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yearbook writer of a cured heart

Šema's story allows quite a lot of room for imagination and reflection, and does not prescribe any reactions. It is full of narratives about an atypical heroine who relies on talent and ingenuity instead of strength and endurance – narratives whose main feature is that they present themselves to be the truths.

The girl was sent to the priest. He cut her hair. He then celebrated a mass. She put on male attire. When the service was over, the priest solemnly informed those present why the girl had chosen to remain a virgin, and what name she had chosen. Henceforth everyone should consider her male – Šema. 
After a while the priest and Šema got quite close. The priest was not a real man, just as the virdžina was not a real woman. He was unarmed and wore robes, Šema wore pants and was allowed to use a weapon. They shared a borderline position; they were outsiders in a society which was obsessed with marriage and procreation.
Šema is about one hundred and sixty centimeters high, not at all fat, but rather broad-shouldered and quite robust. She has a purple birthmark on the back of her neck, a fashionable spot for tattoos nowadays. Her thick hair is cut short, in a straight line at the nape of her neck, just above the birthmark. Although everything was harmonious about her, she was not blessed with beauty. She doesn’t have big eyes, but her eyes are surprisingly bright and look at the world with a mocking expression. The remnants of her teenage acne have painted images on her cheeks, giving her entire face a strong identity. Her ears are also quite noticeable. They are like two satellites on each side of the cap that she rarely takes off. She usually wears a men's jacket, jeans, a T-shirt or a Yassa tracksuit.
–That’s all that’s left of my work brigade times, she shows me two tattoos, so they are a dear memory to me. A thread wrapped around a needle, soaked in ink, and the piercing was sufficient for the dermography of her upper arms from which we learn the exact date when she joined the brigade and the names of her loved ones.
–The brigades were the best time of my life. You might think I speak from nostalgia. God forbid! Why were these the most beautiful days of my life? Very simple. Let me tell you right away: I made friends and these friendships were deep.
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After the Second World War, passionate nationalisms and mystical clan relations moved somewhere into the mountain passes, and faded away. So did the enclaves of folklore fragments mixed with blood feuds. Western technology gradually penetrated all the way up there. Rocks were mined, two-story buildings were built, metal fences were erected over the slopes. Electric cables meant we started a modernization race with that other Europe: who will be faster at pushing the peasant world into the modern and industrialized one. Rural areas with oceans of forests and numerous pigs, outnumbering humans, were disappearing.
There was something peculiar about the railways and roads in Yugoslavia, namely, the way they were built. When they first heard about the youth railway, people in Europe thought it was some kind of a children’s toy where trains could travel up and over bridges, then around and below and all around the houses, and a small doll – a railway man – would mechanically wave at the station. But the Šamac-Sarajevo youth railway is not a toy. A proper railway was built. For the nations of Yugoslavia.
Europeans thought that the youth work brigades were a communist propaganda cascade, but they were real. The youth work actions were organized at the local, republican and federal levels by the Union of Young Communists of Yugoslavia, and participants were assigned to work brigades which usually bore the names of local national heroes. Most of the huge amount of volunteer work was done without any special supervision and with the most primitive tools: hoes, picks and shovels. And dynamite, of course.
Šema underwent several processes of strengthening her spirit: first with the clergy, then as part of a work brigade that was known as by far the best, then through her peculiar way of life. That is probably why many things I experienced with her seemed like an epiphany – I saw the Path. I tend to place the focus of a revelation into an organized order of life. On closer inspection of Šema's life, however, I soon realized that her order of life was based on something more basic, on an engaged existence. It was how Šema reaches people, how she is with them, how she speaks to them, works with them, that was now the meaning of revelation.
–I joined the first Brigade when I turned sixteen, and was building roads and railroads all the summers of my young age ever since. The brigade I served was building the Highway of Brotherhood and Unity, which stretches from Slovenia to southern Macedonia. Once a fifty-day-long horse journey became a 1,182-kilometre-long motorway from the Austrian border at Rateče in the northwest through Ljubljana, Zagreb, Belgrade and Skopje to Gevgelija on the Greek border in the southeast. There were about 300,000 of us building that road. It was quite something!
The participants felt very special. These healthy young people very much believed in the cause, and felt they were chosen, elected. Everything about this project was special and glorious, and anything that wasn’t, any flaws or doubts or problems, were skillfully disguised and camouflaged.
There is another feature of Šema that catches my attention. A deep scar on her cheek. She seems to be carrying it with pride.
–The first year I was badly injured, I almost lost my left eye. This is a trace of a premature detonation. I joined the brigade as the Brigadier Šema. A young man, inexperienced and unprepared for such hard work. The work on the tunnel was the hardest, but I asked to be assigned there. I wanted to give as much as possible. “I want to live in a brigade, join the other brigadiers, be like them ... and be strong,” I said when I registered. That year I joined the technical unit that carried out the restorations of village wells and manure pits.
I'm visiting Šema for the second time but it seems like we have known each other forever. I feel welcome. Šema is not afraid to find herself in my records, where she could be described in a way she could not comprehend. 
The first meeting was short as I wasted too much time looking for her. I drove from one village to the next, asking people if they knew any muškobana around there. The few who have heard of her sent me in different directions, and time and time again I headed optimistically into the new promising one. After a few days I almost didn’t believe that Šema existed at all, but then I finally met her with the help of the primary school principal. 
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She opens her diary. Slowly turning the pages, she tries to find something she wrote years ago, as a young brigadier. Šema had always been a serious reader. Even though she comes from a rural area, she was no different from the young people from the cities. They all read the same books, only Šema read at least twice as many. As a child she wasn’t brave enough to change anything until something forced her to start writing down her stories. She started keeping a diary and she felt she was gaining some power over things this way. 

Writing diaries was then, as it is today, reserved for teenagers. But even before the diaries, the girls in particular exchanged memory books and boasted about which one had more entries written by popular peers, and which one is praised more often for her beauty and friendship. The memory book was usually given as a present for good behavior, and the pages in it bent under the weight of promises forever. The first page of the memory book began with an address, something like “It is a great wish of my book to maintain its good look” and with a beautiful drawing that set the standard for all subsequent contributions. Whoever signed it, took up an entire page – drew and wrote something like “when you grow up and childhood is far behind you, look in this book and remember our friendship, your friend Marjana.” Or a Victorian-style verse: “There’s a little flower blooming in a small garden. It whispers to me the words I would like to tell you: never forget me. Milica.” The invitation to write something in the book alone was quite something, because it meant that you were considered important enough, not being one of the lame or invisible, whose sweet verses are of no interest to anyone. Basically, these memory books were echoes of longings for acceptance and friendship: “Remember me on your wedding day and send me a piece of cake.” The main art themes were flowers, landscapes, beautiful female characters and animals with big eyes and long eyelashes. Today, this tradition would be considered a childhood subculture of that time. 
