KIKINDA FORT FICTION

In June 2008 Rodge was invited to attend the Kikinda Short Story Festival in Serbia, alongside Sophie Cooke and Alan Bissett.  This section begins with a piece Rodge wrote for The Herald newspaper in Scotland on his return, explaining the festival. Below, it features a selection of work by writers who attended the festival from Serbia, Hungary, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzigovina, and Macedonia. Many of these pieces are translated nowhere else in the English language.

For further information on Lejla Kalamujic, Vesna Lemaic, Srdjan Srdic, Roland Orcsik, Andrea Pisac, Rumena Buzarovska or Dimitar Samarzhiev, please contact Rodge direct on rodgeglass@hotmail.com 

A Taste of Skotska in the Balkans

From The Herald

Writer Rodge Glass swaps notes, tales and customs at a Short Story festival in Serbia, where fiction is helping to heal the scars of war

Since the fall of Milosevic, ordinary Serbs have experienced dramatic changes. The assassination of a reformist Prime Minister, the spread of Western capitalism, multiple false starts, and economic collapse. Many are desperate to enter the EU but the political fallout from the war and ongoing corruption problems have made reintegration difficult, on a large scale at least. But smaller goals are reachable. Four years ago, the Kikinda Short Story Festival was set up to bring young writers from the ex-Yugoslav Republics together to share work and ideas. Kikinda is the name of the small town nine miles from the Romanian border, where it partly takes place. Most Serbs can’t get Visas to go abroad, so they’ve found a way to bring the people to them instead. There’s no government funding for this festival. No grant, no sophisticated organisational network. It operates purely on favours, goodwill and recommendation of writers by writers, with a special guest country invited every year. This year: Skotska. 

When I was recommended by last year’s English representative, Peter Hobbs, the organiser Srdjan Papic asked me to bring two others along. He wanted radical Scots of the younger generation who knew how to perform. So I chose Sophie Cooke, a true short story specialist with an understated style and an eye for detail, and Alan Bissett, a novelist who’s perfected his technique doing readings in schools, festivals and even prisons throughout Scotland, resulting in a recent move into self-performed drama. Sophie and Alan asked me what to expect from Kikinda: I had no idea, but a last-minute message raised alarms. Srdjan asked us to pack our ‘kilt skirts’, to ‘help get on the Serbian front pages!’ As well as learning from our new Balkan friends, we wondered whether we’d have to challenge a few Scottish stereotypes too.

The next five days were an education. The guest country is used as a promotional tool for the whole festival so, bizarrely, we were treated like literary celebrities. Within an hour of Sophie’s arrival the three of us were taking part in a bi-lingual Press Conference about Scottish literature, with one journalist ‘advising’ a very confused Alan about where to find ‘the Beograd Silicone Valley’. Multiple newspaper articles followed. We made the National Serbian News, were interviewed for an in-depth programme about the festival, and followed by a documentary camera crew. Though run on a shoestring, there was no shortage of determination to spread the word here. Meanwhile, all writers stayed in the same place, with meals taken together too. There were occasional ‘cultural misunderstandings’ – the sarcastic explanation to most problems was: This is Serbia! as if that ancient curse alone explained all. But encouragingly, locals weren’t afraid of the discussing recent conflicts: they talked keenly, and most laughed at their own side while empathising with others. Serbs and Croats traded compliments. Bosnians openly criticised their own government and media.  Not everyone agrees on the details, but it’s clear this festival is not just about literature. It’s a way to repair. 

For two nights, our venue was Kikinda library, with the beautiful garden hosting readings while translations in Serbian and English (often done by friends, for free) were projected onto a wall. The tone was conciliatory, the material often more personal than political, and surprisingly radical too – with no prospect of making a living from writing, there’s a great freedom in the tone of new Balkan fiction, and writers tend to concentrate more on short stories. Commercial instincts are useless in a country where ‘one person buys and ten people read the same copy’, especially as the line between artists and the industry is so blurred. Half the Kikinda line-up are also editors of magazines, work for publishing houses, or are translators. A multi-lingual book of this year’s stories will be published in October.

The best work was mainly by the new female writers. Croatia’s Andrea Pisac (now based in London) read a sad tale of how clashes between languages affect relationships. Macedonian Rumena Buzarowska stood out too: ‘Dinner Service for Guests’ was a subversive, funny morality tale about two sisters fighting shamelessly over the approval of a blind man. But perhaps Vesna Lemaic of Slovenia had the most impact with ‘Of Course I Love You’, a surreal nightmare about a lesbian couple desperate to have a child. The only story whistled in derision was one referring to a Serbian village which been wiped off the map during the war. It was just booed by Serbs. They felt it wasn’t in the spirit of the festival.

Our last event was in Belgrade. At the start of an 18-writer marathon, Sophie gave an assured, confident performance of her ‘Protective Measures’, an allegory of Obama’s America set in a world where mysterious ‘cleaning ladies’ stand in for the terrorist threat. Alan performed twice, being dragged back onstage to close the Festival with an extract from his one-woman show ‘Moira’, a comic piece he’d acted off-by-heart in Kikinda. By that point the sound system was broken. Only one light remained and outside the noisy of Belgrade warming up for a rowdy Saturday night bled through. But Bissett pressed on, performing on the grass, closer to the audience, mixing broad Falkirk Scots with Shakespeare quotes, mixing the ultra-silly with the ultra-serious. Understood? Maybe not totally. Appreciated? I think so. Worthwhile? Definitely. When the mixing desk crashed to the floor someone shouted out This is Serbia! And it was.

by Rodz Glass, on behalf of Sofi Kuk and Alan ‘Srdjan’ Biset

Lejla Kalamujić 

Lejla Kalamujić was born in 1980 in Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina). She studied Philosophy and Sociology at the Faculty for Philosophy in Sarajevo. In 2008, Lejla won the Zoro prize (annual prize for the best book of short stories) for her book named "Anatomy of the Smile". She has been publishing short stories since 2003 in various Croatian, Serbian and Bosnian literature magazines, such as "Libra libera", "Urbani vračevi", "Lapis Histriae", "Ekran priče", "Super Cyber Story", "Poqueerene priče", "Život" etc. 

Sanduq el Dunya

by Lejla Kalamujic

By the hospital where my mother was gasping out her life in childbirth pains, the wind was breaking branches, knocking down sparrows, breaking tiles from roofs; my father told me this when I was three-years old, when he took me to my mother’s grave at Bare for the first time. An avalanche of tears dropped from his nose to the ground. During his life, when my father looked at me, he saw my mother’s death and nothing else. He looked at me that way the moment before he, as if he’d fallen on the spot, he died instantly. One cloudy afternoon standing on my parents’ graves at Bare I realized that death has always dwelled in me. I was seven.

Today is my twenty-ninth birthday. Or not. Time does not count any longer. However, I wished to pass through the town on this day, from my apartment to Bare. And, here I am. I slowly slide over the wet black top of the Prince’s Bridge. The elderly man with short white hair in a worn-out coat sits right by the fence in the middle of the bridge. In front of him there is a small plastic dish, like there was on that day. He does not see me, but he senses me. I do not know his name, but this old man is definitively the most unusual beggar I have ever met. And, at least in Sarajevo, one can see all kinds of beggars. He was unusual because of the way he thanked those who gave him with change. I saw him by chance, while walking aimlessly, thinking only that absence of aim should be my only aim, in the late afternoon. He was standing in the same place. Contritely. While trying to embed as many details as possible from his plagued appearance in my mind, all of the sudden something flushed around my heart. I bent down and put my last Mark into the yellow dish in front of him. His melancholy eyes radiated such light. I’d never seen anything like it before. He gave a wide gentle smile and softly said: “Cross my heart you always gave, my son”. I stopped, then took few steps further. Such a nice thank you, nobody had ever thanked me like that. I came to a standstill again. In front of me there was a biggish splash with water from last night’s rain; across from me there was a lavish window of a shop selling underclothing; on my left the sun portrayed my full-size shadow. Alternately, mirroring my body in the shop window, following my reflection in the water and avoiding my shadow; I felt death stopping my feet from moving. I could not make a single step. The elderly man’s words fractured in my head, the way the image of a paddle fractures under the water surface. An entirely new meaning of the word “giving” opened up before me, as if in a brand new book.

I continued my walk. My head was finally free of a heavy burden. Free, they creep into every corner of Tito Street. The crowd in front makes space for me. I notice that everybody gives me a superficial look. Their eyes do not see. I, again, connect certain memory with each thought. And, they are many. Exactly twenty-nine years-worth of thoughts. There, in front of the National Bank, I stood with her for the last time. My soul still burned by her tears. She cried that day like never before. She begged and moaned for me not to leave her, especially not then. But, if she could only understand. I gave her freedom and told her to go as far as possible. I told her she should nurture that child in her stomach with somebody else who would be a better father than me. She did not know that I had given her as much as I could give.

