ivan.
“Don’t inhale all that smoke or you’ll faint in a few minutes. The
trick is to fake it. Pretend that you are smoking, and only here and
there inhale just a little. Cigar is a nose sport, not a lung disease.”

“Thank you, Comrade President,” said Ivan.

“Let me show you something. Draw the smoke into your
mouth, don’t inhale it, blow it out twice.”

Ivan did.

“Now blow again as hard as you can and watch what comes
out.”

Ivan did and he still saw smoke coming out of him.

“See, even if you blow it out, it will get into you unless you
watch out. It takes work not to get the poison into your system.
Always blow out three times before inhaling.”

Tito made another puff. The ash on his cigar had grown
long. The ash tip on Ivan’s was longer, and Ivan shook it off.

“Wrong,” said Tito. “When you are outside, let the ashes
fall on their own. The longer they stay, the more aroma they
give you.”

“Thank you, Comrade President, for the tip.”

“What kind of accent is that?” asked Tito. “Slovak? Moravian?”

“No, sir . . . comrade. Western Slavonian.”

“And what brings you here, to our sunny parts?”

“I am not quite sure.”

“You are not quite sure. Guard, can you find out why he’s
sentenced?”

But the camp director, who was there, behind them all,
smoking his cigarettes and spitting politely, said, “I happen to
know it, Comrade Tito, but I am uncomfortable saying it.”

“Some obscene sex crime?”
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“No, comrade. An assassination attempt on your life, I am
afraid.”

“See, I told you, you can’t trust a strong cigar sucker!” Tito
turned to Ms. Gandhi. “I could tell right away that he had suici-
dal tendencies.”

“Suicidal? He was trying to kill you.”

“Managing something like that with my agents, that’s only
a remote possibility, so it amounts to suicide.”

“True, true,” she said. “I make it impossible for them to get
to me as well.”

“There are attempts all the time, and I hardly ever hear
about them. I like to hear—it’s a form of flattery, a sure proof
that people believe I’'m in power.”

“But, comrade, I didn’t . . .” said Ivan.

“I like assassins. They have a natural revolutionary
impulse—our nation has gone far thanks to it. I know there are
many things wrong with our country and I would start another
revolution if I were young. There are still a few people who
need to be assassinated. Of course, I don’t like the idea of my
own assassination.”

“So, what will you do with him?” asked the leader of nearly
a billion people.

“I have several options. Execution—no more trouble from
him. Freeing him—he would love me forever and could even
work for me. Doing nothing. And one more piece of advice, my
friend, go easy with that pickax. Pace yourself. Pretend to be
working. When you get out of here, you don’t want to have
arthritis.”

“Personally, I detest assassins,” said Mrs. Gandhi. “I like to
have them executed.”

“Comrade Tito, let me explain. I was not really trying to . . .
er .. . assassinate. I was only joking, and the police . . .”

“I don’t approve of that kind of humor, however. You
know, Indira, I spent years in prison camps, too. It’s the best
thing for a man to go through—you steel your will. How many
more years do you have, comrade?”
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Tito sounded friendly, pufting in a light fashion quite grace-
fully. Of course, it takes fifty years of practice to attain that kind
of ease, and Ivan gazed at the holy smoke around the dictator.
He recalled how the anatomy professor had reminisced about
his experiences, when Ivan’s answers reminded him of his own
past. That was a prelude to a wonderful grade and a friendship
which was so rudely curtailed by a joke, and now Tito behaved
just like that brain surgeon. Maybe he is going to pardon me?
All these thoughts merged with the smoke and Ivan’s dizziness
from the nicotine. Still, he remembered to reply to Tito’s ques-
tion. “Two, I believe.”

“We’ll make it four. And when you get out, I’ll invite you to
the Brioni Islands, and we’ll drink Sofia Loren’s wine. Maybe
Sofia will be there, maybe Indira will be back. Anyhow, make
sure to collect anecdotes and jokes—I enjoy prison humor.
Understood? And now, sit on a rock of your choice, and enjoy
the smoke. You are free as long as the smoke lasts—no supervi-
sor is allowed to distract you until it’s over. Zdravo!”

Tito and Gandhi climbed into a Land Rover, and his guards
followed in two others. Ivan sat on a rock and watched the hori-
zon, smoking slowly, till sunset. The Adriatic waters glared like
molten silver beneath the purple sky.



I

Ivan practices philosophical

qualities of bachelorhood

lvan was freed from the prison
colony a year later, three years before his newly scheduled release.
Perhaps Tito had merely threatened to increase the sentence;
perhaps he had forgotten; perhaps the camp director had forgot-
ten. Maybe Tito had actually decreased his sentence. Or it was
possible that a general liberalization, which had taken hold of the
country, had something to do with that. The chief of the secret
service, Rankovic, was fired for installing bugging devices in
Tito’s residences. In general, as a consequence of the workers’
self-management system (an innovation in Yugoslav Socialism),
power was decentralized (theoretically, each workers’ collective,
such as a factory, would run its own affairs independently from
Belgrade or any other center of power). Now political crimes
were judged more rationally than before, and many cases of polit-
ical imprisonment, such as Ivan’s, were reviewed leniently. It was
the Croatian Spring—each republic had the constitutional right
to self-determination, and Croatian politicians, taking that right
literally, gave speeches about how all the hard currency made
from Croatian tourism ended up in Belgrade, and how Croatia
should secede from the federation. Croatian intellectuals were
trying to restore Croatian to its previous, pre-Yugoslav form, but
what that form was, and which region’s dialect it should repre-
sent, nobody could agree. People freely lined up outside the
American consulate to apply for visas.

Despite his distinctive grades, Ivan couldn’t gain readmis-
sion to the medical school in Novi Sad, nor could he transfer his
credits to the Zagreb medical school; apparently, he still had a
political record. He wrote a letter to Tito but got no reply.
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He was admitted to the philosophy department in Zagreb,
where at the time a bad political record did not mean anything
detrimental—on the contrary, it was a matter of prestige to have
been imprisoned.

The Croatian Spring ended quickly. When students
marched in Zagreb demanding all sorts of freedoms, Tito sent
in his special forces. The police, riding on parade horses,
attacked the demonstrators and clubbed them, fracturing skulls
and clavicles. Ivan watched it from the sidewalks. He had little
sympathy for the nationalists—how could you be a nationalist?
A nation is a huge group of people, and each group of people
has a lot of jerks in it, so if you identify yourself with the group,
you partake of the jerkdom. But the sight of bloodshed still
made him cringe. The secessionist Croatian government was
imprisoned, and a new one, made up of former secret agents
completely loyal to Tito and Yugoslavia, was set up.

