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To the victims of war:

Human beings
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Human constructs
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Foreword

Back in 1999 - in the dying days of the last
century - the country of my birth was attacked. The bombing
campaign cost lives, and cost me pieces of my childhood, as the
things I had known and grown up with vanished before my eyes. Close
members of my own family were driven away into foreign lands as
refugees. Places I had loved twisted in flames.

And yet somehow the Western world - ignorant and
driven by propaganda - screamed that it was all deserved. The few
voices that said the attack was unjust, unjustified, and undeserved
were stifled, muffled, gagged, driven away, shouted down.

I was heartsick, angry, and appalled -- but in
this darkest hour, a man who had been courting me on the Internet
made a suggestion that offered me salvation: "Use your strength,
use your passion, and tell the other side of the story," R.A.
(Deck) Deckert said.

So was born ‘Letters from the Fire,’ a modern
epistolary novel told in emails between two characters, Dave and
Sasha, during the fury of the war.

I was living in New Zealand at this time and
Deck was living in Florida, USA. We wrote the book together,
literally around the clock, because his day was my night and vice
versa. I would write a character-penned email as Sasha, and go to
bed. At the same time he would be getting up, reading that
particular day's communication, and replying as Dave, and then he'd
go to bed. I'd get up, find the reply and answer him… and so it
went.

Sometime during the first third or so of this
book I spoke about it to a New Zealand publisher, and he leapt at
it - and I rashly told him that the book could be finished in two
weeks.

When I relayed this commitment to Deck, he
yelped "WHAT?!"

But we did it. The book was written at white
heat, handed to the publisher and rushed into production. It was on
the shelves in New Zealand less than six months after we had begun
it. It garnered some great reviews and well over a 100 reader
responses that you can see on our original website at
lettersfromthefire.com/

It went out of print, eventually, as books do,
and as its searing subject matter sank quickly into the oblivion
that is human memory, especially when it comes to things that
people would rather not remember at all.

The lives of Dave and Shasha took unexpected
turns in the midst of the chaos of war. We, their creators, forged
a shared existence that came out of the Letters from the Fire. In
2000, a year after the events events depicted in this book, we were
married.

This is a tale of power and passion, and above
all, a testament of how love came through the flames and was made
stronger for the ordeal. And Deck and I - and through us Dave and
Sasha - give the story to you as our gift.

Alma Alexander

 


Behind the scenes: Dave and Sasha first
met in the fictional Internet newsgroup called alt.writing. The
authors' own courtship started in a similarly named but real
newsgroup, misc.writing, that was populated mostly by writers and
authors.

Newsgroups, pretty much a quaint artifact from
the ancient Internet past of a few years ago, allowed their
participants to post and reply to messages, similar to the way that
people interact now on Facebook and other social media.

Dave and Sasha moved their conversation from
alt.writing to email, and eventually to ICQ chat, a last-century
version of a chat room. And that too paralleled the path of the
authors who were spending hours a day in chat before Alma moved to
Florida and they were married. They now live in the state of
Washington.

Alma is the author of more than 20 novels,
including the internationally acclaimed ‘The Secrets of Jin-shei.’
Visit her website: http://www.almaalexander.org/


 Alt.writers

Where angels fear to tread

March 24, 1999

The bombs have started falling on my
country. NATO has begun bombing Yugoslavia.

They've been threatening to do it, but I didn't
believe that they really would, that they were arrogant and
COWARDLY enough to launch this War-Which-They-Won't-Call-War
against a country which has made absolutely no aggressive move
towards them, towards any member of NATO.

Without apparently even wanting to understand
what they were getting into. Rushing in where angels fear to
tread.

On the wings of a missile, they came. Too high
to see. On the news I heard a blood-chilling quote from a young
NATO pilot, an American: “We trained for this,” he said, “and it's
good to be finally doing our job.” These pilots look like they
should still be in high school. My blood is turning to ice. The
first air-raid sirens froze me where I stood.

They keep talking about Serbia's 'invasion of
Kosovo', but Kosovo is a province of Serbia. How on earth can a
country 'invade' its own territory? What is NATO fighting for?

Hey. HEY. Wake up. There are real people on the
ground here. What quarrel do you have with them?

Sasha

(And by the way, when exactly did NATO declare
this illegal and immoral war on a nation which has not threatened
any ONE of the nineteen countries in the NATO 'defensive' alliance?
I must have blinked and missed it.)

 


Alt.writers

NATO acts at last

March 25, 1999

If you were startled at the missiles, Sasha,
then you just haven't been paying attention. NATO has been
promising to act for months now if Milosevic didn't stop
slaughtering people in Kosovo. He and his butchers haven't stopped
and the air strikes were long overdue.

If the Yugoslavian people won't stop Milosevic,
then somebody has to.

You're playing word games with that 'invasion'
stuff. Yes, NATO knows, we all know, that Kosovo is a province of
Serbia or Yugoslavia or whatever your nation is calling itself
these days. 'Invasion' is just a figure of speech. If you're a
writer you ought to have been able to figure that out. If you don't
like 'invasion', then call it 'a buildup of security forces', or
whatever euphemism you like. The point is that Serbians are
murdering Albanians in Kosovo, driving them out of their homes and
out of their country.

Since you live in Yugoslavia, you can deliver a
message to Milosevic for me: Stop killing people! If you folks had
done that a long time ago, there wouldn't be any need for the NATO
attacks now.

Dave Barker

BTW, I assume some people in alt.writers will
complain about this being off topic for a writer's group. But
personally, I think war is too important to be left to the generals
and politicians. It should be everyone's concern, even writers.

Oh, Sasha, I forgot to address your claim that
the NATO strikes are 'illegal' and 'immoral'. There is nothing
immoral in protecting innocent people being killed in Kosovo, and
there is nothing illegal about it either. Every nation has a right
to protect its vital interests.

 


Alt.writers

NATO acts at last

March 25, 1999

You say the air strikes were long overdue. I see
that you haven't gone so far as to actually justify them in any
shape or form. You are just swallowing the party line that the
media gurus are spinning.

If someone has to stop Milosevic, who is going
to stop Clinton?

