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Chapter One 

The roaring storm was still besieging the outskirts of Zagreb. The wind, like a tornado, had been 

howling for hours, not caring about the living, and the dead. It downed trees, shattered open window 

panes into many small pieces, made utility poles lay across the roads, and a well-directed lightning 

blew the reactor of the city’s power station. The storm wanted nothing but enormous damage, 

darkness, and chaos. 

A near strike of lightning roused Mirka from her deep sleep. She grabbed her tummy in cramp, and 

felt as the baby, who may also had been frightened by the storm, was pushing its head against the 

uterus. She turned toward the bedside table, but instead of the alarm clock’s red display, her glance 

met darkness. Mirka had terrible pain in her tummy, she felt sick. When tried to turn on the little lamp, 

its answer was merely a drawling click. ‘Power outage’ – filtered through her head. The storm had 

changed the air of the room magically into sweltering, hazy warmth, and the window panes dimly 

delineated the shapes of raindrops, which were pelting against them. She was thirsty, and wanted to 

drink something, but the fridge was a floor below. Trying to leave the bed, she put her right arm 

between her haunches, and felt that the bed was soaking wet! The amniotic fluid! 

Mirka desperately began to shake the man sleeping by her side, but his reply was only a sleepy groan. 

‘Dragisha! Wake up! It’s time!’ 

The man opened his eyes, but when he saw the dark shape of Mirka, bending over him, he came round 

immediately.  

‘What’s the matter, sweetheart? Did the storm frighten you? Come, snuggle with me!’ 

‘No! The amniotic fluid!’ she whispered. ‘We must go!’ 

It made Dragisha jump out of the bed, suddenly, but he fell on his face because his legs couldn’t work 

well yet. He held his hand out to the bedside table to turn on the light, cursing, but merely the same 

click what Mirka heard two minutes ago came as a response.   

‘It’s power cut’ Mirka said.  

‘Damn!’ groping about in the dark, Dragisha stumbled along in the room, and tried to gather his 

thoughts about where he might had left the cloths he took off yesterday evening. A lightning threw a 

light on his pants laying on a chair, and the thunder after it made them shudder. He also found his shirt 

within easy reach. During he was buttoning it up to the half, he hurried to the bed’s other side, but fell 

on his face again. Dragisha’s leg was bleeding, yet he didn’t recognize it, he picked Mirka up hastily 

from the bed, and opened the bedroom’s door, carefully.  



‘Do you see anything?’ 

‘No, but I know where’s the landing! Don’t worry, I won’t let you fall!’ 

Dragisha felt that the way to the garage would never come to its end. While he was walking toward the 

car warily, he gave sweaty kisses on Mirka’s face. He was blinded by the car’s interior light for a 

moment, so blinkingly put Mirka down on the seat. Then hurtling along, he flopped down on the seat, 

and threw the car into gear at once. Why certainly, the garage door did not open automatically, so he 

popped out from behind the wheel again, and opened the door at one jerk. 

He was nearly hurled against the car’s front, it rained pitchforks on his face.  

‘It was hot!’ he shouted, and stepped on it.  

The old claret-colored Mercedes made a grinding sound, shot out from the garage, and already rolled 

out into the street. The view through the windshield was equal to nothing, even when he turned the 

wind-screen wiper on to the maximum, and it resulted in knocking around before his eyes. 

‘Are you okay, my little dear? We’ll get to the hospital soon!’ but of course both knew it wasn’t true, 

namely the hospital was twenty minutes distance from home even in the best case, and in addition, the 

storm, which stuck out, was striving to hold them back. 

‘Yep, I know’ said Mirka with her face screwed-up. ‘I have strong cramps in my tummy! What if in 

the car…’ 

‘No! Hang on just a bit longer! Please!’ Mirka did so. Sitting, nearly laying on the seat, she tightened 

her lips and legs, praying not to give birth in the car. 

Dragisha tried to drive the Mercedes as fast as it was possible, and once or twice a water pool, built by 

the rain, flung up the car.  

The battle in the sky was on increase, the wind-storm wildly threw about the car on the road. Dragisha 

did not see anything, so almost by routine, he reached that part of the road where the storm had laid a 

deathly trap for them. The old Mercedes slammed into the electric pole without braking, and the pillar 

of the wire’s holder nearly put him on the spit. In the previous moment, Dragisha smiled at Mirka, but 

in the next one, he got stuck in the seat, dead. Mirka headed out the windscreen, and laid on the seat in 

a faint, her body coiled, blood trickled down from her mouth to her neck. The roaring storm affirmed 

its job with a stroke of lightning, and broke into a stronger rain. 

The hospital corridor’s swing door burst open with a big bang, making the woman on the stretcher 

come along from the darkness of her unconsciousness. She tried to move, but none of her limbs 

replied to her will. Desperately, if indeed in such a situation one could be more desperate, she tried to 



move her right, then the left arm, without success. Mirka summoned up her reserve energy and moved 

her whole body, but strong arms pushed her back, and for a fugitive moment a nurse’s calming smile 

seemed to appear before her eyes, which after all rather looked scared. The lights of the strip lamps 

which were flittering above, hurt her eyes, and every single neon-light bitten into the bottommost 

recess of her brain, writhing in it. Winking her eyes, she tried to remember what had really happened, 

but only dark flashes invaded. 

…she was in the car, sank in darkness, heard the windscreen-wiper’s rhythmic groan. It rained cats 

and dogs… 

The only thing which Mirka surely knew was that she was all aches and pains, and had terrible cramps 

in her tummy. She tried to gaff the sheet, but her hands, viscous of blood, slipped off it. She felt the 

thick needle in her arm, and heard the rhythmic clinking of the infusion bottle as the stretcher darted 

along with her in the labyrinth of the ragged corridor. Mirka heard the doctors around her giving 

pressing instructions, but the only thing which got to her mind was that something horrible had 

happened to her. 

She tried to remember, but anyhow, she wasn’t able to. Her throbbing head nearly burst into pieces, 

she rather wanted to fall into unconsciousness because being awake now was painful.  

The storm stuck out of the hospital’s walls was roaring, and during this evening the building had 

already been struck by lightning many times. The earth-shaking roar didn’t have to be waited for, and 

during the discharge the whole building seemed to glimmer. 

The thunder made Mirka come round again from her fluid-like daze, and the temporary discharge 

brought her memories back in a way that it almost shattered her. 

…they were hurrying to somewhere, surely…with Dragisha…he drove the car….then he talked to her, 

as if he wanted to calm her because of something…at the same time his voice was excited, as if the 

sense of happiness stole over him… 

…The night road looked blurred, sometimes they were totally blinded by the beams of the cars which 

came from the opposite direction! But there were not really many, maybe only one. Or rather none at 

all? Or it happened at some other time? Now she wasn’t sure about it. Perhaps if there hadn’t been 

storm, or maybe, if she had not been looking at the other one by her side continuously…maybe. But 

there was an electric pole, and the car rushed on it without braking! She remembered the crash of the 

broken glasses, then the hissing sound. And then…nothing… 

The cramps in her tummy occurred more often, as… as if she had been pregnant! Moaning, she tried 

to ask the people around her, but instead of her voice, blood came out from her mouth. Tears gushed 

from her eyes, she could scream with pain, but wasn’t able to.  



