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Robert, arms spread out, is spinning in the middle 
of the office. The Tigar Glue has done its job. 
He squeezed half a tube into the polyvinyl bag, 

which is now lying on the floor. As he spins, Robert 
keeps repeating that I should try it too. Come on! he 
insists. It’s good. No, I say firmly. Then don’t be a pussy 
and put on some GBH or maybe PTTB, he shouts. Sure, 
whatever you want. I reach out, change the cassette, 
and push play.

A little while later, Robert is sitting in the armchair. 
We have it pretty good, don’t we? he says, and looks at 
me. Before I can answer, his head droops onto his chest. 
I look at him and mumble that we sure do.

After the six months of training, most soldiers were 
sent to Kosovo. There are about a thousand of us left 
at the base, maybe even less. People are saying that 
Yugoslavia has signed an agreement by which its larger 
military bases need to be at least sixty miles from the 
border. I have no idea if it’s true, just as I have no idea 
how large a base has to be to be considered larger. 
But everything points to the fact that our base is being 
evacuated: soldiers are leaving every week and there 
are no new arrivals.

We’ve been lucky. Most of our platoon has been 
posted to Headquarters. My responsibilities are writing 
the daily orders, which Major Stanković dictates to me, 
and cleaning the offices of some of the senior officers. 
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An office is clean when the ashtrays are empty and there 
aren’t any ashes on the desks. I empty the ashtrays every 
day, I wipe the desks every day, I vacuum the offices 
once a week, or sometimes not. I don’t have any other 
jobs. Robert takes care of the coffee. It a madhouse in 
the morning – all the officers want their coffee as soon 
as they arrive. Almost nothing happens during the day. 
But Robert always has to be available. Rade is the driver 
for the base commander. Kenan works in the post office. 
Kenan is friends with the boys from the fire service. They 
have a plot of weed growing behind the pigsty. They 
can’t sell the weed so they trade it for alcohol, which 
Kenan knows how to get. Kenan has more alcohol 
than any bar in town. It’s very simple: in the morning 
he arranges the new mail and the package notices by 
each unit; then in the early afternoon he hands out the 
packages to the soldiers. Part of his job is to open and 
inspect each package to make sure it doesn’t contain any 
alcohol or drugs. If the package contains only a single 
bottle of alcohol, he confiscates it; if there are two or 
more, he takes just one of the bottles and acts like he 
doesn’t see the others. He is supposed to hand over the 
alcohol to the officer in charge the next morning, but 
Kenan is no fool. The good stuff we drink; the bad stuff 
he hands over. Some of bottles he keeps back for us he 
trades for weed. Kenan shares whatever he has with us, 
which is why we all love him. If the base ever chose a 
Soldier of the Month, it would be Kenan, at least as far 
as those of us at Headquarters are concerned.

Above the pigsty there’s a loft with straw and fodder, 
and you can have a gypsy girl there. One of the firemen 
makes arrangements, but we don’t go there. We’re 
happy enough with Hot Stuff and similar magazines.

We’re not the only ones at Headquarters; there are 
also the guards. On every floor, there’s one guard at the 
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head of the corridor and another by the stairs. Some of 
the senior officers have additional guards. There’s one in 
front of the door of the base commander, one in front of 
the door of the colonel in military counterintelligence, 
and two on the floor above who guard the office of the 
lieutenant colonel in charge of the signalmen, which 
keeps its coded teleprinters behind two bullet-proof 
doors. The guards change every week. We get along 
well with the guards. They kick at our door to warn 
us when the officers are coming. In exchange I lend 
them magazines. Some of the guards wait until the 
end of their shift, others wank off in the middle of it. 
It makes no difference to me so long as they return the 
mag. The library I manage I keep beneath the carpet. 
The magazines are placed one beside the other, so you 
don’t notice when you’re walking on top of them. I 
started with some mags I inherited, but the collection 
grew after only a few weeks. I’m not as meticulous as 
Sršen was in the school locker room. I store the mags 
and lend them out, but I never make any threats. The 
people who borrow them can pay with anything but 
money. Payment can be straightaway or, like with the 
guards, I can also wait for it. No one ever forgets to 
pay. Not the barber when I need a haircut, or the cooks 
when they dish out the food. The boys in the platoon 
can keep the magazines for a long time. Whenever a 
copy gets ruined, I replace it with a new one. Every-
thing’s been a lot easier since they opened the duty-free 
shops. And I can bring whatever I want onto the base 
in my duffel bag.