At some point, the entire generation abandoned these memory books. It turned inward and started to write in the most mysterious form in the world – a diary. Between memory books and diaries there lies a dialectical transition of a child into a girl with a different vocabulary, a different artistic taste, and above all with different characters appearing on the pages. The main theme of the diaries is falling madly in love, and the pages are covered with hundreds of signatures of the owner. They are written with a fountain pen and some letters are much thicker than others, in places where more ink spilled onto the paper under the pressure of a hand.
The covers of Šema's diary were red with the inscription Diary which lay across the entire cover in a pathetic diagonal from the bottom up. In the diaries girls and boys were now in the role of the main characters and storytellers. The diaries lost the sweetness of the memory books; instead, they contained stories, poems, black humor, secret languages, magic, lexicons and hidden eroticism. In such a diary Šema wrote down every night what happened to her during the day. Everyone did this, but only until something important actually happened to them, and then they forgot about it. Šema, however, kept up this habit much longer, when her peers had long since begun to do other things, and occasionally she would still sit down and write something in it. On one of the pages Šema has a small note line drawn with notes stringed in it. There is an inscription in italics next to it: “Dear Šema, may your life be in C major, as it is doesn’t carry a cross. Mara.” 
I became more and more interested in what this book could reveal. Over her shoulder, just before she turned a new page, I read: Many graves are children’s graves. It’s good when children die. They go straight to heaven because they are innocent. All my siblings died. Innocent unborn souls went straight from my mother’s body to paradise, without a detour. I was the only one who remained, I of them all, who did not belong to any club and was not a member of anything. I wish I never forgot the really relevant things – the essence – and could easily forget everything irrelevant.
It was beautifully written and I want to ask her more about her childhood, but Šema starts to read aloud: If you walk down the road and look at these new paths as they are getting their final shape, you are filled with pride as well as a sudden feeling of sadness. The machines engraved in them that regularity which we could not achieve with human hands. The brigadiers made preparations for the work of the machines which filled the road with gravel and cement in the end. Where does this grief of mine come from? I watched young men in clay-colored clothes toil on hard rocks in the heat, humidity, in the rain, struggling with the difficult terrain. But now they walk beside the machines somewhat carelessly, without any effort, while ironing the road with concrete and giving it its final look, as well as some beauty and luxury. Soon everything will be done. It will all be over. Music from the speakers will reverberate at the grand opening. The spotlights will not reveal the traces of our summer efforts and our pains. I realized where this sudden grief comes from: in recent days the main work has been taken over by the machines and we humans have been reduced to being their helpers. I no longer see guys struggling with their own muscles to move the earth, and I no longer hear songs from hundreds of throats. These machines, originally invented to help us handle nature, have betrayed us. They stole our songs and mixed all the efforts of our hands into a flat, smooth grey layer. With a bit of beauty and luxury.
This diary is full of emotions, descriptions and analyses, a valuable set of personal expressions and objective observations. She wrote about melancholy, about death, abandonment, and God, about family, animals, injustices, life principles, arrogance, and about the dry spell. These were amazing descriptions of the world, with her own naming of things and her own images. She drew ideas from listening to the conversations of others, foreigners and guests, as well as from the radio and television. All of this was her diary – the milieu of a young girl. Some pages are written in the Latin alphabet, some in Cyrillic. She was not aware of the difference in the meaningful use of one or the other, she probably did not even notice when she switched from one to  the other. 
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People are different, but they still don’t want to be separated from each other. They enjoy being homogeneous and being part of something bigger than themselves,” she reads. “But I think when everyone thinks the same, it means they don't think enough.
Now it suddenly seems to me that she has read this aloud before. Her fluent reading certainly has a theatrical note in the way she presents memories of her youth, but at the same time it is hard to imagine who, before me, could have been her audience. I must admit I am jealous when I think that anyone has already had the privilege. I look for such exclusivity and I expect it only for myself.
Shovels and picks are distributed. Hundreds of strong bodies are at work and songs travel through the clatter of the tools.
While working, people sang songs of romanticized reality, which were by no means simple stanzas with verses of illusions, but sublime verses of Tito's story.
Flags flutter on the lighted hills behind the villages, in small towns. A bright red star shines on the cliffs, and down below on the facades of schools, town halls or factories, large white polystyrene letters speak of Tito, youth and work. The best sons and daughters of the nation – the leaders in the struggle, the builders of a new freedom, we work together hand in hand, for a national unity.
Such an inspired belief in the cause is quite moving, looking at it from today’s perspective, when society is committed to an unforgivable rejection of any productivity in the sense of together for the common cause. Out of respect for Šema I try to withhold my cynicism. I don’t know if Šema ever managed to establish the necessary critical distance from those ideologies and times, or if she still lives in the same nostalgic spirit, and even joins the masses on the daily bus trips on May 25 every year to Kumrovec, the birthplace of Comrade Tito, to wish him a happy birthday – much like the pilgrims to Medjugorje where people hope to see Mother Mary.
Šema continues to browse through her book of memoirs, looking for excerpts she wants to read to me. It seems to me that she is turning the pages much more slowly than is actually necessary so that I can catch the passages that she obviously won’t read aloud to me.
I haven’t seen my diary in fifteen days. There is no break until our renovation is over. I haven’t seen Mara either. There was no time. We competed. Our group was the best so far. We have carried the flag twice already ...
            ...We drill meter by meter. All my thoughts are like a tunnel. My only life is working in the brigade. This is my personal diary, but it’s more of a brigade diary. Mara was ...
Šema turns the page again and I can’t read on. I dare not ask her to return to the previous page, as this could mean she would simply close the book. I ask her about the health care system in the brigades. A short passage on this is found. This is the first time I am allowed to hold the book. I’m slowly starting to understand the idea: she wants to read some parts to me herself and I can only hear them, but I can read some other parts, mostly when she leaves the room and goes for a cigarette.
We found out that the brigade was infected with lice and we declared war on them. We will cut the hair of all men to the skin with the exception of the comrades from the brigade leadership, but there are not many of them and they don’t have lice. All men will get a Titovka cap so they don’t get sunburned. The girls will spray oil on their hair and stay with their heads smeared for twenty-four hours, then they will wash their hair. Lice are no joking matter ...
I try to see as many pages of the diary as possible before Šema returns to the room, so I skip several to get a deeper impression of the content and maybe find some spicy stuff. 
There would often be dancing at the end of the evenings. When we dance here, we don’t dance in pairs. We form a circle so that we all hold hands. We dance the kolo anywhere – at the train station while waiting for the train or while waiting for dinner. It is a great achievement that former national rivals gather in such a peaceful and pleasant way, and we all dance and sing together. And whoever wants to take a break from dancing can sit on the trunks by the campfire. We are a mixed brigade, but the brigadier law issued by the party strictly forbids interpersonal intimate relations, sexual intercourse is forbidden. Mostly because of the civic propaganda in the cities objecting to the girls going to the brigades where the boys seduce them.
