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is heavily influenced by the aftermath of the 1992-1995 war, 
politically instrumentalized nationalism and patronage, lack of 
job prospects and emigration of the youth. As is typical of 
many other small communities, life here follows a set of rigid 
rules and strong traditions and customs, which can make life 
narrow and difficult for those who want to question their 
own lives and create new opportunities. But the stories also 
reveal to us how deeply many of these people are 
connected to their communities, Prozor-Rama and Gornji 
Vakuf-Uskoplje, well-known places of love and comfort, 
places they call home. How proud they are of their 
hometown! How much it pained them when they had to 
leave, and how happy they were when they were able to 
return.



The unsuspected value that each story holds in itself, as well 
as our intention to unearth and share the stories of ordinary 
people in extraordinary times, are the reasons why we wish 
for these stories to be heard, to the greatest extent possible, 
in the communities of their origin and beyond. We believe in 
the way the storytellers told and shared their stories by 
focusing on their own experiences and feelings, and having 
the courage to open themselves up before others. In doing 
so, they made themselves more vulnerable, but opened the 
path towards empathy and understanding for others. 



We would like to thank Goran Božičević and Jasminka Drino 
Kirlić for facilitating the workshops, and for their ability, 
sensibility, and gift to listen to and hear even the inaudible, 
and to support and encourage every individual on their way 
to individual and collective dialogue. We also thank Marija 
Beljo, for her cooperation and trust to gather participants 
and launch the activities in her hometown of Prozor-Rama. 
We would also like to thank Bosnia Herzegovina’s renowned 
literary author Josip Mlakić for having helped the authors 
shape their stories, exploring their potential but at the same 
time emphasizing their authenticity. In the end, we thank all of 
our participants and authors of the stories for having shared 
some of their most intimate life experiences, thoughts and 
revelations.

“Stories of Leaving and Returning to Prozor-Rama and Gornji 
Vakuf-Uskoplje” – the personal stories gathered under this 
broad, but promising, title reflect very different experiences 
and perspectives of people who live, or have lived in these 
two communities located in a beautiful, mountainous, but 
sparsely populated area in the heart of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Each of them is, in its own way, touching in its 
experience of leaving and returning, be it about the 
beginning of an independent student life and the discovering 
of one’s self, or the experiences of death and illness, 
displacement and economic migration.



We are deeply convinced that everyone has a story to share. 
Unfortunately, many of them remain untold. Therefore, in the 
frame of the project of “Stories of leaving and returning” we 
have, during the year 2020, brought together the inhabitants 
of these two towns, different in place of residence, age, 
gender, ethno-religious affiliation, and education, and 
through the telling of their own stories, enabled them to hear 
and get to know one another. The workshops we held were 
an important and essential step in this direction, stimulating 
dialogue about similar life experiences. It was exactly there, 
before they took their final shape, that the stories matured 
while being shared in a narrow circle, in an atmosphere of 
trust, empathy, and care, created through the interaction of 
all participants. Their wish now is that the stories find their 
way to their readers/audience.  



The stories tell about the general highs and lows of life, 
about disillusions, fears, joys and happiness, about 
everything we carry with us and what we hope for, while at 
the same time, reflecting the specific circumstances 
surrounding life in these two communities. Life in Gornji 
Vakuf-Uskoplje and Prozor-Rama 

dr carla schraml, emir krehić

kristina ćorić

stories of leaving and returning



goran božičević

A journey towards oneself 

- genuine peace work

Stories of leaving and returning - the title is seemingly 

benevolent, non-threatening, carrying no hidden 

connotations. It brought together twenty-odd people, 

different in every respect except in their desire to share their 

stories with the rest of us. Extraordinary people, because 

today, stepping out of our supposedly certain “I” and “we” 

into the uncertainty of welcoming the public to join requires 

courage. 


As you read this, you are entering not only a book, a 

collection of stories, you’re entering a space of possibilities, 

opportunities, a space opened for us by our and your fellow 

citizens. A crack through which the light enters, and it's 

already entered. Telling one's stories is easy when they are 

not personal, but then they are neither “one's own” nor are 

they stories. Parts of lives, hopes, fears, shame, mistakes, 

good and bad decisions were shared with us by young and 

old, educated and not, hurt and elated -- people. Not 

ethnically and socially designated members of this or that 

group, but rather people, diverse in their changes and 

reflections, same in their desire to live their lives more 

truthfully, more fully and more honestly than they were told 

they're allowed to.



Getting to know, talking to, listening to and working with 

these people is a reminder for me of why I have been 

engaged in peace work for nearly three decades. Life can 

be very dark, like people as the worst versions of 

themselves. But life can also be so bright in its imperfection, 

warm, vulnerable, confused, fragile, smiling, filled with love, so 

that each minute is more worthy than any trouble. These 

stories remind us of that, that nothing is black and white, nor 

is everything grey, it is as we decide it is. These stories are 

provocative in ways we don’t expect, not in the least 

because they involve sensitive political and war-related 

themes. As much as those themes wish to be important and 

heavy, they never are, that is precisely why they strive to 

emphasize their importance, to prevent the exposure of their 

emptiness.

These stories are provocative in ways we don’t expect, not 

in the least because they involve sensitive political and 

war-related themes. As much as those themes wish to be 

important and heavy, they never are, that is precisely why 

they strive to emphasize their importance, to prevent the 

exposure of their emptiness.



These stories invite us, kindly, innocently and unambiguously, 

to open ourselves up, to expose ourselves to the world, to 

all people - known and unknown. The road to liberation is 

what that’s called. Departing from oneself and returning to 

oneself, that is the theme of all themes, so giftedly initiated by 

people who didn’t even know they were doing just that.



Known they might have not, but felt they certainly did, in all 

the fullness of their Bosnian and Herzegovinian cultural and 

story-telling legacy.



josip mlakić . the dayton circle

For what reason am I mentioning this? For the reason that it 

is precisely that agreement which fatally defined our lives, in 

every regard. It created the conditions for return, and finally, 

after it came full circle, it created the conditions for the final 

departure from this country. With that in mind, we need to 

ask ourselves where that leaves us today, twenty-five years 

later. "History always repeats itself twice; the first time as a 

tragedy and the second as a farce," wrote Karl Marx. It is 

precisely this sentence which best describes the situation in 

present-day Bosnia and Herzegovina, which seems to have 

made a full circle and returned to its beginning position, to 

the nineties, to the time of departures. 



In addition to Annex 4, the most important point within the 

Dayton Peace Agreement is Annex 7: Agreement on 

refugees and displaced persons, which directly concerned 

those categories of the population most severely affected by 

the war, those who were forced to leave their homes 

temporarily or permanently. 



Therefore, this quarter-century-long 'Dayton Circle' has 

opened perhaps two of the most important themes in the 

post-war history of Bosnia and Herzegovina: those of 

departures, and those of returns. In addition, these two 

themes are both great and inexhaustible sources of 

inspiration for artists, particularly when it comes to literature. 

The most revered "first line" in Croatian literature, one which 

many readers know by heart, is one from Krleža's 

masterpiece, "The Return of Philip Latinowicz" which speaks 

precisely about that, about “return”: "The dawn was breaking 

as Philip Latinowicz arrived at Kaptol station. For 

twenty-three years he was absent from this nook and yet, he 

knew everything that was approaching: the rotten slimy 

roofs, the dome on the monastery tower, and the grey, 

washed-out, two-story house at the end of a dark tree-lined 

path, Medusa’s head cast in gypsum hanging over the heavy, 

iron-bound oak door, and that cold doorknob."