There is no flying from one’s own fate! If there was, maybe this story would have been entirely different or it maybe would not exist at all. There it is, I moved on. Those up there, on the second floor of the building are windows of a company I worked for until recently. Until I quit. Under the third window from left is my desk. Now some other youngster sits there; a man whom by quitting I gave the chance to earn decent money in these crazy times. We have never met, but again, I gave him the chance to make headway in his work, to get a loan: buy a car or an apartment. 

However it may be that this is also behind me now. I am moving forward. A little more, and I am there. Black and white marbles loom up aloof. A bus coming from Bare stopped at the station. It drives towards the town. Five stops from here is my apartment. My ex-apartment. For five years I have been a sub-tenant in it and when I gave my landlady the last rent I could afford yesterday, of course she told me I had to leave the apartment by the morning. So, I gave her chance to throw me out on the street, and to take on a better sub-tenant. Someone who will throw out the garbage regularly, who will not play loud music after nine o’clock in the evening and who will not flood the apartment at least twice a year because of his carelessness.

There are less and less people and more and more graves. Just a bit more and I will be there. Am I afraid? I am getting close. In front of me is a heaped pile of wet clay. I stop there. That is, those who carry me stopped. Carefully, as if they knew I was there, they laid me down in the ground. Because, I tell you all this from my coffin. The open grave gapes, and I have just a short while left to tell you the rest of my life story.

So, last night after I got the order to leave the apartment, shortly before my birthday, I took my father’s old gun – the only inheritance he left me, and which I got in the will for my eighteenth birthday. My father used to kill bears in the woods with it. I knew that after everything I have given, there was only one thing left. Life! In order to keep my promise to leave the apartment until the morning, the kind of agony known only to suicidal persons came to me, and lasted until almost four o’clock in the morning. When the big pointer passed twelve there was no return. One bullet and one life, remained united in a body nobody needed any longer. On the table a lamp remained lit, and beside it my last will. In it I explicitly said that I must be buried on my birthday. I am sorry I was not able to do more. Not able to take the time back, thereby paying the compensation owed to my father in full. If only she (instead of me) did not die that rainy day twenty-nine years ago.

On my grave there is nobody else except the gravediggers. I felt when they lifted me up for the last time, followed then by a sinking after which there is no way back. I sink into the ground, into the darkness, into the silence. I hear how, weighted from moistness, soil knocks my coffin. I imagine: the sound of remote thunder, like a boxer’s punches, which my mother was listening to while giving birth to me. All sounds under the ground are the same, here there are no differences any longer. Who am I now? A sceptre made of memories, that’s all. But, this will pass too. An entire world will root off together with this coffin. And then, maybe in ten or twenty years one tree will grow out from the weeds covering the grave stone on which it is written “Nenad Petrović 1978 – 2007”. In springtime the bushy crown of the tree will grow leaves. And, maybe some accidental passer-by will stop to catch his breath in the shade, without knowing that it is me under his feet. Only, I will not exist, I already do not exist. Death in me has finally been held true. Sanduq el dunya is closing.

Vesna Lemaić:

Born in 1981, Vesna Lemaić lives in Ljubljana, Slovenia. She formed the reading initiative Anonymous Readers, and works in the Autonomous cultural zone Metelkova in her free time. Her first book Popular Stories was published in 2008. The book got the Zlata Ptica award in 2009. Vesna believes in solidarity and the supernatural, is a horror fan and is always out hunting for new ideals.

Of Course I Love You

by Vesna Lemaic

To sum up: you’re a woman, you fall unhappily in love, it doesn't work out because of a piece of meat, then something fantastic happens.

Your love is so great that you grow a penis. She screams. She screams again: this time as if she saw a monster. “Don’t be afraid”, you want to say. “Don’t be afraid”, you tell her. You don’t want her to scream. You want it to be enjoyable for the both of you. Now that the conditions have been fulfilled. Suddenly, you feel the urge to drill through Antarctica with your mighty thump. She’s shocked. Senselessly, you say: “Antarctica” and all you can see with your inner eyes is the word TO FUCK. You’re completely collected. You see yourself, your figure casting a shadow on the wall. You’re standing upright. A long and fat penis springing out of your hand. It’s also straight, curved down at the end a bit, you’re staring at your shadow on the wall: the penis is leaning closer and closer to her head, hidden beneath her hands. Closer to her, who is obviously afraid of your new appurtenance. Who is afraid of the penis. Who is afraid of what is not missing. TO FUCK SO HARD IT’LL HURT HER SOUL, the word makes you breathe heavily. You look down at yourself again, the head is red as if a heart was throbbing inside of it. You hear her say: “Please, no.”

Maybe you ask her: “Will you love me now?”

She starts to cry. Your thing begins to shrink – panic, the memory of your past life without a penis. Feverishly, you start uttering the rhyme: “Of course I love you, let’s have a kid, who will say exactly what its parents did: “Of course I love you, let’s have a kid, who will say exactly what…”” Your penis hardens again, this fills you with pride, but she’s looking away: so you say to her: “Look at it.” You want her to look at it, it would really please you: so now you say it in the imperfective: “Watch it.” As she’s doing the exact opposite, closing her eyelids tighter and tighter, you try a different strategy: you bend down to her and say softly: “Look what I’ve got, look.” She covers her eyes with her hands and says: “Great! Now you can show it to the whole world.” You fall in love with her for the second time. With your free hand, you open her zipper: she lets out another cry: she’s unstable, you take back what you said about falling in love with her again. She’s sobbing violently, she even starts to belch, she’s going to ruin everything. At that moment, she looks into your eyes and keeps her gaze fixed. She doesn’t pay any attention to your penis. Her behaviour is inappropriate, you don’t approve of it, you start to sing: “Of course I love you, let’s have a kid, who will say exactly what its parents did: “Of course I love you, let’s have a kid, who will say exactly what…”” Her gaze breaks, she bursts out wailing like a woman and, oh no, it makes your penis go soft again: this empathy is killing you. You get confused: she takes advantage of it, she retreats to her territory – she runs to her room, knocking down the telephone. That song is playing again in her room: Now is the season for war with no reason/ Now is the season for war with no reason. You close the door behind you, leaving the light off. You feel around with your free hand, the wrist on your right hand is overstrained, so you lower your heavy thump down and condemn her to a devastating fate. You feel a chair and wedge it under the door handle, then you make your way along the wall: you tap on the wall with your left palm and slide over the floor with the penis on your right. You bump into objects you don’t recognize. You think she might have been reorganizing her room recently. When you circle the entire room, you start across it diagonally, holding your hands before you. Somewhere in the middle, you strike against something soft and barely catch yourself on a curtain. Ripping it off the ceiling, you run your hand back across the floor and you think you know what you tripped over. You grab her rug, an imitation of a mounted tiger that keeps watch on her. You stand up, you want to hear her now, you say: “I know where you are!” You hear heavy breathing but you can’t pinpoint the direction it’s coming from. You ramble around aimlessly, walk all over the place, hitting the tiger’s head every time, unable to find the light, unable to find the door – it occurs to you she might have been walking right behind you the entire time, that she’s been following you from the very beginning. This makes your right thump grow half smaller, desperate, you mutter again: “Of course I love you, let’s have a kid, who will say exactly what its parents did: “Of course I love you, let’s have a kid, who will say exactly what…”” Faster and faster, increasingly feverishly, making everything inside you turn red. You’re clumsy with your penis, losing valuable time, the victim gaining confidence. You hear a chair turning over on the other side of the room, you think she wants to escape. And then! your anger makes you grow a raging penis you can’t control: at the same time, it feels the urge to drill through everything, even the teeth in her mouth – you realize it is also witless by nature. You spring to her. Somewhere in the middle of the distance, you catch your leg into something familiar, you try to catch yourself, you hear a sharp “craCKck”. – You lie on your stomach. You lie and regret. You didn’t know how to handle it properly: you broke it, your new penis.

Translated by Špela Bibič

Roland Orcsik: Selected Poems

Roland Orcsik was born in Becse (Voivodina, Serbia) in 1975. Since ’92 he has lived in Szeged (Hungary). In 2002 he finished his studies (Hungarian Language and Literaure), after which he started his PhD-studies (Comparative Literature). He writes poetry, essays, criticims and translates from ex-Yugoslavian languages into Hungarian. So far he has published two books of poems: Rozsdamaró (Rub The Rust Off, 2002), Holdnak, Arccal (To the Moon with Face, 2007). His poems are translated into English, Croatian, Romanian, Slovenian and Serbian. 

A Report from Laibach

After each performance Gustav

used to sip two glasses of

Pilsner (no more no less)

with his chaps at Pri Roži Inn.

Thus began the conductor’s prelude:

The Magic Flute with two glasses of beer.

At the time Ljubljana was still a patch

on the rusty sack of the Monarchy;

but with Gustav the small town trembled;

that’s how the power of Vienna got excited.

Država skrbi, frowned a hundred

years later the group Laibach,

crushing harmonious future into industrial noise;

that’s how the power of Belgrade got excited.