 […]
We fall asleep very quickly in the evening in the crowded barracks due to fatigue. And it was only recently that I noticed that in the middle of the night, some brigadiers changed clothes and disappeared into the dark night. The hidden charms of the highway are endless.
All armies had ensigns, drummers, captains, company leaders, trumpeters, whistlers, cooks, a judge, a chaplain, a doctor, an executioner and also whores. During his march on Russia, Napoleon would regularly host a young countess in his tent, and there was a whole regiment of Parisian ladies next to the military canteen. In national revolutionary armies, sexuality was most often banned; for example, in Stalin's Red Army, political commissars initially considered sex to weaken the revolutionary spirit. Who, and above all how, could possibly control hundreds of young people living together, I wonder.
The bread we get often tastes strange, writes Šema.
She connects an asterisk with the note at the bottom of the page: *I found out why the taste was so strange: it was the large amounts of bromine to reduce hormonal tension and sexual desire. Bromine was also the reason we did not have our periods.
Bathrooms are my only limitation in the brigadier public sphere. I have an odd fear of them. I’m never sure if I dare use women’s bathrooms. I always have to take a deep breath before I enter one. In fact, I always try to hold my peeing – sometimes even for half a day – until I find a moment that I can sneak up to the toilet when no one is there. The last time I washed my hands while the girls were combing their hair in front of the mirror, I heard them whisper: “Is this a man?” Then one of them turned to me and said: “This is a woman's bathroom.” I nodded “I know” and locked the door behind me, but I could still hear the girls giggling from the outside. I felt like an intruder in a women's sanctuary.
Šema couldn’t use men’s rooms either, as the way they were set up they established a sort of homo-social interaction – the boys stood side by side next to the quasi-urinals, the pee walls basically. They told each other dirty jokes and played strange games.
And in the men’s bathroom, there was only one squat toilet, usually occupied. I was constantly afraid of being punished for breaking the rules. I was deeply confused and for the first time in my life both sad and angry. There was nowhere I could do my thing.
Šema was experiencing severe segregation of urination at the time, and there was no way she could have solved it, I think. I feel sorry for her. 
Meanwhile, the smoker returns to the room with the ashtray emptied, sits back on the couch and exhales. I ask her, “It wasn’t the threats nor personal encouragement that encouraged you to work, was it? It was the songs and the incredible spirit of the cooperative's will, wasn’t it?”
She doesn't answer me right away, so I add, “There is no better way to break with prejudices than to directly connect people under the same conditions of living, working and fighting for a common, all-encompassing social goal, wasn’t that the case?”
Šema now straightens up her back and sits with her legs apart and her arms resting on her thighs.
–Yes, in the Balkan Middle Ages, in these graves of the corrupt past, our brigades were a light through the darkness. 
She replies, grinning to me. I wonder why she still uses the archaic language of propaganda. Or do I sense a note of sarcasm in what she is saying. Sitting there, smiling still with her legs spread, she looks naughty.
–These were important times and historical moments when we made our socialist dreams come true. It was the only highway in the world that young people built in honor of the country.
I know that building the character of young people was important at the time. It is possible that Šema really was trained to believe every word. 
Over time, the brigadier actions increasingly became just fun, so many asked the organizers to be allowed to come on vacation. Even older people wanted to join in to save some money on food over the summer. However, in order to build bridges, roads, tunnels, and railways from thousands of cubic meters of concrete, thousands of young people worked day and night under the slogan “we build the roads, the roads build us”. All these young people not only achieved great construction results, but allegedly also great personal ones. Many did, however, follow the principle that “when everyone’s eating, come closer, when everyone’s working, stay away, when there’s shooting, bend down”, and thus managed to go through the summer without any severe blisters from the shovels. Some, on the other hand, could say that they worked twenty-five hours a day.
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Every new trend always starts out wonderfully, exciting and carefree, but soon a bitter bite creeps in. Any volition can become really terrible. You have to decide to what extent you can endure something, how passionate you are to be able to stand this annoying bitter element, because if you love something and you want it badly enough, then you really won’t resent a bite that tastes bitter.
Every day is a winning day. There was definitely strong motivation behind the whole brigade thing. People are motivated to satisfy their inner needs with certain actions. The motivation for working in the brigades was probably composed of various motives. For some, it may have been simply at the level of basic physiological needs, that is, to get regular meals. The misery of the post-war period, and consequently the shortage of food, was still a problem for many, although a brigadier's meals were not exactly abundant either.
Motivation is also about trusting in what we do. Engagement and outstanding commitment are certainly important, but trust and the belief that we are doing well give meaning to our lives. As with everything we do, for some brigadiers it was largely about the need to belong, to love, and to feel part of a group or organization — to belong to someone or something, and to give and receive affection. This was one of the most pronounced elements of the propaganda. It was also about self-esteem, recognition, and achieving higher status in the eyes of the others. Finally, it was about self-actualization – the need to achieve goals, develop one's talents, personal growth and achievements. People were still humble and eager for all this at the time. For the national socialist kitsch, if you like. 
Once a month they took us to a neighboring town. There we could walk through the hot and dusty streets before the truck took us back. We bought souvenirs and candies. Whatever you chose – a tapestry, scarf, carved wooden boxes – everything was the same. Everything had the same motifs – the national costume, a waterfall or a mountain, or the image of Tito.
And finally we arrived at the destination. Everyone is exhausted and extremely tired. But who worries about anything now, not even the bitter bits that might have crept in? Shut up and be glad you got to the end. This is the moment when everything can start all over again, from scratch, or just continue in some other, new form. The feeling that it’s worth the effort is worth more than any other.
We received a stamped ID card in Cyrillic, which contained information about our participation in the brigade. They promised that when we got home, a brass band would be waiting for us. But only my old mother was waiting for me, frightened when she saw me so exhausted. We didn’t eat much in the brigades and we ate all the food we got. We did not express any dissatisfaction, as gossiping about food was declared an anti-state element. Every morning there was the same smell in the camp, the smell of frying onions, the way every dish should start.
 Šema stops again while reading, as if she couldn't decide whether to tell me something important. Then she continues. 
I learned a lot, especially about food. About the value of fats and proteins, about vitamins and the economy of the household, about home decor and the use of modern household appliances. About everything a good housewife needs to know. I also passed the driving test in the categories A and B, and the Auto-motor program. I learned to take photos and also something about movies. I even attended a radio course.
The goal was to build strategic infrastructure. However, for the participants of the brigade, the goal was achieved just by carrying out the activities themselves. Being a part of it was self-rewarding. Motivation played the most important role and its orchestration had to be very skilled. The essence of the brigades happened between the ears of thousands of young people, in their heads. It all depended on the way they thought and acted.
