
Advance Praise for Beneath the Silence

“Beneath the Silence is a powerful reminder that 
faith, freedom, and the human spirit can never be 
silenced. Elida Dakoli’s story is both inspiring and 
timely, reminding us why liberty must always be 
cherished and protected.”

—Dan Patrick, lieutenant governor of Texas

“Beneath the Silence is more than a memoir. It is a 
testament to the resilience of the human spirit in the 
face of tyranny and a reminder of what is lost when 
freedom, faith, and human dignity are crushed 
under communism. With clarity, grace, and moral 
force, Dr. Elida Dakoli has given a voice not only to 
her family’s suffering, but to the experience of mil-
lions whose stories must never be forgotten.”

—Dr. Eric Patterson, president and CEO of 
the Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation

“Dr. Elida Dakoli has written a remarkable memoir 
of perseverance, faith, and hope. Beneath the Silence 
is the story of a family tested by hardship and perse-
cution, and of a young girl who refused to let silence 
define her future. It is beautifully written, deeply 
personal, and profoundly inspiring.”

—Gregory Slayton, professor, diplomat, 
author, businessman, and philanthropist
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A NOTE TO THE READER

B efore I was born, two families carried histories they rarely 
spoke about aloud. My mother’s family, the Myshketas, and 

my father’s family, the Dakolis, endured imprisonment, perse-
cution, loss, and decades of silence under communist Albania. 
Their experiences shaped the world I inherited, even when I did 
not yet understand it.

The chapters that follow move between their stories and my 
own, revealing how the past continues to echo through generations.

PEOPLE IN THIS STORY

Name Description

THE NARRATOR

Elida Dakoli Daughter of Lemi and Lili. 
Pianist. The voice that carries 
this book.

THE DAKOLI FAMILY

Sadik Dakoli Elida’s grandfather. A 
businessman in Durrës.
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Jaja Dakoli Sadik’s wife. Elida’s 
grandmother.

Meti Dakoli Sadik and Jaja’s eldest son.
Tuta Dakoli Sadik and Jaja’s daughter. 

Elida’s aunt.
Lemi Dakoli Sadik and Jaja’s son. Elida’s 

father. A teacher.
Mikeh Dakoli Sadik and Jaja’s youngest son. 

Elida’s uncle.
Lili Dakoli (née Myshketa) Elida’s mother. A doctor. The 

bridge between the two 
families.

Ledio Dakoli Elida’s younger brother.
Cia Jaja’s brother. Elida’s 

great-uncle.
Teuta Cia’s wife. Elida’s great-aunt.
Shpresa Cia and Teuta’s daughter. 

Director of the piano 
department.

THE MYSHKETA FAMILY

Hysen Myshketa Lawyer and parliamentarian. 
Elida’s great-grandfather.

Aishe Myshketa Hysen’s wife.
Isa Myshketa Hysen and Aishe’s son. Elida’s 

grandfather.
Gia Myshketa Isa’s wife. Elida’s grandmother. 

Keeper of the family’s stories.
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Lili Myshketa Isa and Gia’s daughter. Dili’s 
twin. (See the Dakoli family.)

Dili Myshketa Isa and Gia’s daughter. 
Lili’s twin.

Dhurata Myshketa Isa and Gia’s daughter. 
Elida’s aunt.

Young Hysen Myshketa Isa and Gia’s eldest son. Named 
for his grandfather.

Betim Myshketa Isa and Gia’s youngest child.
Rik A Myshketa cousin.

NEIGHBORS AND WITNESSES

Ana Elida’s classmate at the bunker.
Greta Elida’s friend at the bunker. 

Klara’s granddaughter.
Klara Greta’s grandmother. A 

folk singer.
Besa The school custodian.
Rebekah Wife of Fatmir. A midnight 

visitor to the Myshketa flat.
Kosta Isa’s coworker at the 

sewage plant.
Petrit An old friend of the 

Myshketa family.
Blerta and Flutura The twins’ playmates.
The Dinos Upstairs neighbors. Comrade 

Dino, a Sigurimi officer, and 
his wife.
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THE FORCES

Shyqyri Peza Brother of the guerrilla 
commander.

The Officers They came at night.
Enver Hoxha The dictator whose portrait 

hung in every home 
except ours.