They had been waiting for her in the operating room, here they weren’t dressed in white but green. 

Suddenly, they lifted her across stretcher onto the operating-table, and from behind, swinging her head 

over, someone placed a plastic tube down into her throat. The sound she heard when they stuck the 

blood from her throat made her nervous, but couldn’t deal with it long because a man, whom she also 

did not see, began to talk to her. 

‘Do you hear me, Madam?’ then the face which belonged to the voice appeared, and behind the 

operating mask a young man’s pair of eyes looked hard at her questioningly.  

The woman tried to nod but couldn’t, so she closed her eyes for a moment, as a reply.  

‘Calm down, please…’ his voice faded out in her head, but she tried to fix all of her attention on 

it…all…Mirka felt she was losing reality, so giving herself entirely to gather up all her remaining 

strength, she bite on her tongue to let the pain put herself off the slippery sinking. 

‘…eeeee!’ the chloroform made the voice drawl, and the face also darkened before his eyes. For a 

moment long she tried to cling to a fragment of reality which was getting more and more thin, then she 

gave up. 

…eee. What he wanted to say?...eee. Mrs? Baby? God, please protect my baby! 

Her question, she sank into unconsciousness with, wasn’t answered. Mirka lapsed into deep coma, 

where was no turning back. The next half an hour in the operating-room was about nothing but 

struggle with death, once trying to save the life of the woman on the stretcher, then trying to save her 

child. 

Then the end came as suddenly as dawn. Mirka, as still as still, gave birth to a little girl, and laid down 

her life for it. In her last moment she thought of Dragisha, and their future child. She hoped that 

Dragisha didn’t got damaged… 



Chapter Two 

The storm touched not only Zagreb, but the whole of Europe. From Spain thoroughly to the Balkan 

part of Turkey, it fought with the gloves of the French South coast, and bit into Switzerland.  

In Italy, the weather was a chaos itself, the quantity of rainfall which blocked some cities and villages, 

broke record. In Rome, they had never seen a storm roaring like this. Here and there, ankle-length 

water rolled on the streets, the channels were saturated with water, so instead of swallowing the 

rainfall, they spit it out. Many people struggled with outages, there were places where darkness had 

been reigning for long hours. In this howling darkness, the Colosseum looked demonic, just like it 

would have been belting out for his gladiators of days of yore. The blustering wind darted along its 

columns, and peeped in every single corner.  

There had been no power in the neighborhood for long hours. However, an old building kept 

glimmering steadily, like the last shelter in the never-ending ocean of darkness. Its front proudly 

advertised the lapidary name, St Catherina Hospital.  

A man of ambiguous figure was standing before the hospital window, smoking his umpteen cigarette 

firmly, he didn’t know how many he had smoked before this one. The deep blue coat hung on him 

disorderly. Lost in his thoughts, he was watching the endless battle in the sky, and regarded himself 

the luckiest and happiest man in the world. There were only a few remaining minutes to become a 

father! Only a few remaining minutes, it was sure now… 

Francesco Mazotti felt exactly the same three hours ago, when he lighted his first cigarette in the old 

hospital’s corridor. He worked as a programmer at a world-wide known software firm, his annual 

income ran into six figures in Euro. After the call, he interrupted his work, and rushed through the city. 

Leaving his car behind, rather chose public transport, but he soon realized that getting there by foot 

was the fastest way.  

Francesco first met his wife at a conference in China, five years ago. Izabel worked as a nurse in a 

doss-house, they stumbled upon each other at a pub on the outskirts. Isabella Biscone. He immediately 

fell in love with her when got to know her name, it was a “love at first sight” thing, and the years they 

spent together did deepen their affection. They hated every minute they had to spend separate from 

each other, and regarded unnecessary.  

Francesco got bored of standing around, so he took a sight on the nearest bench. The bench was 

shabby and uncomfortable. In the old times it had been coated with shiny varnish color, but time had 

left its mark on it. Bending over, he observed a crumpled paper pellet under a also-seems-to-be-

uncomfortable bench on the flip side … 



It made him recall the moment when that pretty girl in that Chinese pub kept holding something so 

tight at the bar counter. All evening, while they were talking, she was clenching her fist because there 

was no pocket on her short skirt to stuff it in. 

He remembered when the girl went to the toilet, she threw the pellet under the chair next to her. After 

she had disappeared, Francesco picked it up and read it. He felt embarrassed because had no 

business with it, but curiosity urged him on. When he unfolded it, saw a price tag in his hands – she 

may have left it on a newly bought blouse or trousers. 

He stood up again, because sitting around didn’t do him good somehow. Where had the doctor been so 

long, why hadn’t he appeared to congratulate, yet? He looked at his watch, and came to realize just 

then that he ate last in the morning. Walking to the window, he lightened another cigarette, and tried to 

recognize the Colosseum’s black outline. He tried to imagine what the ancient Roman times might had 

been like when life-and-death struggles were held among its splendid walls, day by day. Of course the 

Caesarean times’ race had run a long time ago, but the remaining buildings took present-day people’s 

breath away, as well as Francesco’s.  

The sandwich which had been hiding in his bag since this morning, came into his mind. He imagined 

in what an awful state it could be, but his hunger overcame him, so got it out from the bag. Tucked in 

like he hadn’t eaten a morsel for weeks. While eating, he gazed toward the corridor’s far end, but it 

melted into darkness. A cold shiver went through Francesco. How was it possible that the lamps at the 

end of the corridor did not light? And this deep silence. He hadn’t heard anything but the roar and the 

thunder of the storm. He hadn’t seen a nurse, not even a doctor. Usually, a hospital is lively, where 

people always hurry to somewhere, he thought, but here Francesco was surrounded by deathly silence. 

There was not a soul in the hospital except the doorman, who told him to get to the third floor and wait 

at the end of the corridor, in front of the operating-room. But since, he hadn’t met anyone. As his eyes 

wandered over the corridor, he recognized that all of the doors were closed, which under any other 

circumstances may seemed to be absolutely ordinary. But not here, not now. 

Francesco stood up, and swallowed the morsel in his mouth like it would have been a ball. All the 

details he hadn’t noticed till now, slowly shown up against him. He was just standing there, with the 

sandwich in his hand, looking around in amazement. Pale yellow lamps were trying to produce some 

light on the ceiling, which were totally wolf down by the light green, crumbling wall. One-one 

filaments flashed sometimes, trying to resist the over-voltage made by the lightnings. 

Francesco lent more forward the wall, and passed his finger over it. The wall was wet and moldy, 

didn’t look like a hospital wall, at all. The corridor’s floor was tiled by huge, broken white marble, 

glued together by moldy brick-jointing. Francesco looked up in disgust, and stuffed the rest of his 

sandwich back into his bag. He looked towards the corridor’s end, and had a shivering fit. Cold fear 

took possession of him. Just like a nightmare – he thought. 



The end of the corridor darkled before him, inviting, he almost had irresistible impulse to go and see 

what it may have kept in hiding. Staring at the dimness, to him the corridor seemed to lengthen, and its 

end was seen from a distance. 

