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March 9 was one of the most anticipated days of her life. It was the day her child would be born. At least that’s what the midwife, who had arrived early in the morning at the small miserable house where Thea lived, had told her. 

Shortly after midnight, her waters had broken, and now, several hours later, Thea felt happy despite the pain of the contractions. She had dreamed of meeting her child for months, and now the moment had come. Thea followed the midwife’s breathing and stretching instructions. At first, she encouraged Thea and was nice to her, but after a few hours, she got tired and became rude. The baby didn’t seem to want to come out and was causing problems for both mother and midwife. Finally, five minutes before four in the afternoon, little Maria, as Thea called her, was born. The baby cried and was immediately carried by Thea’s mother into the other room. 

‘We will clean her and return her to you,’ said Roza the midwife and also left the room. Thea was tired, but she did not lie down to rest, excited for the child to be brought to her, to hold and see her daughter. 

Thea could hear a muffled conversation from the other room.  Why are they whispering to each other?  she wondered and tried to get up. Thea managed to sit up in bed, but when she tried to stand, she felt dizzy, and she lay down again. 

‘Mum, what’s going on?’ she shouted. 

The muffled conversation stopped for a moment, then Thea heard them talking again and the baby crying. Thank God she’s alive, she rejoiced. 

‘Let me see her!’ she shouted again. No one answered her. ‘Mother! Father! 

What’s happening?’ 

Thea could hear nothing from the other room. There was complete silence in the house. She worried and stood up again. Exhausted from hours of childbirth, she was hurting everywhere, but she tried not to pay attention to the pain. She stood up 

slowly, first sitting up in the bed, then pulling the pillow back and leaning on it for support. Thea managed to put on the torn slippers that she’d left at the foot of the bed and slowly made her way to the door. On the third step, she lost her balance and leaned against the chair on which the midwife had rested from time to time while she had been here. 

 Where is everyone?  Thea wondered and called out to her mother again. There was no answer, only silence. Thea gathered her strength and, using the chair as support, moved to the door. In the small house in which she lived, there were three rooms - a kitchen, a large living room, and a bedroom. Thea had given birth to her daughter in the bedroom. When she opened the door to the living room, there was no one there. She struggled towards the kitchen, but there were no one there either. 

 Where is everyone?  she asked herself again and looked out the window. Then she saw them, her whole family, together with the neighbours, sitting on one of the old benches in the street taking pictures of the baby. Maria was a beautiful baby, and Thea’s longing to take her in her arms and hug her grew even stronger. 

She watched as her brother and father took pictures of the baby, and it was as if a knife had gone through her heart. These weren’t pictures to show off to friends. They photographed everything – the face, ears, eyes, toes and hands and every little detail of the child’s body. 

The baby started crying again, and Thea’s mother wrapped her in the baby blanket she had brought with her. At that moment, the two women’s eyes locked. 

‘No! No! You won’t sell her!’  

Thea tried to go outside. However, her brother stopped her and forced her to re-enter the house. 

‘Rado, you won’t sell her, will you? Please! Please!’ Thea cried, as she stretched out her hands to her child. 

‘Go inside and don’t cause problems,’ her brother said rudely and pushed her on the old armchair. Thea cried out in pain but quickly recovered and tried to go out into the street again to find Maria. When she went outside, she saw that her mother and the baby were no longer there. Thea looked around, but they were nowhere to be seen. Then she heard a baby cry again, coming from the house next door. Their 

neighbours would help with the ‘deal’; she was horrified. Thea had heard of two such deals so far, but in those cases, the mothers were willingly selling their children, for a 

‘better life’. But she desperately wanted her child and was willing to watch and care for her. 

‘Why are you doing this to me?’ Thea cried and ignoring all the pain she tried to get out of the living room window. However, Rado saw her again, entered the house and this time even more roughly, grabbing her by the hair, pulled her into the bedroom and pushed her onto the bed. 