Ivan was happy with philosophy. If he couldn’t do whatever
he wanted, he could think whatever he wanted—who could pre-
vent him? For Ivan this was a renaissance of sorts. He became a
vegetarian and lived primarily on spinach stews and dark breads,
and he remained very thin, as though he were still on Naked
Island. He was lonely but claimed that he would not get mar-
ried, because marriage was bad for philosophy. Plato, Aristotle,
Descartes, Hume, Kant, Wittgenstein—none of the great
philosophers, as far as he could tell, had married, and Ivan, as an
original philosopher, wouldn’t, either.

After lectures, Ivan joined his fellow students for discussions
in a beer hall. Hegel had been fond of beer, and a good conti-
nental philosopher must enjoy combining two intoxicants—
ideas and alcohol. The Greeks held their symposia over wine
mixed with water in such a ratio that it basically contained the
same percentage of alcohol that German beer does. The beer
hall was so noisy that the only person whose ideas Ivan heard
and understood was himself.

Although Ivan couldn’t get any financial aid for his studies
from the government, he managed to cover the basic living
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expenses thanks to his brother, Bruno, who had meanwhile
become an electrical engineer. He worked in Germany, for
Volkswagen, and made a fair amount of money; for him it was
not a problem to send Ivan five hundred marks four times a
year.

Ivan didn’t suffer from nostalgia, but nevertheless visited his
native Nizograd in the middle of the summer after his first year
of studies when there were open nationalist tensions between
Croats and Serbs.

Ivan attended an assembly, where Marko the tombstone
maker interrupted a pompous speech by the mayor: “Comrades,
enough bullshit. Our leaders are hypocrites. God created us
equal. In front of Him we are all blades of grass. So, why all this
nonsense? Why do some of you shout, I am a Croat, and others,
I am a Serb? What the hell is the difference? Who cares? Let me
tell you, God doesn’t.” He proceeded to preach in the middle of
the atheist, Communist assembly, and nobody could stop him.
Religion and proselytizing were strictly confined by law to the
churches. Religion was considered a disease, a crutch for those
who had no courage to face the finality of life. When he sat down,
there was silence, marred by throats clearing phlegm. Thick blue
smoke hovered like a large wreath above the assembly.

As a Calvinist, Ivan had seen many religious people of con-
siderable courage remain silent in public gatherings. And here
an old-time Communist, who would be expected to be an athe-
ist, had spoken out. To Ivan, Marko’s religiosity was not sur-
prising; he remembered their conversations when Marko
claimed to be serving Adam’s sentence—a life of labor. But the
audience looked stunned. Ivan felt proud of his and Marko’s
shared faith in God, for somehow, despite all the analytical phi-
losophy, he still believed, at least that week. Shivers ran down
his body into his shoes.

After the assembly, Ivan saw Marko in the shade of a kiosk,
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amidst fireworks and crowds of people, for the Fourth of July,
the Yugoslav Day of Independence. Marko crossed his arms,
stood up straight, and in his grayness struck Ivan as Jonah
awaiting the destruction of Nineveh.

In lieu of greeting Ivan, Marko exclaimed, “Sodom and
Gomorrah! All these girls running around half-naked, and the
boys don’t even notice. What’s it come to? You can just lift the
flimsy piece of cloth and stick it in! What immorality, godless-
ness!” Marko’s comments surprised Ivan. Marko had made a
sculpture of a naked woman; Ivan had seen it in his cellar years
before.

However, Marko did have a puritanical streak; when his
daughter was in her teens he used to lock her up to keep her
away from the town “dogs.” She eloped, and her boyfriend left
her pregnant after six months of free love. Marko, who had
anticipated it, moralized, which made it no easier on his daugh-
ter, despite his material help. His daughter’s promiscuity hurt
his pride. After all, he was a bitter old man. He never laughed;
like a medieval portrait, he displayed sorrow. He grieved for
what had become of the country and the family.

When the fireworks crackled and shed light in many colors,
Ivan saw the lines on his face, expressive like the lines he had
drawn on Ivan’s trees to make them come alive. Although the
sunken change in Marko’s appearance was striking, the old
Marko, who was vividly present in Ivan’s mind, seemed
stronger. By what force did the weaker Marko suppress the
stronger one? Time chiseled into his face so steadily that Ivan
should have been able to tell, just by looking into his face, how
many years had passed. In the impression of Marko’s face there
was a little less, a little less of what? A little less flesh, but not
exactly; even if he had gained weight, there would still have
been a little less something, a little less Marko. His flesh had lost
vigor, but the vigor had moved into his eyes. But even his eyes
seemed to have shrunk; they were a little grayer—a cataract?—as
though he had begun to turn into a stone of his own making.

Ivan marveled and thought, Time is black magic. Time



April Fool's Day 61

drains a bit of the tissues from under the skin down the lym-
phoid channels out of the body until only skin and bones
remain. But time does not stop; it thins the skin, empties the
bones of their marrow. Only the broken skeleton remains under
the tombstone. Marko had struck Ivan as permanent as the
tombstones he was making, and now Ivan was afraid to look
into his decaying face.

When the fireworks and his prophetic anger were over,
Marko masticated as he used to, his jaw muscles popping up,
and said, “For God’s sake, where the hell have you been?”

“I’m studying philosophy in Zagreb.”

“Philosophy in Zagreb? They can’t teach you nothing. Visit
me in my workshop, and I’ll show you what philosophy is!” He
spoke in his sharp, take-the-whole-world-by-the-throat voice.
“I’ll tell you some things that I have understood, something
nobody understands. If you listen to what I say, you’ll be able to
demolish all the philosophers over there by the force of your
arguments. You’ll sink them!” He spoke calmly, spreading his
right arm forward and moving it level with the horizon, with a
distant look in his eyes, as if he were razing a city.

Three months later Ivan walked through the park to the
periphery of the town, toward Marko’s house. Instead of piles
of rust, there was a garden, and in the garden sat his daughter,
reading a book, and a child was swinging on a swing hung from
the branch of a large oak. Ivan walked in and asked for Marko.
The swing stopped, and the child ran into the house. Bumble-
bees buzzed, bending stalks of flowers. The daughter closed her
book and told him Marko had died several weeks earlier.

As unbelievable as it sounded, Marko had sunk into the
ground before his sixtieth birthday. In the war, in the mountain
forests, sleeping in torn tents in snow, sleet, rain, and mud, eat-
ing wild mushrooms and drinking from puddles, he had
destroyed his kidneys. So, while appearing to be a man of steel,
he had been a man of iron, rusted inside, though standing firm.