Francesco made a step, then made one more. He could hear a deep sigh coming from the distance, and 

he nearly trembled all over. Perspiration tickled his back, fear began made his body numb. He slowly 

set out. Francesco heard a metallic rattle from the end of the corridor, as if a stand for infusion 

apparatus would have fallen. 

‘Hello! Is there anybody there?’ his voice sounded pretty faint and piping, but he put it down to the 

account of his own fear. 

‘Yes, there is,’ he said a bit silently, ‘it’s a hospital.’ 

Anyway, he was simply trying to calm himself. Francesco wasn’t sure in anything now. A nervous 

laugh escaped his mouth, then he stepped ahead in the corridor. Getting farther and farther from the 

safety-providing bench, more and more kinds of doubts took hold of him. 

Meanwhile, the storm was playing its keen game outside the hospital’s wall. The wind was still 

besieging the window panes, stretched to their breaking points, the hundreds of years old trees were 

bending up and down in the cortile, cracking, they felt that their hours came. The wind gathered the 

fallen leaves, then once madly threw them at the hospital wall, once rushed with them along the little 

park. 

The bench, he had just been elated at, seemed really tiny when he stopped in front of a door. He didn’t 

know why he chose exactly that door. He stood at it, staring at its rusty handle. Francesco felt as drops 

of sweat appeared on his forehead, streaming down. He took a wipe out of the pocket of his coat, and 

tried to sponge up his sweat with that, but he couldn’t get his acts together. He just stood there, 

petrified, staring at the door, bound by a spell. Francesco wanted to turn round and rush down the 

stairs, getting out of this building, the farthest the better from this half-crumbling, prehistoric horror. 

Making desperate efforts, he moved his hand, and put it down on the handle. It was cool, maybe even 

made him a bit relaxed. Francesco pushed it down, and in that very moment the dark overcame, 

accompanied with a thunder…. 

A few minutes passed until his eyes got used to the sudden blackness falling over him, but then he 

wished they didn’t. A sudden lightning gave light upon the ward, and when he noticed that the place 

was totally empty, got horrified. There were beds, disorderly, the interior of their mattresses were 

placeless, the patients had left them a long time ago. Everything was covered by rust and mold, the 

smell of death surrounded the hospital ward. His eyes met a stand for infusion apparatus lying on the 

floor in pieces, its bottle had rolled a bit farther away, covered in some dark mass which got dried on 



it. The next lightning lighted the little night-stands belonging to the beds, which, like plenty of 

bodyguards, formed into line along the wall, some with pulled out drawers, some with open doors. 

Broken fragments squeaked under his feet, all his moves shouted that ‘Yes, you’re awake, not 

dreaming!’. 

He turned around, and burst out the door like there would have been no tomorrow, back to the 

corridor, towards its end where he had come from, where had been no horror, no nightmare. In the 

dark, it seemed as if he had walked at least a mile on the way here, and would never reach the door 

with the inscription, ‘OPERATING ROOMS’ on it. His lung was wheezing madly, he had a horrible 

shooting pain in his chest, but finally, doubling over, he found himself there at the door where he had 

smoked so many cigarettes impatiently. He burst the door open, without thinking, but it was too dark 

inside, he couldn’t see anything. The air was stifling and frowsty, and he also felt something else. 

Stench sting his nose, and pressing his wipe - wet of perspiration - close to his nose, Francesco tried to 

keep her eyes open longer, in hope of seeing something. His lighter came into his mind, he always 

carried it about. He got it from Isabella for their first anniversary. It still bulged there in his pocket, he 

endowed it with life followed by a jingling click. 

In the operating room, a landscape similar to the half-rotting ward room at the corridor’s other end, 

unfolded itself before him. In whichever direction he turned his eyes in the tiny world made by the 

lighter, chaos made everything got mixed up. Francesco saw the familiar rusty wardrobes, the mold- 

coated things, broken medicine bottles, ampoules and syringes littering the flour. He heard a sound, 

which came not so far from where he was standing. The silent joggling sound was followed by a baby 

cooing sound. Francesco had his heart in his mouth, he almost grew numb of fear. What the hell I am 

doing here, and what’s going on here? How did I get here? 

He took a deep breath, then blew, and began to seek for where the sound may have come from. He felt 

terribly hot, didn’t know why he was still wearing that coat. Walking along, Francesco tried to get 

farther in, then his haunch knocked against something, and he needed all his strength of mind to not to 

scream. The sight which awaited for him choked down all his efforts to keep his temper. 

Isabella was lying on the operating table, blood-drenched, her legs spread, and there was a new-born 

baby between her legs, connected to her unconscious mother with umbilical cord. Unconscious or 

rather dead? He didn’t move, and his chest remained still. Francesco tried to shout, but only a 

voiceless scream escaped his mouth. Francesco’s mind blocked. Somehow, everything looked so 

dense, but for the second time, he shouted for help at the top of his voice. 

Maybe his own roar made him get back from panic, but now nothing else mattered but getting out 

from this building as soon as possible, together with the baby. Being in panic, Francesco began to 

search for a scissor, or anything with which he could cut, but he didn’t find anything. He sat down on 



his haunches, lighted in under the bed, but he wasn’t lucky. The icy hand of panic began to caress him 

again, but Francesco was aware of that if he had let himself to push the panic button again, he would 

never get out. 

He was standing by the side of the operating-table, and took a deep breath. He was thinking, as far as 

he was able to, then something clashed in the corridor with a big boom. Francesco didn’t know what it 

could be, but he supposed he had to make his exit, and what is more, as soon as possible. 

He looked down at the small child, and at Isabella, then at the purple cord, throbbing of blood. 

‘I’m sorry!’ he said, then gripped hold of the umbilical cord with both hands, and began to tear it. It 

was viscous, the baby was kicking and screaming. Francesco burst out sobbing, and invoked God for 

giving him some workable idea, or he would lose his mind right off. He tried to wipe his tears off with 

his clammy, bloody hands, but it just made things wrong, the coagulated blood began to burn his eyes. 

The baby on the operating table looked more and more bad, she nearly enraged herself to faint. 

Francesco caressed and soothed the baby, but she kept screaming, and it seemed she didn’t want to 

stop it ever. 

‘Think, for God’s sake!’ he said to himself. Francesco’s stomach turned when the only solution 

flashed across his mind, but the roar of a pretty near lightning struck pulled him back to reality, and he 

decided. 

Francesco bended over the table’s edge, and took the cord with both hands. A sec later he bite on it, 

shouting, and metal tasting liquid stream into his mouth. The baby gave a shriek, Francesco 

regurgitated next to the operating table, bending almost double. 

In the corridor, long lasting electric discharges flashed one after another, and the next thunder shook 

the whole building. Plaster fell from the ceiling, and somewhere in a next-door room a piece of 

furniture fell with a loud crack. 

I must get out! Francesco picked his child up hastily, furled her in his coat, and planted the last kiss on 

Isabella’s forehead. ‘Good bye!’ and he breezed out to the corridor. 

Francesco started toward the landing, rushing, in the meanwhile the baby stopped crying, she may 

have cooled down. When he reached the landing, heard a scream form the direction he came from. He 

came to a sudden stop, petrified, his brain was working madly. Was it Isabella? 

