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         Sworn virgin:

         A woman in the patriarchal societies of Northern Albania, Kosovo, Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro, Croatia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina who has taken a vow of chastity under the Kanun of Lekë Dukagjini, a collection of archaic Albanian laws, so she may begin life as a man and paterfamilias. This gender transition, sanctified through a ceremonial declaration, bestows upon the woman the rights and freedoms of men, liberties she’s heretofore been deprived of, and liberties all other women are still deprived of. Blood feuds are characteristic of the regions governed by the Kanun. Because these societies have become largely unpeopled, only a few sworn virgins remain.

         
             

         

         Other names for a sworn virgin:

         mushkara, vergjinesha, mushkobanya, harambasa, zavietovana devoika, sadik, burrnesha, ostajnica 8
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               still in my mother’s womb

               I hear things

               like my father saying

               iskam sin* / I wish for a son

            

            
               when I come out of the womb I learn

               blue means boy

               cause Mama once told me

               darling girl

               your eyes are blue like the sky

               and the sky was blue

               blue must be a colour

               the colour boy

            

            
               from the moment I’m born

               I want Mama to dress me

               only in blue

               and I weep 10

            

            
               when she puts me in anything but

               because still in my mother’s womb

               I hear things

               like my father saying

               iskam sin

            

            
               today my mother

               put me in a blue dress

               I crawled over to my father

               to show him me

               and he said, let me listen to the news

               which must mean

               I’m very beautiful

            

            
               I don’t understand,

               can you tell me what this means:

               hold on, let me listen to the news

               and then this:

               breaking news

               a girl hanged herself

               with her umbilical cord

            

         

         
            * In Bulgarian, the word sin (син) is a homonym. It means both ‘son’ and ‘the colour blue’.
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            PART 1 
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            Now Cain said to his brother Abel, ‘Let’s go out to the field.’ While they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him.

            Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’

            ‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’

            The Lord said, ‘What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground. Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth.’

            
                

            

            genesIs 4:8–1214
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            The Heralds of Death

         

         
            The Kanun was mightier than it appeared. It reached everywhere, crawled on the ground, along the boundaries of the fields, it slithered along the roads, around the markets, made the rounds at the weddings, scaled the alpine pastures, then reached higher, reached the sky, whence it returned as rain and filled the watercourses of the fields, the reason for a good third of the bloodshed.

            
                

            

            ismail kadare

            Broken April

         

         my brother sends his best

         says Nemanja’s brother and shoots his gun just once

         my father’s warm body tumbles into the dead leaves, his big eyes fixed on him, my father’s big eyes locked into Nemanja’s brother’s eyes, whose strong hands grab my father and turn him to the setting sun, he’s exalted by the sight of his fingers in blood, wipes them on Murash’s 16shirt, the heralds of death spread the news, they shot Murash, Murash was killed, Murash was felled next to the wild pomegranate trees, next to the pomegranates, Murash, Murash, Murash, my mother wails and sinks into her skirt in the middle of the road, Murash, my life, the wind carries the howls of the heralds, the howls catch up to my mother on the dirt road leading up to our home and knock her down to the ground, she sinks into her skirt on the dirt road leading to our house, four broad-shouldered men stride up the dirt road to our home, carrying my father’s body on four beech branches, the road is uneven, the pall-bearers’ bodies are bent, they trip over their feet, my father’s body rises and falls like a cough, they set the body down at my feet, it no longer moves, now I’m bound to ask everything the Kanun decrees, I have to ask the pall-bearers what I must ask them, I open my mouth, only hot air escapes, hot air into the cold stares of the bearers’ faces, the hot air that is no longer escaping my father’s lips, come on, Matija, they mutter into their collars, avoiding my eyes, they don’t wish to see the death of the father reflected in the eyes of his daughter, they’d rather see death in the eyes of the man than in the eyes of his daughter, they want to lie in their beds tonight unperturbed, yet I have to stand, self-possessed, I clear my throat and I ask, what have you brought me

         a wound or death
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            Bekija

         

         I swear to the ruler of the Albanian Alps, Lekë Dukagjini,

         that to my dying day, to my dying day I shall not touch a man, I shall not touch a man and I shall preserve my virginal innocence, renouncing for all times the woman in me

         
             

         

         renouncing forever the woman in me

         
             

         

         I will submit to this oath before God, I shall not succumb to the wicked desires of the flesh, and today, before the twelve-man council of elders, I shall take the masculine name Matija as my only given name and may the women cut off my hair and may my dresses turn to ash and may the clothes of a man become one with my back, my legs, my skin

         
             

         

         my back, my legs, my skin 18

         
             

         

