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			My Albania
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			My Albania—a place where poverty meant nothing to a little girl whose life was so thoroughly enriched by love. The city of Shkodër was my world—my safe, protective bubble where my dreams were born and I was awakened each morning from my sleepy flights of fancy to my mother’s gentle voice, her kisses and massages. It’s no exaggeration to say that I led a charmed life, with each and every one of my youthful wants and needs fulfilled. I enjoyed a universe brimming with activities, friends, playtime, and, most of all, my mother’s presence. Her embrace was frequent and it was my most secure haven—my ultimate comfort zone.

			The year was 1996, and I was nine and a half years old. I vaguely recall the rising tensions in my city and the occasional gunshots that would resonate through the streets. Such events were followed by a flurry of adult conversation: “They killed him! Did you hear? Oh, my God!” These words passed me like a feather in the wind. I lived in my own realm of joy and childhood indulgence. Young children don’t understand the idea of impermanence—the reality that nothing lasts forever. It’s as if an angel is standing over each child’s shoulder, whispering: Eternity is yours. Nothing will harm you.

			Then, one summer afternoon, as I was outside our apartment in the neighborhood of Perash during lunch hour (a time when I was supposed to be napping), the angel disappeared. I had begged my mother to let me go out and play. “Please? It’s so nice outside and my friend is waiting. I’ll be right back. I promise!”

			Knowing she couldn’t dissuade me—and since she perceived no harm in allowing me the pleasure of neighborhood play—my mother conceded. “Okay,” she said. “But come right back.”

			My friend and I began our playtime, and it seemed we had the street to ourselves. No one else was in sight. The afternoons in Albania were basically a siesta. It was rare to see anyone on the streets. But that day, suddenly and out of nowhere, a man approached me as I played with my friend.

			“You’re such a cute girl. How are you today?” he began.

			“I’m fine, and you?” I replied. I wondered why this strange man was addressing me, but I was very precocious and not at all shy.

			So began a conversation that changed my life.

			“What’s your name?” the man asked.

			“Angela Martini,” I answered proudly, knowing the uniqueness of my surname in the region.

			“Oh, don’t you know? I’m a very good friend of your father,” he said. “Where do you live?”

			“Here, on the fifth floor,” I said, gesturing toward my apartment. “But my father lives somewhere else. He’s in Switzerland.”

			In 1990 my father had fled Albania in the first wave of refugees. He recognized the mounting danger amidst the political upheaval as our country bucked against corruption and repressive communist control. When Albanians were granted the right to travel abroad, my father was among the first citizens to flee. While most refugees were scaling embassy walls or pouring onto ships in evacuation efforts arranged with assistance from the United Nations, my father hopped on a plane and headed for Switzerland—a destination that led many to believe he was wealthy (which was far from the case). In actuality, my father had a great uncle in Zürich who could help him secure a visa—first for himself, and then for his family, ultimately arranging to have my mother and me join him there. Now, it was six years later and my parents had divorced. It was highly unlikely that my father knew this man.

			“Come, let me buy you an ice cream,” the man attempted to coax me.

			“I don’t want ice cream,” I insisted. The treat meant little to me since my mother always indulged me at my first request.

			“But I can give you the best ice cream,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me away, leaving my friend to look on, bewildered.

			As we walked, I spotted an old Mercedes with three men inside. Even from a distance, I could see the gold necklaces they wore. At that moment, I heard my mother’s voice in my mind: If anyone wants to take you away, from one place to another, or wants to give you something, never go along—never!

			Instinctively, I realized I was in grave danger and I knew I had to act quickly. Without taking a moment to think, I bit the man’s hand, ran away, and screamed at the top of my lungs, “You want to kidnap me!”

			The quiet streets of our neighborhood filled with people who heard my cries, and the man got into the car and left. My mother found me shaking on the sidewalk, white as a ghost, and she took me in her arms.

			“Oh, my God! My child, my little girl!” My mother sobbed, as if she’d nearly lost her whole world. Enfolding me in her embrace, she led me back into the apartment. “We must be careful now, my Angela. These are very dangerous times, and we always have to look over our shoulders. Do you hear me?”

			As she spoke, I placed my head on Mom’s chest and felt her whole body quaking with emotional turmoil.

			From then on, life was never the same. In the days that followed, neighbors reported seeing the same vehicle circling the block, searching. Perhaps the mistaken belief that my father was a wealthy man had put me at a particular risk, but in those days children were being sold into prostitution in Italy or kidnapped and killed, their vital organs sold on the black market—unbelievable, but true! At ten years old, I was already beginning to blossom into a young lady. I had long legs and long, dark, curly hair that framed my shoulders. My mother feared that these traits made me a particularly ripe target. Were all of us children at risk, or was it only me? It was impossible to be sure, and reported sightings of the suspicious Mercedes kept circling the neighborhood.

			On the day that I was nearly kidnapped from my home and whisked away to unknown terrors, something clicked in my mother’s mind. Our neighborhood wasn’t safe for me anymore. Until this point, I’d been free to come and go as I pleased—even as a small child. While my mother, a teacher, was at work, I played on the streets with all the other children. We were free to roam. In fact, I was just six years old when I stumbled upon a neighborhood beauty contest and fearlessly hopped onto the stoop that served as the pageant stage. While my mother was in the classroom, I was out and about, being crowned Miss Perash! I was independent and safe and loved.

			But the attempted kidnapping changed everything—or it was the first incident that seemed to trigger a cascade of changes. First, my mother moved me to my grandparents’ apartment in another part of the city. She would visit me there every day, she promised—and with the exception of one occasion, she did. Each day, my mother went to work as a teacher and came to have dinner with me at her parents’ place. I missed the pink walls of our Perash apartment, but as long as I had my mother around, I could adapt to anything.

