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Atlantic Ocean, Wednesday, July 12

​The bow of Arabella rose above the waves, then dropped and climbed again, slicing through the grey backs of dolphins. With her sails fully stretched, the yacht flew forward at her maximum speed of ten knots, while the shrouds whistled in the wind.

“If the wind keeps up, we’ll reach the lagoon by tomorrow,” said Henry as he slipped into the cockpit beside me.

“Let’s hope we beat the tide by at least an hour,” I replied.

I had met Henry seven years ago when I joined the London division of the Agency for Investigation and Prevention. Until his retirement nine months ago, he had been my partner. Thanks to him, I had grown from an arrogant show-off into a man. He had recently lost his wife. His once-strong body had withered, and his cheekbones now protruded beneath the skin of his face.

​“I’m thinking of leaving Arabella to you, Peter. I know you’ll take care of her.”

I muttered under my breath. Henry didn’t sound like himself.

“Pull yourself together and get ready to take the helm.”

​“Is it time already? Move over, let me check the chart plotter[1]​​.” He adjusted his glasses and followed our course. “Alright. I’ve got it.”

I handed over the wheel and sat next to him. Occasionally, a larger wave thudded under the keel, its crest looming behind our heads. A shiver ran down my spine, but the trick to overcoming fear was not to look back.

“So, what’s your excuse?” Henry asked.

“Excuse for what?”

“For the way you look, Peter. I know you’ve been on leave for a month, though you showed up at my door like a wet dog only yesterday. I spoke to Bailey.”

“And what did he say?”

“He just mentioned I needed to get you back in shape — even if it means tossing you overboard and dragging you behind the yacht until your head clears.”

“Very creative.”

“Are the old nightmares back?”

I shook my head. The nightmares had never really left — they had only become less frequent over the years. They were part of my memories now: the torn bodies, the shell holes, the eyes of those children... They couldn’t disappear completely. But did that have anything to do with how I felt now? Maybe it did.

“You can’t keep going on like this, son. I know you — cowardice and despair were never your companions.”

“I’m not desperate, Henry. Just... confused.”

“In my current condition, there’s not much I can do except help you sort out your thoughts.”

“It’s a long story, Henry, and it’s not about that war. This past month, I’ve been trying to make sense of things I went through. I dug through the internet and visited libraries. I read everything I could find — even old newspapers.”

“You know, Peter, sometimes to find the truth, you have to stop and look at your life from the outside — like a river flowing past you. At first, the water’s murky, but then the current washes away the questions and it clears. And then you wonder how you didn’t see the answer right in front of you the whole time.”

“If there is one.”

“There always is, Peter. And it’s usually very simple.”

“Still hunting for answers, are you?”

“I guess I haven’t lost the taste for it.”

The forecast for the night was favorable. I looked up at the sky. The wind had driven the clouds low over the sea, and they looked like kites with tattered tails. Henry sat quietly at the helm.

“To understand the full picture, I need to tell you not just what I saw. There are events I can only imagine — things I pieced together from what I’ve read over the past month, then arranged like a puzzle.”

“Then start at the beginning, son.”

I closed my eyes to remember:

“It all started six weeks ago...
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New York, Sunday, 

May 28, 2:50 AM

The sunset shimmered across the surface of the ocean. Waves crested high, broke, and collapsed in crumbling arcs. My left foot hit a slick patch, and I lost my balance. With a jolt of horror, I realized I was sliding down the cliffside — straight toward the abyss below, where the water gleamed.

​Suddenly, the melody of I Feel Good began to play around me. It echoed through the space as if mocking the final moments of my life.

I slowly opened my eyes. Through the dissolving haze of the nightmare, I focused on my vibrating cell phone bouncing on the nightstand. James Brown's voice grew louder, more insistent. I shook my head, grabbed the phone, and croaked:

“Wylie.”

“Peter, sorry to wake you,” came the weary voice of the captain. “You need to catch the 5:30 British Airways flight out of JFK. Linda’s already checked you in online.”

Linda Smith was my partner, and the fact that Captain William Bailey had interrupted her vacation as well meant that this couldn’t wait. Even more telling was that Bailey had called me himself, instead of asking his secretary to do it.

I had joined the London division of the Agency nearly seven years ago, and only now had I finally managed to take an extended leave. Two days ago, I had made it back to my parents in my hometown of New York, still struggling with the jet lag.

