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This story is dedicated to Mulberry Forest in Subotica, Serbia. It got its name from the mulberry saplings that were planted here about two hundred years ago. The mulberry grove was planted for industrial purposes—more precisely, for raising silkworms—and it very quickly grew into a dense forest.

By the middle of the 19th century, Mulberry Forest had already been marked as a city park in the urban plan, and the last mulberry tree disappeared from it sometime in the 1980s. Although the mulberries here were planted by human hands and were not a naturally occurring vegetation, I would still like to point out the speed at which plant species disappear, and this forest is a very good example of that.

It is estimated that more than one million plant species have permanently disappeared from our planet to this day, while many others are considered endangered if urgent protective measures are not taken. This is a serious problem that threatens our biodiversity and the entire ecosystem.

Every plant species is a link in a chain and has a unique role in nature, and their disappearance has far-reaching consequences for the stability and functioning of the entire ecosystem. For example, their extinction can lead to a shortage of food, because many plants are a source of food for both humans and animals. A large number of plants contain medicinal substances, which can affect the supply and further development of medicines. Plants produce oxygen and thereby make life on our planet possible; they regulate carbon dioxide and therefore influence the climate. The extinction of plants can also mean a reduction of habitats for certain animal species.

Forests are the lungs, a source of energy, shelter, and natural purifiers of our planet, so let us protect them and manage them responsibly. Let us not forget the wise Native American proverb which says: “Protect the Earth and the nature upon it, for we did not inherit them from our ancestors—we borrowed them from our descendants.” 
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“My dear children, who can answer a question for me? How many seasons are there in a year?” asked Teacher Belda, twirling a short wooden stick in the air.

The children jumped to their feet, raising their hands high, most of them shouting over one another, “Me! I know! I’ll answer!”

The teacher, her cheeks rosy, looked carefully at each child in turn, then chose one who sat looking completely uninterested, staring out the window.

“Bo! Bo Bartoli! Answer my question!” she suddenly called, pointing the wooden stick straight at him.

Startled, the boy jerked and reluctantly stood up. He merely stared at her unusual hairstyle but remained silent.

“How much longer must I wait? Answer the question!” Teacher Belda snapped.

The boy looked confused, blushed faintly, and lowered his head in embarrassment.

“I’m sorry, teacher. I didn’t hear the question.”

“Hm! Just as I thought. I asked how many seasons there are in a year,” she repeated loudly.

The boy raised his eyebrows and thought for a moment, but somehow he couldn’t remember ever reading anything about it. He scratched his chin, where a few reddish hairs had begun to appear, and blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

“Three!”

The children burst into laughter and began teasing him.

“Three? Yeah, right! Maybe there are five!”

“Quiet, children! Silence in the classroom!” shouted Teacher Belda, pounding her hand on the desk to overpower the noise.

“Terrible! You never study anything. Bo Bartoli, sit down before I give you a failing mark.” Bo dropped back indifferently onto the little mushroom he was sitting on, turned again toward the window, and continued staring outside. The teacher turned to the class and called on a girl who had been stretching her hand up the highest.

“Come on, Benja. You always know everything. Say it loudly so the whole class can hear you—especially Bo. How many seasons are there?”

Benja, a thin girl with red braids, lightly sprang onto her thin, crooked legs clad in striped stockings and brushed the ruffles of her short skirt with her hand.

“One year has two seasons. The first is when nature awakens, everything grows and blossoms. The second is when the fruits ripen, the leaves fall, and all the plants sink into sleep,” she said in a squeaky voice, crossing one thin leg over the other.

“That’s right, Benja. Great! Sit down!”

“Did you hear that, Bo Bartoli? That’s how many seasons there are. Your father is a vegetable grower—ask him if you don’t know it yourself.”

Bo merely shrugged without even turning around, still leaning his cheek on his hand.

“Why are our people called Bartolini? Does anyone know that?” she asked again.

But no one except Benja raised a hand. The teacher looked around the classroom with disappointment, trying to avoid calling on the same pupil again. Seeing she had no choice, she said, “Go on then, Benja, if you know.”