The officers know this. Not a day goes by that one 
or another of them doesn’t call me into his office. Be-
hind closed doors, he presses a banknote into my hand 
and places an order for brandy or vodka. I slip away 
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in the afternoon, when the only officers on the base 
are the ones on duty. Not far from the base there’s a 
shop where the beautiful Vangelija works. I’d heard of 
her even before I was moved to Headquarters, when 
I was only allowed to leave the base twice a month. 
The other soldiers flocked in droves to the beautiful 
Vangelija, but I never went there. Since I’ve been post-
ed at Headquarters, however, I go to her shop a lot. 
Not only is it nearby, it has everything I need, namely, 
brandy and vodka. Only I don’t think the beautiful 
Vangelija is particularly good-looking; her charms are 
of a different sort.

The shelves in the beautiful Vangelija’s shop are 
organized in an unusual way. Items aren’t arranged by 
group but by price. The cheapest items are on the low-
est shelves. The higher the price, the higher the shelf. 
The beautiful Vangelija can’t reach the highest shelves. 
She needs a ladder. And when she climbs up the ladder, 
there’s something to look at. The beautiful Vangelija 
does not wear panties. 

The boys say I’m lucky. Brandy and vodka aren’t on 
the highest shelf, but they’re high enough for Vangelija 
to need a ladder. So I get a show every time.

I go to the shop on days when soldiers aren’t allowed 
to go into town. I arrive with empty bottles in my duffel 
bag and leave with full ones. From time to time I take 
something small for myself. Mainly things from the 
lower shelves. When I return through the main gate, the 
soldiers on duty never inspect me. I suspect they know 
that I’m carrying something, but they don’t know who 
it’s for. The alcohol could be for the base commander 
or one of the senior officers, and then they’d be in deep 
shit. That’s how they think. But in fact no officer would 
put himself at risk like that. If I ever got caught at the 
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gate, those bottles of brandy and vodka would be my 
problem. But the soldiers on duty don’t know that.

Every time I come back from the beautiful Vangelija, 
I have to describe in detail how it went. At first I would 
tell the story as it really happened, but they didn’t want 
to accept it; they didn’t believe I was telling them ev-
erything. They wanted more, so I started adding things 
and making stuff up. Now when I tell them my story, 
the boys laugh and slap me on the back and say it’s 
better than wining the lottery. And I suppose it is. Once, 
however, I told them that the beautiful Vangelija was not 
really as beautiful as everyone says. They went nuts. So 
you’d be happier if Goce took care of you? Fat, hairy 
Goce – with no trousers on? Come on, cut the bullshit 
and admit it: she’s a fox and a half! Admit that you’re 
lucky. Any one of us would trade places with you in a 
heartbeat. Unless you’re a queer. Since then, I’ve always 
tried to come up with the best story I can with as many 
details as possible. And it seems to be working.

Afternoons I spend mostly in Robert’s semi-basement 
kitchen or in the classroom with the TV. After supper 
we’re usually in the squad room. There we clown 
around for a while, do some drinking and smoking, then 
fall asleep. Nobody comes to wake us in the morning; 
nobody makes us do morning exercises; nobody checks 
on us. We just have to be ready by the flag-raising.

