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			CHAPTER 1

			Only a fool or a hero will laugh at the man who holds a gun. As I looked at the figure kneeling before me, I wondered which he was. Even on his knees his eyes were almost level with mine: fixed, unblinking, his back ramrod straight, the hint of a smile playing around his lips.

			‘Go on, shoot him.’ Tara nodded towards the kneeling man. ‘He wouldn’t show you any mercy.’

			A short bark of laughter broke the putrid air; anger sparked in me, my index finger tensed hard against the trigger, the clap of the gunshot and the shout of pain came almost together. He fell on his side, hand pressed against his chest, coughed once – and then nothing. I froze. Tara froze. Somewhere in the distance I could hear the rhythmic grind of the factories on the plain below.

			‘Search him.’ Tara’s voice was high, a little tight.

			I nodded. The sun burned hot on my skin. I re-cocked the gun and stepped forward, sullen grey dust billowing up around my feet. The man didn’t move. I kicked at his outstretched leg. Nothing.

			And then suddenly an arm shot up, fingers wrapped themselves around my leg and brought me to the floor. The gun slipped through my fingers, my hip banged against the hard earth, his hands were tight around my waist. I opened my mouth to shout to Tara, Get the gun, get the GUN! but before I could speak he had pinned me down, knees astride my body, one strong hand holding my arms above my head.

			‘You thought you had finished me off,’ he roared, ‘but guns are so old-fashioned, Miro, what are you, a cowboy?’ He leered down at me, his face half shadowed from the scorching light. My lungs pumped short, hard breaths into the sticky air; I felt sweat beads begin to pop on my forehead; suddenly he sat back, took his fingers from my arms and waggled his hands at me. ‘Death by tickling is the only honourable way for a man to go.’

			He pounced before I could move and suddenly his big hands were dancing up my sides and across my stomach until I was giggling and squirming and begging him to stop.

			‘There was no mercy for me,’ he yelled, but before I could reply Tara launched herself at him, knocking them both on to the floor.

			‘Take that,’ she roared, her little fists pounding into his chest. But she was no match for Goran, who simply swivelled round to lay his legs across her body, pinning her down, before reaching back to try to tickle me again.

			‘I could take the two of you in my sleep,’ he laughed as I scrambled away from him. ‘You’ve got to plan your attacks better than this.’

			‘Get off me,’ shrieked Tara. ‘You’re such a bully.’

			‘Weren’t you the one who wanted me dead?’ He lifted his legs off Tara and pulled her to her feet. ‘That’s a fair excuse for a leg-crush, wouldn’t you say?’

			He grinned at her and I sidled up to my brother and slipped an arm around his waist. All of the favourite times in my eight-year-old life had been spent with him; I adored Goran, looked up to him, wanted to be him. It never seemed to matter that he was twice my age, he always had time: to play with me up at the old fort, to teach me how to dribble a football, to sit on the end of my bed and tell me stories when I couldn’t sleep. He hugged me to him for a moment and my face brushed against his chest; his T-shirt smelt of washing powder and sweat and comfort.

			‘Come on, you two.’ I squinted up at Tara; her face fell.

			‘Do we have to go home already?’

			Goran nodded. ‘Yes, we do. You know Mother will be cross if we’re late for supper, and Tara, your dad will want you home too.’

			‘He won’t notice if I’m there or not,’ she muttered.

			‘Of course he will. Now, shoulders or back? You first, then Tara when we get to town.’

			I beamed. ‘Back. Then we can run.’

			He knelt down and I clambered on, wrapping my arms around his neck, my legs knocking slightly against his hips. He eased himself up, made a noise like a car engine revving furiously and suddenly we were off, down the hill towards the grey streets of Knin, past the vast factory pumping out plumes of dense, mustardy smoke, through the dilapidated churchyard and out on to the dusty main street.

			‘My turn now,’ said Tara firmly, as the low-slung houses and tatty shops rose up around us. I jogged along beside them, Tara bouncing and whooping on Goran’s shoulders as we ran past Pa, neatening the vegetables outside his shop, and on down the alley towards our home.

			‘What have you been doing?’ scolded Mother, as we tumbled into the tiny yard. Tara slithered down Goran’s back and fell in a heap, giggling. ‘Tara, it’s time you were home – your aunt’s been looking for you. Goran, you’re not eight too. Go and get washed right now. Pa will be home soon and he says he wants us all at the table together. He says he has some news.’

			‘Go on, trouble.’ Goran pushed Tara gently towards the gate, and she raised her hand and wiggled her fingers at me before disappearing back into the alley. ‘Now come on, Mother,’ he said, putting an arm around her shoulders, ‘you forgive us, don’t you? Just this once?’

			‘Once?’ But her face had softened and she smiled down at me. ‘Let’s hope you don’t grow up to be as cheeky, Miro; I can’t be doing with two like him around the place. Now go and wash your hands – properly, mind. Don’t follow your brother’s lick-spit example.’

			She dropped a kiss on my head but I wriggled away; I didn’t want to be the little boy, I wanted to be strong and tall and funny like Goran. I followed him through our cramped kitchen, squeezing past the battered table where we ate our meals and up the steep stairs that dipped slightly in the middle as if every footstep that passed took a minuscule layer of wood with it. The tap in the bathroom creaked and groaned as the rust-coloured water dribbled into the basin and I stared into the mirror hoping – as always – to see a younger version of my brother. But the small face that looked back at me, with nervous dark eyes and a perfectly aligned, freckled nose, bore no relation to his messy features. There was nothing neat about Goran’s face; his thick, black hair fell into wide grey eyes and his nose slanted noticeably to the left. ‘You should see the other guy,’ he would say loftily, when I’d ask him why his nose was bent.

			‘Come on.’ Goran appeared behind me in a clean T-shirt and pushed me away from the sink, chasing me down the uneven stairs to the kitchen, where our sister was already sitting at the table.

			‘Anyone would think you were both children,’ she said, as we slid on to the bench opposite her. I liked Cvita, liked it when she took me into town and bought a dinar’s worth of sherbet from Mrs Kardovic’s shop, but sometimes I didn’t really know what to say to her. At eighteen, she already had a boyfriend, Branko, who had a moustache and smelt of cigarettes and talked to me as if I was a baby. I didn’t much like him, and I knew Goran didn’t either, because when Cvita left the house with Branko he would make a noise, quite an odd noise, almost a growl.

			‘Do you know what Pa’s news is?’

			Goran shook his head and reached across the table for a chunk of bread. ‘No idea.’

			‘You’ll know soon enough,’ said Mother, pulling a huge casserole dish from the oven, almost disappearing behind a great puff of steam. In one seamless movement she laid it on the table and continued to move her right arm so it connected with Goran’s just as he was about to take another piece of bread. Their eyes met and a smile moved between them. As if on cue, the door creaked on its hinges and Pa appeared, raising his hand and smiling before disappearing upstairs to wash.

			‘What’s tonight’s feast?’ he called from the bathroom.

			Goran lifted the casserole lid; steam spiralled upwards, the scent of meat and herbs filling the room. ‘Lònac,’ he announced, and I licked my lips at the thought of my favourite dinner.

