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  BILI COMES HOME




  It was time for Bili to come home from the army. It was the last Tuesday in June, and he was returning from Ljubljana via Zagreb on a cheap cattle-truck stinking to the roof of

  onions, piss and spirits. The train was always at least half an hour late, so his brother Greg and friend Luka took cover from the heat in the empty station restaurant.




  Greg’s Dalmatian tram-driver friends were in there, grumbling about the Serb outlaws from Knin who had ruined the tourist season, and eyeing up two hungry-looking Romanian showgirls or

  hustlers who looked bored to death at the next table.




  ‘Jesus, Stipe, they’re not that bad,’ Jure, the younger of the tram-drivers, was urging his friend. ‘We could shag them as sort of first aid.’




  ‘Knock it off, Jure, I have to drive that clunker in a minute.’ Stipe jerked his shoulder at the empty red tram parked outside the station.




  ‘I could take it once round the town for you, lover-boy,’ offered Greg, finishing his second beer.




  ‘C’mon, join in!’ Jure said.




  But Greg bashfully refused. ‘Thank you, boys, I’m faithful to my Katarina, anyway they’re not my type.’




  ‘Don’t warp the boy’s mind,’ said Stipe. He turned to Greg. ‘That girlfriend of yours is very nice, but why did you let her go to university? Like I’m better

  off with my law degree? As if there’s any law round here anyway.’




  Stipe wanted to discuss law, justice and women’s rights, but Jure was in a hurry to annex a piece of Romania, and the conversation ended.




  They ordered two beers for the girls, who appeared to be more in need of food, but despite their generosity Ferenc the waiter told them they had no hope of getting the back room for another half

  an hour. Trilateral negotiations followed between the drivers, the waiter and the ladies. Leaving their empty bottles, Greg and Luka went outside.




  They were crossing the yellow paved square with 30 degrees under their armpits when they heard the hoot of the train, and hurried to the platform.




  The train had stopped about a hundred yards from the platform, and thick yellow smoke was belching from the windows of the carriages. Crowds of madmen were stumbling out, falling down, swearing

  and weeping, then picking themselves up again. When Luka and Greg approached, they smelt the familiar fragrance of tear gas.




  The last passenger to appear was a young man in combat fatigues, with a gas mask on his head and a large army kitbag slung over his shoulder. He glanced right and left, then kicked two smoking

  canisters across the platform. Bili was back.




  Lifting the mask off his shaved head, he greeted Greg and Luka with a big smile, and there followed much thumping of backs and shoulders, pinching of cheeks and slapping of Bili’s shaved

  head, until their noses started running and their eyes filled with tears – more from the tear gas than emotion.




  The tram was filling up with people now. Greg went to the restaurant to take a piss, and Bili and Luka climbed aboard. Most of the cattle from the train were in there, identifiable by their

  streaming eyes. The rest of the passengers looked at them suspiciously and somebody asked them what had happened on the train, but most were more interested in where the effing driver had

  disappeared to. Two old women recognized Bili, and stumbled off with tear-filled eyes to the back of the tram. The boys took their seats, and Bili put his bag in front of him.




  A moment later, Greg climbed in through the back door. ‘What’s the problem, no driver? Don’t cry, folks, I’ll drive you!’ he said, moving down the aisle to the

  front.




  Some of the passengers tried to talk him out of it, but he would not reconsider. ‘Hell, I won’t let honest people wait while those animals drink themselves legless in there! No way!

  Let’s go!’ So saying he eased himself into the driver’s seat and pinged the bell.




  When they saw he was serious, people started jumping out but few made it. Greg was in his best beery mood, happily whistling an old hit from a popular children’s film as the tram ploughed

  through the streets and over the empty crossroads, pinging all the way.




  ‘How are your studies going?’ Bili asked Luka as they passed the Faculty of Law (he didn’t know that Luka had dropped out).




  The tram finally came to a halt. Greg opened the door and the passengers tumbled out as fast as they could. Then he dropped Luka and Bili near the old Papuk cinema, and tore off again down

  Kapucinska Street.




  Bili and Luka sat on a bench by a pillar covered with posters from the previous year’s elections, Croatian independence referendums and other rubbish. Concerts

  used to be advertised here, but times had changed. The town was quiet, not a dog on the street.




  Stripping off his unpopular YPA shirt, Bili sat in his vest and produced from his bag a number of hand grenades, an assault rifle, a spare-parts bag, more tear-gas canisters and various other

  bits and pieces.




  ‘This stuff is cool now,’ he said.




  Nodding, Luka stretched out on the grass by the bench and stared up at the sky. Bili leaned his big shaven head on the bench, and gazed into the middle distance.




  Crowds used to hang out here at this time of day for no other reason than to chat. ‘Vapping’, it was called. Vapping here would be the town’s best-looking girls and all its

  best-known faces. The ‘vap’ was like a midday roll-call, where your best friends would collide with your worst enemies. You only began to worry if any didn’t turn up. Since

  most of them practically lived to be seen here every afternoon, their absence could only mean one thing: they were dead.




  ‘So where are all the cruisers?’ Bili asked in a loud voice.