‘Why didn’t you sell your child but chose to sell mine?’ Thea asked him angrily. 

‘My child is not a bastard; it is mine and has a father.’ 

‘And my child has a father.’ 

‘Yes, she has a great father. Do you know where her father is now? Ha, of course, you don’t know. He went to fetch your baby’s future parents.’ 

‘You’re lying! You’re lying!’ 

‘I’m not lying! They will arrive soon, and you will see for yourself.’ 

‘You’re lying!’ Thea cried, but she knew in her heart that Rado was telling the truth. She had realized too late what kind of person Georgi was. She wasn’t the first he’d played like that. 

‘The family that will take her is very rich. She will be well taken care of, Thea.’ 

‘I will take good care of her. Please don’t sell her. Please!’ 

‘You can’t take care of her alone. This child will be another mouth we will have to feed.’ 

‘You won’t have to feed us; I’ll go and take care of her.’ 

‘And where will you go?’ Rado asked. 

‘I will go to Bolengrad. My teacher Mrs. Mariola promised to shelter me if necessary.’ 

‘You won’t go anywhere. So far, we have endured you. Do you know how much money you’re costing us? No, you will never be able to pay us back.’ 

      ‘At least let me hug her,’ Thea begged. 

‘No, her new parents specifically mentioned that you were not to breastfeed or hold her. According to them, this will cause you to back out of the deal.’ 

‘Please, Rado! Please! Let me see her for a little while.’ 

‘No!’ he shouted and left the room. 

Thea stood up again and rested her head against the window. They had all returned and sat again on the old bench in the street. The baby continued to cry, and Thea’s mother tried to calm it down. Then her neighbour took her, but she couldn’t stop the baby’s crying either. The men next to them got nervous and started shouting. Only fragmentary words reached Thea. According to the neighbour, they had to feed the baby to calm her down. Thea watched her daughter, whose face was red from crying, and her heart ached. She gathered her strength again and started towards the living room. She was just reaching for the doorknob when her mother came in with the baby. Thea held out her arms to her daughter, and to her surprise, her mother let her take her. 

‘You have to feed her to stop crying.’ 

Thea hugged her daughter. Then she sat down on the old armchair and instinctively began to nurse Maria. 

‘Don’t get attached; she won’t stay with us. Georgi is coming soon with her new parents.’ 

Thea’s eyes watered. She watched her baby feed and stroked her. At the curve of Maria’s neck near her left shoulder, Thea noticed a birthmark. She tried to remember it without looking for long, so that her mother would not notice her memorising her baby’s skin. 

After feeding, the baby calmed down and drifted off to sleep. Her small lips parted slightly, and to Thea, it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She stared like that, trying not to think about what might happen soon. She just stared at her daughter, enjoying the moment. 

      The sound of an oncoming car startled Thea’s mother. She got up quickly, took the baby from Thea’s arms, and tried to go outside. Thea held her back and tried to take the baby back, but her brother appeared and pushed her inside the house. 

‘No! No!’ Thea shouted. Rado approached her and ordered her to shut up through his teeth. However, she did not give up. She shouted as loud as she could so that the people who wanted to buy her baby could hear her. She rapped on the window to get their attention, and Thea saw an elderly couple get out of the car and turn to the shouting in the house. But then they continued, ignoring her, and the woman took the baby in her arms. Georgi was standing on the side and smiling. Not even looking at his child. All the time he was watching the ‘buyers’ and talking about something with them. Thea started screaming again. This time she tried to break the window. 

The slap Rado gave her stopped her. Her brother pushed her to the ground and leaned into one of her ears. 

‘If you don’t stop screaming, I’ll kill you,’ he said through gritted teeth. Then he roughly lifted her off the ground and pushed her onto the bed. 

Thea tried to get out and see what was going on through the window, but every time she got out of bed, Rado pushed her back roughly, and finally she felt so tired that she didn’t have the strength to stand up. 