Leaders often see mostly those who don’t work well, that is, the work that was not done well. In the brigades, however, at least on the outside, it was always things that were done well that were noticed. A brigade was pronounced to be fierce if it reached an average of 130 per cent of the norm. This was the Slavic socialist version of the think positive method which later became increasingly sappy. There was, of course, no shortage of criticism, but it was the kind of criticism that had a positive motivating effect, as it drew attention to insufficiently invested efforts and poor concentration in implementation, but it did not disparage on the personal level or the level of ability. It was also about awards. Those were awarded there in the field, a brigade pin here and there, and the references the brigade gave you for life after returning home, such as for getting a job or a scholarship.
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Various musicians were invited to the brigades, not just classical or folk musicians, but also some who played American music. They performed on the weekends.
“Have you ever brought the gusle with you?” I ask her. 
–Yes, Šema replies enthusiastically, I brought it with me. I played and sang every night after work. In my first brigades I had an audience that loved to listen to it. But later no one cared. Completely different songs got popular. Those who sang about sweat, blood, swollen muscles, roads, wagons, cramps. Emotions were no longer mentioned. And things have changed because of the Jukebox.”
“What? You had a jukebox?” I imagined a jukebox standing in the school lobby. The ones we see in American bars. 
–No, it was a magazine. About rock and roll. Some people brought it with them, so we learned about other music as well. And then we didn't dance anymore, soon we were just swinging.
Of course, the clever penetration of the West through music, I thought, is a secret political strategy: the more young people listen to rock, the less they read Marx.
Much later, Šema performed again. In the local theatre, in a play based on a book written by the school's principal, she played the role of the gusle player.
That was the last thing Šema wanted to share with me that night. After that she kept on smoking and pouring rakia, and there were no more words about the past. Šema likes to talk about nothing. She knows all about it. Only here and there did she make a very humorous remark. Her eyes sparkled for a few seconds before she uttered a whim. But there were no more old stories, no talk of her youth. We just sat together. I really like that. Sitting together, doing nothing, not forcing a conversation and constantly discussing. Nothing like the western obsession of using every second of the day effectively. When you experience other ways of living together, when you learn how nice it is to just sit and be together, you realize how stupid and unnecessary it is to talk all the time.
The night lasted a few hours, a few emptied glasses.
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Sometimes, paying attention to other people gives you a different perspective, and suffering similar to yours encourages you to realize that you are not the only one who suffers. You are trying to find someone who suffers more than you. There is always someone like that. This has absolutely nothing to do with compassion. It is a purely selfish act. If you are able to turn your gaze to such a man, you immediately feel better. At least I did that evening. This is the economy of suffering.
Such was my reading of Šema’s diary, and the pages in it revealing sadness and loneliness.
All her writing is her echoes of herself. She does not allow herself to write about others. She does not allow herself to be a judge, looking in from the outside and then writing about the spiritual states of others. Nor does she write about things she hasn’t experienced or done just because she’s allowed to write. That is why I, too, do not want to throw myself into the shame of parasitism, simplification and judgment. 
“You can write about yourself, says Šema to herself, the more painful the thoughts and values ​​in this diary, the more real they are.”
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I am amazed at how many inns and service stations there are along the road. Every other house seems to be a car repair shop or an inn, both with an outdoor grill. While driving from place to place, I can read one after the other: Avtoservis Furka, Servis Burin, Servis Selo. I am impressed by the names the locals have given to their villages and towns; this kind of humor is hard to find anywhere else. Who would ever call their home Liquid Manure, Pigtown, Evil Village, Evil Houses, Beast, Contagious Close, Lickfeathers, Sweepers,  Aftersnails, Little Whistle, Bachelorette Hill, Whatman, Fried Mountain, Bride’s Hill, Rabbits, Woodpeckers or Rottentown. There was no urban planning when these villages were built. It is as if the sole purpose of the builders was merely to mark the territories. The houses are fenced off like the mythological tower of the Babylonians, all permanently unfinished, with no facades and balcony railings. But they have pots of petunias.
Swallows return to these places during the holidays and summer holidays. Some come in polished cars, while others get off the stuffy sooty diesel buses, loaded. There are gifts in their trunks and bags. They were always called Yugo Švabe or gastarbeiters – guest workers. They are dressed differently from the locals; their hairstyles are like those from Burda magazine, but always with a small flaw. They have a long fingernail on their little finger. They have trained themselves into upright people. Into those who perform their duties carefully and meticulously, and tire their countrymen at home by describing the happiness brought to them by hard work. They make their relatives yawn with boredom, they preach so much about the ethos of work. They have been seduced by Western civilization, but this does not impress the listeners; rather, it arouses suspicion deriving from their deep inclination to idleness. Their hearts were pounding for their homeland when they slaved in the German suburbs, dreaming that one day they would build a house with white plaster pillars and a lion on each side of the driveway in their hometown with their hard-earned money and paint it in vivid colors. These houses become monuments to their diligence. Often these residences are left empty as they die of cancer from working in the chemical industry before they even manage to put the railings on the outside staircases and balconies. They went out into the world young and full of hope, now returning with muscular arms, golden chains around their neck, an old Mercedes, their contact with home forever lost. They never managed to finish the house, but they managed to put the inscription Miodrag’s Court or Dragiša’s Villa on the facade. Now a thin gray layer of mold draws the boundaries to which moisture has penetrated the house. It is eating into everything: bricks, wood, iron and worker’s souls. Everything is slowly rotting. 
In the late winter sun, the bricks of these glowing houses shine in the colors of carrots or pumpkins, giving the impression of some other part of the world, say, a national park in New Mexico. There are piles of rubbish next to the houses, mostly car waste and red iron corroded with rust. This orange light encourages people, infuses them with hope and faith they cannot explain. They forget about their blisters from toiling, they don't care about debts and rumors, the only thing they are still looking for are the traces of their desires. 
The villagers have always rejected the structure. Any kind of structure. They were not interested in knowledge and economic progress, nor in political power, the race for position in society, coexistence with changing authorities, or devotion to the republic or the state. They were only interested in their own happiness, based on the condition of their land, food, drink and family. And good music. As true romantics, people advocate individualism and oneness with nature and long for infinity, which they will never admit easily. Another one of their characteristics was long uninterrupted strings of deep melancholy emotions. But to avoid monotony, they are occasionally prone  to emotional outbursts and excessive sensitivity. Sometimes even shots from a gun.
After the last brigade summer, when Šema returned home, she started a job. It was agreed when Šema was a little girl that she – now a muškobana – would stay at home to take care of her elderly parents. She worked in a factory for a few years, initially on a production line, later maintaining the machines. For many years, on March 8, International Women’s Day, all the female workers in the textile factory received skirts as a gift. Šema was given fabric for trousers – her persistent pursuit of a male role was rewarded with a favorable public endorsement.
