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			Introduction

			This collection of writing by strong female authors is the fruit of happenstance. It began with a windfall travel scholarship and one­-month stay in Belgrade in late 2021. The idea of compiling a collection of women’s stories came from my host organisation, the KROKODIL Centre for Contemporary Literature. It, and the team of the Biber contest for socially engaged short stories, helped me select a stock of powerful texts by young women writers from Serbia. But the material was insufficient for a satisfying-­sized book, and since I have many acquaintances in neighbouring countries, particularly Montenegro, I decided to extend the scope. The result is this multi­-generational, Serbian­-Montenegrin prose anthology. I approached Istros Books in London, and the publisher was immediately taken by the idea. This is our twelfth book together.

			Women’s writing in the region of southeastern Europe and the Balkans, specifically in the countries that were once part of Yugoslavia, is definitely not a new phenomenon. Isolated female writers have made their mark since the Middle Ages, such as the Orthodox nun Jefimija (1349–1405), the poet Anica Bošković from Dubrovnik (1714–1804) and the Croatian children’s writer Ivana Brlić­-Mažuranić (1874–1938). With the spread of compulsory education in the twentieth century and the socio­-political aspirations of both upper­-class women and the socialist movement, the number of female writers grew. Yet even today it is often a struggle for women to assert themselves and ‘come out’ as writers in a patriarchal society where writing is widely perceived as a male domain. 

			Three late 20th­-century writers relatively well known outside the Balkans are Slavenka Drakulić (How We Sur­vived Communism and Even Laughed, and many other books), Da­ša Drn­dić (Tri­este, Bella­donna) and Du­­­brav­ka Ugre­šić (The Museum of Unconditional Surrender, etc.). Few female writers from Serbia or Montenegro have enjoyed an international breakthrough as yet, but mention should be made of Vesna Goldsworthy, who writes predominantly in English (Inventing Ruritania, Monsieur Ka, etc.), the poet Ana Ristović, Marija Knežević (Ekaterini, Istros Books) and Jelena Lengold (Fairground Magician, Istros Books), who is represented in this collection.

			It is probably fair to say that no female writers from the region of former Yugoslavia can make a living from creative writing alone – readerships are small and the creative sector is underfunded. The same applies for the vast majority of their male colleagues. Writers are aware of their position and can arguably allow themselves greater freedom than if they were pandering to the purported expectations of ‘the market’; on the other hand, there are often other pressures, for example to conform to national norms and canons.

			This collection brings together a great variety of styles and themes. Most of the pieces are short stories, but three are stand­-alone excerpts from novels, and one is a set of intense diary entries (Marijana Dolić’s ‘Notes from the attic’).

			Many of the stories deal with amorous relationships, and several look into traditional female roles (particularly Bojana Babić’s ‘A man worth waiting for’) and motherhood (Ana Miloš’s ‘Peace’). Babić’s piece and two others have a decidedly meta twist, and a few others have a surreal or magical side (especially Marijana Čanak’s feminist revenge story, ‘Awakened’). Unavoidably, some of the stories deal with the wars in ex­-Yugoslavia (Milica Rašić’s poignant ‘Smell’), the fall of Milošević (Svetlana Slapšak’s ‘I’m writing to you from Belgrade’) and experience of exile or living abroad (Olja Knežević’s ‘Trapped’). Fear of male violence is reflected in Zvonka Gazivoda’s ‘Something, at least’ and Katarina Mitrović’s ‘Small death’. The process of writing is an issue in Svetlana Kalezić­-Radonjić’s ‘The title’ and Andrea Popov­-Miletić’s ‘Young Pioneers, we are seaweed’. Several of the pieces are highly entertaining, such as Jelena Lengold’s well­-crafted ‘Do you remember me?’ and Dana Todorović’s exquisitely ironic ‘Redundancy’. Similar vivid­ness is found in ‘Everything’ by Jovanka Vukanović and ‘The day with the head’ by Slađana Kavarić­-Mandić. The sixteen sketches in Tijana Živaljević’s ‘Home libraries’ bring together people’s often quirky and inconsistent relationship to books – treasures, heirlooms, ballast when moving house, or hotly contested possessions when a couple splits up.