“What happened, Bill?”

“The Salamander’s back in play. We need you here, Pete. Try not to miss the flight. Safe travels.”

“See you soon.”

​I rubbed the stubble on my chin. Salamander was the codename for the perpetrator of two unsolved murders under investigation across the U.S. and Europe. Despite the department’s countless sleepless nights, the hot leads had gone cold. The investigation had stalled.

No time for breakfast. At best, I’d need at least an hour and a half to get from Staten Island to the airport. I couldn’t recall the number of any taxi service, so I went downstairs to find the phone book — only to realize I could’ve just used my smartphone. I was aging, judging by how out of sync I was with modern tech. I sensed movement behind me.

“Is something wrong, Pete?”

My mother had the instincts of a wildcat and the keen hearing of an English setter.

“Work call. I need to catch a flight to London at five-thirty.” I pulled her into a hug and whispered, “I’m sorry...”

“I’ll make coffee.” She nodded, smoothing a silver curl behind her ear. “I’ll wake your father and drive you to the airport.”

I was lucky — incredibly lucky — to have a mother like her. I couldn’t remember a time when she’d wasted energy fretting over fate’s curveballs. Her practical approach to any situation has always helped me keep my own emotions in check. We were both deeply disappointed by the disruption to our family vacation plans, but we knew there was nothing we could do.

“Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll call a taxi.”

“No trouble, Pete. I’ll give you a ride. This way your dad and I get a little more time with you.”

As I said, my mother never asks unnecessary questions and always finds something good in every situation. A little later, the three of us left Harvard Avenue behind and were driving down Victoria Boulevard, heading for the airport approach.
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Heathrow Airport, 

Sunday, May 28, 5:45 PM

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve just landed at Heathrow Airport. Please remain seated with your seatbelts fastened until the aircraft comes to a complete stop.”

My legs had gone numb, even though the seat was comfortable. I’d woken up just before the plane began its descent—about fifteen minutes ago—but I could still feel the pins and needles as circulation slowly returned. Ignoring it, I got up. A wink and a disarming smile softened the flight attendant’s annoyed glare.

When my previous partner retired, Scotland Yard decided to assign one of their officers to every department in the Agency and transferred Linda from Edinburgh into his place. I hadn’t been thrilled by the appointment—not just because I’d expected someone with more field experience, but because I didn’t see myself playing mentor to a rookie girl whose experience amounted to a few training sessions at the academy. The difference between the theory and the practice in our line of work is like the difference between sex and romantic poetry. We usually refer to the academy as “the finishing school for young ladies.”

To top it all off, the girl turned out to be a chain smoker. When I picked her up at the airport last October, the public smoking ban had long been in effect. So before we’d even loaded her bags into the car, I had to wait for her to satisfy her nicotine craving in the designated smoking area by the emergency exit. The ban applied to company vehicles, too, so I had no doubt she’d head there again after picking me up today.

I spotted her leaning against the railing amid the crowd of greeters, right between a blue-eyed Pakistani and a curly-haired guy holding a sign that read “British East Language School.” She looked tired and sleep-deprived. I wondered what it had cost her to explain to her fiancé why they had to cut short their Normandy tour. Jerry was half French, half Yank. In my opinion, genetics hadn’t done a great job combining the positive traits, but one thing was undeniable—he adored Linda.

“Welcome back. How was your flight?”

“I barely noticed it—thanks to a double dose of old Jack Daniel’s sleeping formula. How about you, Linda? Any turbulence over the Channel?”

“No idea. Bill sent me a Cessna.”

I gave a low whistle of surprise. I’d flown business class; Linda had flown a business jet. The Agency wasn’t known for pampering its people. Whatever Bailey had come across, it must’ve been serious enough to justify the expense.

“What do we know so far? All Bill told me was that the Salamander had stirred again.”

“Another murder, same signature—this time in Plashet Park. The victim is a thirty-six-year-old woman. When I arrived, the heat from the embers was still over two hundred degrees. We had to wait for the firefighters to douse the flames and clear a path to the body. There’s a folder in the glove compartment with crime scene photos.”