         I swear, for as long as I am of sound body and mind, that I shall keep my oath, fastened together with my hair and my honour, as God, and these fathers, are my witnesses

         
             

         

         I, Matija, the son, will look after my family, I will provide for them all that is needed, all that the Kanun decrees as necessary, for sloth is the enemy of the soul, and I will henceforth, at appointed hours, occupy myself with manual labour, for only when I live off what my hands have borne can I be a monk of principle, and if I blessedly keep this oath, and suppress indecent acts and not break my word, then may I enjoy a life that is long and may I be surrounded by universal reverence, and if I violate and desecrate this oath, may the opposite befall me

         
             

         

         in the name of the sky and the earth, this stone, this weight and for this bread

         
             

         

         I am sworn

      

   


   
      
         
19
            Matija

         

         I exit the church and for the first time in my life I feel the ice-cold Albanian air on my head, I must resemble a shorn donkey, my braids lie on the church floor, to part with something you’ve had forever turns out to be easy as the wind, now they’ll burn my dresses too, down to the last one, except for my future wedding dress, the one my grandmother gifted me before she died, together with a pair of white patent-leather shoes, she’d laid out the dress next to the clothes she’d picked out for her own funeral, come here, child, she said, I want to give you something, but grandmother, I said, there are two dresses here, which one is for me, she and I were the same height, she died after she slaughtered a sick baby goat and its blood poisoned hers, here, my child, she said, take this as dowry for the wedding, both dresses were beautiful, one was a red velvet, the other sky blue, I went for the blue one, the shoes were shiny and white, Bekija, you took the wrong dress, put 20it back, I’ve picked out this one for when I depart this earth, no, grandmother, that’s the one I like, I hate red, you take it, here, take it, I never once wore that dress, it’s still in the cupboard with the white patent-leather shoes, I hid them before my oath so they wouldn’t burn them, I almost wore them once, at my wedding, it was set to take place at the same church where my female self and I got separated

         
             

         

         there’s no turning back now

         
             

         

         I exit the church and for the first time in my life I feel the ice-cold Albanian air, I must resemble a shorn donkey, so what, I tell myself, the most precious metal in Albania is freedom, around here a woman’s worth is measured in oxen, don’t look men in the eye, don’t go to the pub, mind the children, wash the clothes, cook, the most a woman can hope for is to bring the milk to the dairy, Bekija’s murder is the smartest thing I ever did, they gave me a shotgun and a watch, now I can smoke and drink and move with the men, go to the pub and visit the men’s social clubs, they teach me to stand like them, legs apart, the kids in the neighbourhood begin to call me Bate Matija, I roam the narrow streets of the village every night practising my new walk, getting used to it, getting used to my now immeasurable worth, getting used to wearing a watch, daddy’s boy21

         
             

         

         your father wanted a son, but out came you

         shush, Mother, Matija appeared on the same day, I just waited for him to undress me, to dress me in his clothes, to put his watch on my wrist, there’s no more Bekija, her hair floats in the river, do you know what, Mrs Journalist, we, us people, need rules and boundaries, I think it’s precisely what we need, I don’t know what it’s like where you’re from, but here freedom is a dangerous thing

         
             

         

         the whole village knows

         Murash wanted a son, but it was a daughter he got

         
             

         

         they all want sons in these lands, the blood tax is killing the men and there’s no one left to look after men’s things, I take a man’s name, Matija, as my one and only given name

         
             

         

         I exit the church and for the very first time I feel

         I walk home, I must see whether the dress and the shoes are still there in the cupboard, the Accursed Mountains stand on all sides of me, the Albanian Alps, the Accursed spread out across thousands of kilometres, it doesn’t matter which direction I head, there’s the rooted army of evil rock, mobilized by the hands of the devil, the sky leans on the soldiers’ shoulders, do you hear the cowbells – the evening church bells of the village, and then rain, not cascading but misting, it rains incessantly and it won’t let up, it’s raining now 22even as I speak, and fog, always the fog, densest here in the plateau, it’s all a grey painting, neither melancholy nor blissful, how should I put it, like a face without an expression, you know what I mean, right, if only the rain were to cease, have you been walking a long while, it’s like this here, you walk a lot, the roads are tangled and endless, only the locals know the way, like the blind, they never get lost in the dark either

         
             

         

         from the church I take the wolf trails home, on my left the river follows me the whole way like a strange silent satellite, it dawns on me what I’ve done when my strides become longer, bigger than my own and I trip over the rocks, the ubiquitous rocks, there’s no turning back, I can’t reattach my hair or swallow my words or blow up like a bullfrog and croak out the truth once and for all, out of nowhere through the fog I see the foundations of a house, I’ve seen it before, my father and I have walked by it, but for the first time I can’t tell

         is this house being built or demolished
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            The Bluest Boy