“The name Bartolini comes from an ancient word meaning ‘a farmer’s son.’ We are a fairy folk who protect nature. The men grow vegetables, especially pumpkins, and the women make buttons. That is why our ancestors gave us this name, and the other peoples accepted it and call us that everywhere. And unlike the other fairy folk, we are the only ones who have no wings,” she said, clearly pleased that no one but her had known the answer.

“That’s right, Benja. I couldn’t have put it better myself. As for the wings, you’re not entirely correct. Only one fairy or elf in the entire people may receive wings, and only for a special merit. That fairy or elf is then destined to become a leader of our people. Unfortunately, that has not happened for hundreds of years. It is not easy to earn such an honor. All right, sit down,” she told her.

But the girl continued.

“I didn’t know that. Until now no one has ever mentioned an elf among us who had wings.”

“That is probably because there have been no special achievements in the last three hundred years. Our people live in peace and everything goes as it should,” the teacher replied.

“Also, traditionally we all have first and last names that begin with the letter ‘B’, and that is how we differ from everyone else. Once a relative of mine had a son and wanted to give him a name beginning with some other letter, but his wife stopped him.”
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“Ahh!” exclaimed the children and the teacher at the same time.

“Well, that’s terrible—unbelievable,” said Teacher Belda in astonishment.

“Yes, it really happened that way. His wife said he had been staring too much into the glass that contained...”

“Sit down, Benja, I said,” the teacher tried to interrupt her.

But the girl kept chattering on and could not be stopped.

“That cousin of mine makes pumpkin beer, so he probably...”

“Benja!” the teacher shouted. “I said sit down!”

The girl sat, but the moment the teacher turned away she continued whispering to the children behind her, secretly finishing the story. At that very moment, a bumblebee on the wall began buzzing loudly, striking the end of his abdomen against the wall to signal the end of the lesson.

“Ah, when will that retirement finally come so I can rest a little and fly around the world as I please?” the bumblebee grumbled from above.

Bo seemed to awaken from a dream. He jumped up as if stung, grabbed his bundle of books, and rushed out of the classroom.
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As slow and uninterested as Bo was in school, he was just as quick and sharp outside it. He pulled a greasy slice of pumpkin pie from his bag and bit off a large piece. Running between the rows of vegetables, he suddenly stopped beside a bush with a green creeping vine. Strings of ripe, split pods hung from it, and the boy looked around for the best way to pass.

“Those cursed Fisolas!” he muttered aloud, tension and fear clear in his voice.

One pod trembled, split open along its seam, and from it emerged six heads, each with a different face. Every head looked different, yet they were all the same in one way—malicious and frightening.

“You rascal!” the heads from the Fisola shouted. “How dare you insult us!”

The plant straightened toward him, the heads opened their jaws wide, and they began biting his legs wherever they could reach. Bo dashed along the sandy path while the creeping tendrils chased him for a few more steps until he slipped into the next vegetable bed. He had just run up to his little house, breathless and dusty, when he nearly bumped into the village postman. He stepped right into the thick, sticky slime the postman left behind him.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Bero. Is there any new mail?” the boy asked politely.

The postman continued forward with his slow, crawling gait until he reached the doorstep, and then said, “Ah, no! This time a big order has arrived!”

With that, he pulled from his wide bag a bundle with a baby inside.  Bo stood there in astonishment and raised both hands.

“I know nothing about that. You’ll have to talk to my mother about it,” the surprised boy replied.

“Mom, the postman is here!” he shouted at the top of his voice, turning his head toward a large pumpkin covered with small pinecone-like scales.

The door opened, and a woman with long red hair appeared. Her hair was adorned with little ornaments made of grass and berries. Around her pointed ears shimmered decorations of feathers shaped like butterfly wings.

“Bo! Just look at you—you’re filthy and your clothes are torn. Have you been fighting again?” his mother asked angrily.

She grabbed him by the arm and roughly pulled him into the hut. Just as she was about to close the door, the postman called out to her: “Ma’am, wait! A baby has arrived for you! Please accept the package,” the postman pleaded.