			Then, about a month later, my mother was forced to move out of our apartment, too. With Albania in the throes of its worst economic crisis in history, my mother fell prey to the era’s prevalent Ponzi schemes. With fraudulent promises of enormous returns, so many Albanians had been lured into selling their apartments and relinquishing their money to nefarious schemers—some promising 100 percent interest, though the only thing that seemed 100 percent guaranteed was the horrific financial impact on victims across the entire country.

			As a result, my mother was forced to join me at my grandparents’ apartment—an arrangement that I found perfectly warm and loving, but my mother understood that the situation was a byproduct of Albania’s stewing conflicts. Scams were forcing hardworking people into poverty; medical care was substandard; educational opportunities were scarce. My mother could see the simple truth: in our country there was little chance for my future to hold anything more expansive than my grandparents’ cramped quarters.

			With these thoughts in mind, my mother spoke to my father, Eduard, and they arranged for me to live in Switzerland with him and my stepmother, Rita. My mother and father agreed that my future would be better served by leaving Albania. My paternal grandmother, Angelina, agreed. Since her mother-in-law had become a beloved best friend, my mother took Angelina’s advice seriously. “There’s no denying that Angela will have a better education and a brighter future in Switzerland,” she told my mother as a plan for my departure began to take hold.

			Of course, my mother fully intended to follow me as soon as she could secure a visa; she was as attached to me as I was to her. How she would accomplish the feat of getting herself a visa was anyone’s guess, but the foremost consideration was my safety, which she would never compromise.

			Despite practically living on top of each other, my mother managed to keep the plans for my departure a secret from the rest of us—even as she spent the whole summer preparing for it. As I anticipated returning to school in the fall, played under her careful watch, and skipped rope up and down the block, my mother obtained the requisite documents to send me abroad. This included a custody agreement, placing my care in my father’s hands—a prospect that must’ve contributed to her sleepless nights as much as Albania’s growing unrest. Silently and courageously, she prepared herself for our traumatic separation.

			My mother had already helped my older half brother, Blerti, move to Greece to find greater economic opportunity, but this was different. Blerti was already twenty-two years old when he set out in search of a brighter future abroad. I was barely ten years old. I can only imagine what it was like for her to keep the Switzerland secret to herself, knowing, as she did, that each passing day was one of the last we’d ever spend together in Albania.

			Though I remained unaware of the plan hatched on my behalf, even as a child, I understood that life had become vastly different once we moved in with Grandma Dava and Grandpa Muho, my mother’s parents. I believe I must have sensed the increased tension in the air, though I can’t recall anything specific about it. By contrast, I will never forget the day my mother sat me down in my grandmother’s kitchen to inform me that I’d be moving to Switzerland without her.

			Grandma’s kitchen was smaller and darker than our own kitchen had been, and you could never be sure what kind of smells might be coming from the oven. I have always hated the smell of fish, and so my mother never cooked it in our old apartment. But here, at my grandparents’ place, there were no such accommodations. That day the kitchen was simply warm and filled with comforting voices. It didn’t seem significant when my mother set a plate of Albanian cookies between us on the plastic kitchen table; she was, after all, always willing to indulge me in sweets. I do, however, remember the nervous look on her face.

			“You know,” she began gently, “our country is dangerous and the future isn’t very bright for you here.”

			I knew there were problems. We weren’t the only ones to lose everything in a Ponzi scheme; so many of my mother’s friends had been affected. But at my age, all of the bad news blurred together. The attempted abduction, my sudden exile from my beloved neighborhood, the loss of our apartment—all of this happened within just a month, and none of it struck me as particularly bad because there we were—my mother and I, together.

			“The good news,” my mother continued, “is that you have the chance to go to Switzerland to live with your father for a while.”

			Visiting my father was usually a weeklong holiday from school; I knew from my mother’s tone that this trip was somehow different. Of course, I assumed she was coming with me—until she reached for my hand and said, “I promise I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”

			I had no reason to doubt her. When I first moved to my grandmother’s apartment, my mother had promised to see me every day, and (with just one exception) she did.

			And years earlier, before my parents divorced, my father and I had set out for Switzerland—just the two of us together. I was four years old at the time, and my father and I had flown ahead of my mother, hoping to secure refugee visas before her arrival. That attempt to flee Albania hadn’t panned out, and we’d all ended up returning to Albania together. But my mother had promised to join us in our efforts in Switzerland, and she did. It had taken her about a month to get there, but, indeed, she came. I knew she loved me and she’d never lied to me.

			While my mother soothed my apprehensions, her mother aggravated them. Grandma Dava was aghast when she heard the news: “What kind of mother gets rid of her own daughter?”

			My aunts gathered at the apartment, eager to agree. “So selfish!” they insisted.

			“You’re all so ignorant!” my mother railed. “I’m not at all selfish. I’m acting in the best interests of my daughter. Of course I want her near me. If I were selfish, I wouldn’t be making such a sacrifice. This decision isn’t about me. It’s about Angela’s future.”

			Despite all of this nay-saying, my mother found validation with Grandma Angelina, for whom I’m named. Angelina played a role in Mom’s life that was less like that of a mother-in-law than a best friend. Her wise judgment consistently served to center my mother and set her on course. “Everything will be fine,” Angelina reassured my mother. “In fact, you’ll have a much easier time getting a visa for yourself if you send Angela ahead of you to live with her father.”

			This sustained my mother’s resolve. Of course the government would honor our mother-daughter bond. If I were already living in Switzerland, officials would facilitate the process of my mother obtaining a visa. Surely she could protect my future without sacrificing our bond.

