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Dedication




For Meri, who walked through fire so that our children could find peace. For my parents, who stayed and rebuilt from ashes. For all those who did not survive to tell their stories. And for my grandchildren—may you never forget where you come from, and may you always be free to become who you choose. 
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Epigraph





"The ache of exile still lingers, but so does the quiet strength of a life rebuilt with dignity."


"Survival itself can be love." 


Fatmir Sadiku 
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Timeline of Key Events





1974–Kosovo granted autonomy within Yugoslavia 

1981–Protests in Prishtinë brutally suppressed 

1989–February: Miners descend into Trepça mine

–March 23: Serbian tanks surround parliament 

–March 28: Kosovo's autonomy revoked 

1990–100,000+ Albanian workers fired 

1991–September: Independence referendum (99.98% yes) 

–October: Author dismissed from the company 

1993–September: Banush killed by Serbian forces 

1997–September: Author interrogated for three days 

1998–February-March: Prekaz massacre (59 killed) 

–January 15: Reçak massacre (45 killed) 

1999–March 24: NATO begins airstrikes 

–March 28: Author's family expelled from Firajë 

–March 28: Author leads 13 young men across mountain        

–April-May: 850,000 Kosovars displaced 

–May: Author's family arrives in Canada 

–June: War ends, UN administration begins 

2000–May: Author returns to Kosovo (first visit) 

2008–Kosovo declares independence
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Author's Note





This memoir is based on my lived experience and documented historical events. All conversations are reconstructed from memory and represent the essence of what was said, though exact wording may not be verbatim. 

The names of individuals have been kept as they appeared in the historical record. Some names may have been changed to protect privacy. 

All dates, locations, and events have been verified against personal records, newspaper archives, and reports from Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and the United Nations. Some details have been compressed for narrative clarity, but the essential truth of every event is preserved.

The village of Firajë, the people in this book, and everything that happened to us—all of it is real.
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Part One





Childhood Under Communist Regime


1965s—1979
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Childhood





Soft sunlight bathed the backyard as I played outside. A sharp noise split the air—like metal striking metal. My heart jumped. I ran towards the gate. Two police officers stood in blue uniforms. One stepped forward. 

"Where is your father?"

"He's not home. Why do you need him?"

"Your father has twenty-four hours to report to the police. If he doesn't, there will be consequences—for him and for your family."

With a turn, they left, their footsteps resonating on the ground. I ran inside. My mother was washing the dishes. When she saw my face, she froze. I told her what the officers said. A plate slipped from her hand, water still dripping from her fingers. Her face turned pale. 

My father had not been involved in disputes. No one had accused him of anything. He worked and kept to routine. There were no debts, no known enemies. 

In the evening, when he came home, I told him what happened. He froze, spoon still in his hand. 

His expression tightened. 

At dawn, he began his four-hour trek to the police station on foot. My mother and I walked him to the gate and watched him disappear around the bend. 

We didn't speak. All day, every tick of the clock sounded too loud. Nearly six hours later, my father returned, his steps slower, shoulders stooped. 

He sat down. 

"A Serbian neighbor accused me of vandalizing crops in a field I've never been near. They let me leave. But the file remains open," he answered calmly. 

In the evening, we sat down for dinner as always. My father was home, but his silence carried weight.


      ***Iwas full of questions as a child—always asking, always running, never still. Once, my great-grandfather placed his rough hand on my shoulder. "Education will carry you when the time is right." 

Most days, I ran barefoot in the yard, building forts from sticks with neighborhood children, kicking a worn soccer ball through clouds of dust. I wanted to go to school. Just before I turned six, I started waiting for the school custodian each afternoon when he walked past our house. Every day, I ran to the road. 

"Did you bring my invitation?"

He kept walking—day after day—until one afternoon he stopped and smiled faintly. 

"How old are you?"

"Five and a half." I stood as tall as I could.

He chuckled. "First grade is for seven-year-olds."

"I can't wait. It's my biggest dream."

From the porch, my mother called out, half scolding, half amused. 

"Leave him alone." Then, more softly, "I'll speak to the teacher's wife and see if she can help."

My heart leaped. The teacher had returned to our village after years in Ferizaj. He and his wife lived near the school, where the lights came on early each morning. 

In the afternoon, my mother went to visit her friend. I stayed behind, pacing the courtyard. When she returned, I ran to her, spilling questions. She laughed. 