Note on names: Lili Myshketa, the twin daughter of Isa and Gia, 
grew up to marry Lemi Dakoli and became Elida’s mother. She 
appears in the Myshketa chapters as a child and in the Dakoli 
chapters as Mami. She is the living bridge between the two 
families whose histories are told in this book.
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FOREWORD

I sn’t it remarkable that the words “aloud” and “allowed” look 
so different, but mean much the same thing? In this book 

they are largely synonymous because in the context of commu-
nist societies, there are actions and beliefs that are simply not 
allowed. The author explains that she grew up in a situation in 
which authentic feelings, experiences, questions and truths could 
not be uttered: they could not be said aloud.

Communism demands silence. Communism relies on vi-
olence, and on the threat of violence, to cow its subjects into 
submission.

Yet this does not mean that truth and hope cease to exist. 
On the contrary, it is often in the aspirations that parents hold 
for their children, the hopes grandparents cherish for their 
grandchildren, and the bright expectations that animate young 
minds that the falsehoods of communism become most visible.

These themes lie at the heart of the book now in your hands. 
It tells the story of a family repressed across generations for its 
commitment to truth, beauty, fundamental human rights, and 
democracy—commitments that converge in the experience of a 
precocious child named Elida Dakoli.

In one sense, this is a coming-of-age story, tracing a girl’s 
gradual development toward a maturer understanding that places 
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her hopes and talents in tension with the social and political re-
alities of her environment. As she grows more perceptive, she 
becomes increasingly aware of the visible and invisible currents 
that define life under a totalitarian regime: a world in which bru-
tal ideologues teach citizens to distrust one another and deploy 
the power of the state, through surveillance and suspicion, to 
fracture the bonds of ordinary human solidarity.

And yet this is not a book defined only by bleakness. It is 
also a book of courage, familial love, and moral clarity. We en-
counter people willing to say, with quiet firmness, that injustice 
is intolerable. Above all, we meet a girl who will later grow into 
a young woman—a world-class performer, entrepreneur, and 
author—whose native talent, perseverance, and disciplined labor 
enable her to overcome formidable obstacles and become a dis-
tinguished solo pianist.

The persecution of a single family under communism, and 
the effort to suppress individual ambition, is not merely an ab-
stract theme for me; it is also part of my own family’s history.

My grandparents endured forced deportation to Germany 
during World War I. During World War II, my father survived 
the Flossenbürg Concentration Camp, and my mother survived 
forced child labor under Nazi Germany. My father, Paul Zenon 
Woś, was a member of the Polish Home Army and was later hon-
ored by Yad Vashem with the “Righteous Among the Nations” 
medal for helping save Jewish lives during the Holocaust.

The fight for freedom, human dignity, and the opportunity 
to fulfill one’s God-given potential was deeply rooted in my 
family’s values. Growing up in communist ruled Poland, I wit-
nessed firsthand the failures of a system determined to suppress 
the potential of its citizens. Daily life was marked by shortages, 
restrictions, and government control over nearly every aspect of 
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life—from access to basic goods to educational opportunities. 
Surrounded by scarcity and limited choices, I saw how com-
munism sought not only to control people’s actions but also to 
diminish their aspirations and dreams.

For that reason, I believe this is an important book: one 
marked by emotional range and written with sensitivity, en-
ergy, and grace. It exposes the lies and crimes of communism, 
yet it is also a beautiful testament to the ways hope, family, and 
talent can endure—even under conditions designed to extin-
guish them.

Aldona Z. Woś, MD Ambassador (Ret.)

Ambassador Aldona Woś was born in Warsaw, Poland. Her 
father survived Flossenbürg Concentration Camp, and her mother 
survived Nazi Germany child slave labor.

She earned her MD from the Warsaw Medical Academy, served 
as US Ambassador to the Republic of Estonia under President 
George W. Bush, and was North Carolina Secretary of Health and 
Human Services.

She is President Emerita and a Trustee of The Institute of World 
Politics and serves on the boards of the Victims of Communism 
Memorial Foundation, the Council of American Ambassadors, and 
the University of North Carolina Wilmington.
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Chapter 1

MY PRELUDE

Elida
DURRËS, 1984

M y shoes were too small.
I had known this for months, but there were no new 

shoes to be had. So, I curled my toes inward and walked on the 
edges of my feet, trying to make room where there was none. 
The leather bit into my heel with every step. By the time we 
reached the music school, a blister had already formed, hot and 
wet under my skin.
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I didn’t tell Mami. Pain was not something we discussed in 
our family. You felt it, you carried it, you kept walking.

