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.:m.?m you seen this before?” Draena asked me, ro_&:m a
yellow piece of paper in her hand, the certificate that she
was a refugee from Bosnia and Herzegovina.
‘It took me two weeks to get it. Not because of the red tape
— the procedure at the Office for Wm?mmmm is very simple even if
it takes you half a day waiting in what seems to be an endless
queue. But I wasn’t able to pull myself together and go and
collect it because I couldn’t accept that I am a refugee, that this
time it is rmwvm:mzm to me and not to someone else. You see,
even now I hesitate to show this certificate to a bus driver when
I go into town. In fact, I befriended him just to avoid that, to
avoid rms.:m to admit that this s my status in the world.’

Drazena is a journalist from Sarajevo who came to Zagreb in
mid-April, on the last day when it was possible to leave the city
by normal means of transport before the Serbian army
surrounded it, the night before they momz.owmm the _u:.QWm over
the River Sava to the Croatian side. ‘I didn’t mean to leave the
city, I had this crazy idea that nothing could happen to me. To
the others, yes, but not to me. But then something happened to
make me change my mind,’ she continued.
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‘I'd just ?n_nmm up my &w:mrﬂmn Ivana from her kindergarten

and as I walked across the street near my house, on the
opposite side I noticed this woman. She was ordinary looking,
blonde, MBE&m-mmm& and overweight. She was carrying two

with some food. It was a late afternoon and I
e was heading home from her job in the city. When
s the street a grenade hit her directly from
e was lifted in the air — for a moment
— then she landed at my feet. She
m what seemed to

plastic mwmm
::mmw:mm sh
she was about to cros
somewhere above. First sh
it looked as if she was flying
lay there motionless with blood coming fro
me like a thousand little holes all over her body. 1 looked at my
daughter. She stood there, with her eyes wide open with
horror. She didn’t look at me, she didn’t move or say anything
and when I took her in my arms, she was rigid, as if frozen. The
next day we left. ,

For more than a month DraZena has been staying with
ds of ours. In their small two-bedroom apartment
nd Ivana their child’s room. But she will
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t when DraZena came she
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ys into her stay in Nmmﬂmv she heard in a radio

or three da

broadcast that the building where she lived had been heavily hit

by a bomb. For the whole of the week following she just cried
and took tranquillizers and nothing could get her out of this
terrible state of despair. ,

I remembered her apartment: it was on the sixth floor of a
ere she lived with her father (her mother died of
) because she couldn’t afford to live on
the spring of 1991 she took me

skyscraper wh
cancer several years ago
her own. When I visited her in
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;
to Bas¢arsija, the oldest part of the city where the k ,r
best &evaptici. ‘Where in the world could you get M:M” mm Hrm
Em_(n_m evapCi¢i in the middle of the. night? mrmm?: hed Mm :
Ba$¢arsija was almost entirely destroyed, mmqm.mmo _u. e
down and DraZena is sitting out in my garden. w&_n:m ﬂr:w:mm
N.mmnmv is buzzing, the air is sweet with the smell of a : S_wu
linden tree and an orange climbing rose bush has .:mn”umm_. S
blooming. It is hard to grasp her words as facts, | &:.Mr as hmﬁm
at her: the fact that she has lost her wwmwﬁgm:ﬁ,rmw job and Mo&
knows how many friends. She is telling me how she went to wo
where her father has a summer house to leave Ivana. Sh m.m
Swml:m jeans and sneakers, her black curly hair tied in .w om g
tail. With her dark tan and black eyes she looks like a BW_MMWT
beauty. Wmuo_a:m at her I am trying to detect a trace of rec :
change on her face and it strikes me as odd that I am EBEMM;
see any, as if it were only once [ could see pain painted all o :
her face that I could actually believe her story. o
O.: Pag there is no electricity and the water supply i
restricted. Her father doesn’t get a pension. Living in mwmﬁw -
that he built years ago to benefit from tourism m&ro:n i
orw.:om now of renting it for a third season in m.no“e he de m”“%
entirely on her ability to make money as a wmvoLQ, wmm :
they literally live on fish he catches during the day mrm im“” M .
Caritas, the Catholic humanitarian organization mmw,r& ‘_)_rmo
gave her some pasta, flour, rice, sugar and a ?hw of mo% . ;
..wE I foolishly didn’t bring anything in which Sv.om
things, so I just took all the supplies in my hands and, of nozqmw
I dropped them. Right there, in the middle of Lﬁ room _.
dropped all the food - pasta, rice, flour, all mixed 5?.099.
women waiting in line started to scream at me, but :,Bm totall
unprepared, no one warned me I should bring a shopping Vmw
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or a box or something. And you know what, instead of crying, 1
burst into laughter.’ .
She is laughing again, but her words are not registering. [am :
still looking for something in her face, some traces of war. .
Finally I realize: she is wearing make-up. This is what is
confusing about her, making her situation even more surreal, I
think. She has the same face as when [ saw her last time but it’s
as if her make-up is bridging the time, the war, her tragedy
itself. This is what fails to fit into the picture of a refugee.