Jehovah’s Witnesses wanted to bury Marko Kovachevic in
their way, Serbian Orthodox priests in theirs, and the Commu-
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nists in theirs. Kovachevic had left a spoken will with a friend of
his who had also earned a couple of medals as a Communist
partisan but had lost faith in the Party. If somebody wanted
credit for having a medal, Marko’s friend would reply, “So?
Even my German bitch has a medal.” In the streets you could
occasionally see his German shepherd with a medal around her
neck and a shopping bag in her teeth, proudly carrying gro-
ceries home. The friend and Mrs. Kovachevic warded off all the
groups that fought for the right to bury Marko Kovachevic.
Now that Marko was dead, it was easy for the townspeople to
claim he’d been one of them. Kovachevic was buried according
to his spoken will, without a star, without a cross, without
angels, and without food—as is the Serbian custom—on his
tomb.

Atop his grave was placed one of his own products, a cubic
tombstone from his own machine, formed by his own chisel,
with an inscription cut by his own hand. His stone arose among
many stones, sticking out of the ground like a tooth among the
many sparse teeth on the lower jaw of Mother Earth—a molar
crown among canines.

The fact that someone apparently so strong died so easily
filled Ivan with fright. Despite all the philosophy and religion,
there was no rising above nor crawling beneath death.

Once Ivan was almost done with his studies five years later—he
merely had to finish his thesis—he tried to find a job as a
philosopher, but nobody needed him. Only a few old Marxists
were employed by the government who, every five years or so,
devised the rhetoric of a ‘new’ variant of the old communist
ideology to give the appearance of progress.

Ivan landed a temp job teaching basic sciences in the Nizograd
Elementary, because there was a shortage of science teachers. He
had taken enough chemistry and physics in his preparation for
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medical studies, and so he imagined that he was competent to
teach the sciences.

Ivan had to explain various phenomena in simple and
understandable terms. In some instances he managed to explain
the miracles of the universe just so; in others he resorted to a
hopelessly high rhetoric acquired from reading too much phi-
losophy, so that the poor children only gazed at him with ter-
ror: yet another generation of children was alienated from the
sciences and would end up seeking careers in economics and
law, or, more likely, in bartending, gun handling, and truck
driving, but certainly not in physics, chemistry, or engineering.

Sometimes, as he paced around the classroom and chattered
about subatomic particles, he forgot where he was—such is the
power of rhetoric—and fancied himself lecturing at the Sor-
bonne; consequently, he Latinized and Hellenized his terms
with the swiftness of a juggler, in constant fear that some of
these terms might fall flat on the ground. And just as he was
reaching for the understanding of the substance itself, with his
eyes closed, his arms and long hair waving around, either a rot-
ten apple would strike him on the forehead, flung from the
hands of some freedom-loving child, or the bell would ring,
marking the end of the class.

He gave bad grades to his pupils, which contributed noth-
ing to their learning but only solidified their hatred of the natu-
ral sciences from a liquid haze into a solid ice cube lodged
somewhere in their left cerebral hemispheres, which nothing
would manage to melt, not even soft-spoken promises of large
salaries.

In his free time, he occasionally felt so sociable that he
organized soccer games with his school colleagues. True, his
moods quickly swung to the other extreme, so that after organ-
izing a game he’d be the one not to show up.
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In order to supplement his pitifully low income, Ivan worked on
translations in his spare time. He had picked up some German, to
read Hegel in the original. However, his German was miserable,
but that did not prevent him from translating German into Croat-
ian. He translated for several Protestant churches a couple of
books on the subjects of marriage and theology, where indeed one
could not err much—Ivan’s failure to grasp the meaning of the
source language did not interfere with the text sounding quite fine
in the target language. The moral arguments and lines of reason-
ing were all highly predictable—sanctity of marriage, no sex before
marriage, wonderful duties of child-rearing. He could -easily
improvise a whole paragraph upon reading the first sentence.

He chuckled at the fact that in some ways he was the perfect
Christian bachelor—he hadn’t had sex yet. His petting with Sil-
via in Novi Sad didn’t amount to consummation. Now at
twenty-nine, he was still a virgin, and, day by day, he perceived
that the gap between women and him appeared greater and
greater. Ideologically and philosophically he didn’t mind that,
but all the reading and talk about the purity of virginity and
making love for the first time had the reverse effect on him.
Sometimes in the middle of the page he’d yield to his day-
dreams and go out to watch some Italian soft porn (at that
time, these were popular in Yugoslavia just as Yugoslav war
movies were in China) with Laura Antonelli as a maid seducing
teenage boys. He gazed at her curvy body, and the combination
of lust and beauty and unattainability made him long for a para-
disiacally free youth, such as he’d never had; it would have been
perfect to have made love only once with an amazingly beautiful
woman, even if one ended up, like Nietzsche, with syphilis.
Nietzsche—according to the gossipy history Ivan read—had
made love only once and that was enough to turn him into a
syphilitic madman.

Ivan was scrupulous. He looked up nearly every word in the
dictionaries; he labored over each sentence, shuffling apposi-
tives, participles, and adverbial clauses into elegant sequences;
he inserted extra periods into the long-winded, gymnastic Ger-
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man syntax in order to gain a breather. He stared out the win-
dow for at least a dozen minutes out of thirteen, at doves—that
is, pigeons—on the roofs, letting his intuition work for him, so
that the text would be translated holistically.

The ministers were pleased with his work and paid him
handsomely, in German marks and Canadian dollars, in reward
for bringing the gospel to the heathen Slavs. Ivan could now
afford fine clothing, daily beer, and imported shampoos, so
that, with his long hair shiny, his mood tranquilized, and his
black blazer and polished black Italian shoes, he began to look
like an eligible bachelor.



I

A chapter containing not much more than

one extended metaphor: the state as an

organism with many organs

Ivan liked to think of himself as
a solitary man in need of no one; nevertheless, he looked for
company in that international establishment, the tavern, which,
wherever it be planted, even in a large city, soon acquires the
local, provincial color, and, if it stays in operation long enough,
becomes the last refuge of living folklore; dead folklore, of
course, reposes in airless museums. Usually he drank wheat
beer, but to discuss big issues—Communist Imperialism versus
Capitalist Imperialism—he drank vodka. He enjoyed picturing
himself as someone thoughtful, who gladly discussed politics
and philosophy, but whenever he entered a discussion, he grew
agitated. He was rarely pleased with his contributions to the dis-
cussions, and was even less pleased with what others said.
Whenever somebody spoke more than he, he refused to listen.
The more eloquent his fellow drunks grew, the more he drank
and sulked, attempting now and then to impose a new topic.
When asked a question, he listened for as long as it would take
him to come up with a counterquestion, to which, if he got any
answer, he would add another one, and yet another one, wish-
ing to lead his comrades into contradictions by the Socratic
method, albeit in a quest not for the truth but for dominance,
power.

