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			Chapter 1

			2016

			“Leave me alone woman!”

			Roko’s legs wobbled from side to side as he tried to get out from the sunken chair.

			“Where are you going Roko? It’s your birthday!” his wife, Maria queried as she saw him trying to stand.

			His fingernails scraped the edge of the walking frame that was just outside his reach, and he cursed as he tried to grab it.

			“I’m old enough now! You can celebrate. I’m going to bed!”

			Rounds of raucous laughter came from the other room as the family birthday lunch threatened to become dinner.

			Roko snorted as he drew another deep breath. One leg shuffled forward as the other one struggled to join in. Maria looked away as if to spare him from what he knew so well.

			The slow shuffle to the bedroom had used most of the energy he had left. Relief washed over him as he entered the room they had shared for almost sixty years.

			“I made you chamomile tea.”

			“It doesn’t help. I don’t know why you worry.”

			

			“It must help because you snore like a pig when you drink it. I should know!”

			His face reddened and the pace of his breath increased. And then suddenly it was gone. Any strength he had to lash out at his wife had left him a long time ago. What was left was for basic survival. All I am good for now is eating, drinking and shitting, he thought to himself.

			Maria had felt the back of his hand more than once in the past, but he had appreciated her more as they had grown older. She was a good wife, a good cook and a good mother.

			He went over to the handbasin in the small ensuite and splashed his face. When he looked up to the mirror, the creases that draped around his eyes and face said it all.

			“You are old Roko. He told his reflection. If there is room, God can take me now. I don’t want any more birthdays.”

			Maria’s shrill voice interrupted his moment of self-pity.

			“You have new pyjamas on the bed. Don’t look for your old ones. I’ve thrown them in the rubbish.”

			Sighing, he grabbed the new flannelette pyjamas as Maria finally left him in peace.

			He pulled the covers back and took a deep breath as he sank into the side of the bed. With another deep breath, he lifted one leg up and across before shuffling onto the mattress. On the nights when he couldn’t be bothered, he would just fall asleep in the chair.

			He hated this time of the evening.  Despite the comfort of the soft bed, the same images would play over in his mind and the nightmares would shock him awake in a lather of sweat.

			Disbelief. Anger. Tears.

			He could still sense the lifeless body he held, adrift in the middle of the Adriatic Sea almost sixty-three years ago.

			

			The chamomile tea gave him temporary relief but the nightmares that followed were permanent.

			1953

			“Race you to the water!”

			Roko had the head start on Luka as they sprinted to the sea. The burning cobblestones on the path meant their feet barely touched the ground. They almost hit the water together, but Luka had easily caught his bigger friend and went in first.

			“You are getting too fat to run!”

			“Better than having arms and legs like Baba’s pasta!”

			Luka lunged at his friend, but Roko caught him and easily pushed him under water.

			“Race you to the jetty!” Luka called as he lurched from the salty water.

			Luka was lithe and agile on land, unlike his taller heavier friend, and the hard ground gave Luka an advantage but, in the water, they were evenly matched. The sparkling blue of the Adriatic Sea disturbed by their frenzied strokes.

			“Ha! I won!” Roko attempted to scale the iron ladder onto the jetty first but within seconds, Luka had grabbed his swim trunks and pulled down hard.

			He crashed back into the water as Luka, laughing hard, scurried up the ladder.

			The friends lay on the warmed rough wood of the jetty to dry in the sun. It felt as though they had been competing since they were born. Luka had the wiry frame of an athlete with tufts of black hair in lines on his otherwise bare and shallow chest. Roko was the complete opposite. Lots of hair over his big body. But they both knew that what Roko lacked in shape was well and truly made up for in strength. Luka had never beaten him in a wrestle.

			“I’m glad its summer again.”

			“Me too. I want to do this forever.”

			The smell of salt in the air brought the fishermen to life and with the lapping sounds of crystal blue waters against the boats, it was time to celebrate summer.

			Summertime in Zadar, on the pristine coastline of Yugoslavia, was breathtaking.