  ‘Gone,’ Luka replied.




  ‘About fucking time. I was waiting for someone to chase that scum off the streets,’ Bili said, and they were quiet for a while until the tram drew up again. This time it was driven

  by Stipe. Greg got off carrying a wooden box used for packing fruit, smiling seductively.




  ‘I bumped into a fruit stall on Cesarčeva Street, and this sort of stuck to the tram,’ he explained, laying the box on the bench and kissing his brother

  on his shiny head.




  ‘Shit, I missed you, brother!’ Bili hugged him.




  Greg looked embarrassed. ‘Wow, the kid’s gone soft from the gas. What’s in the bag?’




  ‘More gas.’




  ‘Man, this town will be a valley of tears.’ Greg suddenly became serious as he looked at the tell-tale bulges in the bag.




  They infiltrated the downtown tram. Greg started up a conversation with his old friend the driver, while Bili and Luka guzzled peaches from the box. On all of the seats someone had written with

  a firm hand: ‘USTASHE ONLY!’ The guys kept standing.




  Bili’s account of the tear-gas incident was as follows:




  ‘It’s a no-smoking carriage and everyone’s puffing away. Fog, smoke and pollution, worse than London. The minute I try to open the window all the old women jump on me. What am

  I thinking of, exposing them to draughts, there are small children in the carriage, blah, blah. I don’t argue, I just find myself another seat. So then what do I find? A teenage slut in the

  club, her belly would be up to her teeth if she had a tooth in her head, smoking like a chimney! On your way to Osijek for an abortion? I ask her. A quick blow job in the first place would have

  saved you the bother. I change seats three times and finally end up in the corridor, where they’re eating smelly sausages and onions and God knows what. That does it. I chuck out two

  canisters of tear gas. Some wanker opens the windows, and the draught carries the smoke through the carriage. The driver flips, the train stops. End of story.’




  They had finished all the peaches and were starting on the apples.




  ‘How about we go to Kopika this afternoon for a swim?’ Luka suggested. The day was terribly hot.




  ‘This evening we could get a gig together. Is Koki in town?’ Bili asked.




  Koki, the fourth member of their band, had returned from Zagreb and was hiding out from the rest of them revising for his medical exams.




  At that moment they saw Maria and Bea heading towards them from the bridge. Just the stuff to give the troops. Bea was Bili’s ex, Maria was Luka’s who knows what. Since the massacre

  in the village of Borovo they weren’t really on speaking terms.




  The two women had noticed them and stopped to change their route, but Bili stood up to meet them.




  ‘Try not to make a complete fool of yourself,’ Greg advised, but Bili was making of himself what he wanted.




  It was all very awkward. Bili had split up with Bea in March during one of his weekend leaves, but even before that she had been going with Koki. Actually it was hard to know which of the two

  she was with, since they were forever handing her back and forth between them.




  Greg munched an apple and watched the three of them with philosophical detachment. It was impossible to hear what they were saying, but their energetic gesticulation defied the heat. Bili and

  Maria were doing most of the talking and waving, with Bea clearly wanting to be somewhere else.




  The conversation ended and Bili returned, patting his head to check if his hair had grown at all. The women passed, giving Greg, Bili and Luka a wide berth, and disappeared off to their homes;

  from their clogs and rucksacks it was clear they had been swimming.




  ‘What are you sulking for, we were talking about you. You should thank me for getting you back with your girlfriend!’ Bili said.




  ‘It won’t be that easy.’ Luka frowned.




  ‘I said we’d do a gig tonight at ten. Make sure Koki’s there.’




  ‘So we’re together again,’ sighed Greg. ‘I was hoping the Anarchitects would never play another note.’




  They were generally regarded as a truly awful band, but no worse than any other in town. The peak of their fame came when graffiti saying ‘ANARCHITECTS’ started appearing on

  buildings all over town. This won them a certain reputation with the young people, and an even bigger one with the police, who hauled them into the police station to check their handwriting and box

  their ears. They were promised a sound beating if the graffiti didn’t stop and were faced with the dilemma of whether to continue their happy career or go straight like good boys for the rest

  of their lives. Eventually their love of life prevailed, particularly with the more weak-minded members of the band.




  Luka was mulling over all this as the Bilek brothers stood up to leave, clearing the last of the apples from the box.




  ‘Listen, in half an hour we’ll be back to pick you up and take you swimming, you’d better be ready!’ Bili shouted as he disappeared with his brother.
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  SWIMMING


  Dirtier than the Political Scene




  When he was seventeen Luka’s parents had divorced. Since then he had been living with his father in one of the blocks of flats on the Sjenak estate. His old man was a

  builder who worked at the Institute for the Protection of Cultural Monuments, specializing in the restoration of old family houses; there were plenty of these in town, and while he was working on

  his fancy façades his own was falling apart. Luka’s mother was a nurse. In the summer of 1968 when she had Luka she had been a beauty, and even in 1991 she was still a good-looking

  woman. She had bequeathed none of this to Luka. From her he had inherited his short temper; from his old man he got his mean looks. His sister Mirjana had got the combination right. She was three

  years older than Luka and had already been in full-time employment for almost four years. Just as he was scraping his way out of his gymnasium she arrived there to teach literature. Then she had

  got tired of living with her mother and had married a socialist fairytale prince, after which Luka heard nothing but good about her.




