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By Georgiann Baldino
Many of the Muslims had lived in Siska, Croatia, all their lives, but now their former neighbors evicted them. “Go to Bosnia.”
One man hurled a stone. “Monkeys!” Others hurled bricks, boulders, or manure.
While their homes burned behind them, the refugees took to the road. Spring had just arrived. The sun warmed this wind-swept town but not its people, so the refugees closed ranks, sheltering the children the best they could. Those with sufficient strength raised their parcels to shield themselves. No one fought back. Even if they wanted to, they had no guns to defend themselves.
Grandmothers looked down, studying the uneven ground. Beyond the normal fear of falling, anyone who twisted an ankle would get left behind. None of the refugees looked back. Except Corba.
His clothing hung loose; the flesh had withered away beneath his worn suit. Though his skin was dull and gray, the light in Corba’s eyes blazed. Their glassy surface reflected this most recent injustice. He glared at the attackers as if wanting to pick a fight, peering forward and back and focusing his eyes like camera lenses, photographing the details and capturing close-ups of people who would rather smash him in the face than look at him.
His hands clenched the straps of three satchels. “For thirty years,” he told anyone who would listen, “I lived in friendship with the Serb next door. Before the war, he and I would drink slivovitz, toasting each other’s health. But after the fighting started, he promoted himself. He became a force I must reckon with. In his estimation, he was now the lord over me. The Serbian guns made him think this.”
The nearby refugees looked away from the ranting old man and scanned the hillsides. So far the Croatian paramilitary hadn’t followed, and the Serbian army was busy elsewhere.
“Be still, old man,” a matron said. “You will scare the children.”
“They are not already scared?”
She spat into the dust. “We all have suffered. I lost my sons and my husband.” She spoke to the woman walking at her side. “And my daughter….” But her voice trailed away rather than say what had happened to her nearly grown daughter.
The two women scurried away as if obeying some unspoken decree, and all the others walked around Corba. “If you want to go mad, feel free, but do it quietly.”
He lunged after one of them. “For two years our family lived barricaded in our home, slipping out a window at night to fetch food. If I went out during the day, people I’d lived with all my life stalked me with clubs in hand. I no longer worked as a cobbler. They murdered my wife. Kidnapped my son and my son-in-law. My other sons went off to fight, and we are reduced to this. Today I flee with my daughter and grandchildren.” He hung his head. “I no longer am a man.”
His daughter, Rasema, urged him forward.
“This former friend of mine,” he said, “slapped my face then taunted. ‘I won’t waste bullets on you. I tell you straight to your eyes . . . I’ll burn you out. Or I’ll blow up your house and everyone in it.’”
“I know, Father,” she said.
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