			Supper was the highlight of the day in our house; spicy stews and thick meaty casseroles cooked up with whatever was left on the shelves of Pa’s shop each evening. Sometimes Mother worked there in the afternoons, and Cvita and I would walk up to help carry home the bags of vegetables and scraps of meat wrapped in newspaper. While she slipped off her overall and pulled her coat from the peg, I’d dip behind the chipped wooden counter, close my eyes and inhale the different smells: smoked sausage and coffee beans and the salty waft of the kajmak, a soft cheese spooned into individual paper cups. ‘Come on out, rascal boy,’ Mother would say, briskly, and I’d look up at her and think how different she looked: a smiling lady in a clean grey jumper with powder on her face, sleeves free of flour and flecks of pastry, hair swept back neatly into a tight bun.

			‘Pa,’ said Cvita, as he settled in between us and Mother ladled the stew on to our plates, ‘come on. We’re all desperate to hear the news.’

			He smiled, and it took a moment for me to realize that it was a new smile, one I didn’t think I’d ever seen before. I watched as he straightened his knife and fork, blue eyes dancing between us. Even I could see that Pa was excited.

			‘And spoil your mother’s supper? I don’t think so. It’s a letter from Ivo; that’s all I’m saying.’ He winked at me and I smiled a little uncertainly. ‘Now eat. Eat. And, boys, what have you been doing today?’

			Goran grinned. ‘I was almost executed,’ he said airily. ‘By young trouble over there, and little Tara next door. They showed me no mercy whatsoever.’

			Pa laughed. ‘She’s a tough little thing, that one. But then I suppose she’s had to be. Glad to hear you showed your brother who’s boss though, Miro. Got to keep in him in his place.’

			I smiled at Pa, unsure quite what to say. I loved my father, but in some ways he was a stranger to me. He left for work before I was awake and by supper I was often tired and we spoke little. Sometimes I fell asleep at the table and he would slip his arms under my legs and I would rest my head on his collarbone, breathing in the lemony scent of the soap he used at night to scrub off the factory fumes and the tang of smoked meats and cheese. I never felt safer than when he carried me slowly upstairs, and I would lock my fingers tightly around his neck so that when he laid me on the bed he would sit with me until I fell asleep.

			It wasn’t until the plates were cleared and the scent of coffee was twisting through the low-ceilinged kitchen that Cvita tried again.

			‘Come on, Pa. We’ve let you eat in peace. What’s Ivo’s news?’

			‘Why don’t I let him tell you,’ said Pa, sliding his fingers into the pocket of his cardigan and producing several folded sheets of paper. He pushed his glasses up his nose, peered down at the first sheet and glanced around at each of us. “Dear Petar, I hope that . . .” Oh, this is just family stuff. Hmm, ah, here we go. “Marjana’s father passed away some months ago and the house in Ljeta is now ours. Do you remember it – right on the harbour front? At first we thought we would live there, but Ljeta is changing and tourists are starting to come in bigger numbers. I said to Marjana that it might make a good little business.”

			I listened as Pa read on, words I didn’t understand, about business possibilities and tourist numbers and shared ownership. “Would you consider coming to start the business with me? How long have we dreamed of such a thing, to be brothers in business together? And how much better for the children to grow up here, where there is such beauty and now prosperity.”

			‘That’s enough.’ I looked over at Mother; she sounded angry. ‘Petar, what are you thinking of, reading this out to the children before we’ve discussed it?’

			Pa laid down the sheets of paper and stared at my mother. ‘But it’s a wonderful opportunity, Jada, don’t you think?’

			‘No, I don’t think –’ She stood suddenly, jolting the table as she moved to the window; her coffee cup wobbled and fell, pooling dark liquid across the table. She made no attempt to mop it up. No one spoke. For a moment there was complete silence, then the gentlest hint of a noise. I glanced across at Pa. He was staring at my mother, motionless, just the second finger of his right hand tapping insistently on the sheets of paper.

			‘How could we possibly move?’ Mother turned suddenly, her face was scrunched up and pink, lips pressed together. ‘Goran in his last year at school, Miro in his first, the business, our home.’

			‘We’d have a better business, more money, a bigger home.’

			‘I don’t want a bigger home or a better business, I . . .’ She looked down at me, as if suddenly remembering I was there. ‘Goran, please take Miro upstairs. Cvita, bring the washing in from the yard. Now, please.’

			Goran pulled me from my seat and I ran up the stairs, but the house was too small and the walls too thin to block out the argument that raged downstairs. I lay on my bed and closed my eyes and tried not to hear the rise and fall of my parents’ voices; ‘But why is it better for Miro to grow up there?’ my mother yelled. ‘Because there’s a better chance of a decent future in Ljeta,’ Pa snapped back.

			I looked over at Goran. ‘Where’s Ljeta?’

			He pushed open the window, pulled a cigarette packet from his pocket and lit one, blowing the smoke out into the evening air. ‘Bloody hundreds of miles away. Down south, on the coast. Near Dubrovnik.’

			I had seen pictures of Dubrovnik. It looked like a city in a storybook: hundreds of terracotta roofs all clustered together, surrounded by thick stone walls that towered up above the houses and kept them safe from the wide blue sea beyond. It didn’t look real to me; not somewhere people actually lived and went to work and ate their dinner. Not like Knin.

			‘But we live here.’

			‘Of course we do. And we’re not going anywhere, so don’t you worry. I’ve one more year in school and then I’m joining the police. I’m not swapping that to fold sheets and serve breakfast to tourists. You’re settled at school, Cvita won’t want to leave Branko . . . and anyway, Mother simply wouldn’t have it. She’d never hear of us leaving Knin.’

			*

			The next morning it seemed as if Goran was right. Pa had already left for the shop by the time we sat down for breakfast, and the only sign of last night’s conversation was a dark stain on the kitchen table.

			‘Are we staying here?’ I asked Mother as she spooned eggs on to my plate.

			‘Of course we are, it was just a silly idea of Uncle Ivo’s.’ She patted my head absently and exchanged glances with Goran. They both looked relieved.

			‘But I like Uncle Ivo,’ I said. ‘And I’d like to see Dubrovnik.’

			‘We all like Uncle Ivo,’ said Mother. ‘And it was a lovely idea. Perhaps we’ll go on holiday there this summer; would you like that?’

			I nodded, but I couldn’t help feeling disappointed. Uncle Ivo didn’t come to Knin very often, but whenever he did everything suddenly became more fun. He seemed like a giant in our house – tall and broad with a booming voice that swirled up out of his stomach and filled all the tiny rooms. When he was with us my feet rarely touched the floor; piggyback rides down to Pa’s shop, fireman’s lifts to take me up to bed. And in the evenings I would sit on his lap and watch the light gleam in the bowl-shaped glasses of Stock he and Pa would drink together, the scent of brandy twisting into the air as I listened to the stories they wove from their childhood.

			‘What your father doesn’t understand,’ said Mother, as we sped towards school that morning, her feet matching the pace of her words, ‘is that this town has meaning. Growing up in the north, well, of course he doesn’t understand, but here . . . it’s only thirty-five years since your granddad was fighting against the fathers of our neighbours, Croat against Serb, friend against friend, such violence, such savagery. I shouldn’t talk of it at your age, but you need to understand – this is the history of our town, and although awful things happened, good has come out of it. Knin – the whole of the Krajina – is proof that we can bury the past, that we can live peacefully alongside those we once fought against. Do you understand?’

			‘Ye-es.’ I didn’t understand at all, didn’t even know whether we were Croats or Serbs, but it seemed the best way to stop her talking. ‘So we’re definitely not going?’

