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Retribution 

 
I had an enemy by the name of Petar in my childhood. His 
father was the late Milan Erbez—a reputable car mechanic 
and a recreational hunter and gun maker. Milan’s garage was a 
popular tourist spot because it was adorned with exotic 
hunting trophies and all kinds of unique rifles. Milan repaired 
cars, sold guns and venison, and this diverse business strategy 
made the Erbez family more prosperous than the wealthiest 
doctor in our town, but not  as wealthy as the town’s leading 
clairvoyant, Tarot Ljubica. Petar’s mother was a jealous 
woman who died young from chronic loneliness and spite. 
After his father’s death, Petar moved in with his grandparents 
whose numerous addictions quickly exhausted their son’s 
fortune (the most debilitating being their enslavement to 
dried fruit—especially figs). 
 
Petar, who by the time of the incident I am about to describe, 
had been parentless for three years and had endured the 
hardships of living with people who left bits of slimy fig skin 
just about everywhere, chained and placed me under his 
thumb when, as a ten-year-old boy, one winter evening in 
1995, he saw woman’s breasts for the first time. The breasts 
he saw belonged to my mother.  
 
Growing up I hated having friends over. I never invited 
anyone, but my mother, out of fear that I was withdrawing 
into myself—which was true and a deliberate effort on my 
part—asked the parents of my classmates to send their 
children to our tiny home to play with me in exchange for 
tutoring (my mother spoke English and was a good 
mathematician). Our home was the size of a walnut shell, and 
it was crammed with people who had very little in common. 
After our house had been destroyed during the Bosnian war, 
along with three other families who shared the same faith, we 
settled in an abandoned apartment in a different 
neighborhood. Three families shared three rooms, one 
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kitchen, one bathroom, two pairs of slippers, one umbrella, 
viral infections every September and then again in March, and 
bedbugs (it is difficult to quantify those). During those years, 
I had also seen a lot of breasts. I was even infatuated with a 
fifty-year-old distant cousin of ours who used our balcony to 
dry her laundry. She wore loose dresses and no underwear, 
and I peeked every time she’d bend over to pick up wet 
clothes from the bucket she hauled them in.  
 
Petar came over one day for tutoring and entered our room at 
the moment my mother was undressing. I tried to distract 
Petar: I wrestled with him, attempted to pin him in the corner 
from which he would not be able to see my mother’s breasts. 
But he was stronger than me and got a good look of 
everything as mom changed in the kitchen behind the see-
through curtains.  
 
Three days after the incident, with an almost imperceptible 
nod of the head conveying: “You know what to do, or else!”, 
Petar was able to have me take the blame for a window he 
broke while attempting a volley during a soccer game. My 
mother paid for the window and then pummeled me with the 
longer pair of slippers. The very next day, Petar drew smiley 
faces all over the gymnasium doors, handed me the tool he 
had used to commit the crime—a red marker, and ordered 
me to go up to the gym teacher and confess. If they had been 
sad instead of smiley faces, I would have been suspended for 
at least a week. I still had to apologize to the entire class and 
scrub clean the door after school, which was a tall order for a 
short kid with back problems. Because of cleaning I came 
home late, and that was a good enough reason for yet another 
pummeling. This time, luckily, the longer slippers were on my 
uncle Goran’s feet, and mother had to thrash me with the 
shorter pair. Then, a week later, during lunch break, in cold 
wind and wet snow, with only a wink Petar sent me to get hot 
sandwiches for him and his overweight cousin Dobrivoje. 
Two years later, in fifth grade, both Petar and I were in love 
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with Sladjana, the only girl in class whose parents did not ban 
tights from the list of clothes their daughter was permitted to 
wear. Guess which one of us had to stop making her chase us 
around the playground by calling her names and stealing her 
school supplies?  
 
Abstinence from girls, tasty food, drink and any article of 
clothing that was of good quality, and doing his chores and 
taking blame for his mistakes I could not correct became 
such a deeply-rooted part of my existence that I never 
seriously questioned it, not even glimmeringly, despite the 
stress it added and the time it took from me. 
 
The year was 2005 and we were both twenty years old when I 
stumbled upon a realization that I had reached the age where 
him disclosing the secret to his friends would no longer lay 
waste to my world. Along with another realization about the 
initial recognition—that I should have done what I was about 
to do long ago, a deluge of painful emotions and subdued 
traumatic memories flooded my consciousness. I was so 
angry and so distraught that I grabbed the only umbrella 
shared by the three families that lived in our apartment, and 
with only about dozen tries, I broke it in half by slamming it 
over my knee. Because the year 2005 was particularly rainy, 
and because we no longer had an umbrella, the viral 
infections our household shared during the mentioned period 
increased by two hundred percent. It took six months for my 
grandfather to repair the umbrella and another year for our 
immune systems to fully recover. 
 
Hopefully, it is perfectly clear now, to you, dear reader, why I 
wanted revenge. And, hopefully, it will be perfectly 
understandable why that revenge, given the mental lapse I 
had endured after relinquishing the familiar roles of being 
Petar’s loyal door mat and a sturdy stepping stone, lacked any 
sense and could perhaps be best described as absurd and even 
self-destructive. 