The hallway stretched before us like a throat. Gray walls. 
Gray floor. Gray light filtering through a barred window high 
above. Dust floated in the narrow beams, suspended, going no-
where. The doors we passed were heavy and old, their glass panes 
fogged with age, each one sealed with iron locks the color of 
dried blood. Behind them, I could hear piano scales. Muffled. 
Distant. The sound of children who had already been chosen.

I gripped Mami’s hand tighter.
Her fingers were warm, her grip steady, but I could feel her 

pulse against my palm. Fast. Constant. A drumbeat of fear she 
would never admit to. In our world, mothers didn’t show fear. They 
showed strength, even when there was none left. Especially then.

I was six years old. This was my audition. My one chance to 
become what I had always wanted to be.

We had walked twenty minutes from our apartment, but 
it felt like crossing into enemy territory. The Mujo Ulqinaku 
School of Music was a building designed to intimidate. Plain 
concrete. Small windows. Walls thick enough to swallow 
screams. Nothing in Communist Albania was built for beauty. 
Buildings were built for function. For control. For the quiet 
reminder that you were small and the state was vast, and your 
dreams existed only with permission.

If I passed today, I would be allowed to study piano.
If I failed, that door would close. Not just for me. For my 

family. For the Dakoli name that already carried too much 
weight, too much suspicion, too much history the Party 
wanted erased.
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My great-uncle Cia had seen it first. When I was barely old 
enough to walk, he would watch me tap my fingers against ta-
bles, against walls, against anything that might make sound.

“Oh, Jaja!” he would say to my grandmother, his voice rising 
with delight. “This one will be a pianist. Like my Shpresa. I can 
already see it.”

Shpresa. His daughter. The legend of our family. Director 
of the piano department at this very school. When people in 
Durrës spoke her name, they spoke it softly, reverently, the way 
they might speak of a saint.

To me, she was something more. She was proof that a person 
from our world could become something. Could rise. Could play.

I don’t remember choosing to want the piano. The want-
ing was simply there, like hunger, like breath. Maybe Uncle Cia 
planted it. Maybe it grew from watching Jaja’s face whenever 
she mentioned Shpresa. Or maybe it came from the piano itself. 
The glimpses I caught through half-open doors. The gleaming 
black surface. The white and black keys lined up like teeth. The 
sound that poured out when someone touched them. A sound 
that seemed to come from somewhere else entirely. Somewhere 
clean. Somewhere free.

In Durrës, pianos were rare. Only the school had them. Only 
the chosen could play. The rest of us pressed our ears against 
locked doors and imagined.

For months, Mami and I had come to this hallway to 
prepare. We couldn’t afford lessons. We couldn’t touch the in-
struments. But we could listen. We stood against the wall for 
hours, catching the notes that drifted through the cracks. Scales. 
Arpeggios. Études that older students practiced until the melo-
dies wore grooves into my memory.
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I learned to repeat anything I heard. My voice became my 
only instrument.

Some of the older students took pity on me. They would tap 
rhythms on the wall and watch me echo them. Hum intervals 
and wait for me to sing them back. One girl, whose name I never 
learned, let me touch a piano key once when no teacher was 
watching. Just one key. Middle C. The sound it made traveled 
up my finger, through my arm, and settled in my chest like a 
small bird taking roost.

I never forgot that feeling.
I wanted to feel it again. I wanted to feel it forever.
Now, here I was. Standing at the end of the corridor. Waiting 

for the door that would either open my life or close it.
The door opened.
She stepped out.
Teacher Shpresa.
Even in this dim hallway, she seemed to gather light. Her 

auburn curls refused to be tamed, springing around her face like 
flames frozen mid-flicker. Her blue eyes held a confidence that 
filled the space around her. She was small. Smaller than Mami. 
But when she moved, you watched. When she spoke, you lis-
tened. She carried herself like someone who had never been told 
no. Or if she had, she hadn’t accepted it.

“Hello, Elida.” Her voice was kind but measured. “Are 
you ready?”

“Yes, Teacher Shpresa.” The words tumbled out too fast, too 
eager. “I practiced. I sang every day. I know a long poem. I can 
recite the whole thing if you want.”

Something flickered in her eyes. Pride, maybe. Or worry. I 
couldn’t tell.
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“That’s good to hear.” She turned to Mami. “Lili, you’ll need 
to wait here. Parents aren’t permitted inside during auditions.”