Now she runs a workshop called Šema Electrics. In the brigade she learned to repair radios and small household appliances. She is good at it. Her clients come from all walks of life, from Yugo Barbies in short skirts and high-heeled shoes who bring their household appliances, to truck drivers who stink of old sweat and cigarettes and bring car radios, to Hunter, Rabbit, Stag, Condor, Tango, Luna, Eagle, who all want to extend the antennas of their CB stations to at least 250 cm – to reach higher, further, better.
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The next day Šema and I met again. We went to dinner at an inn outside her hometown. There were no women in the bar, just a male fraternity of drunks, businessmen, vagrants and farmers. It was the kind of place with big leather-covered menus on the tables. With the imprinted letters on the covers and a red ribbon, they were reminiscent of encyclopedias, and inside – the same as in any other bar – the menu was typed on a greasy sheet of paper. A waiter in a white shirt, a burgundy red vest, and a wide belt with folk embroidery served in this inn. He moved elegantly, almost sliding, as in a Russian birch dance. He tried to be polished despite his two- or maybe three-day-old stubble. We waited a long time before he served us. He was one of the slow people, the type of man who watches trains go by at the station. 
While we waited for him to swiftly ask us what we wanted, while already walking away from the table towards the kitchen, before we could even open our mouths and order, I looked at a mural on the wall. It was a large idyllic landscape behind Šema's back. Snow-capped peaks, an emerald lake and a village with a few smoking chimneys – the backdrop of many staged photographs of virdžinas I had seen earlier. With Šema in front of this giant gobelin it was as if I was staring at a 3D image. 
If I had called the waiter back, I might have incurred resentment. He would have leaned reluctantly on the bar counter even longer, proving to me that my hunger meant less to him than his field, where corn was just being harvested, and that he would much rather be there now instead of explaining to me what was on the menu or what items they had just run out of. He would lean against the counter and slowly wipe the glasses with a grubby kitchen towel, and he would put on such a self-defensive expression that both of us would know we shouldn't even ask him the time. We decided to wait patiently. Fortunately, there was no change of shifts, at least that, which can take about an hour. I can't imagine what such a handover could involve. Certainly no one is serving then. So we waited until he judged that it was time to serve us.
We sat at a table, drank coffee, rakia and mineral water. Šema also smoked heavily, as she always does. It doesn’t take long to be served drinks here, at least that. Šema knocked back her brandy, grimacing severely, as if it were a bitter medicine. This was to do with her image. If she snorts enough when she sips, no one will think she's a drunk.
Roads lead into the world. The wide world. Rural paths and trails, ancient roads, imperial roads, highways. Roads bring excitement and promises and longings. And roads can mean advantage over competitors. Like when they are really bad, meaning that in such hard-to-reach settlements authorities can’t collect taxes; and where you need to know the language of mule-herders. 
The brigade Šema is so proud of built the main modern highway in the country, which is now part of the European road network E 61 (Austria – Ljubljana), E 70 (Ljubljana – Belgrade), E 75 (Belgrade – Greece). I love such connections where, while driving, I can imagine how thousands of young people built the road decades ago, and now we travel on them in campers, while Google maps dictates instructions in comical English pronunciation. Despite the name, this is not a real highway. It is a road with two traffic lanes (one lane for each direction), and intersections with local roads and railway crossings.
After the third thick glass of rakia, which Šema drank in a single gulp, she slowly said through a cloud of smoke between us: 
–You know, the hearts of the people living along the new railways and roads used to beat slowly. They didn't know why to rush. They were as slow as their old roads that were so slow that one could pick raspberries while driving.
I remember well how trucks and tractors used to roll on dusty and sticky roads. And they still do today. If you happen to be driving behind a tractor, you are stuck much of the way. There is no way to overtake it; you can only try desperately at each new turn. The driver gives you just enough space for you to switch to a lower gear and start overtaking, but as soon as they see your turn signal flashing, they move the vehicle to the middle of the road, and you obediently return into the line behind them. Behind these monsters you then roast slowly for an eternity.
Along the roadsides there are piles of garbage, white paper, and disgusting human excrement swarming with shiny green flies. People stop by the roads to relieve themselves. They don’t bother to go further out, into the bushes. They are in no hurry, but they don’t do it anyway.
The new highways are different. Tractors are not allowed there; instead, there are trucks with trailers. And they play the same game.
–It was also new people who came with the new railway. They came from afar: geologists, doctors, soldiers, officials. They were different from us, filled with secrets. The biggest difference between us was the design, and the colors, materials and shapes of our shoes, clothes, and hair. They looked at us as if they were looking at someone different, someone poor. They looked at us as if we didn’t know how ugly our clothes and hairstyles were. That was what their way of looking at us told us, and we started to feel ashamed of ourselves. We were terribly ashamed. So much that we started to lower our eyes. We could only still see our ugly shoes.
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Šema is always busy with the televisions. There are several television sets in her living room, each turned on, showing a different program. Or they are supposed to – often this place only receives two channels. So she has a kind of a screen wall. Flashing screens give her the feeling that she is not so very alone. After the broadcast is over, the screens glow white, which she calls snowing, and only the noise is heard. At this point, Šema turns off each appliance individually, believing that a television could burn out if left on overnight. When the image narrows to a white dot only and the screen darkens completely, each receiver is carefully covered with a crocheted napkin. Each TV has its own handmade white artwork.
Her fascination with television sets began a long time ago, with once highly desirable televisions, such with a rainbow-colored glass, giving the illusion of a color picture.
–My TV was called the Tesla 59, it had a 43-inch diagonal screen and weighed 20 pounds. It had 12 channels, but the program was only streamed to one. It took years to get the program on the other channel as well. For those of us who bought a TV set before 1967, the second program was only available if we bought a few converters for about 350 dinars. I wanted to have Gorenje's best-selling device, the one promoted during the football World Cup. I envied the Slovenes who were able to try this masterpiece for free at home, and buy it after the end of the World Cup, or simply return it. 
She told me all about the different types of TVs and their special features. About the blinds above the channel selector lever, the on-off button and about the lock on the blinds, with which you could even lock the appliance.
–The programs used to be always the same, every week. There was no program during the day, only sometimes an early morning show. We started watching television only in the evening with cartoons – for children before going to bed – just before the news, which was at exactly 7.30 p.m. Commercials were also on the agenda. They were always interesting and we really enjoyed watching them. Boring domestic dramas were on Mondays at 8 p.m., even more boring documentaries or long political talks on Tuesdays. Wednesdays at 8 p.m. were dedicated to sports, and on Fridays at 8 p.m. it was finally time for films. At the time they were mostly American, as the US knew very well that films were a powerful propaganda tool and charged Yugoslavia only about 4,000 US dollars to import a film, perhaps even less. So we were able to watch all the world famous stars like Burt Lancaster, Orson Welles, Kirk Douglas and Jack Palance, or Hollywood spectacles like Water Ball or Peyton Place. 