			And this thought helped her steel herself against her own family’s overwhelming doubts. “What if you never see this child again?” Grandma Dava cried.

			Just hearing these heated exchanges made me uncomfortable—fearful and uncertain about what was to come. But, as usual, my mother was my supreme comforter.

			“Listen to me, my light,” she said, holding me tightly. She always called me by such loving nicknames—my light, my heart, my sunshine, my north star. “Don’t listen to them. You know I want only the best for you. You have no future here. And I promise you one thing for sure.”

			I looked into my mother’s eyes and awaited that promise as if it were more valuable than gold.

			“I promise that once you go to Switzerland, I’ll follow you right away.”

			“Do you promise me?” I asked, even though I trusted her completely. She had all my life proven that her promise was her bond.

			“I’ll be right behind you,” she said.

			…

			A few days later, I found myself on a bus, traveling to Tirana International Airport with my mother, Grandma Dava, and three of my aunts. Unlike my holiday visits to my father, the whole crew insisted on coming along to the airport. Throughout the ride my grandmother sat clutching my hand and struggling to choke back tears.

			“Please stop!” my mother admonished. “Don’t you see that you’re upsetting Angela?”

			My grandmother looked at me, as if trying to assess whether or not I was upset. As we headed toward the airport, I sat looking out the window, like any other ten-year-old girl watching the scenery pass by. It’s true that Grandma Dava’s concern was unsettling, but, much like my father, I wasn’t one for showing my emotions. I’d be willing to wager that my face lacked any trace of sorrow or worry that my grandmother could detect; I’m sure she had no idea that she might be upsetting me. By contrast, no matter how stoic I seem, my mother has always, always been able to recognize my emotions even as I try my best to hide them.

			I knew I would miss her terribly.

			That day, I had mixed feelings about setting off for Switzerland, but fear seemed to elude me. What is there to fear? I asked myself. I’m going to be with my father. Nothing terrible will happen to me.

			When I visited my father on holidays, he always took the whole week off of work. He’d take me shopping. He and my stepmother, Rita, would do their best to entertain me. I had no desire to leave my friends or my neighborhood, my doting and dear extended family, and certainly not my mother, but I did my best to keep calm: Nothing terrible will happen. Nothing terrible will happen.

			At the airport check-in counter, a flight attendant took my hand to escort me to my gate. I paused to hug and kiss my mother, my aunts, my grandma. Everyone I loved most was right there, and I wasn’t quite registering that I was really leaving them behind. My mother smiled and walked along beside me until we reached the security checkpoint. “See you soon, my light,” she said cheerfully and laughing, letting me know, yet again, that there was nothing to fear. The flight attendant ushered me onward, and it was only after I passed through security that I turned to glance back at my mother and saw her weeping. Bawling. The floodgates had opened, and she could no longer restrain her tears.

			Confused, I continued to board. How strange! Why is she crying? What could be wrong? She’ll be joining me in Switzerland in no time at all.

			As I boarded the plane, I tried to block out the image of my mother in tears. Back then, I was too young to understand the family history that made separations so very traumatic for my grandmother, but I had already accepted that she found my departure worth crying about. My mother’s tears? I did my best not to think about them. Instead, I sat in my window seat as we rose above my Albania and I watched the cloud formations roll as they lulled me to sleep. How odd to look back on this now, understanding the extent to which innocence is bliss. Had I known back then the reality of what was ahead, I never would have been able to sleep.

			II

			New Best Friends
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			My father, Eduard, rarely showed his feelings and seldom displayed paternal affection. This stood in striking contrast to the emotionality expressed by my mother, her family, and Albanian culture in general. There could be no greater contrast than there was between the bawling maternal family I left in Tirana and my father, who would be picking me up in Zürich and taking me to the city of Basel.

			My parents divorced when I was six years old. Their match was hardly one made in heaven.

			By the time my mother and father met, my mother had already been married and divorced twice—both times to the same man, Xhafer, the father of my half brother, Blerti.

			When my mother and Xhafer remarried, Blerti was, of course, thrilled to have his parents under the same roof again, but this reconciliation was short-lived. When Xhafer proved himself to be abusive the second time around, my mother gathered Blerti and their belongings and she left—for good. Back then it was virtually unheard of for a woman to relinquish housing in a divorce, but my mother was courageous, determined, and ahead of her time. There was no creature comfort, and certainly no stuff, more valuable than protecting her son and moving forward with her life.

			It was also nearly impossible for a divorced mother and child to secure an apartment all to themselves. In those days, large families lived in cramped one-bedroom apartments, while, through the help of a university friend, my mother and Blerti had an entire unit to themselves. Of course this inspired a new crop of cruel neighbors to spread the rumor that landing in such an apartment clearly indicated that my mother had been sleeping with officials!

			Though these comments offended her, my mother remained steadfast, determined to begin life anew with her son. Truth be told, the apartment was a mess—old and neglected, everything from the floors to the bathroom fixtures having fallen into a striking state of disrepair. In her typical style, my mother just took a deep breath and forged ahead. She was grateful for the apartment and for Blerti and for the teaching job she loved. She was a single working mother who felt upbeat about her life, a schoolteacher proving herself able to care independently for herself and her son.

			Then, my father came along.

			Still a developing country, Albania had been experiencing something of a building boom. Construction teams were working on the streets, houses, and bridges in her village of Shkodër and countrywide.

