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Every great love story, they say, comes with its own trial by fire, its own dragon to slay, its own epic hurdle to test the strength of true devotion. We had Luka. His father. And the regional train crawling between Subotica and Vrbas.

Our romance blossomed, like many, under the balmy spell of a Subotica spring, bathed in that deliciously irresponsible glow of university life. The first three weeks of our dating were, without a shred of exaggeration, humanity’s Golden Age. The sun shone exclusively for us, the birds tweeted melodies written just for our private soundtrack, and time ticked to the rhythm of our lovestruck hearts. Bane, my future husband, was the center of my universe, and I humbly, of course, was the center of his. We strolled around Lake Palić, lounged in cafes stretching a single espresso into a three-hour symposium on the meaning of life, and genuinely believed we had personally invented the concept of romance.

And then, looming like a thunderhead over our sweet paradise, appeared The Man. Luka. The Patriarch of Vrbas. The Head of the Clan. A man whose authority was never measured in decibels, but in the gravitational silence that swallowed any room he walked into. To me, he was a mythic figure known only through Bane’s campfire tales distant yet omnipotent, like Zeus sitting on Mount Olympus, except instead of hurling lightning bolts, Luka dispatched decrees over the telephone.

One such decree landed toward the end of June. Bane’s university lectures had wrapped up. According to Luka’s ironclad logic, which had zero bandwidth for frivolous concepts like "romance," "early stages of dating," or "we're having a nice time" this meant Bane had precisely zero valid reasons to remain in Subotica. His place was back in Vrbas, at home, where he could engage in profoundly character-building pursuits like mending fences or doing inventory on unsold bread.

"Dad says I have to come home," Bane announced one afternoon, wearing the face of a man just sentenced to hard labor in the Siberian salt mines.

"Go home? What do you mean?" I gasped. "We just started!"

"I know. But you know how he is. Classes are over. The end. Full stop. Case closed."

We were inconsolable. Devastated. To our dramatic minds, this was no reasonable parental decision; it was a tyrannical conspiracy engineered for the sole purpose of snipping our young love in the bud. We could practically picture Luka lounging in his armchair back in Vrbas, rubbing his hands together in villainous glee, plotting fresh ways to ruin our lives. We were young, overly dramatic, and convinced of our own tragic martyrdom.

Thus began the "Summer of the Locomotive." Our entire relationship was reduced to waiting for the weekend and enduring that rickety, snail-paced relic of a train shuffling between Subotica and Vrbas. That train became our rolling waiting room, the monument to our separation, and the ultimate test of our stamina. I would rattle over to Vrbas, or he would chug up to Subotica. We would spend the day in a frantic race against the clock, followed by those gut-wrenching station goodbyes, trading teary promises and lingering looks as the iron beast slowly rolled away.

And then, a bona fide miracle occurred. My parents, delightful people, though self-appointed guardians of my virtue, announced a two-week beach holiday. Just the two of them. The flat in Subotica would be empty, left under the loose supervision of my brother, who possessed far more sympathy for my romantic dilemmas. To me, this news felt like a royal pardon, a ceasefire, a wide-open escape corridor. I packed a weekend bag and hopped the very next train to Vrbas. A quick text went out to my brother: "Don’t worry, everything’s under control."

The day unfolded like a vintage indie film. Vrbas was baking beneath the July sun, dusty streets shimmering in the midday heat, but we were floating. We wandered aimlessly, holding hands, laughing at nothing. We parked ourselves for hours in a local cafe, where Bane introduced me to his crew—a bunch of clowns who were just like him: goofy, charming, and loud. Time completely lost its grip on reality. We were inside our own private, airtight bubble, utterly deaf to the ticking clock.

Somewhere around sunset, the final train crossed our minds. Midnight. Pshh, plenty of time. We dragged our feet toward the station at a glacial pace, stalling at every corner to squeeze out every last drop of the evening. By the time we finally sauntered onto the platform—a couple of minutes past midnight, we were greeted by a desolate wasteland of concrete and the cheerful realization that the last train to Subotica had already pulled out.

Did we panic? Please. In our universe, this was no crisis. It was a golden opportunity. We exchanged a look that screamed pure, mischievous conspiracy.

"Well, look at that," Bane shrugged casually. "We missed it."

"What a tragic shame," I said, putting on my best performance of mild disappointment.

"You'll just crash at my place," he continued.

"My parents are at the coast anyway, nobody's home," I added, tossing in the clincher argument. "I'll shoot my brother a quick text so he doesn't worry, and boom, I'll catch the crack-of-dawn train tomorrow."