  He was in his third year at university, still resitting some of his exams from the first year and studying, like most of his pals, in the Economics Faculty canteen. His skinhead mate Bogdan,

  known as Bižo, introduced him to some lucrative retail arrangements and during the golden days of Ante Marković they really had some big

  money coming in. Sometimes they even made managing directors’ monthly salaries on a single move, and Luka was the deputy director. But the magic didn’t last. In January the state showed

  the first signs of fatigue, everything started slipping, and the masses in town fell into a Croatian trance. At Luka’s faculty, students from Herzegovina founded countless patriotic

  societies, and the Croatian Democratic Union advised a few liberal professors to fuck off. Some Dalmatian lads held debates in highfalutin political rhetoric in Luka’s beloved Economics

  Faculty canteen, and he and Bižo, half-Serb unionist mutants, set up mainly as a joke, their Association for Peaceful Cohabitation, of which they remained to the end

  the sole members.




  In May, when Luka was retaking his exams in Roman law for the last time, he watched a crowd in the assembly hall celebrate the replacement of Tito’s portrait with the popular Croatian

  chessboard emblem. Before hanging it up, the students came one by one to kiss the new icon, then a bigoted hulk from Imotski named Anto Krolo stretched his arms to the ceiling and hung it on the

  wall, and Tito found his place in the toilet.




  ‘What do you say to this, Mijatović?’ one of the Imotski clan asked Luka.




  In an outburst of resigned inspiration Luka lived out his last academic dream by throwing his student ID card into the toilet along with Tito.




  Soon after this he met Bižo in the canteen, where they blew the last of their food tokens on beer, aborted the Association for Peaceful Cohabitation, and henceforth

  devoted themselves to more serious business.




  Bižo’s export–import corporation had already hit the rocks; the Croats had discreetly stopped buying from him, and the Serbs in Osijek were wisely

  closing their shops, which left Bižo up to his neck in shit with two tons of imported chocolate long past its sell-by date that he couldn’t get anyone to buy. His

  father got the sack and his mother was made redundant, and the former up-and-coming businessman and president of the Association for Peaceful Cohabitation was reduced to selling ice creams on the

  street.




  Luka got a job as one of the new census takers. He witnessed some scenes that would make a pig puke, but he was paid good money. He had stopped seeing Maria because of her Aryan crap; he

  considered Bili’s Good Samaritan intervention that afternoon pointless, but the kid was fresh from the army and didn’t need a crash landing into reality.




  Things with Koki weren’t good either. Frankly Luka couldn’t stand him. Tall, skinny, hunched as a camel, Koki was always on the edge of things. At school the other kids had bullied

  him, kicking his arse, spitting at him, punching him in the face and leaving him alone only when they didn’t know what else to do to him. He was all fingers and thumbs – every bone in

  his body had been broken, every tendon distended. He had spent half his dreary life in hospitals and rehabilitation centres, and the only attention he ever received from anyone was from the doctors

  who changed his bandages and stitched him up. Inevitably he fell in love with white coats. It was only at university that he began to achieve something. For the first time he could hold his head

  up. After just two more years in Zagreb he would realize his dream of being a doctor, and screw everyone who had pushed him around.




  Luka dialled Koki’s number and waited a good fifteen minutes before he finally got through. When he did, there was no way he could persuade him to come until he mentioned that Bili was

  back. Shitting himself at the idea that at Luka’s garage Bili might reclaim his Bea in his absence, he nobly agreed to be there at nine. Luka hung up with a mixture of pity and disgust for

  him, and a good feeling about tonight’s gig; it would be just like old times.




  Just then the first two bars of ‘Lili Marlene’ blasted out below the window, and Greg’s VW swooped up. Luka rushed round the flat grabbing his swimming things, and by the time

  he came down from the sixth floor the brothers were raving in the heat. The VW was black, and an excellent heat conductor. Once, during the summer holidays, Luka had fried an egg on it for a bet,

  like they used to on tanks in the army.




  Greg drove his car more ferociously than the tram, he knew he could fool around, he had a top-cop uncle. But even he had to slow down on the bridge. An unusually large number of cops and members

  of the Special Police Force dressed in US combat fatigues were milling about, and it looked as though something serious was about to happen.




  ‘Look at the way that idiot’s holding his rifle.’ Bili pointed to a policeman carelessly balancing the tip of his gun on one foot as he talked to a Special Police Force guy

  resembling a lizard in his green uniform. These games with weapons were becoming dangerous; two days before, a cop had shot himself in the hand while playing with his rifle in Ante Starčević Square, and Luka’s neighbour, Dr Mitrović, spent four hours in the operating theatre stitching him up.




  They passed the police without being stopped, and soon they were walking across the hot asphalt to the legendary Copacabana beach, dirty and neglected as ever.