"The
point is that Serbians are murdering Albanians in Kosovo, driving
them out of their homes and out of their
country."

Actually, that is just the spin the media
are giving it. You know what they say about the first casualty of
war?

"NATO
has been promising to act for months now if Milosevic didn't stop
slaughtering people in Kosovo. He and his butchers haven't stopped
and the air strikes were long overdue."

Excuse me? That's a new one for me.

I thought that they waded in with the bombs
because you 'bleeding- heart liberals' (wasn't me - don't shoot the
messenger - someone ELSE on the newsgroup called your camp that)
got too involved, and had your Rambouillet ultimatum rejected in
France.

For your information, the
"slaughtering of people in
Kosovo" had been going on for some time
before you guys became so keen to stop it. ***And it was largely the Serbs who were being
slaughtered!***

And HANG ON. What's this about
driving Albanians out of "their
country"? 'Their' country? Since bloody when?
They are an ethnic minority living in Yugoslavia. Just how does
that make Kosovo 'their' country?

You want me to tell Milosevic to stop killing
people? Fine. I'll do that the minute you deliver the same message
to Clinton from me.

The Albanians who DID get killed in Kosovo (and
yes there were some) were not 'murdered', Dave. They were
terrorists acting against a legal sovereign state and its security
force.

If you had someone running around America
wanting to take out a state from the federal nest, Texas say, and
make it 'independent', and if that someone was using the same
tactics that the Albanian separatists were using in Kosovo, you
would be the first one to scream for the police or federal troops,
you bleeding-heart liberal, you.

Yes, I DO live in Yugoslavia. So I probably know
a few more salient facts here than you do, cocooned on another
continent and in another mindset.

You say: "Every nation has a right to protect its vital
interests". TERRIFIC. We are making
progress. Stop bombing Yugoslavia and allow us to deal with OUR
vital interests, thank you very much. Nothing that happens in that
neck of the woods could REMOTELY be called linked to America's
'vital interests'.

And as for "illegal" and "immoral" - you appear
to have bought the same dictionary your president owns. The one
that says sex isn't sex. The word 'illegal', as it pertains to a
dozen articles of international law and longstanding international
conventions, appears to have been omitted too; and since morality
is in short supply at the White House these days, I suppose
'immoral' gets just a blank look from the Oval Office staff.

Sasha

 


alt.writers

Re. NATO acts at last

March 25,1999

I'll be generous and assume you can say
nonsense like it was the Serbs who were mostly getting killed in
Kosovo because your censored media are keeping the truth from you.
Do you really expect me to believe that there is no ethnic
cleansing in Kosovo, no mass killing of Albanians? Give me a
break.

You label Albanians as an
"ethnic minority living in
Yugoslavia" as if that justifies driving
them out of their homes and shoving them out of the country. The
lucky ones, the ones you don't kill instead, that is. Thank God
America doesn't try to drive out all its 'ethnic
minorities'.

And simply calling them terrorists won't work,
either. OK, sure. I know the KLA exists and was fighting for
independence for Kosovo, and I'll even concede that some action
against the KLA may have been initially justified. But not this,
not this wholesale murder and ethnic cleansing.

Ethnic purity is a dangerous delusion, my
friend.

You may live in Yugoslavia, but what you know is
what your controlled media tells you. I am sorry that you
personally are In the path of the bombs, but NATO is taking great
pains to hit only military targets and avoid civilian
casualties.

You're wrong again if you think that stopping
ethnic cleansing isn't in America's vital interests. It's in the
vital interest of the whole world. Civilized people aren't willing
to see another holocaust. I just hope that NATO doesn't get cold
feet and quit too soon. I say let the bombs fall and the missiles
fly until this madman is stopped one way or another.

I'll admit that Clinton makes an easy target,
but the fact that he has a little problem keeping his zipper closed
has nothing to do with NATO's justified attempt to stop
Milosevic.

Dave

 


alt.writers

Re. NATO acts at last

Mach 27,1999

"Do
you really expect me to believe that there is no ethnic cleansing
in Kosovo, no mass killing of Albanians? Give me a
break."

Why? Would trying to understand make your
brain seize up completely? I expect you to believe what someone who
is living in this country and whose people have lived in this
country for generations is telling you, rather than the half-baked
idiocies that your 'experts' are giving out.

I'll tell you something. My grandfather was from
Kosovo. He left when a bunch of Albanian thugs threatened to burn
his house down about his ears and rape his wife and two daughters
while he watched, and then keep the right ear of everyone in the
family as a souvenir. No, the thugs didn't actually do it. But if
you were in my grandfather's shoes, would YOU have waited until
they did?

"You
label Albanians as an 'ethnic minority living in Yugoslavia' as if
that justifies driving them out of their homes and shoving them out
of the country."

I label nobody anything. So far it is you
who has been passing out labels in this little exchange.

That they are an ethnic minority in Yugoslavia
is not a label. It's fact.

And they have been 'shoving', as you put it, for
considerably longer.

"Thank God America doesn't try to drive out all its 'ethnic
minorities'."

No. You just put them in reservations and
sell them whisky.

So you know the KLA exists, do
you? GIVE me STRENGTH. Am I supposed to feel honored you took THAT
much trouble to find out they do? 'Some
action was justified.' Indeed. Thank you
for your permission to stamp on terrorism within the borders of my
own country. See, I didn't know we had to ask you first.

"Ethnic purity is a dangerous delusion, my
friend."

Tell you what.

Write six letters to your senators and
congressmen and that warmonger in the White House who wants to
leave a legacy, ANY legacy, behind him. Tell them how much you
abhor these bombs.

THEN come back here and call me a 'friend'.

You tell me that NATO is
taking great pains to hit “only military
targets and avoid civilian casualties.”
And bombing northern Serbia is precisely HOW militarily related to
what you say you are trying to achieve in Kosovo?

"Civilized people aren't willing to see another
holocaust."

So you're willing to bomb a country which
you have very carefully NOT declared war on in order to avoid a
holocaust? Intelligent, my FRIEND. Very.

BTW, what Clinton does or does not do with his
zipper is a matter of supreme indifference to me. All I want him to
do is get the hell out of MY COUNTRY and take his stooges with
him.