			The sandstone pathways that led to the towering walls of the old city were bathed in light. The huge battlements cast their gaze across the Adriatic Sea, waiting and watching for the next challenge. But beauty has a habit of distracting, and the years following the end of the war had not delivered the promise of hope and respite from conflict.

			Yugoslavia was still in a struggle to find its identity after losing over one million lives in World War II.

			There were sordid and grisly tales of the many insurgencies that were brought upon families and communities and a government that had weakened, then failed its people. Stories of brutality, including abductions, rapes and killings from groups like the “Ustashas” would be spoken in quiet behind closed doors.

			Its citizens were thrown into gaol for the smallest of things with the guards playing cruel jokes on the many innocent captives. People whispered that the guards would sometimes call out a “lucky person’s name” in the morning, saying they would be freed. And when that person was taken out by the guards, they would never be seen again.

			

			The people of Zadar would still endure constant surveillance, monitoring of movements and nightly visits to test allegiances.

			

			Dozing in the sun, their breathing seemed in rhythm with the lapping water when Roko sat up with a start.

			“What time is it!” He looked around wildly before realising that it was later than he had thought. “Papa will kill me! I was supposed to help move the goats to the next field today!”

			Roko got one leg into his trousers and then with a couple of hops, managed to get the second one in before trying to tie the cord at his waist. Luka stifled a giggle as he saw the wide-eyed look of fear that had appeared on his friend’s face.

			“Tell him it was my fault. I made you stay longer. We can make up a story. How about when I grabbed your pants, you hit your head?” Luka tried to find the right excuse that would help his friend avoid the inevitable, but they both knew that Roko’s father wouldn’t believe it.

			“I’ll come with you, Roko.”

			“No. That’ll just make it worse. See you, Luka.”

			

			Roko’s head hit the edge of the wooden table as he fell. The familiar shock of pain swept over him as he forced himself not to cry. His father swung his leg back and kicked Roko with full force behind his knees.

			“You eat the food that I have worked hard to get and look how fat you are!”

			Kick.

			The shock of pain hit him in the ribs.

			

			“You are lazy; no good to me!”

			Another kick.

			“Why can’t you be like your brother!” He felt himself being lifted off the worn linoleum floor before a final slap across his head threw him down again. Roko’s brother had followed in his father’s footsteps and enlisted in the army.

			He felt his Mama’s eyes on him. She always watched but never moved from the corner chair. She would be next if she did, and she’d had her share of beltings for him.

			Silence and wringing hands.

			Roko was breathing hard as the cool hard floor gave some relief to the pain as his father stepped over him to leave. The door slammed shut on another belting.

			“Get up Roko. I will heat frijole soup for you before he comes back.” No mother’s comfort or sympathy.

			“Why don’t you stop him!” Tears streaming down his face.

			“Why can’t you just learn to do as you are told!” Her eyes fixed and face unmoving.

			His mother’s strength to the outside world, showed a fierce will and determination but behind closed doors it was always different.

			His father ruled. And with an iron fist, for both.

			“I didn’t mean to forget about the goats.” His croaked reply barely heard.

			Roko swayed each time he tried to stand. His legs gave out from under him until he could barely sit up. One hand went to his forehead to try to keep the throbbing at bay. He was sick and dizzy. His mother stood to stir the pot on the wood-burning stove, her back to him.

			“Luka is trouble for you, Roko. He should take his duties more seriously. Then maybe you wouldn’t always be in trouble. You should be more like your brother. He knew how to deal with your papa. You must do the same.”

			Yes, he knew, thought Roko. That’s why he joined. To get away from the black eyes and bruises. How weird that his brother thought that fighting in an army was safer than being at home.

			He dragged himself along the floor until he reached a chair to steady him. The first breath that didn’t cause a sharp pain would be the one he would use to lift himself up. The heating of the soup seemed to take as long as his struggle and he didn’t notice her dead-eyed gaze until he was juggling to keep hold of the edge of the table and the chair.

			The drops of blood from his nose stained the watery broth as he tried to take a first spoonful. He pushed the bowl away just in time as everything went black.