  Trying to play smart and not burn his feet, Greg trod on a bit of broken glass left in the grass after some high-school booze-up. The blood gushed from his foot. He gasped and hopped around, and

  a group of boys and girls sitting on the grass nearby started laughing. Although normally a calm person, Greg was sensitive to girls’ smiles and he overreacted, kicking one of the boys in the

  head – not too hard, since he did it with his wounded foot, but hard enough for the boy to fall back on the grass. He sat up with blood on his lip looking worried, and the laughter

  stopped.




  ‘The blood’s mine, it’s on the the house!’ Greg showed him his foot.




  Luka and Bili stood tall. ‘It’s okay, the kid seems to have had enough for the moment,’ said Bili, waving his hand to the flustered girls. Then the three friends went off down

  to the river, marching like heroes of the beach and trying to avoid the litter of broken glass that flashed at them from the grass.




  On all sides loudspeakers were blaring out speeches from parliament. It was a historic moment: for the first time since 10 April 1941 the country was preparing to become a sovereign state and

  declare its total independence. This had little effect on the beach, where beautiful girls with big breasts and tiny swimsuits ran about playing volleyball. It was a feast for tired eyes;

  Bili’s pride awoke from its long army sleep, and his swimming trunks were unable to hide the fact.




  ‘What’s happening, kid? Your lift working again?’ Greg asked.




  ‘It’s all right, I’ll get it wet in a minute.’ Bili smirked.




  Men played cards in the grass. Some guys kicked a football in the sand. Others played frantic ball games in the shallow water. At least no one had broken their back this year.




  ‘Nothing’s changed, everything’s exactly the same,’ Bili said, disappointed.




  ‘What did you think, we’d fall apart without you?’ said his brother, looking over at the other side of the river where some boys were slipping their boats in the water.




  ‘Look at those gorgeous women, brother. It’s good to be back!’ said Bili suddenly, ogling two girls as they passed by with provocative smiles. ‘So let’s

  swim!’




  He dipped his toe in the water and threw in first his brother, then Luka. The Drava was cold, with a yellow scum of soapy effluent on top, as well as numerous branches and other bits of rubbish,

  so nobody really enjoyed swimming in it very much. Greg’s cut foot was still hurting and he was floating on his back with his mouth closed, trying not to let any of the crap in. The water

  bore the two of them along. A couple of powerful strokes brought Bili level with them, and in another minute the current had swept them all to the other side. Climbing to the showers, they were

  dirtier than the political scene. Greg was limping and in a bad mood. ‘Let this be your last idiotic idea today,’ he said to his brother sullenly.




  Bili was too busy chasing little boys out of the showers to reply. Luka turned the water full on. There was a ton of trash in his hair.




  ‘Why did you grow it so long?’ Bili asked disapprovingly.




  Luka pretended not to hear. He wouldn’t even consider cutting it. Maybe he would grow a beard too, Chetnik-style.




  They walked to the children’s swimming pool and found Bižo selling his ice creams. It was obviously the worst place on the beach, since only small children

  swam here without their parents. Bižo was wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap with a cloth at the back to protect his neck, and listening to his Walkman. The

  loudspeakers droned on. He looked miserable.




  ‘I’m going crazy here,’ he informed the others. ‘This is a fucking sweatshop – just me and the loudspeakers.’




  A deafening medley of patriotic Croatian songs rang on and on, and the conversation was run at the tops of their voices.




  Bižo took a beer from his cooler and opened it. ‘I’ve sold six ice creams and drunk three beers. Profit – nil!’ he shouted, the veins on his

  neck bulging from the effort of making himself heard over the music.




  ‘Where’s the rest of your gang?’ Bili shouted back.




  ‘Drinking at Njaka’s most likely. I might go there at six when I finish.’




  ‘Come to our gig tonight,’ Luka said as they were leaving.




  Bižo waved his hand and propped his feet on the cooler. Fuck the gig, it didn’t interest him. ‘Take care if you go to Njaka’s. Lager’s gone

  nuts. The others are okay, just him.’




  ‘What happened to Krišna?’ Luka asked. Krišna was a friend, the most normal one of Bižo’s crowd. Her father was an officer. Luka

  hadn’t seen her for over two months.




  ‘Don’t ask me, she’s not been around for weeks,’ said Bižo in a quieter voice, noticeably wearying of the conversation.




  Greg and Bili had already moved off, and Luka had to hurry to catch them up. ‘What’s the rush? Do you need a shit?’




  ‘We didn’t want to disturb your private conversation,’ Bili said peaceably; Bili didn’t want to talk about Krišna and Lager, and whatever Bili didn’t want to

  talk about didn’t exist for him.




  They went back down to the beach, rolling around in the sand and pelting each other with mud, and everything was as it used to be. Then they lay in the sand, muddy as pigs, and whistled at the

  girls.




  Burying himself in sand, Greg outlined his plans for his forthcoming wedding. He had left his job in Germany to get married, but things kept being held up. First Katarina had met a mechanical

  engineer in Zagreb, and this had taken a while to sort out, with Bili requesting endless compassionate leave to clear things up and Luka making several trips to Zagreb. After this Katarina said she

  didn’t want to get married until she graduated, which was hard for all the parties concerned. Now she had just one more exam to take.