			Back in Albania, my father had a career as an architect and engineer. He was impressively mature and industrious for his age. At just twenty-four years old, he had already risen to the heights of his vocation and was managing two hundred employees as the director of a company. It was common practice at the time for groups of workers traveling in and out of the city to transport teachers to and from their schools. One day, my father was managing the team that brought my mother to work. My mother was taken with Eduard’s energy and his work ethic. He was about ten years younger than my mother, and the combination of his youth and his competence spoke to my mother’s own independent spirit.

			It’s a true story: my parents met on a truck!

			The short version of the story is that my father took an interest in my mother’s background and offered to bring his crew to help her out in her new apartment. My mother was more than eager to accept his offer.

			With nothing at stake between them but goodwill, my father and his team renovated the crumbling kitchen and the grimy bathroom; they refinished her beat-up floors. He put all of his workers on the job and transformed my mother’s environment into a space that reflected the fresh start her life was taking.

			Once the renovations were complete, my mother expressed her desire to retrieve some of the many things she’d left behind with Xhafer, and Eduard gathered his team to help. When the men entered the apartment, Xhafer couldn’t contain his jealousy.

			“Go ahead and take her things,” Xhafer said. “But don’t you dare touch anything of mine!”

			“Your possessions are not the issue,” my father replied, calmly and confidently taking control of the situation.

			Nothing romantic had taken shape between them, but there was an undeniable attraction brewing between my parents. My father was energetic and kind, making sure my mother had the freshest milk and accompanying her on long walks through the neighborhood.

			Finally, two months after helping her reclaim her possessions from Xhafer, my father appeared at Mom’s apartment. “You’re a lovely girl, and I absolutely adore you,” he said, venturing to place his first kiss on her lips.

			My mother was enchanted and felt entirely at ease. Soon, they became intimate. My father spent most evenings at her apartment, but kept the relationship secret from his parents for quite some time; not only was my mother ten years his senior but she also carried the stigma of divorce. This alone was enough to inspire relentless neighborhood gossip—not to mention that she already had a child.

			My mother and father, however, were passionate and in love.

			Grandma Angelina was remarkably open-minded even back then. When my father first entrusted her with the news of his romance with Mom, Angelina surprised him with her response: “You’d better be fair and respectful to her, Eduard. You must never disrespect a single mother.”

			“I really like her, Mother. She’s a lovely person, and she has a good job.”

			“I’d like to meet her,” Angelina replied, and she joyfully embraced my mother as soon as they were introduced. To my brother, Blerti, she said, “Come and give this old lady a hug!”

			Fond of my mother from the beginning, Angelina would visit her and Blerti from time to time. She understood that my mother and her son were dating steadily. She hoped they would marry one day, though she knew enough to maintain the couple’s secrecy.

			Grandpa Muho, on the other hand, was furious when he learned of his daughter’s new romance. “How could you fall for a younger man?” he bellowed. “He’s only going to exploit you without ever committing to marriage!”

			My mother hated to worry her beloved father, but she simply had to follow her heart. As soon as both families learned of the relationship, my parents began living together—out of wedlock, of course; my mother was hardly eager to dive into marriage number three.

			And just like Xhafer before him, my father took a sudden 180-degree turn. He became intensely jealous and frequently accused my mother of infidelity—with a bus driver, a store clerk, a stranger in the neighborhood. It was as if my father would suddenly snap, his temper flaring and his rage escalating by the minute. My mother, however, managed to hold her ground. “Either you get out or I’ll stand here screaming all night.”

			Grandma Angelina was already quick to stand by my mother’s side. “I’m so sorry for my son’s behavior,” she said. “For the sake of your love, please find it in your heart to forgive him.”

			“I can’t,” said my mother. My father’s behavior was simply intolerable, and she’d already endured the violent temper of her first husband.

			My mother kept her word, and the two didn’t see one another for a while. In response, my father began drinking. After a binge, he would spend hours standing under Mother’s bedroom window; once he even broke down her apartment door. Sober, he’d stop my mother in the street, asking for forgiveness.

			My mother’s resolve was strong—and it only strengthened once she learned that my father had begun a relationship with her colleague’s sister shortly after their breakup. Her coworker went on to detail much of what had gone on between my father and this new lover. My mother was unsure if these stories were true, but she was horrified either way, and she would not yield to my father’s pleas for forgiveness.

			“I love only you!” he declared with desperation when confronted.

			Except, as it turned out, my father had become engaged to this other woman. “I was forced into it,” he said.

			“Forced?” my mother challenged. “What do you mean, ‘forced’?”

			He simply could not bring himself to answer. At first, my mother felt rejected, sad, and awful, but given all of the red flags surrounding the relationship—the infidelity and physical violence, not to mention their age gap—she decided it was best to move on.

			But it wasn’t long until my father announced that he’d broken his engagement; this time he was the one who’d been cheated on, and this fact seemed to chasten him. My mother decided to forgive him, believing he was sincere. Their relationship progressed, though it lacked a solid foundation, and my mother frequently found my father to be distant, detached, and tired. Still, she persisted in her attempts to make things work—and then, of course, she was pregnant.

			Though I was officially unplanned, for months my mother had been dreaming of having a daughter. The dreams were so vivid, she knew in her gut that they’d soon become reality. Thus, my parents each reacted to news of this pregnancy in completely different ways. My father’s reaction was almost a lack of reaction; he just stood there frozen in shock. My mother, on the other hand, was ecstatic. She knew from the get-go that she’d be having a daughter—she was absolutely sure of it! She was already excited by the idea that mothers and daughters tended to share a unique bond. We’ll be best friends, she told herself.

			Though my father was vehement as he accused my mother of infidelity, he was actually the one having affairs. Despite knowing this, my mother allowed Angelina to arrange for a wedding; she was determined not to have the baby alone.