This year marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of the signing of 

the Dayton Peace Agreement, which makes this a fitting 

occasion to recapitulate it, in almost all of its segments. The 

Framework agreement was signed on the 21st of November, 

1995 at Wright-Patterson US Air Force Base near Dayton, in 

the federal state of Ohio. On this occasion, the governance 

structure of Bosnia and Herzegovina was agreed upon in 

principle, following the end of a four-year bloody war waged 

from the period of 1992 to 1995. The most important point in 

that Agreement is Annex 4 which defines the constitution of 

the newly-established state structure. Annex 4 of the Dayton 

Peace Agreement defined Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 

democratic state which functions in accordance with the law 

and on the basis of free, democratic elections. Less than a 

month later, on the 14th of December, 1995, the Agreement 

was formally signed in the Élysée Palace in Paris, where the 

original copy of the Dayton Peace Agreement is kept.



When talking about departures, we should always bear in 

mind one sentence from Ivo Andrić: "There is no greater 

mountain than the doorstep of one's own home." Meaning, in 

everything, the most important is that first step. That first step 

in the lives of the majority of citizens in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina during war-time was not made voluntarily. 

Because of all that had happened in this region, Andrić's 

words are perhaps better suited to describe the process of 

return, rather than departure. It had been much “easier“ to 

leave, because the possibility of choice did not exist. Due to 

the inter-ethnic violence and the fears it generated, this 

became, in one moment, a question of life and death. 

Regardless of how paradoxical it may sound, it was harder to 

return than it was to leave in your own time and come 

face-to-face with your own fears.



Therefore, we’re dealing with an issue here which is at once 

Andrician and Krlezian in nature, but it is also an everyday 

issue. It is precisely this phenomenon that was the theme of 

one project that involved a literary workshop, in order to help 

ordinary people tell their stories about that, as some form of 

therapy, stories which, in their lives, marked turning points, in 

every sense implied by this term. This which follows is the 

end result of that process.



It was interesting to read the testimonies of people who 

know all too well what pains them, but who are not skilled 

enough to shape it in an adequate way. This also has its 

advantages, as the craft of these stories reminds us of 

untrained actors in movies, giving them a new dimension and 

a much needed feeling of authenticity. However, from this 

body of texts, I will dare to single out one in particular, the 

story of Sonja Čivčija "I have no reason to fear," which has 

tremendous literary potential, something which is already a 

finished literary product in itself, and could serve as a 

backbone to a novel, which is an unexpected, but precious 

gift.

In addition to everything that I have already mentioned in the 

text, this project in environments like Bosnia and Herzegovina 

has one special dimension: it provides one of those rare 

opportunities where people from different ethnic 

communities can meet and where they can identify with the 

Other, see themselves in the Other, in particular those with 

whom we share our experience of being refugees, of family 

traumas, but also hopes and fears. It is a dialogue of sorts, a 

dialogue much deeper than it would seem at first glance, 

which is something that, it seems to me, is most lacking in 

present-day Bosnia and Herzegovina.



Why to listen to/read these stories?



Because they shed light on something close, simple, marked 

and told by ordinary human life, something we do not have 

time to listen to in the everyday “like/dislike” life, because we 

rarely stop to hear what people are telling us, to listen to 

them.



These are the stories of people who are close to me, that I 

listened to and recorded. And then the stories went their 

own way not to remain just stories on tape or paper, but 

rather, to get a new dimension, so that we can hear how it is 

to "have no reason to fear," how it is to prepare for 

departure in "cold rooms," to return to an empty nothing, 

destroyed and ruined, to experience a "lobotomy" and "to be 

me," "to mow the grass in front of a house where no one 

lives."



I had a privilege to listen to your stories, when you were 

telling them with no predefined rules, not knowing what a 

good story is, good content in a perfect shape, like you’re 

telling a careful listener who’s building confidence and 

closeness with you. We searched for answers together then, 

for missed chances, we searched for what we’ll miss in the 

future, searched and returned to ourselves. We warmed our 

frostbitten fingers on the hearths of interludes, and then we 

left those hearths, we opened the doors of newly attained 

freedoms, or we stayed. 



I had a freedom to listen, and you had a freedom to tell. 



Between us developed a space of confidentiality. You talked 

the best you could, and I, in your stories, listened to how you 

won your freedom (and that wasn’t easy) without losing your 

serenity. And serenity is what I will call that with which you 

helped me to answer the question: is this work on your 

stories a peace work? 


(cont’d on next page)

What does that mean, to throw a spotlight on that which has 

never been said, told to anyone, entrusted to anyone, never 

written down in word? Encourage others to talk. And to 

listen to them.



Why listen or read these stories of people from my 

environment next to so many of them which are, at this 

moment, being written by great writers, and printed at the 

speed of light in quantities that, in one lifetime, cannot be 

read? Or, in addition to the rapid bestseller search for great, 

comforting stories, in moments of COVID-19 isolation and 

social distancing, it seems as if people have never been 

reading more. Were they listened to?

jasminka drino -  kirilić

a record of the stories OF THE PEOPLE 
FROM GORNJI VAKUF - USKOPLJE

"It's best to, afterall, let a person speak freely," Ivo Andrić



marija beljo

record of the stories OF THE PEOPLE FROM prozor - rama

Participating in creating these stories, as well as listening to 

them, was a great experience and honor for me. Every story 

is, for me, the opening of a new world, a new life, the 

richness of the soul. When you meet a person, a neighbor, a 

fellow citizen, you frame them in your own story, you imagine 

their life and you place it in a space you’ve created in your 

head. However, when that person tells you a part of their life, 

you are left surprised because you receive the unexpected.



How much potential, how many ideas, how much suffering, 

how many different things you can discover from one short 

story. Used to superficial conversations, without revealing 

our soul, we are unable to learn that which is most important. 

Stories liberate the other side of a person, a different, 

somehow nobler one, as if telling stories makes us free from 

the fear and obstacles to be that which we are. 

Yes, it is.



Because these stories have connected people in small 

communities, to make room for a dialogue, so that I can hear 

you, so that you can hear me. And it’s not finished. Because 

stories are being told further, and all the more of them.



Am I a story? I am? Do I continue? I continue in departures 

and returns, in the conquest of freedom to speak freely. And 

I need you, to hear me.

All of these stories are pieces of the lives of our neighbors 

which we would have never learned about had they not told 

us, and thus their value is even greater. Reading these stories 

means getting to know your community and its potential. In a 

time of living fast, we have the opportunity to peek into a part 

of someone’s soul. It’s a big win for me, and it encourages 

me to look for more honest stories and less small talk. The 

told story helps us to understand and accept each other. 

The told story gives the listener/reader a deeper 

understanding of the person themselves.



It breaks down prejudices and connects people. Sharing a 

story opens the heart.



slika

stanislava borovac . gornji vakuf uskoplje



stanislava borovac . gornji vakuf uskoplje



Can you even imagine what kind of life that was? Nine of us 

were living in one room. I felt like a robot, as if I didn’t belong 

there. My only comfort was my kids. Then, you live only for 

the moment, to hear your husband’s voice, to know that he 

is alive. There wasn’t much talk there because he called from 

a phone which other fellow combatants were also waiting to 

call their families from, and we were both swallowing lumps in 

our throats. When people would ask me if I was “getting 

used” to the situation, meaning if I was doing well here, in a 

sad and barely audible voice, I would stutter in tears:



"How can I get used to it? My husband’s at war, people are 

dying."