On Friday and Saturday nights Rade and I go out 
onto the balcony; we each have our own bottle. There, 
from taps to reveille, we drink. It’s a kind of ritual. At 
some point towards the end, Rade starts hugging me. 
He says I’m a good friend, a true comrade. He says 
he’s a Communist with a heart, even though he’s not 
a member of the party. He says you don’t have to be a 
party member to be a good Communist. Just look at 
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the Federal Assembly. Everyone in it is a member of 
the party, but tell me, he asks, are they good people? 
Fuck them, I reply.

Rade is always telling me about the women they have 
in Užice. So good you want to lick all ten fingers, he 
says. But nobody gets the best ones because they’re too 
good for local boys. If you come visit me, they’d all be 
ours, he says, as he grabs the back of my neck with his 
sausage fingers. They like Slovenes. You could have the 
best of the lot, and because I’m your friend I’ll get the 
rest. So will you come for a visit, when we’re out of the 
army? Sure, I nod, although I doubt it. Recently, things 
in the world, and even in Yugoslavia, are happening so 
fast one after the other you almost don’t notice them; 
they just pile up. But it won’t be too long, I think, before 
something cracks under the weight of all these changes.

And where will I be then? 
In the second half of December, we were in a constant 

state of battle readiness because of what was going on 
in neighbouring Romania. Every evening we watched 
the news, and every morning, standing in formation, we 
would listen as the lieutenant explained what was hap-
pening in the country next door, where mass demonstra-
tions had erupted. On December seventeenth, protesters 
in Timișoara clashed with the army, the regular police, 
and members of the secret police. The next morning 
Lieutenant Stojanović said we had probably heard 
about the disturbances in Romania but nobody really 
knew what was happening there. The British and the 
Americans were very possibly involved, he said, stirring 
up the people. But the Romanian army had the situa-
tion under control. Even if there were foreign agents 
in the country, we needed to know that the ones who 
joined such people were usually drunks, drug  addicts, 
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queers, and other scum who could be bought for a few 
filthy dollars. Honest citizens know their proper place! 
Honest citizens can’t be fooled!

Three days later the protesters occupied Timișoara 
and set off for Bucharest. On December twenty-first, 
there were clashes in the capital, with a number of dead 
and wounded, and the following day the fighting spread 
to all Romanian cities. President Ceaușescu addressed 
the Romanian people for the last time from the balco-
ny of the palace, but everyone booed him. Soon after 
that, the protesters stormed the palace, but at the last 
possible moment Nicolae and his wife, Elena, took off 
in a helicopter from the roof and got away. 

At some point in between, when it became clear 
that Ceaușescu was a lost cause, the army joined the 
protesters; only the secret police remained loyal to the 
president. In the morning Lieutenant Stojanović told us 
that the situation was serious but the Romanian army 
was on the side of the people.

The army forced the helicopter carrying the presiden-
tial couple to land. On December twenty-fifth, a quick 
trial was held in the city of Târgoviște, after which the 
couple was executed. Three days later, when television 
stations all over the world were airing clips of the 
shooting and the dead couple, Lieutenant Stojanović 
said that the dictator’s overthrow was justified. He 
didn’t comment on the trial or the execution. He only 
added that the instability in the region was now very 
probably over and that Romania’s internal affairs were 
no concern of ours. Our concern was our own country. 
It was our job to preserve the constitutional order and 
territorial integrity of Yugoslavia.

We greeted the new year with a few smuggled-in 
bottles of brandy. Not enough to get us drunk, but our 
mood improved a little.
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On January ninth, there was a panel discussion 
scheduled at the Cankar Centre in Ljubljana on whether 
Slovenia should separate from Yugoslavia. Lieutenant 
Stojanović called me into his office after the morning 
flag-raising and asked me what my relatives at home 
said about this when we talked on the phone and also 
what the other soldiers from Slovenia were saying about 
it. I told him I wasn’t interested in politics and didn’t 
know what other people thought because we never 
talked about it. Well, maybe you should ask them, he 
suggested. Maybe someone will say something. If you 
hear anything, come and see me, he concluded. 

