




































































KNIFE

intoxicated by its music which had been dead—extinguished—
for twenty years.

—Brothers and sisters!—said the Bishop, straining to be
heard over the tolling of the bells, and he once again crossed
himself.—It’s ringing. It’s ringing once again, and may God
grant that it will ring now and forever!

Some women burst into tears, and began beating their breasts.
The muffled sound of wailing was heard.

The Bishop entered the church and sprinkled holy water along
the stone floor, the sacristy and the walls.

The crowd surged behind him. The air, fresh and cold, struck
his face. The candles were lit. Not even a tenth of the crowd,
which was still jostling at the entrance, could stand inside.

—Brothers and sisters!—resounded the strong deep voice of
the Bishop, afier the sound of the bell had died down.—Let us
pray to God that the events of 1941 will never repeat themselves
and that the blood shed during those dark days will be the last act
of evil and madness to befall our long-suffering people—not just
in Herzegovina, but all throughout our land!

He crossed himself, then kissed the panagia hanging on his
chest.

—We must remember the evil that took place and we must
never forgive the crimes! The living have no right to either for-
give or to conceal the fraternal wounds® of the dead. To them
falls only the duty to forever clear the ossuary and the slaughter-
house of weeds—I mean of foul lies and human forgetfulness.
History has reminded us so many times that the milestones
pointing to the future are to be found in the past. For that reason
1 summon you unto harmony and I summon you to pray to the
Almighty so that neither hatred, nor wounds still fresh, nor evil
memorics may set fire to your hearts. Evil is not remembered so
that evil may be answered by evil, but so that evil may never be
repeated!  God is the judge. He has written down what took
place and who caused it to happen. In the name of the future and
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a common life with our neighbors, it 18 our responsibility to
never again allow a knife to flash at the throat of anyone at all in
Herzegovina. Itis madness and will result in our annihilation!

The blows of pickaxes and loud wailing cut right through the
silence that reigned after the Bishop’s speech.

—Woe, Branko, my happiness! My cyes, gouged out of my
head! My hope, extinguished! Here is yvour mother—look at
her!

The people exited the church and crowded around the young
man and woman who were digging up the earth. In June of
1941, according to the recollection of some townspeople, the
Ustashi of Gacko killed thirty-seven of their neighbors and bur-
ied them in a pit. Then they defiled the church, tore down the
roof, broke down the door, overturned the bell, and gouged out
the eyes of icons.

The next part of the ceremony involved the exhumation of the
murdered victims.

It was one of those events where nothing was left to chance.
The first to break the ground above the dead were Dragica
Jaukovi¢ and Alija Osmanovic.

The two of them, above the burial pit, were supposed to be a
graphic connection between the living and the dead, between
crime and love, and between themselves and the burial pit at
their feet.

Alija and Dragica had not yet been born when those buried
beneath them lost their lives.

And if they had been born then, and if the Jaukoviéi and Os-
manovic¢i had then, as today, stood side by side on this plain,
there would have been no burial pit here, and no murder victims
within it.

He struck several times with the pickaxe. Hard clumps of
carth shot off to the side. The ground was rich in flintstone.
Sparks flashed. She shoveled away the fractured clods. There
was a lot of play in her silk jacket. Their faces turned pink.
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Then they retired their implements and joined the onlookers.
Professional gravediggers continued to search for the dead.

Alija was dressed in a black dress suit, and stood next to
Dragica at the head of the crowd. His white shirt went well with
his slightly elongated face which the mountain sun had tanned.
The first thicker strands of a beard and a mustache had just be-
gun to appear. He was tall, slender and stood straight. He was
like a candle or a young pine tree in his village, Osmanovic¢. His
eyes were bluish-green and large, agreeable and restless. He
smoked. One could tell from the index finger of hig left hand,
which was yellowed as if he had been shelling ripe walnuts.

—Ibragina, where’s your husband? Why didn’t he come?—
half whispered a shrill feminine voice.—Thanks for coming,
missus, but you can’t take his place.