I opened the folder. The woman’s body lay curled in the fetal position at the center of a small circle of bare earth, arms crossed over her chest. Her head pointed north; the soles of her bent feet aimed southwest. The lace trim of her long robe was singed. Despite the soot covering the white fabric, the contrast between the body and the blackened earth was stark. It looked like a piece of surrealist art. A larger circle had been traced around the first one, covered in smoldering coals. I saw Linda shiver slightly as I examined the wide-angle shot of the scene.

“Check for cameras in the area?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the photo.

“Yeah. Two in front of East Ham Library, four more at the Plashet Grove and Woodhouse Grove intersection, and one each on Lincoln Road and Shrewsbury Road. We’ve got all the footage. Debbie and Graham are going through it now.”

“Lab results on the coals?”

“Burned wood—oak. Pete, I can’t believe this is happening again. This is London, for God’s sake! The thought of canvassing the area and questioning hundreds of people is already making me crazy.”

“Who’s the pathologist on duty?”

“Shelby Martinez. She was still working on the report an hour ago.”

“Looks like we’re in for a long night. We’ll need coffee.”

“The office machine’s making weird noises. Debbie called a technician.”

“Take a detour to Victoria Station. We’ll get some from the Italian place.”

Linda gave me a suspicious look and laughed.

“How many gentlemen named ‘Daniel’s’ did you meet on the plane? You sure your heart can handle the Italian espresso?”

A warning wrapped in concern—typical Linda. I’d been hitting the caffeine a bit too hard lately, and my favorite espresso had little in common with what my countrymen call coffee.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “After eight months of your driving, I’ve learned to handle multiple micro heart attacks a day.”

As always, Linda weaved through traffic, keeping a high average speed and gunning for pole position at every red light. It was like she was in a rally and couldn’t allow anyone else to take the title. It usually costs me a few lectures from the head of Traffic Control.

The rain had let up, and the shadows of clouds were creeping across the buildings. I couldn’t help thinking how the killer always found a way to strike when it wasn’t raining. He must’ve been checking the BBC’s hourly forecast. This was the Salamander’s third kill, which automatically classified him as a serial murderer.

Even though I wasn’t convinced about his gender, I preferred calling him “he” instead of “she.” There was no evidence of sexual contact, but statistics suggested that most serial killings were committed by men.

The café was just four blocks away from the New Scotland Yard building, where the agency was located. One of the perks of our department was that the official cars had special permits to park in any zone around the city. When I stepped out of the car, twilight was already settling in, and the rain-washed streets were shining under the streetlights. Thin streams of water trickled down the curb. I breathed in the fresh breeze and caught the familiar scent of the river mixed with grass and earth. Even though New Brighton was thousands of miles across the ocean, suddenly I felt like I was back home.

Inside the café, it was warm and dry. The air smelled of freshly ground coffee, cinnamon, and Earl Grey. Behind the counter, the smiling, round-faced Mrs. Sciavone was half-hidden behind trays that had been partially emptied of afternoon pastries. Her hands were quickly juggling orders as if they worked independently—packing apple pie slices and pouring tea or coffee at the same time. When we walked in, her daughter Loretta was handing a paper envelope to a tall, freckled young guy. She waved at us and called out:

“Hey, who’s the wind blowing in? Hello! If I remember right, we were supposed to see each other again at the end of June? Two shorts in cardboard cups, right?”

“As always,” I laughed.

“Wrap up four of those cinnamon rolls with chocolate filling too,” Linda added.

“Done.”

I left a note on the counter. Loretta gave me the change, clipped a plastic clip onto the cinnamon-roll-scented paper envelope, and slid over two steaming cups in a cardboard holder with a handle.

“Enjoy! Bye.”

“Bye.”

Outside, the wind had picked up. Next to the café, they were selling fast food—mostly Turkish döner kebabs. I noticed someone had finally rented the space across the street, right next to the pharmacy. Above the door hung a huge yellow banner with a glaring sun painted over tropical palms, silver sand, and a violet-blue sea. Right opposite the sun’s rays, big sky-blue letters read: Sunny Places Travel Agency. On the sidewalk by the entrance, groups of formally dressed people were holding glasses of white wine. The wind tossed the blue and yellow balloons tied to the door. Two huge palm-like flowers in ceramic pots were holding the doors open against the gusts. The Sunny Places designer probably suffered from the mistaken belief that the kingdom’s residents lived in perpetual gloom and tried to compensate by awkwardly transplanting tropical vibes into the heart of the city. A few teenage girls were handing out flyers to passersby. One smiled at us and quickly ran across the street, handing Linda two of the flyers. They were folded like a map, and on the front page was the same picture and blue banner from the sign. Linda thanked her and slipped them into my jacket pocket.