Now and then he did manage to point out to his comrades
that they had contradicted themselves—an observation so
innocuous to them that they laughed in his face for being
pedantic. For what is a contradiction in a Marxist bar? As long
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as the negative dialectics work, contradiction is a sign of health,
a sign that the process of thinking is going on; it is when things
are too harmonious that one is in trouble and one’s thought is
stagnant, bourgeois, one-sided, dead.

And what hurt his highbrow vanity most was that whenever
there was talk about soccer (something highly lowbrow), he
grew lively and relaxed. In soccer, there is hardly any regularity
(except that the team with more money usually wins, and that
Croats root for Croatian teams and Serbs for Serbian) and
therefore nobody could be beaten in arguments.

Still, Ivan persevered in attempting to have intellectual
conversations—especially after the second shot of vodka. And
one evening he shone, or at least he thought he did. He raised
invectives against Marx, Lenin, Stalin, and Tito—explicitly
against the first three, and obliquely against the last one—and
with other vanguard members of the working class, he praised
capitalism.

“In Holland, if you are fired, you get paid unemployment
for seven solid years, nearly the full amount of your pay. And in
our rotten Socialism, if you get fired, you are finished! And they
call it the dictatorship of the proletariat!”

When somebody mentioned inflation, Ivan shouted: “Infla-
tion, of course we have inflation, what else. Nobody works,
everybody eats; the bosses steal money and send it to Swiss
banks.” Ivan forgot that he, too, stole whatever he could lay his
hands on at the school and at the local foundry, where he led
the technical education practicum for high-school students: he
stole neon lamps, gasoline, pencils, wrenches, welding sticks.
Actually, Ivan got carried away in the discussion, and expressed
his views quite freely. “You know, a government should be a
good thing. The Anglo-Saxons and the Germans rejoice in the
phenomenon of government. They think that the recipe for
human happiness is that you should make your desires and
actions concordant with those of the government. So a German
and an American will try to make the government work for him,
protect him, and he will be more than happy to murder to pre-
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serve that wonderful symbiosis. And if he has some money to
invest, he will invest it in the government, buying government
bonds. He does this regardless of whether his government hap-
pens to be trillions of dollars in debt—that is, practically bank-
rupt. Despite his rhetoric of private enterprise, a Westerner will
invest in his government. And we, Eastern and Central Euro-
peans, and particularly Slavs, we all consider our governments
to be absolutely the worst in the world. We are ashamed of our
governments, and, as a rule, our government is ashamed of us,
trying to improve us statistically, to say that we work more and
drink less than we do. We think that there’s no greater obstacle
to human happiness than the government. So even if we have an
institution pregnant with democratic potential, such as workers’
self-management, we never even bother to attend a meeting
unless absolutely forced. And as for voting, we circle any name
without looking at whose it is, out of spite. To a Slav, there is
nothing more disgusting than voting. We have an aversion to
investing trust in any human being. So how could we single out
someone we haven’t met, but whom we know a priori to be a
social upstart and climber? So we spend these workers’ self-
management meetings, where democracy could be practiced, in
daydreams of sex and violence.

“The only use we put our government to is to blame it for
our personal failures. And the government reciprocally lays the
blame on the people and now and then attempts to reform us—
through policing and jailing us. So we get the paradox that as
freedom-loving people we’re stuck without freedom.

“Too bad we don’t know how to work with a government,
because a government that works is a beautiful organism. The
parliament works like a brain, the blue-collar workers like red
blood cells. And, of course, the government diplomats
employed in the foreign service could be compared to a penis,
and the various foreign-service secretaries who welcome foreign
diplomats—to a vagina. Anyway, the army works like white
blood cells—ready to push out any foreign bodies that attempt
to invade. The subset of this immune system is the police,
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whose function is that of an organism gone awry, so that instead
of attacking a foreign invader, they attack their host: so you get
something like leukemia and lupus—a police state, and that’s, of
course, what we have.”

The topic of organized power had a mesmerizing effect on
Ivan. To see what effect his rhetoric produced, he paused and
took a big gulp of warm beer. What a beautiful moment, he
thought. I’ve got the momentum, I’m even, if I may put it in
such crass terms, happy.

“Our country is a sort of hermaphroditical organism, even
though we call it ‘she.” This is perhaps because we perceive our
nationality and country as a sort of womb that we don’t have to
leave—we can warmly stay within and let the mother country
make all the decisions for us.”

The people around the table smiled and grinned. And then
a colleague wearing dirty glasses contributed, a little out of
sequence—but then, after a monologue, nothing seems out of
sequence. “Did you hear that? I mean, this is ridiculous. Some
geologists discovered huge deposits of bauxite near Split. So,
what else should we do but build a huge aluminum factory? But
naturally, we don’t trust our own people to do the job, so the
Soviets did it. After the factory was finished, the deposits ran
out in less than a month! And now, since the politicians don’t
want to admit that the whole thing is a failure, we import baux-
ite from the Soviet Union and make aluminum at huge losses.
And to make the whole thing perfect, the government block-
heads have signed a contract with West Germany, obliging us to
export aluminum for five years at two-thirds of the world mar-
ket price. And so, we produce aluminum at double the world
market price and throw it away! No wonder our inflation is two
hundred percent—it should be more!”

“Shitheads!” Ivan and some of his other colleagues
exclaimed, while the man wearing dirty glasses scrutinized
everybody seated at the table (and most especially Ivan), took
out a notebook, and began to write down something—perhaps
a memo to himself about what he should buy in a hardware
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store. But Ivan and whoever else exclaimed “Shitheads!”
quickly left the tavern, suspecting that whatever they had said
that evening would be reported to the police.

He imagined his dossier at the police station was thick; it
was probably a veritable novel written with a lot of imagination,
featuring him not as the protagonist but the antagonist—it was
a novel without a protagonist. All of these spies, they should
have been writers, but there was no literary scene for them to
belong to. Given an outlet, they could dream like absentminded
children and write fiction so passengers on trains, stranded in
the snow, would not die of boredom. No matter how inane and
idiotic that dossier must be, he knew it threatened his well-
being. He wished he could sneak into the police station to get
hold of the folder and burn it. The folder was full of antibodies,
aimed at him, and he was treated as a foreign organism, a bac-
terium.