			My father had been transferred to the northern city of Pukë for work, and one day, my mother happened to find a picture of a beautiful young woman in his jacket pocket. It was inscribed, To my love, along with a phone number.

			My mother called.

			A sweet voice answered, identifying herself and her office.

			“Hello, this is Eduard’s wife. I found this number in his jacket and wanted to get in touch with him so that I can send the jacket to Pukë. The weather is getting colder,” my mother said.

			“Eduard’s wife?” the young woman asked in disbelief.

			“Yes,” said my mother. “And I’m pregnant with his child.”

			When Eduard arrived home, he was silent about the phone call, but my mother had already communicated the details of the conversation to Angelina.

			“I can assure you that my son will never return to Pukë,” she said.

			Given my father’s emotional distance, it seems almost appropriate that he was literally at a distance on the day I was born. He was once again out of town working, but some animal instinct in him must have been triggered. He somehow knew that my mother was about to go into labor, and he rushed home that same day.

			When he found the apartment empty, he then ran to his mother’s home, where she informed him that my mother had already given birth.

			“Congratulations to the luckiest daddy in the world!” Grandma Angelina said, embracing him.

			Dad could barely form words, but managed to ask, “Is it a boy or a girl?”

			My father had already made it abundantly clear that he desperately wanted his child to be a boy.

			“It’s a girl!” Angelina reported with joy.

			My father couldn’t stop himself from crying out in despair. “Why? Why?”

			In some respects, it was a blessing in disguise that men weren’t allowed into maternity wards in Albania. My father was so devastated by the fact that I wasn’t a boy, had he been let in, he might’ve caused a scene.

			The next morning, he went to the women’s hospital to visit Mom—though in Albania this meant standing on the sidewalk beneath her third-floor window, calling up to her from below. After a quick greeting to find out how she was doing, he asked, “Any chance you can come home with a boy instead?”

			My mother was so smitten with me that my father’s barbs struck her as more pitiable than painful. She quickly changed the subject. “Your daughter has your nose, as we predicted.”

			This must have piqued his curiosity. “Can you bring the baby to the window so I can see her?” he asked.

			My mother carried me to the window, carefully presenting me for my father to see. Peering up at me, my father remarked, “Yes, you’re right. She has my nose.”

			It’s true that my father and I have always shared a striking resemblance, even when I was in my infancy.

			I suppose I can somewhat understand why Dad nearly lost his mind over the fact that he had a girl to raise rather than a beloved boy. I realize now how very young and inexperienced he was when I was born. I know he meant well, and I imagine that he would’ve found a certain comfort in the familiarity of his own gender. Even as a newborn, my femininity seemed to be more than he could handle, and he could surely mold a boy more comfortably with his strict, disciplinary ways than he imagined he could a fragile little girl.

			Of course, he softened once I was brought home. When he returned from work, Dad would stare at me in awe, for thirty minutes at a time. “Stop staring at the baby like that,” Grandma would say, shaking her son’s shoulders. “Have you gone mad?”

			“Is this really my child?” he’d ask in wonderment. “Is this my daughter? Look at her eyes and her cute little face.”

			“I did the same thing in the hospital when I breastfed her,” said my mother. “The nurses would tease me for staring so intently I’d almost forget to feed the baby. ‘You’re so distracted,’ they’d say. ‘The little one is hungry and you’re off in dreamland.’”

			My parents named me after Angelina, who suggested the derivative “Angela.” My mother was tremendously fond of her mother-in-law and ecstatic over her angelic, healthy child, so she was thrilled with this idea. In doting on me, my mother and Angelina bonded like best friends—and much of the time, my father joined in. It seemed that he lived for me, and we grew quite close when I was a little girl, even though his temper continued to flare. Still, it was clear that he wanted the best for his family.

			In December 1990, Communism had begun to collapse and student demonstrations in the capital of Tirana had become frequent, having started earlier in other cities. In Shkodër, the first revolts broke out when a few hundred people demolished a statue of Joseph Stalin. Later in the year, regulations were relaxed, allowing for the freedom to travel abroad—opening up relationships with the outside world. With open borders, poor Albanians seized the opportunity to go overseas and begin a new life.

			My father recognized that our country was being destroyed by the protests, strikes, and poverty, and so he was determined to apply for political asylum and rebuild our lives elsewhere. His uncle had escaped Albania years earlier and had already established himself as a doctor in Zürich—which meant we had a place to land outside of the refugee camps. My father and I would travel ahead and send for my mother once we secured her a visa.

			I was only four years old when my father and I arrived at Markos’s apartment. I adored both my father and his uncle. Neither of them knew a thing about caring for a little girl, but they doted on me, haplessly taking me out to buy clothes; awkwardly hovering around the tub, trying to figure out how to give me a bath; clumsily outfitting me in sneakers and dresses. In fact, there’s a photo that captures the mayhem: there I am on the couch, decked out in nothing but sneakers and underwear.

			Imagine two Albanian men and a baby, a sort of blockbuster comedy. They were trying so hard, but these men had absolutely no idea how to go about raising a child, not even Markos, who had a grown daughter of his own. I remember that we all bustled around town and laughed—how silly it all was!—but the comedy only lasted for about two weeks, at which point I began crying for my mother every night, wetting the bed.

			“What do we do?” Markos asked his ex-wife. “We were having so much fun; what happened?”

			“She needs her mother,” his ex-wife said. “That’s all it is. She must have her mother here.”

			This separation from my mother had such a dramatic impact on me that my father and his uncle had little choice but to do everything within their power to get my mother a visa in short order, which they did.

			My mother and I had been apart for about a month, and the relief I felt upon being reunited with her was more powerful than I can describe. My mother and I have a particular bond, and just as we longed for each other then, I know we’ll fervently long for each other for the rest of our lives.