“Sorry for the spam, Pete, but I don’t want to disappoint the girls. After we turn the corner, I’ll toss the flyers in the nearest trash can.”

“Maybe we should take a quick look. Where would you rather get a suntan? The Caribbean or India?”

“Considering I should be on vacation right now, I guess my only hope for a tan will be the tanning salon,” Linda sighed. “Okay, I’ll look at them anyway. New agencies usually have promo deals. Show them to Fiona, and I’ll show them to Jerry. We could plan something together—two weeks in Borneo, for example.”

“Here we go again...” I thought with irritation. I never understood why Bill stuck me with this doll for a partner—her figure looked better on a magazine cover than as an agent—and I was stuck with her during work hours, which was a pretty loose term at the agency. Linda was part of the internet generation, which in my opinion set too short a distance in communication (probably because she rarely did it offline). If I accepted her proposal, it meant I’d have to put up with her during the vacation too. The idea of drinking my morning coffee on the seaside with these two ladies and a neurotic like Jerry didn’t match my idea of a good time. I sighed.

“Linda, please. You know Fiona and I aren’t involved like that. Do I have to explain it every time you get ideas like that?”

“And I tell you every time that she thinks differently. It’s so obvious. Are you the only one who doesn’t see it, or are you just pretending to be emotionally blind? Anyway, since nothing stops you from seeing her here, I don’t see why it should be a problem to take her with you instead of spending your vacations alone.”

Linda’s patronizing, almost motherly tone made me chuckle. Some things, after all, you just can’t share with a lady—even if she’s your partner. I answered in my mind, “Because Fiona’s presence is sometimes too overwhelming and possessive. Two egos in one place can hardly spend more than a day together.” I doubt I could explain to Linda that for a loner like me, a casual, purely physical relationship was the best option—especially after turning forty. My job made long-term commitment hard, even if you found the right person. Fiona was beautiful, playful, and always ready to jump into bed. She liked doing good deeds and even volunteered at an orphanage. Unfortunately, her good qualities stopped there. She could throw a grand scandal at any waiter. She acted haughty with shop assistants and ignored my opinions on food, clothes, and even movies. For years she tried to impose her healthy daily routine on me. Still, no matter what Linda thought, Fiona and I had an understanding of one important point—what kind of relationship we had.

Security raised a hand in greeting as the magnetic cards registered our arrival at the agency. The elevator moved silently and smoothly on the twelfth floor. My pocket and Linda’s handbag both rang at the same moment as the doors opened. Deborah was pressing her phone to her left ear with her shoulder, and she and Graham were about to enter the elevator. She spotted us first and hung up.

“I was just calling you. Welcome back, now get going downstairs.”

They stepped in, and Linda pressed the button for the parking garage.

“Hmmm, ‘Sicilian Sky’ with cinnamon. Good call on grabbing dinner,” Graham sniffed and reached for the coffee cups.

“Hands off!” I warned.

“That’s the antidote against Peter’s airplane sleeping pills,” Linda explained, but when she saw Graham’s surprised raised eyebrows, she added, “Jack Dee’s old recipe.”

Graham nodded knowingly. I rubbed my eyes and asked:

“So where are we rushing off to?”

“Twenty-five cubic meters of stolen timber at the Greenwich dock,” Deborah answered. “Dick McNeill from the Sixth District just called. Sharp cop.”

I knew Dick from the evenings we spent together before the ‘Cutty Sark’ fire. We were both passionate about sailing. After the fire, we kept meeting for a beer in a pub by the Thames where dockers gathered and once a week we’d chat about yachts and the tough sailors of the past. We looked forward to the day the great clipper would rise from the ashes.

So many things have happened in the last seven years. I felt like I’d lived in this city in a past life. The thought was so absurd that I laughed inside—I don’t believe in reincarnation. Apparently, leaving home early made me prone to sentimental feelings. The evening air cleared my head.

“Timber? Graham, how many cubic meters does it take to make a fire carpet for thirteen square meters?”

“Let me see...”

One of Graham’s unique skills was that his brain instantly turned into a calculator-converter for units of measure. Now he muttered under his breath:

“Thirteen square meters is almost sixteen square yards. According to my calculations, to cover it with embers, you need between three and four cubic meters of wood.”