‘No!’ someone screamed. 



Now he was sure it was Isabella! He turned around, and began to run back. Lightnings and thunders 

were attacking the hospital, almost without intermission. He heard inaudible whispers from all sides, 

perhaps they came from his own mind. I’m losing my mind – flashed across him. 

Francesco stopped before the operating room’s door, and sought for his lighter again. Keeping thight 

hold of his baby and the lighter, he entered the dark place again. He set out in the former direction he 

remembered, he found the operating-table, but that it returned the light of the tiny flame to the 

slippery, bloody table. It was empty! 

He turned around in panic again to escape, but Isabella appeared right before him. Her eyes were full 

of tears, she was crying. Her white gown was worn to rags falling to pieces, dirty of blood and mold. 

Francesco yelled, and needed to gather up muster all his remaining strength to not to faint. 

’What happened to me?’ the woman asked, blubbering. 

’Oh, my God, Isabella, what the hell’s going on here?’ Francesco whispered in shaky voice. 

Isabella didn’t reply, just stared at the little baby. 

’Why do you steel my little daughter?’ 

’We must get out, now! Let’s go!’ and he took Isabella’s hand, but it was like a stone, didn’t make a 

move. It was cold as ice. 

’Give back my daughter! Don’t you hear me?’ she shouted. 

’Just get started, I beg you! I love you, for God’s sake! Just get out’ he was able to say the last words 

only whispering.  

’Give back my daughter!’ she shouted. ’Don’t you hear me?! Give back! She’s mine!’ then she began 

to pull the child. 

The little baby started crying again, she shouted at the top of her voice. Francesco madly got the baby 

out of Isabella’s hands, then with the same swing, he dealt her a backhanded slap in the face. Losing 

her poise, the woman banged against the door, falling headlong, and went sprawling on the ground 

with a loud squeak. Blood spat from her convulsive, open skull in all directions. Francesco just stood 

there, and the room got spinning around him. He stared at Isabella’s dead, shaky body, and didn’t 

understand why he had to live to see this, what bad he had done to suffer this, who was punishing him 

and why. Tears ran into his eyes, he began to cry. Suddenly, everything lost its sense, everything 

which made good sense, he killed Isabella. He killed her, whom he loved the most in the world, and 

together with her, he killed everything which was nice to him. He looked at his daughter who stared at 

him with huge eyes. Francesco pulled his coat along his wet noise, and got started out. 



He heard the roar of the storm, but to him it meant the only sign of reality. While rushing, he heard the 

whispers again. ‘Killer! – Baby-snatcher! – Intruder!’ 

‘Leave me alone!’ he shouted in the dark. 

Until he reached the first floor, the stairway seemed endless. The lightnings lighted the large aula. 

While running, Francesco looked toward the keeper’s lodge, and he didn’t get surprised at all that 

there was no one to see. 

The hundreds of years old oak door opened, squeaking, and cold shower of rain pelted down in his, 

and his new-born child’s faces. Francesco fell on his knees on a stair, and began to sob. He planted 

kisses on his daughter’s face, and said her name loud, his face shining of tears. 

’Laura. My sweet daughter!’ 

The stone Gods, holding the entrance of the hospital, got soaking of the rain, leaving hundreds of years 

behind, fixedly stared at the father who was invoking his God while caressing his daughter, sobbing, 

saying ’Why?’ and ’I can’t believe this!’,  continually. Later on, when Francesco tried to remember 

how long he had been being on his knees in the pouring rain, he only knew it seemed a week of 

Sundays. Well, how he got home, he couldn’t recall in his lifetime. Actually, he didn’t really want to. 

He was happy that survived this horror together with his daughter, and felt that not dredging up „the 

whys” was the best decision. 

He was absolutely right. 



Chapter Three 

Lenka couldn’t think of anything else but this evening she had been waiting for so long. She would 

have willingly taken today off, if there had been such a thing at school. Didn’t want to pretend being 

sick because it would have made her dad put an end on the evening, for sure. Additionally, Nanny 

would have frown upon it.  

Lenka adored Nanny, since she raised her. This little girl looked upon Nanny as her mother, now she 

was quite a big girl to understand what really happened. She knew Nanny had been with her since she 

was born, because after her birth her mother didn’t leave the hospital due to a car accident. 

She was sitting at a school desk, her ginger hair fall on her shoulders in curls. Light freckles flourished 

her snow-white face, and her emerald eyes were staring vacantly at the teacher at the board, her 

thoughts had been wandering elsewhere. Where else they could dwell if not on her birthday evening 

party. The fourteenth birthday comes along just once in one’s life, after all. 

She mulled over what they might had forgotten. All her friends from the school and the square were 

invited. Even that handsome boy from the car servicing workshop next door, however Mirko was in a 

class two years higher than her, it didn’t matter since they attended the same school. With Nanny they 

ordered a cake from her favorite bakery, and bought balloons of various colors. Paper streamers, 

confetti, paper birthday caps. They had already arranged everything. Though Nanny suggested it too, 

Lenka didn’t want a clown, she considered them to be silly.  

The bell’s ringing, signing the end of the lesson, made Lenka get back to reality, so she immediately 

began gathering her things lying about on the table together, – a pencil, a rubber, two note-books and a 

sharpener – then sank them into the depth of her schoolbag. Putting herself forward, she ran along the 

corridor, and down the stairs, out of the school, where Nanny may have been waiting for her with 

some birthday candy. She was there as Lenka hoped, smiling, looking fattish, holding a straw bag in 

her hand, wearing a long coat which she wore in winter and summer. Lenka ran to her and the old lady 

kissed her on the forehead. 

‘Hello, my only dearie!’ 

‘Hello, Nanny!’ Lenka said, and gave her a peck on the cheek. 

‘We won’t go by bus today, like we always do.’ Nanny said, and Lenka tossed up her head. ‘I think we 

should call at Zarko’bakery on the way home.’ 

Lenka smiled, and gave the old lady another peck as a prize. She gave her hand to Nanny, it 

disappeared in the lady’s plump hand, and they got on the move so. Lenka loved Zarko’s bakery very 

much, and was sure that such fine cakes and ice-creams weren’t made anywhere else. She just loved 

everything there. 

‘What happened at school today?’ Nanny began her daily inquiry. 



‘Imagine, the teachers didn’t question me in the lessons today! Because of my birthday, you know!’ 

‘Here’s a pretty thing! The princess has her birthday today, so she’s immediately exempted from 

questioning!’ 

Lenka noticed that the indignation on the chubby-face was only pretended, and they laughed at this 

together, the little girl even cried with laughter. They got started hand-in-hand, on Lenka’s favorite 

road, the street behind the school, to Zarko’s bakery. 

Lenka had her head in clouds, she didn’t hear anything too when Nanny was talking about her 

morning at the market, how nice potatoes she saw, and those lovely fruits, how healthy they were, she 

said Lenka should eat more of them! The little girl kept kicking the fall leaves, and admitted with a 

smile how much she loved this overweight old woman on her side. Her thoughts wandered, far away, 

right to her father, because she had a depressing feeling. There was something wrong, she felt. 