i

However I say nothing.
A few days later she came back, this time to pic

clothes that I’d prepared for her because she’d left Sarajevo
with only one suitcase stuffed with Ivana’s clothes. This time
my daughter was about too, so she took her to her room to give
her a few things. When she came out DraZena was wearing a
pair of black patent Emrlrmm_m& shoes, the kind you’d wear toa
party. In fact, she looked exactly as if she were going to leave
for a party at any moment. ‘Why did you give her those shoes?’
I asked Rujana, surprise rising from my voice like hot steam.
She looked at me in bewilderment. ‘Mother, how could you be
so insensitive? What do you mean, how could you say such a
thing about your friend? she said. ‘What is so terrible, what did
I do? I replied, trying to defend myself, already sensing that
there was more to it than I realized. ‘I just thought that because
she’ll be moving a lot from one apartment to another she would
need practical things, not fancy stuff like that,’ 1 said, in a
matter-of fact tone of voice. ‘Oh, but you are wrong,’ she
jumped. ‘She needs precisely that fancy stuff, as you call it.
Because even if she has lost everything, she needs to feel like a
normal person, even more so Now. Why do you expect her to

wear sneakers all the time?’

k up moim
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a more serious process: sthe creation of a prejudice within me
ple, something that should be called jaryellows

towards these peo
wcertificate syndrome’. What [ am starting to do is to reduce a
real, wrv\,ﬁnm_ individual to an abstract ‘they’ — that is, to a

common denominator of refugees, owners of the yellow

certificate. From there to second-class citizen — or rather,
non-citizen — who owns :o?im and has nc rights, is only a
Ithin blue line. 1 can also see how easy it is to slip into this
prejudice as into a familiar pair of warm slippers, ready and
waiting for me at home. And even if I don’t like to recognize it
in myself, I obviously do believe that there is a line dividing us, a
real difference — never mind if it is not me who is defining that
line, setting the rules, excluding them. Or is it? Once excluded,
they become aliens. Not-me. Not-us. You still feel responsible,
but in a different way, as towards beggars. You can pity, but
you don’t have to give. With this exclusion the feeling of
human solidarity turns into an issue of my personal ethics. That
is, once people are reduced to the category of the ‘other’ — or
‘otherness’ — you are no longer obliged to do something for
their sake, but for v\oE.mm_m only, for the benefit of your own
soul.
Perhaps what | am also witnessing is a mechanism of self-
| defence as if there were a limit to how much brutality, pain or
suffering one is able to take on board and feel responsible for.
Over and above this, we are often confronted with more or
less abstract entities, numbers, groups, categories of people,
facts — Blitotnamesynot-facesyTo deal with pain on such a
scale is in a way much easier than to deal with individuals. With
a person you know you have to do something, act, give food,
shelter, money, take care. On the other hand, one person could
certainly not be expected to take care of a whole mass of
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vmmo””\,\r“hﬁ:” I understand what | couldn’t understand
L A wvvms.mm .ﬂrmﬁ people who lived near German
L mdwwm didn’t do anything, didn’t help. In Claude
e %Jm on:w:m:ﬁmqv\ on the Holocaust, Shoah, there
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And the survivor from Treblinka said: “We were in the
the wagon was rolling eastwards. A funny thing
d, maybe it’s not nice to say it. Most of the people, not
but ninety-nine per cent of the Polish people