			

			Luka decided it would be safer to walk the long way home from the jetty. The shorter route would take him past Roko’s house and the last thing he wanted was to face his friend or his friend’s father after the likely beating.

			The longer path passed by the small stone dwellings of the village that peppered the rocky hill beyond the gates of the old city. Like soldiers standing ready to charge on an enemy if the order from the ramparts was given. There wasn’t much distance between each of them and if there was, it was soon occupied by a garden, pigs or goats. Handshake agreements between families over the years were the only proof of any ownership and if you left anything unclaimed or unoccupied, it was quickly taken. Grapevines draped along rickety fences and olives trees clung to the sedimentary rock base beneath.

			

			Passing the village church and graveyard till the familiar smell of sticky sweet dough teased him away from the path to home.

			“Teta Ana!”

			The old woman was bent over in the small vegetable patch that sat alongside the small grey weathered stone dwelling on the far side of the village. She grabbed the small of her back as she slowly stood up and turned to see who was calling. Her eyes needed to adjust as a broad smile came across her face when she saw her favourite boy had come to visit.

			Not only did his call alert his aunty. In moments a sharp bray and flashing gums from her “Moro” as he trotted around from the back of the house. The alluring eyelashes and saucer-like eyes hid the probability of a nip if you came too close. A quick scratch behind the oversized ears and the mule was subdued in an instant.

			“Luka! Why didn’t you come to see me for a long time?”

			“It’s only been three days aunty. Have you missed me that much?”

			Her smile changed to laughter with a spontaneous deep sigh to complete her feeling of joy. This boy filled her heart, and she loved the same game they played each time he would visit. Although this time, somehow it was different. She sensed he was troubled.

			“Come inside dragi. Tell me what you have been doing. I have warm fritter with honey for you.”

			Luka caught the smell of sweet pastry and started salivating at the thought of the first bite. Warm honey dribbled down his chin as he sank his teeth into the doughy ball. Her bright eyes watched him take every bite.

			“Tell me what is wrong, Luka.”

			He sat back as if deep in thought. “Roko’s father beats him.” Luka found it hard to speak the words.

			

			Worry lines appeared on her forehead as she wiped her hands on the front of the apron. The small stool next to the wood stove creaked in protest as she sat and it took its familiar hiding place beneath the folds of her dress.

			“You can be his friend, dragi. There is not much else you can do. This is family business.” Her loss for anything more helpful made her sadder for him. She knew what he was talking about. The whole village knew.

			“But he will kill him one day. Everyone around here knows it.”

			Her deep sigh only confirmed that this was probably the truth.

			“What does he want to do when he finishes school? Maybe that will give him a chance to get away.”

			“We both want to go to university. He thinks he might study science, but his father wants him to work on the farm with him.”

			“What about the army?”

			“He wouldn’t last a day. His brother couldn’t wait to enlist. And we all know why. They saw what the army did to their father every day.”

			Roko’s brother had joined the Yugoslav National Army at the demand of their father and once the boy had left the village, he wasn’t seen or heard from again. University would not have been an option for him anyway. He was thick-headed like his father.

			“What about you Luka. What will you do? Do you still want university?”

			“University is the only way I can get away from here and do something for myself.” Luka replied.

			There was silence for a moment as the old woman dribbled more honey over the next batch of deep-fried pastries.

			“Your Tetak used to say that wherever your heart is, is where you should be. When he was alive, we would sit and talk about this village, the war and how many of our friends were lost because of the fighting. He, and your father, spoke out against the war and fighting, and they took them away.” She looked out of the kitchen window, lost in the past.

			When she returned to the present, she realised that she had been speaking as though they were both dead.

			“I am so sorry Luka.” Her hands now brushing across his hair. “Your father and uncle, wherever they are, were both honourable men who only wanted what was best for their people. War and fighting were never the answer for them.”

			Luka could only remember his father as a twelve-year-old did during that time. His uncle was a much older man and someone that his father always seemed to follow. Luka rarely saw him and would only see his father briefly at night after the long days at work were over. Even then it was only to ask about school and to make sure that all the chores were done for their mother. His younger sister, Mira seemed to get the better of their father and would prattle away regardless of whether he was listening or not.