  ‘See, Luka, we’re going to hire a tram, clean it up, put a trailer on the back for the band, and eat and drink till dawn!’




  The idea wasn’t in itself that original, since trams were used every year for May Day, Workers’ Day and the opening of the Youth Summer Festival. But they weren’t normally used

  for weddings.




  ‘What do her parents think?’ Luka asked.




  ‘It’s no skin off their nose, it’ll hardly cost them anything. All they care about is that we have it in church. You know what, I had to get christened and confirmed and take

  First Communion all in one go. I never knew it was so hard to become a Catholic. But I’m not complaining, people will talk about this wedding for years to come.’




  ‘Knowing you, smartarse, you’ll spend your wedding night in the tram,’ Bili said, standing up in the sand and going back to the showers.




  They drove back in the stiflingly hot VW, and ran into a long tailback at the bridge. The police were searching someone. Actually they were searching everyone; they didn’t want

  unauthorized fireworks on the day independence was declared.




  ‘No one fucks with me, we could be held up here for hours,’ Greg said, driving to the head of the queue and stopping before the police.




  ‘Hey, guys, I’m clean as a white swan! Let me through or I’ll lay an egg before my turn comes!’




  He then dropped the name of his illustrious uncle, and they let him through with a salute.




  ‘That’s democracy for you,’ he observed wisely.




  Luka pointed to Bili’s bag of weapons on the back seat. Shaking his head, Greg clenched his teeth and his hands on the wheel, and turned the car towards Njaka’s place.




  Njaka’s club for alcoholics met in the basement of his grandmother’s house. A happy brewery employee, Njaka was able to get beer at bargain prices, and they mostly drank that. His

  girlfriend, Biserka, toiled away in the biscuit factory opposite the brewery, so they had plenty of biscuits to eat. In every other respect too they complemented each other perfectly, and you

  couldn’t have found a better-matched couple.




  The decor of the basement was more than a little kitsch, with its scorched flags, its car number plates stolen from every country in Europe, its abnormally enlarged photographs on the walls and

  its collection of mismatched seats: there were seats from various cars, a whole row from the old Zvečevo cinema, a bench from the park, another from the Health Centre

  waiting room, a bus seat and an old toilet off the train.




  In the middle of all this, Njaka sat on one of the cinema seats like a king on his throne, deep in thought, drinking beer and incessantly filling up the bottle with vodka. He was in one of his

  basement depressions.




  ‘This place could do with a clean-up,’ Greg said, looking around.




  ‘Shut up, Greg, you’re as sober as a traffic warden, I can smell the fruit juice on your breath. Just as well your brother here is in a decent state. Hi there, Luka!’




  This remark about looking decent referred to Bili’s shaved head. Njaka threw each of them a bottle of beer. The beer crates were laid out to form the pattern of the Croatian chessboard

  symbol, thirteen white and twelve red squares, the latest thing in bar decor.




  The only other person there apart from Njaka was Biserka, whom they called either Bisa or Serka (Shithead), depending on their mood. She was at present too busy shaving her head to greet them.

  Greg sat down on the toilet seat, holding his beer. Bili and Luka stood observing Biserka’s ritual. She nicked her scalp, and a little blood fell on her shoes.




  ‘Put a jug down, we’ll make black pudding,’ said Bili, but she didn’t jump at his suggestion.




  ‘All for beauty,’ she said, inspecting the damage in the mirror.




  ‘Why don’t you get yourself done too, Luka? An ugly head like yours doesn’t need hair.’




  ‘Right,’ mumbled Luka, sitting down beside her and looking at the picture of Krišna on the wall. ‘Say, d’you know what’s happened to

  Krišna?’




  Bisa was about to say something when somebody crashed headlong down the stairs into the basement in a failed attempt to enter quietly. It was Lager, already very drunk, shouting at the top of

  his voice.




  ‘Fuck it, we’ve guests! Bili’s back! Greg’s here! Luka! Sorry, I’ve had a few!’




  Greg and Bili bent over the beer crates playing chess, trying to ignore Lager as he stepped out of the shadows.




  ‘What the fuck is that outfit?’ Njaka balanced his beer bottle on two fingers.




  Lager was dressed in paramilitary camouflage uniform with a red beret at his waist. He was bursting with confidence. ‘They accepted me in the Croatian Defence Force! My training starts

  tomorrow!’




  ‘You’ll make bacon for the Chetniks, fat boy!’ teased Biserka, looking at him in the mirror.




  Ignoring her, Lager pulled a bundle of notes from his pocket and waved them over his head. ‘I got paid too – thirteen thousand!’




  Njaka solemnly poured half the beer from his bottle on to the floor. ‘A libation for your sinful soul, charming young boy in the corner!’




  Without replying, Lager strode to the wall, tore down the photograph of Krišna and threw it on the floor. Then he pissed on it. He pissed and pissed; he must have had at least five beers

  before he arrived. Luka disliked this carry-on. Krišna was the only woman who had overlooked Lager’s nocturnal bed-wetting and snoring and slept with him; he should have carried her

  photo in his wallet, instead of treating it this way.