			She stopped and looked down at me; there were grey smudges under her eyes. ‘Not if I have anything to do with it. Your father would jump out of a window if his brother told him to. He might want to live in the south, where the sun always shines and people live silly, shallow lives, but your grandfather didn’t fight for our right to live here just so we could go running off to the coast.’

			I had never been more glad to get to school. In the days that followed, a strange atmosphere settled over our house, as if all the words that weren’t being spoken were cluttering up the air, making it hard to get comfortable or feel relaxed. Dinners were quiet, broken only by brief snippets of chat between Mother and Cvita, or questions from Pa about my day at school. No one mentioned Uncle Ivo, or Dubrovnik, and I felt sad for my father, who had been so excited by the letter and the new life it promised.

			*

			‘I’m glad you’re not going.’ Tara’s foot pushed against my shoulder and I looked up at her, sat on a branch of the ash tree above me, sucking on an ice pop. ‘Who would I play with?’

			I considered her question for a moment. ‘Martina? Elena?’

			‘They’re both wet.’ She jumped down from the tree. ‘I wish I had a twin. Then there’d always be someone. I’d never be on my own.’

			I said nothing. Tara and I never really talked about what went on at her house, but I knew her mother was dead and that she often appeared at our back door at just about the time supper was being served up.

			‘I think it’d be weird. It’d be like there were two of you, only the other person would be someone different.’

			She wrinkled her nose. ‘That doesn’t make sense.’

			I shrugged.

			She stood silently for a moment, sucking her ice pop so hard that the strawberry colour seeped into her mouth, leaving just a faded shard of ice. ‘Look –’ she stuck out a scarlet tongue and laughed. ‘I’m bored. Let’s go and get your brother and go up to the fort.’

			‘OK. But he might be busy.’

			‘He’ll find time. I like Goran. Maybe I should marry him – when I’m older. Then we’d be family, like twins. What do you think of that?’

			Before I could answer she broke into a sprint; I picked up the ice-pop wrappers and ran after her, almost tripping over a broken paving stone, twisting through the huddles of grey-haired women who stood on the street corner talking, their voices scratching like the chickens in the next-door yard.

			‘Goran?’ She pushed open the door to our house to find my brother sat in the armchair, half-hidden behind Večernji List. ‘Stop reading the paper, we want to go up to the fort. Come with us?’

			‘I’m busy.’ He lowered the newspaper, turned a page, winked at me and lifted it again so that his face was entirely hidden.

			‘You’re not busy. You’re reading the paper.’

			‘Incorrect, Little Miss Imperious –’ he lowered the paper again – ‘I am busy. Reading the paper. Go and have a kick around or something.’

			‘Please, Goran.’ She sidled up to him and laid a hand on his arm. ‘It’s always so much more fun with you, and it’s ages since we all went up there.’

			‘It was only . . .’ He smiled and shook his head. ‘Oh, all right. But I want to finish reading this article. You go on and I’ll catch you up – my legs are twice as long as yours so I’ll be there in half the time.’

			‘But . . .’

			I shook my head at Tara; Goran never took kindly to being nagged.

			I followed her out of the kitchen and we broke into a run as we headed down the street, skipping over piles of dusty crates and bags of rubbish. ‘Where’s Goran?’ called Pa, as we sprinted past.

			‘He’s coming,’ I yelled back, trying to keep time with Tara’s scuffed green plimsolls as she jogged up the hill ahead of me.

			‘Let’s hide,’ she said, turning suddenly. ‘Then Goran won’t be able to find us. Let’s climb up on to the walls and watch him. It’ll be so funny.’

			‘But you can’t get up the walls. There’s no stairs.’

			‘There are at the back. There’s an old stone staircase that goes right to the top – over there, see?’

			I squinted at where she was pointing; on the far side of the hillside I could just make out a crumbling set of steps built into the only remaining tower.

			‘But Goran always says not to go that way.’

			‘That’s exactly why he’ll never find us,’ said Tara, grinning. ‘Come on.’

			‘I don’t think we should.’

			‘Don’t be such a girl. Come on, I’ll race you.’

			She set off, her plimsolls thudding down on to the dusty grass, slower now, winded a little by the steep climb up the hill. I fell behind, my eyes dropped to the ground and then suddenly something happened, something otherworldly; a thunderclap from beneath the ground, the earth spewing up like a fountain, Tara in the air, on the grass, screaming, writhing. Something hit me in the face and I opened my mouth to shout but nothing came; only Tara’s noise, sharp spikes of sound like I had never heard. I tried to move towards her, but my legs were frozen. I closed my eyes, couldn’t look, not at her, not at that.

			And then the world went black.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			‘Miro. Miro. Christ. Miro, wake up!’

			Goran. I opened my eyes to find my brother’s face staring down at me. ‘Thank Christ. Are you OK? Are you hurt?’

			‘I’m all right,’ I said. My voice sounded small and tight. ‘I . . .’

			‘Christ. Tara. Oh Jesus.’ The hand he had wrapped around mine slipped away, and I turned my head slightly so I could see him; he pulled off his T-shirt and knelt beside her, ripping it into two and winding a length of torn white material around her leg. It instantly turned red. She was crying now, gasping and gulping. It sounded like she was drowning.

			‘Tara, it’s Goran . . . you’re OK, darling, I’m here, I’ve got you.’ He kept one hand over the material around her foot and pressed the other piece against her left hand. I stared at something small and pink in the grass. It looked odd, out of place. Suddenly I realized what it was. I felt sick.

			‘Miro? You’re OK, right? Tell me you’re OK?’

			He didn’t turn around, kept his focus on Tara. I began to cry; I wanted Goran to be looking after me; my cheek throbbed and my knee hurt and every time I breathed in a minuscule wave of dust got sucked into my mouth and coated my tongue.

			‘Miro.’

			‘I’m all right. But I’m scared. What happened?’

			‘I don’t know.’ His voice was oddly thick, as if he was choking. ‘But we have to get Tara to hospital. Tara, sweetheart, I’m going to lift you up. I’m going to carry you to the hospital . . . It’s going to hurt though.’

			‘Nooooo.’ Tara’s wails grew louder and I watched as my brother slipped an arm under her shoulders and carefully sat her up.

			‘I have to, Tara. I have to get you to the doctor. You’re going to be fine. Nothing is going to happen. Are you ready? Hold on to me, sweetheart, hold on as tightly as you like. I’ve got you. All right? I’ve got you.’

			She screamed again as he tucked his arm under her legs and stood up, slightly unsteadily. He looked down at me, and although he tried to smile, the skin seemed to be stretched too tightly across his bones.

			‘Miro, I need you to be very brave and help me. We need to keep Tara’s leg up, keep it straight. Can you do that?’

			I stood up slowly and nodded. My knee was bleeding, but Goran didn’t seem to notice.

			‘Come on then. The quicker we can get Tara to hospital, the better.’

			I tried not to think about how much I wanted him to be carrying me, and instead I slipped my fingers under Tara’s legs and lifted them so they were parallel with the rest of her body. She was almost rigid in Goran’s arms, her body vibrating as the breath ripped in and out of her mouth, faster and faster, mixed with bursts of wailing that sounded horribly like the foxes I sometimes heard at night. I bit my lip and told myself not to cry as we staggered down the hill towards Knin.