			She had only been seven years old when they came in the middle of the night and took his father away.

			“What do you want!” He could hear his father yell. “I have nothing to hide! We are hardworking people who don’t want any trouble!”

			He remembered peering through the crack in the door trying to keep Mira quiet. His mother visibly shaking behind his father.

			The man in uniform with a coal sweeper’s moustache leered at them. He was known around the area as Dragan. A captain with the police but also suspected to be supporting the “Ustasha” in their vile campaign to assert control over parts of the country. The paunch that hovered over his low-slung belt was under constant caressing by one hand, while the other hand kept finding its way to his groin. As if sensing their discomfort, he kept stroking himself and smiled at the power he had over them. His two henchmen, one was called Matej and the other they didn’t know, just stood in the doorway.

			“We don’t want trouble either Marko.” Leering, sniggering. “But you and your moron brother have been talking too much. We are hearing bad things. And you know what happens to people who dare to speak out!”

			Luka could just make out his father take a step back as the captain’s face inched closer to his and he said almost in a whisper, “We make them disappear”.

			Just then Mira broke free from Luka and ran into wrap herself around her father’s legs.

			“Leave him alone!! You can’t take Papa! I won’t let you!”

			The rest had become a blur to Luka. Mira screaming as the captain tried to grab hold of her. His initial shock at her reaction, momentarily catching him off guard. Then his father launching himself with fists flying at the man, only to have the henchmen react. The last Luka saw of his father was him being dragged from their home, flanked on either side by two of their own people. The captain did not take his eyes off Mira.

			“One day I might come back for you, pretty one. When you are older. But not too much older” he ran his tongue along the yellow-stained teeth.

			“She will be pretty like you, Mara …”

			His mother was inconsolable while she tried to shelter Mira.

			“And now we will we go and find your uncle.”

			Luka could just remember the man they called Matej. He thought he could have been a policeman. Luka never forgot how he came back the next day to apologise and said if ever there was anything he could do, they just needed to ask. Luka knew he would never be able to disobey his captain. But his words made little difference at the time.

			Luka’s aunty was still brushing her hardened hands through his hair. The front of her apron now wet with his tears.

			“We will never forget them, dragi” she said, wiping her eyes.

			Standing up to leave, he realised how much he towered over her, and saw that the years were catching them both. As he hugged her, she remembered when his small arms could only grab her hips, and he would bury his face into her soft belly. She now found her head against his chest. She smiled and sighed at the beating of his heart.

			“Sometimes, all you can do is what you believe is right. Be a friend to him, Luka. That’s what he needs now.”

			

			It would be a week before Luka saw his friend again. Roko breathed hard with each step he took as he walked towards Luka. Every now and then, he grabbed his side as if to extract a sharp knife that was causing the stabbing pain. As he drew closer, Luka could see the mottled patches of purple and blue colouring the skin around his eyes. One eye was barely open while the other was like someone had thrown a red web across the eyeball.

			“Hey.”

			“Hi.”

			Roko’s head stayed down to spare his friend from the grotesque result of a beating.

			“Was it bad?” Luka regretted the words as soon as they came out. He only needed to look at Roko to see that it must have been terrifying. “Sorry. That was a dumb thing to ask.”

			

			“Yeah. It was.”

			“How was your mama?”

			Shrug. “She did nothing. As usual.”

			“Did the goats get moved?”

			“I hate goats.”

			“I know.”

			“I want to leave Luka. I’ve had enough. He’s a bastard! He never leaves me alone and I’m never good enough. My mother is too scared to do anything, and she sticks up for him all the time. I can’t stay here.”

			“Then why are you staying Roko! He will only kill you, the way he keeps bashing you!”

			“Where will I go? Where can I go? It’s impossible. I hate it here! And I’m scared Luka. Really scared.”

			“It’s okay, we’ll think of something Roko. Just try to keep on his good side for now. Look after the stupid goats and just say yes when he asks you to do something.”

