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FOREWORD

Once inagreat while we are fortunate cnouglﬂ
to witness somcthing of great signiFicance
outside our usual ken. The rest of life is prepa-
ration for such moments. The ques’cion is not
whether or not we will be able to cross the line
once we have come to it, but what we will be
when the time has come, and if we are ablc, to
cross back.



DEDICATION

To 7. for the going, Border Lands

To V. for the coming back.

travels n the olcl countrg



GOING BACK

Only afool or a saint or a media correspondent
travels in a Foreign land on the brink of war not
his own. I am no reporter, and ccr’cain!g no saint.
But there are ’chings which at times we must honor,
begoncl consideration of risk, or else we accede
to a diminution of our lives and are the less for it.
No man is an island, the poet Donne tells us, but
fullheed of the dangers of this world might make

us FCC! as though We were.

Z’s father has died, and his People are gatl'ler-
ing to enact the rituals. | have been asked to bear
witness, a great honor for a non—be!iever, anout-

sider, a Westerner, an American.

Itis easy to say yes at the moment, but as time
draws near I find mgsel{: growing aPPrehcnsivc.

a moment of doubt . ..
the dark flecks

in my eyes

V. has the good sense to remind me that it is onlg
one’s self that is seen in the mirror, and am able
to master mgsclmc, to climb aboard the 747 to cross
half the g]obe in the name of brotherhood and
soliclari’cg and respect. Pcrhaps because it is not
simple or easy it is worth the more, but whatever

the rislc, lam going back.



Plarming the triP —_ Fingernails

the gentle ro”ing bitten to the quick —

of my ’congue sliver of moon

old ma Flying overseas

the wholc countrg wings quivcr to the unseen

one color densities of air



INTO THE LAND

In the morning Z. meets me at the airport His
face is bruised, one eye blacked, and an arm and
leg scraped raw. | fear the worst, but he !aughs
and tells me, “No, | fell Playing basketball”

We stop bg his apartment to Pick up his things.
While he’s Pacldng I wander around out back in
his garclen. Woodsmoke drifts in from across the
vincgarcl and I discover I have been here before,
in space, of course, but in time as well. The slant
of the sun, the waft of the clouds, the uncer-
taintg of the immediate future: allis exactlg as it
ever has been. This is a Place where one might
believe in fate.

back in
the old countrg

I am old

Z. comes out ’cojoin me, and we sling our Packs
onto our backs and head for the center of town.
Its a short wa”c, and we have time for a beer and
a smoke before we have to leave. The borders
are closed, and we would not be Permi’c’ced to
cross them ]39 automobi]e, so we will g0 }DH bus.
It will take several clags. We gather our ’chings and
bug some extra fruit to sustain us as we head
out across the littoral into the blackness of the
near mountains and bcgond, s’craight into the land.



“All aboard . ..~
smoke from his mouth
into his nostrils

s’cop Iight L.
our driver starts up

a conversation

into dusk . ..
guessing the color
oF bats



MARS

These mountains, stri Ped of their hardwood
Eipbuilders at the behest

of merchants more than five centuries ago, are

forests }DH Venetian s

mere karst now, the bones of mountains, get thcy
appear no less imPenctrablc‘ The bus spews out
great Plumes of diesel exhaust, the driver shifts
again and again as we slowlg grincl up the miles.
There are no houses to be seen, No sign that
men might survive this terrain and yet, Para”eling
the road

the steep Path —
a babe on the back

of her mother

The mountain which takes half a clag to ascend
requircs on[g a couPle hours to carry. Once out
onthe Plain we come upon the cenotaphs of the
Bogomils, an ascetic cult from a millennium ago
who attemptcd to reconcile the beliefs of the
Manichaeans with those of d‘nristianitg. The
ikenesses on their tombstones are odd[g similar
to Dadaist art, and so ’chcy appear ancient and
yet contcmporay at the same time.

Darkness is ovcr’calcing us. We still have Fith miles
to sustain before we stop. The first sickle of the
waxing moon is dead ahcacl, and nearly nestled in
its arc, the stcaclg gleam of a Planc’c, red, Mars.



Passing cars —
the moon sliPs
along their curves

Far From any town —
a bird 1 dorn’t know flies

begoncl a crossroacl

Frostg night —_
the window’s half-halo
where my head was



TRIPE SOUP

We stop for the night in a very small town near
the border. 7. has coPle here, and we walk a
couplc minutes to the outskirts of town, aslcing
directions, but when we find the house, it is
boarded up and abandoned. The front is only a
fewmiles away and above the crickets we can hear
occasional gumcire. Strange ]ights come and go
onthe surrounding hills. From an overlook we can
see the head!igl‘lts omcjeeps and trucks moving,

down in the va”eg below.