—He should have come. He knows better than anyone clse
how many were killed and where they were buried!—said an-
other woman.

—Ibro didn’t have anything to do with it. His hands arc clean
and he is innocent before Allah and before the law,—was the
quick reply.

—Peace, ladies!—ordered a rasping and penetrating male
voice.

—Blagoje, how are you? What’s the matter with your
hand?—It seemed as if Alija knew that voice from somewhere.

—Good, struggling along, Zaim.

Some woman about ten paces behind him began wailing at
the top of her lungs. Everyone, including Alija, turned to sce.

—How is someone as miscrable as me going to wait? and
who should I wait for, dear Jovan?! Is Boris next to you? Your
Smilja remarried, woe is me!

Two young girls and a pair of young men approached the
withered and bent old woman. They consoled her and slowly led
her away from the crowd.

—Give her a glass of water!
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—Take her into the church. Let her rest!

—Run and get Dr. Milogevid!

—What’s a doctor going to do for my Arsen? Heal his frat-
ricidal wounds with herbs?! Raise him from the dead?! Heal his
broken angel wings?—said another equally withered old woman
who began wailing,.

A knot tightened in Alija’s throat, choking him. He was sick
to his stomach and soaked in sweat.

While listening to the weeping of those elderly women in
black, his own destiny caught fire. He could not resist the
thoughts that burst forth. He did not know the answer. There
Was no answer.

Who am 1?7 Where am I from? Where are my enemies?
Where are my roots?

My first glimmering of consciousness involve the Osmanovidi
and growing up in their village. Bui, ever since | was aware of
myself, they had told me that I was neither an Osmanovic by
blood nor by birth, nor from the village of Osmanovic. My
stepmother, Rabija, told me the story when I was still a child,
that [ was from some Bosmian village which the Chetniks had
torched and razed, and that the Osmanovid found me in a cradle
on some little forest road between Foca and Gorazde when I was
all of two days old. She was unable fo tell me the name of the
village. After I had grown up enough to ask all sorts of
guestions, I asked why was she incapable of explaining how
{since the Chetniks had wiped out my entire family) I ended up in
a cradle on a small road between Foca and Gorazde. And how
did the Osmanovidi know that I came from precisely that village,
where, as they told me “not a single person escaped being skew-
ered and roasted”? Well, even if it were all true, could it have
been possible that my mother and father had no family, friends
or acquaintances outside of the confines of their village? Some-
where, somehow, someone from my family survived.
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Rabija typically answered all those inquiries with weeping
and sifence.

And when I calmed down, she would repeat the story her late
father-in-law told, that the Chetniks, after having slaughtered
the village’s inhabitants, had taken the cradie with them and that
the Ustasha Osmanovid took the baby from them.

—Qur boys attacked those bearded rats. They lfured them
into some kind of trap, ves, I swear by my eves, and I can see it
Just as if I were there. Evervbody starfed sweating, and then our
bays struck and struck again from here and there, confusing
them as wolves do sheep in a pen, but much worse, and de-
stroyed them. Yes, I swear by both my eves, that's what my late
father-in-law said. Haif of them died, and the other half ran
away, and that half never would have gotten away if our ma-
chine guns hadn't jammed up, ves, ves, they jammed. Some
cartridge blocked up the barrel, and once those rats sensed it,
they ran away and left behind the cradle, and they kept runming,
! tell you, one right after the other, and they didn’t stop till they
reached the big blue seal

Her husband died in that forest baitle. That man was my not-
meant-to-be stepfather, Husein Osmanovic.

—Son, some bullet went astray, ves, yes, a bullet can go
astray, just like a goat or a sheep. Poor Husein had exchanged
gunfire with someone, and it seemed to the other fellow that the
bullet came from a Serb. He returned fire and struck Husein in
the head. Mavbe the man who fired realized just then that he
had made a mistake, that Husein wasn’t a Serb, but a bullet
can’t turn around and go back. It was going too fast, and it
couldn’t stop!