			

			The school bell didn’t have the chance to finish ringing before the swarm of kids jostled through doorways, and with each other, to get away. Luka and his friends, Tom, Josip, Bruno and a new kid, Sam would hurry to change into swimmers and head to the beach. Roko would only join them when he wasn’t herding goats or whatever else he needed to do to avoid the risk of another beating. He had listened to his friend and so far, there had been no more beltings from his father.

			The warm, crystal-clear waters were like a tonic. After the sea had worked its magic, they would tear through the large gate into the old town kicking the football between them. A collective gasp, followed by laughter as the ball whistled passed someone’s head or hit a shop window.

			The threat of a broom to the back of the legs or clip across the head, from a shop owner or a passer-by was always the motivation to get away quickly.

			When they finally reached the square, Tom found two rocks and after placing one on the ground in front of a wall, took ten paces and set the other down to set out the goal line.

			He started bouncing around, swapping feet and lunging from side to side at an imaginary strike.

			Around the square, the thousand-year-old stone walls held the red terracotta tiles up to the sun. There were mulberry trees with the occasional olive tree, to provide shelter from the heat of the day in summer.

			“Hey Tom! Luka yelled just as he lobbed the ball into the air off the side of his bare foot. Tom lunged to take a header and missed, just as Josip bounced it off his chest. Bent backwards, he rolled it down his front to the top of his foot, tapped it once in the air, then struck it hard sideways between the rocks of the goal line and into the wall.

			“Just like Bozsik!” Bruno ran after the ball and deftly manoeuvred it between his feet as he went.

			Jozsef Bozsik was one of their favourite players and had represented his national team, Hungary, at three World Cups and had won an Olympic gold medal the year before in Helsinki.

			The ball never ran smoothly across the uneven surface, but this only made the game more interesting. One minute they thought they had a clean strike and the next, the ball would bounce off a cobbled stone and their’ foot would find clear air.

			“Ha! You missed!”

			

			“I would have got it if the stones were flat!”

			“You play more like Bozsik’s sister than Bozsik!”

			They all laughed.

			“I’m going to take a break. Does anyone want a drink?” Luka walked towards the shady trees and tried to get the old water pump going.

			The fountain, that sat in the middle of the square, had been destroyed in the war, but the locals had fixed the old pipes and the hand pump, which heaved and shook each time the handle moved.

			The boys took turns drinking and splashing their faces before sheltering under one of the large trees in the middle of the square.

			“So, what are you going to do when you finish school Luka?” Sam was the first to ask.

			Luka shrugged. “Don’t know. I wanted to go to university but I’m not sure I can.”

			Bruno let out a deep breath.

			“Papa wants me to work with him on the boat. He says that one day it will be mine. But I don’t really want to be fishing for the rest of my life.”

			“Well, I know I’m going to be a civil engineer.” Tom said confidently as he dribbled the ball around. “Things will change. You’ll see.”

			Josip shrugged. “You think they will change, but they won’t for us, Tom. I heard my papa say that unless you are a member of the Communist Party, you will spend two years in the army whether you like it or not.”

			“Who would want to fight. I’m going to apply to study anyway and see what happens.” Luka sprang towards Tom, intercepted the ball and dribbled it around the boys.

			

			“And if you miss out?”

			“Then I’m going to escape!”

			“Shh! Don’t say that Luka! If anyone hears you talking like that, you will end up in gaol, or worse!”

			“But they won’t catch me …”

			“You think you can outsmart them? No chance! They will come to your house in the middle of the night with a sack for your head and drag you away.” Bruno spoke before he realised what he had said.

			“Sorry Luka, I forgot.”

			“That’s okay. I won’t let them do that again.”

			They sat in quiet thought.

			Sam was shuffling around. He’d only just arrived and now his newfound friends were talking of leaving.

			Tom picked up the ball and started to walk off.

			“Let’s go. We shouldn’t be talking like this. It’s stupid and one of us will get hurt,” he said.

			“Hey!” Josip yelled out to him.

			Tom ignored him and kept walking.