Mami knelt beside me. Her face was close to mine, her 
breath warm, her eyes holding mine like hands. She smelled 
of soap and lavender and the particular scent of our kitchen. 
Home. Safety. Everything I was about to leave behind.

“I wish you much success, zemra ime.” (“My heart.”) She 
kissed my forehead. Her lips were dry and soft. “Remember. 
You are a Dakoli. You carry your grandfather’s strength. Your 
grandmother’s grace. You are not alone in that room. We are all 
with you.”

She stood. Her hand released mine.
The absence was immediate. A cold space where warmth 

had been.
Shpresa took my hand. Her grip was firm, her palm cool. 

Professional. Distant. She led me down the hallway, and I fol-
lowed on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

The audition room was smaller than I had imagined. One 
piano against the far wall. Black and gleaming, its surface so 
polished I could see my own reflection in it. A warped, small 
version of myself. A girl in a red dress who looked terrified.

Three judges sat behind a long table. Two men and one 
woman. Their faces were the color of concrete, their expressions 
just as hard. Papers spread before them. Pens in hand. They 
didn’t look up when I entered. They didn’t smile. They didn’t 
acknowledge that a six-year-old child had just walked into the 
room with her whole future balanced on the next few minutes.

Shpresa released my hand and walked to the piano. She sat 
with her back perfectly straight, her fingers hovering over the 
keys, and she didn’t look at me. Not once.

I stood alone in the center of the room.
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The man in the middle spoke without raising his eyes from 
his notebook. “State your name and age.”

“I am Elida Dakoli.” My voice came out smaller than I 
wanted. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I am six years old.”

The pen scratched against paper. “We will begin with ear 
training.”

Shpresa played two notes. I closed my eyes and sang them 
back. She played three more. I echoed them. A chord. I sepa-
rated the tones in my head and sang each one.

This part I knew. This part I had practiced in the hallway, 
against the wall, while Mami watched and nodded and whis-
pered, “Good. Again. Good.”

“Sing the middle pitch,” the judge instructed.
Shpresa struck three keys at once. The notes blurred together 

in the air, tangling like threads. I listened. I breathed. I found 
the one hiding between the others and let it rise from my throat.

I looked at Shpresa, desperate for some sign that I was right.
Her face was stone.
“Thank you, Comrade Shpresa.” The judge’s voice was flat. 

No praise. No encouragement. Just procedure.
Shpresa stepped away from the piano and took her place 

behind the table with the others. Now all four of them faced me. 
Eight eyes. No warmth in any of them.

“Recite a poem,” the judge said. “For our Party and our Leader.”
My stomach clenched.
I knew what I had to say. Everyone knew. They taught us 

these poems in school, drilled them into us at assemblies, made 
us recite them until the words lost meaning and became just 
sounds. Empty sounds. Sounds that praised a man I had never 
met, a leader whose portrait hung in every classroom, whose 
name we were taught to love before we were taught to read.
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I thought of the other stories. The ones Jaja whispered at 
night, when the windows were closed and the neighbors couldn’t 
hear. Stories of ancient Albania. Of warriors and mountains and 
a time before the Party. Stories that were forbidden. Stories that 
were real.

But I couldn’t tell those stories here.
I drew a breath and began:
“Xhaxhi Enver, Xhaxhi Enver, E ke gojën me sheqer, Plot me 

sheqer e me hurma, Lum Partia që të ka!”
Uncle Enver, Uncle Enver, Your mouth is full of sugar, Full of 

sugar and persimmons, Blessed is the Party that has you.
The judge raised his hand.
I stopped. The next line died in my throat like a small ani-

mal caught in a trap.
The judges bent over their papers. Their pens moved in uni-

son. Scratching. Scratching. The sound filled the room, louder 
than my heartbeat, louder than the blood pounding in my ears.

What were they writing? What had I done wrong? Had my 
voice trembled? Had I mispronounced a word? Had they seen 
something in my face when I said “Uncle Enver”? Some flicker 
of doubt, some hint that I didn’t believe the words I was saying?

In Albania, doubt was dangerous. Doubt was a crime. Even 
in a six-year-old’s eyes.

“Now,” the judge said, looking up, “I will clap a rhythm. 
You will repeat it.”

He clapped. I clapped. He clapped a longer pattern. I fol-
lowed. Faster now. More complex. Syncopation. Pauses. My 
palms stung from the impact, but I didn’t stop. I matched him 
beat for beat, my hands moving before my mind could catch up.