Sasha

(Been to the movies
lately? Wag the Dog ring a bell?)

 


alt.writers

Re. NATO acts at last

March 27,1999

Those "experts" you dismiss with a couple of
quotation marks include a lot of newspaper people with no ax to
grind, and Albanian refugees from Kosovo who tell strangely similar
tales of killings and ethnic cleansing. Are you suggesting that all
those thousands and thousands of refugees are lying?

I'm sorry about your grandfather, but unless
this just happened, it's ancient history and doesn't have anything
to do with the current situation in which Serbian troops are going
door to door in Kosovo and driving Albanians out of their homes at
gunpoint, and sometimes taking the easy way out and killing
them.

You're going to have to do better than one
apocryphal tale of one Serb scared away from home by a few
thugs.

You say that Albanians are a minority in Kosovo,
which is a statement at odds with everything else I've seen. Where
do you get that? And just who are the Albanians shoving, besides
that grandfather of yours? And which Albanians are you talking
about? The KLA? From all I've read, they have been a very tiny and
ineffectual group, less 'terrorists' than pests.

"Write six letters ... THEN come back here and call me a
'friend'."

<wince> I guess I deserved that. But I
didn't mean 'friend' as an insult. I was just trying to move away
from any idea that you and I have to be personal enemies, whatever
our governments do.

Look, I don't have any quarrel with you, only
your government, only Milosevic. I'm sorry you are in harm's way
but I don't know what else we could have done, what NATO could have
done. Milosevic has to be stopped. One Hitler is enough in a
century.

I trust you've seen those messages from several
other alt.writers people telling us to take it to email. I'm game
if you are.

Dave

 


To:
<Dave
Barker>dbarker@keep-in-touch.org

From:
<Aleksandra
Kovacevic>whiteangel@EUnet.org.yu

March 28, 1999

Many of those refugees are talking through
interpreters. The interpreters can say whatever they like without
the "experts" being any wiser (and yes, I will keep quotation marks
around “experts”, thank you.) And as for lies - well - there were
plenty told in Bosnia. People know what 'plays'.

And before you jump on me for being heartless
and cruel, answer me this, my liberal 'friend' - have you ever
really seen or spoken to a refugee?

I have. Too many of us in Yugoslavia have. And
some of THOSE had far better reasons to go into refugee camps than
the Albanians ever did, unless you admit that the NATO bombing is
the real the trigger for their flight. Then, I will agree with
you.

You may be 'sorry' about my grandfather, but it
isn't ancient history to ME. My grandfather died only last year. My
grandmother is still alive. My mother and her sister are definitely
alive. History is no less relevant than when all the people who
lived it were still around to tell the tale.

That was clumsy. But I guess that if you want
to, you will understand what I mean. After all I am just an
ignorant foreign savage whose English is only her second
language.

You know that
"Serbian troops are going door to door in
Kosovo and driving Albanians out of their homes at
gunpoint?" How do you 'know' this? I mean,
that the army is involved in doing this? There may be paramilitary
units operating down there, with questionable methods, in response
to the even more questionable methods of a guerilla terrorist army.
But the Yugoslav army - sorry. Professional soldiers? Give me
proof. Give me one shred of evidence of what you have just
said.

"You're going to have to do better than one apocryphal tale of
one Serb scared away from home by a few thugs."

But how is that different from all those
Albanian accounts you so fiercely believe? How are they less
apocryphal? And I can gather more evidence, more stories, more
photographs, more anything you care to name in support of what I
have said. You have no evidence at all.

No, I did not say that
"Albanians are a minority in
Kosovo", I said the Albanians are a
minority in YUGOSLAVIA. And that the reasons for their (currently)
being a majority in Kosovo are conveniently disregarded and
ignored by the West.

I have a degree in history. I studied this
stuff. Some of it I studied in your very own great and wonderful
United States of America. Trust me. There is history involved here.
History that America is not interested in knowing about.

"Where do you get that? And just who are the Albanians
shoving, besides that grandfather of yours?"

Oh, that 'grandfather of mine' - thank you
for dismissing his life and the life of his family so lightly...
But you want evidence? You want pictures? You want articles? I can
get them for you.

Oh, how easy it is for you to dismiss the KLA,
too. Tell me, if armed thugs were patrolling YOUR backyard, would
you be so quick to dismiss them as pests? Are you married? Do you
have children? Do you have a sister or an elderly relative whom you
couldn't move in a hurry in an emergency? If you don't, please
don't tell me what it feels like to live in an area where you are a
walking target for a few 'pests' with shotguns and grenades.

"<wince>… I didn't mean 'friend' as an insult. I was just trying to move away from any idea
that you and I have to be personal enemies, whatever our
governments do".

<wince> Indeed. But hey. The war
started without us, it looks like...

" One
Hitler is enough in a century."

Sure. Except that in THIS country he wears
Clinton's face.

NATO was not invited to this party, Dave, it
gate-crashed. Illegally. Without evidence. Like the classic
schoolyard bully ('You will do what I want or I will smash your
face in.’)

The trouble with pursuing a 'quarrel with
Milosevic' in the way you are inevitably means putting people in
harm's way. You can't avoid THAT indictment. I am sorry.

Sasha

(and hey, you aren't invincible after all. How
about that F-117 then? Invisible, was it?)

 


To:
<Aleksandra Kovacevic> whiteangel@EUnet.yu

From:
<Dave> dbarker@keep-in-touch.org

March 28, 1999

Thank you for joining me in email with this,
although I have never understood why some folks get so exercised
over 'off-topic' discussions. When those objections have been
raised in the past, the consensus has always been that nothing is
off-topic for writers. But a few people do get extraordinarily
upset about it.

And it's true, of course, that a discussion
about an ongoing war is going to be particularly divisive. Whatever
the issues and justifications, or lack of justifications from your
point of view, I am sorry this war is affecting you personally. I
hope you remain safe always. Has the bombing affected your home?
Your workplace?