Shortly after, she heard the car start, and her heart felt as though it might shatter. 

She could feel the absence of her daughter without even having to see with her own eyes that she was no longer there. They had sold her, and the old couple had taken her. Thea stared at the cracked ceiling wall. Tears were falling from her eyes, but she couldn’t feel them. What she felt right now was helplessness. She closed her eyes and wished herself dead. She couldn’t live without her daughter. Then Thea remembered the little body clinging to her as she nursed and told herself she wanted to feel that again. She would find her; she would fight for her and bring her back into her life. 

She knew what the people who took her looked like, and she would turn every corner of the world to find them and get her back. 
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After a hard, emotional day, Thea finally fell asleep. She woke up several times from the nightmares she was having. At one point, she heard her family feasting in the living room. Her father and brother had gotten drunk and were swearing at their wives. Thea was ashamed of them, ashamed of her family and ashamed of what they had done. She wanted to make a plan and escape as quickly as possible from this house. But where would she go, she wondered. There should be someone somewhere on this earth who would agree to help her, she thought, and she became so carried away with her plans that she flitted between sleeping and waking all night long. 

When she woke for the final time, she was full of doubt and fear. The house was quiet now. Her relatives and neighbours had feasted late and were now asleep. Thea opened the door to the living room, praying the old hinges wouldn’t creak. When she looked into the room, she saw only her father. He was lying on the old sofa, snoring loudly. Her mother was nowhere to be seen; she had probably gone shopping with Rado to the twenty-four-hour store in Bolengrad, Thea thought. She went back into the bedroom, put on the old pants she had worn while pregnant, threw on a sweater quickly, and went back into the living room quietly. Her winter jacket was hanging on the hanger under her father’s coat. Thea decided not to take any chances by reaching for her own coat and slowly unhooked his, slipped it on, and slowly opened the front door. Then she crossed herself twice before going out and prayed her neighbours wouldn’t see her. 

Her parents’ house was the sixth in the row of houses, and the smallest property in the hamlet. Thea went out the front door and quickly moved to the back of the house, which was full of all kinds of hardware and junk. If anyone had seen her, they would have thought she was out on the road, but that wasn’t Thea’s intention. She wanted to use the rubbish in the backyard for temporary cover and, if no one was 

looking for her right away, slip through the broken wooden fence and into the woods that were behind the hamlet. 

Thea stood silently for a minute, listening to see if anyone had followed her. She heard no voices or footsteps, so she slipped through the hole in the fence and found herself in a small meadow with two horses owned by one of their neighbours. The horses grazed peacefully as she walked past them and entered the forest. The pain in her groin prevented her from walking quickly, and Thea made slow progress. Several miles separated her hamlet from the town. She knew the way there very well because she had walked that way for over ten years. Every weekday morning, except for the holidays, Thea took her backpack with her textbooks and notebooks and walked to the town school. It took her about an hour to get there. She often arrived at school with muddy shoes, wet and frozen from the cold, but when she got there, she was comforted and calm. 

For many years Thea thought of the school as her own home. Her classmates made fun of her looks and called her names, but she was used to their taunts. For a long time, insults from her peers did not affect her. The only opinion that mattered to Thea was that of the teachers, especially Mrs. Mariola. The teacher had taken her under her wing, and now, walking to her house, Thea was thinking how right Mrs. 

Mariola had been when she had warned her about Georgi. 

‘He’s a bad guy, Thea. You deserve more,’ she had told her, but Thea did not listen to her. She was so in love and blinded that she turned her back on the old woman and stopped contacting her. 

 I’m so stupid, Thea thought, and tears began to flow down her face. She walked off the path and jumped over bushes and stumps. Thea knew that it was likely that her family had already found out that she had escaped and would have started looking for her. The path to town would be the first place they would check, so she decided to take a detour that led to the more distant part of Bolengrad. It was a risky decision because it would take her longer to go there, but she had to take the chance to get out. Her plan was to get to her teacher’s house, tell her what happened, and seek shelter, at least for a while. 