Nostalgic stories from the past are often the reason she falls silent all of a sudden, just like that, in the middle of a sentence.  It is really not easy to follow her or catch up with her. She keeps changing her mind and her mood every minute.
We spent quite some time together, but I never actually saw her working in her workshop. I thought Šema hated any kind of work and didn’t work until starvation forced otherwise. I would say that the work ethos was not extremely high in this region. To be honest, conversations like the following one were not difficult to catch: 
“You don't want to work?”
“Could be.”
“But maybe you want to, but you can't?”
“Maybe, yes.”
“But is it possible that you want to, but you can't?”
“Yeah, I can't.”
“Oh, so you want to, but you can't.”
“Could be, yes.”
And thus we could play with the same theme on and on.

Sometimes Šema apologizes a little and even blames others for her unproductive mentality, but that’s just proof of how confused she sometimes is. 
–When God rested after creating the world, which lasted six days, he just rested complacently, didn't he?, she might say. It seems to me that she believes in raising the blinds of the workshop in the morning and lowering them in the evening, waiting for something to be earned in the meantime.
When Šema, in her youth, looked at all the work she had done, all she saw was emptiness and nonsense, so she built a remarkable philosophy. It is not what Šema actually does that makes her happy, she is happiest when she doesn’t have to do what she doesn’t want to do. Laziness and ease come first and go well with her passionate and painful speech and singing. The reason lies in the absolute oriental fatalism, indolence, and a special kind of rudeness. As she says, she bears her laziness as a healthy disease. Her favorite activities are simply drinking coffee, watching TV or just lying on the couch. It is a disease that spreads far out, reaching across the borders of the country. It is also a special kind of carelessness, which to a large extent represents a unique intelligence. Proverbially.
New Year's has always been her favorite holiday. Unlike all the other holidays, it was the only one without an ideological note, such as Republic Day (November 29) or Labor Day (May 1). There were years when it was also strictly forbidden to celebrate Christmas. It was only celebrated in secret, with window curtains carefully veiled so that no spy could report it to the authorities.
–Because of the different religions, our religious holidays were not on the same dates. For that reason New Year’s Eve was the most important and the television stations treated it as the most important event of the holiday season. The editors had decided months in advance who would appear on the New Year’s Eve show. In fact, we all watched Radio-Television Belgrade or Zagreb, because they had the most glamorous shows.
I’m slowly losing interest in this conversation about television, but she keeps rambling on about it. In the meantime I take a close look at the wall behind her. It is richly decorated. There are all sorts of decorative objects on it. I notice that the inn is full of handmade wool decorations, from small rugs to pillows and wall decorations, giving the space an air of solemnity. The base is red wool, as if the yarn was colored in blood. These thick fabrics make the space quieter than normal public spaces, just as nature is quiet when covered with a thick layer of snow.
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Wool is an amazing fiber. It is waterproof, odor and fire resistant, durable, it allows painting, and is comfortable. It is kind of alive, since it is taken from a live animal. In many traditions, wool acts as a bond, as a transfer between the living and the dead. For many, the most beautiful wool product is kilim, a woven rug. One of the most common motifs on these rugs is a turtle. Why this animal in these places? The turtle is one of the oldest symbols found in the cultures of many world civilizations. In addition to the motif of the turtle carrying the world on its back, the motif of the tree of life, which originates from shamanism, also appears on the carpets, as well as bird motifs. 
“A journey through three worlds,” a visitor once explained the origin of the images on the carpets to Mari, a local kilim maker. Mara, about the same age as Šema, has a workshop where she makes and sells kilims. Mara showed great interest in history and mythology each time foreign guests visited her shop, but she asked questions just to encourage visitors to talk and stay in the workshop as long as possible. A simple and spontaneous marketing move. This is how she once also responded to the explanations of a scientist. The visitor was enchanted by her curiosity, the curiosity of a simple villager. She impressed him so much, he carefully wrote down her questions and remarks in his booklet, but she was just pretending to be interested. As soon as the visitor turned his back on her, she sneered and imitated a turtle and a bird with caricatured gestures. She was really only interested in selling her rugs.
“Who cares about travelling through three worlds!” she said, and looked at the translator as a warning not to translate her words to the German guest. “Dear noble women, why don’t you buy another kilim? One for your husband! Kilim is good for your husband’s health. For his tired lower back. He is probably tired from the hard work up there in Germany. Buy him a beautiful kilim with the three sacred birds. You will see how his power down there will return in three days.”
The translator could barely suppress his laughter. He was the only one here who had learned German while working abroad. He was a gastarbeiter for a while, but he couldn’t stand being far away from home, and came back young enough to be able to do other things now. He occasionally works as a translator for foreigners, Englishmen, Germans or Frenchmen. He doesn’t speak English or French, but nobody cares, as long as he translates.
Whenever something is black as night, green as grass, white as milk, red as blood, light blue as the sky, or dark blue as the sea, I remember Mara. These were her marketing descriptions of the colors of the woolen rugs.
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She only washes her hair on Mondays and Thursdays, never on any other day, as she believes her hair would fall out if she did. Šema has an incredible talent for the production (and black market sales) of various useful products.  She makes her own cleaning fluid cedž from oak ash extract, spring water, rosemary or hot pepper, and mint oil. This shampoo is a treatment against hair loss, but she also uses it to wash clothes and dishes. You have to be careful not to discolor your colored laundry, she advises those to whom she sells some of this home-made product. 
One of Šema’s side activities, apart from working in her workshop, is hemp. She has some of her own products, which she exchanges or sells. Hemp has been grown in this region for ages. 
Some documents from the 17th century say that it was grown on this soil even before the arrival of the Turks. Its flower is called veselica, a fete, which is a very suitable name for this plant. 
—Yugoslavia used to be the seventh largest producer of hemp in the world, Šema explained to me, and in addition to linen, it was used for other things. The flowers were tied into bunches and used to smoke the rooms where seriously ill patients lay. The leaves were inserted into a glowing iron and used to smoke the rooms. They treated severe forms of cough and whooping cough with it. They also prepared cookies for children and the elderly. 
They both slept well after eating them. 
Hemp oil, a remedy for nervousness, rheumatism and paleness, has always been made in the region where Šema lives. Šema uses the flowers in honey and rakia. After seven weeks of soaking the flowers, she rubs the brandy into the parts of her body that are not well. She rubs it regularly around her heart.
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On the last day before leaving, I visited Šema again at her home. She said she was too busy to hang out with me that day. 