That meant the killer had fuel for at least five more bonfires. Silence fell as each of us considered the possibility the cases might not be connected, or the extra timber might be used for construction.

“According to the lab report, the wood used by the Salamander was oak,” Linda noted thoughtfully as she lifted the trunk lid so Debbie could put away the forensic kit, which we called the ‘K-kit.’

“But there’s no room here! Is this your luggage, Pete?” Debbie stood with the kit in one hand and a camera in the other.

“I’ll move it now,” I said.

I headed to her, but Graham beat me to it. He took the ‘K-kit,’ squeezed onto the back seat, and placed it on his lap. Debbie sat next to him. Two minutes later, we were heading east with the lights on, and Linda was weaving through the lanes again. Even though the English claim to drive on the ‘correct’ side, driving on the left was still a challenge for me. The coffee had already gone cold. I took a sip and opened the envelope with the rolls. They’d shriveled but still smelled delicious. I reached out:

“All right, my turn! Who wants the Sicilian Sky?”
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​Chapter 3
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London Sunday, 

May 28, 7:25 PM

Captain William Bailey stopped the car in front of the tall iron gate. He looked down at his hands—they had almost stopped shaking.

When Deborah told him the name of the victim, his legs nearly gave way. It was the first time emotion had gotten the better of his deeply ingrained self-control. How many women could bear the name Marianne Stone? He stared at the color printout. Two blue eyes smiled at him from the passport photo. Few people smiled with their eyes.

It was her—little Buba. That’s what her father, Sir Frederick Stone, had called her when his daughter began crawling faster than the nanny could walk. The nickname suited the lively little girl and stuck.

William Bailey had never married. His family was Fred’s family. Buba had sat on his knees. He had built sandcastles with her. Taught her to swim and fish, tucked in dolls for bed, and even cried when they buried Tu, her golden retriever. Marianne had been part of his family...

Bailey looked at the camera mounted on the pillar beside the gate and unfastened his seatbelt—it retracted with a hiss. He took off the shoulder holster and shoved it into the glove compartment. He snapped shut the latch of the hidden compartment, dropped the key into his pocket, and took a deep breath.

Bailey wished he were a thousand miles away from this place, but he couldn't let Fred and Ellen hear the news from anyone else.

Bailey reached through the window and pressed the buzzer. The gate opened, and Bill drove up the gravel path between the trees.

***
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Dr. Shelby Martinez rubbed the bridge of her nose and adjusted her glasses. She stared at the sheet in front of her and sighed.

Since accepting her position as a pathologist at the agency, she rarely made it home on time. Today, she had missed her five-year-old son’s match and was now late for dinner again. She hoped her husband would understand.

She couldn’t finish the report without running one more test. Unplanned and unexpected, but necessary. The results might finally point to the killer—provided there was data to match it with, of course.

Still, what she had found was new—something different from the previous cases—and it could lead to a breakthrough in the investigation.

Shelby t on her gloves and loaded the sample into the centrifuge.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4
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“Windsor”, Sunday, 

May 28, 8:02 PM

Bailey was unconsciously twisting his cap in his hands. Suddenly, the room felt far too large and empty. His throat was clamped tight, as if in a vice. From the adjoining lounge came the muffled sobs of Ellen. Fred looked up at him.

"Why her?"

"I don’t know, Fred. So far we haven’t found anything connecting the victims."

"What do you mean, embers? Where did they come from?"

"We assume the lunatic’s got some sort of device he uses to burn wood and then transfers the embers to the crime scene."

"You mean this is the third murder and you still haven’t figured out how he does it? Do you at least have a solid lead to work with?"

"I’m not allowed to share details of the investigation, not even with you, Fred. What I’ve told you already is more than I should’ve said. Should I call David?"

"I’ll do it, Bill. Just give me a little time."

"Fred, do you know why David didn’t report her missing when she didn’t come home last night? Were there any problems between them?"

"Are you suggesting David is that lunatic, Bill? Can you actually picture him doing something like this?"

"You didn’t answer my question, Fred."

Bailey’s phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket and raised a hand to signal Stone to stay quiet.

"I'm listening, Shelby... How soon?... Good work. Did you call Peter?... Do it now and keep me posted."

Bailey hung up and turned to his friend.