Passing Freight train —
the rhgthm

of the moon

Many others are wa”dng this road, and we follow
them into a !argc field full of tents and fires and
men. | Picl< out half a dozen dialects even with my
untrained ears, and presume there are many more.
Z.finds his cousin, who says the houses are too
mucha target, andthat itis safer here inthe open
country. We are invited to join in the meal. We

ick sloes from the nearbg b{ack’choms, and pass
around the flask of vitriolic slivovic. 1 snort at the
first swig, and amid the general laughtcr lam made
guest of honor and given the Privilege of tasti ng
and aPProving the tripe soup.



Passing the ug
the warmth J
of many hands

barrel fire —
shadows of men disappear
into the woods

night wind
one clog starts
’chem a”

sleepless night
the E

| cannot see

urble of aje’c



DRIVEN AWAY

The bus isn't due until midday, so0 we decide to
hike the local mountain. It is Perxcec’clg safe, we
are told, because near the toP is an excavation
site declared out of bounds by both sides. 1 am

unconvinced, but wi”ing nonetheless.
ftis easy to tell when we are near —
ancient vinagc —
the sound of hammers

chipping stone

A long rectanglc of earth has been dug out, and
men on their hands and knees are siFting through

it. Bcgoncl it the broken remains of walls and
houses and roads, the detritus of lives ended ]ong
ago. This was a Roman outpost, built to repcl the
barbarian tribes sPrcading up fromthe south two
thousand years ago. At the time it would have
been considered the very cdge of civilization. Not
much has changecl out here since, except the
Romans (and the Vandals and GOtl’]S, the Avars,
l”grians, Cclts, An’chs, Magyars, Shiptars, and
later, the Turks and Germans) have long been
driven away.



ancient road
wcaring away

rng share

un laced stones
at the Foot oF a wa” —
the noon~clag sun

excavation site —
the holes
living things leave behind

breaking up
the ancient wall

Howering yucca



TALK OF SNOW

Myd.S. passport creates a stir with the customs
officials. We are held at the clqeclcpoin’c fora very
long time, and | wonder if it is because of me, but
nobodg seems Perturbed, 50 Perhaps this is the
norm. We all stand togcther in the cold mountain
wind, smoking and chatting, using the rest rooms
and the modest dutg—mcree shoP, which stocks onlg
chocolate and cigarettcs After an hour we are

crmlttecl to reboard and travel the 50 garcls to
thc adjacent bordcr where the process is re-
Peatci Someone says, in Englls , we will have
snow before we are Permitted to leave this Place,
and it is meant as a joke, but as the sun sinks
lower in the skg, I wonder if it might not be true.

lmmedia’celg upon crossing the bordcr, the bus
falls down into a va”eg undisturbed }DH the war.
The harvest is undcrwagJ and the Pcasan’cs are

dcepening shadows.

autumn evening —
the last Peal of the bell slips
into the ]igh’c gog

The air is milder, and in the drone of travel we
Forget about the talk of snow.



manclrake roots
ru”ed Wl’]OIC 1Crorn thc earth

ast shaclows

weaving through
my thread of thought

this swallow

harvest clusk
si’cting in the wheelbarrow
with the Pota’coes

smoking the hives
the quie’c
of the torch



RED CLAY

We have arrived in Zs native Placc. It is now a
Farming vi”age, afew hundred souls, but once it
was a sizeable market town. The church is dedi-
cated to Sveti Sava, patron of travelers and po-
ets. A small waterfall Hlows down the ancient steps,

worn in the center bg innumerable feet.

Inside the go]cl of the vaults has been tarnished
bg centuries of burnt mgrrh, and the Figurcs tiled
overhead flicker ghostlike in the canc”egloom.

afeeble light
the slow melting
of the eucharist

Tl'lough he has not lived here since he was a chilcl,
Z.is greetccl every hundred gards by another
old Frienc{, and must recount again where he now
livcs, and how, and Wl‘IH. | slip away to meander
the small streets on my own, to take alocal lunch
of burak and 9og|'1urt Most of these Pcople have
never traveled begonc{ the mountain, and thcg
look at me with a frank curiositg, are Pleasecl with
my few words and smile at my efforts. 159 the
time | rendezvous with Z.. the soles of my boots

are Freightccl thicklg with the local red clag.



lighting a votive
for the iiving
with one for the dead

child’s burial
the uneven heights

of the headstones

morning ran
’chc gray oF the churchstonc
’che same as the graves

river walk
thc slow seeP o1c water

from the sanc”:)ags



TOME

The next few dags are spent in Preparation and
observance of the ritual. Z..is gone each dag from
morning to night When | see him, he seems to be
carrying himself dhCFeren’clH‘ Heis gcnt[e with his
small nieces and ncphews; he is quie’c before his
old mother and aunts. His ta”<, given to extremes,
is tempcrecl, his drinki ng is moderated. He is sub-
suming himself toa larger pattern I‘ICFC, one which
has Plagec{ out in the lives of his ancestors for

gcnera’cions in this same Place.