			“Good luck, Mr Civil Engineer! You don’t have a chance at getting to university! Nothing will change. You’ll see!” he called as they stood to leave.

			“Are you coming Luka?” Sam asked.

			“Nah. You go. I’ll catch you later.”

			Luka sat beneath the tree, unsettled by everything that seemed to be happening around him.

			His best friend, Roko, was in real danger from his father’s beatings and was desperate to get away and the only thing that seemed to be clear, was that if you weren’t a Communist Party member, then it was unlikely that you would be accepted into further study. This meant that serving for two years in the army was the only option for them.

			Luka had never thought of leaving, even though deep down he knew his future would be away from Zadar. He didn’t imagine he would be thinking about this so soon.

			But how could we get away, he asked himself. How could we avoid being seen or even worse, captured.

			The memories of the night his father was taken were still present, but the thought of leaving his mama and Mira was difficult for him.

			But what option is there for us, he thought, other than escaping.

			It was the least he could do to help Roko.

		
	
		
			Chapter 2

			Roko sat at the kitchen table as his mother prepared dinner and frequently glanced sideways at the clock on the wall.

			It was getting late.

			Then in the distance, they both heard stumbles and the scuffing of boots along the gravel path.

			Roko looked to his mother, but she kept her head down.

			He watched the tightly wound braid of hair stuck to the back of her head and thought there seemed to be more whisps of grey hair appearing along the nape of her neck. Her apron a permanent fixture as she moved from one daily chore to the 
next.

			The steps grew louder.

			Suddenly, the door flew open and Roko’s father lurched into the kitchen. Blazing eyes and stubbled face with the shirt beneath his suspenders hanging loosely from his trousers.

			“What are you looking at fat boy! And what is that stink! Have you shit your pants again or is it this bitch’s cooking!”

			They both froze.

			The alcohol-fuelled rages didn’t come often but when they did, they were terrifying.

			

			His father grabbed the pot handle and threw the pot against the wall. The hot contents spilling red across the floor.

			“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t eat vomit!”

			His mother became a pale statue standing at the bench. Unmoving in fear and keeping her head bowed. Her knuckles turning white around the knife she held in her hand and her other fist clenched. There were no words that could change what came next. And with each beating, it seemed as though his father had dreamed up new ways to hurt them each time.

			“Get down on the floor!”

			Her eyes darted sideways. Her irises disappearing into the dilated pupils.

			Out of the corner of his bloodshot eyes, Roko’s father caught him about to stand up from his seat.

			“Stay there! Don’t you dare move boy. You are going to watch, and you might even learn what to do with that small dick. If you weren’t so fat, you might be able to see it.” His father laughing.

			Dread and panic took hold as she tried not to wet herself. That would just make him angrier. She turned slowly and went to her knees on the hard floor, then lay on her back. The warm sauce seeped through her clothes.

			“Turn over! Do you think I want to look at your ugly face?”

			As she slowly rolled over, the folds from her dress stuck to the sticky floor and started to tighten around her waist.

			“Pull it up!” he ordered.

			Roko was desperate to look away from what was unfolding before him and he quickly found a spot on the floor to hold his gaze. As if sensing his son’s embarrassment, his father turned to him, grabbed the back of his head and smashed Roko’s face into the table.

			

			“I told you to watch!!”

			Roko couldn’t stop the tears as his father laughed even harder.

			Stumbling and almost slipping in the wet his father bent down and tore his mother’s garments till she was naked. The stillness of her body suggested that her mind had already gone elsewhere to avoid the pain and humiliation.

			He was sweating now and began to reel.

			“Spread your legs.”

			Ripping the suspenders from his shoulders, he started grappling with the drawstring of his pants, becoming frustrated that he couldn’t untie the knot.

			Then he stopped suddenly and looked across at Roko.

			A smile spread across his face as he swung his leg back and kicked the motionless body on the ground. Right between her legs.

			“This is where he came from, and I’m going to make that thing pay for giving me a useless son! How old are you boy?” He looked across at Roko as he thought of a new way to inflict pain on his wife.