It was foolproof. Clean, elegant logic. Two star-crossed students, one missed train, empty house back home... a textbook equation with only one delightfully convenient outcome. Or so our optimistic little brains thought.

We tiptoed back into Bane’s house on whisper-quiet feet, despite having zero reason to sneak around. We turned the corner into the living room, and there he sat. Luka. Ensconced in his armchair-throne, bathed only in the flickering blue glow of the TV screen, radiating pure Roman Emperor energy. My heart plummeted straight into my sneakers.

He slowly looked up. He didn't yell. He didn't bellow. He just leveled a gaze that carried more icy dread and moral disappointment than any drill sergeant could muster.

"Well, well. What brings you here, Bojana?" he asked in a calm, flat tone that could freeze hot soup. "Isn't the last train to Subotica at midnight sharp?"

The man had the entire railway timetable committed to memory. Of course he did. Luka knew everything. He probably knew the average annual rainfall of the Amazon basin and real-time fluctuations on the Tokyo stock exchange. A rail schedule was amateur hour.

Bane and I, displaying world-class naivety, decided to bluff our way through with an air of breezy innocence.

"Yeah, Dad, but we missed it by a hair," Bane offered, as if chatting about a light passing drizzle.

"So I thought I’d just stay the night here, save everyone the hassle," I piped up cheerily. "Nobody’s home at my place anyway, and I’ll be on the first train out in the morning."

Luka stared. A long, agonizing pause stretched across the room while his brain processed the sheer, breathtaking audacity standing before him.

Then came the verdict.

"Out of the question," he stated quietly.

"What do you mean, out of the question?" Bane protested. "Where else is she supposed to sleep?"

Luka stood up. He loomed in the living room in the full, towering glory of Old-World patriarchal authority. He locked eyes with me.

"Bojana," he began, pronouncing my name as if reading a clause from the penal code. "How am I supposed to look your father, Nikola, in the eye tomorrow? How do I say: 'Good day, friend. You know your unmarried daughter? Yes, she spent the night under my son’s roof.' What would you think of me? What would he think? Absolutely not. There is order in this house."

We were decimated. Finished. The argument was utterly bizarre, light-years removed from our modern reality, and yet within the boundaries of his world, it was carved into stone. It was about honor. Face. The invisible, cast-iron laws that governed his universe.

"Put your shoes on," he said. "Let's go."

"Go where?" we asked in unison, already dreading the answer.

"I’m driving Bojana home. To Subotica."

It was one in the morning. An elite squad consisting of one deeply offended patriarch, one thoroughly grounded son, and one terrified future daughter-in-law crammed themselves into a red Volkswagen Golf. The highway between Vrbas and Subotica had never felt so painfully endless. Inside the cabin was total, suffocating silence, punctuated only by the drone of the engine. Luka drove with white knuckles and a locked jaw, his gaze burning a hole through the asphalt. Bane sat shotgun, staring out into the pitch-black fields, almost certainly calculating whether fleeing to New Zealand was economically viable. I huddled in the back seat, compressing myself into a subatomic particle and praying the upholstery would simply swallow me whole.

At two in the morning, the red Golf pulled up in front of my apartment building in Subotica. Pitch dark. Dead quiet.

Luka shifted into neutral. "There," he said evenly. "We're here."

I stepped out onto legs that felt like overcooked spaghetti. Bane hopped out behind me to walk me to the front door. And right then, a spark of pure, unadulterated mischief woke up inside me. Maybe it was sheer impudence, maybe an urgent need to claw back a shred of dignity, or maybe—let’s be honest—it was a brilliant, highly volatile stroke of inspiration.

I turned back to Luka, who was still idling behind the wheel, flashed the sweetest, most innocent smile I could muster, and said:

"Uncle Luka, thank you so much for the lift! Would you like to come upstairs for a quick drink? You know, refresh yourself before the drive back."

An invitation for a nightcap. At two in the morning. Into a young woman's apartment. To her prospective father-in-law.

Luka’s brain visibly short-circuited. He stared at me, then at Bane, then back at me. You could practically hear the gears grinding in his traditional, honorable head as it collided with a concept so wildly out of bounds it defied the laws of physics. His entire worldview, his code of honor, the whole fabric of reality—momentarily paralyzed by a cheerful offer of "a quick drink."

And Bane? Bane was standing beside me, quietly having a stroke from repressed laughter. Not a peep came out, but his shoulders were violently vibrating while he clamped both hands over his mouth. He was watching his all-powerful father, the Patriarch of Vrbas, the man whose word was absolute
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