I have been watching and admiring your posts in
alt.writers for more than a year and have sent you a couple of LOLs
about some of your more outrageous, or outstanding, depending on
how you look at it, puns. And you sent me an LOL once for
something, I forget what. It was the first time I'd seen the
acronym and had to ask someone what it meant. My first thought was
Little Old Lady, and since I'm none of the three I didn't know how
it applied. I doubt if I would ever have guessed it meant Laughing
Out Loud.

I've never once said or
thought you are an "ignorant foreign
savage." Your English is impeccable, and a
helluva lot better than my nonexistent Serb, or anything else. I'm
a typical ignorant American savage who speaks only one
language.

Are you really arguing that the interpreters are
lying about what the refugees say? That their tales of killings and
wholesale evacuations at the point of a gun are just lies initiated
by interpreters? Or that the killings, rapes and evacuations are
all the fault of a few rebel Serb soldiers and not the Serbian
army?

That's really a stretch!

No, I've never spoken to a refugee from the
Balkans, but that is hardly reason for me to ignore all the
evidence that has been amassed by reporters, aid workers, and the
refugees themselves, whether they're talking through interpreters
or not. What do the refugees you say you've spoken to have to say
about it?

Of course the refugee flow increased when the
NATO air campaign began, but that's not when it started.

I didn't mean to insult your grandfather. I was
just, admittedly clumsily, trying to make the point that one tale
of a threat from a few Albanian thugs can't justify the current
ethnic cleansing, or wholesale evacuations if that's become too
loaded a term.

 


The world hasn't yet come to terms with the Nazi
holocaust but a lot of people really are determined that it's time
for humankind to put a stop to such assaults on human life and
dignity.

Where in the US did you study history? No, I'm
not trying to change the subject, but I am interested. When were
you here?

"... please don't tell me what it feels like to live in an area
where you are a walking target for a few 'pests' with shotguns and
grenades."

I take your point. I do have the luxury of
living in a place safe from war. I'm divorced, but I do have
children, two of them. The older is grown and on her own, but the
youngest lives with me still and I feel the weight of
responsibility for his safety to an extraordinary degree.

"(and hey, you aren't invincible after all.
How about that F-117 then? Invisible, was it?)"

Touche. <wry grin>

Dave

BTW, what "lies" in Bosnia are you talking
about?

 


To: <Dave>
dbarker@keep-in-touch.org

From:
<Aleksandra> whiteangel@EUnet.yu

March 30, 1999

Forgive the slightly ironic grin. A
non-divisive war is an interesting idea.

'Whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers,
that you do unto me.' Are you religious? That was Jesus. Not that I
have ever been a happy clappy, but being Orthodox Christian is part
of the Serb identity; I don't wear a cross but I carry one with me
in my purse at all times.

And while it is commendable you do not wish me
to be affected 'personally’, that is on a par with NATO saying they
are not at war with the Serbian people, only with Milosevic, while
proceeding to drop large explosives on those selfsame people in the
hope Milosevic might be bullied into acceding to their demands. If
you are asking if a bomb has fallen onto my house, the answer is
no. Actually, the answer is 'not yet'. But that does not mean this
war is not affecting me personally.

I don't remember our previous exchanges, but
then, that is not entirely unexpected right now. There are a lot of
memories that have taken a back seat right now.

So I am not an ignorant foreign savage. (And
neither are you.) So why then would the rest of my countrymen be
considered such and expendable bomb fodder for NATO?!

And <shrug> if HALF the stuff being said
about the refugees is not true, that still makes for a lot less
drama than is currently being created.

I spent a summer working in a
refugee camp for the hundreds of thousands - HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS
- of Serbs who
were turned out of Krajina with the blessing of NATO during the
Bosnian/ Croatian war. I am not a doctor or anything like that, and
there was limited physical good I could do. But I could take them
food and blankets and a kind word.

The word 'lost' is defined by their eyes. These
people whose grandfathers lived and died in those naked mountain
rocks where they tended goats and vineyards, transported (some
carrying those same grandparents' bones exhumed from their tombs,
so the vultures would not get them) into the pastoral heartland of
Serbia with its maize and its plum orchards and its softer air and
different light. Transported to NOTHING familiar, with no
prospects, no jobs, no future, no hope. NATO did not rise to defend
them, oh no.

This particular 'ethnic cleansing' was done with
the full knowledge and tacit connivance of NATO at the time. On the
road they were met by CNN reporters thrusting microphones into the
tired and lined faces of numb and empty eighty-year-olds riding on
bullock carts, screaming

And my own family, if you remember my family
history, were refugees of a sort.

While the current explosion of human misery
flooding from Kosovo is a tragedy, WE HAD NO REFUGEE PROBLEM BEFORE
NATO STARTED BOMBING. Just remember that.

As to what the refugees-then say about
refugees-now, I can't tell you, because I have not been back to
that bitter, lonely, hopeless camp now for almost a year. I suspect
that before too long there will be too many of us who will be able
to answer your question.

The term 'ethnic cleansing' has become little
more than a license to kill - and not in the way you mean. Accuse
someone of ethnic cleansing and they are hardly given a chance to
say 'But...!' before a thousand voices cry 'PERISH!' and haul out
the knives. Or the bombs, in this case.

You throw around words like
holocaust and claim it's time for humankind to put a stop to
assaults on human life and dignity. And again I ask you, where were
you bleeding heart liberals when it was Serbs being shot at and carved up
and quietly 'cleansed'?

"what 'lies' in Bosnia are you talking
about?"

Oohhh. How much time do you have?

Shall we talk about Christiane Amanpour's story
about the funeral of 'Moslem' children - in a sea of orthodox
crosses and with the orthodox priest carefully edited out of the
picture?

Shall we talk about the mortar into the
marketplace in Sarajevo still blamed on Serb artillery, although
the UN itself disproved the claim?

About the 'concentration camps' that were
subsequently debunked as propaganda by honest journalists whose
stories were never widely disseminated?

About the '100,000' rapes, which shrank to
'60,000', which shrank to '10,000', which finally shrank to 'a few
hundred confirmed cases?' (All rape is villainous, but hey, it was
happening to both sides, not just the biased one-sided coverage
perpetrated by the Western media at the time; lots of this dirty
work was never heard of, never known.)