It got cold in the forest, and snow started falling from the sky . That’s not good, Thea thought. If it piled up, her brother and father would see her steps. She looked 

up and prayed that it would stop snowing. But instead, the snowfall intensified and turned into a blizzard. Thea wrapped herself further in her father’s winter coat and continued to move slowly. She could feel the cold coming from her toes. The shoes she had on were not suitable for bad weather, but she tried to ignore the cold. 

Instead, she focused on the memory of nursing her daughter. The little gentle body snuggled up to her. That memory warmed Thea, and she kept walking. After about half an hour, she found herself at the edge of the town. Smoke was billowing from the chimneys of the houses. The streets were deserted; no one wanted to go out on a day like this, and since it was Sunday, most people were resting. Everyone preferred to stay warm at home. She hoped her daughter was somewhere warm right now too, Thea thought, looking around cautiously before crossing to the other sidewalk. 

Mrs. Mariola’s house was located in the central part of the town near the school where Thea had studied until recently. To get there, she had to cross almost half the city. There was no direct way; she could go through several side streets, but in the end, she had to cross the main one. Thea huddled against one of the houses, feeling the warmth of the building’s outer wall. She rested her fingers on it, trying to warm them. Then, seeing that someone was approaching her, she quickly lowered her head and went to the other side of the street. The blizzard continued and made the people she passed walk with their heads down. No one looked at her. 

Two blocks before the teacher’s house, she slowed down and tried to see if anyone from the hamlet was watching the house. Her brother knew Thea was close to this woman and would probably come check on her there. There was no one at the first block, but when she arrived at the street where the teacher’s house was, she saw the front door open and Georgi talking to her. Thea’s heart sank in fear. Her ex-boyfriend must have gone to threaten Mrs. Mariola, she thought, and wondered where else she could go. Thea looked around and saw the school. She could go in there temporarily, she thought, and headed that way. Thea was horrified to see her brother Rado was standing in front of the school entrance, talking to someone on the phone. She flinched at the sight of his angry face and quickly backed away. 

‘Thea?’ She heard a woman’s voice behind her. The voice startled her, and she quickly turned to see who it was, preparing to defend herself. In front of her she saw an old woman, one of Mrs. Mariola’s neighbours. Thea had seen her at the teacher’s 

house, but she had never spoken to her and did not remember her name. She only knew that they were friends and sometimes had coffee together. 

‘Don’t be afraid, please and don’t run. Mariola called me half an hour ago. She said that all the people from the hamlet are looking for you and asked me to shelter you if I saw you.’ 

The old woman pushed Thea in front of her and gestured for her to move. After a few houses, Thea saw an open front door and the woman pushed her firmly into the house. 

‘I think no one saw us,’ she said. ‘I’m Jeanne, we’ve met at Mariola’s, haven’t we? 

Come, sit near the stove to warm yourself.’ 

Thea had already headed for the stove and held out her freezing hands to warm herself. Then realizing that she had entered the house with her shoes on, she took them off. The old woman looked at her reddened bare feet from the cold, went into the next room, and returned with hand-knitted warm woollen socks. 

‘Put them on – they will warm your feet quickly.’ 

Thea put them on and sat in the chair in front of the stove. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly and cried. The warmth and cosiness of the house made her relax, and it caused an outburst of feelings. 

‘Everything will be okay,’ said Jeanne and stroked the crying young woman on the head. 

‘They took her,’ Thea said, sobbing. 

‘Who did they take?’ 

‘My daughter.’ 

‘Surely, they will return her to you, don’t you think?’ 

‘They won’t give her back to me. They sold her to a childless family.’ 

The old lady took a deep breath in surprise. She had heard of babies being sold but thought those stories were just rumours. 