"We'll have to wait a few days."

A week later, I heard the custodian call from the fence. 

He held out an envelope. 

"You'll be starting school on Monday." 

I froze. 

"It's your invitation—to school. Be ready to succeed."

I burst into the house, waving the envelope. 

My mother pulled me close, smiling. 

Then her smile dimmed. 

"I'll make a backpack from sheep's wool, but we have no money for books or pencils."

I thought of the medlar tree, heavy with fruit. 

"I'll trade medlars for paper and pencils."

"And who will trade with you?"

"My classmates."

She stayed late that evening, working by lamplight. Her fingers moved patiently, spinning wool into thread, looping it into a small bag—soft but strong. By morning, it was finished. When I slung it over my shoulder, I felt more than pride.


      ***After my invitation arrived, excitement filled our home. Even my great-grandfather, whose world had grown small with age and blindness, lifted his head from his chair. A faint smile stirred beneath the deep lines of his face. He motioned me closer. 

"The school you're about to enter," he said, "wasn't always a school. The building had once been bought by a Serb, purchased cheaply after families from our district were forced to leave for Turkey. When they were gone, the land changed hands. Later, the building was offered for use as a school, and the government began renting it—paying to use what had once belonged to us."

He paused. 

Then he told me how more had been taken—cows, sheep, pieces of our land—handed over to Serbs from a nearby village. The barns were burned. 

I asked why such things had happened. 

He turned toward me slowly. 

"It began with a broken engagement. A daughter who refused a Serb and chose instead to marry my brother."

When he fell silent, the room seemed to still with him. 

"That's enough for one day," he said gently. "It's time to get ready for school."

That night, I lay awake thinking about what he'd said.


      ***While getting ready for my first day, I could hear my great-grandfather's gentle words in my mind: "Learn well—for knowledge is the one thing no one can take from you." 

In the morning, I walked to the schoolhouse. 

I passed familiar faces in the village, each absorbed in their own routines. The sun touched the rooftops, gardens, the dusty road. The building looked larger than I'd expected. The yard was full of children's voices. 

I searched for someone I knew—a smile, a nod—but saw only strangers. I straightened my back and walked through the gate. The bell rang. Teachers appeared with ledgers. Students lined up by grade. I joined the line for first-graders.

The classroom smelled of dust and chalk. Worn wooden desks bore the scratches of previous students. We sat four or five to a bench, sharing one book. We leaned close and whispered the words together. 

During recess, I stood in the yard. The scent of nearby orchards drifted over the fence. 

In the afternoon, when I returned home, my great-grandfather was waiting by the window.

"How was your first day?"

"It was good—but different. The school felt older than it looked."

He nodded. 

"Never forget. Remembering is how we honor those who came before us."

From then on, each morning before entering the schoolyard, I paused and gave quiet thanks. I listened more closely to the elders.

By the end of the first week, I'd begun to adjust. 

On the second day, a boy named Driton offered me a seat beside him. On the third day, I shared half a medlar fruit with three classmates who had no lunch. They gave me two sheets of notebook paper in return.

As the night wore on, I stitched two pieces of cardboard together and bound forty pages into a notebook. By the end of the week, I no longer felt like an outsider.

A month later, my father found work. For the first time, he came home with cash in his pocket. That week, he handed me a small package wrapped in brown paper. Inside were my own schoolbooks—a math book and a reader. He'd bought them with his first wages. 

I no longer had to share books with other students.


      ***The village of Firajë lies in the Syrinika Valley of southern Kosovo. Behind our village rose the northern slopes of the Sharr Mountains. Mount Lybeteni, at 2,498 meters, stood above them. 

Winters were harsh. Snowstorms often buried the paths and cut the village off for weeks. The trails were ancient footpaths, worn by generations of use. No roads connected us to the outside world.

Most families survived by farming. We planted what the rocky soil allowed and sold fruit when the harvest was good. 

Under the communist regime, Kosovo received less development than other parts of Yugoslavia. Roads, factories, and hospitals were built elsewhere. In our region, roads remained unpaved, school buildings leaked, and we often had shortages of books and teachers.

Clean water was scarce. We carried it from distant ravines or drew it from shallow wells. Firajë counted barely a hundred homes. At its center stood a small primary school.