The woman left the door half-closed and peeked out with one eye. When she saw the tiny baby wrapped in a green leaf, she opened the door wider and said, “Bero, there must be some mistake. I didn’t order anything. You must have the wrong address,” she said, unable to take her eyes off the newborn.

Bo looked from the woman to the baby and back again in bewilderment.

“Pff... She tells me I’m always sneaking around, and here she is ordering babies without anyone knowing about it,” Bo muttered under his breath.

But Bella heard him and jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow to silence him.  “Could you keep the package just until tomorrow, until we figure out who ordered it? My shift is over, and the baby will get hungry before I reach home,” the postman asked.

Bella Bartoli hesitated, unsure what to do. Seeing the old postman dragging himself along so slowly made her feel sorry for the child, and at last she took the bundle.
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“All right—but only until tomorrow. Don’t you dare forget it. Someone must surely be waiting eagerly for this package,” she said, taking the baby and shutting the door with her foot.

The inside of the hut was spacious, though it did not appear so from the outside.

“Beno!” she called to her husband. “Come and see who we have visiting us.”

“I’m coming, Bella, just a moment—let me finish putting these seeds back in their place,” replied the bearded Bartolin, continuing to arrange seeds into small transparent jars.

Nothing was as important to Beno as complete control over his collection of pumpkin seeds. And why shouldn’t it be? It was his life’s calling. He was a vegetable grower who had cultivated pumpkins for at least ten generations. Not everyone could boast of that—certainly not even the bragging neighbor Beppo, who had received a golden watch for his hat from the Mother of all Bartolins as a reward for special achievements.

“Ha! Him and special achievements! I’d like to know what he’s supposedly accomplished,” Beno muttered jealously into his beard.

“I’m the one who works day and night, crossbreeding varieties so that everyone can benefit from it.”

When he heard a baby crying, Beno stopped for a moment in disbelief. His monocle slipped from his eye, but he immediately put it back and calmly continued placing the jars on the shelves with the utmost care. When the baby cried again, he stepped into the living room with a surprised expression on his face. He tried to tighten his green tailcoat around his waist, but the large black button remained undone because his round belly was in the way. His wide green knee-length trousers hung in folds, and underneath them he wore green-and-white striped tights. There he found his wife Bella gently rocking a newborn child in her arms. She lifted her smiling face from the baby and called him to dinner.

“Come on, wash your hands so we can all eat together. Tonight we’ll have to be a little patient. Postman Bero has mixed up the slips again and doesn’t know which package belongs to whom anymore.”

Beno still stood there with his eyes wide open, his arms full of little jars, wiping his hands on the green vest beneath his tailcoat.

“And you’re sure you didn’t order anything like this?” he asked his wife in disbelief, afraid she might also have ordered something from the Green Book.

“Of course I’m sure. If I ever feel the urge to order something like that, I’ll certainly let you know. Now come on, get ready for dinner. Bo is hungry!”

He shook his head in disbelief and walked away.

“Well... if you say so.”

As he arranged the last jars, a thought crossed his mind: Bella had never insisted on a third child, even though almost all Bartolin women had three or more. Who knew—perhaps this was simply a woman’s tactic to get him used to the idea.

He finished his work, washed his hands, and headed toward the large round table. The table was a huge hardened mushroom, brown and white in color, perfect for family gatherings and meals. Bo rushed to his place and sat down, followed by a long-legged, slender girl with messy hair the color of flame. Bella filled their round wooden plates—plates originally intended to become buttons, but because of poor quality they had never been drilled with holes and therefore turned out perfect for her new collection of dishes. With a large ladle she poured pumpkin sauce onto the plates, filled the children’s glasses with pumpkin-blossom juice, and poured Beno a brandy made from overripe cherries and pumpkin.

“Bo, these are already the third pair of trousers you’ve torn in just a few days. It looks as if fleas have bitten you all over. What have you done this time?” Bella asked as she handed him his plate.

“This time the Fisola caught up with me and bit me. I barely escaped with my life,” replied the thin, muscular boy.

“Fisola!” his parents exclaimed at the same time.
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“Bo, you’re not a little child anymore! You know very well you must not meddle around the Fisolas. They are furious and bitter creatures,” his mother scolded.