‘I have to find her.’ Thea continued to cry. ‘I have to find my daughter.’ 

      ‘Do you know who took her?’ 

‘I saw them. An elderly couple. I will never forget their faces.’ 

‘Then we’ll go to the police. They will investigate. In which hospital did you give birth? The maternity ward will confirm that you gave birth to a girl, isn’t it?’ 

‘Only the midwife can confirm. I gave birth in my parents’ house.’ 

‘Do you have a birth certificate?’ asked Jeanne, trying to understand what happened. 

‘No, I gave birth, and shortly after that, they took her. I named her Maria.’ 

The old woman looked at the crying mother and thought that what she had gotten herself into was dangerous. These people were going to look for Thea, and if they found her in her house, who knows what they were going to do to her. 

‘We have to find a way for you to go to the police or somewhere else. You can’t stay here,’ Jeanne said quietly. 

Thea looked at the old woman and saw the fear in her eyes. It was right for her to be afraid. Thea’s brother and father were famous in the town. If they found out that Jeanne had helped her, they would probably take her into the house and beat her up. 

Only now did Thea realize that her actions would have consequences for anyone who helped her. She got up from the chair, about to take off the warm socks, but Jeanne gestured for her not to. Thea put on her old shoes and silently headed for the front door. 

‘No, leave this way,’ said Jeanne and opened the door to the back yard. ‘You can go to Mariola’s house from here. Exit here and then to the left. I believe she’s expecting you and has left the gate unlocked. If it’s locked, you’ll find the key under the doormat.’ 

‘Thanks!’ 

‘Good luck, Thea. I hope you find your daughter.’ 

‘Sooner or later, I will find her,’ said Thea, opening the garden gate. 

The moment Thea closed it behind her, she wondered if she should go to her teacher’s house. One of her relatives was probably already there waiting for her. Thea 

looked around and turned right towards the school. There was an alarm in the school itself, and Thea knew there was no way she could get inside without being noticed, but there was a steam room next to the school building. Every weekday morning, except for holidays, a staff member went to turn on the heater early in the morning. 

By now the room would be empty, and no one would go inside. Thea knew this because she had used it as a hiding place before. The chance of her being found there was slim to none. The blizzard outside had picked up, and Thea thought that it helped somewhat that no one could see her. She walked around the back of the school building and then headed for the steam room, first checking to see if anyone was standing outside the entrance. Seeing no one, Thea crept to the side and opened a small iron door painted as white as the building, almost invisible unless you knew it was there. The door had been used before coal was brought in more quickly, but as the boiler had long ceased to use coal, the staff at the school did not use it and probably did not even know it had been left unlocked. 

Thea entered the dark, windowless room and immediately sat down on the floor. 

She was very tired, and her loins and legs ached. The lack of an escape plan was giving her a severe headache.  What am I going to do now?  she wondered.  Where will I go?  She could not stay long in this steam room. In the morning, someone would still come and find her here. She needed a new plan, but her hunger and cold prevented her from thinking. Thea curled up into a ball and began to cry softly. She wept for her child, lamented her fate, and cursed herself for allowing all this to happen. And it was all his fault. Georgi was the reason. Her hatred for him grew with each passing minute.  How stupid I have been, she raged, and her anger stopped her tears for a moment. Then they flowed even more, and this time Thea cried, and a voice of despair rose from her. Her small, pain-ridden body shook with her sobs, and she finally fell to the ground. 

After half an hour, her crying finally subsided, and Thea calmed down. She leaned against the cold wall and tried to find a way out of the situation. She was just about to get up and start moving to get warm when the door opened, and someone walked in. 

‘Thea?’ She heard Mrs. Mariola’s voice. ‘I know you’re here. I won’t turn on the light, so they don’t see us.’ 

      Thea didn’t answer right away but waited to see if anyone else would follow the teacher. After no one entered, she approached Mrs. Mariola and lightly touched her hand. 