We were young, full of life and love for our family and our 

home, separated by force and driven away overnight, living 

apart in two different lands. Is that a reason for happiness 

during days of fear, pain and despair? The only thing that 

gave me strength in life was the thought of returning and the 

gratitude that one day, soon, we will be coming back to our 

home, to Rama. 

Milka Ćališ

My departure


from Rama

to Germany

My departure happened by accident, during the war in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia. My husband was on 

the frontline and I was at home, taking care of two small 

children and daily housework. Someone raised a panic, we 

must flee Rama, and I found out about it only after my 

husband’s sister, alongside her three kids, arrived at my 

in-laws in Germany, after which my husband came for me 

and our children. It was a shock for me, sadness, disbelief, 

with millions of questions. I could not imagine leaving my 

husband behind. 



"How can I go and leave my husband behind?" I kept 

repeating through tears. "If I leave, my husband will be left 

alone. Who will cook for him and wash his clothes when he 

comes home from the battlefield?"



Those were my reasons to stay at home. At my husband’s 

insistence to leave, since I had problems with my spine and 

here it was difficult to get to the doctor’s, with two small kids 

and a heavy heart, I agreed to depart on the longest journey 

of my life.



Branka Dijaković

a star shining somewhere else

We cried because we weren’t ready to separate. We cried 

because we thought we would become distant. We cried 

because we thought we would become strangers to one 

another. We were afraid of change. Will we, the next time we 

see each other, be different people? Will our ways of 

thinking differ in the future? Will a different culture and 

lifestyle change her?



I was selfishly thinking that I no longer have a safe haven, 

how I need help and advice. I was empty. I was lonely. All that 

remains are memories of our childhood. Even today, in my 

ears, I can hear the echo of her words:



"You'll get used to it."



My star shining somewhere else, sister of mine with thick, 

black hair, that's where you were wrong. Even after 10 years, 

everything is the same as it was on the first day. Time heals, 

but the wounds remain.

My earliest memories are with her, memories of a girl with 

thick, black hair who carried me in her arms even though she 

herself was not much heavier and older than me. With that 

little, sweet, role model of mine I spent my carefree days 

while she taught me how to walk, talk, write... She was my 

guide! Support! Signpost! My guiding star who showed me 

how to live, pushing me to always be better, to be careful 

with words because they can pierce hearts. She took care 

of me like a second mom, always putting me in front of 

herself, letting me know it would always be that way.



Days went by. At the time, I didn’t realize that those were the 

most beautiful days of my life. And then that safety which she 

gave me, I lost overnight.  A phone call that she must leave to 

work in the West created a tense and worrying state in our 

home. I knew that she needed to go, but that, I didn't want to 

accept at all.



"But, why now? Can't you just wait a few more years?" I 

asked her as my whole world was crumbling. "Because I have 

to get a job," she responded to me, even though she didn't 

want to leave either. "How will I do without you?" I continued 

on with my questioning. “You’ll get used to it soon,” she told 

me. 



The night before she left, nobody in the house slept even a 

wink, even though in the morning, we tried to convince one 

another otherwise. We were comforting ourselves that it has 

to be this way, that thousands of others, just like her, were 

leaving for a better and safer future. We knew that she 

needed to leave, to make a decent and dignified life for 

herself, but at that moment, that couldn’t comfort me. The 

sound of screeching tires that morning woke me from 

daydreaming. 

I thought that maybe she wouldn’t be leaving after all, but the 

parking of the car in front of the house shattered all my 

dreams and hopes. She's leaving! I hugged her more tightly 

than ever. Only then was I aware what I had all those years, 

how much she meant to me. 



I was marked by my past. I wanted the opportunity to leave 

my city for a longer time, an opportunity to escape, an 

opportunity to present myself in my new environment as I 

really am, for people to not look at me with those eyes with 

which they used to look at me in my childhood.



I enrolled in university, Psychology, in hopes that I would one 

day understand the human mind. Who knows, maybe I'll 

figure myself out one day. I left my town and experienced the 

change of environment I wanted. I was free, an unprinted 

sheet of paper, a tabula rasa, ready to leave that trace I 

wanted to leave. My life was in my hands, or at least that’s 

what I thought at the time.



I arrived in a new city, moved into a dormitory and 

immediately started making connections with people. You 

know how it goes, coffee, then a class, then two coffees, 

then another class, and in the evening, one beer, or six of 

them, the student way of life. Of course, it often happened 

that a meal was skipped, because, who has time to eat?



The first week ended and the classes began. Like most other 

days prior, I skipped all meals that Tuesday and put in myself 

more caffeine than water; a young, inexperienced student 

mind. I didn’t expect that this day would last so long and 

would remain so etched in my mind, the day that marked the 

beginning of my studies, the day the control I had slipped out 

of my hands, the day I “introduced” myself to my colleagues. 

Six hours of classes and in the very end, the topic was: 

History of Psychology - Lobotomy. I don’t need to say much 

to those who watched “One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest,” 

and I can only tell the rest of you that we are happy to be 

living in this day and age.



The assistant showed us a video of a poor woman from a 

century ago, who probably just wanted to live her life, being 

shaken by electric shocks and then having part of her brain 

removed. 

I was born in the area of karst, of rocky terrain. On the stone, 

not far from that exact place where, for the first time, I’m 

writing these words, in the town under the mountain Velež. 

My parents brought me from one town on a river and under 

mountains to another one, just that this time, instead of 

Neretva, it was Vrbas, and instead of Velež, there was a 

whole valley. My mind was like the valley: trapped, closed, 

surrounded by those everlasting mountains that I thought 

would limit me forever. However, as I grew, that changed. I 

peeked outside of the borders of my town and saw that 

there was a whole new world on that other side. I became a 

different person, more open, happier, more social, but in the 

eyes of the people of my city, I was the same as before. I 

couldn't prove myself. There was no way that I could present 

myself in the light that I wanted to. 

MARTIN OREČ . LOBOTOMy



The consequences of all the past days, and especially of that 

day, finally caught up to me at that moment. I stood up and 

collapsed on the floor in front of my classmates. I came back 

to consciousness a few seconds later. Still on the floor and 

with hazy eyes, I noticed worried faces around me. I was told 

to get up slowly and that an ambulance would be there any 

moment. When they arrived, they examined me and told me 

to eat something sweet, chocolate, and that everything 

would be fine. At that moment, I wasn’t worrying about my 

own health, nor was I calmed by the fact that I felt better 

physically. I had a new problem. I lost control. My 

presentation to the people who will be surrounding me for 

the next few years was like that, I lost consciousness, right in 

the first week of classes. I was marked, the same thing that 

happened to me in my valley. I was afraid to show up for 

lectures the next day. How will people look at me? In the 

morning, I somehow built up the courage to go.



In front of the college stood a small group of people in which 

I recognized the same people who helped me to get back on 

my feet when I collapsed. I gathered my courage and 

approached them, hoping to be able to correct their first 

impression of me and “redeem myself” in their eyes.