Iwatch from the café in the Piazza whose owners
have acloptcd me. Each moming thcg Erovidc

me with the same breakfast, every noon the same

lunch, and otherwise leave me on my own, to write,
or roam, or muse. | am ’crging not to be in the
way, and at the same time to be available. | am
Pencectly useless. The bus comes every micldag,
and every midclag I think about V.

dePar’cing bus —
a child 1 dort know

waves to me



rubbish Pile
a bu’cterﬂg rises up
on the smoke

mild afternoon
a woman licks the blood
from her son’s Fingcr

cemeterg visit
the sharP cdges

o{: the newer names

back a”eg
a strag c]og won’t come
in English



AND SALT

Each nigh’c another conclave, full of storyte”ing,
invocation, eating, and clrinlcing. I begin to follow
the patterns of the stories, not by the words,
which 1 dont undcrstand, but bg the rhgthm, bg
the music, bg the tenor of the voice. It is some
kind of blcssing not to know the languagc.

ritual meal —
holding the candle&rip back

in the flame

Bread and wine are left behind each meal, and
salt. What is both basic and luxurious, necessary

and desirable.

The women serve the men. The men honor the
women. It is an old way, t]'lougl'l Pcrhaps not the
oldest. When all the food has been eaten, all the
stories told, bread and wine are left behind. And
salt.



local vin’cage
the casy How
oi: tongucs

reminiscing
a young girl looks out
From the oici Face

bread soaks up
the last of the soup —

Farewe” meal

rnorning after
ared ring at the height

of left wine



TO THEWEST

And then it is done.

Once Fortg such clags of food and drink and tales
were talcen, but no longcr. Even so, these several
days have melded into a single continuum, and |
cannot say if it is the ciay of the sun or the clag
of the moon.

The season has advanced without our taking
notice. The clouds are thinner, greyer, and more
out of the north. Nomads have come down from
the surrounding hills with their ﬂocks, and some-
tl‘ling of their restlessness has caught us up, and
the birds and beasts as well.

claiming
the whole night
wolfs bay

We wake to a brigh’c but cold sun, and bcgin
ga’chcring togcther our ’chings. It is the clag of
Mars, and we are heading back to the west.



after blackbirds
one or two fallen leaves

lift off

aFter thc wake
a shawl on the chair
unknits itself

a low pass
the whirr of the wings
of geese



COMING ON

But not s’craight home. Before we left we had
agreecl to meet J. on the way back to hike in the
AlPs. We take a northbound bus and arrive at
dusk at the base camp where J. and his dog are
waiting for us with Provisions‘ A night’s slceP in
the cold mountain air prepares us for the brisk
climb of the morning,

55 micHag we gain a riclgc which overlooks the
river va”eg below. It looks sleepg and Pcaccmcu!,
but J. says this ridgc was the site of some of the
bloodiest Fighting in the last greatwar. It changecl
hands dozens of times, usuang in hand-to-hand
combat, and usua“g onlg fora clag or two.

retuming
to the mountain pass

glacicr

We are grat@cul to move of f the riclge and out of
the cold wind. The sun is warm tlﬁrough the thin
air, but alreaclg slantccl, and by the time we reach
shelter at the base of the Peak nigh’c is coming

on.



old border —
at the checkpoint

we stoP

bright moon —
smoke from our carn[:ncire

moves across it

acking the tent —
Eaaving behind
the one flat sPot



THE WAY BACK HOME

UP early fora try for the tOP‘ How Iigh’c we feel
without the Packs. I recall a rodomontade bg Jack
Kerouac®. ..in that flash I realized /#'s im/oossib/c
to fall off mountains you fool and with a goclcl
of my own | suddcnlg got up and started running
down the mountain after him .. ”1am butted again
bg the wind, and squat lower and hold on. Per-
haps on the way down . ..