My name—she explained—was given to me by the late hodza
Velifa Osmanovic. Chetnilt war criminals killed him in January
of 1942 just outside of Osmanovic.

—Some warlord named Mitar Zeravica was leading them,
and I hope he’s having fun with his misfortune in the grave!
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Mitar, Mitar! Only Allah himself knows what kind of blood-
thirsty murderer he was!

In the seventh grade, when I had grown up a little, I set out
with Rabija fto harvest rye in some fields about an hour’s walk
from Osmanovic, a deserted no-man’s land which, at one time,
while it was still fnown as Jugovic, belonged to the Jugovidi.
And right after we set out, Rabija asked me for no reason at
all—mavbe just fo break the silence and monotony:

—Alija, my son, what is Fahrudin to you?

—Mother, he is my brother. What else could he possibly be?

Rabija stopped, laid the sickle on the ground, and sighed
deeply. She started talking as if she were alone in the wilder-
ness, veering a little in the direction of madness, as if she
weren't speaking to me but to the grass, to the clouds above Vo-
lujak, to the dew that glistened in the suniight or to the thick,
dark beech trees. At one moment she spoke rapidly—it was
hardly intelligible—at another moment her words were discon-
nected and confused, and the next moment she would let go a
fucid and sensitive thought like a melodic song, which was inter-
rupted from time to time by swearing and grievous maternal
curses.

—If it weren’'t for those bearded Serb rats, I would have had
Selim in addition to Fahrudin and Alija. I will never forget him,
apple of my eve, my stolen darling. Then, miserable wretch that
I am, I could never figure out which one they took. I don't know
to this verv day whether they kidnapped Alija or Selim. You had
a natural brother, who was as close as a brother can be, Alija.
That same dav, that rat-holiday of theirs, Christmas, they
brought two children from Boswnia into my house in a cradle.
You lay right next to each other, silent and stiff. That must have
been vour twin brother, my Alija. The late hodza Velija, gave
both of vou to me, so that it would be easier for me to get over
losing Husein. And the hodza named you: Selim for him, and
Alija for you. Or you Selim—and him Alija. T wouldn’t know
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which was which under pain of death. One of you had hair that
was a little thicker and blacker, so the hod#a used that to tell you
apart. Only [ just don’t know whether he said that the one with
black hair was called Selim or Alija. I forgot and I tried in vain
to remember which one was Selim and which one was Aljja. 1
was confused and couldn’t come to my semses because of
Husein’s death. Then [ was shalken and hurt when I saw the two
of you in the cradle—you were almost dying. They found you
together in a cradle, on that road in the forest, somewhere be-
tween Foda and Gorazde it seems. I diapered and suckled both
of you. [ put one of vou on the bed, so that yvou wouldn't be
cramped and smother one another. The Chetniks atfacked the
village the very next day, and Merciful Aliah granted that all of
them were crushed and sent to their graves! They broke into
homes, vandalized them and killed the inhabitants. There was
no trace of any survivors. And so Allah decreed that each and
every one of them disintegrated from leprosy and each one of
them croaked in the blackest grief, [ hope! They took my child
away from me right under my nose—they kidnapped one of you:
I don't know whether it was Alija or Selim. They took the blue-
eved boy from me, but the dark-eved one stayed behind. They
didn't see him; those dammned people didn’t find him. You're the
dark-eyed boy, but I don’t know whether that late hodZa named
you or the other one Alija. Everything seems to point fo you, but
I can’t swear fo it . . .