Empire fell on empire

with background music striking the ear;

meanwhile all remained the same.

All of its worth was heard when the music came.

Heart-Shaped Cakes of Budapest

„In Necropolis music blew”

Endre Ady, Moving from Damn-City

The stage burst into flames;

with bitter smoke the fire

wreathed the audience:

the end came as an overture.

From his orchestra

Mahler wrung Wagner:

a cat sneaks through

the heroic romance. 

Power ready for action

soon faded away;

Jew in the Opera,

the Parliament blew.

See you in the arena,

rallied Gustav the bunch.

Even the doorman spat after him:

Budapest is a failure.

Instead of a farewell in tears

he makes a cunning exit.

Cheap thrills are useless when

time’s hands are around your neck.

He was like the two heart-shaped

cakes in his drawer – 

no Hungarian, no Jew.

Origin unknown.

Love Under Cover

The Adagietto had already stormed out when

Gustav first met the eye of Alma.

They did not, only their kisses knew

that summer soon deserts desire.

Madame Curie never believed

her discovery would come to such bitter end;

radium would dissolve cities;

not one stone would stand for better for worse.

No one ever believed in anything;

still, all those things happened

in which we stubbornly never-believed:

those treacherous vows unfulfilled.

In Body There is Love

The Adagietto slowly stirs

permeating the Viennese Fall;

in its trace, we wade through leaves; 

fading time won’t hinder us.

Looking for the Karlskirche

we were lured by the Adagietto.

And the Viennese sky did not fade

when behind the park we found

the fine temple of Gustav and Alma;

for we had cheated fading;

our love grieved about something else then:

he’ll never run dry but the body will.

We Move Together

I rode my bike when

the kind, large-sized postman

shouted after me and

drew letters of Mahler from his bag.

The book saw the light of day in the widow’s life;

and in the light treachery was seen:

a strongly retouched portrait of Almschili;

for the winners’ touch remain on memoirs and letters.

But Gustl. himself was not a harmless pigeon either;

into the masterpiece he ground not merely

his wife but bits and pieces of his musicians, of himself, too.

Longed to be a martyr for real,

or rather a witness of music

like the zealous monk with

the harpsichord on Giorgione’s painting.

A copy of the picture hung in his working room;

or rather He was its reproduction,

the incarnation of the tough and strict spirit

with his sole god to exhibit: music;

and with all the others subjected.

However, it is the merit of the

fame-specialist ever-lasting widow that she

published the book in silenced times;

when street names were again spat on,

And no one knew where he lived then,

And the Adagietto stormed out long before,

For it had its storm, its tempesting love,

its farewell to mortifying Europe. 

I was happy to ride my way home,

I have the book at last, and you wait for me there.

When they spat again on street names,

We move together with our book.

Translated from Hungarian by Zoltán Lengyel

Srđjan Srdić: 

Srdjan Srdic was born in Kikinda in 1977. He graduated at the department of the world literature and theory of literature. Currently, he is employed as a professor of Serbian language and literature with the Grammar school in Kikinda and also as a program editor in the Jovan Popovic Library in Kikinda. In 2007, he became one of the winners of the contest organized by the Croatian website www.bestseler.net, and his story “ Grey Gloomy Something”, among the others, was published in a collective short story collection. He won a prize for the best prose work at the literary contest organized by the magazine “Ulaznica” in 2007 and “Laza Lazarevic“ award for the best unpublished Serbian story in 2009. He’s been published in the huge number of literary magazines in Serbia and Croatia. During the 2008. he finished work on his first novel named “The Dead Field“. Srdic is the editor of the international short story festival KIKINDA SHORT. 

Slow Divers

by Srdjan Srdic

She said, “Do You Think You Could?”

Perry Farrell – “Slow Divers”

*

The only thing you can ever hear are the footsteps of the people leaving.

*

Every night, I sit on the terrace and listen. Moans, sighs, plastic chairs being moved around the hotel bar, glass clinking on glass, the sun setting and clinking on glass, people insisting on whatever, chlorine, lots of chlorine, loud looks, rejection of decency, some children, rude comments, stupid jokes, people waiting for whatever, music, languages, lots of languages, exuberant recognitions, coughs, smoke. Lots of smoke. Lots of words, barely intelligible in all the smoke.

The voices blend into one. The voices are one voice. It doesn’t matter. Chance brings them. Chance brings us.

Mother said that somebody had to help him die. She said that he had never thought about death. So when it came for him, it caught him unaware. The death. And she said that was inappropriate. My mother. It was inappropriate to leave the death waiting. And she said that I had to help him. To die. So the two of us, both preparing for his death, came to the island.

They are here again. As every other night. Talking. Laughing. I close my eyes and take the sea in. I close my eyes and the sea dives into me.

I’m sure he laughed when the doctor told him that he would soon die. And that he should get ready. I’m sure he thought he should warn the death to get ready for him. To open its jaws wide so it could devour such a man. And now it is chasing him around the island. The death. And he knows what he’s doing. He even sits with his back to the sea. He has made himself a solid fallback.

And last night I cried on the terrace. I think I’m falling seasick.

*

They asked if I was going on a holiday. I said no. They asked if that meant I was going to stay in the city. I said no. They asked if that meant I was going to travel somewhere. I said yes. They asked if I was travelling alone. I said that one man had to die. I said that I had to take him to a certain place, a place suitable for such a death, an island. And I thought: Yes. I will travel alone. I always travel alone. And there it was, right there in their eyes, buried deep, the expectation that I would come back alone. To be precise, they expected me to come back all alone, and I said it myself, I was very clear about it, he was not coming back. Still, it felt like they wanted me to confirm that it was exactly what was going to happen, that the image of me would not be impaired by something excess, that I should remain the only person in it. Alone with myself. And that I would rush back through the darkened tunnel, echoing, alone.

We are enjoying our time together. We rarely talk. We have two rooms and a door between them. He has his books and his cigarettes. We share the terrace, but he comes out only at sunrise. During the day, he mostly sleeps. In the evening, he takes his place by the pool and he talks. And I sit on the terrace and pretend to listen.

Yesterday a muttering boy at the front desk tried to ask me a question. I did not understand it. He was struggling with the words. He kept looking at the papers he was holding. Mi-li-ca? (pronounced with all that skew-eyed exotic islanders are born with). I probably nodded. No doubt I turned around and left. I definitely thought about my name for some time. I did not understand.

At dinner, my uncle said he would not come back till morning. The group, his group, had planned a night trip. I knew he was taking all those voices to the other side of the island and I talked to myself. I have a nice, large mirror. A very practical thing. It stands there by the bed. I took all my clothes off. Slowly. Like I was trying to seduce the me in the mirror. Or the other way round. It doesn’t matter. I have a name. Mi-li-ca. I have beautiful, large breasts. I have blond, lunar hair which smells of shampoo and warm fogs. I am thirty years old. A bit more. And I have nobody. And nothing more.

The challenge is to press as much fluttering, wispy music deep down into the lower gut as possible. The challenge is to dedicate your time to thinking about the sun that is before and after us.

Those chairs form a circle. I have never seen who does that. Who arranges them. That person is surely very quiet and careful. Discreet.

The Countess comes first. She doesn’t know I call her that. I never told anybody. Her knees deserve gilded shells. An awesome woman. Moves dangerously, lazily. Refined, as the maturity of the years she carries in her thighs. One night, she told him: You are a Satyr, you… but, look, you know that already, you enjoy it, you, you… Hemingway! I shivered with the aroma of those words, the words she had knitted under his expensive shirt with such ease. She crosses her legs and leans back in her chair musing of myrrh of the pine forests and fires. Then the English. They come dancing from the dining room. Ancient lovers, kept on the ground only by the weight of the feelings they have for each other. The man stops the woman a few meters before the pool and tells her something. He speaks with his eyes and the tips of his cheekbones. He had told her the same thing at the beginning of the world and she has no reason not to believe in it now, at the end of her life. Later, he talks about philosophy. She stays silent. But she doesn’t let go of his arm. Then some guy named Ivković and his fiancé join them. Gentle creatures of unsightly spirit. Cute in their innocence and lethargy. And the loud Greeks, waiving their hands in the elation of calculation, with their short, stout women with razor-sharp tongues. Children wild with insomnia, loitering.

The nights end ritually. The two of them are alone. Silent. Jarrett plays in the bar across from the hotel. Piano tones from the diaphragm of the dawn. One time my uncle stopped it all. He said: I am already dead. I just need to get a confirmation. I am waiting for the official certificate. The Countess was looking into the distance. Towards the olive groves surrounding the city. I know she was doing that even though I was lying down, caressing the sheets with my right hip. He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. Then the moment took the place belonging to twinkling infinity. She spoke, from him: Let’s go now. They will come… to take us away. Come on. Then she stood up. Elegant like nature.

