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Hana’s
Story


When
my mother fell ill, we went to Luke, a
village on the way to Kamenica, behind my home village of Caparde.
My husband Ziko was from the neighbouring hamlet of Husići, and
Husić is his family name.

Everyone was
pleased to see us, especially my infirm mother, but the people there talked constantly about ethnic
tensions and the possibility of war. Those of us who had immigrated
to Germany were not really aware of the situation; apparently we
were not so interested in these things. In the first couple of
days, all kinds of news reached our ears. Ziko came back
disenchanted after playing chess with a neighbour one
day.

“Did
you lose?” I asked, a bit
sarcastically.

He
waved my comment off as though it were
irrelevant, and said,

“You know, I
heard some terrible stories about the things that are happening
around here. It’s madness and anarchy now – completely
lawless.”

My father joined in, in an
attempt to talk us into returning to Germany. He slowly came to the
point:

“Thank you,
my dear children, for coming to see your sick mother. In the end,
all of us will move on – it’s unavoidable. We will live as long as
dear God allows, with the help of the doctor and the
pills.

“Ziko, I’ve
already experienced this dreadful misery once, and now we face
these nasty times of horror, desperation and hatred again. It’s as
though history’s repeating. The only difference is that before we
were occupied by Germans. But trust me, more lives
were lost
when local people slaughtered each other than when we fought the
Germans or other occupiers. It
was so hard to tell how such terrible and underhanded things could
happen, but afterwards we mostly blamed
the foreign enemy.

“Now there
are no longer German occupiers, but in the last several years too
many bad spirits have appeared in human form. They come in all
shapes and sizes, and every day there are more and more of them.
It’s as though they’re creeping in from underground. They bark and
howl like bloodthirsty werewolves at the
full moon. It doesn’t look good at all.

“Do what you
want, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to pack up and return to
Germany sooner than you planned. Nan and I are nearing the end of
our lives, but we’ll carry on for a while, as long as dear God
wills.”

We packed up and left the next
day. That was the last time I saw my parents. We drove a new, blue
BMW 3, which we hadn’t even paid off yet.

We drove along the macadam road
in Duboki Potok. The trees on each
side of the road were
connected in the middle, and it felt as
though we were driving through a tunnel. Suddenly, on the way to
Caparde, after a bend where the macadam became asphalt,
a felled ash tree blocked the road.

The
hum of our motor brought some strange uniformed
creatures out of their den: at once, four soldiers appeared behind
the tree, in camouflage gear with masks pulled over their faces,
with round holes for the eyes. Each of them held a firearm, a short
automatic weapon.

They
looked terrifying, like evil spirits from
hell, and that frightful scene haunts me to this day.

“Ziko, go
back!” I seethed, suddenly overwhelmed by fear.

“Are you crazy? How can I turn
back on such a narrow road? Don’t panic, they’re just soldiers in
uniform.” He tried to speak normally, but I noticed how hard he
swallowed.

“But
what if they’re werewolves?” I asked
hysterically. “Drive in reverse, you don’t have to turn
around!”

“Stop
talking, Hana, I’m not James Bond with pictures moving in the
background while I turn the steering wheel left and right!” Ziko
attempted a joke, although the situation wasn’t funny.

I had a
fearful premonition: “They’ll steal our
car! They’re probably bandits disguised as soldiers!”

I
began putting our documents in my
handbag.

“Damn it,
calm down for once!” Ziko said angrily.

Several
metres before the tree, Ziko stopped the
car and turned the engine off. The uniformed men stood on a slight
hill behind the tree. They seemed bigger, nastier and more
merciless than I expected, like vampires. In this deserted
wilderness, we sat helplessly in our car, facing those terrifying
and well-armed men.

There was a
pause. I took my handbag in my left hand,
and placed it under my right arm. I held it there
tightly.

Slowly, and feigning caution, one
of the men came towards us and stopped several steps from the car.
Ziko half-opened the window.

“The car’s
papers and your papers!” the uniformed man demanded. His black mask
moved around his mouth as he spoke.

“You’re not
the police!” I said quite loudly, speaking instead of Ziko, “Who
are you and who gave you the right to control
civilians?”

“We have lots
of rights,” he replied in a repulsive voice, then said again,
“Papers!”

“You can’t
have them! I’m not giving my papers to
anybody!” I said stubbornly, “I don’t know who or what you
are!”

“I don’t
know who or what you are, either. Maybe
you’re spies!” he said more sharply, through his mask.

“I’m sure
spies would come from all over the world
to count how many beech and ash trees you’ve felled in this
wilderness!” I said, with a mixture of anger and
sarcasm.

“Don’t be
silly, Hana! Give them our papers!” hissed Ziko,
nervously.

“My patience
is running out!” shouted the uniformed man, adding several
disgusting swear words.

“Move that
tree and we’ll be on our way,” I countered.

Everyone fell silent. The pause
extended into the void.