Strange, in a way. ‘Strange’ isn’t a really good word for it – Lenka corrected herself - , ‘unusual’ is a 

better one. Lenka had seen her father looking at her musingly, recently more and more often, once she 

even noticed that was lying in wait for her in the bathroom! One night she woke up with start because 

her daddy was roaming in her dark bedroom. Next morning, she wasn’t really sure about it had 

happened, it was so dream-like. Lenka didn’t want to let her thoughts overcome her, so tried not to 

deal with them.  

While they were walking hand in hand, Lenka slowly turned her attention back to Nanny’s story, but 

she felt something in the air. She slowly began to perceive that someone was watching them. Nanny 

had already been talking about what happened to her at the post office, but Lenka began to sharpen her 

senses to recognize what may have been happening around them actually. Someone had been 

following them, even from the school! Carefully cast her eyes around. Firstly, she didn’t see anything 

unusual, but for the second time she noticed a young woman at the other side of the street. If the 

woman had not been gripping a huge gift parcel, making sheep’s eyes on them, perhaps there would 

have been nothing extraordinary. She was wearing an old-fashioned, high-colored composition of 

clothes, a tight-fitting short dress and a sandal, looking quite like a faddist in this fall afternoon. She 

didn’t turn around even when Lenka came to a sudden standstill, and searched the woman’s face, 

blinking, and wondering, what she may have wanted from them and who she might have been. 

Nanny cast a glance at her little girl, then at the street’s end where she saw nothing special expect the 

sallow bushes, and gently gave a pull on Lenka’s little hand, signing it was time to go. 

However, Lenka didn’t perceive the signal, didn’t move, just stood there like a statue. Silent whispers 

filled her head, the back of her neck got a crawly feeling, her eyes focused exclusively on the woman 

on the opposite, the outward things around her seemed to vanish. Nanny was pulling her hand more 

strongly, and kept calling Lenka’s name more and more confusedly, but she just stood there with dim 



eyes, ignoring Nanny, staring at the other side, and the woman who had been gripping a huge gift 

parcel tied with a light-blue band, with a bow tied on it. The silent whispering became louder and 

more aggressive, Nanny was badgering her with questions about what she was staring at, but of course 

Lenka didn’t get the message at all. 

The woman, standing at the other side of the street, got moving toward them. She suddenly stepped off 

the sidewalk without looking round, just staring at the little girl. She looked soaked to the skin, and 

seemed like to be muddy. She quickly stirred her stumps but the great crash suddenly came from 

nothing, and the woman fell over the car. Lenka screamed aloud and the car drove on without braking. 

Nanny went as white as sheet and kneeled down to Lenka, shaking the little girl by her shoulders. 

‘What the hell happened to you!?’ cried Nanny, looking in alarm at her beloved little child as she was 

sobbing.  Tightening her eyes, Lenka stood there shaking, didn’t stop crying even for a moment. 

Nanny was also crying, she had no idea what to do, but falling onto her knees, she embraced Lenka 

fondly, trying to calm the girl who meant everything for her in the world. 

By the time Lenka began to calm down, the outskirt had already changed its light into a darker tone, 

and as the sky was clouding over, the light wind was increasing. Snuffing, Lenka glanced at the place 

where the woman had been crushed to death, but there was no sign suggesting it ever happened. She 

looked up to the sky, and under the giant clouds, Lenka felt herself more tiny. It stopped to whisper in 

her head, and she looked around with inexpressively. She saw people hurrying home to avoid the 

storm in progress, for some minutes the sun broke through the clouds, and she felt so happy.  

Suddenly, her eyes alighted on something. On a tiny thing, a thing which laid on the road just a few 

feet away from them, and didn’t fit the surrounding. Lenka slowly worked herself free from Nanny’s 

embrace, and got started toward the thing. 

She had left behind the half of the street when reached it and squat on her heels to get it. The hairpin 

symbolized two heart shapes, embracing in each other, ornamented with brilliants. Her tiny hand 

locked up the pin, and she gathered it to her breast.  

Nanny stood on the sidewalk, she certainly didn’t dare to brake the charm.  Casting a sidelong glance 

at the road’s left side, she saw the car arrive and tried to shout, but the long lasting car horn sound had 

her voice overcame. The car stopped squeaking only a few inches from Lenka who was squatting in 

the middle of the road, and when the girl looked at the driver, all the curses he was to call down from 

heaven upon her stick in his throat. 

Nanny rushed up to the girl and snatched her away from there, but she could not say a word either, she 

was so terrified. 

They passed the road home in silence. It had been raining when they opened the garden-gate, and the 

wind kept blowing stronger. Patrik, Lenka’s dad received them smiling, with a dover in his hand, 

wearing an apron that went around his waist.  



‘Welcome home, my birthday girl!’ and he put his arms around the little girl.  

‘Hi, Daddy!’ it was all she could say in that very moment, and immediately tried to free herself from 

his hands.  

Patrik looked at Nanny, but she only smiled confusedly, and Lenka had disappeared upward, to climb 

the stairs which led to her bedroom. She flung her bag away to a corner and fell flat on her belly on the 

bed. She opened her tiny dirty hand, the pin was there in her palm, so it couldn’t be merely a figment 

of her imagination. She liked the two little heart shapes, but felt shivery somehow, because only the 

pin provided her some sense of reality of the horrors happened to her after school.  

Lenka turned on her back, then back again on her belly, so she could reach the drawer of her night-

table besides her bed, and fished a box out of it. The box made some music when she opened its lid, 

then she put the pin inside it among her treasures. She pushed in the drawer, and lied back on her back 

again, staring at the ceiling where azure clouds were floating about. She thought over what happened 

to her this afternoon, and realized with a mop that they omitted the bakery, together with Zarko’s 

world-famous tid-bits. 

 

 



Chapter Four 

The sun was starting to set over the Island of Sicily, red hot. The little fishing-boat’s engine was gently 

making a whirring noise, and Laura was longing to get home. She lolled in her favorite place, in the 

prow, leaning on her elbow, wearing flared jeans. Sometimes the wind softly blew through her hair, 

and played with the ginger curls, making them to dance on her loose beige shirt which wasn’t buttoned 

up and down. Sometimes one-one light breeze fondled her neck, at such times she got goose bumps 

and shook her head. Her daddy was standing at the bottom of the boat, holding the wheel and 

whistling some Neapolitan song to himself. Francesco’s unshaven face broke into a smile at his 

daughter, the salty sea breeze didn’t keep off his once-flame-colored shirt too, which he unbuttoned 

down to his belly. 

‘What a perfect afternoon’ – Laura thought, then closed her eyes, leaning her head back, and let the 

last sunbeams of the day tickle her for a while. She loved afternoons like this…They sailed on Naples 

together with her dad in the early afternoon, and all day had been doing nothing but calling at all of the 

shops there. He let Laura choose presents to her liking, they got to the hairdresser’s and she could have 

her hair styled just in a way she wished. It was her birthday, so she had a splendid time, and this 

evening will be the cherry on the cake! While Laura was preparing for her birthday party in silence, 

the Island of Sicily was coming closer. 