In the second half of January, the 14th Congress of 
the League of Communists of Yugoslavia took place 
and the Slovene and Croatian delegations walked out. 
In the morning, Lieutenant Stojanović was again in a 
rage. He shouted that maybe what we really wanted 
was to join the Krauts! But the army’s orders were clear 
and it would never allow us to do that.

Two days later we went into the field. No more 
watching the evening news, no more morning lectures 
about the state of the country. On the first day, we 
reached the little town of Valandovo; on the second, 
the village of Josifovo. In between, we did a few tac-
tical exercises – digging foxholes, performing attacks 
and withdrawals – and afterwards, on both days, late 
into the night, we dug trench shelters, where we slept. 
The cold was easing up in late January, but there was 
a sharp wind blowing from the Vardar River.

In the town of Demir Kapija, the long column of 
soldiers excited the patients in the local psych hospi-
tal, who ran back and forth along the fence; some of 
them were barking, but the majority were saluting us 
with a fist to the temple, the way they’d seen it done in 
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Partisan films. Two days later we reached Kavadarci 
and then Krivolak.

The next day we had a firing drill. In the morning 
Second Lieutenant Cvetkovski talked on and on about 
how in previous years his soldiers had always been the 
best. That’s how I want it to be this year too! he said. 

While we were preparing the guns, Lieutenant Sto-
janović walked over to Robert and me. Maybe it’d be 
best for the army if the two of you don’t shoot, he said. 
I don’t understand, sir, I replied. All kinds of things 
are happening, the lieutenant said, smiling through 
his teeth. You’re getting six months of training from 
the best officers in the Yugoslav Army. And I have to 
wonder what we’re going to get out of it. It’s possible 
that in a few months you and I will be looking at each 
other from opposing sides. I don’t understand, sir, I said 
again, although I knew exactly what he was thinking. 
Now Stojanović went crazy. Like fuck you don’t under-
stand! he shouted. Comrade Soldier, do you take me for 
a fool? Don’t try to fuck with me! I did not respond. 
Fortunately, right then Second Lieutenant Cvetkovski 
came over. Stojanović retreated and Cvetkovski didn’t 
ask any questions.

After the firing drill we cleaned our guns and waited 
to hear the scores. When the soldiers from Prilep finally 
finished shooting, it was clear that our boys had done 
better than anyone else. We had heard that the best 
squad would get a week’s leave as a reward. Siniša 
hugged me like a little kid. He was jumping up and 
down and shouting: We’re the best! Second Lieutenant 
Cvetkovski treated us to two rounds in the canteen; 
then Lieutenant Stojanović came over and said we’d 
had enough. Without a word we went back to the 
trench shelters.
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During those days in the field, the Soviet Union got 
rid of the one-party system, while in South Africa, af-
ter twenty-seven years, Nelson Mandela was released 
from prison. Most of the soldiers had no idea who this 
smiling black man with the raised fist was, but they 
knew the Russians were our friends. What happened 
there mattered.

While we were in the field, I had a conversation with 
a driver named Darko. He had come to Macedonia 
from Croatia. He said we had it good. It was a fucking 
shambles in Croatia. He said the army was just mov-
ing from base to base. We never had field training, he 
whispered. A little way past the town of Slunj, he said, 
I stopped and went to take a crap. The officer yelled at 
me to hurry up. When I looked up, the hills around us 
were full of people. At first I thought it was the army. 
But it wasn’t the army. They were Četniks. Fucking 
Serb nationalists. When I asked the officer what was 
going on, he told me to look straight ahead. Not left or 
right, not up, just straight ahead. Follow the lorries, he 
said. Don’t fall behind and everything will be all right. I 
couldn’t get Darko’s words out of my head. Lieutenant 
Stojanović was talking about the Ustaše and the Home 
Guard, and now here was Darko talking about Četniks.

When we got back from field training, we weren’t 
rewarded with any week’s leave. The lieutenant was 
silent. The second lieutenant even asked him about 
it once, but he didn’t get an answer. The six-month 
training period was coming to an end. We waited to 
see what would happen.