‘Thank God!’ said Mrs. Mariola. ‘Jeanne said you left for my house, but after you didn’t come, I decided that you came to hide here again.’ 

‘Did you know I was coming here?’ Thea was surprised. 

‘Most teachers know. The window of the teachers’ room looks this way.’ 

Thea nodded. Of course, she knew the window overlooked the steam room, but she had always come here late in the evening and assumed the teachers had already gone home. 

‘If my family finds out that you are with me, they might harm you.’ 

‘Don’t worry about it. I had a relative of mine tell them that he saw you on the road to Sofia, and they are currently looking for you there.’ 

‘Thanks for the help.’ 

‘What happened? Where is your baby?’ 

‘They sold her.’ 

Mariola first took a breath of surprise, then exhaled slowly and did something she hadn’t done in many years – she swore several times. Then she approached Thea and hugged her. ‘Who sold her?’ 

‘All of them, but Georgi had made the deal.’ 

‘I warned you about him.’ 

‘I know, you were right. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.’ 

The two women sat in the dark in silence for a while. 

‘We have to go to the police,’ Mrs. Mariola finally said. ‘Do you have any proof of birth?’ 

‘No. My brother took many pictures of Maria and sent them to Georgi.’ 

‘Maria?’ 

      ‘My daughter. She has a birthmark on her neck.’ 

‘So, you have proof, but it’s not on you?’ 

‘Yes. Roza, the midwife, helped me with the birth, but she will not admit it. They probably paid her, and I think it’s not the first time she helps in similar situations.’ 

‘We need to go to the police as soon as possible, Thea. Or call them to come here.’ 

Mariola reached to take her mobile phone out of her pocket, but then she remembered that she had left it at home. ‘Come, we’ll go through the side streets,’ 

she said and went outside. The blizzard had stopped; only a few stray snowflakes flew by. 

Thea and Mrs. Mariola headed for the back of the school. The teacher turned and saw that their steps were visible. There was no way they could cover their tracks, and she was sure that soon Thea’s family would find out that the two had been here. 

‘We must move faster,’ said Mrs. Mariola and almost ran. The two women walked past the town’s fire station and approached the police building when they noticed Georgi watching them from the opposite sidewalk. 

‘Run,’ Mrs. Mariola said and headed towards Georgi, hoping to block his path to the young woman. Thea hesitated for a second, then ran as fast as she could, panting into the police station. A few seconds later, Mrs. Mariola followed her, followed by Georgi. 

Thea looked around and was surprised to see that there was no one in the room she found herself in. The desk where there should have been a policeman on duty was empty. She looked around for a bell or something to signal that she was inside, but there was none. Confused, Thea turned to the front door and saw Georgi trying to approach her, but Mrs. Mariola kept blocking his way. Finally, realizing that she could not hold him back, the teacher started calling for help. However, no one showed up. 

‘They were called urgently. Even the attendant left,’ Georgi said, grinning brazenly. He had managed to reach Thea, took her by the hand, and tried to lead her through the front door. She fought back, but the man’s grip grew stronger, and finally he managed to pull her towards him and guide her outside. Thea was defending herself, trying to hold on to something and not let him take her out into the street. 

Her hands gripped the doorframe tightly and resisted Georgi’s efforts to move her away. Mrs. Mariola, for her part, had grabbed his jacket, trying to stop him. She continued to cry for help. Thea was also screaming and trying to free herself. In desperation, she shoved him roughly. Georgi cried out but continued to hold her tightly, perhaps hoping that someone from Thea’s family would appear and help him. 

But no one was coming. The cries of Mrs. Mariola and Thea could be heard in the street, but no one came to help them either. Finally, the teacher let go of Georgi’s jacket and, to his surprise, grabbed his hair. This forced him to free Thea. Seeing that he had lost the fight with the two women, he stepped out into the road, and Thea heard him yelling something into the phone. 