The boat’s engine whirred, putting Laura off her thoughts, and the board trembled all over. Francesco 

began the moorage, and Laura sprang up and bowed down for the coiled rope. She was waiting for the 

perfect moment when she could throw the thick loop to pile on the mole, not much thinner than the 

loop. After fixing the rope, Laura jumped to attention, and looked at Francesco saluting, who could 

never respond to his daughter’s fooleries with a serious glance, so now both of them laughed out, and 

their laughter raised the roof as always.  

Francesco jumped to the shore to Laura, and tousled her hair all over.  

‘Let’s go, big girl! Oh, and don’t leave your packages behind for the carrier!’ and he dug her curls 

again.  

‘Yes, but Captain! Even the officer of the watch wouldn’t deserve some help in carrying her packages 

home? 

‘Yes, sure she would!’ Francesco sighed, and raised the fids of shopping-bags, flinging them over his 

shoulder. ‘Andiamo!’ 

‘Yes, aye siiiiiiiiiir!’ she shouted, curveting, then cling to her dad’s free arm, and then they started off 

toward their house which wasn’t far from the harbor.  



During their way home, Laura kept looking at the people sitting about the pizzerias’ galleries, the 

blubber-belly Sicilians, wearing checkered shirts unbuttoned to the belly, together with their pet wives. 

There had been also many tourists all year through, but somehow toward the evening their number 

diminished.  

The sun went down on the far horizon accompanied with a last sigh, and the grey body of the night 

had already elbowed its way from the East. Laura was staring in astonishment at the phenomenon 

which was like a fairy tale, saw the East and the West simultaneously. ‘Like we were in the center of 

the world…’ she wondered. Francesco and Laura were walking home on an old cobbled road.  

‘Dad! Do you think Uncle Giuseppe could have forgotten my birthday? Well, he’s quiet old. But why 

didn’t Auntie Antoinette remind him then? What do you think, Daddy?  

‘I phoned Uncle Giuseppe yesterday, they were off to Rome. I think they were just to buy a present for 

you.’ he stole a glance at Laura, observing her reaction. She put her forefinger into her mouth, and 

carefully examined what she heard. 

‘It’s not true! You’re kidding again!’ 

Francesco dug Laura’s hair, then tousled it. In the meantime the old town had been slowly getting 

discolored around them, the grayish tones replaced the splendid colors. More and more oil lamps got 

glimmering in the windows, people were preparing themselves for dining in their gardens. Early-

evening tranquility pervaded everything, and soft breeze from the sea was caressing the town. 

They took the last corner on their way home, now they were only two houses away from their home. 

Light breeze made the cedar trees which bordered the road swing, and in the evening twilight crickets 

began giving their dawn-lasting concerts. Laura set her eyes on the gloomily-yawning house in 

disappointment. No night light was lighting in the windows. She glanced at her dad questioningly, but 

he just shrugged his shoulders like someone who was unsuspicious of the thing, and who didn’t 

understand anything at all. They stopped before the band-iron oak door, Laura looked up at Francesco, 

then got hold of the cold iron handle, and pushed it down. The entrance-door revealed itself, 

squeaking, and Laura entered the garden… 

A gift-parcel, tied up with azure ribbon laid on the stone walkway which was green of moss. It seemed 

as if someone would have put it right there at the entrance to call her attention. Laura squatted down 

on her haunches to get the parcel, then looked up at her dad, gave him a peck, and asked with a smile. 

‘Is it for me?’ 

Francesco looked back confusedly. His daughter was being up to some mischief again! 



‘What, my little dearie?’  

‘The gift-parcel. Did you also put it over here?’ 

Was she just pulling his leg? – Francesco didn’t really understand what his daughter was talking 

about, but he tried to behave as much naturally as it was possible.  

‘Daddy, you’re just pulling my leg again, aren’t you?’ – but when she turned back to pick it up, only 

the lifeless walkway glanced back at her! Soft breeze swept along the garden, the olive trees sighed 

around her. Laura sprang up as she would have been electrocuted, but there was no more time to 

wonder because suddenly the garden came into being around her. 

She saw fireworks, petards, and applauding people coming in sight from behind the trees in dusk. 

They broke into the song of ‘Tanti Auguri
1
’, then Laura’s whole family sang together that long live 

Laura, live a thousand years more. 

She looked around confusedly and smiled, even a tear escaped her eyes. Laura lifted her eyes up to her 

dad, who put his large hand on her shoulder as calming.  

‘They didn’t forget it, Daddy! I told you they won’t, there you are! I love you so much, Daddy! I love 

you so much!’ 

She cling to Francesco, struggling with shedding no tears. As keeping tight hold of her dad, Laura felt 

so happy, so secure. She watched the people standing around the pool. All she loved so affectionately 

were there. Uncle Giuseppe, Auntie Antoinette, even Carlito, the youngest amongst the Mazottis. Don 

Antonio, Francesco’s dad together with his beloved wife, Auntie Carla were standing there as well. 

She also saw friends, neighbors and pizzeria owners, the harbor master, anyway, everyone she knew or 

seemed to know. 

‘Can I call out the birthday princess later, or we’ll just follow the events here?’ 

‘I am all set’ she replied, nodding, then wiped her teary eyes and began to run toward the house where 

the others were standing. Francesco saw his daughter slowing down for a moment while running, and 

saw despair in her eyes when she looked back,  then she whopped on the stony ground, didn’t move, 

then icy hands grab at his heart and he thought the ground will swallow him up right there. 

Sleepiness corralled Lenka soon, the room was sliding out from reality to the land of dreams. She 

didn’t know whether she was at school indeed, sitting in the desk in reality, and that how and when 

she may have gotten there. Anyway, she was there, and the squeak of chalk of every drawn line on the 

                                                           
1 An Italian standard greeting for festive holidays and birthdays, meaning ’Best Wishes’. 



board awfully gave her the willies. The teacher was drawing something on the board, focalizing so 

intensively that hadn’t realized neither the squeak of chalk, nor the deep silence reigned over the 

classroom. There was nothing to hear but the buzz of the neon lights on the ceiling, and the chalk, 

squeaking so loudly that Lenka almost sprang up from her seat. Trying to take her mind off the 

squeaking, she began exploring the pictures on the derelict wall. She saw a world chart there, on which 

Croatia seemed to be so small that she could discover Zagreb from her seat merely approximately, but 

when she clapped her eyes on the tiny red point, nodded with satisfaction that yes, there it was.  

The buzz of the neon lights was becoming more loud, seemed almost more pesky than the squeak of 

chalk. Lenka couldn’t stand it any longer, she sprang up from her seat.  