Our roads were dirt and stone, turning to mud in the rain and dust in the summer. We had no clinic, no ambulance. 

The nearest hospital was hours away. When someone fell ill, the entire village became a rescue team. We built stretchers from wooden planks and rope, wrapped the sick in blankets, and carried them across frozen trails. 

I still remember one winter night when we carried Uncle Adem through deep snow. Our boots cracked the ice; our breath rose like smoke.

"Just keep going," someone said quietly. 

We didn't know whether he would survive. We only knew we couldn't stop.

When storms sealed us inside the valley, we turned toward one another. Families shared firewood, flour, and dried beans. 

I remember my mother emptying our last sack of flour into a neighbor's bowl. 

"They need it today," she said. "Tomorrow, it could be us."


      ***In 1965, when I was seven, electricity finally reached Firajë. Before then, our nights depended on kerosene lamps and bent candles. Their flames smoked, flickered, and dimmed. We cooked carefully, read with strained eyes, and moved slowly in the dim light. 

When people whispered that electricity might come, it felt like fantasy—something meant for distant cities, not for a hidden village like ours.

The government provided no electricity infrastructure—no poles, no wires, no plans. So the men of the village, my father among them, decided to install it themselves. They climbed into the Sharr Mountains and cut more than ten tall pines. 

After they carried the trunks home on their shoulders. The paths were steep and slick. When one man stumbled, others helped him. Back in the village, they dug holes in the rocky ground and raised the poles by hand. 

I was too young to help, but I watched them work.

One afternoon, as the last pole was being set in our yard, my father stood beneath it, guiding it upright. Suddenly, three men lost their grip. The pole swung down toward him. 

I froze. 

"Hold it!" someone shouted. 

Before the pole could knock my father down, neighbors rushed to catch it. 

He lived.

A week later, two thin wires stretched across the new poles, leading into our house and down to a single socket. 

Then, gently, a small bulb lit up. Its glow was warm and steady. We had no refrigerator, no radio, no television—just that one light. 

But it was enough. Under it, we read without straining. We talked longer into the night. We no longer raced against the fading flame of a candle.
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The Midnight Terror





The Sharr Mountains rose above the village. Fed by streams and spring rains, their slopes turned green each year. From June to September, those pastures sustained our livestock. 

Each year, families from the surrounding villages climbed into the mountains with their cattle to graze on fresh pasture. We carried only what we needed. The shelters were built from stone and timber. Storms came without warning—wind, rain, and cold nights.

I first went to the mountain pastures at five. I learned the paths through fir and juniper, the scent of wet pine, the feel of moss underfoot. We gathered bilberries among the thorns. The berries stained our fingers and lips. 

Cooperatives bought them by the kilo. 

I remember one cold morning picking berries with my cousin. Ice coated the leaves. We walked quietly, wicker baskets at our sides. Branches scratched our arms, and berry juice stained our hands. 

"Just keep picking," my cousin whispered. 

We worked together, our breath visible in the cold air. By midday, the sun warmed our backs. The money bought winter coats, notebooks, flour, and sugar.


      ***Life in the highlands demanded hard work, patience, and endurance. Like many families in rural Kosovo, we lived by our own hands. We grew food, raised animals, and tended fruit trees using knowledge passed down through generations. 

My great-grandfather was the heart of our home. He lost his sight around sixty, yet blindness never stopped him. He knew every corner of the land by touch. I remember him bent with age, hauling firewood across the yard. He kept working past the age of one hundred.

My grandfather's lessons were different. At fourteen, he gashed his knee while chopping wood. The wound was deep, the forest icy, blood soaking his trousers. Still, he refused to return empty-handed. Limping home, he pushed a full cart of wood. The limp stayed for life. 

My grandmother carried a quiet strength. In a time when women were expected to remain inside, she stepped beyond those walls. She split firewood, cooked, washed, and worked until exhaustion. Through her example, old customs softened, and other women slowly claimed tasks once reserved for men.

Our household was large—two aunts, an uncle, my parents, and my great-grandparents. Everyone had a role. 

My father tended the livestock. My mother and aunts turned simple ingredients into meals. 

My uncle did the hardest labor—hauling firewood from the slopes and breaking frozen ground.

Despite all the work around me, my childhood never felt heavy. My parents married young—my mother at eighteen, my father at sixteen—but waited seven years before having me. They wanted stability first. When I arrived, they said the whole house exhaled with joy.