! had already begun to tell the difference between Partisans,
Ustashi and Chetniks, albeit in a foggy way, by the third grade.
But no matter how much I rebelled against the thought, I got the
notion that I had grown up in a family of Ustashi. Neither my
stepmother Rabija nor my aged grandmother Hikmeta, nor any
of the other Gsmanovidi for that matter, ever had a bad word to
say about the Ustashi or about the things they had done, and my
mother never would have labeled the things they did—which I
learned from my teachers and books—either as a sin or a crime.
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On the contrary, I frequently heard fireside stories, usually on
long winter nights, that were told by the older members of the
Jamily about the battlefield exploits of the Ustasa, and stories of
Chetnik war crimes and Partisan rats. Old Bajro Osmanovic
said so many times, huffing, “Really, it’s too bad that the Muslim
era didn’t last a little longer. We would again, by Allah, ally
ourselves with Lstanbul!”

As I grew older, it became even less clear why no one in the
village knew the name of my native village, and why everyone
avoided talking about it. I could never understand why ol of
them answered in a single voice that they were not Ustashi, and
that all the Ustashi in the Osmanovic family were killed during
the war. “All those that carried a gun long ago moved on to
ahiret’ "—that was what old Dedaga had told me.

In high school, and even now at the university, one more
question burns in my mind and tortures me, whose answer I want
to know: was I born into an Ustasha family? All of mv papers
and documents state that I am a war orphan and that my parents
were victims of fascist terror. My birth certificate states that my
parents were unknown, and that I am the adopted son of the late
Husein Osmanovic, and his surviving wife, Rabija. These docu-
ments contain no reference to the fact that I had a brother,
Selim. They called me Alija the Bastard in elementary school,
and Alija the Lost in high school. When [ registered for classes
at the university, some quarrelsome female clerk tried to enter
my father’s name next to mine. “Those are the regulations. You
have to have a father. After all, I don’t think that the Holy Ghost
Jathered you.” And then for the first time I wrote: “Alija
Huseinov Osmanovic”

Nevertheless, I know well that I am not Husein’s son. [ do noit
know whose son I am but [ know that [ belong to neither Husein
nor to the Osmanovidi. [ only know that my genealogy and roots
are among the Muslims. But were my parents Ustashi? Or were
they peaceful, retiring farm laborers {one would have found
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honest Muslims under their red fezes) who certainly would never
have brought evil onto anvone in the course of their entire lives?
Were they impoverished, unarmed and naive? If they had been
with the Ustashi, I pondered, the Chetniks certainly would not
have wiped them off the face of the earth so easily. They
certainly did not have any money, either. And at that time at
least someone would have come up with ransom money fo escape
the Chetnik dagger and the subsequent drawing and gquartering.
They did not belong fo the Partisans, either—then, somewhere at
least, some trace or memory of them must have remained!

As my conviction grew that my family and village did not be-
long to the Ustashi, and that they never sprayed their hands and
faces with biood, I more and more frequently picked up on the
undesirable—and bad—thought that no invisible and non-exis-
tent Chetniks were guilty of my tragic misfortune—nbut Serbs in
generall [ concealed that thought, and struggled with it and the
hatred swelling within me. That hatred, smoldering and bursting
into flame, began while I was still tending sheep in the Brujac
pasture. The other shepherds from Osmanovic and I used to
meet up on Brujac with Serbian shepherds from Shivalje, whom
we always jeered and ridiculed.

—Hey, Ibro, I'm going to stick something in your woman,
right where her stockings end!

—Alija, you bastard, a whore popped vou out of her pussy
circumcised!

—Fehrat, vou horse, may a Serb fuck you in the shed!

Sometimes, instead of these scattered insults and ridicule, the
shepherds of Slivalie would start screaming in unison like a
herd.

—Here come the Turks! Their cocks fell out of their pants!

We would answer as a herd as well.

—The Turks destroy whatever is no good, and we 're starting
with Slivalje!
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It was easy to bark and bark back louder as long as one
group was on the Slivalje side of the Aicevac mountain and the
other on the Osmanovic side, for the two mountain crests were
divided by a valley and by the waters of the Jasle which ran
through it. But when, by chance, even though both parties took
precautions to avoid such an encounter, we ran into each other
at the Jasle watering hole where our herds of cattle and sheep
got mixed up, each hasty word had the power to give sudden rise
to roughhousing, stone throwing and blows of a shepherd's staff.
And knives even came into play once. The guys from Slivalje
had started singing:

When the Saints were tending flocks,
St. Peter fucked Mohammed!