When he got home, he had another beer, and was actually
proud of his thinking. The quality of'a thought could be judged
by how long you could sustain it, and he sustained one
metaphor for quite a while, and he was sure he could go on
with it, so he sat on the sofa petting his shaggy, blue-fur cat, and
kept thinking of the relationship between various bodies, politi-
cal and personal. As for a body being a metaphor for the coun-
try, he thought it could work the other way around, that
Yugoslavia was a metaphor for his own state of being, various
republics not getting along, like a variety of his organs not get-
ting along. He burped, and said, “La Yougosiavie, c’est moi.”
Hearing that pronouncement, or smelling the beer, the cat
growled and shook her fluffed-up tail.



I

Ivan attempts to become unique

lvan could have been satisfied
with his lifestyle had he not been obsessed with becoming dis-
tinguished. If he could not be powerful, at least he could be
unique. Anyway, everything should have been fine; Ivan had a
fairly good education, a fair job, good bars, and what more
should a man want?

To become a master—at least a chess master.

Ivan visited the chess club, where he played high-school
dropouts, government lawyers, teachers, cops—in other words,
people of leisure. Most club members played the clock. These
five-minute games were short enough to eliminate the discom-
forting process of thinking, long enough to arouse intuition,
memory, and anticipation. The elongated room had greasy
beech floors, flying ducks painted on the high, blue ceiling and
two brass chandeliers with small, candlelike lamps. It resounded
with men’s palms slapping chess clocks. Loosely stacked coins,
resembling crumbling towers of Babel, trembled on the tables.

In the coal-heated room coated with a blue haze of tobacco
smoke, coughing, sneezing, and blowing of red noses con-
tributed to an alarming atmosphere. Quarrels arose mainly
because a player slapped the clock before making a move. The
party with his right hand closer to the clock won at least 51 per-
cent of the time, because he wasted slightly less time than the
other party slapping the clock.

Ivan, who considered time to be his personal enemy,
detested the clock; in fear of making the wrong move, neverthe-
less, he needed time’s assistance to examine positions, and his
opponents found it irritating to wait. He combined his paranoid
way of thinking with aggression. Peter, his childhood friend,
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was his most frequent opponent. Their games took a long time;
after fondling about half of their pieces, they’d finally move one
and bang it against the hollow board abruptly, to startle the
opponent, or they’d rotate the piece on the target square firmly
and silently as if turning a screw. While screwing a piece into the
chosen square, the screwer would look at his opponent coldly.
They talked before making the moves:

“Now just a quiet move.” (When making a major threat.)

“We’ll teach you some humility, clearly your parents failed to.”

“Let’s see whether your king has any balls.”

“Your queen is a little too horny, how about rubbing her
behind with a little pawn?”

“Not even Karpov could save you now.”

“I didn’t know your IQ wasn’t below average.”

One evening Peter swept off a whole battlefield with a right
backhand so that the pieces flew all over the room. He spat at
Ivan, shouting, “You take too much time!”

Ivan smiled superciliously.

However, a smug math teacher continually gave Ivan sound
beatings and further humiliated him by reading Serbian political
papers in Cyrillic while Ivan racked his brains for the best line of
defense. The teacher would never have grown tired of the low
chess quality, because he enjoyed victories, so Ivan gave up the
chess club. Instead he visited Peter in the tavern named Cellar.
Peter’s father had quit this world in a traditional fashion, by car-
diac arrest, leaving the tavern entirely to Peter.

Years before, Peter had tried to become a professional soccer
player, and though he was clearly a genius at the sport, he never
made it, not even to the reserve bench of Dinamo. It turned out
that in order to be considered, you had to bribe the manage-
ment, and Peter’s father never had enough money for that. A few
people made it on talent alone, but Peter wasn’t one of them. He
had aspired then to become a poet, and spent his early twenties
diligently vomiting in various Zagreb taverns with other poets
and pianists (while nominally majoring in sociology). After an
education like that, he was most comfortable in the bar.
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Peter and Ivan reminisced about their childhood, and their
favorite memory was the flag fiasco. “Look at how I decorate!”
said Peter, and pointed at a large Yugoslav flag on the wall.

“I don’t mean it as a joke. I love Yugoslavia.”

“What’s there to love?” Ivan thought Peter was cynical.
While Ivan believed he had much in common with Yugoslavia
metaphorically, he resented the country.

“The older I grow the more I like our homeland,” said
Peter. “Just last month I spent a week in Germany visiting your
brother. I rode in those soft trains, waited for red lights to turn
green even when there were no cars around, and looked at their
watery women. Bruno worked from eight in the morning till
five in the afternoon, and by the time he got home it was dark
and rainy. He actually worked, and all he could do was stare at
the TV until falling asleep. He told me that’s how they all live.
And look at us here, it’s a continuous party! How wouldn’t I
love it? Another shot? On the house?”

“If you insist. But still, why should you put a flag on the
wall? That’s very Canadian of you—1I"ve read they put their flags
all over the place, homes, bars, churches, and buttocks.”

“Look how beautiful it is—the way the red and the blue run
together.”

“These are the two most inimical colors, the hottest and the
coldest, symbolizing strife and hatred when put together.
Revolting!”

“Here you go again!” Peter said jovially.

Ivan studied Peter’s face. Now that they didn’t play chess,
he could look at him in a friendly way. Peter wore a rich, black
beard, his hair was streaked with white, and his dark eyes shone
with alertness behind his gold-rimmed granny glasses.

“And how’s my brother?” Ivan asked. “He doesn’t write
to me.”

“Well, do you write to him? Why don’t you visit him?”

“I still can’t get a passport. This country won’t issue me
one because of my political record.”

“Don’t you know anybody in the county offices?”
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“Sure, but that only detracts from my chances.”

“Bribe them.”

“I am not that skillful. Plus, you know, I don’t need to
travel. Kant never left his Koenigsberg and that didn’t prevent
him from becoming a great thinker. I don’t need to travel.”

“Who’d want to be a great thinker? Thinking isn’t good for
you—it gives you migraines and ulcers.”

“Of course, if you aren’t used to it. Anything you aren’t
used to as an exercise, hurts; if I lifted weights now, I’d proba-
bly dislocate my shoulder. Anyway, how’s Bruno?”

“His wife is pregnant, as you know, and he’s a little pan-
icked about that.”

“Pregnant? Bruno didn’t tell me she was pregnant!”

At that, Ivan grew quiet, while Peter served a few cus-
tomers, who wanted a round of beer. Ivan thought that after a
certain age, that is, twenty-eight, if you are a bachelor, you
remain a bachelor, but here, his brother was married at twenty-
nine and right away making babies, what a quagmire. His life
would soon be over at that rate—he might as well start filling
out his death certificate. Who needs families? What use was
there to families except to show you what you are not? And
Ivan’s showed him that he wasn’t a family man.