Three years later, I graduated alongside those same people, 

the people who helped me get up after I fell. In the end, that 

fall didn’t mark my studies, but rather it helped me to meet 

the people who, three years later, I would call my best 

friends. The people I saw when I opened my eyes on the 

floor of that classroom really marked my studies.



In the end, did I lose control at all? Is that control ever even in 

our hands? I wouldn’t know what to tell you. Events from the 

past mark us, but they are not that which we are. We are the 

ones who deal with our past, I guess so. The only thing I can 

tell you is that I came out of my valley. More than two 

decades later, I came back to the karst, to the stone, to the 

place that first marked me, a small town on the Neretva, to 

tell my story.



"Sonja, I brought you a bedpan," she said. "C'mon, give it a 

try, you have to because of your kidneys." I thought to 

myself, this is something that I usually do in the bathroom and 

now I have to do it in front of this guy. I covered myself with a 

duvet, but still, I couldn't do it. It was that uncomfortable for 

me. "I will let you go to the bathroom, but only this time, the 

therapy must not be interrupted, ok?" I went to the bathroom. 

I came back and she took my temperature. And then she 

turned to that young man:



"Bora, have you met Sonja? C'mon, explain to her what the 

treatment is like and how long it will take."



Bora turned to me and said bluntly, "Better that you don’t 

know what awaits you."



The nurse reacted to that with anger: "You and your big 

mouth, it would have been better if you kept quiet."



I gave that sentence of his a faint smile. He was the only one 

being honest. Everyone else tried to make what was ahead 

of me seem prettier. Either way, I felt like I had opened 

Pandora's box and climbed into it. In the evening, one of the 

nurses made a little night cinema for the young and big 

patients, for the time to pass more quickly. She came in and 

asked me if I wanted to move closer and watch the movie. I 

turned her down. I was unwilling. I put my earphones on and 

tried to fall asleep. 




CHARACTER II



I looked at her, to see if she’s sleeping or not. That's the girl 

from P.I.L. She opened her eyes and looked at me. 


"Bora, is it?" she said. "Yes. I thought that you were asleep?"



"No, I am not sleeping. I feel weak so sometimes I close my 

eyes to rest a little. Most of the time I can't sleep in this 

therapy."

CHARACTER I



I was given my first therapy in a room called the P.I.L. Four 

beds were separated by plexiglass dividers, and above the 

beds were life support devices. P.I.L. was connected through 

a large passage with the “big room“ in which there were also 

four beds. From the big room, you enter a small hall in which 

the nurses had their station, and from that hall, into a 

children's room with cots. Next to me was lying a young man 

about 1,90 cm tall. How strange life is; I was 21 at the time, he 

was a few years younger than me, and we were both 

receiving treatment at the Children's Hospital. He did not 

attempt to make contact with me and neither did I with him. 

He surfed channels on TV. I needed silence and peace, I had 

no need for conversation. I felt tired from previous 

examinations and I needed time to accept that I was ill again.  



Nurse Kata walked in.

sonja čivčija

i have no reason to fear



Each time, she would reply that her name is not Ines, rather 

Sonja. It was time for visits. Mom stood next to my bed and 

looked at Sonja. 



"Sonja, you have to start eating, see what happened to Karla, 

she lost 16 kilos at the start."



"But I can't," she said.



Mom brought popcorn. I tried to talk her into at least trying 

some popcorn. 



"They're dry, c'mon, try. My mom makes the best popcorn, 

not greasy at all. "



She finally agreed to it. She ate the whole bag. Unfortunately, 

she started vomiting again. I started telling her jokes and she 

would laugh every single time. She really had strong nausea, 

and I tried to at least make that somewhat easier for her. She 

finished her therapy. I begged her to stay and ask for the IV, 

but she refused. 


"No, I can hardly wait to get out of here." 


"C'mon, stay another day, don't leave me here alone."



She left. She barely made it out of the room. She moved 

slowly, and then disappeared. 




CHARACTER I



I entered the hall with my test results. I was waiting for 

therapy. Bora was standing in the hall and smiled at me.


"The talk is that you had surgery."



"Yes, they finally got the beast out."



"You are still thin."



"You vomit a lot. Did you know that the entire hospital echoes 

when you vomit?"



She laughed heartily, she was obviously amused by my 

honesty. 



"And you make everything flood; first you stuff yourself and 

then you vomit," she said.



"I know, I gained like a hundred kilos, all I do is eat."



She started laughing even more to that.



"I don't eat anymore at all. I had another therapy like this, I 

vomited every two hours for the first five days. When I came 

back to the apartment, I simply stopped eating. My record is 

11 days without food. I got dehydrated on Christmas eve so I 

was put on an IV. After that, I started eating again and just 

when I recovered, it was time for a new therapy, so here I am 

at the beginning again."



"You should try to eat. It will be easier for you."



"I can't. My stomach has an awful reaction to food."



She turned towards me.



"Bora, this will never go away, I have to be here for a whole 

year,” she complained.



"But it will. See, I have a few more months and I am done. Ivan 

has already finished and Vopec is near the end, too."



She started to vomit again, and everytime she vomited, I told 

her:



"Don't give up, Ines."1



"Give me your hand. See, I can't squeeze it normally, and I am 

a strong man. I am scared, that child has been dying for 

days, and we share the same diagnosis."



"Look, they are children, we are adults. We can do it. it is not 

the same."



I was aware that children were more resilient than adults. 

Despite that, I said nothing.


We were sitting on the bed. Damjan finished his therapy and 

kept repeating:



"I cannot believe that I will lose my leg."



Sonja and I stared at the floor. We did not know what to say 

to him. Dr. Che walked in and said:



"Damjan, save your life. The cancer has started to spread 

upwards. It is better to be without a leg than dead. You can 

go to Vienna to try to save the leg, but I think that not much 

can be done about it." Damjan was 22 and a football player.


 



CHARACTER I



That night, Bora and I were alone in the "big room". The nurse 

brought us a tape player so that we could listen to the radio. 

The song, “Libar“ by Gibonni was playing.



"You know, this song pierces my soul," he said.



I know those words:



"While I hold my breath, I have no reason to fear."



But I was fearful for him, and all the children around us.



"This is worse than prison," he said.



"I know, I follow a stronger protocol now and I don't vomit 

with this therapy. I hope that I will gain some weight. I hear 

that you are done with treatment, I am happy for you. I am 

sorry that I will not be seeing you again."



"I will be coming for check ups. They’re every month 

anyways, so I will be visiting you. You will see, you will be 

done soon, too."



It's been a month already. Bora didn't call, and he didn’t come 

either. I was passing through the hallway with my test results, 

ready for another therapy. Someone said:



"Sonja, Bora is back." I shuttered. "It came back?"



"No no, it’s just his back that hurts, he tried to lose weight 

too quickly."



But my gut told me otherwise. I entered a small hallway. 

There, Dr. Che was waiting for me. I looked through the door. 

Bora put on Serafina's wig and tried to make me laugh. 




CHARACTER II



Between Damjan and me was an empty bed. Sonja came in 

and put her bag under the bed. She laid down and started to 

talk. Damjan was holding a Bible in his hands. He looked at 

me:



"Bora, we're going to suffer with her, all she does is talk."



She laughed at that. Damjan put away the Bible and tried to 

fall asleep. Sonja turned to me and said quietly:



"How are you feeling, are you well?"