The Osmanovid answered in song:

We’re going to plant willows in Brunjac
And hang Serbs from them!

One of the guys from Shivalje fired off a rock and hit Ibro
Osmanovic in the back of the head. He barely managed to get
up and flee. Fehrat pulled out a knife, but the guys from Slivalja
showed him a thing or two. They outnumbered the Osmanovid,
and chased us across the didevac. During the pursuit, someone
grazed me with a knife. I still carry a scar between my ribs, just
above the right kidney. That evening when I came home, my
stepmother Rabija cleaned the wound with homemade plum
brandv, bound a poultice of grass over the cut, and prayed to
Allah that the puncture wound would heal and not become in-
Jfected. She said to me:

—Somy, keep away from those Serb rats. God grant that
they have fun with their own misfortune. They just missed killing
you by a hair’s breadth.

Twisted and curled up in a crude rug, 1 imagined I was
growing in bursts, my body stretching all the way up to the
smoke-darkened planks that took the place of a ceiling in
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Rabija’s house. My shoulders were getting broader. [ was
turning into an aga or a bey. | mounted a spirited horse. A
company of Turks followed me. We were going to Brnjac to take
revenge on those Serb bastards.

“I’ll cut off Milenko’s nose!” "—I reflected.  “I'll knock his
teeth out! 1 know that’s his name. I heard them say it. And !
remember what he looks like. And the other one in the fur hat,
the hillbilly wearing the heavy cloth underwear . .. hey, 'm go-
ing to get on top of him and ride him all the way to Osmanovic!
And I'm going to impale the one who poked me with his knife.
I'll ask Dedaga how it’s done. It must hurt like hell. And that
Serb is going to holleri”

—Mother, can I become an aga? Will the Turkish era come
once again? The one that Dedaga talked about?

—It will, darling. You just get well. Our time will come
again. That’s what is written in the hodZa’s ditaba.”

—And when that time comes, can I go rampaging freely
through Slivalje and avenge myself?

—You leave them Serbs alone, and may the devil tale them to
dzehenem," —shouted Rabija, who was kissing him and stroking
his hair.

—Rut mother, they are Turkish ravah. They must serve and
obey us.

—They don't have anything to do in dunjaluk.” That is a race
of people outside of your world.

—Are they stronger than the Turks?

—No, darling, nobody is stronger than the Turks.

—So why doesn’t our kingdom exist now? Why do the Serbs
throw rocks at us?

—Because they’re rats, son, who never acknowledged either
the sultan or Allah. They’re all barefaced brigands and crimi-
nals, that's what they are!

—They are brigands in the forest, but there is no forest in
Brujac. There’s not a single free.
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—The Serb will conceal himself in the black earth in order to
Jump up and kill vou. Forget about that race of rats, may they
be destroyed!

—Who is more numerous?

—There’s more of them, ten times as many, may every trace
of them be destroyved!

—Mother, you are lving to me. Theyv are stronger than we are
and our kingdom will never return,—I said, bursting info fears.

—It will, it will, darling. Ask Dedaga in the morning,—she
said, consoling me.

—How did the Serbs come to be? Why didn’t the Turks Iill
them all?

—Satan brought them from the cliffs of hell. They came from
dZehenem, that's where . .. You can’t do anything for those peo-
ple. They multiply like rats, and as soon as their eyves open, they
start biting. Sleep, darling, forget about those Serbs, may they
be destroyed!

1 couldn’t fall asleep and dream. 1 kept measuring something
within myself. My wound burned, and Rabija’s answers sad-
dened me.

—Mother, why do we speak Serbian?

Rabija put away her knitting, took thought, approached the
sedija” I was laving on, lifted my bedspread, peeked underneath
to make sure my bandages had not come undone, and acted as
though she did not hear my question.