My aunt Nexhibe became my second mother, bathing me, feeding me, carrying me everywhere. I rarely cried. 

"He's calm," she would say. "He feels safe."

Though blind, my great-grandfather never missed a moment near my cradle. His silence carried warmth. He gave me a nickname—Mamil, meaning pleasant. 

My early years were wrapped in care, woven by people who had known war, hunger, and loss—yet still chose gentleness. There was one winter when food ran scarce, and they survived on boiled roots and dried herbs. Even then, they kept worry away from me.


      ***When my younger brother was born, my father's work became even more uncertain. Some mornings, he left before dawn. Other days, he returned early with no work. He took whatever he could find: hauling wood, carrying stone, mending fences, seasonal labor in the valley. 

My mother managed with what we had. She made bread from small amounts of flour and stretched meals to feed the family. One evening, she gave her portion of stew to us, saying she wasn't hungry.

"Eat," I insisted. 

She smiled and shook her head. Her eyes showed the truth she wouldn't say aloud.

That same year, a new two-story elementary school was built. It had ten classrooms, a principal's office, and a teachers' room. Students from seven nearby villages came to continue their education after finishing fourth grade in their local schools. 

My father bought me a pen that year. It was blue plastic and wouldn't write at first. Every break, I scraped it across scraps of paper, trying to get the ink to flow. Eventually, it worked. 

Around the same time, residents built a water system for the school. Clean spring water was piped downhill from the mountains. To bring water to our house, my father dug nearly a thousand meters of trench alone. It took him days. 

When the water finally reached our yard, he stood beside the trench, covered in mud.

"Now it's worth it," he whispered.

That summer, just before I entered third grade, everything changed at home. My aunt Nexhibe had married two years earlier. Now it was my uncle's turn. After his wedding, my father and uncle divided the household. With space already scarce, we moved into the old barn—built for animals, never for people.

The barn smelled of hay and dust. Its walls were rough, and the floor was bare earth. There were no rooms—only corners separated by blankets hung from the ceiling.

My father patched the roof with salvaged shingles. We laid wooden boards for flooring and hung old curtains for privacy. A wood-burning stove stood at the center. That stove heated the barn through the winters. Even in that cramped space, our family grew. 

My sister was born, and then another brother three years later. The barn became more crowded. With each new child, expenses increased. When winter came early, my mother unraveled old sweaters and knitted them into mittens. Once, my father walked miles through snow to trade eggs for a small sack of flour.


      ***Afew months later, my father found temporary work in the coal mines of Macedonia. The labor was hard, and the pay was low, but he saved to build us a house. He'd never built one before. He asked neighbors for help—men who knew masonry. 

Together, they mixed mortar, lifted stones, and raised the walls.To pay for materials, he sold everything he owned, including the two bulls his parents had given him. The house went up slowly. We watched from the yard as the walls took shape and the roof went on.

When it was finished, we moved in. It was a two-story stone house. Only part of it was complete: two rooms and a hallway downstairs, and one room upstairs. But it was ours. Soon after, he heard of jobs in Germany—iron plants and factories offering steady wages. He registered at the local employment office. 

"If I go," he said once, "it will be for you." 

Beyond our village, Kosovo's economy remained stagnant. Yet beneath the ground lay valuable resources: coal, lead, zinc, silver. These were extracted daily and transported to Serbia. The materials from Kosovo helped develop Serbia's infrastructure and industry. We received little benefit from these resources.


      ***In early May 1970, my father left for Germany to work. He'd arranged the job through the employment office in Ferizaj. By the end of the month, we stood by the gate as he prepared to leave. No one spoke. We watched him walk down the path until he disappeared into the hills. 

After he left, my mother managed everything alone: raising us, tending the animals, working the fields. She was already ill, and the work exhausted her. She grew thinner. We had no way of contacting him. There were no phones. We waited for news.

Weeks later, the mail carrier appeared with a letter. I ran to meet him. The envelope was from my father. I opened it and read it aloud. He'd arrived safely and begun working. The language was difficult. The days were long. But he'd found steady employment. My mother held the letter to her chest and cried.


      ***Ayear had passed since my father left for Germany. In the beginning of August, I joined our neighbors on a bilberry-picking trip into the mountains. We left before dawn. The trail to the ridge was steep and rocky. By sunrise, our legs ached, but we kept climbing. 