“Give us a
thousand marks and you can go!” yelled one of the three men on the
other side of the tree.

In
lieu of an answer, I tapped my forehead with my
forefinger in indignation, as though we were talking on equal
terms. This was how much of a fool I was.

Another pause.

“We don’t
have that much money!” said Ziko.

“Then leave
the car and go on foot to Germany!” said the man through his mask,
“Who gives a damn about you!”

“You’re
crazy!” I yelled through the half-open window on Ziko’s side of the
car.

“We’ll see
who’s crazy!” said the one with the repulsive voice, and he folded
his hands over his stomach in such a way that his weapon pointed in
our direction.

Another pause.

I
didn’t see how, but suddenly, as though
springing from the earth, the fourth uniformed man appeared among
them. He was obviously their boss, and he was unmasked. His face
was dry, with pronounced bones, and huge, piercing blue eyes, which
seemed almost artificial. Self-confidently, calmly and without
words, he approached Ziko’s side of the car. Without hesitating, he
put his hand through the half-open window, unlocked the door and
opened it.

Then he
grabbed Ziko’s hair, pulled him violently
out of the car, and slapped his face.

“You want to
mess with us, cheeky son of a bitch!” the guy yelled at him, his
mouth firing swear words.

Ziko
angrily made an arch with his leg to
return the blow. But the other man was well trained: he lifted his
leg skilfully, and Ziko’s ankle found the sole of his shoe. Ziko’s
body jerked in pain. The soldier pushed Ziko like a bully towards
his companion, and kicked his rear end hard with his
boot.

Ziko was
caught by the masked man who had done the
most talking. The man held him in bear hug with one arm, and with
his other hand he placed the butt of the gun almost in Ziko’s
nostrils. They stood for a moment like that, all stiff. Then the
masked man asked:

“What is
it, gastarbeiter*, should I blow
holes in your hollow mug? Tell me, what do you value more: your
head or your car? You can keep one, and we’ll take the
other!”

Only
then did I come to from the shock and
astonishment. I started yelling,

“Leave my
husband alone, you bandits and thieves!”

Angrily, I stepped out of the
car. One of them was waiting for me, and had prepared a stick for
the occasion. As I hurried in my
high-heeled boots to defend my husband, my arms flailed around. The
uniformed bandit hit me on the hand in which I carried my handbag.
The bag fell, and he kicked it dextrously over the tree. Another of
the masked men caught it, and ran off into the forest.

My
enraged and desperate screaming didn’t affect
them. The bag contained eight hundred Deutsch marks, our passports
and the documents for the car. I never saw any of it
again.

I grabbed a
stone and hit the masked man who had
kicked my bag. I don’t know how much it hurt him, but he hit me
hard with his stick, across my hip and the left part of my bottom,
and I screamed in pain. The bruise was still visible a month
later.

I
started running, wanting to snatch
Ziko from them, but the pain made me limp. The
man who had his gun in Ziko’s face pushed him fiercely towards me.
We crashed into each other and fell to the ground. Ziko recovered
fast, and helped me get up. The masked bandit, threatening and
swearing, fired several brief bursts above our heads. I screamed
like mad with fear. The bastard in uniform who had hit me suddenly appeared behind the steering wheel
of our car. The motor hummed. The one with the piercing eyes had
moved the tree to allow the car to pass. The other two opened fire
right in front of our feet, and we jerked and screamed as though we
had lost our minds.

The
car sped off past us down the road, and
disappeared behind the bend in the opposite direction. We never saw
it again. The shooting stopped, and I yelled at them to give us our
car back.

The one
who had been least involved until then
shouted at us, “Get lost before I kill you!” and then emptied a
whole chamber of bullets at our feet. It was horrifying. Silence
followed.

I
turned around. My eyes stopped at the one
who seemed to be the boss of these hooligans. With one foot propped
on the tree, he smoked a cigarette contentedly. I noticed that he
held a short submachine gun in one hand, and only then did I smell
the stench of gunpowder.

“Give us back
our car and passports and you can keep the money,” I
screamed.

Sanguinely, he lifted the gun,
pointed it in the air and fired several bullets. The other two men
started walking threateningly towards us. They shot into the air in
brief bursts. Ziko grabbed my hand and pulled me forward. We
started down the road towards Caparde, and again I turned back and
threatened them,

“Just so you
know, I’m going to report this to the
police!”

I heard one
of them laugh loudly at that.

“I swear on
everything I have that these bandits won’t get out of this so
easily,” I hissed. Ziko frowned, but I went on, “This is still some
sort of state!”

“Some state this is! It’s not even
an 's'!” Ziko grumbled, embittered, and then added “And do shut up
for once!”

“I work and
contribute to our family as much as you do, so I have the same
right to talk. And this is as much my state as yours!” I said
angrily.

Ziko
was angry too, though, and he interrupted
me:

“Yes, you said quite a
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