In his own way, Lieutenant Stojanović was right: it 
was the army that was holding Yugoslavia together. But 
he was also convinced that a few Home Guarders and 
Ustaše, pickpockets, and queers would never stand a 
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chance against the third most powerful army in Europe. 
There’s still plenty of space on Goli Otok! he thundered. 
If the police need help keeping order on the streets, the 
army will step in. Then we’ll have peace. Then no one 
will let out as much as a fart! Yugoslavia will survive!

About this he was wrong. In the months that fol-
lowed everything went to fuck, including the third most 
powerful army in Europe.

If I had known then what was coming, on that last 
day I would have hugged and kissed on both cheeks 
every soldier I spent that year with. If I had known what 
was coming, I would have told them that I wanted them 
all to survive. I would have told them that I hoped they 
would never have to kill anyone. But we just laughed 
our heads off, had one more beer at the station in Sko-
pje, told each other to go to hell, and boarded the train 
that took us to the future.
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I’m lying in bed thinking about how it’s finally over. 
It’s all finally over. Things are good.
It’s good that I’m home. It’s good that no war broke 

out when I was in the army, although even now I can’t 
imagine who we’d be fighting against. We heard all 
sorts of things, but we didn’t believe them. The officers 
talked about Slovene and Croatian separatists, about 
Home Guarders and Ustaše returning from Austria, 
Germany, America, Canada, and Australia. You’ll see! 
But the more they talked about them, the more there 
were pictures of Milošević hanging in the offices and 
Serbian conscripts reporting for duty and being sent 
to Kosovo. Bit by bit, the fear got under our skins. As 
if we sensed that a time was coming when everything 
would be different and we weren’t prepared for it. We 
got drunk a lot. When we were drunk, we weren’t anx-
ious any more. When we were drunk, everything was a 
lot simpler, easier to figure out, clearer. At least for us. 
Eventually, not a day went by that, after a few bottles in 
one of the offices, we didn’t put our arms around each 
other and say it would all be fine. Look: Siniša’s a Serb, 
I’m a Slovene, Kenan’s a Bosnian, Robert’s a Croat, 
Rade’s a Serb. And do we have any problems? None at 
all! So can Croats, Bosnians, Serbs, and Slovenes have 
a drink together? We can! Can we eat off the same 
spoon? No way, man. Yes, we can, you fucking girl. 
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Of course we can! An unfortunate question. So fuck 
it. But we understand each other. We gave each other 
big hugs and laughed. As if we believed that, when the 
time came, anyone would ask us something. 

I’ve been at home for three weeks and I’m still not 
entirely sure it’s real. I’m still not entirely used to the 
toilet having a door or the hot water not running out 
when I take a shower. I can hardly believe there are no 
more bugle calls, no more sewing on buttons or cleaning 
rifles. No general, no lieutenant, no corporal. No more 
I understand, sir! No more Like fuck you understand! 
Every so often I get afraid that it’s just a dream, although 
in the army I never dreamed about home. But even 
so. Soon the bugle will start playing, followed by the 
morning run and exercise, washing, making the bed, 
hurrying to breakfast, hurrying to the flag-raising, and 
then there’s Lieutenant Stojanović with all his threats 
against the Germans and the Americans, the Greeks and 
the Bulgarians, the Romanians and the Albanians, the 
Slovenes and the Croats, separatists and irredentists, 
smugglers and pickpockets, artists and queers. He’ll 
shout at us and spray us with his venomous spit, which 
we can’t wash off because it’s like tar, like a fungus you 
can’t see at first but soon it spreads and spreads until 
eventually everything you see is mould, deadly mould. 