On the high pastures, we spread out and began picking. We worked through the day, filling our baskets. By late afternoon, we started back. We reached home near midnight. I went straight to bed and fell asleep. My mother woke me up. 

"Mamil," she said, "someone is pounding on the doors and windows."

I sat up. The house was dark. The pounding came again—this time from the attic. It was heavy and rhythmic. The walls shook with each blow. I shouted for whoever it was to leave. There was no answer. The pounding got louder and faster, then stopped suddenly. 

At dawn, we went to our grandfather and told him what happened. We asked him to stay with us that night. He agreed.

When darkness came, we waited. 

The pounding started again. Grandfather had been pacing with an oil lamp. When the noise began, he opened the door and went outside. We heard a crash. Something had struck him. The lamp fell and went out. 

When we brought him back inside, he was bleeding from a cut on his cheek. He wouldn't tell us what he'd seen.

The pounding continued for three more nights. 

On the fourth day, I went to the police station. I reported what was happening. They took notes and said they would come to investigate. No one came.

Finally, my mother sent for her cousin. He came quickly. He said he'd stay awake and watch the house. That night, there was no pounding. 

The next night, silence again. After that, it stopped. We never learned who was responsible or why it happened.


      ***After those nights, my mother asked her maternal cousin's son for help. He was a schoolteacher in our village. His parents had left Firajë for Skopje nearly thirty years earlier, hoping to emigrate to Turkey. 

When they didn't receive visas, they stayed in Shkup. After completing teacher training, their son returned to Firajë with his young wife.

With nowhere else to live, the couple moved into an old train station between Kaçanik and Brezovicë. It had been built during the German occupation in World War II and was now abandoned. The roof leaked, the windows were broken, and the walls were crumbling.

They made it livable. He patched holes, cleared debris, and installed basic plumbing. There was no electricity in the area, so they used a kerosene lamp.

His wife adapted to the isolation. She learned to bake on a wood stove and carry water from the pump. My mother offered them our unfinished second-floor room. They paid no rent. Instead, the teacher completed the room—laying the flooring, painting the walls, and furnishing it. The teacher now lived close to his school, and his wife no longer stayed alone at the station.

Six months later, my father returned from Germany for a week with gifts—clothes, sweets, and something none of us had ever seen before: a television. 

The house erupted with joy. Wide-eyed, my younger siblings gathered around him. My mother's eyes filled with tears, but she brushed them away, hiding her relief behind a smile.

I stood back for a moment, watching. We never told my father about the nights of terror. My mother and I shared the same fear: if he knew, he might abandon his work abroad and return home for good. 

Since he began working in Germany, our situation has improved. We had steady food. School supplies arrived on time. We bought winter coats instead of borrowing or patching old ones. Now we had a television.


      ***As a young man, I wanted to become a fighter pilot. I applied to the armed forces. My application was rejected without explanation. I never received a test or an interview. The rejection surprised me. My grades were good. I'd met all the requirements. 

I asked my cousin, who lived with us and taught at my school, why this had happened. He explained that the military accepted very few Albanians—usually only those from families loyal to the party. Our family wasn't.

From then on, I stopped trying in school. I skipped homework and classes. I argued with teachers and withdrew from friends. Eventually, I dropped out. I began smoking, hiding it from my mother at first. When I couldn't afford cigarettes, I borrowed from my grandfather's supply or rolled my own. 

When my mother found out, she begged me to stop—not in anger, but in fear. At first, she refused to buy cigarettes for me. Over time, worn down by worry and love, she did.

A year later, I finished primary school with honors. I told my mother that I wanted to continue my education. She said she'd cover the costs.

In June 1972, I enrolled in secondary school in Kaçanik. By September, I began my first year at the gymnasium. Two months later, a villager studying in Ferizaj visited me. He spoke of better schools, stronger friendships, and even better food. I transferred, hoping for a clean beginning.

But old habits followed me. Despite my mother's faith—and despite the second chance—I slipped back into skipping classes. In three weeks, I missed thirty-seven lessons. The school board suspended me.

By early July, my father returned from Germany. He didn't know I'd quit. When I finally told him, he didn't raise his voice. He looked at me and said quietly:

"This decision will cost you in the future."