			“Seventeen.” Roko gulped. Hardly able to focus as his head wobbled from the swelling and pain of his broken nose.

			“Seventeen! So, I have had seventeen useless years from you!” His father roared, “then your mother will know seventeen times, how much I have had to put up with!”

			The kicking stopped intermittently as he swaggered about. Then a deep breath, before the heavy work boots found their way past flesh and bone again. His maniacal laughter just added to the cruelty.

			Then, he stopped suddenly as if his energy had run out. His head swayed around, and his eyes looked around wildly.

			The grunt that followed seemed to signal that he was finished, and he stumbled into their small bedroom and slammed the door shut.

			Roko held the side of the chair as he moved to kneel on the floor next to his mother.

			She was breathing slowly but didn’t move as he pulled her dress over her.

			He reeled as he tried to stand.

			His head was exploding as the bile rose from his stomach. Swallowing hard, he took a couple of tentative steps before he staggered out of the door.

			

			Luka had been more quiet than usual as his mother started to clear the table after the evening meal was over.

			“Have you started your application for university yet, Luka?”

			“No mama.” Luka glancing at her briefly.

			“Well maybe you shouldn’t waste your time applying. University may not be the right thing for you anyway.”

			“But you said that I should apply.” He screwed his face in confusion as he looked toward her. “If I get in, I will be able to do something more than just work here. You said that I should go.”

			“I know what I said but there is a lot to do here, and I am getting older. You could help me work the land. It will be yours one day, anyway.”

			“Maybe you should do one year in the army. Then you can come back here.”

			“No! Mama!” He was becoming exasperated at where this conversation seemed to be leading.

			“Listen Luka. It may not be possible for you to go to university. There is a good wage in the army, and you can learn many things there as well. You will also be able to come home and visit sometimes.”

			“Roko’s brother joined the army, and he never comes home!” Luka pleading with his mother.

			“Maybe it is different for him,” her voice softening. “Maybe there isn’t anything for him at home”

			“I don’t want Luka to go anywhere!” Mira cried.

			“Go to your room Mira. This is a conversation between us. There is nothing for you to know yet.”

			“But.”

			“No. Go to your room now.”

			Luka’s little sister dragged her doll by the hair across the floor. The broken eye with its fixed stare looked eerily on as she sulked back to their room, slamming the door shut behind her.

			An uncomfortable silence fell across the room.

			Luka clenched his fists and his teeth at the same time, not knowing what to say that would improve his situation.

			“I don’t want to join the army, Mama.” Tears started to flow. It was the best he could do.

			“If your papa was here, he would say the same, Luka.” She tried to be gentle but firm.

			His faced was flushed and cheeks ruddy from crying as he stood and went to the door.

			“I’m going for a walk, Mama.” All was said that needed to be said.

			“Don’t be late back. You have school tomorrow.” His mother, attempting to bring things back to normal.

			“What’s the point of school. You don’t need a brain to kill people.”

			As he walked out, she watched the water drain from the concrete basin, and tried to think of what Marko would have done at a time like this.

			

			“How can I help my son who needs a father more than ever now,” she muttered to herself.

			

			As he wandered slowly away from home, Luka squinted and saw a large figure seated at the end of the jetty in the distance. Walking barefoot, with his trousers creeping further up from his ankles over the past year, he hardly noticed the stones beneath his feet. As he approached the jetty, he could tell by the shoulders moving that the person was crying only to realise it was Roko.

			He hesitated to move closer, wondering if it was better to give him some time alone before stepping loudly on the wooden slats. Roko’s head turned slightly in recognition that someone was there. Luka’s shoulders slumped in sorrow at the sight of his friend.

			“Hi Roko.”

			“Hey Luka.”

			Silence.

			“You look like shit.”

			“He’ll never stop, Luka.” With no air able to pass through his nostrils, he sounded like he had a bad cold.

			Luka wavered. “Mama just told me that I should join the army.”

			“You are lucky she is even interested in you.” Roko didn’t look at his friend.

			Smears of dark stains ran down the front of his shirt with streaks of dried blood to the backs of his hands. His nose sitting oddly off centre from his eyes with pus and congealed blood from his nostrils.