  He leaned over to Bisa again. ‘What happened to her, no kidding?’




  Bisa didn’t say a word, just concentrated on her shoelaces.




  ‘You talking about Krišna?’ Lager turned to Luka, zipping up his flies.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Luka. He couldn’t get out of it now.




  ‘She had the sense to get out, as if you didn’t know.’




  ‘Where to?’




  ‘Over there, where all you lot are going.’ He jerked his shoulder east.




  Nobody said a word. Luka knew he was talking about Serbia. Bižo had warned him. For a moment he considered breaking a bottle over Lager’s head. But this was

  bigger than Lager, this was a reservoir of fucking political shit waiting for the dam to burst. Luka knew – just another word and he’d get a tanker of it. Greg and Bili were still

  playing chess. He felt very lonely. Greg hardly managed to make it a draw. They both stood up.




  ‘We’re off, we were going to invite you to our gig but we see you’re fully booked up,’ Bili said to the others, and they left.




  Njaka caught up with them by the door at the top of the stairs.




  ‘Don’t let Lager wind you up, Luka. You know what he’s like when he’s had too many.’




  ‘I don’t know anything any more,’ Luka said, more to himself than to Njaka, and climbed into the car.




  Greg started the engine, driving less recklessly now that it wasn’t so hot and the streets were filling with people. On Ante Starčević Square a Very Important Meeting was taking place, one more meeting that would go down in history and had become a normal part of everyday life during the past months. With so

  much history around, you started feeling like a tourist in your own town.




  They turned into Šamačka Street so the cops wouldn’t stop them with a bag full of firearms. They had had enough excitement for one day.
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  THE MIDNIGHT PICNIC




  At nine o’clock sharp Luka was at the garage. The sun was down, the massacre of the mosquitoes had begun. He opened the door and looked at his old man’s wrecked

  Renault 4; he had crashed into it with Bižo’s van while his Fiat was being serviced, and had had to sell the Fiat to pay Bižo and his

  father for the damage.




  He pushed the car out of the garage and inspected Bili’s drums, covered in a protective film of dust. On the wall behind them was a big photograph of the Anarchitects, taken when they were

  about to hit the big time. It felt like a million years ago. Where had he been all those years? It seemed wrong to be playing tonight.




  Just then he heard footsteps approaching the garage, and Koki appeared carrying a synthesizer under one arm and an accordion on his shoulder; he had obviously taken seriously their invitation to

  play. ‘How are you doing?’ he asked Luka.




  ‘Don’t ask.’




  ‘Who could be well today?’




  Koki went to the corner where the instruments stood draped in plastic sheets. He pulled the covers off, raising clouds of dust that made him cough like a mule. Koki was allergic to dust. Sand,

  water, wind, draughts, food, cigarettes, alcohol – you name it, Koki was allergic to it; his life hung by a thread. He started fiddling around with the speakers and the amplifier while Luka

  dusted the drums and tapped the cymbals.




  ‘I can’t believe we’ll be able to play on this stuff,’ Koki said. ‘The band broke up, the gear’s broken up.’




  Luka didn’t like that. ‘So why the hell did you come? You don’t care about the band, you’ve better things to do.’




  His voice echoed through the empty garage. It was no good, Koki would never be like them. Bili had picked him up like a stray dog off the street. He did his best to be one of them, but he would

  never make it.




  Luka sat on an empty beer crate and watched him.




  ‘It could be worse.’ Koki leaned over a speaker. ‘I know guys who’d give us a thousand Deutschmarks for this.’




  ‘Are you serious?’ Luka asked him.




  ‘You think we could get more?’




  Luka looked at him; he was deadly serious. He really hadn’t a clue.




  Koki finally plugged in his synthesizer and started running through his favourite songs. Luka loathed all of them. Picking up his guitar he bashed it until his anger passed. They had just

  started jamming when Bea and Maria descended on them, pretending to applaud. ‘You deserve a kiss for that,’ Maria declared generously, throwing her arms around Koki.




  ‘Save it for someone else,’ Luka snapped. She was giving them away as if she wanted to give everyone herpes.




  ‘I didn’t mean you, anyway. I just wanted to welcome our man back from the capital!’ she told him.




  The capital! She was getting on his nerves with her political swipes; with her, everything was the fault of the one-party system. She was being incredibly irritating, and she looked incredibly

  good.




  Koki was kissing Bea now. Luka greeted her coolly, then turned to Maria. ‘Take it easy, I don’t want geography lessons in my garage, okay?’ He eyed her the way he might eye a

  nice-looking girl.




  Her gaze softened. She smiled. ‘Hello there,’ she said.




  At that moment the Bilek brothers turned up. Greg carried his bass-guitar. Bili was wearing a terrible orange wig and carrying two bottles of vodka, one of them half empty. Koki went up to

  embrace him, and he threw off the wig to get a kiss on his shaved head. They both laughed, ordinary guys.