1 later tried many times to get her to explain that to me. [
even asked grandma Hikmeta, Bajro and Dedaga. Thev would
shrug their shoulders and offer me cake, some fruit or a cube of
sugar.

Rabija did not have the money (nor did the thought ever oc-
cur to her) to send me to high school to continue my education.
She had only one dream, and that was to marry me off once I got
to be sixteen or seventeen. [o marry me and Fahrudin. She
wanfed to see us have whining, snotty kids who would cling to
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her, each crying for aitention, tugging at her dimije.” She
wanted to see Fahrudin and me, together with our wives, spend
the whole dav plowing land, clearing fields and marshes that no
one either reaped or put in order as their own, since 1942 and
the extermination of the Jugovici. She dreamed that the two of
us would erect sheep pens and stone boundary markers, groom
horses and cattle, and restore to the house of Kemal and Husein
its former sense of glory. Because of this, Rabija received the
news as a great misfortune when the township awarded me a
scholarship. I was an outstanding student, and a war orphan as
well, so I deserved it, no matter what my stepmother thought. T
had to continue my education in high school. When I left, she
put two or three handfuls of dried nuts and pears in my bag,
along with my brother’s brand-new rubber peasant shoes, two
pairs of socks and a pair of gloves. She kissed me like a true
mother, as if she had really given birth to me. She clung to me
until well outside the village, reminding me to watch out for this
and that, but especially “Serbs, town sluts and colds.”

1 needed onlv a few weeks—just as long as it took to get used
to my new surroundings and new social Iife in high school in
Gacko—to stop hating Serbs. I got to know a couple of guvs
from Slivalje in school. It turned out that they were once shep-
herds like me, who went marauding around Aicevac and Jasle.
We all got a big laugh out of it and made fun of those idiocies
and our shepherds ' recollections.

1o make things even stranger, the first girl that I fell in love
with turned out to be from Slivalje. I could not help but mention
it once to her when we were sitting in a cornfield next to a Parti-
san graveyvard. I told her how they had got me between the ribs,
right above the kidney. [ rolled up my shirt and showed her the
scar. She let her fingertips pass across the scar slowly and ten-
derly, and then, strangely enough, she smiled. She said that her
fellow Slivljani held the conviction that it was all because of the
slaughter of the Jugovid, which the Osmanovid had initiated
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and for which they had gone unpunished. As a child, she heard
a great deal about the crime, which was discussed by friends and
relatives. The slaughter of the Jugovid was still a conversation
topic, and songs about the murder were still sung to the accom-
paniment of the gusle. No one, absolutely no one, survived. [
must have know that, as did each of the Osmanovid. Her story
moved me; it reminded me of my own misfortunes. But the story
also offended me a little. Why was she—I[ gquestioned—bringing
up the Jugovidi? And why, in particular, did she emphasize the
Jact that I came from Osmanovic? The Osmanovid saved my life
and raised me. I owed my life to the Osmanovidi. T was not,
however, from Osmanovic. [ came from a faraway place that
was also razed to scorched earth, just like Jugovié. “Musiim
Jugovici!” I especially wanted to call that to her attention.

1 had two more Serbian girlfriends in high school. And my
current girlfriend, whom I got to know immediately after en-
rolling in the university in Sarajevo, is Serbian as well. She gave
me her picture which I always keep in my wallet. 1 show it to
other girls and to my close friends. I also showed the picture to
my stepmother, Rabija, and my brother, Fahrudin.

—She’s beautiful, very beautiful—that's what Fahrudin said.

But Rabija, knowing who the girl was and where she came
from, just shook her head and said reproachfully through her
clenched teeth:

—You can see from the look on her face that she's a Serb!

1 laughed out loud at the remark. Then, out of a desire to
Joke around, I said, rather too quickly and tactlessly:

—1 would build her a church right in the middle of Osma-
novic if she got the notion into her head, and asked me to do it!