The first few days I was always in town. I wanted 
to walk down the streets I knew, to touch the buildings 
and walls, the benches, the bushes, the trees. If I touched 
them, it meant they were really there. If I didn’t, then 
maybe they weren’t there at all. I spent hours sitting in 
the city bustle, drinking coffee and listening to people 
talking. As I watched them, I thought, everything’s all 
right. Everything’s normal. There were no Home Guard-
ers in the city, no Ustaše or Četniks, no German or 
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American agents. These were entirely ordinary people. 
Doing entirely ordinary things. Rushing here and there. 
Some of them weren’t doing anything in particular. Like 
me, they just sat and watched the world around them. 
When it started to rain, I didn’t take cover like everyone 
else. I let the raindrops fall on me. They seemed soft 
and warm to me. They seemed friendly.

I remembered how once a long time ago Peter, Elvis, 
and I were standing on the hill behind our apartment 
blocks. We were in the second or third year of primary 
school. We weren’t in school because it was a holiday. 
We were waiting for the aeroplane. Every year on this 
day a military plane would fly above the city and drop 
leaflets that said: Long live the Liberation Front! It was 
cloudy and the wind was blowing. Then droplets started 
falling. But we kept waiting and staring into the sky. 
Now and then a beam of sun would penetrate the grey 
clouds, but even so there were more and more rain-
drops. A few times Peter’s mother shouted to us from 
their window to get out of the rain, but we pretended 
not to hear. A little later there was thunder and it started 
pouring. The few people who were walking their dogs 
retreated to the garages to wait out the rain, but we 
didn’t budge from that hill. And then it happened. First 
we heard the engine’s rumble, then the silver aeroplane 
appeared in the grey sky. It was flying low, just above 
the apartment blocks, and headed right in our direction. 
At that very moment the sun broke through the clouds. 
It was raining buckets and the sun was shining. Before 
the plane was overhead, leaflets began dropping from 
its slender belly. We took off down the hill, running 
across the wet grass as fast as we could. We hurriedly 
started picking up the waterlogged leaflets and soon our 
arms were overflowing with them. When we couldn’t 
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carry any more, we went back to the garages, carefully 
laid our little stacks of paper on the kerb, and exam-
ined them meticulously. We counted them to see who 
had more. Elvis had the most, Peter the fewest. I was 
somewhere in between. Elvis took a few leaflets from his 
stack and gave them to Peter. Then he gave some to me, 
too. Right then we were the happiest boys in the city. I 
could feel the happiness tingling in my chest. We split 
up and we all distributed the leaflets in the mailboxes 
of our respective buildings. Whatever was left over we 
took home. I remember how soft, warm, and friendly 
the raindrops seemed that day when we were standing 
on the hill. But that was a long time ago. It’s strange 
that I should remember it.

With my mother and father I talk as if nothing has 
happened: Do we need anything from the store? What’s 
for lunch? What film are they showing on television 
tonight and are we going to watch it together? They 
never ask about the army. They probably think I’ll tell 
them if it was anything special. But I guess it wasn’t 
anything special. Probably not.

I saw Saša the day after I got back. When I stepped 
through her door, we just looked at each other a few 
seconds, then I hugged and kissed her. A moment later 
Saša bit me, then she started grabbing my lip between 
her teeth and pushing me lightly towards her room. We 
crossed the front hall and went down the long corridor, 
discarding our clothes along the way, and ended up in 
her bed. God, I missed you, Saša kept repeating, until 
her words vanished into ever louder gasps and sighs. 
When, out of breath and drenched in sweat, we finally 
took a break, she asked me what was going on with 
us. What do you mean, going on? I asked back. Well, 
I mean, are we a couple or aren’t we? she wanted to 



18

Sebastijan Pregelj: Dear Elvis, Dear Ali

know. I don’t know, I replied. Were we a couple before I 
left? Or were we just getting together now and then? Did 
you wait for me? I asked. Or did you have someone else? 
Actually, she said in a low voice, there was someone 
else. Then she added quickly: But only a few times. He 
didn’t mean anything to me. Do you understand? I do, 
I said. Are you upset? No. How about you? she turned 
towards me. Did you have anyone? I smiled and said: I 
had the beautiful Vangelija. Then I told her about the 
beautiful Vangelija and her shop. Saša was laughing.