CHARACTER I



I finished another therapy. Bora was sent home. He, Anuška 

and little Mateja were in bad condition. I sat next to the 

window and found Bora's scintigraphy. I went to nurse 

Darinka. She looked at me:



"Sonja, he is dying, can't you see that no one can look him in 

the eye and everyone is avoiding him?“ she said. "And you, 

you are constantly with him, bothering him with your 

nonsense."



I was silent. In his scintigraphy, I looked for a glimpse of hope. 

Bora showed up at the door. He was visibly exhausted. A 

huge bump was protruding from his head. I looked at Darinka, 

she just bowed her head. Bora went to his bed and laid 

down. I went after him and sat next to him.



"Bora, what is that on your head?"



"It doesn't matter, so long as it isn’t a metastasis."



That night, they transferred him to the intensive care unit. His 

blood weakened and his lungs collapsed from too much lying 

down. In the morning, we gathered around his mom, me, 

Damjan, my mom, Damjan's dad and Gigi. Dr. Che forced the 

surgeons to operate on him, even though they were against 

it. The cancer had spread to the spine. His mom just kept 

quiet, she was in shock. They dragged him out of the OR and 

transferred him to the intensive care unit. 



Before going to sleep, I tried to pray. “Our Father” was stuck 

in my throat. I felt so helpless. Instead of prayer, I kept 

thinking of that quote, the anonymous one:



"When you created life, you created death. You condemned 

us, your creation, to ruin. If your creation was bad, why did 

you create it? If it was good, why do you punish it with 

death?“ I never prayed again. 

"Come on, they don't see the sun, ever. We can at least go 

outside." We spoke for a long while that night.



The next night, we ordered pizza and beer. The nurse was 

cross with us because of the beer, but he still drank it. The 

pizza began to torment my stomach. He made the nurse 

open the window for me. Every now and then, he repeated:



"Don't give up, Ines."



I rolled my eyes at that every time. 



Late that night he started feeling tightness in his chest. The 

nurse came in every once in a while to take his blood 

pressure. 



"I'd try to sleep but I have to watch the antibiotic, it is not 

switched to the IV pump," he said.



"Come on, I will watch the antibiotic and you try to sleep."



He twisted and turned for some time and then finally fell 

asleep. I looked at the clock, it was 4 after midnight. The 

antibiotic ran out and I called the nurse to switch it off. In the 

morning, the nurses woke me up. Bora was still asleep. I was 

done with the therapy. I picked up my things and left. 




CHARACTER II



I asked the nurse to let me sit in the armchair. I sat in it the 

whole night. I felt as if I was regaining my strength. Sonja 

came to visit me in the morning. I smiled at her, she was dear 

to me. I told her that I had spent the night sitting and that I 

felt better. 



"I am happy that you are feeling better. Your eyebrows grew 

back, I never even noticed what beautiful eyes you have. 

They're as blue as the ocean."



CHARACTER II



She has not been coming around for days now, and for days 

she came and watched me through the blinds. I am tired. My 

whole body is heavy; heavy is my skin, my bones, my arms 

are getting heavier and heavier. Heavy are my eyelids, my 

blood. 



I am fighting not to fall asleep from fear of sinking. I look at 

the door again, but she isn’t there. I think I will fall asleep for 

a bit. I feel incredibly exhausted. I will just rest a little. I close 

my eyes.




CHARACTER I



I walked into the courtyard of Klaić Hospital. My first thought 

was to go and see Bora. I did all my tests, and with the 

results, I headed to the intensive care unit. I looked through 

the blinds and froze. On Bora’s bed was lying an unknown 

boy. I thought to myself, Dr. Che surely transferred him to 

another department.  



I walked into the small hallway and sat down on a chair. The 

nurses took my results. I looked at the wall. It displayed a list 

of patients that were in treatment. Three names were erased 

from the list with correction fluid: those of Bora, Anuška and 

little Mateja. I thought to myself, they were gone. I looked at 

the nurses but could not read anything from their faces, and I 

didn't dare ask. The nurse told me, “Your bed is in P.I.L.” In 

P.I.L. there were Renči and Danka. Danka held little Sandra in 

her arms. That child cried nonstop. She only wanted to be 

with Danka and nurse Darinka. She would not let anyone else 

come near her. She was only three. I sat across from Renči. 



Renči looked at me:



"Do you know what is happening with Bora, where is he?"

I tried to sleep. I tossed and turned for a long time before 

falling asleep. I dreamed of him. He was lying in some 

basement with two boys, and I was standing above his bed. I 

begged him to wake up. 



"Bora, wake up, please wake up!"



I woke up soaked in sweat. 



Every morning, I came to the intensive care unit. They didn't 

let anyone inside, not even the parents, so I watched him 

through the pink blinds. He was looking straight at the wall. I 

wondered if he noticed me at all. 



My relatives offered that I come to their place. I walked into a 

big house. My cousin took me to the room in which I would 

sleep. For the first time, I had a room to myself and I could be 

alone. I longed for solitude. The only place in the apartment 

where I could be alone was the bathroom. After a while, my 

cousin walked in. 



"Do you like to read?" she asked me.



She threw in some dozen books from some charismatic 

people. I looked at the books and walked to my bag. I took 

out Camus' “Plague.“ I thought to myself that I had become 

very weird, and that I should not be reading this now. I should 

have left it for some better times, but the book drew me in.



In the morning, I was at the hospital again. I first went to see 

Bora. He was asleep. I looked at him for a while and then 

went to the nurse. 



"Sonja, your blood cells have recovered. You have one week 

until your therapy. Go home, rest a little."



I called my brother and left for Bosnia. I was happy to go 

home and, at the same time, sad to leave Bora. 



I looked at her, surprised, they were obviously not here last week either.


“Bora died."


Danka looked at me:


"How do you know that, I will ask the nurses."


"There is no use asking them. Bora is gone.”





LETTER TO BORA



You know, time went by fast, like you said. I came back to Bosnia, even if my brother told me 

not to, that that place is not for me. I still wanted to return. In Bosnia, everything was mine, 

but I was no longer myself. A darkness creeped into my thoughts. Check ups were long and 

tedious. Every month I did chest imaging and I had a feeling that I was playing Russian 

roulette, except that I was not waiting for a bullet, but a metastasis. Insomnia became a 

constant for the first two years after treatment. I had difficulty adapting to healthy people 

and their world. I told people about you, but it was as if I was talking about strangers. Every 

feeling about your death, I buried somewhere deep within me. I noticed that people are 

bothered by stories about death and dying. In their eyes, fear grew with every oncology 

story, because it is of no importance to cancer your ethnicity, sex, color of skin, the only 

thing that matters is that blood runs through your veins. Do you remember the “famous 

photographer“ and his exhibition? We were his models. The exhibition took place in Klovićevi 

dvori. They later moved it to the bus station. Every time I would come to Zagreb, I would visit 

you. Your photo was displayed on a huge panel. They say time heals all. It helped me. The 

faster the time went by, the better I was. The farther I was from the hospital, I felt safer. 



One night, I typed into Google “my angels.“ I found your photo. I looked at it for a long time. 