			III

			No Place like Home
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			In retrospect, it seems ludicrous that anyone thought it would be a good idea to separate me from my mother when I was just four years old. Perhaps the only thing that could be more naive was to think that I would have grown out of such longing by the age of ten—but there I was, on a plane alone, headed to Switzerland without my mother once again. It’ll just be a month, I told myself. It’ll be just like last time: we’ll probably only be apart for a month.

			I took comfort in the fact that Mom and I didn’t stay in Switzerland for long on that first go-round. After she arrived, we briefly stayed at an asylum camp with others who had fled Albania. My mother, father, and I lived together in one room, sharing a bathroom down the hall with other refugees. I mostly remember sitting inside and watching cartoons. My mother couldn’t stand the shared bathroom, and it seemed my parents’ relationship had a tough time withstanding the close quarters—though, of course, the volatility of my parents’ coexistence was hardly specific to our circumstances in Switzerland.

			Fortunately, we were able to get out of the camp and into an apartment in Basel. Beloved wherever she goes, it’s no great surprise to me that my mother was able to make profound human connections even under the difficult circumstances of seeking asylum. Natalie, the woman in charge at the camp, quickly came to love and admire my mother. Not only was Natalie well aware that our living conditions were far from ideal, she was also able to observe my father at his worst, wielding a temper and a relentless domination over my mother, bringing even more difficulty to our life in limbo.

			Natalie suggested to my mother that taking language courses would help her adapt more quickly to her new environment, but my father wouldn’t hear of it. He didn’t want her straying from home for any reason. Instead, showing her characteristic wherewithal, my mother decided to teach herself. Natalie kindly brought my mother books and study guides.

			Observing the discord that took place between my parents, Natalie tried to persuade my mother to leave my father. She promised to help my mom and informed her of government support, but my mother was convinced that my father would never let her go. Her only recourse was to rely on prayer and inner strength, hoping that someday she would find her own individual freedom.

			As her domestic woes intensified, my mother began to consider Natalie’s offer, but there was no way she’d have the Swiss authorities intervene, as her friend had suggested. More than anything else, my mother wanted to return to Albania—though such a return wouldn’t be an easy feat. Beyond the logistics of travel and citizenship, it would be impossible to convince my father of such a plan. My father was perfectly content never to return to Albania again, but my mother and I deeply longed for our country. After some thought, my mother was inspired to try her hand at diplomacy.

			“You know, Eduard,” she began, appealing to her husband’s sense of reason, “we’re having such a difficult time here in Switzerland. I fear we’re not even going to make it here as a family under these conditions. Wouldn’t it be wiser for me to return to Albania with little Angela until you receive permission to remain here? Then we can return. Who knows? Surely it will be easier to get established here without a family to support.”

			The reality was that we were undocumented immigrants, and my father still didn’t have a job. He was reluctant, but much to my mother’s amazement, he agreed. “I fear you might be right,” he admitted. “We’re living under deplorable conditions, and of course I want our daughter to stay healthy and strong.”

			My mother nodded gratefully. She and I would return to Albania while my father searched for work. Then he could obtain the necessary papers and send for us.

			…

			The next day, with the help of his uncle, my father was able to obtain a visa for our return to Albania. My mother would have to receive permission from the authorities to leave the country. When this permission was granted, she learned that she’d have to be escorted out of the country by Swiss police—a prospect that she found horribly embarrassing. What would her family think if she arrived in Albania accompanied by law enforcement? Albania was still somewhat isolated from the world, and the people were unaccustomed to confronting foreigners—not to mention a foreign police force. My mother imagined a squad of officers flanking her as she stepped off the plane. With this concern in mind, she approached an officer. “Sir, do you mind if I ask whether we are going to be accompanied by your colleagues?”

			My mother detected good-natured laughter from some of the officers in the room. “No, madam. We’ll only be taking you as far as the airport in Zürich. We’re not traveling with you to Albania,” one of them reassured her.

			“Thank you,” my mother replied with a deep sense of relief.

			The officer was amiable, but he quickly assumed a serious tone. “Madam,” he began, “if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you a question, and if you prefer not to answer, I won’t ask again.”

			“Go ahead,” my mother said.

			“Are you sure you want to withdraw your asylum application, return to Albania, and take your daughter with you?” The look on his face was kind and he was undeniably respectful.

			Mother was stunned, and her mental wheels started turning. She understood the officer’s implication—that she should reconsider her decision. Did I make the right choice? she wondered. What about Angela and her future?

			My safety and my future were always her greatest concerns, but when she thought about her husband, second-guessing herself came to an abrupt end.

			She was always walking on eggshells around my father, afraid he’d decide she’d done something wrong and that he’d lash out at her. She realized how often she held her breath around him. Was there really a future for her and her daughter if they had to live in fear?

			“Yes, Officer,” she said emphatically. “I know what I am doing.”

			“Do you realize that once you sign the annulment of your asylum request, you’re not allowed to enter Switzerland for five consecutive years?” the officer warned my mother.

			Five years? But who wants to come back here anyway? my mother thought. I’ve been through hell here. “I realize that, Officer, but we need to go home.”

			With unflagging determination, my mother signed the required documents, and a veil of sadness came over my father’s face. He looked genuinely repentant for his volatile behavior. My mother, too, felt a measure of remorse for all the love and history that had transpired between them, but the predominant thought in her mind was of flight, of escaping to freedom.