But Fina”g there it is, and worth it —
Alpine summit

all the clouds going

the same Placc

The airis Iight and increc{ibly bracing. It smells of
snowand rocl<, old and unsullied. We can't breathe
cnough of it in, after the smoke and catarrh of
the keening. We sPeak in great Fogs which dissi-
pate instantlg. | canfeelthe chill clccP in my lungs,
and it is a calm thing, somc’ching good. | want to
carry that with me all the way down the mountain,
back t]’n‘ough the citg, through the country,
tl‘lrough the arr, all the way back home.



Alpine meadow
in the center of the bowl
little me

wolf scat . ..
the dog and |
both stoP

down the mountain —
the bumpg Hight

of afalcon’s shadow



IN THE DARK

The crossing is even slower going back. We are
told an airstrike took Placejus’c over the border
last nigh’c, and the area remains unsafe. From up
here on the ridgc we can see the cratered va”cg‘
A few vehicles are left behind, smolcing, but all
elseis quiet. The driver asks around,and we agree
to go on.

after the bombing
random Hights

O{: SWS"OWS

The bus Pu”s inatM. a grittg industrial town, to
brig]']t sunshine. We decide to stop. At acaféa

fewblocks away Z. sPots someone he lmows, and
soon we have a Placc to stag. We drink beer and
tell the storg of ourjoumeg. Though we hadnt
discussed it, we both omit the morni ng's passage.
Alreaclg I have trouble seeing it clearlg in my mind.
Clouds roll in and a cold rain begins to fall. it is
the kind of rain which swallows ligh’c, and we make
our way to our friend’s crowded aPartmen’c very
late and very much in the dark.



out on strike

the uncomfortable hang

of his hands

Balkan lunch —
the blade of the knife

licked clean

night Iightning
the silhouette
of TV aerials



ONE ANOTHER

The next morning clearsJ and Iwalk along the river,
lcicking marrons into the water and watclqing them
float downstream. The current is swhc’c, and ’chcg
are out of sight in seconds.

From across the river the aromas of strong cof-
fee and roasting meat come in from the Turkish
quartcr, andlam Pu”ecl in that direction.

vaulted bri&ge
a stranger stoPs to light
my cigarctte

The sun multiplies itself throughout the bazaar
P g

inthe caches of beaten and burnished mctalwarc,
the Cobblestoncs, the rounded Piles of fruit. |
squint and Pretencl to look at some rugs in the
dark of a tent. | am offered aPPle tea, which is
soothing and hot, and makes me aware that for
all its brilliance it is a cool day and I am sligh’cly
shivcring. The shoplcec er is Fricncﬂg and well-
read, and we sPcnd a Preasan’c hour discussing,
in English, the imPossibi!itH of ever coming to
understand one another.



a Foreign tongue —
the grouncls oF cogee
in the demitasse

hazg moon
JCHC Muslim woman’s CHCS

behind her veil

small talk
the curl of smoke goes wild
Jus’c over his head



NO PLACE

It gets greener as we move closer to home.

Itis balmg when the bus pulls in, though itis after
sundown. We stow our duffels beneath the seats
of the vi”age bar, drink local becr, listen to
Leonard Cohen on the PA. The leaves have been
gilclecl cluring our abscnce, and the street lamps
light up the undersides. Young girls, born after
the songs were first recorcled, sing along out of
tune and rhgtl']m, and with laughtcr. When the
owner makes signs that he'd like to close, we walk
the small town center, not 3et rcac|9 to go home.
We are still within the bubble of this triP, and are
resisting its bursting.

returning home
the chessmen have maintained

my lost Posi’cion

The next morning we arrive at the airPor't in Plentg
of time, then sit in a smolcy bar without saying
much. The airPor’c is brigh’clg lit, generic, not any
Placc spcchcic but a Place between Placcs; rca”g,

no ]ace.
P



the morning star
over the mountain —

longing for home

crowded terminal
the bcgging man talks
to himself

gooc”agc hugs
a” the Places

where we ’couch



OF THE WORLD

J suppose | s[cPt, and have some recollection of
raggccl dreams—of the glinting of multiple suns,
of Firelight and wine, of Planc’cs and the baying
of wolves. The man in the next seat jostled me
each time he shifted. His gold incisor s{rone when
his mouth fell open in sleep He was grizz!ecl and
smelled of goat, a nomad bereft of his Hock, on

his wag—wl']erc?

V. met me at the airpor’c, and what | spoke was
Jumb!ecl togethcr, a mass of images without fo-
cus. | slep’c more in the car, and all nigl'lt and into
the morning at home. At my late brunch 1find she
has been ]ﬂaving ajoumcg of her own.

home from abroad —
on the kitchen table
the atlas of the world
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