*

Today I wandered. I let myself gain a decent distance from myself. Small waves were made of dying sun and brittle seashells. A fat woman emerged from the dry sand. She warned me, politely. Gave me a gift, a story about kareta-kareta turtles which come from their island every night. They surface right here, by my feet. They take their positions. And they give birth. They give birth for nights. They seek silent nights. And this woman supervises their nights. She secures the ambient. She does not work alone, there are few of them. The tourists understand. They do not interfere with that supervised birth-giving. She showed me a couple of pictures. Giant, sluggish animals with craning necks. I asked her to show me the island they go to when the time comes for them to die.

Chekhov, Anton Pavlovich came to my terrace tonight. He coughed and whizzed, adjusting his glasses from time to time: All men and beasts, lions, eagles, and quails, horned stags, geese, spiders, silent fish that inhabit the waves, starfish from the sea, and creatures invisible to the eye—in one word, life—all, all life, completing the dreary round imposed upon it... I wanted to touch him, but that could not be done, no way it could be done from that frozen apartment, from those fifteen minutes to four when I come home from work, from those hysterical phone calls made too late, to whomever, it could not be done because of the constant glare of the TV screen in the oversized living room, because of the pretty underwear never worn, because of the morning joy brought by the voice of the woman from the wake-up service, there was no moving away from the pregnant women in well-lit streets, away from the grotesque celebration of the thirtieth birthday. I had come to the point of burying my uncle who could at least die. There was no moving away from that. No moving away from the ending of the Chekhovian monologue.

All is cold, cold. 

All is void, void, void. 

All is terrible, terrible.

I fell asleep around five. I lingered in the clotted subconsciousness for about fifteen minutes when a knock came on the door. I rubbed my eyes and opened the door, expecting my uncle. She said that she was sorry and that she was aware of how inappropriate it was. Her dress had flowers hidden in the purple mountains embroidered on it. She was looking for the room 44. Could I help her find it? I stuttered. There was no such room. She shrugged and said she was certain that room was at the end of the corridor. Then she turned around again and smiled her name at me. Violet. I stood before her and dreamed of my answer: and that great world-soul am I! In me is the spirit of the great Alexander, the spirit of Napoleon, of Caesar, of Shakespeare, and of the tiniest leech that swims. In me the consciousness of man has joined hands with the instinct of the animal; I understand all, all, all, and each life lives again in me. And she moved towards the end of the corridor carrying that dream – like an inscription on the occiput. I closed the door. I realized that I was naked the whole time. I forgot the language we spoke. Chekhov slept in the folding chair.

*

At breakfast, he told me: You are a good girl. I feel the things you think about. But, you need to dedicate yourself to time. To free yourself. And after midnight, he reached his point: ...because Santiago is a true champion! You, my dear future Mrs Ivković, have apparently finished some schools, but I have finished life. That was the weapon. He was immune to attack.

In the gap of the day I smudged memories all over myself. I wrote: How much of Milica is there left after a walk in which October spills all its rains, and the waters obscure everything - the dull, afternoon sun, the neon from the gas station, the boy carelessly running across the wrinkled concrete of the street, the yellow blinking from the belly of the traffic light, the crumpled wrapping of a milk chocolate and the tinkling of a small, French mouth organ?

*

Everybody waited for someone and everybody was late. The women, ladies for the first time, pincered between seducing perfumes, jewelry and an intonation specially set for the occasion. Combed children in clean, ironed T-shirts. Freshly shaven men with better cigarettes between manicured fingers. My uncle came first. That night’s role asked for manner and attitude. A pose. He cleared his throat while she came down the slippery stairs. Wearing a gown made of swan’s pride and a carefully chosen gait. Tonight, her name was Longing.

We left to face the sea.

On the bus seats, they left us catalogues. We just had to get to that reef and then let go. There were various texts there, about the possibilities of views, the euphony of the place, the unforgiveness, synesthesia, about the dishes seasoned with Greek winds. We just had to get to the other side of the island.

I went because of him. I was the archpriestess on the ceremony of his passing away. The plan constructed earlier deserved respect. It was a good foreplay for death. I understood then that a minion is the greatest accomplice. In part, I played this role for my mother, she was reaching out to me, her hand was hundreds of miles long, and she was helping me lift the body of her dead brother. Helping me wrap him in white canvas and lower him onto the waves.

I had two seats just for me. As always. While the bus plummeted down the sharp bends between the noble houses made of stone, I sank into something less than half a dream and more than nothing. I smouldered, breathing in the traces of millions of arguing crickets in the island woods. It boiled inside me, crushed my thighs under the silky pants. I stopped being, right there, in the bright block of the bus’s front lights, in the random conifer glare. She came, like a first frame of a dream. As always. She whispered, pressing my eyes with her wet palms: I am here. She came, I don’t know where from. I never asked her. Today I know that even then I loved her.

Once we stopped, an avalanche came from the fat neck of the sweaty Greek who launched himself at us: Welcome, welcome! Greek night, a moment of romance for lovers! I give you the keys of the castles of Happiness! Follow me, follow me, do not hesitate, come in, take it! This is your time, you paid for it! He staggered towards the Mediterranean of his restaurant’s garden, towards the parcel he inherited from the Gods, towards the lush grove wedged between the still stones. Behind the group of the excited, the two of us stopped walking. She entered behind my pupils. She spoke: I came here to stay. And with her forefinger, she gently pressed the spot in the bottom of my breasts. I replied: You came. That is enough. Can you do more? She said: I can try to be. For a while. The firstborn dawn of this world had the same laugh. I asked: They sent you? Finally? She raised her arms. The tips of her fingers she dipped into the lowers clouds. I continued, staring at the belly of the sky: I know. She hushed the words: I know that you do. I asked: What is your name tonight? She twittered: Svetlana. Tamara. As you want me tonight.

The language we spoke... I don’t remember it.

*

Half-naked boys diligently approached the tastefully set tables. I breathed in arythmically, hugged by all those bodies, their lithe olive oil muscles. My senses were burdened by salads, cheeses, chunks of meat just removed from the bluish flames. By vine. The ancient drink of the local existence, spat from the centre of the island like lava. I crossed my legs. I teased. I called. I waited. She stood behind my back. I didn’t ask her why. I didn’t even see her. I just knew she was there. And I felt safe.

My uncle leisurely rocked in his high back chair. The king with his women and his wishes. They talked to him. Everybody talked to him, but he only listened to women, women were his one remaining true hope. He grabbed each word they spoke, he writhed with his mouth filled with women’s voices, wallowing in joy, strong, full, and eternal. Passionate musicians were losing control and all restraint, they inspected the contents of our insides, pulling our intestines out and turning them over, their cheeks shiny and their moves cat-like, wild. They stood up, inviting us to join the circle of the enchanted and moonstruck, they screeched and yelled, grabbed the backs and buttocks of the women numb with alcohol. Then came the unbuttoned owner of the restaurant overlooking the end of the world, and brought the siren-dancer, his fat, butcher’s hand was clenching her mane. Dark-haired and light footed, white marble under the dress, she jumped, free in the air, as if she could, she whirled recklessly, tore the night with her fine fingernails. Then she tore at herself, freeing herself of the arms which, unworthy, tried to reach her, she slipped away, rushed in, splashed. It cracked on the open sea, we disturbed the inscrutable bottoms, all of us delirious and mesmerized, right there, on that balcony above the water, on the other side of the island, on the other side, devilishly tall, restless and hot.

When finally everything calmed down, I went towards the edge, towards the fence protecting from the depth, like an endless misunderstanding between the man and the open sea glazed by the dying sun. My uncle never noticed that I had left the table and I was free to fall back into the arms of all those men who never noticed me and yet I woke up with them, I leaned on their backs in shady rooms. I cruised through my thirty years, my lips dark blue and swollen with anxieties and longings, alone with many, numb with pointless giving, terrified, torn by the search for the unlikely and incomprehensible Someone in the emptied Something. I stopped by a weak old man, hunched in his ugly little chair. He clapped his hands quietly, clapped his wrinkled old palms, hiding tons of rhythm in the tips of his black, polished shoes. All alone, in front of the vast. Spiteful in his forgiving dignity. Wise, aware of the truth that it’s only logical to believe in order. There. In the end. There, behind the finished song of the sun. In the end.

On our way back, we faced the ghosts of the small villages all made of stone. And the high towers in the dark.

A dream covered the night hours. In that dream, she whose name is my wish, the wish I could not recognize in the bus full of spellbound tourists, was crushing the body of the bacchanal dancer. It was a dream about the buttons undone on Tamara’s pellucid dress, about the intertwined, thin fingers, about molten women’s tongues, about love on the shore larger of all.

I had my place in that dream. Aside from its innerness. As always. I loved it, the dream, I cuddled with it, far from it like Tantal from satisfaction.