Peter and Ivan started making music, Ivan on the violin, Peter
on the piano. (Ivan used to play the violin in the church orches-
tra and now he built on his basic skills.) Ivan, in this respect, by
no means unique, reverted to preadolescent behavior, playing
with the other “boys.” This type of lifestyle is very common in
small towns—among married men and bachelors alike—and
deserves, if not to be pitied, at least to be studied. No one,
however, should say that it is not a charming sort of life, per-
haps better than figuring out mortgages all day long, which is
considered the mature way.

One evening Ivan and Peter played the Hungarian czardas
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for the patrons of the Cellar. Swarms of Yugoslav federal sol-
diers crowded the small bar and drank one another under the
table. Ivan played like a master of passions, winking at both men
and women. But most often he winked at a buxom woman
whose shirt kept sliding oft her shoulders. She argued with her
uncle, who said, “Please, Mara, don’t drink anymore, you know
it’s not good for you.”

“Of course it’s good for me. You just don’t want women to
have fun, that’s all.”

“Don’t, you might do something stupid!”

“Like what?” Mara leaned against the table, her copious
breasts sprawling. Soldiers nudged each other. “What are you
afraid of? That I’'m gonna have fun with some of those boys
over there. I’ll tell you what: not a bad idea!”

“But you are married.”

“Phew, married! It never prevents a man from running after
whores, does it? So why shouldn’t I have some fun with young
sluts while I still can. Just look at them, fresh like pumpkins!”

The music was reaching for a wistful sound. The violin
whined for pleasurable sorrow, and the bass—they were a trio
now—massaged something deep in the brain and in the thighs.

Mara stood up to go to the toilet, and a soldier walked after
her, his face as green as his uniform. Ivan remembered a passage
from the Bible: “He goeth after her straightway, as an ox goeth
to the slaughter, or as a fool to the correction of the stocks; till a
dart strike through his liver; as a bird hasteth to the snare . . .”
Two minutes later, the soldier strode out.

Another soldier crawled on his elbows. Mara ripped her
shirt open and warmly nurtured the poor boy on her bosom
and they disappeared behind the bar. When the music suddenly
stopped, everybody heard gasps and cries of orgasmic panic—
pleasure expressed as pain in a natural lie. If people lie even in
the supposedly most spontanecous moment, orgasm, dissem-
bling pleasure as pain, or pain as pleasure, where could they be
truthful? If Ivan had more discipline, he could write a philo-
sophical tract on the topic, World as a Lie, paraphrasing
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Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Idea. Behind nearly every
human motive seemed to lurk an irrepressible impulse to distort
everything into its opposite, so that at the root of hate could be
love stifled by lies, and at the root of love hate stifled by lies,
and at the root of philosophy, instead of the love of wisdom, the
hatred of wisdom. Myso-sophy, not philo-sophy, was the root of
thought. Nearly everybody twisted facts into their opposites,
and the only truth was people’s twistedness, the perversion, the
process of wiggling away from the truth, like a snake under
Adam’s tfoot. The World as Malaise and Perversion.

Occasions to philosophize can be peculiar, Ivan reflected
self-consciously. Another orgasmic cry reminded him of the
root of his quest for “wisdom”: judging by his erection, he felt
like joining in the libidinal mayhem. He yearned for more ele-
gant surroundings, where in privacy (that is, dissembling) he
could sleep with a pretty woman. Then the beauty, partaking in
the perfection of Platonic forms, would spiritualize and elevate
the crass bodily commerce, which was so bloodcurdlingly dis-
gusting in the beer- and vomit-besotted tavern.



I

a) Almost every southern Slav wants a

fortified house with a fallout shelter

bvan’s ailing mother moved to
the coast, to a large brick house, which Bruno built according
to the latest German suburban fashion. Visiting Ivan, he
described the glories of the coast while they strolled through
Nizograd. “We are above Opatija, and on a clear day we can see
the islands of Cres and Losinj. When the winds blow from the
south, you smell cypress and the sea, and from the North,
spruce and fir.”

“What’s the difference between spruce and fir?”

“And sometimes you get all the aromas at once, the Alpine
air and the Mediterranean air mixing. You stand on the terrace,
look over red roofs down at the heavenly blue ocean . . . and
breathe deep. You should move in with us. I plan to spend all
my free time there.”

“But it’s too sunny! You can get skin cancer through the
ozone hole.”

“Not if you are as dark-haired and dark-eyed as you are.”

“Thank you if you perceive my gray hair as black.”

“The main thing is that it used to be black when you were a
kid—that means you have the pigments. And then, you can
swim and sunbathe on topless beaches.”

But the image of a beach, with pebbles and rocks, made
Ivan shudder with memories of the Naked Island, and his skin
felt like it was burning, peeling, and boiling.

“Just the idea of lying on a towel and frying in the sun and
going blind from all the glaring light makes me ill. And add to
that getting horny unnecessarily, and you are in an awkward sit-
uation indeed. No, thank you.”
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“You’d feel differently if you lived in cloudy Germany.”

“Well, why do you? Just look at the horizon.”

They had walked up the hill above the town cemetery, and
both of them panted. The sun was setting, and darkness had
already filled up the town valley—only the castle and the church
steeples still received licks of golden light. Below the brothers, a
multitude of candles flickered, more and more brightly, and
orange light trembled over a silver inscription, Milan Dolinar,
on a glossy black stone.

Bruno sniffled.

“You have an allergy attack? See, our vegetation is vigorous.”

“Eh, Ivan, I’ve never met my father. The whole thing is
doubly sad when you live abroad, far from home—for me, this
is still my homeland, rodna gruda. And that’s all that will
remain here, Father’s bones.”

“Hardly worth sticking around for, now, is it?”

“My point—why don’t you join us at the coast, so we have
something like an extended family. We just have to sell Mother’s
house.”

“Houses here are worthless. Lend me a few thousand
marks, and TI’ll buy it. I’ll give her the money and I’ll be
indebted to you—that is, if you feel like trusting me.”

They walked through the town park to a restaurant called
the Terrace, and sat down for a meal—the Balkan platter: grilled
pork, veal, lamb, with onions and a pepper sauce, ajvar. Bruno’s
eyes watered again. “The onions are strong,” he apologized. He
had already downed half of the meal, and his mustache bubbled
with the foamy local beer. He was rotund, and with a goatee
and cleanly shaven cheeks (the upper layer of his skin was
scraped away by a sharp blade, leaving a reddish hue) and his
black leather jacket, he looked like a German, and, more pre-
cisely, a Bavarian. Although he was a couple of inches shorter
than Ivan, he must have weighed twice as much. Ivan chewed a
little and found the meat stringy and oversalted. He grabbed a
toothpick and grappled with a string, perhaps a nerve from the
lamb, which got stuck between his first and second molar. He
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grew agitated when he couldn’t get the animal nerve out of his
mouth, and he pricked his gums; he found the pain enjoyable,
so he pricked himself again.