			Montenegro seceded from the last manifestation of rump Yugoslavia (‘Serbia and Montenegro’) in 2006 after a narrowly won referendum. But there are undeniable historical links between the two countries. Six of the seventeen authors are from Montenegro. Lena Ruth Stefanović’s ‘Zhenya’ clearly expresses a Montenegrin identity, whereas this is less perceptible with the other five. All the stories in the collection were written in the polycentric language formerly known as Serbo­-Croat(ian), today often referred to with the acronym BCMS, i.e. Bosnian/Croatian/Montenegrin/Serbian. All of the authors wrote in the Latin script, although the Cyrillic alphabet has equal official status in both Serbia and Montenegro; this is reflective of a long­-term shift in preferences. None of the writers from Montenegro used the new letters ś and ź introduced there in the noughties to represent the phonemes of local dialects – even proponents of Montenegrin independence sometimes feel them to be an imposition.

			It should be emphasised that there was no a priori reason for bringing nominally Serbian and nominally Montenegrin authors together in this collection. It was a purely pragmatic decision based on personal contacts and familiarity with the literary scene. Ethnic­-national definitions are shal­low, if not misleading. As Stefanović asks rhetorically in her story, ‘[can] literature be compartmentalised in terms of cultural heritage, or is good writing inevitably secular and universal?’

			We are proud to be presenting these bold, compelling female voices, several of which are being published in English for the first time.

			Dobra književnost ne poznaje granice! Good literature knows no borders!

			 

			Will Firth

		

	
		
			 

			Note  on the  pronunciation  of names

			 

			We have maintained the original spelling of proper nouns. Vowels are pronounced roughly as in Italian. The consonants are pronounced as follows:

			 

			 c  =  ts, as in bits

			 č  =  ch

			 ć  =  similar to č, like the t in future

			 dž  =  g, as in general

			 đ  =  similar to dž 

			 j  =  y, as in yellow

			 r  =  trilled as in Scottish; sometimes used as a vowel, e.g. ‘Srđan,’ roughly Sirjan

			 š  =  sh

			 ž  =  like the s in pleasure

			 

		

	
		
			Bojana Babić

			 

			A man  worth  waiting for

			 

			Everything that Marijana owned could be fitted in the old blue bag that Vesna brought from Macedonia when Budimir went to find himself a wife strong enough to chop wood and milk four cows twice daily. Vesna was completely to his liking; the only thing that bothered him was that she stood with a cigarette while cooking at the stove and thought no one could see her, and Budimir had always had eyes in the back of his head, on his ears and everywhere else. He promised Marijana’s brother Miodrag that he’d buy him a bicycle if he told him every day what Vesna did while he wasn’t at home. Marijana once found Miodrag in the yard, leaning in through the window of their unfinished kitchen. ‘What are you gawping at?’ she whispered, and he put his hand over her mouth and thrust her to the ground. Miodrag heard the roar of the tractor and rushed out the gate. ‘Mum’s smoking!’ he shouted, but Budimir didn’t see him and didn’t hear him over the noise of the engine, so, as usual, he swung his leg to jump down from the tractor and knocked out two of Miodrag’s teeth. Miodrag got a new bike out of it, but not any new teeth.

			Marijana wasn’t interested in bikes; she always preferred home-made bread, lard and chicken liver, but most of all the plum preserves she scoffed before bed while watching turbo­-folk programmes on TV and imagining she was one of the singers in a tight skirt and tiger bra. Marijana knew the words to every song that echoed loudly from her room, a room with unpainted walls in the old house where they all lived together. Budimir had built a new house next to it, but no one was allowed to go there, not even Miodrag, for whom the house was intended. ‘When you bring a girl and have children, the house will be yours,’ Budimir said.