  ‘Boy, your head’s like a light bulb, we could connect you to the mains and switch you on!’ Koki said.




  ‘Koki, my son, I could die of happiness that we’re all together again,’ Bili said, passing him the vodka.




  Koki drank heroically, put the bottle down and exhaled like a dragon. ‘Let’s play for the girls!’ he said, his eyes shining like in the good old days of the Anarchitects.




  Luka grabbed the bottle and finished it off; the vodka burned his throat as it always did – some things never changed – then he switched on the light and jumped on the rickety stage,

  raising a cloud of dust. Bili sat down at the drums, Koki took his accordion. Greg and Luka picked up their guitars. While they were tuning them, Maria opened the other bottle and swigged it like a

  man. Bea was more ladylike and sipped hers. The mood was good. Good music hung in the air.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ Luka’s voice shook with excitement. ‘Bili’s home, let’s welcome him back! The Anarchitects and – “Dirty Old

  Town”!’




  Koki had just struck up the opening bars on his accordion when one of the cables overheated and caught fire. In two seconds the garage was filled with smoke and the smell of melting rubber.

  Everyone jumped up, and Luka emptied an entire fire extinguisher on the amp. That was the end of it, as well as their carefully planned gig. Giving it up as a bad job they finished the rest of the

  vodka.




  There was nothing else for it but to go fishing. The moon was full – of what, no one knew for sure – and Greg maintained that the fish bit like crazy in the moonlight. None of the

  others knew anything about fish, but they didn’t mind eating them once in a while. Armed with fly rods belonging to Luka’s old man they piled into Greg’s VW and set off for a spot

  that Greg recommended as the best place for catching them.




  They stopped at the nearby corner shop for bread and bottles of wine, then they drove down the straight road to the village of Bilje. By the Csingi Lingi Csarda restaurant Greg turned off the

  main road on to the dirt track leading to the Old Drava Lake. Luka and Maria were squashed together on the back seat, and in all the jolting he managed to put his arm around her. She didn’t

  resist, and he kept his arm there until the car came to a stop by the lake.




  While Greg sat down by the bank sorting out the rods, the other five lit a fire and sat around it happily with the guitar and the accordion, waiting for him to make his big catch. He fished for

  nearly two hours, and with every minute that passed, his hopes of catching anything dwindled.




  ‘Oy, quit shouting, I’ll never catch anything at this rate!’ he burst out at last.




  This was the moment Bili had been waiting for. Going to the VW, he came back with a green hand grenade.




  ‘Okay, brother, stop fucking about, the army’s taking over,’ he said, hurling it into the calm water. Greg barely managed to jump back from the deluge that rose in the wake of

  the muffled explosion. An offensive grenade is only slightly stronger than a simple firecracker, but a mass of fish and baby frogs rose instantly to the water’s surface, their stomachs

  glowing pitifully in the moonlight.




  Everyone crowded around to look. Taking off his trousers, Bili waded into the water to remove the catch. Luka joined him, and they chucked the dead and maimed fish on to the grass, where they

  thrashed about helplessly until Greg and Koki finished them off in an ethical and humanitarian way with a hammer. Bili came out of the water and he and Luka threw frogs at each other, while Greg

  cleaned the fish to make the famous Baranian carp-on-a-spit to serve to the drunken company. The fire was down and the embers were just right for the fish. Maria and Luka sat back to back on the

  grass while Bili and Koki boozed and broke the idyllic silence of the place arguing about the meaning of life. Koki had drunk himself into a semi-stupor when he finally stood up and made a public

  announcement:




  ‘THE PURPOSE OF LIFE IS NOT TO SHOUT DRUNKENLY IN THE MOONLIGHT! NO! THE PURPOSE OF LIFE IS TO SURVIVE IN AN ALIEN ENVIRONMENT! THAT IS LIFE, MY FRIENDS!’




  His words had quite an effect on Bili, who stood up, grabbed the speaker by the collar of his jacket, and roared in his face, ‘Sit down, you wanker, you haven’t a clue what

  life’s about!’




  Koki managed to pull himself away.




  ‘LIFE IS A CONTINUOUS STRUGGLE AGAINST THE ENTROPY IN AN IRREVERSIBLE PROCESS!’ he persisted, yelling so loudly that even the distant stars trembled in horror.




  After he had announced this important scientific truth he was overcome by fatigue and hit the grass. Seeing him in this sad condition, Bea put aside her half-eaten carp and wept quietly. Bili

  was instantly at her side offering support, whispering in her ear and drying her tears, and five minutes later he was leading her off to Greg’s VW.




  Greg thought sadly of the suspension and shrugged. Then he turned to Luka and Maria with more helpings of carp.




  ‘You two want fish?’ he shouted to his brother in the darkness.




  ‘No thanks, we’ve got some!’ Bili shouted back, and Bea laughed happily.




  Koki lay on the grass like a dead man, while the others sat around the fire with their fish and wine. Maria and Luka faced each other. The sparks cast a yellow glow on their faces. Maria’s

  was partly covered by her long hair, and as he looked at the spark in her eyes he knew they had almost made it up. They finished eating. She sat with her back against a tree, and he lay down with

  his head in her lap.