			On the day that she and I departed, Dad continuously kissed my tiny hands, showering me with praise and assuring both of us of his undying love and commitment. “I’ll do my best to make up for everything you have endured, Nexhi,” he said at the airport, taking her in his arms. “I promise you that I’ll find a decent job, earn a good living, get an apartment, and send for you. I promise.”

			As we boarded, tears filled Dad’s eyes. My mother felt compassion for the man whose actions had driven us away, and parting was sorrowfully sweet, but on the flight home, my mother knew she’d made the right choice, almost immediately feeling whole and alive once again.

			…

			Throughout my life I’ve always found a certain glory in returning to Albania, and back then, with so many family members and friends still in the country, nowhere on earth felt more like home. “We made it,” my mother said as our plane landed. “We’re home!”

			As we debarked the plane and navigated the Tirana airport, my mother carried the huge, beautiful doll I’d gotten in Switzerland. In Albania, most people still lived in poverty and children’s toys were so plain and similar, produced in Albanian factories and distributed, it seemed, to all children as if they were standard issue. My doll from Switzerland, by contrast, was utterly remarkable—life-sized and strikingly lifelike. Such a splendid doll was something of a rarity even in Switzerland, and there certainly wasn’t another toy in Albania that had been made with such care. It was no wonder that one customs official stopped my mother to puzzle over her paperwork. “It’s noted that you’re traveling with one child, not two,” said the officer.

			“Sir, I’m just carrying my daughter’s doll. It’s very lifelike, isn’t it?” my mother explained with delight.

			With a puzzled expression, the officer took a closer look. “My goodness,” he said. “It looks so real!”

			Such glorious objects had become fairly familiar to my mother and me, which, I suppose, gave us a slight worldliness, but my mother and I have always shared the same take-it-or-leave-it attitude about things; it’s the people we love that matter above all.

			Of course, my mother carried a certain guilt about our return to Albania. After all, there was no doubt that a Swiss future held greater opportunities for me, but there was also no denying the rallying power of family. We had barely made it through customs when Grandma Angelina appeared and seemed to fly into my mother’s arms. Angelina had come to the airport to greet us, along with her other son, my father’s brother, Marketin. This was home. We’d landed just moments ago and we were already in the arms of family.

			IV

			The Other Woman
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			Back in Albania, my mother and I were doing fine on our own. In fact, Grandma Angelina found it a relief that we’d returned without my father, which gave her the chance to be around us without the discord and volatility my dad’s presence added to the equation.

			Still, the plan remained in place: once my father secured a job and a visa, he would send for us to join him. Once a week, my mother and I spoke to my father by phone. This required a trip to the city’s post office, where we’d wait for hours on long lines along with so many other Albanians calling to relatives overseas. “We’ll all be together soon,” my father assured us. More than anything else, the post office made the fact of our family’s separation more palpable than it actually felt in our day-to-day lives.

			Having resumed her teaching position, my mother reveled in the collegiality of her students. Now, with my father so far away, she could dedicate herself to them without fear of reprisal for coming home late and without suspicion that she’d been anywhere but the classroom.

			I entered the first grade, and my brother, Blerti, left for Greece to live with Zana, my mother’s sister. Blerti, too, was in pursuit of an adult life rich with the greater opportunities found abroad. My mother and I missed him terribly, but we knew he was safe and sound with Zana—and as soon my father could bring us to join him, we’d be leaving Albania as well. My father, however, wasn’t making much progress on establishing himself in Switzerland.

			Four months after our arrival in Albania, he informed us that he’d been denied political asylum for the second time. This time, he blamed Natalie, the woman who’d managed the refugee camp and had befriended my mother. “That woman never supported me,” my father railed.

			“How frustrating,” my mother replied sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear this.”

			Though she was able to utter these words convincingly on the phone, in truth, my mother found relief each time the reunion with her volatile husband was delayed. She wasn’t eager to return to him in Switzerland, nor did she want him back in Albania with us. She knew that depression agitated his temper, and she could feel his mounting frustration and rage pulsing across the phone lines, joining us in the otherwise muted atmosphere of the post office.

			“Call me tomorrow,” my father beseeched in a sorrowful tone. “Where’s your consolation? I need more support. Don’t you see that this is a challenging situation for me?”

			Of course, our situation in Albania was rife with its own challenges, but my mother and I were largely content just being together.

			In the following weeks, my parents spoke frequently. My father’s tone gradually took on a calmness, as if he’d begun to feel more at ease. It seemed he was starting to feel at home there, getting the lay of the land and making friends. Then one day, he made a stunning announcement.

			“Nexhi,” he explained to my mother enthusiastically, “I finally understand the trick to securing asylum. Some Albanian guys I met here explained that if I want to obtain my documents without any hassle, I should just go ahead and marry a Swiss citizen.”

			“What?” my mother was shocked. “How can you possibly marry another woman when you’re already married to me?”

			“No, no,” he said. “It won’t be a real marriage. I mean, it’ll be official without being romantic.”

			My mother wished for privacy as she stood in the post office din as my father hesitated on the other end of the line.

			“You and I can divorce, and I’ll marry someone else,” my father explained. “I’d pay her to marry me, and then we’d just go our separate ways. We’d never even live together.”

			My mother became extremely anxious, hoping to get off the phone and out into the fresh air. “Call me tomorrow,” she said. “Why don’t we discuss it then?”

			My father heard the tension in her voice and did his best to reassure her of his devotion. “Don’t you see? I’d be doing this for you and Angela. This is our only chance at a better life.”

			Over the course of a series of phone calls, my mother processed the information, trying to make sense of her own ambivalence.

			“I beg you to believe me, Nexhi,” my father pleaded. “There won’t ever be anything between this woman and me. But such a marriage would be a lifesaver. It’s the key to my becoming documented.”