‘No one cares about the chalk? Doesn’t the squeaking get on your nerves?’ she yelled, but instead of 

her own voice, she could whisper only dull sounds with her lips. Lenka despairingly looked around her 

class mates, but they turned toward her with closed eyes, every single one. During she began drawing 

back right to the board, the buzz and the murmur of the neon lights intensified. Lenka tried to stick her 

fingers to her ears, but she felt as if the murmur came from inside her head, she almost crushed her 

temporal with her hands. Her nose gushed with blood by then she reached the board. She saw that in 

the class room everyone else’s nose began to bleed too, and all were squeezing their head by hands, 

turning at her with closed eyes. She began yanking the teacher’s suit desperately, still fixing her eyes 

on her mates, but the teacher kept drawing something on the table, not caring for Lenka at all. She 

slowly turned her face to the teacher, the murmur had ceased and time had stopped. Now that woman 

was standing in the teacher’s place who followed them this afternoon, holding the parcel, and who was 

ran down and killed by a car before Lenka’s very eyes! The woman was wearing the same colorful 

suit, being so muddy just like then, soaked to the skin. Lenka screamed and wanted to run away, but 

the floor, like a gluey mud, was clutching hold of her legs. She madly saw the air, screaming now at 

the top of her voice, but the woman just kept staring at her, not speaking, and slowly reached out her 

hand for her. Lenka collapsed. 

Somehow, she was aware of it was only a dream, that what was embracing her wasn’t reality, and 

knew that the whole thing will end soon. She was lying before the board being aware of it. Alone. 

There was neither the teacher who now didn’t appear as a teacher, nor her mates. The neon lights had 

stopped buzzing, and the chalk hadn’t squeaked any longer. It was somehow different. Now she would 

have rather liked to awake from her sleep, but for some reason she couldn’t get out of the gluey web of 

her dream, which kept her from escape at every singles attempts. 

Lenka felt that someone touched her, that someone was caressing her legs, but she neither dared to 

move, nor to give a look. She was struggling to come to her senses, tightlipped. The caress became 

mor aggressive, and had already gotten around her bottom, sometimes grabbing at it. Lenka began to 

cry, she was sure that the woman was groping her, and she just simply did not want to see her muddy 



face again! The invisible hand was sneaking on her haunches more and more coarsely and 

peremptorily. Lenka sprang up from the floor, yelling. She found herself in her bedroom. Opened her 

eyes, but it was dark. 

‘It seems meanwhile the night had fallen.’ she thought.  

She heard the monotone click-clack of the watch, her heart had been still being in her mouth, which 

was as dry as desert. She swallowed painfully, then heard someone moving in the dark room. Or rather 

her dreams were playing with her mind still? A hand slid out from between her legs, she shout out 

aloud in her sleep, but in reality she could only make a little shriek. She didn’t find courage to move, 

she felt as if darkness were trying to strangle her. She prick up her ears with eyes wide open, but didn’t  

hear anything. She sensed someone behind her. God, please let it not to be that woman! Please, not let 

it! She heard the steps sound, then the room’s door let in a slender line of light. Lenka nearly cried out 

when glimpsed the terrified little girl in the corner, who was exposed just for a moment by the light 

which pushed itself in from outside. After she heard the clear-cut snap as the door closed. Lenka didn’t 

dare to make a move, just kept tears trickling from her eyes, in silence. The woman from my dreams 

has come and now she is still in the house. She has come to take me away, and brought along 

someone. The little girl in the corner. Lenka switched on the little lamp beside the bed suddenly, but 

the girl had disappeared from the corner. 

Laura was lying in her bedroom, staring at the dark ceiling. Sometimes one-one gentle breeze, sent by 

a blowing-engine standing in the corner, blew through her hair. She was listening to the monotone 

blow, and her thoughts were spinning in her head constantly. She never imagined things, and 

remembered her dreams after the wake up very rarely. But this time, down in the garden, it came so 

suddenly as if she would have entered another world, as if she would have been in that dark room too. 

She was just running toward the pool when the garden suddenly got blurred around her, and she 

already found herself in that room. In the twilight she saw a man standing beside the bed, slowly 

kneeling onto the bed’s edge. Saw him caressing someone who laid on the bed, who was so frightened 

that didn’t find courage to take a single breath. She also felt the fear of the girl on the bed, it seemed as 

if she waited for Laura’s help, but she didn’t help, she didn’t belong there. Who could be that 

frightened girl who set eyes on her, and what might have happened afterward? 

With her head full of blending ideas, she woke up from her bed, switched on the bedside lamp, and 

began picking out in her lately renewed wardrobe. When she entered the garden, her nose met the 

delightful scent of the meat roasting on the charcoal, and it made her mouth water. I ate in Naples last 

– crossed her mind, so she took a sight on the garden grill, made of granite.   

Francesco was chatting with Don Marco, the harbor master. Don Marco couldn’t deny his Italian 

origin since his weight was none less than 353 lb. He wore his excess weight proudly, anyway, one 



couldn’t imagine him without it. His half-balding grayish hair was bushy, his short legs held the giant 

weight in an X-shape. Suspenders held up his deep grey duck trousers, white shirt was stretching on 

his top with a deep low-cut.  

‘Not a similar thing has ever happened to her, I don’t understand it at all!’ explained Francesco. 

‘Maybe she’s in love! That’s quite frequent in teenage years! She is in love, and isn’t brave enough to 

tell the boy, or he courts another girl.’ he shook with laughter at his own boloney, but Francesco didn’t 

agree with him. 

‘I would have recognized it if it would be so, for sure. Otherwise, she isn’t of that kind, doesn’t look 

for boys yet’ he shook his head, but rather continued in a lower voice ‘I expect so, anyway.’ 

‘Don’t talk nonsense! Your daughter does grow up by your side, and one day you will see a boy 

dropping in unexpectedly to pop the question to her!’ he shook with laughter again, but Francesco just 

swallowed the drink in his hand down at one gulp. 

The Chianti trickled down his throat chilly. Don Marco was describing the further possible variations, 

but Francesco wasn’t listening to him, he noticed his daughter making up her plate with meat, then 

quietly plonking herself down under an oil tree. 

Francesco left the gossiping guests alone, and sat down beside Laura. She was eating with so much 

relish that his stomach began rumbling again. 

‘Are you OK?’ 

‘Yep’ 

‘Umph. Your gifts are still waiting for you there! Won’t you unwrap them?’ 

‘Oh, yes Daddy, I will, but I’m awfully hungry! I’m eating first, then will have a look at them!’ and 

with shaky hands, she took a piece of saddle of lamb into her mouth, and took a giant bite. 

‘Would you talk about it?’ 

‘Can I do later?’ she lifted up her huge eyes to her dad, and he almost lost in them. 

‘Of course!’ and he heaved a deep sigh. 

He had waited patiently until Laura finished her dinner, and also his glass had been emptied by then. 

He had fears for his daughter, he didn’t like at all the stuff she did.  

‘I’m ready, it was very delicious! Shall we go? Now I’m hungry for gifts!’ she added a cheeky smile, 

this was the clue which mostly caught her father. 



The mass assembled around the illuminated pool again, and broke into the birthday song once more. 

During a firework was throwing out sparks on a huge cake, and Laura was waiting patiently until they 

finished singing. All of them clapped and Laura stayed in front of the delicacy made of chocolate. She 

should had whished something while she cut a slice of cake, but she was so distracted that she could 

not manage to. She cut into the cake without making a birthday wish, and it immediately flashed 

across her mind that she should wait a full year until she could wish again. The others had set forth 

towards her, Don Giuseppe got there first. 

‘May God preserve you, my angel!’ he gave a stubbly kiss on her cheek. Then came auntie Antoinette. 