*

Later on she took to coming every night. She visited me, coming from her room at the end of the corridor. She never announced herself, she never knocked, I would sometimes come out of the bathroom and find her sprawling in the sweat of my bed. She offered me themes, sudden, random, without notice, she left them all to me, wanted me to classify them, to hoe around them, we talked while Jarrett played, we flowed with his refined phrases and sudden yells of the audience in live recordings from concerts. We drank. I would go to the bar and bring cooled bottles of light, island wine. Sometimes I did that just before dawn, and then I could see that the end of the summer was near. By the pool, my uncle was writing to the Countess. Short things. He would take a couple of minutes of freedom from their lengthening silence and confidently led the pen across the white of the napkin. She never read these straight away. She just collected them all and took them with her, those soft lullabies. Those mornings, all made of chunks of secrets. It seemed to me they had reached something, both of them, as if the whole time they were taking each other to the same place using different paths. As if it had turned out that they were both looking for the same oasis. As if they had finally stopped. They could go no further. That is why he wrote to her. To enrich the end of the summer. In the end.

*

One night, I fell asleep while she talked to me. It was made of plush silence, her voice. I startled, still in the dark. And she came out of the bathroom. A few crystal drops glistened on her nipples. She plunged a smile deep between my legs and whispered: I want you to remember me like this. In the end.

*

Our last morning there smelled of good coffee and freshly baked croissants. Svetlana approached our table. She did not usually come during the day. Her tense hips swayed and rocked. She asked my uncle if she could take me that night. He frowned a little and nodded pensively, hiding joy in his beard. And then she, barely noticeably, turned towards the other side of the dining room. The Countess was purposefully spreading honey over the thin layer of butter. Have you always been this happy?, she threw the question to my uncle.

Our eyes groomed the curves of her bottom together. How real she truly is?, I heard him think.

*

I remembered the straps on her sandals, wrapped around the naked calves. The night lights over the island, like melted wax on the noble blackness of the piano cover. She waved to my uncle and he returned the greeting. He just nodded, occupied with practised rolling of the Dutch tobacco into the thin white paper. The Countess melancholically breathed in the chlorine. Discarded rubber toys floated around the pool. Lions, eagles, and quails, horned stags, geese, spiders…

There were lightnings in the sky. I watched her, I never stopped. Everything on her threatened to burst. Her dress was opening up. Everything in me threatened to burst.

She repeated: I am taking you tonight. I am taking you. Will you? Will you let me take you? Will you let me?

*

She sneaked into the tavern close to the shore and I waited for her in the raging wind. Then a skinny hunchback appeared from the darkness of the shabby drinking house, a confident companion of all the evil passions and impure urges. He helped us jump into the fast boat, all the while whispering about ghosts, casting nervous glances towards the south. It poured from the tips of the evening. And we were wet with speed, wet with scorching rain, wet with the awareness of the end of our time. Wet with each other. She screamed, bit my shoulders, I knew she was mad, the hunchback gnashed and prayed to his drunken gods while she reared, accepting the rhythm of the boiling waves under us. We dragged ourselves to the shore like sparks escaping the storm. He had stopped too soon, that devil’s boatman, the shore couldn’t even be seen, This is as far as I will go!, he hissed. Go away, go back to the dogs, you dog, and come get her when the dawn breaks, she ordered.

Had there been sun, it would all have been azure, I felt it. This way, we were struggling to swim to the line of fat sand stuck under the ghastly cliffs. I was drowning, she was calling, only laughter rushed towards the murky shapes. Salt, and the water which tumbled me, tore me apart. All the elements, equal to each other. Everything was one.

Coooome, that’s how she sang, cooome, it rang.

And I hit the shore. And I swam out.

Mi-li-ca, there went, Mi-li-ca.

Her palms on my eyes, like the last time. Something vicious was pushing me towards her. Something from the water. She stood up. She nervously took her clothes off. She turned around. Spread her arms wide. Dull movement from the underground was crushing the land. I stood up. I took a step back from the splashing avalanche behind me. And then I stopped. There, in front of us, with its lower half buried into the clean, milky sand, in its deathbed for decades, the wreck of an old cargo ship rusted. It rotted, right there. It stank. It throbbed. It bulged. The dead ship moaned. The boatman had spoken about the ghosts. The man who cleans the pool had told me about them. I did not believe him. That happened forty years ago. The sea spat out a group of smugglers. The rest of them it crushed under its weight. There was no one to hear them. No one to help. They say the ship floated in air for a couple of seconds. Before the fall. They say that no one had ever seen such a horrible scene. No one was ever found. Not one body. They say they climbed the steep rocks. Like schizophrenic insects. Looking away from what was following them. The rumor has it they are here. Still here. In the rocks, in the entangled ship’s bowels, in the wreck’s skeleton.

Mi-li-caaa.

She took my hand and laid it on the stranded steal corpse. Leading it across its surface. Caressing it. We circled it three times. In silence. Carrying gasps of storm in our hair. Then she stopped and pulled me towards her. And she had thousands of hands. She called in, by nasal elegy: Milica, open up. Milica, open yourself up... And so she led me, and I gave her everything, and she found some spots, spots to press herself into, and I opened up like a flower, and it entered me, the spirit of the great Alexander, the spirit of Napoleon, of Caesar, of Shakespeare, and of the tiniest leech that swims. In me the consciousness of man has joined hands with the instinct of the animal; I understand all, all, all, and each life lives again in me.

I don’t remember the rest. Probably because of the rain. I fell asleep, sheathed by her fragranced warmth. I knew she was not going to be around when I wake up. I laid my head onto her lap. Before I escaped the reality I held onto what she had said about that sad French book which ends with Michelle walking into the sea.

I knew I would never be alone again.

*

The Countess waited for hours for me to wake up. I found her sitting at the edge of the bed, right by my bent knees. I wanted to ask, but she was faster: This morning. In my room. He simply did not wake up. I knew. I arranged everything. He will go, I mean, they will take him, after you leave. Tonight. My condolences. I know, he was your uncle. Give my condolences to your family too, my most sincere... And then she broke. She hugged me and cried. For the first time she cried in front of somebody. And she sobbed for a long time. I arranged… everything... everything... is arranged... I... everything...

I packed my things and called my mother on the phone. She felt relieved after I told her. I did not let her down.

I spent a couple of minutes on the front desk, and then a woman showed up, a black woman, somehow not quite grown up. I returned my key, and she asked if I was feeling better now that I was leaving. She explained she was asking such an inappropriate question because they brought me in that morning. An unsightly man. One of those sailors. But, he went away at once. However, there was also a woman. She stayed in my room long afterwards. The black woman saw her through the door left ajar, she was standing by the window. I just wanted to check, madam, the lady is going with you, sure? Because, I never saw her go out. I could not tell her it was room 44, at the end of the corridor. Beyond the end of the corridor. And you, madam, are you all right? Feeling better now?

*

On my way back I had two seats just for me. As always.

*

Andrea Pisac 
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Genealogy

by Andrea Pisac

When I told my parents I was coming home that day, they both reacted in an unusual way – Mum made no dinner, Dad didn’t get drunk. 

I sat at the dining table, looking at thin slices of ham and cheese, surrounded with pickle – a substitute for a homemade meal. Bread had already formed a slight crust. She must have laid out the food straight after my call. I wasn’t hungry. 

‘You must leave him at once,’ she said, reaching for my forearm. There was an urgency in her touch, but my head remained listless, cupped in the palms of my hands. 

‘At once,’ she repeated.

Dad refused to convene at the table – he stood next to the window, fumbling with a cigarette, pressing it almost flat between his fingers. Then he licked along the side of it and brought it to his mouth. It was against the rule to smoke in the house. 

‘Leave her be for a while,’ he instructed Mum, quietly. The smoke snaked its way out of the half-open window. 

‘Is this the first time it happened?’ she asked, her voice turning warmer. 

‘No,’ I admitted. 

‘I’ll rip his guts out!’ she hissed. ‘I swear I will.’ 

For a while, she went back and forth between swearing at my husband and tending to the red swollen scar across my face. Her hands never stopped trembling, no matter which mood she was in. I couldn’t relate to her – she was taking it all too seriously. For a moment, my father’s silence felt more soothing. Yet, I knew he wasn’t peaceful. He was brooding. And he soon left the room. 

Coffee made me feel better. Though it left a sour after taste, keeping my mouth in a strange twist, it filled my stomach with tranquilizing warmth. My mother  couldn’t sit still. She went to the fridge to get me some milk, then a second later, returned for a tea spoon.

‘Your father never hit me when he was sober.’

I stared at her. 

‘I don’t know how you could have allowed this to happen,’ she mumbled under her breath. 

‘I didn’t allow it,’ I protested.

‘Well, it happened, didn’t it?’

‘Yes. It did.’

‘It won’t happen again,’ she said firmly. ‘You’re not going to end up like your grandmother.’

‘No,’ I complied.

‘This is what happens when you stay after the first slap. 30 years later, you get stabbed. And over what? An undercooked chicken.’

‘I know, Mum,’ I said, annoyed. ‘You told me the story. Countless times.’

‘Fucking bastard. She cooked for him all her life.’

She wouldn’t let go.   

I excused myself and went out. I found my father, sitting in the dark in front of the house. Though only in his light stripy shirt, his body seemed immune to the night chill. He offered me a cigarette.