“What happened to your appetite?” asked Bruno. “As a kid
you used to sneak into the larder to eat the smoked ham.”

“True. I used to eat when I needed to—now, it seems to
me, the growing process is finished, and all you can grow by
eating is cancers, tumors, and clogged arteries. I’'m not that
rational about it, but decades of ecating the same crap kind of
knocked the hunger out of me.”

“You look a little depressed here, and the town looks
depressed. You need to live somewhere dynamic. Why don’t
you come to Germany:?”

“There’s no such thing as depression here—that’s a foreign
word. Gloomy would do.”

“You do look melancholy. May we call it melancholia?”
Bruno asked.

“That’s a Greek word, Balkan. Black bile. I won’t resist that
one. Well, speaking of black bile, how about a chocolate cake?”

“You look bored. Why don’t you get married?”

“I’m sure I won’t know what boredom is unless I get mar-
ried.”

“The first step on the road to building a family is home
ownership. We’ll get you there yet!”

At the end of the evening Ivan was a home owner thanks to
his younger brother’s pity. Ivan didn’t mind that—he thought
he deserved to be pitied.

Ivan rejoiced at having a house—his own private world—and he
decided to make it as solid as possible. Permanently moist crusts of
mortar covered thick brick walls. Ivan did some renovating, pri-
marily solidifying the foundation. Somewhat ironically yet sin-
cerely, Ivan thought that for a Yugoslav there was nothing more
important than owning a solid house. The house had to possess
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thick concrete walls—unlike most American family homes (often
seen in natural-disaster news on TV), which were built out of glue
and sawdust, and which, even if priced at a million dollars each, any
strong wind or flood would blow away—particle boards floating
down swelling rivers, together with teddy bears, smiling wedding
pictures, and red diet pills. For an optimistic American, it was all
right to live like that. But a mistrustful, Socialist Yugoslav—
whether Serb, Muslim, or Croat—needed a private fallout shelter.
In case of war, the cellar would be a bunker, warm in winter and
cool in summer—ideal for storing potatoes, wheat, and salt.

Behind Ivan’s house warbled an orchard: large walnut trees,
apricots, pears, apples, peaches, cherries . . . This slice of Eden
was fenced off from other fragments of Eden, belonging to his
neighbors. Although the neighbors barely nodded to one
another in the streets, one evening they convened for an emer-
gency session at the baker’s house, where Ivan had been an
apprentice for a month before it was clear that he could gain
admission to a university.

The baker offered the guests his homemade pear brandy,
viljamovka. “This may be the last brew I ever make! The vermin
want to build a four-lane highway through our orchards.”

“You can’t find a swinish scheme like this in any other
country,” said the butcher. “Why don’t they bypass the town?”

The baker pulled out a piece of paper with pale blue official
stamps and uneven typewriter print—some letters higher than
others, some close to the neighboring letters, some far apart. “I
will get only a hundred thousand dinars—five percent of the
real value of my orchard!”

“We mustn’t allow the Communist bandits to confiscate
our property!” The butcher raised his heavy hand to strike
against the table; the coffee cups trembled as if in anticipation
of the blow, but the blow never came, since the butcher was
used to self-restraint.

“We must sign a petition of protest,” Ivan said.

“A petition? Phew!” the butcher said. “You young people
are so naive—what do they care for a bunch of signatures?”
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The Catholic priest wheezed, asleep, his stringy hands
clutching each other. He ran a sort of convent. Three toothless
women dressed in black never walked outside the perimeter of
his house and garden; it was rumored that the women were not
nuns but concubines who exhausted the Father with relentless
fellatio.

Ivan submitted a written appeal to the county officials, but
a law-abiding clerk tore it up in front of him. Ivan traveled to
Zagreb, to the Supreme Court of the Republic. His application
was placed in a large drawer, where it stayed. Ivan wanted to
address the president himself, but the president was on a long
tour, drinking two-century-old wines, hunting for extinct tigers,
shaking hands with the king of Sweden—in short, advancing
the interests of the world’s working class.

One late summer day, an army of tattooed laborers—their skins
covered with expanding and contracting Cupid’s arrows, snakes,
and demons in scuba-diving outfits—bulldozed the orchards.

Looking through the windows, Ivan spat, like a citizen of
Prague observing Soviet tanks invading. Until then Ivan had felt
nothing of the famous Slavic attachment to the soil, but now he
muttered, “There is nothing more sacred to us Slavs than a bit
of our own land: Our soil, our soul.”

Ivan’s walls shook, windows buzzed, utensils clanked, tables
traveled, and ceiling mortar crumbled onto the floor, its sand
smoking. Every so often a mouse would squeal and run out of
its hole, darting across the living room, but Ivan’s Russian blue-
fur let it pass without pouncing. She kept moving her ears and
whiskers back and forth. Her pupils contracted into exclamation
points, her tail coiled into a question mark; clearly she could
make no head or tail out of it; her hair stood straight up.

When the road was finished a couple of years later, many
drunk drivers sped through the intersection. Czech Skodas and
East German Trabants, made of soft metals and plastic, crum-
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pled like a newspaper in a fist. Hearing explosive collisions, Ivan
leaned through the window and with horror, sorrow, and even
glee (against the local government) watched the bloody bodies
being cut out of the cars. After dozens of people fell in the
undeclared war against northern tourists, four traffic lights
arose at the intersection. Now, at night, red, yellow, and green
alternately shone through Ivan’s curtains.

Ivan developed insomnia without delay. And during his
insomnia, he read books, such as Tolstoy’s War and Peace. Well,
there is only one War and Peace. Ivan admired how insufferably
boring it could be for a hundred pages at a time—the fact that
the book was considered such a grand classic had to do with
another highly probable fact: hardly anybody made it to the
end. In the middle, many people were dying beautifully in
graphic detail. The descriptions appeared to Ivan so detailed
and lyrical that they became the erotica of death (even pornog-
raphy of death), or thanatography.

b) A surprisingly touching death

On the bland morning of May 4, 1980, Ivan took a bus to
Zagreb to buy copper pipes for his house, but all the shops were
closed. The president, who had been ill for a long time, died at
the age of eighty-eight. Ivan had joked about Tito’s gangrene—
Tito’s left leg was amputated; soon afterward a cablegram from
hell vead: “The leg arrived all right, please send the vest, urgently.”
Ivan had joked quietly, because his humor could have landed
him in the Naked Island prison colony for the second time. He
was standing outside of a shop that imported technical goods
when he heard the news on a loud radio—with the sounds of
the second movement from Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Con-
certo in the background—and his head swam through the large
waves of music and emotion. Or the city streets and stalled
trams swam through his wet head; his lachrymal glands gushed
tears, his nose and sinuses drowned in a brilliant and hot ocean.
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Ivan staggered to the train station to see Tito’s blue train carry
the coffin from Ljubljana. Crowds of people thronged, weep-
ing, lamenting, with goose bumps on their forearms. The father
of their nation was dead.