When he finished, he made no comment. Just wrote some-
thing down.
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“Finally, you will sing a song.”
This was my territory. This was where I could fly.
I chose “Një Dhuratë për Ditëlindje.” A Present for My 

Birthday. A song about a globe in a classroom, spinning with all 
the countries of the world painted on its surface. But we only 
sang about one country. Albania. Always Albania. Only Albania.

I sang with everything I had. My voice filled the room, 
pushing against the walls, climbing toward the ceiling. I forgot 
the judges. Forgot my aching feet. Forgot the blister burning on 
my heel. I was standing on the shore of the Adriatic, the wind in 
my hair, the sea whispering secrets about the world beyond. Italy. 
Greece. Places I would never see. Children on the other side of 
the water, singing their own songs. Did they feel as proud as we 
were taught to feel? Did they feel as small?

The last note left my lips and dissolved into silence.
I stood perfectly still.
The judges didn’t move.
No applause. No nods. No smiles.
Just the scratch of pens. The rustle of papers. The silence 

that pressed against my chest like a hand.
Shpresa rose and walked toward me. Her hand closed around 

mine. Cool. Light. Impersonal.
She guided me toward the door.
I turned back, desperate for something. A glance. A flicker. 

Any sign that I had done enough.
The judges were already looking at their papers.
Even Shpresa. Even her.
The door closed behind me with a click that sounded like a 

lock turning.
Mami was on her feet before I reached her. Her eyes searched 

my face, reading it like a page in a book she was afraid to finish.
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“How did it go?”
“I don’t know.” My voice cracked. “They didn’t say 

anything.”
She pulled me into her arms. I pressed my face against her 

chest and breathed in the smell of home.
“You did your best,” she said. “That’s all anyone can do.”
But it didn’t feel like enough. Not in Albania. Not for a 

Dakoli. Not when so much depended on strangers who wouldn’t 
even look at me.

We walked home through the late afternoon light. The 
shadows had lengthened while I was inside, stretching across the 
pavement like dark fingers reaching for our feet. The air smelled 
of salt from the sea and smoke from somewhere distant.

I was still wearing the red dress. Aunt Dhurata’s dress. The 
dress that had taken months to make, scrap by scrap, stitch by 
stitch. The dress that was supposed to make me look worthy.

It felt like a costume now. Like a lie I had told with fabric.
My shoes bit into my heel with every step. The blister had 

broken. I could feel the wetness against my sock. But I didn’t say 
anything. I just walked.

Days passed.
Then a week.
No letter came. No list was posted. In Albania, you didn’t 

get answers. You got silence. And in that silence, you learned to 
live with not knowing.

I hummed the audition song to myself. In bed. In the 
kitchen. Walking to school. I replayed every moment, searching 
for the mistake that must have been there. The wrong note. The 
rushed rhythm. The look in my eyes when I said, “Uncle Enver.”

I thought about Shpresa. Her face when she led me out. 
Blank. Unreadable. Not even a cousin’s warmth. Just the mask 
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everyone wore when they didn’t want to be seen feeling anything 
at all.

Then, one afternoon, she came to our door.
She sat at our kitchen table and talked about small things. 

The weather. A concert she was preparing for. Her father’s 
health. Mami offered tea. Shpresa accepted. They spoke like two 
women who had all the time in the world.

I sat in my chair and waited. My fingernails dug into my palms.
Finally, Shpresa turned to me.
“Elida, you did very well at your audition.”
My heart lifted. The words I had been waiting for. The 

words I had dreamed.
You’ll study piano.
“The Committee has placed you in the violin program,” she 

said. “You’ll begin this fall.”
The words landed like a blow to the chest.
“Violin?”
“The piano openings were filled.” Her voice was calm. 

Practiced. “The Committee believes you’re well-suited for 
violin.”

I stared at her. I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. The room 
had gone strange and distant, like I was watching it through water.

Mami’s hand settled on my shoulder. “That’s wonderful 
news. You’ll be a musician.”

I nodded. My lips moved into something that was supposed 
to be a smile.

That night, we ate dinner in silence. Beans with olive oil. 
Bread still warm from the bakery. The last of the salted meat 
Mami had been saving.