‘You’re encouraging me to smoke again?’

‘It can only help you now,’ he smiled at me. 

The wicker sofa squeaked as I sat down to join him. It had been raining the day before and the cushions were stored in the shed. He took a torch and went to find one. He insisted I never sat on a bare, cold surface. Afterwards, we didn’t speak. The incessant chatter from my head slowly gave way to the mesh of nocturnal sounds – insistent cries of baby owls that nest in the chimney of the house next door coupled with hedgehogs rustling among shrubs by our fence. I could only recognize the highest and the lowest of tones. In between there was muted silence. I felt sleepy.

Upstairs, my mother prepared the bed in my old room. She chose the purple sheets I was given as a birthday present by my best friend in high school. She thought that might cheer me up. I snuggled underneath the duvet and, still sitting up, rested my hands on my lap. 

‘Mum,’ I asked her ‘do you remember when we used to lean at the window and wait for Dad to come home? In the old flat?’

‘Of course I do,’ she smiled.

‘You were scared he would come back drunk, weren’t you?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Did you think he might hit you then?’

‘I don’t know. It was a long time ago,’ she said quietly. 

She was sitting at the edge of the bed, playing with her ring. Thick gold was digging into her finger that had grown plump since her wedding day. She tried to loosen its hold, allowing the pale patch of skin to breathe. Then suddenly, her face lit with a smile, as if she had some good news to share with me.

‘You told me if it was your husband being so late, you wouldn’t have let him in.’

‘But then he came back and you let him in,’ I said, my voice sad and heavy.

‘I had no choice. You told me to.’

‘Did I?’

‘When we heard Dad at the door, I asked you if we should lock him out. You had been so determined a few hours before.’

‘So what did I say’, I asked, though I knew every word she was going to say. 

‘You said we had to let him in. Because he was your Dad and not your husband.’

‘So you let him.’

‘I let him in,’ she repeated.

She stroked my face before she left, leaving a small light on in the hallway. Downstairs, the incessant sound of the TV died. I could only hear the old floor boards bending and creaking under her weight as she moved away from me. After her thumping disappeared behind their bedroom door, I expected to suddenly feel inconsolably lonely. But I didn’t. There were ghosts everywhere. Some lulling me back to my husband. ‘Pack, leave now’, they whispered. And others reminding me of my grandmother, the pancakes she used to make every Sunday. 

I reached behind the row of books on the last shelf where I kept a secret stash of cigarettes. Dry, almost pulverized Marlboro, untouched for years. As a teenager, I had been punished countless times for smoking. And yet today, I was offered to light up, inhale, kill myself. I didn’t know what I was going to do, with life or a cigarette. It only started dawning on me how I got to be where I was. As I pressed the cigarette between my fingers, the tobacco broke out of the thin paper and crumbled on the bed. It was the last one and, really, too late to go back to the old sin.  
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DINNER SERVICE FOR GUESTS

By Rumena Buzarovska

I have lived with my sister since the death of her husband (God rest his soul!). He was a good man, though how he put up with Bella all those years is beyond me. She’ll be the death of me, too, sooner or later.


My sister calls herself a ‘multi-media composer and musician’.  When I gossip about her with my friends I call her a dabbler, because in fact she can’t play anything except the piano—and she does that badly. She refuses to play classical music because someone once said, many years ago, that under her fingers Chopin sounded like a hammer banging upon an anvil. It may have been me who said so, but that is of no importance. What is important is that, after receiving this comment, and most probably after receiving many similar remarks in the course of her studies, Bella started playing some strain of modern jazz which my ears have not learnt to abide to this day.


For a long time she performed her jazz before audiences dominated by young men with hard-pressed lips and thick-rimmed glasses and women of a certain age whose self-styled hairdos, though impeccable at the front, were unkempt at the back. Then all of sudden she became a composer and started writing ‘contemporary’ scores. My ears were even more troubled by this music, if one can call it such. Her pieces typically started with the repetitive hitting of a key in the lower register of the piano, continuing until the sound faded away completely. The piece would then proceed with the staccato banging of a key in the higher register, followed by a tremendous noise in the middle register—repeated in such a manner until the piece came abruptly to an end. All this ‘dialogue’, as the critics dubbed it, reminded me rather more of the ‘dialogues’ she and her late husband Simon had enjoyed at home than anything resembling what could be called a work of art.


My sister’s experiments in music further evolved in the field of orchestration. Having always been au fait with contemporary trends, Bella soon realized that, where the Balkans were concerned, the greatest demand was for art related in some way or another to war. This theme had the benefit of enabling foreigners to identify the only thing they knew about the area with the additional advantage that they could pride themselves upon their compassion in being so moved by the great pain experienced by the indigenous folk. Thus my sister’s first composition was entitled Bloody Greeting and started with a gunshot. 


The live performance of this work kicked off with the explosion of a cap from a toy gun, spreading a terrible smell amongst the first few rows of the audience and triggering a coughing fit in one elderly lady. The conductor was entrusted with the theatrical aspects of the gunfire, but as the string section was supposed to start screeching dissonantly immediately after the shot had been fired, there would either be no time for him to dispose of the gun or he would become so confused that he would continue waving the gun in his right hand throughout the entire first movement. Some people in the audience were fascinated by this new concept and it received many raving reviews in the media. Her next work was called Screams and was a ‘postmodernist mix’ of contemporary and historical conflicts. By this my sister meant to imply that she was inspired by the poetry of Grigor Prličev, on the one hand, and on the other by the screams of war she could hear all around herself in the Balkans. Accordingly, this work—one of her direst efforts and certainly the most unbearable for the ears—consisted mostly of screams. These screams were not the ordinary screams of people who genuinely suffered throughout the Balkans, of course, but screams produced by renowned sopranos, altos, tenors and baritones. This work was at the same time her first flirtation with multi-media: on a screen behind the orchestra which accompanied the screaming group, she projected black-and-white footage of two small runny-nosed children crying. I felt terribly sorry for the children, though I never asked her how she obtained the footage nor how she managed to make them cry so convincingly, although I guess the latter would not have been too much of a problem for her. 


My sister belongs to a generation of, let us say, artists who are neither part of the established older generation, nor enjoy the benefits of the younger generation obtained merely on account of their youth. But Bella is perfectly aware that she will never be admitted into the older generation, simply because all thrones have already been taken up, and that by joining the younger generation she might travel the world and win popularity with her multi-media music projects, which have obviously retained their topicality. I believe this was the crucial motive for her to start producing Screams and suchlike.


Despite her tyrannical behaviour at home, Bella has charm and used to be very pretty. People who do not like her have started calling her ‘The Belly’ now, but I haven’t told her this yet as I am saving it for a special occasion when I am more than usually annoyed with her. She used to have a firm behind and pert breasts, a narrow waist and slender, shapely  legs. Lately, however, her waist has somehow merged with her behind and her breasts, and her legs have also started making attempts to fit in with the rest of her body. In other words, Bella has gotten fat and broad while her face and neck have remained thin. Given her predilection for wearing bell-like dresses, she now resembles a triangle in form. The skin on her face has sagged a little, but remains beautiful in complexion. Her problem is that she refuses to accept the fact that she is getting older and uglier and endeavours to stay young by increasing the amount of make-up on her face. She won’t leave the house without first having painted dark-silver crescent moons on her eyelids and smeared lipstick around her mouth in an attempt to give her lips a fuller look. When her eyebrows began thinning, she compensated by drawing them in with black eyeliner; but the results are not always symmetrical and lend a cynical expression to her face at times and a look of confusion on others. I admit she doesn’t look too bad from afar, with her eyes and mouth brought out, but I have had to advise her at least once, from the bottom of my heart, to maintain a certain distance when speaking to people because in close proximity she looks like a witch. 


I am bemused by her slowly turning into a hag since she is very particular in all other respects. But this is only one of her characteristics which exasperates me. For instance, even though it was her suggestion that I move in with her (apparently, she was in a state of shock after her husband’s unexpected departure), she at once strictly specified the particular areas of the living-room which I was allowed to occupy with my belongings. One such space was the desk in the living-room, which, of course, we both had the right to use. But she flies off the handle whenever I fail to move my things off the desk, and once she even rushed into my tiny bedroom and threw the scissors I had left on the desk at me as I lay asleep. She did this, I know, because she abhors my habit of cutting out interesting snippets from the newspapers and pasting them into scrapbooks. Given that I have pursued this hobby since the age of thirty, I have accumulated thirty-two years of interesting cuttings and a large number of closely organized scrapbooks which I occasionally pull out to leaf through. When I moved in with Bella, I was allocated only two of her many bookshelves—all replete with pretentious books and perverse ceramic statuettes. Mine are the bottom two shelves, forcing me to stoop low to fetch my notebooks, though she knows I have back problems. In the first months after I moved in, despite her still being deep in mourning for Simon, we had terrible rows whenever I failed to tidy away any unused cuttings from the desk or the floor. And while I have made concessions to her fastidious cleanliness, she simply cannot accommodate herself to any signs of my presence, even if they are only at her desk. Any felt-tips or pens I might leave behind, for example, she will remove at once and place in a drawer, again at the bottom of the desk, while her pens stay neatly arranged in a china mug next to the computer.