			‘Pa!’ Goran’s voice was harsh and loud and my father heard it even though we were right at the top of the street. As he came towards us my face wobbled, I couldn’t hold it in any more. Tara wouldn’t stop sobbing and the blood from her leg was starting to leech on to my fingers.

			‘Oh my God, what happened? Miro, are you all right?’ I almost fell into him, crying with relief at the scratchy feel of his work shirt and the smell of the shop that seeped off his skin.

			‘Take the van.’ I heard the jangle of keys. ‘I’ll tell her aunt. Or her father, if I can find him. Get Mika to go with you; he’s in the shop. He can drive you. You need to keep that leg straight. Go. Go.’

			I watched over Pa’s shoulder as Goran disappeared down the street, Tara still wailing into his shoulder. He pulled back a little from me, and just the sight of his familiar craggy face made me start crying again.

			‘My boy –’ he kissed me roughly on the cheek – ‘let’s get you home.’

			*

			By the morning of the next day I still didn’t understand what had happened to Tara and me. When Pa carried me through the door, Mother had been her usual practical self; ran a hot bath, made me drink sweet tea and carefully cleaned up the scratch on my face and my bloodied kneecaps. Then she sat me on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket, and fed me thick slices of home-made bread and beef and tomato soup.

			‘What happened?’ I asked, when she came back into the room with a bowl of stewed plums and a huge dollop of cream. ‘Is Tara going to die?’

			She smiled. ‘No, my rascal boy, Tara is not going to die. But she is hurt. Maybe we’ll go and see her in the hospital in a day or two. But right now, you need to rest.’

			In the end it was Goran who explained, who sat on the corner of my bed and told me about the silent silver discs that lay mutely beneath the dusty grass; sleeping killers, waiting for an unsuspecting foot to wake them.

			‘I thought it was the devil,’ I said. ‘It was like he was coming up from hell.’

			Goran ruffled my hair. ‘What have they been teaching you at school?’

			I broke off a piece from the huge bar of chocolate he had brought me and thought about what he was saying. ‘But if these mines have been there since the war, how come no one has come and dug them all up? How come we didn’t know they were there?’

			‘No one knew – everyone thought they’d all been removed. In the war, there were a lot of mines in this area, but afterwards soldiers came and cleared them. When I was growing up it was a big thing; Knin was safe, kids could play anywhere. But Mother never liked me going to the back of the fort, although she’d never say why. People don’t talk about things in this town, Miro. That’s part of the problem. But we never go the back way up to the fort – what on earth were you doing around there anyway?’

			‘Tara thought it would be fun to hide from you. She said . . .’ Tears stung the back of my eyes and I swallowed hard. ‘She was hurt really badly, wasn’t she?’

			Goran looked down at his hands. ‘This is my fault,’ he muttered. ‘I should have been with you.’

			‘Goran, is Tara . . . ?’

			‘She’s going to be OK, I promise. She’s having an operation today and the doctor said she’ll be able to walk again after a while, although she’ll need a special shoe. He said she’d been very lucky.’

			‘Because she could have died?’

			Goran put his head in his hands. ‘Yes.’

			‘Boys?’ Mother appeared from the kitchen, frowning anxiously. ‘Come on now. No point in talking about it endlessly. Miro, I think you should go back to school tomorrow. Goran, don’t you have some homework to do? Pa’s going in to see Tara later; he’ll be able to tell us how she is at dinner. Sitting around worrying won’t help anyone.’

			Goran passed me back the comic I had been reading and followed Mother out of the room. ‘I keep thinking it could have been him in that hospital,’ I heard him say in a low voice. ‘Why didn’t I go with them? Why?’ And then there was silence, a lot of sniffing, the sound of a kiss. I hoped Mother wasn’t crying.

			Their voices started again, but although I strained to listen I could only catch the gist; they were talking about Uncle Ivo and Ljeta and the letter he had sent Pa. Suddenly it seemed it was all anyone could talk about; I had overheard Mother and Pa in the yard the night before, although I couldn’t work out whether they were cross with each other or not. ‘This is what you mean by the past being buried, is it?’ I heard my father say. I wondered if it was a joke, but neither of them laughed.

			When Pa came home that night I hugged him and slipped on to his lap. ‘Is Tara OK?’ I asked, as he bent down to kiss me.

			‘She was asleep when I went in. But the doctor said the operation went well. She won’t be home for a few days, but she’s going to be fine. Nothing for you to worry about, my boy. Nothing for you to worry about.’

			But I was worried. Where else were these landmines buried? What if I stepped on one next time – or Goran, or Mother? How did the whole town just go on about its business with the threat of suddenly being blown up hanging over everyone? I didn’t understand, and I didn’t like it.

			‘I’m scared,’ I said suddenly, when we were all sat around the kitchen table. ‘I don’t want to live here any more. I want to go to Ljeta.’ To my fury, I found myself crying, tears streaming down my face. Cvita drew me to her and Pa put his hand gently on my arm.

			‘Do you, Miro? Is that really what you want?’

			I nodded; I wanted to get away from all of it: from the horrible images of Tara that flashed up in my mind every night before I went to sleep, from the sad expression on my brother’s face, from a place where flat silver devils slept beneath the ground, waiting to explode at any moment.

			‘Well, your mother and I have been talking, and we feel that perhaps it is a good idea to move,’ said Pa slowly. ‘After what’s happened, you deserve . . . an adventure. Because that’s what it would be, Miro, a real adventure. Wouldn’t it, Jada?’

			Mother smiled, but there was something odd about it; it didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said brightly. ‘An adventure.’

			‘For all of us,’ I said, beaming at Goran.

			‘Not quite.’ He coughed awkwardly. ‘Look, well, the thing is, my exams are soon and also, well, Tara’s going to need a lot of looking after and I’m not sure her father’s quite up to it. And Cvita doesn’t want to leave Branko.’

			‘You’re not coming?’ I stared at Goran. ‘But we’re a family. You can’t . . . I mean, we can’t . . .’ But I couldn’t find the words, and I pushed back my chair and ran out of the room. As I climbed the stairs to my bedroom I heard Pa’s voice, angry and sharp: ‘You see? I told you it would break his heart. As if he hasn’t been through enough. You think only of yourself, Goran. Only of yourself.’

			*

			It took just three weeks for Pa to pack up our lives. Another envelope came from Ivo, and Pa took out a handful of notes and bought a rusting yellow truck that screeched like a donkey every time he put his foot on the brake. Mother spent her days piling books and crockery into the cardboard boxes that Pa brought back from the shop, stopping regularly to take out the tissue she kept tucked into the sleeve of her cardigan. After school one afternoon I sat at the kitchen table and watched her wrap the china; one piece at a time fetched down from the cupboard, placed in the centre of a sheet of newspaper that she tucked slowly and carefully around the cup. There was a rhythm to it, but it wasn’t a happy rhythm.

			‘Tara’s home.’ Pa’s voice broke the silence, and I ran out into the yard to see Goran with my friend in his arms. My stomach twisted at the sight of her; her right cheek was covered by a square of plaster, her left hand and right foot were entirely hidden by thick white bandages.

			‘Hey, Miro,’ she said, grinning. ‘How are you? Guess you might finally be able to beat me at football now I’ve got this.’ She waved the bandaged foot at me and I laughed.

			‘Can she stay for tea, Mother?’

			‘Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow. Her aunt’s staying for a few nights to settle her in and I know she wants her home. Tara darling, why don’t you come for dinner tomorrow?’