The words were gentle, but they stayed with me.
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Entering a New Chapter





In autumn 1974, my great-grandfather died at one hundred twenty-six. A journalist from Rilindja had once visited him to interview him. He'd lost his sight at sixty and his wife ten years later. For more than half his life, he lived blind. My grandmother cared for him, guiding him through the house and reading to him. 

After he died, no one sat in his chair by the chimney. My mother would stop during her work and look at the empty chair. I was fifteen. He once told me he'd gone to war three times, taking the place of men who'd paid him to go. He served under Ibrahim Pasha during brutal campaigns between the Ottomans and the Russians. But he never spoke of heroism—only of duty, and the silence that follows survival.

Over the days that followed, people from the village came to our door. They stood in our courtyard, some holding bread, others with their hats in their hands. They shared condolences and told stories about my great-grandfather we'd never heard. 

One elderly man described how my great-grandfather had settled a land dispute between two families decades ago. When other children mocked me, claiming our family came from Russia, I'd gone to him for answers. 

He listened, then said simply, "It isn't true. Our roots have always been here."

I asked him to explain. He sighed—a sound heavy with years—and in the quiet of evening, he shared what had been passed down to him. He told me that Isa, our first ancestor, was born in Chameria—today part of Greece. The Ottomans captured Isa and imprisoned him for more than a decade. In prison, he met another man, Mani Kaleshi, from our region. They became close friends.

When Isa was released, he had nowhere to go. His family was dead, and his home destroyed. Mani brought him back to our region and gave him land. Mani also arranged for Isa to marry his sister. Our family descended from that marriage. 

My great-grandfather explained that Mani and Isa weren't related by blood, but their bond was as strong as family. He told me many stories like this about our ancestors. When he died, those stories died with him—except for the ones he'd passed on to me.


      ***The idea of returning to secondary school took hold slowly—first as a thought, then as a need I could no longer ignore. Two years had passed since I'd left school. In that time, I moved from job to job: hauling timber, stacking crates at the market, loading sacks of grain and fertilizer. In rare quiet moments, 

I watched schoolchildren pass by—clean clothes, books tucked under their arms, laughter drifting through the dust.

One evening, I told my mother that I wanted to return to school. I explained that I'd need money for tuition. She listened quietly, her hand resting on mine. "I'll help you," she said. "We'll find a way."

The next morning, I began gathering documents and filling out forms. By June 1974, I was officially re-enrolled at the technical school in Ferizaj to train as a car mechanic.

A month before classes began, I found a small apartment near campus. I moved in with little more than clothes, a few books, and determination. On the first day, teachers explained the Ministry's new system—two terms per year, more freedom in choosing subjects.

Still, homesickness pulled at me. On Fridays, I rushed to catch the last bus home. By the time I stepped off, night had fallen, and the walk past the village cemetery felt longer than ever. As a child, ghost stories had been amusing. 

That night, beneath a moonless sky, they felt close. Every rustle sounded like footsteps. I quickened my pace, then broke into a run.

When I burst through the door, breathless, my mother turned, startled. "I couldn't see anything," I told her. "Passing the cemetery—it felt like something was behind me."

She looked at me gently. 

"Why fear the dead? They don't rise from their graves." 

She told me she'd walked past the cemetery herself and had seen nothing. Instead of laughing at my fear, she remained quiet. She steadied it.

Despite these occasional moments of homesickness, I gave myself fully to my studies. My grades reflected the effort. 

Midway through the year, my baby sister was born, her first cries filling our home with a joy that felt like renewal. I finished my second year with excellent results.


      ***One evening, as I returned from work, my mother spoke with calm resolve. 

"I've decided to find you a suitable bride."

I was not yet seventeen. I respected her deeply and understood our ways: elders guided such decisions. Still, a question lingered. Was I ready to share a life with someone I barely knew? Arranged marriages were common in our community, built on reputation, harmony, and trust between families. 

My mother had been orphaned at nine and raised her two younger brothers. She believed that marriage would keep me stable and focused.

"I'd like to meet her first," I said gently.

She nodded.

By the end of the week, together with our trusted neighbor—a woman who'd stood beside us through years of hardship—she set a quiet plan in motion. 

The girl, Meri, lived in Sushiq—nearly three hours away. Our neighbor's brother, Meri's father, agreed to help.

One afternoon, the neighbor sent her daughter and niece to the village shop at the time I usually passed by. I entered the shop first. 