         

         Matija, Bekija according to my passport, thirty-three years old, yes, one brother, Sále, father, Murash, murdered, mother dead shortly after, there’s only Nura the cow and my father’s pigeons, favourite colour blue, afraid only of snow, the big snow, loneliness is another thing altogether, no, here love is forbidden, love is death, I don’t go to the doctor, I plug up my wounds with tobacco, if anything happens I smoke, television doesn’t exist, I don’t need it, the radio is enough, Albanian songs and occasionally an American one, I can’t sing, no, and I don’t want to, this one here is of me, my father, my brother Sále and my mother, it was taken before, yes, that’s enough for today, Nura is hungry and the pigeons need to be shut in for the night
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            The Twins

         

         
            
               still inside my mother’s womb

               I hear things

               like my father saying

               iskam sin

            

         

         my name means she who survives, she who remains alive, she who saves herself

         something smells rotten here, what hospital, asks my father’s mother, my mother carries twins, a boy and a girl, I am the girl, and the boy, my grandmother’s words inside my mother’s head, nothing good will come of this, the whole village is hissing, she’s not carrying like it’s a boy, it’s all got out of hand, my mother bleeds in the bathroom, Murash, come here quick, she doesn’t know if her two children are still alive or if they’ve returned whence they’ve come, my father’s mother’s incantations, this girl shouldn’t be born, maybe it’ll just be the boy, to carry on the bloodline, you don’t 25want a girl, Murash, the whole village is whispering, Murash’s bride is having a girl, yazak, what a waste, my father still certain that out of my mother’s stomach the worthy heir to the bloodline will appear because when you really want something to happen, it will, for

         
             

         

         all desperately desired things materialize

         one way or another

         
             

         

         my father grabs my mother by the hand and off they go to the city hospital, just in case the twins are still alive, Mrs Journalist, mothers here get pregnant in the hope of bearing boys so they don’t bring shame to the family, they get pregnant in the hope that it will be the male blood of the kin sloshing inside the boy’s broad trunk, that it’ll be a man to whom they’ll wish all the things they wish men here, may you be blessed with a long life, let it be a shotgun that takes you down

         
             

         

         here every man must carry his honour on his forehead, two fingers wide, like a bullet

         
             

         

         a leaden hole in the head to elevate you beyond ordinary death, it’s a matter of honour, it’s shameful to succumb to illness here, not sure how it is around your parts, I expect the same, how could it not be, here vendettas are postponed only by war, natural disasters, epidemics or migrations, when death loses its altitude blood feuds become the norm, just don’t let it be inside 26your house, Murash, that woman of yours, don’t let her do this inside my house, look out for this one, son, she’ll throw fire in your lap, I see her squinty little eyes, you know what that whole Karabash clan is like, my mother – the black sheep of the family – is bleeding out in the bathroom, something smells rotten here, the blood in the bathroom, right, the hospital

         
             

         

         the doctors do an ultrasound, he’s not there, they’re certain, what do you mean he’s not here, the male one isn’t here, gone, disappeared, how can he disappear, you’ve bled him out, my precious son, I can’t go back with only her inside me, please, doctor, do something, bring him back, I’m sorry, madam, your husband is waiting outside, should I tell him, no, luckily the female foetus is looking very good, better than good even, if she continues developing as she has thus far you’ll have a strong and healthy baby girl, which is why you must avoid heavy lifting and doing anything physically exhausting, you’ll need to be on bed rest until the end of your pregnancy

         
             

         

         I told you, Murash, this one here won’t give you a boy, shut up, you old witch, whatever comes out is my blood, it’ll be mine, I’ll raise it, my father’s mother is throwing curses out in the yard, the village pretends not to hear, the village never hears anything, but it sees everything27

         my father and my mother sway home through the screes of the Accursed Mountains and cry, why are you crying, aren’t I alive, doesn’t my name mean she who survives, she who remains alive, why are you crying

         
             

         

         my father didn’t touch me for the first year of my life, avoided me in the house, didn’t speak to me, I can’t touch this worm, I’ll crush it with my paws, look at how tiny it is

         
             

         

         all desperately desired things materialize

         one way or another

         inescapably

         
             

         

         daddy’s boy, that’s what my father called me, he knew his boy would be my clone, the same hair and teeth, the same height, fingers, eyes in blue, she’s a natural, Murash, yesterday she nailed the cart rails, she’s got a knack for everything, strong and quick, she thrashes like a young colt, faster than the eye, the work’s always done, no son would have been so dutiful and so adept at everything
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