I see my friends in the evenings. The first one I saw 
was Peter. I ran into him by accident one morning. Later 
that afternoon we went into town. We sat outside the 
Golden Ship pub laughing like crazy. When it got dark, 
we went to the nearest phone booth and called Elvis. 
Elvis wasn’t at home, but his Uncle Fikret, who was 
delighted to hear from me, said he was fine. Elvis got 
back five days ago, he said. Come see us some time. I 
will, I promised, although I didn’t really mean it. Elvis 
came by the next day. The three of us went out together.

A few days later Rok phoned. We got together right 
after lunch. We sat on top of the garages and talked. 
Stupid shit mainly. I told him about the plot of weed, 
the beautiful Vangelija, and the whorehouse above the 
pigsty. I told him about the alcohol from the packages, 
and about Rade and the women of Užice. Rok talked 
about the Romanian women who crossed the border 
because they could make as much money in one night 
here as they did in an entire week at home. They’ll jerk 
you off for next to nothing, he said. He told me how 
he drove them back to the border from Zrenjanin one 
winter night. The people on the other side are raving 
mad and the army was trying to capture the president. 
We patrolled our side of the border. But one night our 



19

Sebastijan Pregelj: Dear Elvis, Dear Ali

patrol got lost. And in the morning our corporal, who’s 
as dumb as shit, sees a road sign and figures we’re about 
six miles from the border – in Romania. So we hid un-
til it got dark and then started cautiously making our 
way back to Yugoslavia. If we heard even the slightest 
noise, we’d lie low and wait. We didn’t want to run into 
any Romanian border guards or rebels or police, but, 
even more than that, we were scared shitless because 
of the landmines we’d heard had been placed along 
the border. But luckily, things worked out in the end 
and we made it back. The base was going crazy. They 
thought we’d been captured or even shot, but once it 
turned out that we were alive and well, they started 
suspecting we had defected to the Romanians. Can 
you believe it? Rok laughed. The colonel accused us of 
treason. What did you take into Romania? he shouted. 
What did you tell them? He interrogated each one of us 
separately for hours, but in the end he decided it must 
have been something like what we said it was. The 
next day a committee arrived from Belgrade headed 
by some general. They also questioned us in detail. In 
the end the corporal gets a week’s leave as a reward for 
getting us back to Yugoslavia safely! You’re fucking 
kidding me! Who was it took us into Romania in the 
first place? Then Rok said he was going to the seaside 
that weekend and invited me join him. Thanks, I said, 
shaking my head. But I’d like to stay here. I just want 
to be here for a while.

I thought a few times about calling Matej, but I 
always changed my mind. He’ll call me if he feels like 
it. I don’t even know if he’s back yet. My mother told 
me about Peter and Elvis, and Rok called me himself. 
But I have no idea where Matej is. And I’m not sure I 
really want to see him anyway. After all, we hadn’t been 
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spending as much time together as we used to. I think 
he must be beside himself from all that’s happening. 
I’m sure he’s joined up with some political party and 
may even be one of its leaders. I expect that’s all he 
talks about. But what I want most of all right now is 
normalcy, ordinary stuff. My ears are still ringing with 
slogans: Protect Brotherhood and Unity Like the Apple 
of Your Eye! The Revolution Endures! Tito After Tito! 
and so on. At first, when everything was still new to 
us, I felt like I’d fallen into some parallel world where 
time stood still, where Tito was still alive and still lead-
ing the nations and nationalities of Yugoslavia, who 
lived side by side in brotherly harmony. Tito was still 
the supreme commander of the armed forces, only he 
no longer drove around the country in his Mercedes, 
which is why we never saw him. By winter it turned out 
nobody believed any of it. Nevertheless, day after day, 
the officers kept repeating the same old bullshit. It was 
like they took us for morons. Only later did I realize 
that in fact they didn’t give a damn what we thought. 
They knew we were powerless. So now what I want 
more than anything is peace. No big words. What I 
most like talking about is what’s for lunch, what film 
are they showing on television tonight, and what should 
we see at the cinema – Godfather 3, Misery, Hunt for 
Red October, or Night of the Living Dead? My friends 
and I talk mainly about stupid shit. No big plans, no 
big future. Until classes start in October, my time is 
completely my own. Until then I’ll do whatever I feel 
like doing, whatever makes me happy. Everything else 
can wait. That’s why Saša and I saw each other the very 
next morning and again the day after that. 