–If you can sit – don't stand, if you can lie – don't sit, she said as she aligned the floral quilt that covered her couch, but even though I don't feel like doing anything right now, I really have to go to work today.
There are many very serious matters around here where honorary witnesses are needed. Šema could be called a kind of mediator. She talks to people in all kinds of conflicts and she is the master of ceremony of various rites and events on all sorts of occasions in the village, from weddings to funerals. She is invited to make preparations for various events, give speeches and even sing sometimes. These are all highly respected duties and they are actually her real source of livelihood, if not in the form of money, then in material substitutes such as clothing, mopeds, gasoline, chickens, rakia and similar necessities. She is called as a witness in many serious matters, for example, in twinning between men, especially if they are of different religions, which has always been considered an important tradition that has often saved someone's head. According to the principle “your faith is my faith, my faith is your faith” such newly twinned brothers lick each other's blood and thus become brothers in faith, according to the needs and depending on the circumstances.
Šema participates in the rite of circumambulation, when the church is wrapped in a rope, which is most often performed for those who hope for God’s help: for infertile women and impotent men, for the mourners for dead children, or for the terminally ill. For the latter, Šema wraps a rope around the diseased part of the body and sticks a candle in between the coils – this is supposed to bring them healing.
Marriages can also be very serious matters in these villages, especially the more remote ones. To determine a wedding means to determine the date and time of the event when the wedding guests come to pick up the bride. Once it is agreed that the girl will be given away and the date is agreed upon, the marriage process continues unconditionally. Unconditionally. Nothing can be put off, abandoned or postponed. On that day, at that hour the wedding guests will come to the house to get the bride, even if they know that someone in that same house was dying, even if the bride herself was dying. They would come for her anyway. Not even death can stop the wedding guests. They would just say that “one side is for mourning, the other for singing”.
That morning, as I was sipping coffee at her house, she was practicing something. She was walking from one window to another and droning some words quietly. She had already conducted various funerals: Catholic, Orthodox, Muslim, once even a Jewish one. 
“May God give you patience!” she exclaimed suddenly. I can imagine that she has to practice every ceremony very carefully so as not to make a procedural mistake. This could offend the community. She carries a lot of responsibility on her shoulders. May God give her patience!
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They say religion says more about a person’s ethic than about their nationality, or even spirituality. Šema’s family lived among Muslims, Orthodox, Catholics, and a few Jews. God around here is distributed. People did not judge which religion was better. And they didn’t renounce any of them. They visited mosques on Fridays and churches on Sundays. Some families even practiced a religion similar to the medieval version of the Bosnian church, which adopted some orthodox and unorthodox teachings, such as the Bogomil-Bulgarian Gnostic movement, which followed the teachings of Christ but rejected the immaculate conception of Jesus. Šema did not belong to any religion. She went to the mosque, if necessary, to the Orthodox or Catholic church, also if necessary. 
“So you're with the Muslims today?” I poked at her. 
–Yes. I must cleanse the dead with all respect, with clean water and soap. This is similar to the Muslim routine of daily prayers, ablution. I prepare both male and female corpses. After the cleaning I shroud the body. The deceased thus prepared is then placed by the others in a coffin or on a tabut, a board with five sides covered with cloth, with the right side facing towards Mecca. Then I recite the Salatul Janazah prayer. When the dead person is placed in the grave, an additional board is placed over the body to prevent lumps of soil from falling on him or her, she explained to me while ironing her best pants, not a task she could perform with any commendable precision.  She paused a little and added, –but even though they celebrate Muhammad, they did not renounce St. George. It's important that people don’t have evil thoughts and do evil deeds.
“Of course, of course,” I added very seriously, or what seemed serious from the outside, but probably quite cynically. I did like this religious fluidity, but I found it funny at the same time. I am just simply used to strict and dangerous interfaith boundaries.
Šema left and closed the door behind her. Soon, after only a few seconds, the front door opened again. Only her head with the red cap showed itself.
–These are Muslims, but they’re of the Virgin Mary. Allah emanet. Goodbye. 
That image of her head poking through the door, saying that, was enough to make me burst out laughing and laugh out loud long after she had closed the door again and gone to work.
During my visits, Šema was often too busy to actually deal with my presence in her house, so I roamed around freely. I looked at the photos on the walls and on the shelves, leafed through the magazines she collected, moved from the chair behind the table to the couch and back. I felt relaxed and welcome. But there is probably no need to say how much I wanted to read more from her diary. It was placed on a flower stand next to the couch. I might get a chance again to look into it today. 
–Are you coming with me or are you staying here?, she asked me swiftly as she poked her head with her red cap through the front door for the second time after she had already left. –I'll be back in about four hours. I'm sure you have something to think about and write in the meantime. I'll be happy to have a drink with you when it's over. 
Now I know she did it on purpose. She wanted me to read, she wanted me to know, so I stayed. When she was gone, I barbarically broke into her diary, which was wide open, offering itself on the shelf. 
“I'm going to dishonor myself, trample down Šema, desecrate the diary,” I thought, but the urge of curiosity was stronger. 
The loneliness I carry is my burden. It is easy to become a woman without a man. Before you know it, you are one of them. And once you become a woman without a man, loneliness starts to flow deeply through your body. It’s like a blood stain on a white napkin covering the TV. No matter how many films you’ve watched, how many books you’ve read, how many drinks you’ve drunk, you can no longer get rid of this stain. The stain may fade a little over time but it still remains a stain until someone says 'God, be kind to this soul', and the first lump of soil is dropped on your coffin.
This reading was unexpected, I did not expect such an existential text.
I probably hadn’t quite adjusted to living as a man when I joined the brigade ... 

{		}

... What a face this Falcon has! He is young, not yet twenty years old, and I would say, and I swear by Allah and the Rosary, that the radiance of his cheeks is like the sun and that the radiance of his eyebrows is like the moon.
Šema! What is this!?, I wondered, surprised by what I’d just read. I started reading faster, at double speed probably. Even the walls in the room fell silent to hear the confidences better.
He’s a real mountain spirit. His white neck is encircled by a black glittering necklace, like a raven perched on his shoulder. His eyes are black as the eyes of a falcon, his teeth are demonically beautiful. His forehead is like the charm of happiness, his eyebrows as thick as leeches. His long eyelashes cover his face like the wings of a swallow. His beard isn't growing yet, nor his moustache. He is dark. His strong black hair smells of soap and grass. I want to put my face to it and smell it.


{		}
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It is in human nature that once we are convinced that we are not good enough, we can never relax again. We remain vigilant and monitor our shortcomings. When we find them, we feel even more insecure. Trapped in a circle of inferiority, we do not recognize what is going on inside us. We only suspect that we need to work even harder.