			Goran nodded, and Tara waved as they disappeared back through the yard and into the alley. Mother walked back into the kitchen and Pa smiled down at me.

			‘You look different,’ I said, as I followed him to where the yellow truck was parked. ‘You look like Goran.’

			‘It’s amazing what the thought of an adventure can do. A few weeks in Ljeta and you’ll look different too, mark my words.’ He wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pointing at the grimy, low-slung cottages stretching away down the street. ‘Remember all this. Look at the sky, at the mountains – everything is grey or brown, the streets are dusty and dirty. Where are the colours, Miro, the blue sky and the green hills? In Ljeta the mountains are covered in pine trees, the sunsets are pink and gold, the sea is full of fish. What an adventure we’re going to have.’

			And when I was with Pa it felt like an adventure to be escaping Knin, to be travelling to this other world he talked of. But as the day of our departure grew closer I felt increasingly panicked at the thought of leaving my home and my brother, Cvita and Tara. When the last morning came, I didn’t want to let go of Goran, squeezed up close to him while we ate a silent breakfast, and let him carry me into the street, my face buried in his shoulder.

			‘How many weeks till I see you?’ He set me down on the street and smiled down at me. ‘Come on, Miro, be a man. How many weeks till your birthday?’

			‘Six,’ I mumbled.

			‘And they’ll go by really quickly,’ said Cvita, ruffling my hair. ‘You’ll have so many new things to do you won’t notice the time go by. Will he, Mother?’

			I looked at Mother; there were tears running down her cheeks. My stomach went funny. I held on to Goran more tightly.

			‘Come on, Jada,’ said Pa. ‘No crying now. You’ll upset the boy. It’s a big enough day for him.’

			‘For all of us,’ she said, thinly. ‘I’m saying goodbye to my children, Petar. I think some tears are allowed, don’t you?’

			Pa smiled awkwardly and drew Cvita towards him, dropping a kiss on her hair. Behind them, I saw Tara walking slowly up the road with her aunt; she had crutches under her arms, her still-bandaged foot hanging limply between them.

			‘You’re going then?’ She poked at me with one of her crutches.

			I nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Just don’t lose your dribbling skills while you’re away. When you visit I’m going to be just as good at football as I always was. Which is better than you. Goran’s going to coach me – aren’t you?’

			Goran smiled. ‘I certainly am. Every day after school. I’m a tough coach, Little Miss Hopalong. Don’t expect me to go easy on you.’

			‘See you in six weeks, son.’ Pa turned to Goran and for a moment it was as if neither of them knew what to do. Finally Pa put out his hand and Goran shook it. I waited for my brother to say something else, but he simply stared at Pa, his face set and closed. Pa stood for a minute, then nodded slightly and moved towards the truck. ‘Come on, you,’ he said, taking my hand. ‘Let’s get you in.’

			I scrambled up into the cab of the truck and looked behind the seats at the stacked cardboard boxes. Poking out of the nearest box was Pa’s old camera; I reached over and took it out, sliding back the lens cover and lifting it to my face. There they were, perfectly framed: my brother and sister, my mother, my damaged best friend.

			‘Smile.’ They looked over and the button clicked beneath my finger. A feeling of relief surged through me, as if I had somehow taken a small part of them and stored it away. Goran raised his hand and I took another, just of him, pointing the camera straight at his dark, asymmetrical face.

			‘Take some photos and send them to me,’ called Cvita. ‘Then we’ll know what you’re up to.’

			‘Look after your sister,’ Pa said to Goran, as Mother opened the door and slipped in beside me.

			‘Look after your mother,’ Goran called back, pointing to me and smiling.

			‘Who’s going to look after me?’ I said, raising my hands, and to my delight he laughed and even Mother smiled and suddenly the engine was running and we were pulling away. I turned round to look and there they were, three of the people I loved most in the world, growing smaller and smaller until they disappeared completely and there was nothing to do but turn around and look forward, into a world I had yet to recognize.

			*

			The journey from Knin was the longest day I had ever known, sat between Mother and Pa on the peeling leather seat, staring through the windscreen. The scrub-faced mountains of the Krajina gradually softened into tufted hills, dotted with clutches of whitewashed houses; square church spires peering out over the trees. As the land grew flatter the road stretched ahead of us, punctuated with battered yellow signs bearing unfamiliar village names that told of countless lives in places I didn’t know and would never visit. When we pulled up at a petrol station and Mother went in with Pa to buy tissues, it occurred to me that the world was a very big place indeed. I was glad when they got back in the truck.

			‘Are we nearly there?’ I asked Pa, as gleaming shops and neat rows of brick-built houses began to rise up on either side of us. ‘Is this Dubrovnik?’

			Pa laughed. ‘We’ve a long way to go yet, son. But look, over there, between those buildings. Do you see it?’

			I followed his gaze to where a wide swathe of blue shimmered and sparkled on the horizon. ‘Is that the sea?’

			‘It certainly is. But it’s going to be a while before we reach it. Maybe try and have a sleep?’

			‘I’m not going to sleep. This is way too exciting.’

			But the gentle motion of the truck and the long, slow roads gradually caused my eyelids to droop. Eventually I must have fallen properly asleep because the next thing I knew, Pa’s hand was on my shoulder and the truck had stopped moving.

			‘We’re here,’ he whispered. ‘Look, Miro. Welcome to Ljeta.’

			Mother opened the door and climbed down; I took her hand and scrambled out on to the warm road. Even after all Pa’s excited words, my first glimpse of Ljeta didn’t disappoint; the sky was a colour I had never seen before: sherbet pink, shot through with streaks of gold and long white feathers, that he later explained to me were aeroplane trails. In front of us the sea shimmered in the evening light; two small islands glowed purple in the haze, behind a cluster of terracotta-roofed houses standing neatly together along a small, low hill.

			‘Smell that air,’ Pa said, and I sniffed obediently. It was nothing like Knin: salty and fresh and slightly sweet. ‘The sea and pine trees and good living. Eh, Jada? Isn’t it beautiful?’

			‘Where will we find Ivo and Marjana?’ she said, briskly. ‘It’s been a long day for Miro, he needs tea and bed.’

			Pa took my hand and we walked away from the truck, skirting a low white barrier that separated the road from the harbour front. A line of palm trees fringed the waterfront, while neat rows of tables and rattan chairs criss-crossed the cobbled street, spreading out from a handful of cafes and restaurants, painted in crisp yellows, pale pinks and blues. We walked past glass cabinets filled with wide-eyed fish, a small shop with a rack of tattered newspapers in languages I didn’t recognize; a glass-fronted slastičarna, where the tubs of brightly-coloured ice cream made my tummy rumble with anticipation. But none of it felt real, the air full of noises I didn’t recognize – music that lilted to unfamiliar rhythms, a dozen different laughs at once, women with blonde hair and men in brightly coloured T-shirts drinking beer and eating pizza with their fingers.

			‘Petar.’ My father’s name echoed through the evening air. His face broke into a huge grin and I watched as the vast figure of Uncle Ivo wove through the cafe tables, arms outstretched, with Aunt Marjana bustling behind him. Within moments I was scooped up and smothered in kisses, held tightly in unfamiliar but strangely comforting arms.

			‘But this can’t be Miro,’ boomed Ivo. ‘When did you get so big? Welcome to your new home, my boy. You’re going to be so happy here. Now tell me, do you swim? Fish?’