No one said piano. No one said violin. No one said anything 
at all.
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After dinner, I helped clear the dishes. I washed each plate 
slowly, feeling the warm water run over my hands. Babi read the 
newspaper by the window. Jaja sat in her corner, hands folded, 
watching me with eyes that held something I couldn’t name.

I went to bed early.
The room was dark. A thin line of light glowed under the 

door. I could hear my parents murmuring in the kitchen. Their 
voices rose and fell like waves, the words impossible to make out.

I turned on my side and faced the wall.
The plaster was cracked. A long line that started near the 

ceiling and traveled downward, branching into smaller lines like 
a river splitting into streams. I traced it with my eyes. Followed 
it until it disappeared into shadow.

My heel throbbed where the blister had broken. The sheets 
scraped against the raw skin. I didn’t move. I let it hurt.

In the corner of the room, my red dress hung on a hook. 
Aunt Dhurata’s dress. The dress I had worn to prove I was wor-
thy. The dress that hadn’t been enough.

The color looked different in the dark. Not red. Not the 
color of strength or flags or the Party.

Just dark. Just another shadow among shadows.
I closed my eyes.
Somewhere in this city, behind a locked door in a gray 

building, a piano sat in an empty room. Its keys were cool and 
smooth, waiting for fingers that would never be mine.

I saw it clearly. The black surface gleaming under a sin-
gle light. The bench pushed back. The silence around it thick 
as dust.

A child would sit there tomorrow. A child who had been 
chosen. A child who wasn’t me.
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I curled my fingers against my palm, feeling the places where 
my nails had left marks during the audition. Small crescents in 
the flesh. The shape of wanting.

In the kitchen, Mami laughed at something Babi said. The 
sound traveled through the wall, muffled and far away, like it 
was coming from another country.

I lay still in the dark and listened to my own breathing.
My heel burned.

* * *

Mami had said it at the audition door, her lips dry against 
my forehead: You carry your grandfather’s strength. Your grand-
mother’s grace.

I didn’t know what she meant. I only knew that our house 
held things it would not say out loud.
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Chapter 2

BLOOD ON THE PAVEMENT

Myshketa
DURRËS, OCTOBER 1943

M y grandmother Gia told me this story in pieces over many 
years. Some details came from Nona Aishe, who spoke of 

Hysen Myshketa the way you speak of weather that has already 
passed, with precision but no expectation of changing it. Other de-
tails came from notes and written accounts that family members 
kept through the decades: small records preserved at great risk. Where 
I could not know exactly what was said, I imagined what must have 
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been said, because the silence around these events was its own kind 
of telling.

The figs arrived before the letter.
Neighborhood children had left them on the doorstep. A 

bowl of purple-black fruit still warm from the sun. They stole 
from the Myshketa orchards all summer and paid in petals and 
found things. A smooth stone. A feather. Once, a button from a 
German soldier’s coat. Aishe never chased them off.

“Look what our petty thieves left for us today,” she said, 
setting the bowl on the table. “Little bandits. I should charge 
them rent.”

The dining room smelled of roasted fish and garlic, of pilaf 
steaming in its dish, of garden salad dressed with oil from their 
own trees. Sunlight fell through the windows in long rectangles, 
catching the dust that rose when anyone moved. The tablecloth 
was white linen, pressed that morning, already spotted with olive 
oil near Isa’s plate.

Hysen sat at the head of the table. He was sixty-five years 
old. His scalp was nearly bare, the remaining strands of silver 
combed back. His face was clean-shaven, the jaw sharp, the eyes 
holding a clarity that made people speak carefully around him. 
Everything about him was precise. The starched white shirt. The 
polished shoes. The way he held his fork, the way he cut his fish 
into equal pieces, the way he chewed slowly and set down his 
utensils between bites.

He believed a man should reflect the world he hoped to 
live in.

The world he hoped to live in no longer existed. He reflected 
it anyway.

“Let them have their joy,” Aishe said, looking at the figs. “It’s 
the only thing that hasn’t been subjected to rationing.”

Beneath the Silence_v1.indd   14Beneath the Silence_v1.indd   14 7/7/26   5:44 PM7/7/26   5:44 PM



B e n e at h  t h e  S i l e n c e

1 5

Isa pushed back from his plate. “I can’t eat another bite.”
“Give them to Gia.” Aishe nodded toward her daughter-

in-law and winked. “Maybe she’ll grow you some baby bellies 
to fill.”