Šema is not afraid of the risk of getting stuck in the unbearable feeling of inferiority. She doesn’t pretend to be constantly busy – staying as far as possible from her pain in a socially approved way – but she is doing a good job at keeping busy. She doesn’t browse the web, she doesn’t check emails or listen to music and watch TV, she doesn’t snack at the first emotional crack ... in short, she doesn’t do things to help her camouflage the feelings of vulnerability and inadequacies.
Šema also does not focus on the mistakes of others. She does not project her vulnerability on them and does not make other people her enemies according to the principle: the more I am afraid, the more hostile I am to others. She has no enemies, neither in her father, her mother or grandfather, nor in her neighbors, society or country. She is not one of those who think they are always right. Not one of those who, the more miserable they feel, the less willing they are to admit their mistakes and therefore blame others, which at least temporarily relieves them of the weight of their own failure. Nor does she belong among those who are constantly striving to create a good impression, which in fact further reinforces the belief that they are not good enough.
However, Šema never felt real in the eyes of her family. Her value was based on how well she was doing what was expected of her, how she pleased them, and on the fear that she would fail to do so. Her opinions and feelings were irrelevant. Like all of us, she developed various tactics aimed at hiding her shortcomings or making up for her drawbacks: she practiced an instrument, attended courses, worked in the brigades, worked for the Red Cross, was a volunteer firefighter… but instead of enjoying it in a relaxed way, she merely tried to hide something, make up for it and catch it.
How Šema realized the painful truth that all of these strategies only reinforced her feelings of insecurity and inferiority, I don’t know. Nor do I know how she decided to descend into the core of her suffering, thereby acknowledging its existence, which would then become the beginning of her freedom. Šema seems to know that the more we say to ourselves that something is wrong with us and that we will fail, the more we deepen the neural pathways that create the feelings of inadequacies. She simply realized what fear can do: the more we allow it to guide our actions trying to escape imperfection, the more it deepens it.
Šema knows that all segments of life, even the most beautiful ones, involve a risk that mistakes are inevitable, and that we don't need much – just to hear something – and we already feel that something is wrong with us, with us alone. She rejected the belief that she was unworthy because of her shortcomings. She no longer ascribes the causes to herself.
Therefore, she is not afraid of rejection if she is boring, insecure, fat, ignorant, selfish, or lonely. She goes through life without anxiety about imperfection. She feels at home with herself, fully accepted, without the endless longing to belong and constantly judge herself. Yes, she would answer if asked if she currently accepts herself as she is.
Šema sees things clearly, and she has learned to accept all her experiences with compassion. This is not some dull emotional handicap, sadness at the sight of suffering. Her empathy is very much alive. One day she suddenly became aware of a new phenomenon, utterly unusual. She became open to her own suffering, without avoidance or exclusion. It seems as if her idling over coffee and lying on the couch gave her mind enough time and space for that insight. It is now as if Šema understood all her sufferings, shortcomings, and mistakes without judging, as if one of the gods on a Friday or a Sunday gave her the ability to see her life as part of a greater human experience. She escaped her spell.
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The vow of lifelong chastity is one of the oldest and lasting vows in all great religious systems. Šema’s diary led me to consider whether living in an honorable state of celibacy offers emotional and psychological growth, and whether celibacy can even be practiced in any kind of a healthy form. 
         The institution of sworn virgins offers a different reason for celibacy. In Šema’s case, her oath has nothing to do with the Bride of Christ, but with the acquisition of privileges reserved only for men. In many traditional cultures, virginity has a special status that has to do with special powers. Lifelong vows of chastity often include isolation and exclusion from normal social concerns for survival, sensual pleasures, and traditional family life. The sworn virginity of virdžinas, however, is a fascinating inversion of such practices. Their vow of virginity offers a path to social inclusion and gaining power. Nuns, as virgins, are more or less excluded from society, while the virdžinas are included in it.
A Marriage to Christ – a virtuous or celibate marriage as a form of virginity – is a way of life for people who have to live in this world while they are not of this world. This is the sacrificial nature of virginity as an offering to a world beyond ours. Female ascetics, as mediators between humanity and divine beings, are said to contribute to the well-being of humanity. Because of their asceticism and otherworldliness, their physical strength is also said to be greater than that of ordinary people. Abstinence from the earthly emotions elevates other powers of the virgins. Honesty and chastity – as the highest retreat from the laws of human nature – have also led people to attribute extraordinary powers to the virdžinas. Therefore they were privileged. How else could Šema perform all those rites and be present at all the key transitions of life, of both, of those baptized and those circumcised!
Sexuality is a part of human life. We are attracted to other people, we have romantic feelings toward them, and also sexual instincts. Those who have vowed celibacy are no different in this, but, they choose not to follow these feelings and urges. They choose to overcome them. Living in celibacy is not an initiative for solitude, as despite the celibacy, people continue to live among other people and infatuations can easily happen, which can be complicated and destructive. Those who take religious vows of abstinence are not allowed to love anyone or be loved in a physical sense, the same goes for nuns. To be chaste means to love all people in a platonic way and to be married only to God. Celibacy expresses attachment to God as a lover. But the virdžinas give their virginity to their family and thus preserve the honor of the family and its property.
How confused Šema must have been when she first felt in love. How she must have been afraid when new, deep, and forbidden feelings appeared and started to create a bond of affection.
I went to the priest and told him everything. I expected him to simply dismiss me, but instead he said, “Šema, be very careful. Don’t bring shame to your house! You can love. Because if you lose the ability to love, then you lose the ability to truly open your heart to God. But that doesn’t mean you have to express that love with your body. Virdžinas, you are the intermediaries between human beings and the divine being. Not everyone can respect this rule, only those to whom it is given. You were chosen, dear child. Šema, be very careful.
The priest was my guide at the time as I wanted to understand how to deal with these feelings. When I was a young girl, the people I met in the street or in a store crossed themselves before greeting me. That meant they recognized me as the one, as a symbol.
I admit, I have a sex drive. And I had to find ways to deal with it. I've been dealing with this my whole life. Sometimes even with a splash of ice water.’

{                    }

… I didn’t want to make the mistake and start needing him more than he needed me …
{                    }

… And I still keep it a secret that sometimes when we were brigadiers, together in the dark, and the sounds and lights were far away …
{                    }
… his body held mine.
 
At that moment I closed the diary. I didn't want to keep reading. It seemed to me that there was a line I shouldn’t cross. I didn’t want to burden my conscience by breaking into Šema’s most intimate space, and I didn’t want to live under the pretext of not knowing anything while having her most personal moments in front of my eyes at the same time. I didn’t want to lose my virginity. I wanted to stay worthy of this secret, of her wounds. So I put down that red Diary and poured myself a glass of rakia. I drank it with this awful grimace on my face, in one gulp. 