“You’d be the same if your brothers and sisters were hanging over your head and you couldn’t move an inch out of your pod. Each of them has their own head and their own mind, yet they’re all bound together. That’s how all plants from the family Metamorphosis are. Best stay as far away from them as possible. Why the Stulti plant them, I cannot understand. Supposedly they taste good. Can any of you imagine peas on the table?”

They all looked at one another at the same moment and burst into loud laughter.

“Imagine the peas jumping all over the plate, those crazy creatures. And then you try to bite one, and it suddenly turns and bites your nose instead!” Beno said through tears of laughter.

Bella’s stomach shook with laughter as she handed her daughter Bibi a full plate.

“Just imagine—I heard from the neighbor the other day that the Stulti even have stories for little children. In one of them there was supposedly a princess who was so delicate that she could feel a pea under ten mattresses. I wouldn’t dare fall asleep with a pea under me. Just imagine: the princess falls asleep in the evening, and the pea chews through all those mattresses and bites her royal backside.”

Beno began laughing so hard that he accidentally spilled pumpkin brandy on his trousers and striped stockings.

“I can just picture her running through the castle with a pea stuck to her dress, screaming,” he said, showing with his hands the jaws of a pea chewing. 

“No wonder our ancestors called them Stulti—they really are fools. They call themselves humans, but I think our name for them is better. Fools!” the father said through laughter.

“Mom, what will you do with the baby if no one comes for it?” Bibi asked, pointing to the little baby who had peacefully fallen asleep while sucking the last drops of pollen juice from a tiny bottle.

Bella glanced at the newborn and sighed.

“Such a sweet little creature surely has a home. The one who ordered it will surely come forward soon,” her mother replied.

“Do you remember when Bo was convinced that babies were born from cabbages?” Bibi asked.

“Ha! Don’t even remind me of that. He tore up my entire cabbage patch—unwrapped every leaf and scattered them all over the garden. He claimed he was looking for his little brother inside it. And of course that nonsense came from the Stulti. Isn’t that right, son?”

“That’s what happens when we sneak up to them and listen to their empty-headed stories,” said Beno, leaning over the table and peering curiously into his son’s eyes.

“I’ve heard other nonsense from them too—that babies are brought by storks and things like that. Imagine a bird delivering a baby! How many times would it drop it along the way? Our postman is a snail and it takes him an eternity just to crawl from one neighbor to the next, so all sorts of things happen with babies—and yet they expect a bird to do it! Every Bartolin, even the smallest, knows that babies are born from drops of dew on the leaves of Mother Nature’s tree, when the dawn blushes and the rays of the rainbow are reflected in the dew. She gave life to all of us, and for everything that exists in this world we owe our thanks to her. That is why we repay her with respect and by caring for her creatures, because everything she created is her child. And as for babies—nothing could be simpler. You fill out a request, send it off, they record it in the Green Book, and the baby arrives in a few days. That’s how it works—not those ridiculous tales from Stulti stories for little children,” the father declared in a booming voice.

“Bo! What’s new at school? You haven’t mentioned anything for quite some time,” his mother asked while sipping pumpkin beer from a small mug. She got up to stir the sauce so it wouldn’t burn in the thimble that served her as a cooking pot, which she had once found by chance, lost in the garden. Bo merely shrugged and said nothing.

Bella sighed and told him gently, “Study, son. School is important for every good Bartolin. Without it you won’t achieve anything. How will you continue your father’s trade one day if you don’t even have the basic knowledge?” she asked worriedly.

“No way! I’m not interested in his pumpkins,” the red-haired boy replied bluntly.

His father slammed his fist on the table. The drink in his mug jumped as he shouted, “What do you mean you’re not interested! My grandfather did that work, and his grandfather, and his grandfather, and—”

“I know—his grandfather too, and so on for a million generations back,” Bo interrupted, tossing his thick red hair.

“What insolence!” his father snapped, irritated. “And what would you like to do? Nothing seems to interest you anyway. It’s not just vegetable growing. 

Almost all Bartolins are gardeners or guardians of nature. Nearly everyone grows pumpkins. What—do you want to make buttons with your mother?” he asked, just to say something.
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