‘I wish you the best of everything, my little darling!’ 

Another kiss was given her again, this time not a stubbly one, but soft, suchlike a peach, she noted. 

‘Tanti Auguri!’ shouted Don Marco, and presented her with a kiss of smell of wine.  

He was followed by Carlito, then Don Antonio, Auntie Carla, Gustavo, the young guy from the 

pizzeria, neighbors, acquaintances, and not very close acquaintances. She was called my angel, my 

little sweetheart, my honey, my dear, weeney, little lady, madam, Sleeping Beauty and simply Laura.  

When there was no more birthday greeting, Laura could begin unwrapping her gifts, at last! It was a 

custom on the Island of Sicily that everyone put its presents to different places, without any greeting 

cards, then the birthday person unwrapped them one after the another, and tried to find out who might 

the presenters had been. Firstly, she began to tear a big box into shreds, and an enormous, pizza-shape 

pillow jumped out of it. 

‘A pizza-pillow!’ she shouted, and immediately laid her head on the pillow, which softly caressed her. 

She looked at Gustavo, smiling. ‘Thank you!’ the young guy from the pizzeria glanced back 

confusedly, her smile even made him blush a bit. 

The next one was a small parcel wrapped in red ribbon, hiding a silver necklace. A medallion of Saint 

Gabriel, a guardian angel, hang from it. Laura looked at Auntie Carla, who broke into a proud smile. I 

got it too! 

‘Very nice’ she said, and put on the necklace. 

‘Then which should be the next?’ as if she had wanted to find out the next one, her forefinger stopped 

on a medium size parcel. Tearing off the purple wrapping paper, she held a snow-white box in her 

hands, and looked at the host of guests with a coquettish glance. She opened the box at its side, and 

peeped in to see what it may hid. Then, with a shout, she took out a diving mask, a snorkel tube, and a 

flipper belonging to it. ‘Diving mask!’ 



Who may bought it for her? She looked at the faces, supposing some of them may not be blessed with 

so good theatrical powers. Carlito was looking at her so imbecilic that he could not even deny it was 

him. 

‘Carliiitoo! You wouldn’t say I should dive with this, would you?’ 

‘You always said that pirates used to live on the Island of Sicily for sure!’ he defended himself. ‘Now 

you may find some treasure around the island. I will help your expedition!’ 

A pleasant laughter swept over them at the pool. Laura was still being on her knees, unwrapping her 

gifts, one after another. She also got a watch, books, a compass – what could I do with a compass? – 

but she gently smiled when got it, then a two-piece bathing suit, a baseball cap, slippers, and even a 

telescope. Meanwhile the big unwrapping, a smaller, long-shaped gift fell into her hands. When she 

undid the box, she saw a real Sicilian toothpick spring assist knife. Quiet whispering swept through the 

host of guests, but Don Antonio cut short of all kinds of indignations. 

‘Such a nice girl has to defend herself somehow! You know what striplings are like today!’ he looked 

around innocently, searching for understanding supporters. ‘I’ll show her how to use it, for fear of 

injuring herself!’ 

Not really much of them said anything, so he had to continue his eloquence. 

‘It’s useful, and that is that!’ then there were no more words. He took a swig at his glass, tranquilizing 

himself that the Island of Sicily certainly needs such a thing.  

Laura was examining the knife in her hands, round-eyed, its black handle almost snuggled up to her 

palm. When she pressed the button the blade split, and the moonlight flashed on its tip. 

‘Thank you very much, Don Antonio. I really like it.’ the knife was closed with a small snap, and 

Laura took her last gift. 

She looked around, holding the very tiny black velvet box, but she had already unwrapped all of the 

gifts from the gusets. The box’s lid opened easily, and Laura fell on her dad’s neck, screeching. 

‘Thank you, Dad! I love you so much!’  

‘It’s in the garage, the gas tank is full. We will give it a try even tomorrow morning!’ 

Laura ran to the garage, hopping, and pulled up its door to the utmost of her power. Inside, a flame-

colored scooter glanced back at her, with chrome exhaust, sparkling and glittering. Oh my God, I can’t 

believe this for real! My mates will be green with envy, it’s dead cert! 



In the party’s remaining time everyone found its company. They chat about politics, sport, and women 

(wives about men). Drink was consumed galore, they were full of delightful fumes of wine to the last 

man, while Laura danced, ate, and danced again. Later they went night bathing, and the elders had dice 

party. The razzle-dazzle would have lasted until morning, if the sky, keeping flash in the distance, had 

not warned them to the impending storm. At first, they had not really cared about it, saying that it will 

avoid them anyway, but the rising blasts of wind slowly convinced the guests that they had better go 

home, as soon as possible. 

When only the heart of the family was there – including Don Marco, and also his wife, Vanessa, of 

course - Auntie Carla together with Francesco tucked in everything from the garden to the house in 

two twos. The storm was drawing near, the wind was tearing and twisting the whole garden. Flashes of 

lightning were shooting across the sky, and enormous clashes signed the near discharges. 

Behind the glass wall of the gallery, the early morning dice party was going on with Don Antonio, 

Don Marco - the harbor master, Francesco, and Uncle Giuseppe. Auntie Carla was removing the 

party’s remains in the kitchen with Vanessa, the wife of the harbor master. Laura was lying in the tub 

sleepily, and made a list of her gifts in mind, again. Now she really felt herself to be a big girl, though 

she didn’t know what to do with some of the gifts. The compass was this kind of a thing, for example. 

Of course, it was a gift from the harbor master, but several years will have passed until she will be 

allowed to drive a boat. Well, no matter. 

‘Full!’ Giuseppe shouted. ‘I’m in luck’s way!’ 

‘Quotha!’ added Don Marco. ‘You are at the same age like this goddamn island! For such an old sea-

dog like you it already runs in the blood how to cast the dice! 

‘I can show you something else, too! You may put it to use outside the harbor!’ 

Everyone was amused when these two men were brought face to face, especially Francesco, but this 

time his thoughts were elsewhere. Outside, the storm was besieging the island, enjoying the open 

space out at the sea. It made the salt mass of water break white on the rocks with tremendous power, 

exploding it into million pieces. 

‘Where is our host now? The dice don’t really roll in his hands.’ 

‘Laura is still so delicate. She has never suffered privation, but this afternoon, in the garden, I felt 

powerless. I was horribly scared!’ 

‘I have already said that…’ began Don Marco, but Francesco interrupted him in an irritated manner.  



‘I shouldn’t say that any boy would have a hand in her afternoon sickness! You didn’t see her face 

when she turned back! And after she was like a jack-straws, didn’t make a peep. 

‘She’s in the awkward age, think of it!’ Giuseppe clipped his words when noticed Laura 

teeterboarding. She planted a big quickie on her dad’s cheek, then turned toward the table. 

‘I say good night to every dear player, and I wish success for you all! I mean good luck.’ 

‘Good night!’ they said, interrupting each other.  

‘Is everything all right?’ asked Francesco, whispering. 

‘Yes, dad! Good night!’ and she kissed his cheek once again. 

Laura heard scraps of conversation drifting from downstairs when slipped into her bed, and not long 

afterward she sank into deep sleep. 

  



 