Moments later, the door opened, and two young women stepped inside. One of them was tall with wavy chestnut hair. She wore a purple blouse with a floral pattern and black pants. They looked at the shelves, whispering to each other. 

The shopkeeper moved to the back of the counter. I approached her.

"Who is the young woman with you?" I asked.

"My uncle's daughter," the neighbor's daughter replied, smiling. 

I nodded. 

As they placed their order, I asked the shopkeeper for two chocolates. When he handed them to me, I turned to the girl.

"Please," I said, offering one, "and give the other to your aunt."

"Thank you," she replied, her voice steady.

Later, our neighbor told Meri that the second chocolate had been meant for her. She smiled shyly. In the evening at dinner, I couldn't hide my certainty.

"I met the girl you had in mind," I told my mother. "I believe she's the one."

Her face brightened. "Then tomorrow," she said, "I'll ask for her family's blessing."

After three months, her family finally agreed. 

We were married in late July 1977. 

Ivory-edged invitations, the scent of lilies and roses, embroidered towels woven by the women of our family—everything felt shaped by care and hope.

A year later, Meri gave birth to our first son, Lavdim. For six months, our world revolved around him—his first smile, his small hands grasping ours, the way he slept between us.

Then he died. 

We were young and didn't know how to handle the grief. 

The house grew quiet. I couldn't focus on my studies. 

Everything felt difficult. But I decided I'd honor our son by continuing. I returned to my studies, using them as a way to keep going. That year, I completed the eleventh grade with distinction. 

The following year, I graduated from high school. I chose to study tourism and hospitality. With my father's support from abroad, I could afford to continue my education.


      ***After graduating from high school, I had three options for continuing my studies. I could go to Ohrid, Macedonia, where there was an established Albanian community. I considered Croatia, particularly Opatija on the coast. But the application deadlines had passed, and my family couldn't afford to send me that far. 

That left Belgrade as my only remaining option. Belgrade's Hospitality College was known across the state. It had high standards and strong professional training. For Albanians like me, though, the choice came with unease. Those who'd studied there spoke of distance. Classrooms were formal and cold. Friendships rarely crossed cultural lines. Still, it was the only open door.

Despite my misgivings, I completed the paperwork. Just as I prepared to leave, Meri gave birth to our daughter in mid-July 1979. We named her Jackie. 

I heard her first cry echo down the hospital corridor. Holding her for the first time, I felt warmth I hadn't felt since losing our son. The pain didn't disappear, but it eased. In September, I left for Belgrade.
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Part Two





Student in Belgrade


1979s—1983
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Personal Struggles 





Košutnjak, a peaceful forest on the outskirts of Belgrade, soon transformed into my sanctuary. Oak and beech trees arched overhead, their leaves whispering in the wind. Locals came there to walk, rest, and breathe. Just steps from the college, it steadied me in a city that still felt foreign. Before class and after long days, I escaped there to gather myself. 

That part of the city was full of students. Two universities, rows of dormitories, and small restaurants lined the streets. Five of us shared a single room—two Montenegrins, two Serbs, and me. The space was tight. 

We went to college together, ate modest meals, and often stayed up late talking. Early in my first year, I became close with four other Albanian hospitality students. Like me, they were far from home. 

When food ran low, we shared what we had. I remember Granit once dividing a single loaf of bread among the five of us, declaring with mock ceremony, "A feast fit for kings." 

When exams approached, we lent each other notes and encouragement. Even with their support, the first year was difficult. 

Getting home was slow and uncertain. Phone lines were unreliable, so we relied on letters and telegrams. As the eldest child, I felt the weight of my family's sacrifices. Every decision mattered.

By June, exams approached. I needed to pass seven out of thirteen to continue. Failure would mean returning home, undoing the sacrifice my family had made to send me here.


      ***Our classroom felt like a small map of the world. Accents mingled in the air, each carrying its own rhythm. Some students came from Belgrade's neighborhoods; others from distant towns or different republics. 

Among us was Rohan from India, the son of a diplomat. We often sat together, sharing ideas and small jokes. 

A few weeks later, he invited me and a Montenegrin friend to visit the villa where he lived. Shelves lined with books, soft light resting on marble floors. His mother greeted us warmly and served tea with delicate cookies arranged on porcelain plates. 

We sat in a room filled with artifacts from distant places, talking about everything from our studies to the differences in our homelands.