Gia’s face flushed. The color rose from her neck to her 
ears and stayed there. She had been a Myshketa for only three 
months. The wedding had been small, held in the garden, with 
white hydrangeas cut from the hillside and a priest who kept 
glancing over his shoulder. She was still learning the rhythms of 
the house. When to speak. When to stay silent. Where to put her 
hands when she wasn’t working.

Her hands were rarely still. She cleared plates before they 
were empty. She refilled glasses before they were dry. She folded 
napkins into smaller and smaller squares until Aishe reached over 
and covered her fingers with her own.

“Rest, child. The house isn’t going anywhere.”
Aishe watched her. She watched Isa the same way. She 

watched them the way she watched the windows at night, the 
way she listened for footsteps on the path, the way she counted 
heads at every meal as if someone might vanish between the 
salad and the fish.

She had buried three children of her own. Three infants who 
never reached their first year. Three small graves in the ceme-
tery on the hill, three names carved into stone that she visited 
every Sunday with fresh flowers and silence. The doctors never 
explained why.

One of Hysen’s brother’s sons loved spending time at the 
villa. He came for a day and stayed for a week. He came for a 
week and stayed for a month. He followed Aishe through the 
kitchen, helped Hysen carry his legal briefs, fell asleep on the 
sofa waiting for someone to tell him to go home. No one ever 
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did. Eventually he stopped leaving. Eventually he stopped calling 
it a visit. With his parents’ blessing, Hysen and Aishe adopted 
him. Aishe fed him from her own hands. She sang him to sleep 
in the same room where her own babies had stopped breathing. 
She raised him as fiercely as if he had come from her own body, 
and more fiercely still because he hadn’t.

Isa’s brows lifted when he looked at Gia. His face betrayed 
every thought. Those brows, thick and dark, rose when he was 
happy, furrowed when he was worried, drew together when he 
was trying to hide something and failing.

Right now they were soft. He was looking at his wife. He 
still couldn’t believe she had married him.

Hysen watched his family. The Adriatic stretched beyond the 
terrace windows, silver-blue in the afternoon light. The gardens 
bloomed with heavy grapes and figs bursting on the branch. 
Cicadas buzzed in the olive trees. A fishing boat crawled across 
the horizon, its sail a white triangle against the blue.

The war had not yet crossed the garden wall.
But it was never far.
“I’ll take some figs with me,” Hysen said. “Something sweet 

to keep at the office.”
He had a speech to prepare. Parliament was scheduled to 

reopen in three days. The occupation government had selected 
Hysen, one of the last founding members still alive, to deliver 
the opening address. He had written fourteen drafts. None of 
them said what he wanted to say. What he wanted to say would 
get him killed.

“Are you sure you want to speak?” Isa’s voice was low.
“I have spoken through monarchy, through exile, through 

prison. I’ll speak through this.”
“The situation is different now.”

Beneath the Silence_v1.indd   16Beneath the Silence_v1.indd   16 7/7/26   5:44 PM7/7/26   5:44 PM



B e n e at h  t h e  S i l e n c e

1 7

“The situation is always different.” Hysen selected a fig. 
Turned it in his fingers. Examined the split where the flesh 
showed red. “The principle is always the same. If we let fear si-
lence us, we’ve already lost.”

Isa opened his mouth.
A shout from outside cut him off.
The sound cracked through the afternoon like a stone 

through glass.
Gia’s hands stopped moving. Aishe reached for the faucet 

and twisted it shut, though the faucet was already off. The only 
sound was the drip of water from the spout. Drip. Drip. Drip.

In Durrës, a raised voice could mean anything. Children 
fighting over a ball. A vendor calling his prices. Or boots on 
cobblestone, a name shouted before a gunshot.

Aishe moved to the window. Her spine stayed straight. Her 
steps stayed measured. She had learned long ago not to run to-
ward sounds. Running attracted attention.

She squinted into the light.
“It’s only Rik,” she said. She exhaled. “Still. He scared me 

half to death.”
She turned to Hysen.
“Go see what’s wrong. I’ll make coffee. He shouldn’t be 

shouting like that in the open.”
A raised voice could invite suspicion. Suspicion could invite 

questions. Questions could invite men in uniforms to your door. 
Even family had to be careful. Even in your own courtyard.

“Mami, make it two,” Isa said. “I’ll have one as well.”
“Coffee for everyone.” Aishe waved him toward the door. 

“But find out what that boy wants before he wakes the whole 
hillside.”
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