We get together every workday just after eight in 
the morning. Since I always wake up at five, waiting 
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until eight is like an eternity. But that’s all right. When I 
remember that I’m lying in my own bed and don’t have 
to get up, the whole world seems incredibly beautiful 
and simple. Saša likes to sleep a little longer, so I wait 
until eight. Also, I prefer to wait until our parents leave 
for work. I don’t want either her parents or mine to 
know about us. At least not that we see each other every 
day. A little after eight, and no later than eight-thirty, I 
ring her doorbell. We don’t waste words, we don’t play 
games, we just get right into bed. We fuck like the end 
of the world is near. Sometimes we don’t even make it 
to the bed. Sometimes it happens right in the front hall. 
Once it happened on the kitchen table and twice in the 
bathroom. One more time and everything will be gone. 
But soon we realize that the end of the world hasn’t 
happened and there’s still time for cuddling. So we start 
hugging and stroking and kissing until eventually Saša 
crawls on top of me or I pull her beneath me. Finally, 
we take a shower and go our separate ways.

Ever since I got back, my father keeps saying that 
everything is about to change. When he tells me that 
Slovenia is going to separate from Yugoslavia and then 
everything will be different, he looks like he believes it. 
There’s no way they can stop us now, he says, shaking 
his head. They might try to use the army, but America 
won’t allow it, and the Russia that might have once 
supported Belgrade doesn’t exist anymore. It’s possible 
that the army will try to take over. I’m not saying it will, 
but it’s possible. And we might have to fight back. I’m 
not saying we will have to, but maybe we won’t have 
a choice.

A few days ago my uncle told us about how some 
army lorries had shown up one morning in the company 
yard. The soldiers, under the command of Nikolić and 
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accompanied by military police, cleared everything out 
of the offices. They took away all the computers and 
all the files. We were able to hide a few things, but not 
much – it was a surprise for everyone when the army 
arrived. Now the offices are empty. We still go to work 
but mainly we just stare at each other. The director has 
promised to get us new computers, but they won’t do 
us much good without our files. That’s a year’s worth 
of work down the drain!

So what about you? My uncle pulled out a pack 
of cigarettes. All three of us lit up. How was it? I tell 
him it was nothing special. Could’ve been worse. They 
could’ve sent me to Kosovo. Something could’ve hap-
pened, but it didn’t. You see? My uncle touched my 
shoulder with his right forefinger. That’s good. You were 
lucky. And what about ours? Have they called you up 
yet? What do you mean ours? I didn’t understand the 
question. The Territorial Defence, my uncle explained. 
That’s our army now. I shook my head. No, they hav-
en’t. He’s only just got here, my father said. That’s why 
I asked, my uncle nodded. They mainly call up boys 
who’ve just returned. Last month Martin spent fourteen 
days doing military exercises. Some try to avoid getting 
called up. They go into hiding. But I don’t think that’s 
right. Who’s going to stand up to the Yugoslav Army if 
it comes to . . . well, if conditions keep getting worse. 
We need to show them we’re not afraid. 

I’m lying in bed thinking that a lot of changes hap-
pened when I was away. I’m hearing new things. Things 
that were whispered a year ago are now said out loud. 
Some sound good, others not so good. I feel like nobody 
really knows what comes next.
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