"I don’t know how to say this, Fred."

"Just say it."

"Marianne was pregnant. Shelby—Dr. Martinez—is isolating DNA from the fetus as we speak. We’ll run it against the profiles in the database."

Sir Stone stood up and stared into Bailey’s eyes.

"I’ll skin that bastard myself when you catch him! You owe me a few minutes alone with him, Bill! I’ll skin him alive—" His voice splintered...
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Bulgaria, 1986 - Twenty-Six Years Earlier

​

When she was born, little Elenka weighed barely a kilo and nine hundred grams. The doctors weren’t optimistic about her chances of survival. The only incubator in town was already occupied by another baby girl—a premature one. The doctors held a council, scratched their heads, exchanged opinions, and finally concluded that since Elenka had been born at the beginning of the ninth month, she might just survive without an incubator, despite her low weight.

In 1986, hospitals in Bulgaria were state-run and poorly equipped. The little machinery they had was outdated. Even at the regional hospital, incubators were scarce. Two of the five had cracked glass that hadn’t been replaced in years. The doctors had patched the cracks with surgical tape. They couldn’t afford to lose such valuable equipment, and the People’s Government wasn’t about to release funds for new ones anytime soon.

Many babies in the region were born prematurely. Rumour had it that the cause lay in the suffocating gas secretly released at night from the chimneys of the nearby metallurgical plant. Fortunately, the doctors knew their craft and practiced it with dedication, creativity, and care. The decision they made was risky for Elenka, but if she survived, at least she wouldn’t go blind. Many of the children who had spent time in incubators suffered eye damage. Ironically, it was the very machine that had saved their lives that caused their injuries. The new generation of incubators had controlled oxygen flow and an entirely different design, minimizing the risk of vision impairment. The only such model in the country was at the Institute of Obstetrics and Gynecology, hundreds of kilometers away in the capital.

Elenka survived. The doctors, nurses, and even the orderlies had grown fond of the tiny being fighting for her life. Her mother—Yana—had already been discharged, healthy and well. She was still a child herself, only sixteen. She hadn’t even realized she was pregnant until it was too late. At fourteen, she’d left her native village of Bulgari in the Strandzha mountains to attend high school, thirty kilometers away. Yana was the only daughter of Marin and Dima, who had sacrificed everything to educate her.

Dima, Elenka’s grandmother, was a fire-dancer. She was held in reverence in the village. People said she possessed great power. Women were afraid to run into her in the street, and when they did, they tried not to meet her eyes. And if their eyes did meet, they would return home and put off whatever task they’d set out to do. As if a black cat had crossed their path. They believed that going forward would bring misfortune that day.

They feared Dima—but they couldn’t live without her. If someone had a problem, they didn’t go to the doctor; they knocked on Dima’s door. She always opened it. Even in the middle of the night, on holidays or workdays, spring or autumn, winter or summer. She would wash her hands, sit down on a three-legged wooden stool, and gaze into the eyes of the sick. Sometimes she brewed herbs. Other times she whispered chants under her breath. Occasionally, she would simply touch the person’s head or run her fingers down their spine, and they would recover. Her healing was a miracle.

Only once had she ever turned someone away. She looked at the old woman, stroked her thinning hair—braided into a feeble, withered plait—and said, “I can’t help you, sister. You must go see a doctor in town. I can take the pain away if you wish, but it’s been sent to you as a trial and you must endure it. If I take it, it may pass down your bloodline, and you’ll suffer more from that than from the illness. So, tell me—what would you have me do?”

The old woman blinked, wiped away a tear with the corner of her headscarf, and said, “Don’t take it, then. If it must hurt, let it hurt.”

Dima stroked her head. “Go to the doctor, sister—the sooner, the better. If you get there before the month is out, they’ll help you rid of it.”

The woman thanked her, and her sons carried her to the car. Three months later, she returned from the regional hospital. The tumor had been removed and she lived another ten years. Her sons sent Dima a lamb and a fifty-liter barrel of oaked wine.

When the misfortune happened, Yana didn’t tell her mother. She was afraid to admit she had gotten involved with a classmate. He turned out to be a coward, lacking any sense of responsibility. Yana couldn’t get an abortion without her parents’ consent. The idea crossed her mind to raise the child on her own, but at the time, single mothers were considered disgraced—almost on par with prostitutes.
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