			I shook my head.

			‘Oh, Ivo, don’t be ridiculous,’ scolded his wife. ‘Of course the boy doesn’t swim – there’s no sea in Knin. Although,’ she added hurriedly, taking a look at my mother’s expression, ‘there’s lovely mountains of course.’

			‘And you probably won’t remember Cata,’ Uncle Ivo said, drawing forward a small girl who had been hiding behind my aunt. ‘Cata, this is Miro, your cousin.’

			She stared at me solemnly, wide dark eyes framed by jet-black hair cut into a neat bob, with a fringe high above her eyebrows. She looked like a doll.

			‘You can’t swim?’

			I shook my head again, blushing furiously.

			‘Well, tomorrow we’ll teach you,’ said Uncle Ivo hurriedly. ‘And then you and I will take the boat out and catch some fish and the women can cook them for our supper. What do you think, Miro? Will that do for your first day?’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			My first weeks in the village were something of a blur. Pa had been right, it was an adventure, and every day brought new experiences. Some days we would go out on Uncle Ivo’s boat, silver-scaled fish dangling from a thin wire between his fingers, Cata teasing me from the water, calling to me to jump in. On others I would go with Pa and my uncle to buy furniture for the pension, watching as they lashed down chairs and folding tables on to the back of the truck, helping carry boxes of glasses and clear plastic bags filled with cutlery and candleholders. Within two weeks I could swim, after three I could dive, and every evening Cata and I would run down to the jetty that led off a small bay around the corner from the harbour and hurl ourselves into the cool, clear water. And at night there would be four kisses rather than two: Mother and Pa, then Ivo and finally Marjana, a warm hug infused with her lavender scent, which I could smell on my pyjamas if I woke up in the night.

			After a month school began, and life in Knin became even more of a distant memory, replaced by sunlit mornings in a hot classroom and long afternoons with my new friends, Josip and Pavle, and my tomboy of a cousin. The only cloud over those happy days was when a letter arrived two days before my birthday from Goran: he was sorry but he could not get away from police training, he would not be here for my birthday. I tried not to let my disappointment show, and my new group of friends proved an excellent substitute. As the last warm autumn days melted away into winter the four of us became inseparable, and when Goran came at last, just before Christmas, I told him stories of our adventures up in the pine woods and out on the water with Uncle Ivo in his boat.

			‘Well, it obviously suits you down here,’ he said, laughing, as we sat in the slastičarna one evening and I gobbled down the banana split he had bought me. ‘You’ve grown about a foot since the summer.’

			‘That’s because you haven’t seen me for so long,’ I grumbled. ‘How long are you staying? How’s Tara? And why didn’t Cvita come? Why don’t you just move down here too?’

			‘One question at a time,’ he said, laughing. ‘I know it’s been a long time but I’m working now – you can’t be a policeman and say, Oh, I fancy going to the seaside for a week.’ He poked me in the ribs. ‘I’m far too important. But I’m staying till after New Year. Cvita didn’t come because she wanted to spend it with Branko’s family. Tara’s doing really well – I’ve got a letter for you somewhere. And I can’t move down here because, as I say, I’m just far too important.’

			I giggled. Suddenly, without any warning, I felt someone’s hands over my eyes and the spoon chinked in my ice-cream bowl. ‘Get off,’ I yelled, pushing the fingers away to find Josip standing behind me and Pavle sat next to Goran, tucking into my banana split.

			‘Going up to the woods,’ he said, licking the spoon and grinning. ‘Fancy coming?’

			Goran leaned in and removed the bowl and spoon from Pavle’s hands. ‘I don’t believe this was bought for you,’ he said crisply. ‘I’m Goran. Miro’s brother. And you are?’

			Pavle squirmed a little. ‘I’m Josip.’

			‘Oi. I’m Josip.’ I laughed in spite of Goran’s cross face; Josip pulled up the spare chair and threw himself into it. ‘Goran, it’s nice to meet you. We’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Josip and this idiot is Pavle. Sorry about his manners. We don’t let him out much.’

			Goran smiled and I felt a wave of relief; even my brother wasn’t immune to Josip’s charm. ‘So you three all go to school together?’

			We all groaned. ‘When we have to,’ said Pavle. ‘If there’s nothing better to do.’

			‘Well,’ said Goran, picking up his cigarettes and pushing his chair back. ‘I think I’ll leave you three to do whatever it is you do. Miro, don’t be late for dinner. Josip –’ he paused – ‘Pavle, nice to have met you.’

			We watched as he walked away, the pale winter sunlight throwing a long, slim shadow across the cobbles. ‘Bit bloody scary, your brother,’ said Pavle.

			I smiled. ‘He can seem like that, I s’pose, but he’s not really.’

			‘How come he doesn’t live here?’ asked Josip. ‘I’ve never really understood why your brother and sister are somewhere else. Why did you get to move and not them? They must be pretty unhappy about it.’

			‘Not really.’ I shifted a little in my chair. I’d never told Josip or Pavle about what happened in Knin, or the reason why my family had been split apart. I didn’t want to tell them that I was the reason; it was hard enough to think without actually saying it. ‘I thought we were going up to the woods?’

			The moment soon passed, and by the time I was sat next to Goran at dinner, all thoughts of what had happened in Knin had disappeared. That Christmas was the happiest I could remember; the badnjak that Pa and I had cut from a tree up in the pine woods burning on the crackling fire, the polished boots I had put on the windowsill filled with sweets, all of us sat around a table groaning with roasted meats, and heaped bowls of stuffed cabbage and mliňci, Mother’s delicious home-made noodles. ‘It’s a feast,’ roared Uncle Ivo, his face flushed with pleasure. ‘A veritable feast. Your first Christmas in Ljeta, Miro. Pretty good, eh?’

			‘Oh yes,’ I beamed, wrapping my fingers around the new camera that had been my present from my parents and uncle and aunt. ‘My best Christmas ever.’ Goran grinned, Ivo slung an arm around his shoulders, and as their glasses chinked together I clicked the shutter and felt a rush of warmth that in a week or two I would be able to open a packet of pictures and see this moment all over again.

			But in spite of the happiness I felt all day, Knin invaded my dreams that night. I was back at the fort with Tara and somehow I could see beneath the grass; it was dotted with big silver coins with sharp, angular faces. They were nice faces, smiley ones, but every so often one of them would screw itself up and burst out of the ground, mud and grass and flecks of blood belching from its mouth. I woke up sweating, my heart thumping, and I knew I had to get out of my tiny room and into the fresh air, where the first glimmers of sunlight could chase the devils away.

			‘Pavle?’ As I walked out on to the harbour I saw my friend sitting on the wall, his eyes closed against the creeping light. ‘Pavle? You OK?’

			‘Miro? What are you doing up?’

			‘What are you doing up?’

			‘Couldn’t sleep,’ he said briefly. ‘Huge row in my house last night. Christmas is always difficult: Mum wants to go back to Belgrade, see her family; Dad wants to stay here.’

			‘Why can’t your mum’s family come here?’

			He shook his head. ‘Land of the Croats, that’s what they call it. Reckon they wouldn’t make it out alive.’

			‘Sounds like the sort of thing people say in Knin, only there it’s all about the Krajina belonging to the Serbs. Who cares anyway?’

			‘What are you doing up?’

			‘I had a nightmare. Really horrible.’

			‘About?’