It is all I have of you. In the morning, I woke up with the feeling of your presence. I dreamed 

of you. You were sleeping in the bed, and I was sitting next to you. On your face was a 

smile and you looked happy, and I did not want to wake you. 



stanislava borovac . prozor rama



stanislava borovac . prozor rama



I looked at the house. It was old, including the roof. All over 

the yard were laying dry leaves, everything was dilapidated 

and overgrown. I told them how the house is ugly and that I 

would have liked that we’d stayed in the other house.



"We don’t even have a lake, nor a swing, we don’t even have 

a big yard to play in," I said.



But they were proudly standing in front of the house, 

observing it. A small yard, two big wooden benches, an 

apple tree from which the leaves had fallen, and behind the 

house there was a small garden. Mom said how the house 

would be fixed up nicely and how it would once again be a 

pretty house.



The neighbors turned up.The first to come was Grandma 

Luca. Her, I remembered. Mom took us by the hand and told 

us that there were houses here, too, and that here I will meet 

new friends. 



"I don’t need new friends," I said.



Hiding behind Mom, I spotted four kids in the neighboring 

yard, two brothers and two sisters. They were swimming in a 

small pool in front of the house. They were screaming, and 

then they, when they saw me looking towards them, started 

splashing us with water. I ran away from them. 



"I don’t want to be friends with them," I told my mom. "I want 

my friend Minela."



Nonetheless, a new life for us began at that house, and the 

kids from next-door became my friends. Minela, I never saw 

again. Many years later, I am still here, in that “ugly house” in 

which, as in every life, there have been both laughs and 

tears.

elma klico . return

That was long ago when one little blonde girl, holding in one 

hand, her younger sister and in the other hand, her favorite 

doll, together with her mother and father, arrived in her town. 

It was strange when Mom said that we are coming back to 

our town, to our house. 



What house? I thought to myself, isn’t this our house?



We came back in autumn, my father, my mother, my sister 

and me. My father opened a big red gate, turned towards me 

and then told me how this is the house in which I was born.



"I remember everything as if it were yesterday," he told me, 

"how much we just sang and toasted when you were born. I 

remember your first dress and first steps down this street."



dragica kubat . ransom

I was 35 years old when I discovered a small lump on my breast 

which the doctors later confirmed. Taking into consideration my 

age, I thought that it couldn't be the worst of the worst. 

However, a biopsy soon followed, diagnosing the malignant 

tumor on my breast. Then there was an operation, after which it 

was found that the tumor had not metastasized. What came 

next was radiotherapy and five uncertain and critical years of 

my life.



I was forced to leave my children and go to Sarajevo to undergo 

radiotherapy. The greatest support and sense of security was 

given to me by my husband, who was by my side the whole 

time. After the fourth day of radiotherapy, the test results 

worsened. We were supposed to go to the hospital, but our car 

was stolen. I was out of my mind. We took a taxi and drove to 

the hospital.



During the examination, the doctor asked for my test results, 

which were in the stolen car. The doctor was shocked and for 

that occasion, uttered a few insults and curse words at the 

expense of the evil people who had done that to us.



That same day, the thieves called us and asked us to pay a 

ransom for our own car. We were forced to do so, mostly 

because of the test results and other documents left in the car.



This experience that I went through was extremely painful, but 

through it all, I came out much stronger and more capable. The 

illness had ruined my health, but it empowered me emotionally 

because I realized how much support I had from family, friends, 

and acquaintances.



Taught by my experience, I founded the Association of Survivors 

and through it, we’ve helped a large number of people. In fact, I 

would like to use this opportunity to send a message to all 

women who’ve gone through this or a similar experience – to 

bravely face their fears and illness, and to speak publicly about it 

– because it will be easier for them, to know that they are not 

alone.




All those questions were whirling around in my head. Will I 

have the feeling that it’s Advent? How should I decorate my 

new room, and will I have space for Christmas decorations or 

will heavy books replace them? I really liked that room of 

mine, even if I was always dreaming of a bigger one. I 

gathered most of my stuff, and I was sad that I couldn’t bring 

everything. 



Why can’t I move this room of mine to Sarajevo, along with 

that coldness of hers? I must choose between memories, 

which picture is dearest to me, which teddy bear I like more, 

but how to make a choice when those are my things, my 

childhood, my life? The space in the suitcase is growing 

smaller and smaller, while there are more and more things. 

Through my head, thoughts were passing like where do I put 

my diary and scrapbook, it wouldn’t be nice if my mom came 

upon them and found out who I was in love with, or how for 

months I’d been hiding a bad grade in math. Maybe it would 

be worse if my new roommate found my diary, she could 

make all sorts of assumptions about me. Ugh, a roommate! 

How am I supposed to get used to sleeping in the same 

room with a stranger? Maybe we won’t be able to stand 

each other...or maybe we’ll become best friends... Questions, 

questions, questions…



I’ve finally settled in my new room. My stuff looked nice in 

there, I have a nice view, something which I didn’t have in my 

old room, and I even have my own bathroom, where there 

will be room for my creams. It’s not bad...I’ll get used to 

it...and then, I can’t wait! I came first, so I can choose any bed 

I want. I decided to spend the rest of the day with my 

parents in Sarajevo, buying some more things that might 

decorate that room even more. The day passed quickly, and I 

could hardly wait to go back to the room, sit down, put on 

some good music and enjoy. I said goodbye to my parents in 

front of the yellow dormitory, as I called it, and walked into 

my room. The room was so cold that I couldn't believe it. It 

wasn’t literally cold inside, don’t get me wrong, there’s no 

way this room could be a cake pantry;- 

I've always thought that the dream of every high-school 

student is to go to university, far away from their city and 

parents, and finally become independent. That was 

something I, too, had dreamed of, the most exciting part of 

that whole schooling era.



The day I left for university I will remember forever, because 

on that day, I learned a lot. I prepared myself for days, 

collecting my things and packing them in boxes. I was taking 

a look at my room for one last time, with all those things in it, 

and I was wondering how my new room may look like with 

some of those same things in it. That is the room in which I 

grew up, small, a modest room which is so cold in the winter 

that you can't even sleep in it, so instead it’s used as a 

pantry for Christmas cakes. Christmas, my favorite holiday. 

What will it look like this year? How many days earlier will I be 

able to come home? How long will my family have to wait for 

me until we decorate the Christmas tree together?

lorena grbavac . the cold room



-in it, everything would go bad. New things didn’t make that 

room warmer, nor did my old things and memories make me feel 

warm in it. A room can’t be warm without my mom there, that’s 

how it is. I opened the window to wave to my parents once 

more.



That moment when I realized that I was alone, while my parents 

were looking at me with sad eyes from Tito’s street, I realized 

that I neither could nor wanted to say goodbye to them. And 

their eyes seemed to be saying:



“Our little girl is going away, we’re leaving her alone.”



I couldn’t take it, I ran outside to hug them one more time. Tears 

streamed down my face, they do every time I recall that day, 

even now as I write this. I couldn’t leave their hug even though I 

knew that I’ll see them again soon, that it’s not the end, that I am 

just leaving for university. Just a few hours by bus, that’s all, I 

tried to console myself. But that, for me, was my final 

departure.



Now you’re independent, you’ve wished so much for this, and 

this is it, that moment has come, it’s in front of you. Daddy won't 

wake you up for school anymore, now the sound of the alarm 

clock will wake you up, or maybe the roommate splashing you 

with water because your alarm woke her up instead. At that 

moment, more than anything, I wished to hear my father harshly 

shouting at me that I’ll be late for school, and that I must, right at 

this moment, get out of my bed, even if it's only 7 in the morning. 