After making sure Georgi would not return, the two women entered one of the closest rooms in the police station and blocked the door with a chair and a desk. Five minutes later, the policemen returned to the office, angered by the false report of an attempted murder they had received. 
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Thea watched from the room where they had hidden from the three police officers and wondered if she should trust them. For his illegal activity, Georgi paid many people to keep quiet.  He’d probably bought one of the three policemen too, she thought. 

‘We have no choice,’ whispered the teacher, who had sensed her hesitation and pressed the door handle. None of the officers paid attention to the opening door until they saw the two women standing in front of them. For a moment, the three of them were open-mouthed in surprise, then the policeman on duty, who had recovered first, gestured for them to stand in front of his desk. The other two stepped aside, watching them quizzically. 

‘Mrs. Mariola, why did you hide there?’ 

‘They are chasing us, and we came here for help, but there was no one here.’ 

‘Who was chasing you, and why didn’t you wait in the waiting room?’ 

‘Because they were trying to get us out of the precinct. This is Teodora Ivanova, my student.’ 

‘We know each other,’ said the policeman. ‘We often have to visit her family. 

Who’s after you?’ 

‘My family,’ Thea said quietly. Policeman Mirov looked at her in amazement. ‘I gave birth to a girl yesterday afternoon. I named her Maria.’ 

‘And why do you have to come to the police?’ asked the other police officer named Popov. 

‘Because my family sold her.’ 

‘They sold the baby?’ Mirov was surprised. 

      ‘Yes, they sold her. Shortly after I gave birth to her, I saw my brother and father taking pictures of my daughter, then the father of my child came with a man and a woman, and they took my daughter away.’ 

The police officers looked at Thea and did not react. This was not what the two women expected. 

‘And what do you want us to do?’ asked Popov. 

‘To find her.’ 

‘Okay. We need the names of the child, date, and time of birth.’ 

‘I gave birth to her at home. I don’t have a birth certificate.’ 

‘How are we going to look for her then?’ asked Mirov. 

Thea looked at him. He didn’t trust her and wouldn’t help her. She was overcome with despair; she didn’t know how to prove that she wasn’t making it up and that all this really happened. 

‘We can prove that she gave birth. By law, after birth, the child must be registered, regardless of whether it was born alive or stillborn,’ Mrs. Mariola intervened. 

‘And how will you prove that she gave birth?’ 

‘Get a medical team to examine Thea,’ she said. 

The three policemen stared at her. 

‘Okay,’ Mirov said slowly. ‘And what will that prove?’ 

‘It will prove to you that she gave birth within the last twenty-four hours.’ 

‘Probably Thea has already taken a shower and ...’ Mirov tried to refuse. 

‘I haven’t showered,’ said Thea. 

The policeman paused, looked at Thea again, and frowned. Then he looked away at the other two policemen. Neither of them said anything; they both looked in different directions. As the most senior officer in the hierarchy, he had to make the decision himself. 

      ‘Okay then,’ he finally agreed. ‘I’ll call someone to examine Thea. But I can’t open a case of a missing child without having information about it.’ 

‘You can’t or won’t?’ asked Mrs. Mariola in a teacher’s tone, and this time Mirov froze. 

‘I can’t, but Thea can write down what happened, and I can pass it on to the Regional Police Department.’ 

‘Great!’ said the teacher and looked invitingly at him. Mirov, who was her former student, got on the phone and called for a medical team to examine Thea. Then he invited Thea into one of the interrogation rooms and made her recount what had happened. 



Three hours later, after a basic examination, many samples taken, urine and blood tests, the medical team confirmed that there had been a birth. 

‘A small part of the placenta was still inside her; we will examine it for the child’s DNA, but I cannot guarantee the result,’ said Doctor Lenov. He turned to Thea. ‘I’m sorry for what happened.’ 

‘When will the results be ready?’ asked Mirov. 