Rabija began beating her breasts, cursing and wishing her
enemy dead.

—Sonny, if vou bring her into this house, 1 hope you won't
see me alive again, or any of your own family. And I hope every
trace of the two of vou is lost!
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Her wailing reminded Alija of the cry of grief raised by the
stooped old women who shricked at the top of their lungs the
moment the first skulls and skeletons appeared in the excavation.

—1T had hope in the worst of times! Jao,'® Risto! Did they
make vou suffer? May God destroy them!

—1I recognize you by your shog, my poor brother!

—Is my Gruja anywhere to be found? Answer me! Woe is
me!

—Neighbors have gathered! Friends have come one after the
other! Only an avenger is missing!

—I raised your son—take a look at him! He has your eyes—
get up and look! Your head—cut off!

They had waited twenty years for the graves to be opened
and, even though they were wrapped in black mourning clothes,
they sccretly harbored a glimmer of hope that the dire voices
were not entirely true, and that from somewhere in the big wide
world, their murdered husbands, brothers and sons would reap-
pear and surprise them. Mothers, sisters and wives in Herzego-
vina never gave up hope. Despite their pain and misery, they
hoped that fortune would smile upon them, and that the dead
would be resurrected and that the victims of murder would rise to
their feet. Yes, maybe even all of them—maybe no one had
been killed after all. They surely spared someone, and at the
very least someone ran away. If nothing else, at least someone
sprouted wings and flew away—{far, far away from the Ustashi
and their pickaxes and mallets, so far away that they did not even
know where they had arrived, a place so far away that it would
take more than twenty years to return. They were warmed by
such hopes.  Stories circulated about how some people
recognized Arsen Mileti¢ and Vidak Rondevié¢ in America. Or
how Radoje Suboti¢ and Maleta Kosuti¢ changed their names
and even got married in some place called Australia.

Now that the carth was excavated, however, the last, desper-
ate, wavering hope was buried. The funeral songs of close fe-

DraSKOVIC

male relatives resounded, more as a lament for lost hope than a
cry for the murdered. The women’s eyes had long ago cried
themselves dry for those who were slaughtered and their wom-
anly hearts had long ago turned to stone.

They grieved without tears, and leaning over the uncarthed
skeletons, they identified their dead by a gold tooth, by a chain,
by a lighter, by a button or by their shoes.

Alija stood above the excavation pit and watched. He saw
bones and skulls all mixed together. There were more skeletons
than skulls. Then it was true—it meant that the Ustashi had be-
headed some and had thrown their heads to the dogs of Gacko.
How, in this case, could anyone be identified?

In one skeleton, they found a rusted out butcher’s knife where
the stomach used to be.

In another, they found a metal pitchfork from a stable.

They found a rasp in the throat of a third victim.

In one skull, two long nails hammered in from opposite di-
rections.

Medical experts, who oversaw the exhumation, took notes:

“Killed by a hatchet.”

“Killed by a knife.”

“Killed by a mason’s mallet.”

No one ever mentioned the word “bullet.”

It was as if gunfire had been outlawed in Herzegovina in June
of 1941.

—What did these poor suffering devils think and feel while
they were being chopped up and butchered?—thought Alija.—
Did they beg for mercy? Offer monev and property? Did they
scream? Did their suffering last long? Was that second shori-
lived (was it a second?) when the knife penetrated the throat? or
did that second appear to be as long as a century, or as long as
history itself?

He had read Goran’s Pi" but only now did he feel it.
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He flinched, then felt his eyes: it seemed as if they had been
gouged out of his head.

The Bishop approached the pit. He held in his right hand a
bowl of cooked wheat, and in the wheat there burned a candle.

Perhaps the people gathered around him did not understand
that it was a symbol of resurrection and life. Ears of corn and
stalks rise only from the seed that rots in the ground. Life is
completed by death, that is inescapable. But thanks to death, life
continues and multiplies.