I wiped my tears away, before my mother would start crying 

even more, and I sneaked out from the warmest hug ever.



I entered the room and once again waved to my parents, smiled, 

and closed the window. That’s when I started crying as hard as I 

ever have, and I couldn’t calm down. I felt completely alone, 

regardless of the fact that there were other girls in the 

dormitory. That day I stopped being their little girl, even though I 

will always be that in their eyes, but also somewhere deep, 

deep inside my heart.



stanislava borovac . gornji vakuf uskoplje



stanislava borovac . prozor rama



I don't know if it's harder that I’m losing him, or him, all of us.  

Every day I leave for a short while to go to my apartment, and 

each time as I leave I look at him, in fear that I might be seeing 

him for the last time, and that it's really that day, the day of his 

final departure. The illness continues to eat away at him, he is 

suffering unbearable pains, suffering, nothing works anymore. 

But he says how good he is, how nothing pains him and that 

he will be better. I know he won't be, but how could I tell him 

that? I watch him as he disappears and turns into a delicate 

snowflake, melting away in the palm of my hand. Sometimes I 

ask myself if he maybe senses that he is departing, or if I 

convinced him, through the telling of my stories, that he’ll be 

better, the same ones that not even I believe in?  The doctors 

have already written him off, but what is HE for them? Just 

another number, but to me, the one and only. How could I tell 

him the time he has left when that would kill him, bury him, 

even though he was buried on that October day? Death is not 

dreadful, rather the illness that leads to it. The illness kills you 

slowly, for months, while death cuts you down in an instant, 

suddenly. What would we choose if we could, illness or 

death? Probably illness which gives you hope, hope in life.



And like that, slowly, slowly ... day by day, the departure is 

approaching. The winter is taking hold, like the illness. But on 

that February day the sun was warming just like it was 

summer. I opened the balcony door wide to let the sun rays 

warm him and shine on him, not knowing it was for the last 

time. He wants to go out to the balcony to look at his town, as 

if he knows it's the last time. He can't do it. He doesn't have the 

strength, and neither do I. I hold his hand, caress him, and say:


"Here comes the sun, it will be better, like I promised. The end 

to your agony is coming."



It is noon, we can hear the muezzin's voice coming from the 

minaret. While the sunlight caresses him, giving him hope, with 

the last words of the call to prayer, his soul leaves his body 

and departs for eternity on that sunny February day, just like I 

promised.

fatima kurić . departure

October, it's a beautiful and sunny day without clouds. I'm 

shivering from the cold while a rainfall of tears is pouring down 

my face. They say it's the end! He’s leaving, departing us 

slowly. I’m asking myself which hurts more - a sudden 

departure or a slow, drawn-out and painful one? How to 

accept that the end has arrived? Would it be better if I didn't 

know he was leaving?



Everyday, everything is worse and more difficult for him. I 

comfort him daily by saying that it will get better, but I know it 

won't. I tell him how much better he looks, I encourage him to 

eat because I know he needs strength until the final 

departure. I think of how to easen his leaving. What can I do? 

As his departure draws nearer, the winter is getting stronger, 

and he, all the weaker.



I say, “It will be better, old man, while the sun warms. Then 

we'll go for walks again, like we once did.” The illness is 

spreading, progressing, eating away at him. And it eats away 

at me, too, because I'm the only one who knows he is leaving.



I’m a woman, a student, 20 years old. I come from a small town 

called Gornji Vakuf-Uskoplje. I’m currently living and studying in 

Sarajevo. To that vital question of what I want to be when I 

grow up and what I want to do, I never had an answer. I didn’t 

even have that answer in the final grade of my high school 

education, which was the more general program route, which 

I chose because it offered me freedom and a wide range of 

choices after graduation. I waited for a month, a week, even 

up until the very day of entry exams to finally choose one of 

the offered options for my future and most probably lifelong 

profession. And that was the hardest thing of all for me. Out of 

everything which today’s world offers, it’s on me to pick just 

one. I finish that first thing and then if life tells me I must do it 

again, only then do I get to choose that other thing. I enrolled 

in the School of Technology and chose to combine my 

creativity with knowledge I acquired during my studies and 

present it to people and the world on screens, in pixels.



Awaiting me is a path of new discovery, exploration, learning 

and putting together the new puzzles of my life.



I couldn’t even imagine that the little girl, who was always 

impatiently and eagerly  waiting for the packing day before 

departing on a trip, now leaves that packing as the last and 

least important thing to do on the day of my first real moving 

out and leaving the family home long-term. I scattered my 

belongings all over the room, which were suffocating me more 

than the empty suitcase in the center of them all. I turned my 

head away, strode out, slammed the door behind me, and left 

the house. As much as I hated postponing my responsibilities, I 

often did just that. That was my weakness that I had been 

consciously suppressing all this time. I returned home just a 

few hours before I was due to leave, a few hours before I 

would leave my home and my family. In my room, my mother 

was waiting for me with a ready, packed suitcase, for which 

she hoped was strong enough to hold, amongst all those 

things, a little extra space for her care and love. 

ALMINA Šehić

the suitcase with some space 

to spare

And my irresponsible responsibility. For her, I was always too 

independent. She was always telling me that I slipped out of 

her hands too soon. She was sitting on the floor fulfilled and 

innocently happy. It was the first time she had packed my 

suitcase before leaving, after years and years of me proving 

my independence, my strength, the raw female power she had 

given me. Before that day, she never even tried to offer me 

her help, because she knew I would just laugh, turn away my 

head, and continue packing on my own.



"Go, take a bath! Do you see what time it is? I told you nicely 

that we were leaving early. What have you been waiting for 

until now?" she said and left the room.



And all of that big stuff, mother, sister, the good driver and 

the gas canister, embarked in the Volkswagen Golf II and 

headed towards, what was called, the free territory. Yes, 

that’s what it was called. Something good, liberated, 

beautiful, could only be named like that – the free territory.



In the brain of the one that was in the back seat, that was 

something big, bigger than everything. Free territory is bigger 

than space, at least that is how it seemed at that moment. 



Stopping, opening the car door, out from the car climbs the 

good driver who brought with himself that 5-liter gas 

canister. Again, the good driver climbs back in the car, the 

ramp goes up, short drive, again stopping, the ramp goes up, 

short drive, again stopping, the good driver rolls down the 

car window, and a camouflage uniform with a head, eyes 

and beard appears:



"Everything okay?" he asks.



"It’s OK."



"Excellent! Welcome to the free territory," the camouflage 

uniform said.



Man, now I know what a free territory is: a camouflage 

uniform with a head, eyes and beard. I have to say how that 

free territory was somewhat ugly, how it had a bad smell 

coming from its mouth, and could use a good shave. 


I am a name and a surname, like a label on some product 

that is impossible to remove.



I’m, what do I know, for a cop, some “Amir Hadžić,” which I 

confirm by the identity card I give him. 



I am 42 years old. 



I am now something big, spacious, tall, invisible, visible, scary 

and beautiful, man, I am all of that and something even 

bigger--and all of that fit into a cherry-color Volkswagen Golf 

II with my mom and sister and a good driver. It happened 

thirty-something years ago. 