Nobody had clean hands in that war. NO-BO-DY.
But if you bring out a report about a Serbian unit rampaging
through a Muslim village, why not preface it with the fact that
often it was preceded by the men in that unit having been back to
their own homes to find babies crucified on barn doors?

War is ugly. And you have just loosed war on us
again.

Sasha (I can go on...)

 


To: <Dave>
dbarker@keep-in-touch.org

From: <Aleksandra>
whiteangel@EUnet.yu

April 2, 1999

DAMN YOU!

There is a skeleton in my beloved Danube
today.

The old bridge which was revered and beloved
and so ancient that it was referred to as 'see-through' because you
could practically see the water underneath you when you crossed
it... THIS was a military target? If a tank had tried to cross this
thing, it would have collapsed under the weight.

Back in the Nazi war, one bitter winter,
thousands of Serbs were lined up and shot in the back of the head,
one by one, by occupying Hungarians and shoved under the ice of the
Danube. 50,000 Serbs in my province of Vojvodina alone died during
that war. For the long years of the communist regime this was not
to be talked about, very un-PC. A few years ago, in more
enlightened times, a memorial was put up to these victims on the
old bridge. That, too, is gone now. You are ripping away our future
AND our past now.

Damn your liberal war and its 'surgical
bombing'! My city is hundreds of kilometers from Kosovo - if, as
NATO maintains, they are in this to clear Kosovo of the Yugoslav
army units, WHAT WERE YOUR PLANES AND MISSILES DOING THIS FAR
NORTH?

And you are still telling me you are not at war
with the people?!

Sasha (I can barely see the screen from crying.
I went down there this morning, as soon as I heard; the water
flowing through the downed metal wails like a child's cry. I threw
flowers into the river. They just destroyed a part of me ...)
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I'll have to admit to being conflicted and
confused. Your reaction to the destruction of the bridge moved me.
At the same time it baffled me.

Putting aside the how of its destruction for
the moment - only for the moment, I'll get back to it -I just can't
imagine getting emotionally involved in the fate of a bridge, even
if it was something from my childhood.

Perhaps that is because I'm an American, a race
of immigrants without strong ties to the past. An 'old' building in
America is a couple of hundred years old, and there aren't all that
many of them. There is virtually nothing in the town I grew up in
that I remember as particularly ancient, or with a history worthy
of attention, never mind emotion.

You mentioned religion earlier. I was born and
raised a Congregationalist, and my church was one of the oldest
buildings in the region, more than 250 years old as I recall. It
was/is a wooden structure, painted a brilliant white, and notable
primarily for its beautiful tall steeple.

But if it were destroyed tomorrow, I would feel
no particular pang of loss. A mild regret perhaps.

My home town, btw, doesn't even really exist
anymore - not the town I remember. It has quintupled in size and
doesn't resemble the small town of my youth. There are few
landmarks I recognize on my rare trips back. Most of the buildings
and structures have been torn down and rebuilt, the roads changed.
A superhighway has destroyed whole neighborhoods.

Even the 'mountains' are gone in a sense.
Anyone from a mountainous region would laugh at the thought that
the hills that bracket the town could ever be called mountains. But
that's what we called them, and they helped define my land. Now
they are smaller.

Not in reality, of course. Part of it is simply
the fact that I grew up, changed my perspective, saw real
mountains. Part is the fact that hills covered with trees look a
lot more like mountains than hills covered with houses. And then
there is the grotesque addition of a ski lift that mars the beauty
that was once there.

My hometown has already been destroyed - by
‘progress’, not bombs. So it's hard for me to understand your
reaction to the loss of your bridge.

I understand better your anger. That I think I
can relate to. I say 'think I can' because there are limits to my
imagination, and Americans have no memories of being bombed or
under direct attack, not since the Civil War more than a century
ago anyhow. Well, except for Pearl Harbor, but that is thousands of
miles away from the mainland. Not the same thing as having bombs
fall on New York City or San Francisco.

Yes, I can understand your anger. But what is a
bridge if its destruction can curb that madman of yours who insists
on killing people and driving them from their homes? Bridges are
always among the first targets in a war because their destruction
hampers the movement of enemy forces.

I'm not privy to the considerations of the
strategists waging this war on Milosevic but I have to assume they
know what they are doing.

And I certainly support their aims of stopping
the genocide or ethnic cleansing or slaughter or whatever you want
to call it that is going on in Kosovo.

You called this a 'liberal' war and I suppose
that's true. At least Americans who consider themselves liberals -
I'm one - are supporting it because they think protection of the
innocent in Kosovo is a good thing. It is.

I'll admit it's something of a conundrum for
me, supporting a war. I was in my early teens during the Vietnam
War and I joined some of the protest marches and demonstrations. I
violently objected when President Reagan invaded Grenada and when
President Bush invaded Panama and then Iraq. The Vietnam War was
based on a false premises - the domino theory that said if Vietnam
went communist, so would the rest of the region and then the world
– and that we had a right to stop it. I’ve since realized that both
suppositions are wrong. The war on Iraq was all about protecting
Western oil interests. Damned if I know what the assaults on
Granada and Panama were really all about.

But a limited war to stop mass murder? Yes, that
I can support.

“You throw around words
like holocaust and claim it's time for humankind to put a stop to
assaults on human life and dignity. And again I ask you, where were
you bleeding heart liberals when it was Serbs being shot at and
carved up and quietly 'cleansed'?”

Well, this bleeding-heart liberal wasn't
really aware of that. Admittedly I wasn't paying a great deal of
attention, but from what I remember ALL sides were involved in a
lot of killing at the time, not just the Serbs.

I don't know enough about what happened in
Krajina during the Bosnian/Croatian war to fully understand your
comments about the refugee camp you worked in. Are you talking
about Serb refugees? I'm not being argumentative, I simply don't
have the background. Could you steer me to a website where I could
get more information? And I would like to hear more about your
personal experiences in the camp.

Your complaints about some bad reporting can't
explain away or justify what is going on in Kosovo. I'm an
ex-reporter myself and I know how hard it is to get every detail
right on a breaking story.