			‘When are you going to marry off Marijana?’ the neighbours would ask, and Budimir would twiddle his fingers and say: ‘When the right man comes along.’ Mr Right. That was the man who’d come to Budimir and tell him he’d like to take Marijana home and never bring her back: a slim, hard­-working young fellow with house, land and cattle. Ma­ri­ja­na always imagined she’d meet Mr Right down at the canal. She’d sit on the grass with the other eligible girls and watch the boys splash around in the shallow water and swim to the other bank. They’d come back ruddy and smiling, emboldened by their feat, and approach Marijana and her girlfriends. Mr Right would sit down on her towel without asking, offer her a wet hand and introduce himself. He’d ask which village she was from and why he hadn’t seen her at the canal before. Marijana would poke her finger in the soft earth and conceal a smile. She hadn’t come because she couldn’t swim. Mr Right would stand up and take Marijana by the hand. ‘Don’t, please!’ she’d cry, but Mr Right wouldn’t listen. He’d lead her into the shallows and first give her a good splashing, then he’d pull her deeper into the water, to her friends’ cheers. ‘Don’t you trust me?’ Mr Right would ask with a sly smile because he knew Marijana had never been taught to say ‘no’ at home. Now up to their waist in the water, he’d motion for her to turn onto her belly and let herself down into the water, above his muscular arms. Marijana would be afraid but obey him. She’d look towards the bank and see that her friends were gone – no one was there but her and Mr Right. She’d clench her teeth and swim, and Mr Right would take his arms away. ‘See, it’s not so scary,’ he’d say as she doggy­-paddled with her eyes closed. Mr Right then grabbed her by the waist and slowly slipped his hand under her swimming costume.

			In reality, Marijana had never even been to the canal, and now it was winter anyway, the river had frozen over, and Marijana was actually getting married. She packed heavy, thick jumpers and dresses that belonged to Vera, but that she’d never seen her wear, and she put on a long white one that was tight around the waist. Her friend Biljana came to do her eyes, cheeks and lips.

			The man in question had chosen the biggest piglet on the farm, paid a good price for it and then sat down in the yard to taste Budimir’s rakija. ‘Nenad,’ he said, shaking Marijana’s hand and smiling to reveal a few bad teeth. Ma­rijana didn’t dare to speak while Nenad talked about his house in the forest, far from the village and the neighbours. 

			‘It’s peaceful and quiet where I am,’ he said and looked at Marijana. ‘Do you also like peace and quiet?’ 

			Marijana shrugged her shoulders. Budimir sent her to cut some bacon and she obediently set off for the kitchen, feeling Nenad’s gaze on her buttocks. 

			‘You know, Marijana, that forester is a good man,’ Vesna tossed to her in passing. When she went out into the yard with the tray, Budimir was gone. 

			‘Sit with me,’ Nenad said and lit a cigarette, making sure the smoke didn’t get in Marijana’s face. ‘How old are you?’ he asked. 

			‘Twenty­-four,’ Marijana answered softly. 

			‘I was sixteen when you were born – this big. I had no beard, and no sense either. And today, nothing’s changed,’ Nenad started to laugh, so Marijana laughed too. ‘You have a nice smile,’ he said and tucked a strand of greasy hair behind her ear. 

			Marijana was relieved when Budimir returned with a squealing piglet in his arms. They put it in a sack, and then in the boot of Nenad’s red Zastava 101. ‘She’ll make a good sow,’ Nenad declared and drove back into the forest.

			‘Marijana, the forester wants to marry you. That’s why he came.’ Budimir stated. ‘He’s alone there in the house. He needs a woman who knows how to work, to help.’ 

			‘To be there when he needs her,’ Vesna added. 

			Marijana looked at her hands. Her fingers were thick, and she’d chewed her nails so much as a child that they no longer grew enough to cover the flesh. She wanted to chew them even more, until they were gone. 

			‘It’s your decision. Let me know tomorrow,’ Budimir said and left.

			Marijana would lay her head on the pillow every night and immediately fall asleep, but now she was tossing and turning in bed. 