‘No later than tomorrow. I will send all information to your email.’ 

‘And you are sure that Thea gave birth recently?’ 

‘Positive. I can’t tell if the baby was born alive or stillborn, but there was definitely a birth.’ 

‘Thank you, Doctor Lenov,’ said Popov. 

‘Now what’s next?’ Thea asked. 

‘You will write in detail what happened, and I will send everything to the Regional Police Department. They work on cases like yours. I will need the names of everyone involved as well as a description of the couple who took the baby.’ 

‘Maria.’ 

‘What?’ 

      ‘Her name is Maria.’ 

The officer nodded and handed her some blank sheets of paper and a pen. Thea began to write, and Mrs. Mariola continued to ask Mirov questions. 

‘How long will it take to find the child?’ 

‘This case is different from others. As I already said, the Regional Police Department will take care of it.’ 

‘Can you tell me who to look to for information?’ 

‘No, I don’t know who exactly will work on this case.’ 

Mrs. Mariola looked at Thea. She was one of her best students. Thea was special, but she didn’t realise it. 

‘Can you protect her from her family? They will certainly want to bring her back to the hamlet.’ 

‘Will she stay at your house?’ asked Mirov. 

‘Yes. But I don’t think we’ll both be safe there. These people won’t let her look for her daughter.’ 

‘I can have the patrol car pass by your house over the next few days. At least until the results are out and the case is official.’ 

‘Okay. After that?’ 

‘My advice is to leave Bolengrad. The Woodpecker and his son will stop at nothing to find you.’ 

‘The Woodpecker?’ 

‘That’s what we call her father at the police station.’ 

‘I did not know that. Why do you call him Woodpecker?’ asked Mrs. Mariola as fear started to seep into her expression. 

‘Trust me, Mrs. Mariola, it’s better not to know,’ said Mirov and turned his back on her. 

      Thea was writing intently, trying to remember everything that had happened yesterday. She didn’t want to miss an important detail. She realized how important it was what she was going to write; even the smallest thing could lead to a clue to her daughter. At least that’s what policeman Popov had explained to her. It took her two hours to finish her testimony, but finally, with trembling hands, she handed the papers to Mirov. He took them, looked at her, and nodded. 

After spending almost, a whole day in a room with her, he had come to believe her story. Mirov had seen Thea several times while her family was being interrogated in the hamlet, but he had never spoken to her. At first, after hearing her story, he had decided that Thea was lying and somehow made the teacher believe her. But now he was sure that Thea had been through something terrible, and he was ready to do everything he could to help her. Mirov had been married for five years and had two children. The little child was a girl and the older a boy. Just the thought of someone taking them from him, or worse, selling them, made his heart skip a beat. You must be a freak to do that, he thought. And from what he found out, the father had made the deal. Mirov had never heard such a terrible story in his life.  Poor child, he thought, staring into Thea’s tired eyes. 

‘I will ask that this research be given priority,’ he promised and called the patrol car to take Thea and Mrs. Mariola to the teacher’s house. 



A few minutes later, Mrs. Mariola and Thea entered the still-warm home and sat down on the sofa in the living room near the fireplace. 

‘We can’t stay here long. Your family will come the moment they find the patrol has left the area.’ 

Thea nodded, then reached down and picked up the woollen blanket that had been left folded on the back of the sofa. She hugged it, curled up in a corner and stared at the fireplace in front of her. Thea no longer felt fear. Now all she felt was the cold. She needed to warm up, maybe then she would think more clearly. 

Mrs. Mariola got up and helped her get more comfortable. 

‘Rest. I’m going to make something for dinner and call a few people. I might find someone to help us.’ 

      ‘Thank you,’ whispered Thea and almost immediately drifted off. The day’s experiences had worn her out, and the warmth and calm voice of Mrs. Mariola made her relax. She closed her eyes, imagined that she was nursing her daughter again and fell asleep with a small smile on her face. 