			I looked at Pavle. ‘Something that happened back in Knin. There was . . . an accident. A friend of mine got hurt. I was with her. That’s why we moved away.’

			‘What sort of accident?’

			‘She stepped on a landmine.’ The words were out before I even realized I was going to say them.

			Pavle let out a long, low whistle. ‘Holy crap. Was she . . . ?’

			‘She’s OK. Her foot, hand, they’re both . . . well, she limps a bit. I was OK, but what I saw . . .’ I covered my face with my hands. ‘It seems as if it’s gone away, you know? I forget about it for weeks, months even. And then something . . . and having Goran here; it’s so great, but it kind of makes me remember . . . and they’re all talking about my sister’s wedding – we’ll have to go back to Knin for that, and I don’t want to. I really don’t want to.’

			‘Didn’t you know there were mines?’

			I shook my head. ‘Goran said everyone thought they’d all been cleared.’

			‘But why were they there anyway?’

			‘From the war, I s’pose. I think of them like little silver devils. Just waiting to explode.’

			‘Will you have to go back for the wedding?’

			I nodded slowly. ‘It’s going to be a huge thing, a big party. Mother keeps saying how lovely it will to be back, to all be together. I feel sick just thinking about it.’

			*

			But somehow, when it came to going back, there wasn’t time to be worried. Cvita had chosen May for her wedding, and as the day drew closer I would come home from school to find the pension in uproar – the small lounge floor freckled with scraps of pink satin and yards of ribbon, Ivo and Pa packing up glasses and plates and loading them into the truck, along with crates of wine and boxes of beer. Mother gave me some money to buy two new film cartridges for my camera, and I slipped them into my bag carefully, next to the neatly folded suit and brand-new shoes we had gone to Dubrovnik to buy. Cata and I were delighted at having two days off school, and as we pulled away in Ivo’s car, Mother and Pa driving the truck in front of us, I felt a rising sense of excitement at seeing my brother and sister again.

			The journey seemed to take forever, but by the time we were all squeezed in around the familiar table in our cramped kitchen in Knin, I could barely keep my eyes open. Goran was wedged in next to me, and I slumped a little against him, comforted just by the feel of his arm against mine.

			‘We must have a toast,’ said Pa, when we had finished eating. ‘To Cvita. May tomorrow be the start of the happiest days of your life.’

			Goran leaned across the table and poured a little of the beer in his glass into the empty beaker in front of my plate. Tara’s eyes widened jealously. ‘Well, of course, now Cvita’s going to be married off, there’s a bit of a job vacancy.’ He winked at me and pulled gently on Tara’s dark ponytail. ‘How do you feel about a spot of cooking and cleaning?’

			Tara punched him on the arm and he pulled a face. ‘You’ve got to learn to fend for yourself,’ Cvita said, laughing. ‘The man can’t even boil an egg.’

			‘But you can?’ Goran sipped his beer and his eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘I think I’d better have a word with that bridegroom of yours about some of your . . . er, culinary disasters over the last few months.’

			‘Don’t you dare . . .’

			‘Now come on,’ said Mother, squeezing out of her seat and beginning to clear the table. ‘There’s no time for bickering. Ivo, all the glasses need polishing. Petar, Goran – there’s still about a hundred jobs to be done.’

			‘And me?’ I looked across at Pa, the slightly bitter taste of the beer fizzing on my tongue.

			‘Bed for you, young man. Cata went up an hour ago. And Tara, you should go home, sweetheart. You can come back as early as you like tomorrow.’

			Tara slipped obediently from the table, kissed my mother goodnight and began to put her coat on. I had been shocked to see that she still couldn’t walk properly – that for all her talk of playing football again, her smashed-up foot hadn’t truly recovered. I had never asked Goran or Pa about how badly she had been injured; always assumed she would simply get better and be exactly the way she had always been. The sight of the scar on her chin, the thick black shoes she wore and the way she kept her left hand firmly in her pocket made me want to treat her differently, like one of the china cups Mother kept in the glass cupboard but never actually used.

			‘I don’t want to go to bed,’ I said sulkily. I thought of the thick, ominous darkness in the small bedroom where I had lain awake in the nights after Tara had been hurt, Goran close enough to touch but lost to me, far away in his own dreams.

			‘Well, I can’t have my official photographer being all tired tomorrow,’ said Cvita, picking up my camera and passing it to me. ‘Let’s have a picture of my last night as a Denković, and then I’ll take you up.’

			‘Shouldn’t Miro be in it too?’ said Aunt Marjana, as they all gathered around Cvita. ‘Perhaps Tara could . . .’

			‘No, I’ll take it,’ I said, hurriedly. Tara reddened slightly and looked down; we both knew she wouldn’t be able to hold the camera and take the picture with her damaged hand.

			‘Hurry up,’ said Goran, his face split by a slightly manic grin. ‘Before I get stuck like this.’

			I snapped the six of them, felt the reassuring click of the button beneath my finger and smiled at Cvita as she handed me the camera case. ‘Thank you, darling,’ she said. ‘And now it’s time for you to escort the bride up to bed. It’s quite a responsibility, Miro. Are you up to it?’

			I felt Mother’s eyes on me and nodded reluctantly. Once I had brushed my teeth, and Cvita had tucked the sheets around me, she sat on the edge of the bed and took my hand.

			‘Are you all right?’ she said, softly. ‘Bit strange for you being back, I expect.’

			‘I didn’t think Tara . . . I thought she’d be OK.’

			Cvita leaned in and stroked my hair out of my eyes. ‘She is OK, sweetheart. You should see her with Goran, riding around on his back, playing football.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Well, sit-down football. She sits on the field and kicks the ball and he runs around after it. Really, Miro, she’s doing brilliantly at school, and she lives with her aunt now, so she’s much better looked after – although she wasn’t happy about that. She didn’t want to move further away from Goran; she just adores him.’

			‘It’s just . . .’ I bit my lip. Everything was so jumbled and confused; when I thought of how badly Tara had been hurt I felt sick and guilty, but also relieved and lucky that it wasn’t me who walked with a limp and had to keep my hand in my pocket. I missed Tara but I was jealous of her too, of all the time she got to spend with Goran, and I worried that somehow she would replace me, that he would start to forget his little brother, hundreds of miles away by the sea. I wanted to try and explain to Cvita, she always made things better, but when I looked into my sister’s face I saw the same expression Goran wore in the days after the mine had exploded. I didn’t want her to look like that, not on the night before her wedding.

			‘It’s nothing. I’m fine.’ I smiled and she looked relieved. The tight feeling in my chest loosened a little.

			‘All right, darling. Give me a hug.’ She leaned in and her soft curls fell against my face. ‘Night-night.’

			When the light clicked off I tried not to remember what I had seen when Tara was lying in the grass. I tried not to think about whether it hurt every time she walked and what was so wrong with her hand that she never took it out of her jeans pocket. I touched my finger to the tiny scar on my cheek and remembered the feel of the earth against my face, lying so still, watching Goran bend over my screaming friend. Yet in spite of the shadows that crept across my bed, I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I was aware of was daylight streaming in through the gap between the curtains and Goran sitting on the bed opposite, his face dark.

			‘Are you OK?’

			He stared at me and shook his head.

			I sat up, my stomach bubbling a little with worry. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Tito died.’

			‘The president?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Oh.’ I had no idea what to say. When Goran said the president’s name I almost laughed with relief; he had looked so serious I thought something awful had happened again, someone else injured like Tara.