wagon;
rmvﬁm:m

just the majority,
when they saw the train going through . . . they were laughing,

they were joyful because the Jewish people were being taken
away.’
The third voice I remember is of a woman who lived
through the war in hiding: ‘I remember the day when they
made Berlin Judenrein. People hurried along the streets; no one
wanted to be in the streets; you could see the streets were
absolutely empty. They didn’t want to look, you know. They
hastened to buy what they had to buy — they had to buy
something for the Sunday, you see. So they went shopping,
then hurried back to their houses. And I remember this day
very vividly because we saw police cars rushing through the
streets of Berlin taking people out of the houses.’
But maybe the best explanation as to why people didn’t stop
the massacre is given by a Polish villager from present-day
Treblinka who, in answer to the question whether they were
afraid for the Jews, answered that if he cut his finger it hurt
‘him, not the other person. Yes, they knew about the Jews, the
convoys, the fact that they were taken into the camp and
vanished. Poles worked their land right next to the barbed wire
and heard awful screams. ‘At first it was unbearable. Then you
got used to it,” said yet another villager, a Pole. They were Jews,
others, not-us. What had a Pole to do with the fact that

Germans were killing Jews?
So we all get used to it. I understand now that nothing but

this ‘otherness’ killed Jews, and it began with naming them, by
reducing them to the other. Then everything became possible,
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what is going on is the war. Do you kno

meth gl e but | could tell from her look that she

a war is? she asked,

idn’ t an answer.
didn’t really expec
[ don’t _W:os, what the war is, I meant to tell her, but I can

see that it is everywhere. It is in a street moon.wmm <<_.ﬁr<~0u_wmmm
after twenty people have died in a v.qmmm,m_c.m:m in wzwwsmmwo:w
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: ght possible and [ am
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s no one else to blame. We all make it possible,

ce is weak, as is our consciousness

afraid there i

i deten
allow it to happen. Our .
of it. There are no them and us, there are no grand categories,

abstract numbers, black and white Q:ﬁrw, simple facts. There is
only us — and, yes, we are wmmwo:mwv_m for each other. :

\\r:m [ also wanted to tell DraZena that she should go out an
dance in her Emrlrmm_mm shoes, if only she could.
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vHerv\ say that a little girl was killed while eating a pie. It

seemed that it happened like this: it was morning, bright
and chilly. You ask yourself how that woman, her mother, made
the pie in Sarajevo? What flour did she use? What 0il? In any
case, still half-asleep, the two-and-a-half-year-old girl had been
sitting at the table, eating breakfast. At that moment, she heard
the sound of mrm:msm. Maybe she was frightened by it, so she ran
to her mother — but maybe not. The sound of shelling is normal
around here. A shell went through the roof of their house and
landed in the kitchen. The girl fell to the floor. It all happened
with :mrﬁizm speed and she was dead before her parents or her
grandfather had time to understand what was rmwvmsm:m, By the
time her father took her in his hands and looked for help, it was
all over.

Then a Tv camera arrived on the scene. This happened
perhaps only one or two hours after the shelling. We see the
small kitchen already without the little girl, the floor is covered
with brick and plaster debris, scattered shoes, her little boots.
The camera zooms in on the roof, on the hole left by the shell.

Sky and cold descend ﬁ?]ozwr the gap into the kitchen. The
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