All of that had fit into the back seat of the Volkswagen Golf II, 

along with what was left on the “hard disk,” that which not 

one eraser can erase, including the smell of gas that came 

from the five-liter canister which could be found in the front 

seat, under my mother’s feet.

Amir HAdžić . my name is amir



Just Armin, that's quite enough. The name Armin alone can 

carry quite a lot, like a good storage trunk. According to our 

universally-accepted calendar, I am 24 years old. I come from 

Gornji Vakuf-Uskoplje, a highlander from the foot of the 

mountain Vranica. A fighter for myself, for you, him, and her.



A fighter. Forever. I have so much to say about who I am that 

I don't even know where to start. A son, a brother, a student, 

a martyr, a writer, an actor, a dealer in artistic and spiritual 

gifts, a traveller, a geographic patriot, factory worker, again a 

student, again an actor, and a son and a brother once more. 

And with all that, a fighter once more, thoroughly reaping 

what I've sown, and I sow like crazy. Wherever I arrive, and 

even there where I don’t arrive right on time, I manage to 

drop a grain or two just in the nick of time. "Let it be found," 

as grandpa would say, god rest his soul.



Clowning around is my medicine. I laugh and caricaturize 

everything. The funny Bosniak, the dumb Bosniak for whom 

“everything is a circus,” some from the outside might say. You 

know that stereotypical "dumb Bosniak“ character from jokes: 

Haso, Huso, Fata, Mujo and Suljo, all in one. Momo and Uzeir.



All of this would be sad and borderline madness if one 

wouldn't laugh. Someone uptight might get offended at my 

jokes. What can I do for them? Censorship in joking should 

not be allowed. I am a piece of raja, of the collective, who 

cracks jokes even about the one who was already long ago 

buried six feet underground (God, forgive me) because he, 

too, would be laughing with us--if he was able to. 



So, what have we learned from this introduction? Laugh while 

you can, because you can. You would think that I digressed 

from the topic, from the introduction, from my introduction, 

but you would be dam...ahm…very wrong. 



I think all of this is me, because I am the one who wrote this, 

so once again I’m thinking that it should be the most 

accurate.

Armin trkić . i am armin

Be a bit patient, the plot is about to thicken. You’ll be begging 

me for an epilogue and not even I know it yet. Here, I don’t 

even know the plot. Everything seems like the plot. Even this 

introduction above is all tangled up in a plot-knot. But here, if 

it still isn’t clear to you just how much my madness here is 

twisted up like a dirty fur-ball,  now you’ll hear it. I've had 

many departures and returns. Some were physical, while 

others were mental, but that one departure was both. 



I wanted to enroll in the School of Dramatic Arts in Sarajevo, 

a high-school graduate in economics, and from one Gornji 

Vakuf-Uskoplje. But ok, nevermind that. So there I was, 

arriving to Šeher1* I'm stepping out of the bus at the station 

and I have no idea where to go. Honestly, I’d take any step 

forward, if I knew which direction to take. 



I don't even know where the Academy is located. Well, 

alright, I’m thinking, slowly I'll stagger along and ask the world 

for directions and I'll somehow find the way.



"Excuse me, Sir! Where is Obala Kulina Bana?" I ask the first 

person I see.



"Mate, just keep pressing forward," responds my very straight 

Sarajevo mate.



“Alright,” I say, and I'm thinking, god-willing that you, too, will 

once be lost yourself. And just like that I’m walking, stumbling, 

asking. I find some people who will give me some more 

concrete directions. But I won’t bore you with this, I'm not 

writing a tour guide. Rather, I'm now relatively close to my 

destination when all of a sudden, in that club of retirees 

behind the BBI shopping center, I see sitting no less and no 

more than Josip Pejaković. I see he’s knocking back some 

moonshine, but what do I know. I start thinking, this is a sign. 

I'll pass that entrance exam 100 percent, because of all 

famous people, I see specifically him while I'm on my way to 

enroll in Drama school, the actor who was born on March 

5th, 1948, exactly 48 years before me, same date, same time. 

Eh, I say to myself, I'm gonna go over there right now and tell 

him just that. And I went:



"Mister Pejaković, forgive me for disturbing you in your 

morning raki routine, if I could just get an autograph for good 

luck as I’m on my way to the Academy right now and today is 

my entrance exam for the Drama Department."



"No problem at all," he said. "Give me something to write on 

and a pen."



"Oh, sorry, I got all confused," I said. "And to tell you the truth, 

lost, too, I barely found my way."



He laughed, of course, what else could he do?

And then I remember that I have nothing to offer him from my 

backpack as a surface for that autograph except for the 

inside cover of the book, “Ham on Rye” by Charles Bukowski.



"Best of luck to Armin, from Josip Pejaković," he wrote.



"Oh, thanks", I say, in that nonchalant style of, "See you 

around classmate Josip,"



as if I had already graduated from every Academy there ever 

was.



Once upon a time, there lived a rebellious young man known 

in town by the pseudonym Alexander, who thought he could 

change something in his community, and maybe even 

further? Like that, he came up with the idea to stir up a 

hornets' nest of nationalism. Why did he do it, despite the 

fact that he (sub)consciously knew what would happen to 

him: social marginalization, alienation, loneliness? And the 

damage that some people close to him could suffer from that 

act of his? He didn’t know the answer to that question, nor 

why he was still doing that.



But from a young age that, at that time boy, was different. He 

was thinking outside the box, lived in his own parallel 

universe, for which he was constantly psychologically, and 

sometimes even physically abused by his peers, that is, since 

childhood, as far as the roots of this story go. Already in the 

third grade of elementary school, that boy persuaded his 

father to buy him a scooter so that he could go to a nearby 

village school, some four kilometers away from his home, 

thus trying to avoid torture and teasing by other children 

from school and the village whether it was because of his 

looks, his different way of thinking or his views on his 

environment.



When he turned 18 and reached a certain maturity, as a 

result of a few years of independent student life, he decided 

to make an unusual and not-every-day move as far as his 

local area is considered: he packed up his stuff and went to 

travel and live in larger, more progressive and liberal 

European cities, in hopes that there he would find 

like-minded people or maybe even some kind of confirmation 

that he is not alone, that he is not the only one who behaves 

and thinks like that.



After he successfully found a much-needed psychological 

consolation, armed with new knowledge about other 

cultures, different ideas and ideologies, religions and nations, 

as a kind of proof of the possibility of coexistence, he 

decided to again return to the place where he was raised. 

That was one chilly, snowy and foggy morning. He felt a kind 

of sobriety by returning to the cruel and gray everyday life of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. Walking through the town, divided 

by both physical and mental barriers, he saw all the misery 

and neglect of that place, literally and figuratively. It was as if 

it had all come at once in front of his eyes, stripped of its 

caricature, clear.



With the feeling of mixed emotions, anger, and 

disappointment because of the found, unchanged situation, 

like some Hollywood apocalyptic depiction of a spooky city, 

and on the other hand, happiness and nostalgia because of 

the return, in one moment, he stopped. He stood like that for 

a long time, as if at a turning point. It all came back: the 

never-extinguished nationalist fire and his insecurity and 

sense of non-belonging to that world. It was as if he had 

been trapped in time and space for years, as if he had never 

moved an inch from there. He realized only one thing - his 

helplessness and smallness. At one point, he snapped back 

to reality and continued to walk the streets of the town, dull 

and empty, looking for a place for breakfast, some kind of 

fast food or bakery.
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