			‘You know who he is, right?’

			‘Of course I do,’ I said indignantly. It was impossible not to know Josip Broz Tito; he watched me in class each day, frowning down from above my teacher’s desk, stern and scary with slick black hair and a soldier’s uniform.

			‘Tito’s dead, y’know,’ announced Cata, strolling into our bedroom, already dressed in a blue satin frock, her hair tied back with cream ribbon. ‘Everyone’s talking about it downstairs. Uncle Petar says it’s going to be cat-errr-stroff-ic.’ She beamed proudly. ‘Goran, what does that mean?’

			‘Never you mind,’ he said, pulling on a T-shirt and heading out of the room. I looked at Cata.

			‘Did you have breakfast already?’

			‘No. I told you – they’re all just sitting around talking. I don’t understand – you’d think it was someone they knew. Come downstairs; maybe if your mother sees you she’ll actually make something to eat.’

			I picked up my camera and followed her down the stairs. ‘. . . no one will be able to keep the bloody Serbs in line like he did,’ I heard Goran say as we walked into the kitchen. ‘Why didn’t he pick a successor? He knew this day would come – did he want everything he’s achieved to just fall apart as soon as he’s dead?’

			‘Goran.’ Mother raised her eyebrows and tilted her head slightly to where Cata and I were standing. ‘Come on, we must get the day started. Where’s that bride? Cata, go and get your cousin out of bed. Lena is coming to do her hair in an hour and we need a good breakfast. Miro, lay the table. Petar, Ivo – stop looking like the world has ended. This is Cvita’s day, and no one – not even Tito himself – is going to spoil it.’

			*

			I had never been to a wedding before, and from what Josip and Pavle had told me, I expected the day to be little more than a boring adults’ party. But from the moment Branko and his best man knocked at the front door of our house, it felt as if something extraordinary was happening; Cvita appeared in a beautiful white dress that sparkled like the sea in Ljeta, and Uncle Ivo swung me up on to his shoulders so that when I turned my head I could see dozens of people walking behind us. Knin’s main street – with the shops closed for the afternoon and paper lights hanging from the trees – seemed unrecognizable; instead of cars jolting over the uneven tarmac, couples strolled arm in arm, white-haired ladies in crumpled black lace were helped along by their grandsons, Branko’s friends were jigging around to the folk-songs played by the band who strolled alongside. I took picture after picture, trying not to mind that there was another man there with a bigger camera, who took lots of photographs too.

			By the end of the afternoon it felt as if hundreds of people were in the town square, sitting at long trestle tables that glinted with glasses and plates of half-eaten kolači, or dancing to the folk-songs that Uncle Ivo was playing on the tamburitza. But however much Mother would have wished it not to be, Tito was the word I heard more than any other that day. As the sun drifted across the sky, men who had appeared outside our house that morning in ironed shirts and shiny shoes pulled off their ties and undid their collars and banged their glasses of Stock on the tables as they talked of the president’s death.

			‘I feel sick.’ I turned round to find Tara had slid into the chair next to me. ‘I’ve had six lollies and three slices of cake. What have you eaten?’

			Cata, on my other side, raised her eyebrows. They didn’t seem to like each other very much, although I couldn’t understand why.

			‘More than that,’ I said loftily. ‘And I’ve had some prosecco. We found some half-drunk glasses, didn’t we, Catz?’ I didn’t add that my head was aching and I felt more than a little sick myself.

			‘Dance?’ Cata asked suddenly. I looked at Tara, awkwardness flooding through me.

			‘Go on,’ she said, smiling. ‘Goran’s promised to whizz me around the floor when your uncle plays something fast. Don’t worry, I’m fine, really.’

			‘All right then,’ I said, longing to get in among the outstretched arms and stamping feet that were whirling around the square.

			Cata pulled me up towards the dancers just as Uncle Ivo began to play a song Mother used to sing to me when I was little. Other voices began drunkenly to sing along and I joined in, whispering the words to myself, swinging Cata around, our hands locked, the world beginning to spin. Tara stood up and edged around the dancing bodies, clearly looking for Goran. The song picked up speed and we spun faster, the night grew thick with shouts and laughter and then suddenly, unexpectedly, there was a terrible, discordant crash. Cata stopped moving and I smacked into her, almost sending both of us to the floor.

			‘Look,’ she hissed. I turned to see a man lying in the middle of a table, surrounded by broken glass and scattered bits of cake.

			‘You Serbian scum.’ A man I recognized as Tara’s father launched himself at the man on the table, pulling him up and punching him hard in the face. ‘You would knock over my daughter? A cripple?’

			Silence rolled in like a mist, deadening the strains of the tamburitza and the warm twists of laughter. People froze where they stood. I stared for a minute and then remembered I had my camera in my pocket. I pulled it out, clicked on the flash and pointed it at the two men.

			‘I didn’t knock her over,’ shouted the stranger, raising his hand to feel around his mouth. ‘I just bumped into her. It was an accident, I was dancing . . . I’m sorry, sweetheart.’

			Tara blushed and said nothing.

			‘Accident? You ploughed into her. But then that’s how you people treat cripples, you filthy Serb dog.’

			‘Better a dog than a Ustaše drunkard who can’t even care for his own child. And whose fault is it that she’s crippled anyway? Who—’

			‘Fuck you.’ The aggression in his voice ripped through the air and Tara’s father hurled himself at the man, knocking him to the floor. Shrieks began to echo across the square. Goran and Branko plunged towards the two men, pulling at arms, hands sliding off the enmeshed bodies, the air thick with violence. Cata shivered and I tightened my grip around her waist. Eventually the men were pulled apart and the stranger staggered away into the night. Tara’s father lurched towards his daughter, his face bruised and bleeding.

			‘Are you all right, Tara?’

			‘Go away.’

			‘Tara.’

			‘She said go away.’ Goran had appeared by her side, his face black with anger.

			‘What’s it to do with you? And when did you become such a hypocrite? Drinking with a Serb.’

			‘This is my sister’s wedding,’ Goran said, and I noticed his voice shook a little. ‘This isn’t the place, Korda. You’re drunk. Go home.’

			Korda struggled free of Goran’s grip, stared at him for a moment and then spat heavily on the floor. ‘You disappoint me, brother,’ he said, wiping the blood from his lip and shaking his head. ‘I thought—’

			‘Well, you thought wrong,’ said Goran, slamming his hands into Korda’s arms and pushing him backwards. ‘Now go on, fuck off. Haven’t you done enough to ruin things?’

			‘How dare he behave like that?’ said Pa, watching Korda stagger away into the darkness. ‘He brings shame upon himself.’

			‘You think so?’ Goran’s voice was low and quiet.

			‘You’re defending him? You saw what happened – it was just an accident. And that man – whoever he was – barely touched Tara. Korda was just spoiling for a fight.’

			Goran met my father’s gaze. ‘Well, I stopped him, didn’t I? But only because this is family. You’ve forgotten how people feel up here, forgotten what matters, Christ, you even let Miro run around with some snotty-nosed little—’

			‘Shut up!’ Pa hissed, but it was too late. I knew he was talking about Pavle. I just didn’t know why.

			‘Have it your way,’ Goran said sullenly. ‘Go back down to your safe little enclave in the sun. You might not want to remember, Pa, but this is the Krajina. Here, we never forget.’
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