Another close friend, a Montenegrin born in Kosovo, often shared my desk. His voice carried the ease of someone who'd grown up beside Albanians. When we were alone, he slipped a few words of my language into conversation. 

In those moments, we built a quiet bridge. I came to admire the Montenegrins' rugged pride, their loyalty, and their open-handed hospitality. Those qualities reminded me of home. During breaks, I listened as much as I spoke. Stories flowed—about families, hometowns, losses, dreams.

One of my closest companions was Nino, a Belgrade native with a calm smile and a gift for languages. He worked part-time at the American embassy, and his stories were filled with humor. With him, I was never an outsider. My accent didn't matter. I was simply his friend.

Vesna, another classmate from Belgrade, often sat beside me. She was thoughtful and observant, gentle in her manner. 

One afternoon, as we compared notes in an empty classroom, she remarked that I always seemed healthy, full of life. I laughed and told her it was the air and water of my hometown, near the Sharr Mountains. 

After a pause, she added softly that when she first met me, she'd wondered how different things might be between us—if only I weren't Albanian. 

Her words were quiet, but they named a boundary I'd always sensed. I answered simply that love knows no borders, but that I was married. 

She looked away and said that even if she'd wanted something more, her family would never have allowed it. The pressure would have been too great. I told her I understood, and that friendship was enough.

The professor entered, shuffling his notes, and the moment passed. 

Over the days that followed, I spoke more openly about Meri and our daughter—not to create distance, but to honor the life that grounded me.


      ***Amid the laughter and learning I shared with my classmates, I carried a quiet burden—shame over my broken teeth. A bicycle accident in seventh grade—just before I left school to work—left my two front teeth shattered. The rest of my teeth were in poor condition as well, but my family—strained by my father's uncertain work—couldn't afford dental care. 

When my father finally found a job in Germany, I became eligible for health coverage. Yet getting treatment in Kosovo proved difficult. In Ferizaj, only two dentists served thousands, and appointments were scarce.

Belgrade felt different. Clinics were modern; the staff efficient. After a year, I gathered my courage and walked into a small dental clinic. At the reception desk, hope faltered.

"This card is in Albanian," the clerk said. "I can't schedule an appointment."

My hands trembled, and heat rushed to my face, but I steadied myself and replied that the card was bilingual, recognized by law, and that my right to care didn't depend on language. As her voice rose, it drew attention from the waiting room. Faces turned toward me. 

A dentist stepped out. Calm and direct, he confirmed the card's validity and asked another clerk to assist me. When my name was called, I entered the treatment room still unsettled.

The dentist began working—without anesthesia. Whether deliberate or routine, the pain arrived sharp and immediate. I gripped the armrests, afraid that protest might be taken as ingratitude—or provoke something worse. 

The assistant noticed my shaking and placed a cool towel on my forehead. That small, wordless kindness kept me from breaking. For two months, I returned for treatment, enduring painful sessions to save six teeth. When it was over, I allowed myself to believe it had been worth it.

Within three months, the repairs began to fail. Fillings cracked. Pain returned. With it came a deeper disappointment. My fragile confidence slipped away. 

Yet in the classroom and among my friends, I pushed through, interacting as if nothing had happened—my smile careful, my laughter measured, the shame locked away where no one else could see it.


      ***As spring turned to summer, exams hung over everything. Each trip home was a risk—lectures missed, notes lost—but I planned carefully, keeping within the three-absence limit for each subject. 

Classmates copied notes for me, whispered explanations during breaks, and passed along recorded lessons. Under the flicker of dorm lights, I studied late into the night, surrounded by friends who filled the gaps my absences left behind.

By June 1980, I'd passed five of my thirteen first-year exams—modest progress, but meaningful. Still, anxiety pressed hard. Passing seven was the condition for continuing to the second year. Anything less meant losing my dorm bed, my canteen meals, and my financial aid. 

I remember trudging through icy streets on an empty stomach, translating Serbian words to Albanian under weak dorm lights, and swallowing my pride in moments of cultural misunderstanding. Being Albanian meant facing subtle prejudice. Speaking during lectures felt difficult—my accent stood out, my voice sometimes caught. 

Once, during a seminar, I hesitated so long before answering that the room went quiet. A classmate caught my eye and gave a small nod. That gesture gave me the courage to speak.
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