			Her friend Bilja let the phone ring for a long time before answering. Her soft, sleepy voice finally answered, ‘I knew it was you.’

			Marijana twisted the phone cord nervously, ‘A forester has asked me to marry him.’ Bilja laughed. ‘And? What did you tell him?’ 

			‘Nothing,’ Marijana admitted. 

			‘Is he handsome?’ Bilja asked. 

			‘I don’t know – he’s not ugly,’ Marijana admitted. ‘It’s just he’s older than us. His face is serious.’ 

			‘It’s good when a man is serious,’ Bilja replied. 

			‘How does it feel when you get married?’ Marijana asked and Bilja sighed. 

			‘It’s good, only my husband drinks a lot. But he doesn’t bother me. It’s not a problem. He drinks and then sleeps.’ 

			Marijana and Nenad got married in the church behind which she’d had her first kiss with a boy from Vršac who’d come to watch a match; he took her round into the dark, stuck his tongue down her throat and slid his hands under her T-shirt. He fondled her until Miodrag appeared, broke his collarbone and called Marijana a slut. Marijana got a fright when she stepped out in front of all the guests with their expectations, but the way Nenad was looking she could see nothing in his eyes, and that calmed her. Vesna and Budimir were beaming proudly, while Miodrag stared at the floor. When the priest asked, Marijana said ‘yes’, Nenad said ‘yes’ and kissed her, and everyone started clapping as if it all surprised them.

			Afterwards, Marijana sat in the same place as when Nenad asked if she liked peace and quiet, only now there was no peace or quiet, but loud music and lots of people. Vesna was serving pork and bread, Budimir brought out aged rakija he’d saved for ‘when our child gets married’, except he’d thought that child would be their son. Nenad poured Marijana one glass and then another, while Bilja pulled her arm: ‘You have to dance so you’ll have a happy life.’ Marijana’s eyes were falling shut and she wanted to lie down for a bit, to rest her feet from the tight high-­heeled shoes she couldn’t walk in, but where could she go? Vesna, Du­ši­ca, Miro­slava, Ljubica and Aunt Rada were in the house with other neighbours and reminiscing about their own weddings. Marijana just wanted to be alone for a little while, so she furtively took the key to the new house, went through the dank hall, took her shoes off and lay down carefully on the new bed, which was covered with musty linen.

			‘You shouldn’t have drunk,’ Miodrag said, pushing Ma­ri­jana’s legs so he could sit down next to her. Marijana raised her head and rubbed her red ear, which hurt as if someone had tried to tear it off her head. Her fingers felt thick lines running from her lips to her forehead caused by the coarse linen. ‘How long have I slept?’ Marijana asked. Mio­drag burst into tears before he could answer. Confused, Marijana stroked his prematurely bald head, which reminded her of an eggshell, but Miodrag pushed her away, wiped his eyes and snotty nose on his sleeve and went. Marijana sighed deeply, then slowly pulled the shoes onto her swollen feet and followed her brother. The yard was still full. The women were leaning out of the kitchen window and smiling, and the men were toasting. Nenad took Marijana by the waist. ‘I’ll look after you,’ he said and planted her on the front seat of his Zastava. Vesna wanted to cry, but Budimir stopped her: ‘She’s not going to the end of the world, only to the end of the forest.’

			Nenad and Marijana left the village, turned towards the hills and passed a weekend settlement that had once been popular with Belgraders but was now overgrown with robinia. They entered a scraggly pine forest, and Nenad didn’t look ahead while driving, but at Marijana. He put his hand on her knee and said he’d prepared everything for her. Nothing could be seen anymore except a plot of land in the car’s headlights, and Marijana was afraid they’d veer off the road and hit a tree or run into a deer, but Nenad had been living in the forest for a long time and knew it like the pocket of the coat he now wore over his wedding suit. They entered the yard, where they were greeted by a small dog without a tail. Nenad took Marijana’s blue bag, and then he lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom. ‘Don’t be afraid, you’ll be fine,’ he said. Then he coughed and needed a while to settle down. ‘Where’s the bathroom?’ Marijana asked and he pointed with a gnarled finger. Marijana aimed for the hole in the floor, but the hot liquid ran down her shoes. She went back to the bedroom, where Nenad was lying with his arms outstretched. Marijana turned off the light and went up to the bed. Nenad took off her dress and laid his head on her sagging breasts. ‘We’ll do it tomorrow,’ he yawned and turned over onto his belly. Marijana put on the nightgown that Vesna packed for her first wedding night, white with pink dots. She crawled carefully under the blanket Nenad was lying on, then curled up beside him and watched his shoulders rise and fall in a steady rhythm until he drifted off to sleep.