She employs an excellent defence mechanism to shut me up whenever I happen to complain about my rights. She starts weeping for Simon, saying that I only create additional stress instead of helping her. I don’t know how long this false mourning period is going to last, but I cannot bear it for much longer. I feel as if she runs my life and, in spite of her being much younger than me, as if I were a child and she my mother. Still, her fastidiousness and her hysterical outbursts whenever I do not conform to her standards force me do even the most hateful things—like clearing the table immediately after meals, stacking the dishes in the dishwasher and wiping crumbs off the table instead of lying down, like all normal people, and taking a nap. 


When I moved in, Bella did do one clever thing in allotting me a separate toilet. Occasionally, it is true, she meddles with my bathroom, and even concerns herself with the tidiness of my tiny room, but only when she is expecting some of her important guests. 

With these important guests she can really be very pleasant. Her charm and smiles succeed in seducing the special sponsors who make it possible for her to hold her ‘concert exhibitions’ or ‘musical performances’. For this reason, our home is regularly visited by renowned guests from the world of culture and politics, rewarded with special treatment if they are foreigners. I hate these situations and try to avoid them as much as I can, but I am often a witness to performances staged by Bella for my eyes only before the arrival of her aristocratic guests as she is then invariably in a state of utter panic. If I were not there to help her prepare the copious amounts of food and cook the spinach pie, I believe she might faint. Before the guests arrive, she pays special attention to the flat being impeccably clean and tidy. It is only then that she makes me clean my toilet and tidy up my room, just in case any of the guests wander off into my ‘filthy’ part of the flat. Several hours ahead, she checks whether all the shelves have been dusted, covers the tables with the linen for special occasions and slips the cushions on the sofa in their special covers which she brought from Pakistan.


The most important ritual is related to the dinner service. Bella has a special cabinet in the kitchen where she keeps the plates, glasses and cutlery for guests.  And really it is a highly select and very expensive set of china, crystal glasses and silver cutlery. I am happy about this because she is so afraid I will break or leave stains on the china that she never makes me do the washing-up when the guests have left.


I have played host to many of Bella’s guests, of all kinds, but nothing can compare with the two occasions when we were visited by Wolfgang—or, as my sister  and I called him, ‘the blind man’. This was not meant metaphorically but literally: Wolfgang was blind and moved with a stick. His eyes appeared normal. They were brown and beady and, except for their frequent blinking, winking and, at times, weird circling around as if trying to see everything, left you with no impression that they were without sight. One could guess from afar, nevertheless, that Wolfgang was blind,  for in addition to walking with a stick, he held his head unnaturally erect.


My sister had not told me anything of his blindness, which offended me greatly as I was unprepared for such a meeting. She merely informed me that an Austrian musicologist was coming for dinner and that there was no need for me to make a pie this time, just one of my exotic salads. Having done so, I withdrew to my room bewildered that my sister had not once yelled at me for leaving something where it did not belong, nor asked me to help her, nor shown any signs of hysteria before the guest’s arrival. I knew he was due to arrive around seven and so I emerged from my room at quarter to seven, only to find her sitting peacefully reading a book in an armchair in the living room. No new covers on the cushions, the table linen unchanged. My sister was neither short of breath nor anxious, making it obvious that she had not spent the past hour cleaning. The flat looked normal. And Bella, her face free of its usual caking of make-up, was neither framed within one of her eccentric hairdos nor wearing one of her usual black sacks with studs down the side. 


‘Is the guest not coming, then?’ I asked, confused.


‘Yes, he’s coming in fifteen minutes. I’ll meet him in front of the building. He’s coming in a taxi. Did I not tell you he was blind?’


I shook my head. 

‘Ah, well, he is. So we don’t need to dress up!’ said my sister and laughed out loud.


I was rather put out as I had spent some fifteen minutes dressing up and blow-drying my hair. I had no time to consider whether I would have done the same if I had known the guest was blind, for at that very moment my sister’s mobile-phone rang. When she saw who was calling, she leapt out of the armchair and said: ‘It’s him! He’s arriving fifteen minutes early! The cheek of it! Imagine I had to get dressed or put my make-up on!’


She slipped into some trainers and ran out through the front door. She was back a few seconds later, however, rushing into the toilet to apply some perfume. She advised me to do the same, as blind people have a heightened sense of smell. I obeyed and quickly sprayed myself with perfume. But I did so somewhat clumsily and when I returned to the living room it seemed to me I had gone a little over the top. I was immediately embarrassed by the thought that the guest might notice I had perfumed myself in order to create a good impression, and I also became very self-conscious regarding the quality of my scent and was suddenly convinced that the perfume was no good. I rushed into the toilet to wash it off with some soap. While I was doing that, Bella and Wolfgang arrived, so I missed the moment of his being ushered into the living room.


Wolfgang was already seated on the sofa, blinking and staring with a smile at the upper right corner of the living room. When I approached him, my sister introduced me in English.


‘Wolfgang, this is my sister Ada.’

Wolfgang stood and immediately clasped my outstretched hand as if he could see it and knew where it was. I was impressed by the sense blind people have of the objects around them.


‘Ada’s English is not terribly good,’ my sister explained, the first in a series of subtle insults.


‘I am sure that is not true,’ the blind man said in a heavy Austrian accent. Throughout dinner, he kept saying ‘foh shua’ as a positive comment in his conversation with my sister.


‘Ada is a retired historian,’ my sister continued in her introduction, leaving me no space to express myself, ‘She used to work for the National Historical Institute.’


‘Ach, zoh,’ said Wolfgang, staring at a spot on my right shoulder, nodding his head in confirmation. ‘Did you know Professor Jankovski?’ he asked me, accentuating the ‘o’.


‘Certainly, we were very close friends,’ I replied, curious to discover how Wolfgang knew the professor. My sister left to fetch some drinks and Wolfgang and I started chatting. By the time she returned, we had developed a discussion concerning our mutual acquaintances. The man’s knowledge of history was truly amazing, as was the fact that he knew so many people in my field. Bella sat down in an armchair and watched us with a deepening frown. Before long she began signalling me to stop talking to the guest: running her finger across her throat, making time-out signs, locking up her mouth with an invisible key. I went on, ignoring her until she addressed me in English in her false British accent: ‘Ada, darling, your zipper is undone.’ I blushed, first with anger and then with shame that my sister should embarrass us both in such a manner, and only just managed to mutter a confused ‘Thank you,’ and zip up my zipper that was indeed undone. As the sound of zipping up resounded in the unpleasant silence, Wolfgang’s mouth twitched at the corner.


My sister used this unpleasant moment to launch her conversation with Wolfgang. As they talked, I pierced her with deadly looks to distract her attention. After several minutes, she began signalling to me with her head that it was time for me to put an end to such behaviour. But I did not, and only intensified my scornful looks. She turned to me and voicelessly mouthed the word ‘ENOUGH!’. I attempted to retort in the same manner, ‘ENOUGH WHAT’?, but inadvertently released the words as a quiet whisper. Wolfgang went on speaking as if he had not heard a thing while my sister, making little confirmatory noises like ‘uh-huh’ and ‘mmm...’, reached towards the shelf under the coffee table, pulled out a felt-tip pen and scrawled a message on a napkin:

CAREFUL! HIS HEARING IS EXCELLENT!

She handed me the napkin together with the felt-tip. I left them on the coffee table, blushing with fury and embarrassment. Bella continued talking to the guest as if nothing had happened. After a short while, he addressed me again and we picked up our conversation afresh, ignoring my sister. She then reached for the felt-tip and napkin again and wrote on the other side:

STOP BOTHERING HIM! HE’S VERY IMPORTANT TO ME!

Before handing me back the napkin, she said, ‘Ada, do take this napkin to wipe yourself, you’ve left a smudge just there next to your mouth.’ Then she used my confused pause to resume her conversation with Wolfgang while I, reaching the peak of irritation, wrote at the bottom of the same napkin

GO FUCK YOURSELF

and placed it back triumphantly on the coffee-table for her to see. But my sister stubbornly ignored both the napkin and me, and turned her attention completely 

on the guest. Covered in sweat with anger, I headed towards the dining room to lay the table. As soon as I approached the china cabinet, my sister’s sixth sense was activated and she apologized to the guest for interrupting in order to call out: ‘Ada, dear, don’t bother with the table. I’ll lay it.’


‘There’s no need, dear sister,’ I said, secretly hoping that the guest would pick up on the irony, ‘You just continue talking while I lay the table.’