Dave

 


To: <Dave>
dbarker@keep-in-touch.org

From:
<Aleksandra> whiteangel@EUnet.yu

April 2,1999

You're confused? Now I am confused. You have
never loved something? Because only if the answer to that is 'no'
can you be confused by my reaction to the loss of my beloved
bridge.

“l
just can't imagine getting emotionally involved in the fate of a
bridge…”

Hm. Well, call me weird.

Seriously - are we really so
alien to each other that you are unable to comprehend that it IS
NOT THE BRIDGE, IT IS ALL THAT THE BRIDGE STANDS FOR? The bridge is
the embodiment of so much - of love and memory and pride and joy -
and yes, the life, the universe and everything ... Have you
seen Star Wars? Yeah, laugh. But the Force is in everything. And the Force
that connected me and that bridge has been severed with a hot knife
and there is a gaping wound where the connection used to
be.

Yes, okay, just call me weird.

If you wouldn't mourn the loss of your church
with the beautiful tall steeple, then you have never loved it. If
the town you grew up in has no history, nothing 'worthy of
attention, never mind emotion' that is YOUR loss. That, perhaps, is
why you can't understand what I am feeling. That lack of a concept
of history and therefore a complete lack of any value placed on it
is a peculiarly American trait.

And yet the Americans, who decisively did away
with royalty when they remade themselves in a new image to
differentiate them from Europe, are the very people who now fawn
most obsequiously when a European royal comes to visit. Lacking a
history of their own, they are ready to appropriate anyone else's;
but they do not have any connection with it and therefore it is
misunderstood, undervalued and finally discarded. And your American
is left standing out in the rain again.

At least I have my bridges. It doesn't make me
BETTER than you - but it does allow me to know my place in space
and time. Many Americans spend their lives pursuing money and glory
and die vaguely discontented because it is not all it was cracked
up to be once they achieve it, or else because they somehow managed
to miss that particular boat, which left while they were having a
last drink at the Inn on the Wharf of Fate.

As for me and my people, we have no need to
catch such ships. Our past flows through us like my beloved Danube
flows through my city - and it is, and will always be, a part of
us.

My sister Natasha and her children - Danica and
Zoran they are called (Morning Star and Dawn Boy that would be in
English) - are packing because they have the opportunity to get out
of the country, so her husband has told them to go. They want me to
go with them. How can I leave my river? How can I leave my
past?

How can I leave the bridges that are left?

You complain that growth has 'destroyed' your
home town. Are you really that ignorant, that insensitive that you
can compare your country's deliberate destruction of part of my
history with natural changes brought about by growth? That is so
different, and if you don't see it then there is nothing I can do
to make you. You are talking about a step into the future. I am
talking about a destruction of both future and past. A superhighway
and a Cruise missile have very little in common, Dave.

Americans have NEVER been bombed. I think that
once, just once, they should be. Just to learn what it is really
like.

'Collateral damage'? Why, yes, sure. Maybe a few
civilians. Just to make a point.

Does that suggestion make you angry? Why? That
is precisely what NATO is using to justify this 'war' of
theirs.

You're arguing that my bridge was a military
target? Oh, please.

NATO wandered in there tossing bombs because
they wanted to 'neutralize the army in Kosovo' (go look up the
dispatches if you don't believe me). Somebody in alt.writers -1
swear the IQ in there has dropped below zero in the last few weeks
- has mentioned that the bridge - MY bridge - was destroyed because
it was a 'supply route' between Belgrade and Kosovo. Well, look on
a bloody map! Novi Sad is NORTH of Belgrade. Belgrade is between
Novi Sad and Kosovo. Work it out.

And anyway, as I have already said, that
particular bridge - put a tank on it and it would have collapsed
anyway.

Oh God, just thinking about it hurts ...

“l'm
not privy to the considerations of the strategists waging this war
on Milosevic but I have to assume they know what they are
doing.”

<splutter> And you have to assume that
precisely WHY?

“And
I certainly support their aims of stopping the genocide or ethnic
cleansing or slaughter or whatever you want to call it that is
going on in Kosovo.”

Would 'self-defense' do?

But no. You would not want to stop THAT, I know,
so it can't possibly be that, can it?

You argue that you are protecting 'the
innocent' in Kosovo. But the definition of 'the innocent in Kosovo'
implicitly includes the word 'Albanian,' doesn’t it?

And the innocent Serbs being bombed by NATO
outside of Kosovo don't get a mention.

You talk about stopping mass murder. Mass murder
indeed. Who's killing anybody? If mass murder was really taking
place, do you think there would be this many refugees pouring out
of the place? If mass murder was on the cards, why were they not
all simply slaughtered?

But they weren't. They WERE NOT.

Your answer to my question about where you
bleeding-heart liberals were when it was Serbs being cleansed is
that you weren't 'paying a great deal of attention'.

So then your defense was 'I knew nothing' and
now it is 'I know it all'?

Sometimes, Dave, I have to admire the Americans.
They do think on their feet.

Yes. I was talking about Serb
refugees in Krajina during the Bosnian/ Croatian war. Read up on
it. Try http://www.jbs.org/tna/1999/05-10-99/
why_kosovo.htm for a start. I'll hunt up more
websites.

In the meantime ... what do you want to know
about my experiences in the refugee camps? Do you want to hear
about the death certificate I saw for an 80-year-old woman with a
face with lines deep enough to have been ploughed in? She owned
only one set of clothes - the one she wore - when she was brought
into camp. The death certificate listed the cause of death as a
'broken heart'.

Do you want to hear of the kids who did not
speak, but just stood there with eyes as blue and empty as the sky?
Of the woman who went into labor on the cart on the way to Serbia
from her lost home in Krajina, who bore the child, and then
strangled it with a woollen scarf during the night so the mite
would not have to live through what its mother knew awaited her own
self? (She was taken to a mental hospital for observation because
she went quietly nuts. Not entirely surprisingly.)

Of the man who told me quietly,' I used to grow
grapes. That is all I know. How am I to feed my family here?'

More?

If you were a reporter, you may know how hard it
is to get the details right. But you can't explain away or justify
what CNN is doing now.

I am a 'reporter' of sorts too. I work for a
radio station and freelance for Television Novi Sad. Yes, I know
how hard it is to get 'every detail right'. But we are not talking
about the spelling of a name or the color of someone's hair. We are
talking life and death.