  ‘You remember 15 September 1988?’




  ‘Of course I do,’ she said, stroking his hair.




  That was the day he had finished his army service; for both of them, a passionate sexual memory.




  When Luka opened his eyes next morning the first thing he saw was Maria, stunning in sleep, and Koki pacing round the dying embers like a sick dog. Bili and Bea were returning

  from an early morning walk in the wood, exhausted but happy, and Greg was gutting the rest of the fish. What a beautiful, promising start to the day, Luka thought. Maria yawned and stretched next

  to him. It didn’t look very ladylike, but it was sexy enough for him to get an erection. She noticed, and smiled at his swelling crotch without saying a word. To solve the problem, he rolled

  over on his stomach and watched Koki throwing up in the beautiful still waters of the lake. They were all watching Koki in fact. Greg wished he had his camera, and thought what an excellent picture

  it would make for his archives.




  ‘Hey, shall we take photos this afternoon?’ he said as Bili and Bea swallowed their fish and bread. ‘It’s going to be a great day for it.’




  Koki crawled over to them, clutching his stomach with one hand and wiping his mouth with the other; in one night he had travelled back down the road it had taken evolution millions of years to

  cover.




  ‘Wow, you two look hot and hungry!’ Greg teased Bea and Bili, but they didn’t notice. ‘So are we taking pictures or what?’




  Koki grumbled his discontent, but the others were all more or less in favour.




  Greg dropped them home, and Maria stayed with Luka to tidy up the garage. Or rather he tidied it up while she ate one of the apples from Greg’s box. She helped him push back his

  dad’s car, then jumped on the bonnet with her mouth full of apple.




  ‘Hey, give me a bite of that,’ he said.




  She bit off a piece and held it between her teeth, teasing him with it. He leaned over, put his hands on her hips, took the apple from her mouth with his and kissed her lips. She kissed him back

  lazily, absorbed in her thoughts, looking over his head to the ceiling of the garage.




  He moved back. ‘What’s the matter, Maria? What is it now?’




  Her eyes were trying to avoid his. She turned her head and said something he couldn’t hear. Then she said again, ‘We haven’t been getting on lately, Luka.’




  ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ he said.




  ‘Just yesterday we were fighting like dogs. How can I be sure that afterwards . . .’ She took his hands from her hips and jumped off the bonnet. ‘I have to go. See you this

  afternoon.’




  ‘Yeah,’ he replied.




  Maria left, and he was alone in the garage. He kicked one of Bili’s drums, and that calmed him down a bit.
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  THE ZOO: INSIDE AND OUTSIDE




  That afternoon at around two o’clock Luka met Bili at the footbridge over the river. They waited for Greg, who had gone to see the priest about the wedding; it was now

  just a matter of setting the day. They sat down in the shade of the dense poplars and Luka took off his trainers and pulled up tufts of grass with his toes, while Bili reported all the details of

  the previous night’s encounter with Bea. His feelings were warmer for her again.




  ‘I can’t handle her thing with Koki. I ask her what she sees in the fool, but she can’t answer. God, man, she’s like a child!’




  ‘Yeah, right,’ Luka said, thinking that what Bili knew about children could probably fit in an ant’s arse.




  He wasn’t keen to pursue the subject, and was almost glad when Koki turned up and started whingeing about his stomach. His arrival cooled them both down wonderfully. His eyes, framed in

  green circles, darted about like a lunatic’s. ‘I should never have got so drunk,’ said the future doctor in a voice full of suffering.




  Koki went on in this vein for a while, until they saw Bea and Maria come into view. Maria smiled at Luka. Bea didn’t say anything to Koki, just clung to him like a leech as usual and threw

  him compassionate looks as if to say, ‘Are you feeling better, darling?’ The others were well aware of what was happening; Bili pretended not to notice and lay on his back with his

  knees up, staring at the sky.




  Maria sat down next to Luka. ‘Where were we?’ he asked her.




  High above them a plane traced a trail of chalk across the sky like a silver mosquito. Maria unlaced her trainers and kicked them aside, and he lay with his head in her lap again, holding her

  foot. Beside them Koki and Bea were necking like a normal couple.




  Maria turned to Bili on the other side of her and pointed at his legs, poking palely out of his shorts like two cigarette papers.




  ‘How did you get your knees so nice and white, Bili?’




  ‘It was all the washing they made us do in the army,’ Bili said.




  Luka looked at Maria’s legs, tanned and freshly shaved. ‘Sweetheart, yours are so dark you must have the sun between them!’ he said.




  He looked up at her face. She was watching Koki and Bea, biting her lip. Turning to face him she laid a cool hand on his neck and bent over him, spilling her long brown hair over his face. He

  slowly pulled her hair back, and they looked into each other’s eyes. Then she put her lips to his and moved them slowly, as if whispering something to him, and he was numb to everything but

  the warmth of her breath on his mouth. She drew back quietly, the kiss ended, and she let her hair fall over her face again, moving her hand and pressing her lips together as if trying to remember

  something, some taste from long ago.
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