			Parts of the guests’ faces mingled and merged with one another: Budimir’s eyes with Nenad’s, Dušica’s mouth with that of her daughter and Uncle Marko’s gaunt cheeks with Vesna’s; Miodrag’s pug nose fused with Suzi’s long crooked nose and the noses of the other neighbours and everyone who was revelling at the wedding, until they became one countenance that Marijana recognised – the man worth waiting for. She felt a dull pain in her crotch, and when she opened her eyes Nenad was above her, groaning and squeezing her. He smelled like a man who’s lived a long time. Marijana kissed him, and then she felt something warm caress her legs. ‘A son,’ Nenad declared and gave her a peck on the cheek.

			 

		

	
		
			Marijana Čanak

			 

			Awakened

			 

			She was born still encased in the placenta. The women had fussed around her mother’s belly for two days, massaging, praying and chanting. When everything calmed down, she slipped out all by herself. It was a quarter to three. She wriggled up to her mother’s breast herself and started suckling. The feeding was more painful than giving birth. The baby bit and pulled as if extracting underground milk from the swollen nipples. When she was full and clean, she cried loudest. The women came running to help again, and they took turns cuddling and rocking her. She wore out each one of them. The first came down with welts on her face, the next started to go grey, and the third developed a bunion. Her mother already had three children, but she was crazed as if this was her first. She pulled out her hair, tore at her breasts and frantically scratched her thighs.

			‘What did I do wrong to get you?’ she leaned over the cot and screamed. She mourned for her old life until her husband grabbed her by the neck and squeezed her against the wall like a fly.

			‘Who did you make her with? Tell me!’ he glared at her with bloodshot eyes and shouted. ‘You know full well I never fail! My seed is good. It makes male children, not monsters. Whore breeds whore!’

			He let her slide down the wall to slump like a battered bag. He spat in the cot on the way out and rushed to the nearest tavern to drown his disgust; not returning for days. To prevent their daughter from demolishing the house, they took her away to her grandmother to mind. There she learned to walk and speak. Later they brought her back.

			‘She’ll have work to do around the house. She can wait on her brothers. Let her learn.’

			 

			When she was five, her mother taught her to make bread. She taught her patiently.

			‘Now we’ll cover the dough and let it rise.’

			As soon as her mother turned away to do some other chore, the girl tore off pieces of dough and made them into little figures. She lined them up in front of her, stabbed them with a fork and groaned as if she were they; she chop­ped off one’s head and made the others play with it like a ball; she tore the limbs off the disobedient, transplanted them onto the backs of others and laughed at the company of little monsters that multiplied beneath her hands. Her mother was horrified and stared at her agape.

			‘I’ll throttle her! May the bread forgive me,’ she hissed and lunged at the girl, but an intent gaze stopped her.

			‘Shh!’ she put her finger to her mouth. ‘Can you hear? Someone’s wailing!’

			Her mother listened as if spellbound, and her heart poun­ded in her ears. She heard crying and calling for help, widow’s weeds rustling and being drenched with tears. An open grave yawned, candles fizzled and wreaths were plaited.

			‘Someone’s going to die!’ the girl said, and her mother was taken aback. She clouted her on the mouth, then picked up the scattered little figures and pressed them back into the dough. It’s childish nonsense, she tried to calm herself. She turns everything upside down and invents things in her games. We all did when we were little, and later we forgot it all.
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