No mistakes allowed.

Sasha

(So what do you love then? Is it really possible
you care for nothing, that the destruction of some piece of this
planet would not wound your soul?)
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“Americans have NEVER been
bombed.” Oh come on. Get off your high
horse a minute. I don't expect you to have a detailed knowledge of
American history but surely you've heard of the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor that brought America into World War 2? Or brought us
in openly anyhow - we had been backing the Allies indirectly for
some time.

We lost nineteen ships, five of them
battleships, and about 2500 people, all in a couple of hours in a
sneak attack on American soil. (May I remind you that the bombings
intended to get Milosevic's attention were no surprise. NATO had
warned him what was going to happen if he didn't agree to a peace
settlement.)

Americans were bombed all over the world in WW2
- in the Philippines and a thousand islands in the Pacific on the
way to Japan, in Africa, in the North Atlantic. And, of course, a
lot of Americans were bombed when they stormed ashore in France to
help liberate all of Europe from the Nazis.

And Americans have been bombed even when they've
been on peace missions. A terrorist bomber killed 241 Marines in
Beirut in the early 80s, if you recall.

Americans do know what it is like to be bombed,
thank you very much.

We waited too long to confront Hitler in WW2.
What NATO is doing now is stopping a tyrant before he gets so
strong that we face another world war.

In your situation, I don't expect you to be
exactly grateful about that, but you should recognize the justice
of it. If Washington had been taken over by a madman who was intent
on driving all the Cubans out of South Florida or the Mexicans out
of Texas and California, I'd accept some outside help to get him
out.

And if the outside help blew up a couple of
useless bridges in the process, I'd shrug it off, even if it were a
mistake, and even if I had fished off that bridge as a boy.

OK, perhaps the see-through bridge in Novi Sad
was a mistake. Mistakes do happen in war.

Your stories about the Serbs in the refugee camp
show a great deal of empathy and compassion. Why can't you extend
that empathy and compassion to the Albanians who are being murdered
or turned into refugees?

I'm going to respond to the rest of your email
separately.

Dave
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Yes, Dave. Of course I have heard of Pearl
Harbor.

“We
lost nineteen ships, five of them battleships, and about 2500
people, all in a couple of hours in a sneak attack on American
soil.”

Well, I went and looked it up. In the
Encyclopedia Britannica. (Yes, I own a set. All 30 bloody books of
it.) They speak of fifteen 'damaged or destroyed' ships, of which
eight were battleships. They speak of two ships that were sunk and
one that was capsized. They speak of less than 3000 *Army and Navy*
casualties.

What was hurt at Pearl Harbor, Dave, was
America's pride, no more. All the big air carriers were out of the
base and they were not touched. And the worst thing that you can
dredge up in your sentence above is that it was a 'sneak attack',
i.e. the Japanese caught America the Great on the hop and with its
pants down. Bringing up Pearl Harbor to make the point that 'Oh
yes, we have been bombed' is less than adequate.

YOUR CIVILIANS have never been bombed.
American mothers have never heard air raid sirens that precede
actual bombing. Homes and hospitals and bridges and factories in
America have never been bombed. And the Americans THEN treated the
war much as Americans NOW treat it - they were young, they were
strong, and they had plenty of chocolate and silk stockings to
ensure they got laid by European women (once they got there) who
HAD been bombed and who DID know what real war meant.

Your country's too big and too damn isolated and
self-sufficient to have ever had to suffer the real consequences of
war.

Pearl Harbor. The American reaction to Pearl
Harbor was 'HEY! Waitaminit! That's not fair!'

“May I remind you that the bombings
intended to get Milosevic's attention were no surprise. NATO had
warned him what was going to happen if he didn't agree to a peace
settlement.”

... to an ultimatum.

“Americans were bombed all over the world in WW2…And Americans
have been bombed even when they've been on peace
missions…”

Soldiers, soldiers, soldiers.

In battle zones.

What's the matter? Don't Americans expect anyone
to shoot back when they wade into a war zone?

“Americans do know what it is like to be bombed, thank you
very much.”

No, Dave. They do not. No American civilian
living on the American mainland can lay claim to knowing what that
is like. Because they have never ever ever EVER had to live through
it.

“We
waited too long to confront Hitler.. What NATO is doing now is
stopping a tyrant before he gets so strong that we face another
world war.”

... and putting another in his place. What
do you think your president is being viewed as?

“If
Washington had been taken over by a madman who was intent on
driving all the Cubans out of South Florida or the Mexicans out of
Texas or California, I'd accept some outside help to get him
out.”

HAH. Washington already HAS been taken over,
while you weren't looking. Any minute now I expect America to look
up and go 'HEY! Waitaminit!... '

“OK,
perhaps the see-through bridge in Novi Sad was a mistake. Mistakes
do happen in war.”

WAR is a mistake. That is the simple truth
of it.

“Your
stories about the Serbs in the refugee camp show a great deal of
empathy and compassion. Why can't you extend that … to the
Albanians…”

Because nobody else is giving that empathy
and compassion to MY people. Nobody, in the whole wide world. Or at
least not obviously so.

You do REALIZE, don't you, that Serbia took
in more than 500,000 refugees over the last ten years? From the
various Balkan wars? The Albanian refugees cross a border and are
mobbed six deep by representatives of various international
do-gooders who have descended on the camps in droves. Meanwhile, we
have taken care of our own people without any outside help.

If I tripped over an Albanian refugee on my
doorstep (s)he would be just another wretched human being whom I
would try and help to the best of my ability. But the Albanians are
being taken care of by gazillions of foreign funds and hundreds of
aid workers. Sometimes, I am all that my own folk have got.

There is only so much of me to go around.

“l'm
going to respond to the rest of your email separately.”

Oh ... ? <wary look> What did I say
that requires such a formal separation?

Sasha

PS Oh, and one more thing. I have pretty much
focused my refugee sympathies completely these days. I did tell
you, didn't I, that my sister Natasha and her kids are packing to
leave Yugoslavia right now? That Mama wanted me to go too, and I
wouldn't leave? That I have seen my brother-in-law tell Natasha
that this is all for the best, and then go outside and bawl like a
child for ten minutes before straightening up, wiping his nose and
going back in, making sure she would never know... ?