By my sister would not surrender where her precious dinner service was concerned. She reminded the guest that dinner was getting cold and, without leaving him an opportunity to finish his tea, dragged him to the dining-room and seated him with almost violent forcefulness at the dining table. The moment I opened the cabinet containing her valuable dinner service, meanwhile, she started waving with her arms and silently yelling ‘No! No!’, somehow still managing to calm herself down sufficiently to resume her conversation with the guest. Having ordered me to sit down and ‘not bother with the dinner’, she opened the cupboard where the everyday plates and glasses are kept and cold-bloodedly laid them on the table, all the time avoiding my eyes. I was even more baffled when she pulled open the drawer where we keep our everyday forks, spoons and knives, though she was careful not to take out those with plastic handles. She also took care to provide the guest with the best napkins, though she gave herself and me the cheap ones. She didn’t notice Wolfgang passing his right hand over the surface and rim of his plate. With the tips of his fingers he then stroked the knife and fork whose handles were engraved with flowery patterns. As he did so he went on nodding his head to signal that he was listening to what I was saying.


Soon Bella finished laying the table and we started the dinner. Wolfgang’s sense of smell was truly excellent and he guessed correctly what food was on the table. My sister politely asked him whether he would allow her to serve some food on his plate. Only when we had started eating did my sister finally turn her head towards me, but when I looked back at her reproachfully for the unrefined dinner service, she immediately averted her gaze, looking first at her food and then at Wolfgang.


Wolfgang tried hard to avoid any appearance of struggling with the food, but I am sure he did not always know exactly what he was picking up with his fork and that each bite contained an element of surprise for him. I tried not to look at him so as not to make him feel awkward, but when he picked up an olive-stone on his fork from the olive he had previously eaten, I almost shouted out to warn him. I restrained myself at the last moment in order not to make him feel berated or pitied, but it made my flesh creep to see his jaws closing over the stone and to hear the muffled cracking sound in his mouth. This did not discourage Wolfgang in the slightest, however, and he continued talking and nodding his head as if nothing had happened. My sister and I exchanged a look of mutual understanding—one of very few.


Bella and I spent the rest of the evening exchanging a different type of glance, mostly filled with impatience and rebuke. We also exchanged a number of napkins whenever one of us stubbornly refused to look at the other and ignored her gesticulations. 

STOP TALKING SO MUCH!

was one of the more interesting ones, as was its swift retort

FUCK YOU!

In such a manner we somehow made it to the end of the dinner. Bella did manage to milk a few names in Austrian music from Wolfgang, as well as some offers of references for possible stipends, while I managed to steal Wolfgang from my sister several times and strike up a conversation about the people he knew in my profession. At last, my sister saw Wolfgang to his taxi. When she returned I was waiting in the armchair, ready to argue. 


‘You really are a master in making a spectacle,’ I reproached her at once.


My sister was too tired to take me up, and so was I.


‘Come on! Relax a little!’ she said, and locked herself up in her room. This infuriated me even further. By not giving me a chance to have an argument with her she was placing herself above me. I turned on the television loudly to annoy her, but even this failed to goad her out of her room. After a while I surrendered to fatigue and fell asleep.


Several months after this event, my sister informed me that Wolfgang was to visit us again. This time she didn’t ask me to make anything, not even a salad. Out of spite, I offered her my help, knowing that she wanted to be rid of me in order to charm Wolfgang without interruption.


‘Are you going to feed him out of a bucket again and greet him wearing a bin-liner?’


My sister did not rise to this provocation, which again irritated me greatly. That is probably why she didn’t tell me that he would be coming this time with his twelve-year-old son, about whom we had heard that he was a painting wunderkind. I misinterpreted her  dressing up and applying make-up as remorse for her previous behaviour, but when Wolfgang and Hubert rang the doorbell I saw immediately that I had been wrong.


Hubert was a quiet child who was constantly scribbling something or other. We gave him some blank paper, pencils and pens, and while we were talking he drew our portraits, though he fearfully hid the sheets of paper beneath each other, refusing to let us so much as glance at what he had drawn.


‘He’s a little shy, but very talented’, his father explained. 

Hubert merely blinked fast with his enormous brown eyes behind the thick lenses of his glasses. As the lenses of his spectacles were like magnifying glass, I was able to notice that when he blinked he closed his left eye first and immediately after, his right eye. Despite this, he observed us intensely, as well as everything else around him, most probably in order to sketch all he observed on his sheets of paper.


This time Bella laid the table as she did for her other guests, producing her expensive china, crystal and silver from the special cabinet. Even the table linen and the cushion covers were changed. I could feel my mouth and nose twisting in scorn at my sister’s action this time. But my attention was distracted by Wolfgang, who was saying something reproachful to his son for the first time. 


‘Hubert! Sit up properly!’ he said, looking somewhere between my sister and me towards the bookshelves in the living room. Hubert sat beside his father, but their bodies were not touching. On receiving his father’s rebuke, the child flinched and straightened up.


‘Take your elbows off the table!’ Wolfgang added. Hubert removed his elbows silently and cast his eyes down to his lap.


My sister and I exchanged our first worried look of the evening. The second followed shortly after as Wolfgang, just as he had done on the previous occasion, traced his fingers across his plate and the handles of the knife and fork, and announced:  ‘A very nice dinner service.’


Our third worried look came when Wolfgang started describing the great time which he, his wife,  and Hubert had enjoyed in Rome the previous month. ‘Rome is the most beautiful city. The Forum is truly magnificent, but the Coliseum…!’ Wolfgang exclaimed, thrilled, looking up, blinking, and placing his hand on his chest, ‘That is truly a grand beauty. Don’t let me start on the artworks!’ he sighed romantically.


I began to wonder whether Wolfgang might not be one of those almost blind people whose vision was, let us say, only 80% impaired. But even with such eyesight he could not have experienced the Coliseum and the Forum in the way he described, and for some time I considered the probability of his having experienced them through smell and sound; but finally this did not seem logical at all. I was left with the possibility that his wife, or perhaps Hubert, had explained and captured for him the sights they could see in front of them; but even if this had been the case, I concluded, he would surely not be expressing such admiration as if he had seen those monuments himself. 


After Wolfgang’s last comment, Bella and I stopped exchanging glances altogether. She grew pale. Small beads of sweat gathered above her upper lip. From time to time, she would nervously scratch her head. When Wolfgang said that it was time for him and Hubert to leave, I noticed her face suddenly regain its colour.


‘Well, I hope we shall meet again, here or in Austria,’ Wolfgang said to my sister as he embraced her. Looking at my left ear, he said ‘I’m glad we found some shared interests,’ and embraced me as well. On his father’s orders, Hubert reluctantly shook hands, first with me and then with Bella. Then he took his father’s arm and they started descending the stairs while Bella and I stood at the open front door seeing them off with our eyes. Then Wolfgang turned around, batted his eyelids like a butterfly, smiled, and said ‘You are very interesting little sisters.’


Bella shut the door and we both silently headed towards the living room. Hubert’s drawings lay on the coffee table. Both Bella and I reached for them at once, but I managed to get to them first. One by one I examined them in astonishment, passing them to my sister and wishing the child had never left them behind.

Written by Rumena Buzarovska

Translated by Marija and Matt Jones

…and finally….Dimitar Samarzhiev:

A cheeky rewrite of A Taste of Skotska in the Balkans…

A Taste of Scotsh on the Balconies

Writer Rodge Glass swamps notes, tails and smuggles stereotypes across customs at a Short Story festival in Serbia, where friction is helping to conceal the scars of genital warts 

Since the flaw of Milosevic, wordinary Serbs have perplexperienced dreamatic changes. The assassination of a deformist Prime Minister, the spread of Eastern copytalism, multiple false starts, and economic collapse. Many are not desperate to enter the EUthanAsia program, but the political fallout from the warts using the ongoing corruption problems has made a significant effort to make further disintegration difficult on a large scale, at last. But smaller goats are reachable, simply offer some grass and you have them within your reach. Four years ago, Kickin’da Short Story Festival was set up to bring young writers from the ex-Yugoslav Republics of Mousedonia together to share work and ideas. Kickin’da (In Serbian, the city is known as Kikinda (Кикинда), in Hungarian as Nagykikinda, in German as Gross Kikinda or Großkikinda, in Latin as Magna Kikinda, in Romanian as Chichinda Mare, in Slovak as Kikinda, in Rusyn as Кикинда, and in Croatian as Kikinda) is the name dispute over the small town nine miles from the Romanian border, where it partly takes place. However, little is known where it does not take place for most of its parts. Consequently, lost Serbs can’t get Visas to go abroad, so they’ve found a way to bring the people to them instead. There’s no government funding for this festival. No grant, no sophisticated organisational notwork. It operates purely on flavours, goodwill and recommendation of writers by writers, with a special guest country invited every year. Amidst the hills and hollows, tribes and councils new and old will gather to share and collaborate finding ways to re-inhabit mother earth. This year: Scotland.  

Understood? Maybe not totally. Appreciated? I don’t think so. Worthwhile? Who knows? When the mixing desk crashed to the floor someone shouted out: This is not Serbia! And it wasn’t. 