			My father’s reassurances only spoke to some of my mother’s concerns.

			“Listen, Eduard, I’ve thought it over, too,” my mother said with a certain calmness and clarity in her voice. “I agree that this could be a viable solution, but please, can we keep this quiet? I don’t want to go to court again.”

			In Albanian society, the stigma of divorce could be overwhelming—and this would be my mother’s third, having already split twice from Blerti’s father in Elizabeth Taylor–style, as she liked to say. She could feel the weight of carrying this new mark on her reputation.

			“Don’t worry about that, Nexhi,” he said. “The whole process will be quick and painless. I’ll send the money so you won’t even have to travel to Switzerland, and the whole transaction can take place in a single day.”

			When my mother responded only with silence, my father marveled at the efficiency of the modern divorce, as if divorce itself presented possibilities as grand as leaving Albania behind. “Nowadays, money accomplishes everything,” he said.

			Before committing to anything, my mother sought Angelina’s take on the idea. My grandmother seemed shaken but tried to maintain her composure. “Just think it over before you make a decision,” she advised.

			But my grandfather Muho, who never approved of the marriage, was delighted. “I never thought that fortune would smile upon you so quickly!” he said. “Divorce him, divorce him at once!”

			My grandmother Dava also seemed pleased, and the surprisingly enthusiastic responses by her parents seemed to push my mother along, onto what felt like a wave, bringing a sudden momentum to her destiny.

			A week later, when she signed her divorce papers, my mother felt a mixture of joy and sorrow. Of course, she was relieved to be free of my father’s fluctuating moods and free to live her life on her own terms. Yet she was also haunted by the prospect of societal shaming. People were already starting to talk, gossiping that her husband had abandoned her—but he hadn’t. Not really. The whole situation was just a means to an end, she reassured herself in the solitude of the evenings. All of this turmoil and limbo was just a means to an end.

			As time passed, my father grew increasingly distant and their communication took on a rigidity. They spoke every week, but my father set a specific day and time, insisting that my mother call only on Thursdays at ten p.m. Sometimes it was difficult to believe that she still factored into his life in any meaningful way, but then she would receive a letter from my father, describing the difficult times he was enduring in Switzerland and promising to send for both of us one day.

			My Two Dearest Loves,

			I love you so much. Be strong, Nexhi. I promise I am working hard to provide for a better future for both of you. This is what keeps me persisting here. I miss you so! Please take care of my little angel, Angela. And please forgive me, Nexhi. I will write to you again soon.

			Yours,

			Eduard

			Dear Eduard, my mother wrote in response. We are safe and sound here in Albania, and you need not worry about us. We miss you, too.

			Her words resonated with truth. There was no denying that, despite everything, she still loved him. Longing for him one Monday as she came home from work, she decided she would break with protocol and call right away. Why wait until Thursday? she thought. He’s my husband; I can call whenever I wish.

			She turned her bicycle around and headed straight to the post office.

			With the anticipation of hearing her beloved’s voice, my mother dialed his number.

			“Guten Tag, die Familie Martini!”1 a female voice at the other end said in an upbeat tone.

			My mother was shocked. Eduard had promised he wouldn’t live with the woman he married. It was purely a marriage of convenience—strictly a formality. Yet here was a strange woman answering his phone and claiming to be family.

			“Halo,” my mother replied, slowly and deliberately, freezing in place.

			“Wer sind Sie?”2

			“This is Nexhi,” my mother stated without hesitation. “And who are you?”

			“I am Rita,” the woman said. “Eduard’s wife.”

			My mother felt weak in the knees, struggling to speak. Regardless of the language barrier, it was almost impossible to find words. Their exchange slipped into a broken Italian, the only language the two women had in common.

			“I’m calling because I must speak with Eduard about our daughter.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Rita with confidence. “Eduard isn’t at home now. I’ll let him know you called as soon as he returns this evening.”

			“Thank you,” my mother said, and hung up the phone.

			Despite my mother’s ambivalence about my father, this woman’s answering the phone shattered something in Mom, forcing her all at once to face the reality that Eduard had moved on. This woman shared his home and answered his phone; this woman was building a new life with him.

			Everything my mother had sacrificed in order to create a home and a family, to withstand a domineering spouse, to stay faithful to their marriage, and to forgive his infidelities and his tantrums—all of these efforts had been in vain. And the most upsetting part of it all was that my father had lied to her. Why didn’t he just tell me the truth about Rita? Why did he lie? Why did he play me like a fool?

			That night, my mother didn’t breathe a word to anyone about her discovery. She spent the night alone, crying and thinking about my father. It was one thing to accept the reality of his marriage; it was another that he lied about it. She waited to confront them during their Thursday phone call.

			“Hi, honey!” said my father.

			“Don’t ‘honey’ me,” she replied. “Do you take me for a fool? Why did you lie to me?”

			My mother was direct, appealing for a truthful answer, but my father—even caught red-handed—wasn’t ready to give one.

			“Nexhi, this is a misunderstanding. I don’t live with Rita,” he said. “All I want is for you and Angela to be here with me again.”

			It didn’t matter what he said anymore. My mother knew better. She had heard the voice of the other woman, and she knew it was over for good.

			“You can forget about me, Eduard. I’m moving on with my life. I’ll pick up the pieces of my life and start again—just as you did.”

			“But you can’t,” said my father, lashing back. “You’re over forty, and you’re thinking of remarrying?”

			Beyond her age, my mother had multiple divorces and two children under her belt. All of these things worked against her in Albanian culture, but she was determined to achieve self-reliance and satisfaction. It was quite remarkable for a woman in this world to forge ahead with her eye trained only on our future.
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