Irfan’s Guitar


Irfan was not an unusual boy. He did not have any physical or mental flaw, he was not stupid, mean, ugly. And yet, the people whispered. He was good in maths. I was good in English. That is how the love came to be. It is still going on. But that is another story.

They were whispering from the beginning. Gossiping. Rumouring standing at that fountain. And he had, in spite of all, no flaws. They could not find any. I was not asking about Irfan’s family a lot. I have a mother, he said. Grandma and grandpa. And dad? I don't remember him well, and he changed the topic.

But, there were well-meaning people to tell me. A whole novel. A soap. He was an Orthodox. Milan. She was a Muslim. Vahida. From an old bey family. At that time, no one was publicly looking at it. But secretly, yes. Secretly it was boiling. She conceived and her brothers beat her up. She almost had a miscarriage. No use. She got married, despite her mother's words and fists of two brothers. She never foresaw that she was running from bullies towards a bully. 

All was good the first two years. Then it started. The tavern. The whores. The flying plates. And at the end, blueness. Below the eyes, on legs, arms... He left in 92. Away, to those over the Drina River. Vahida fell down on her knees before her mother and her grandmother. She cussed and cursed. He was beating you up?, her mother asked. I told you not to marry a Vlach. Mother had forgotten that the two brothers also beat her up, when she was pregnant.

Anyhow, Vahida came back to her mother and father, with her six-year old Ivan. The grandmother loved her grandson; she sang songs to him, told him stories. She just never called him by the name. Six months later, they decided – Ivan officially became Irfan. It was not easy for a six-year old to get used to the new name. His mother, bitter as she was, would give him a slap now and then; she would probably get mad when he would make a mistake and say the old name to someone. The word Ivan became a taboo. The word father became a taboo. It was only the people who were saying: They enrolled Irfan in the Mekteb. What is the Vlach’s place in the Mekteb. Why hasn’t the whore thought about it when she was marrying him… There is no use washing it off now … the town knows whose child it is.

The priest at the Mekteb once told him that he had to study twice as much as the others. He was only seven then. And he did not ask why. At least, not out loud. During that time, Vahida was making a career. Vahida graduated. The national literature. And she hated Andrić. And Croats. And Serbs. And men. And why didn’t she study when she was supposed to. And why didn’t she go out when she should have. And she decided to make it all up to herself. 

And Ivan-Irfan had his own worries. The teacher, fuelled by the aftermath bitterness, said that Serbs and Croats were the aggressors. One of the first-graders turned and said: My dad says you are a Serb.

It was not really good at school from that day on. We all know that there is no one in the world crueller than the children. And children really know how to get to that someone who is different. Irfan, to be true, had no flaws. He was healthy, normal, not skinny and not chubby either, he played football well. But, the adults were whispering and children were repeating it out loud. His dad is a Chetnik, he is not one of us. He is a Chetnik and he goes to Mekteb. How come? First they gave him veiled looks, and, with time, started openly insulting him. Little Irfan, a student of a second grade, walked back home with his head down, often crying. There was his grandma waiting for him with a warm lunch and a hurl of abuses, directed against the "brute". She cursed at Milan, his home, his hearth, and clan, and children, forgetting, in the heap of the hatred, on Irfan, and the fact that he absorbs, like a sponge, everything she says.

Growing like that, in the world full of secrecy and disguised hatred, he stopped believing to people. For the majority he was "the kid of that Serb", and our dating was commented with insults. What are you doing with a Vlach? The apple does not fall far from the tree! Do you know what his father did to his mother? Do you know he pulled her by the hair?

I did not care. My father, Halid, was no morning flower either. Irfan and I were married right after the secondary school graduation. 

A guitar came one morning. A confused, lanky fellow brought it. We had been married for ten months then.

“It came from Aranđelovac. For Ivan Dimitrijević. Does he live here?”


“Yes”, I suddenly said, as if I had a hot potato in my mouth. 


“Can you sign the confirmation of receipt?”

I signed with his-my new surname. In a split second, I thought that it would have been interesting if I signed Dimitrijevic. I dropped the idea. My soul mate and I, besides the love for dogs and tennis, another thing in common – a surname neither of us was born with. 

He took the guitar from its case very carefully. He stroke its neck, hips, very gently. It seems to me, even gentler than when he stroked me. 
“He died”, he whispered.

“Who died, Ivan?”, I asked not being aware that I called him by the former name.

“He did.”
“You think?”

“I know. I will play a song to you once, the song he played for mum.”

“How do you know which one?”

“She always cries when she hears it.”

“I thought she hated him…”

“Of course she hated him. He was a bully, a monster, a drunk. In addition, he left to the aggressor, he left us. A triple reason.”

“Why does she cry then?”

“I think she cries because of the story she wrote in her head.”

“What story?”

“The parallel one. The story of love which would defy the world. The one that would change the world. Because of the story which she wanted to happen and believed it would happen. She was writing it while he beat and insulted her. I sometimes think that she never stopped writing it. You know, the one of how if could have and should have been."

He went silent for a moment, he put the guitar down and walked to the window. As he returned, he looked me in the eyes. His eyes were red. He was crying. We looked at each other. I kissed him.

“Please, you go and tell her that he died. And, don’t tell her that I cried. She would have seen it as a betrayal. And, she did not deserve it. Here, alone and isolated, I have the right to that. I have the rights to tears, at least. It was my dad.