MY SISTER is a refugee, Dave. It doesn't get
closer than that. And when they take close-ups of the babies in the
Albanian camps, I can't help but think of the 2-year-old and the
4-year-old who are my own blood and who are going into exile and an
uncertain future tonight.
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You are baffled and confused that I don't
profess a love for places and things. I am baffled and confused
that you do. At least when it comes to a bridge.

Is loving a building, a structure, the same
thing as loving your spouse, your children, your friends? Surely
not.

I love people, not things. I loved my former
wife once upon a time.

That love dwindled with time but in the
beginning it was unmistakably love. I loved my parents and love my
siblings. I love my children to a degree I can't articulate.

But a bridge, a church? That I don't
understand.

I can understand love of place in a broader
sense. You mention your 'beloved' Danube and I can understand your
connection with the river a lot easier than I understand your
connection with a bridge.

I've always admired the way the North American
natives, the Indians, lived in harmony with nature, a way of life
as alien to most of us today as would be the philosophy of a
Martian - or those creatures flitting around in UFOs. Technology
demands the conquering of nature, not living with it, and I'm a
product of my times and technology.

So I suppose I'm being more sentimental than
empathetic when I admiringly quote some of the comments of Chief
Seattle. When the president - this was 150 years ago and I have no
idea which president - was trying to buy his tribe's land, Seattle
said, “How can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth of the land? The
idea is strange to us. If we do not own the freshness of the air
and the sparkle of the water, how can you buy them?'

I remembered that quote. Or misremembered
it, actually. It seems that while Chief Seattle was by all accounts
a great speaker, those particular words were written by a screen
writer more than 100 years later. I found that out from Snopes when
I looked him up on the Web.

The good chief was talking about a different
web when he told the whites, in the movie version again:

'You must teach your children that the ground
beneath their feet is the ashes of our grandfathers. So they will
respect the land, tell your children that the earth is rich with
the lives of our kin. Teach your children what we have taught our
children, that the earth is our mother. Whatever befalls the earth
befalls the sons of the earth. Man did not weave the web of life,
he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, he does
to himself.'

O.K. Maybe Chief Seattle didn’t really say
that in those particular words, but it reflects much of what Native
Americans believed.

Maybe I understand what you're saying better
than I thought, but I don't know. I still have a hard time
connecting that profound bit of wisdom to a bridge. Wood and steel
are not the same as 'the sparkle of the water'.

And, sorry, but the church I attended is still
nothing but a building. If it burned down, it would be rebuilt and
I wouldn't have more than a mild regret that the original was
gone.

Your complaint that too many Americans spend
their lives pursuing money and glory cuts a bit closer to the bone,
at least the money part. I don't personally know anyone pursuing
glory. But money, ah yes. But I don't understand the love of money,
or what money can buy, any more than I understand the love of a
bridge.

I know people who work 80-hour weeks so they can
have the shiny new cars, the shiny new boats, the oversized houses
that they 'love'. And all too frequently that means they have
little time for their spouses, their children, or even any activity
that doesn't result in income.

The same people often 'love' places, too - their
country clubs, their churches, and their communities. Not the whole
community, but their personal enclaves surrounded by fences and
gates to keep out the unworthy. My ex-wife could tell you a lot
more about that. She loved it all.

The 'love' of things and places becomes a
substitute for the more difficult task of loving people, caring
about what happens to them, sharing with them both the good and the
bad, their joys and their sorrows, their victories and their
defeats.

I'm waxing philosophical while you are ducking
bombs. I recognize the irony. I just don't know what I can do about
it.

Dave
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“Is
loving a building, a structure, the same thing as loving your
spouse, your children, your friends? …But a bridge, a church? That
I don't understand.”

It doesn't matter WHAT you love or WHO you
love. It is THAT you love, that you are able to give that, which
matters.

How do you define 'love'? Is the love you
once-had-but-have-no- longer for your ex-wife any different from
the love to-a-degree-you- can't-articulate that you say you have
for your kids? How is it different? Why is it different? How is it
possible to 'love' someone and then just NOT love them, if at the
same time you have other people about whom you talk in the context
of the same word, whom I do not think it is possible for you to
stop loving? How do you 'fall out of love' with your children?

You don't, of course. Your wife was someone you
brushed against during the course of life and living, and it proved
transient. Your children are a part of you.

I am not saying that my bridge, my church -
hell, my COUNTRY - is a part of me in that sense. It's the other
way round -1 haven't been the progenitor of these things in the
same way that they have been mine. But I am what I am because of
THAT bridge, THAT church, because I walked on THAT river bank and
had my first kiss under THAT tree. They are a part of what I am.
They are what makes me. And destroying them, and especially
destroying them wantonly, kills ME.

Yes, it is alien. I told you before, I am an
ignorant savage who communes with the reeds and the fishes and the
birds of the air. And occasionally bridges. And sometimes the full
moon. You may never understand. I can neither expect you to, nor
MAKE you do so...

“I've
always admired the way the the Indians lived in harmony with
nature… technology demands the conquering of nature, not living
with it, and I'm a product of my times and
technology.”

To me technology is more often a burden than
a boon, if you must know. You are going to ask, 'What are you doing
in front of a computer and on the Internet?' Well, it's a tool.
It's a tool to talk to the world and to know more about it. But if
you have to know I am a little afraid of it, and I certainly don't
understand it. I'll probably finish this message and go out to the
river to wander up and down the quay for an hour listening to the
water whispering. After the chatter of the world it is curiously
soothing.

You said Chief Seattle, or the film writer,
said:

“'How
can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth of the land?...You must
teach your children that the ground beneath their feet is the ashes
of our grandfathers…”

Exactly. Oh, exactly! The ground beneath
their feet is the ashes of our grandfathers.' THAT is the holy hold
my ground has on me. And the homes that are built on it, and the
bridges that spanned the banks of its rivers, are just an extension
of that. I love this country. I *love* it.





Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/320864
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!



cover.jpg