			“One day he will kill me Luka. And Mama.” Roko started to cry.

			

			Luka put his arm around him and in that moment, Luka knew his friend was right.

			

			The next morning Luka walked straight past the large iron grill of the school gate. What was the point in going if all he was going to do was shoot people?

			He scuffed his way along the rocky path, kicking up the stones while catching glimpses of the blue sea beyond.

			The walls of the old town stood proudly along the promenade and the local merchants assembled their trestle tables for the market. A fleet of fishing boats chugged into the small harbour before offloading their catch.

			He turned the corner to the old stone cottage.

			“Teta Ana!”

			“Luka. What are you doing here? You should be at school.” As he saw the old lady grasp her chest and bend over coughing.

			“What’s wrong Teta?” He rushed to her side to help her to stand.

			“Your aunty is getting old Luka. This cough is only one of many things. Come inside. I will make palacinke for you for breakfast.”

			Luka loved the warm pancakes his aunty made. She would cover them with crushed walnuts, brown sugar and melted butter, before rolling them into long cigars.

			He sat mesmerised as her practiced hands went about preparing the delicious treat. The towering stack was assembled onto a tray and drizzled with honey and more walnuts.

			“Mama wants me to join the army.”

			The tray of cigars almost tumbled to the floor as her body stiffened, but she caught her balance and set them on the table in front of Luka.

			“That was lucky.” She replied, pretending she didn’t hear what he had said.

			He repeated the statement slowly, not sure how he wanted her to react.

			“She wants me to join the army, Teta.”

			“But I thought you wanted to go to university.”

			“Mama thinks I should stay here and help with the land after I have finished serving in the army.”

			“But why?”

			Luka shrugged.

			“Eat the pancakes while they are warm.” Her hands moved down to her lap to wipe her hands on the bottom of her apron. She began to wring the material under the table so he couldn’t see.

			He took a pancake but realised he wasn’t hungry anymore.

			“I want to go away, Teta.”

			Her gaze went to the pile on the tray, and she took it in her hands. She stood and then looked around forgetting what she had thought to do next.

			She sat back down and could feel his eyes bore into her, hoping that she would say the right thing. The whole village knew what happened when someone tried to leave. Some would be put in gaol and others would be sent to labour camps. Most were never seen or heard from again.

			She clasped her black rosary beads with one hand and felt the ache in her heart. Then reaching across the table she took hold of his hands.

			“This is a man’s decision Luka. You must think very carefully now. Whatever you do might hurt some people. But you might also hurt yourself. Do you want to take that chance?”

			“I don’t know yet Teta. But I do know that the choice I have been given is not where my heart wants to be.”

			“Then you must look to your heart, Luka. And don’t make your decision in anger.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 3

			The last days of warm weather lifted their spirits, and the boys spent every moment they could in and around the sea.

			Even Roko seemed to be enjoying himself.

			They knew that this could be their last summer together, and once school was finished their lives would be torn into different directions. They would make the most of this one.

			One day, as they were drying out on the jetty, Sam walked up to them. He seemed to be hiding something beneath his t-shirt.

			“What are you hiding?”

			“Yeah. Show us.”

			“Not here. Let’s go somewhere private.”

			They scurried along the jetty and followed him to the pebbled beach below. Once they had gathered between the wooden struts underneath, the new kid slowly revealed his secret.

			“Whoa!” Josip’s eyes were bulging. “Where did you get that?”

			“Shh! Keep it quiet will you. I don’t want to get caught.” Sam tried to calm their fervour.

			“Look at the size of those!”

			Bruno was the first to push his hand into his crotch.

			“Hey! Does your little man want to stand up, Bruno?”

			

			They all started to laugh.

			“Shut up, Luka! At least you can see mine when he does stand up!”

			Luka charged at Bruno. Before they could throw any real punches, Josip and Tom grabbed them and dragged them back to the group.

			“Stop wasting your time fighting! You don’t want to miss what’s in here!” Josip’s eyes still hypnotised. “Wow! Look at that
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