Ivan stood close to the tracks, elbowing an old man with
medals and a woman smelling of garlic, with silver teeth and sil-
very eyes; everything looked silvery to Ivan through his tears.
He surprised himself; he had understood himself so little. He
had thought he couldn’t care less about Tito, and now this—
awe, reverence, grief, a solemn sense of tragedy.

Most shops were closed, but in the center of Zagreb, Trg
Republike, he found an open kiosk and bought a cigar. It was a
cheap Macedonian product, but, nevertheless, Ivan lit it, sucked
eagerly, and waited for the familiar bite on the tongue and the
vile hit to the lungs. He blew out so much smoke that he saw a
cloud, and in the cloud he had the impression that the marshal
himself was standing and puffing as well, and so, silently, in
sympathy, they smoked, and he kept smoking for a whole hour.
And when the cigar was over, he realized that his cheeks were
wet from tears, for there was no Tito and there never would be
again. It was the end of an era, the end of Ivan’s young man-
hood as well. Now he was on his own, and the country was on
her own. Woe to the country!

Several days later, Ivan resented his grief. As he piled bricks
into a wall for an addition to his home, he wondered why he
had shed tears for the president who had caused so much pain
to him. He blushed as red as a brick, and, among so many
bricks, he looked faceless. His figure looked like blue clothes
filled with air, floating next to the bricks, beneath a blue cap.
Ivan should have felt joyful, but he was afraid to feel joy at the
end of the “cult of personality” era, as though Tito had super-
natural powers and his bugging system could access minds, reg-
ister thoughts, report them to the police, and as though Tito
himself would arrange for his tortures here and beyond.

Besides, who would replace Tito? Under the slogan “After
Tito, Tito,” the representatives of all the republics and autonomous
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regions would be temporary presidents, each only for a year, lest the
image of Tito have any competition.

Would the Party display Tito in a mausoleum, as evidence
that Tito was dead? No, they would hide his body, so his death
would never be absolutely certain. Tito would haunt Ivan and
other citizens at night, in sleep, and during the day, in the cob-
webby state apparatus, with the invisible sticky threads and
threats all around. What madness, this totalitarian socialist psy-
chology!

Ivan wanted a stiff one, and strayed into the Cellar, only to
find out that Peter was gone. Ivan hadn’t seen him in a few
months because of the construction craze. Not only was Peter
gone to serve in the army, but his Cellar had changed hands.
The new owner was Nenad, who had flunked out of the school
for veterinary medicine in Belgrade after studying for ten years.
The Cellar was reorganized like a disco bar, with glass tables,
fake-leather couches, and speakers suspended from the ceiling.



I

A rondo sucks in everybody’s

mind and body

One late Saturday afternoon,
several years after he’d nearly finished reading War and Peace
(he had only twenty pages to go), Ivan went to a village tavern
in the hills half a dozen miles outside of Nizograd. It had
become a local fashion—and, for that matter, a national craze—
to go to village taverns to enjoy the peasant style of partying,
and although Ivan resisted the fashion, he came out on this
occasion because it had been a humid—outright moist—day,
which sapped his energy and made the town appear even more
tedious than usual. A couple of trout seemingly sprang out of
the blue paint on the advertising board of Trout Haven. In the
foamy rapids behind the inn, leaping trout glittered as if to tease
the innkeeper to catch them so they would continue playing
sprightly games on the palates of the tavern guests.

Ivan ordered grilled trout with garlic. He ate slowly, savor-
ing the tender white flesh that dissolved on his tongue, while
the fish heads, with their mouths open, stared at him as if accus-
ing him of condoning the food chain. The flesh slid off the thin
bones, and he rummaged through it, studying the tiny pink
arteries self-consciously, as though the fish eyes were alive. The
more he looked at the heads and their eyes, the more uncom-
fortable he grew, and he wrapped them in paper napkins,
walked outside, and threw them into the bush, where a mother
cat and two little tabbies reposed.

So, for a meal, he had a liter of beer. Darkness gathered out-
side, and mist drifted low through the valley, and a crowd
assembled, slamming doors of their smoky cars. Ivan watched as
a dance formed. An accordion began a fast Serbian kolo (a
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rondo), a bass jibed in, oiling the fire of instincts, and a circle
took shape out of the commotion. Although Ivan resented the
fact that in no taverns in the Croatian region could Croatian
songs be sung without the singers being jailed, the dance fasci-
nated him.

Cheap tobacco smoke drifted and stung his eyes. He occa-
sionally smoked fine imported cigarettes, but for domestic
smoke he had only contempt and Indira Gandhi’s fan. He took
out the fan and flapped it, chasing the smoke away. A propos of
Indira Gandhi, so he wouldn’t have to look at the crowd too
much, he read Vecernji List, the Zagreb daily, and, on the front
page, he saw the announcement that Indira Gandhi was assassi-
nated by her Sikh guards. This startled him. No wonder she
didn’t like assassins. He kept flapping the fan slowly, and its
golden and crimson hues flashed. Tears spilled out of his nose.
What the hell is going on? he wondered. Do I feel so close to all
the world leaders? He smoked one filterless Chesterton, which
dried his nose.

The balance of centripetal and centrifugal forces—and
hooked elbows—held the dancers together. The circle became a
centipede, running after its own tail, catching it. The legs kicked
up, red skirts flew wide, and as the bass sped up and deepened,
the centipede whirled faster, so that the legs turned into a hazy
rainbow, whirling a couple of feet above the floor. The broad
red bands prevailed in the fiery mouth of the tornado sucking in
everybody’s body and soul. When the music slowed down, Ivan
made out the colors of particular dresses—red embroidery on
white and black. Among them was a blue suit—a cop’s uniform.
The cop looked backward, seeking eye contact with a young
woman, Svjetlana, who followed him in the chain. Her face was
pale yet flushed, as if she had passed through a snowstorm.

During the break, people stood in disarray, turning to all
sides in search of free tables. The policeman and Svjetlana went
to a cliché: a dark corner.

Suddenly a door flew open. A young man was carried in,
like a coffin, on the shoulders of several people. A golden tooth
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shot beams of light from his euphorically red face. Ivan was
pleasantly surprised: it scemed to be Peter—a little gaunter and
grayer than before; well, that was not the pleasant part, that