His left hand bore a glass of wine carefully to avoid spilling a
single drop. He poured the wine on the bowl of wheat. Chant-
ing ecclesiastically, he began:

—Grant, O Lord, unto thy sleeping servants etemal peace:
Spasoje, Lazar, Vidak, Petar, Gruja, Boro, Jovo, Risto, Arsen,
Branko, Jakov, Maleta, Jovan, Steva, Radoje . . .

He mentioned the names of those who had been buried in the
pit. When he finished, an old man, barcheaded and stooped, ap-
proached his hand. Knecling beside him, he humbly said:

—Pray, Your Grace, for those buried in the pits of Koricko,
Jugovié, Kapavica, and for those killed in Nevesinje, for those in
Mostar and Bileéa, and for all those who were killed!

—I don’t know their names,—said the embarrassed Bishop.

—I know them, Your Grace. Arrange all the Serbian names
that exist—they have all been slaughtered! If they did not die in
Herzegovina, they died in Jasenovac, in Lika and Banija, in
Bosnia, all along Kordun, in Kragujevac, in Kosovo, in Vo-
jvodina, in Kraljevo ... All the Serbian names have been killed!

And the Bishop continued chanting:

—Obren, Gojko, Anda, Simo, Mitar, Milena, Panto, Durda,
Radovan, Vasilj, Rado, Ancta, épiro, Ni¢ifor, Nikola, Tatjana,
Zoran, Stanimir, Milivoje, Danica, Milos ...

—Vaso, Nada, Jefto, Vera, Duro, Bojica, Borika, Krsto, Vu-
jadin, Vuk, Vukosava, Vukoje, Milosava, Dorde, Grgur, Kosa,
Stanoje, Stevan ...
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He shut his eyes. The wind slowly moved the tendrils of his
beard. He stepped in a pile of carth that had been dug up and
soiled his long black cope.

—Dusan, Radmila, Todor, Danilo, Milka, Tomo, Ljubica,
Ilija, Jelisaveta, Zorka, Novica, Krstina, Aleksa, Zivko, Zivana,
Milan, Leposava, Dragilo, Draginja, Dragica, Anica, Pcko,
Peran, Obrad . ..

His voice grew hoarse. He had been reciting names for a half
an hour already in any order as they came to his tongue . .. he
paused, then remembered with some effort . .. he was afraid to
forget someone and leave them out.

—Momgilo, Slavko, Zivojin, Sava, Ljiljana, Dragan, Ljubisa,
Emilija, Stojanka, Blagoje, Vladimir, Natasa, Simana, Radojka,
Vojko, Branimir, Mladen, Dragoljub, Veselin . ..

—And commit them to eternal memory!—said the Bishop,
almost out of breath, when he reached the last name.

The bell sounded. Women crossed themselves. The men
doffed their caps, folded their hands and repeated after the
Bishop:

—Vije-&na-ja pa-mjat!

—Vje-éna-ja pa-mjat!

—Vje-éna-ja pa-mjat!

Shepherds and travelers removed their hats and stood along
the road that led to Avtovac, as did men and women on the na-
ked mountain slopes beneath Miholja¢a and on the road to
Gracanica.

The church bell could still be heard out there. The choir’s
chanting reached them, too: Vie-éna-ja pa-myjat! Vie-cna-ja pa-
mjat! Vie-cna-ja pa-mjat!

One peasant saw another peasant’s example, one woman an-
other woman’s, one student another student’s: that one had to
stand silently and lower one’s eyes. One did not ask why. One
removed one’s hat, even passing across the mountain from Mi-
holjaca toward Bileéa, from Zborna Gomila toward Fojnica, and
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from Nadeniéi to Lukovice, where one no longer heard the bell,
nor the chanting, and the church of Gacko and the assembly be-
fore it dropped out of sight.

Vie-cna-ja pa-mjat!

Vie-cna-ja pa-mjat!

Vie-cna-ja pa-mjat!





