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1.

‘You are pregnant,’ uttered the doctor uninterestedly.

She went numb.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, I’m sure,’ he replied and looked into her frightened eyes.

She looked down.

‘Does your partner know? Does he suspect?’

‘No. I didn’t even tell him that I was going for an examination nor that I suspected... I’d like to ask you...’

‘It’s not necessary! Don’t be afraid, I won’t tell anyone.’

She didn’t believe him.

She was scared that by tomorrow everyone at the Medical Faculty would know about her shame. The doctor was an unwanted witness to her torment. She was caught in a trap from which there was no way out.

He was a friend of her anatomy professor. They were the same generation. Unfortunately, her professor once introduced her to the man in the faculty canteen whom she chose as her gynaecologist.

‘And... what will you do now? A wedding or?...’

This strict doctor was now showing inappropriate curiosity.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied in a whisper.

‘You have to tell him and then decide together,’ he advised her.

‘I guess so,’ she answered unsurely.

She felt a cold chill.

She wasn’t sure how the young man she loved would take the news that she was pregnant. The ugly room began to sway before her eyes.

‘Get dressed, other women are waiting at the door,’ he ordered her.

‘Yes, yes, OK,’ she said obediently, avoiding his eyes.

As she touched the door handle, the doctor remarked:

‘If you decide to get rid of the “little problem” you should know that you’re already in your third month of pregnancy. But, you do what you think is right, it’s your life. The decision is yours.’

His words were unambiguously harsh.

He then added:

‘Whatever you choose, do it as soon as possible. You don’t have much time to lose.’

He hurried her to leave, yet the only thing she needed was time.

2.

It is a Saturday morning, the beginning of February 1961.

She had already been waiting ten minutes for the tram at Republic Square, which would take her to the central train station. Her train was due to leave in half an hour. She should reach the station in five or six minutes, and so she would have enough time to buy a return ticket.

When she left her flat in Črnomerec to go to the tram stop, dawn was just breaking. She could feel her feet getting cold despite her high boots and warm socks. She began jumping from one foot to the other, being careful not to knock over the travel bag that was leaning against her right leg.

There wasn’t any snow. For days already, the people of Zagreb were experiencing a dry winter.

A tram driver in a uniform came out of the little house on the Square and shouted:

‘Everyone who is going to the railway station should not wait for the tram, there is no electricity in Praška Street!’

The people got annoyed.

An elderly man in a leather coat cursed and lifted up his heavy package onto his right shoulder and headed towards the station together with a few other people.

She had no choice either, she picked up her travel bag and headed down Praška Street. She no longer had plenty of free time. Even though it didn’t take her more than ten minutes to walk to the train station, she was afraid that there would be a long line of passengers waiting in front of the ticket office who, like her, wanted to buy tickets. The bag seemed light to her a moment ago, but now it was becoming heavier because she had to carry it all the way to the station.

After walking down Praška Street, she crossed to the other side of the road and stepped onto Zrinjevac Square.

Her gaze fell upon the weather station in front of which several people were standing. She heard a man with a moustache and a black fur hat saying to his wife:

‘Minus four! I told you it was colder than yesterday!’

As soon as she passed by the maple and lime trees that grew in the northern part of Zrinjevac, gorgeous plane trees appeared in front of her.

She felt as though these trees possessed some unusual power with which they managed to make passers-by turn their thoughts from the present to the distant past.

At times she would stop and transfer the bag from one hand to the other.

When she decided to take a break at King Tomislav Square to rest both her hands and catch her breath, an elderly beggar approached her with outstretched trembling hands and uttered in a pleading voice:

‘Dear daughter, give me something for bread, I’m so hungry.’

She removed the glove from her right hand and slipped it into her coat pocket. There she found two coins.

‘There you are!’

The old man smiled, took the coins, bowed in front of her theatrically and said:

‘Thank you, thank you. Not only are you beautiful, but you’re kind too. May dear God protect you, may he be near you if you should ever need him.’

Karolina thinks: ‘If only I had met this beggar earlier if the Almighty had heard his blessing earlier, I might not be in this predicament.’

Snowflakes began to flutter in the air.

If her thoughts were not elsewhere, she would no doubt have been happy to see them.

3.

‘There you go!’

In front of her stood a young man in a military uniform. He handed her some hot chestnuts.

She wanted to turn him down, but she knew his smile would drop if she did. She took three chestnuts and said:

‘Thank you!’

‘They’re still warm.’

She tried them.

‘Yeah, they are,’ she agreed.

‘Are you alone?’ he asked her.

‘Yes. I like to watch films alone.’

‘I like to have company, but nobody from the barracks was able to come out to the city.’

A smile hovered over his youthful face.

‘My name is Vlaho,’ he said holding out his hand to her.

‘I am Karolina,’ she replied and shook his hand.

The film was supposed to start at any moment. The hall was half-empty, so they sat next to each other on the last row.

That evening, the western Revenge Comes in the Spring was being shown. The main hero was a farmer whose wife was raped and killed by bandits whilst he was in the city. The film depicted his revenge. He killed the members of the infamous gang one by one. The story was quite predictable and straightforward, with plenty of fights and shootings. In the middle of the film, Vlaho suggested:

‘This film... it’s like it’s made for children... shall we go for a walk?’

His suggestion confused her. She didn’t like the film either, and yet it seemed inappropriate for her to leave the showing for a night-time walk in the city with a young man she had just met. She was sure it would be better to say no, but despite this, she answered:

‘Well... I don’t like the film either...’

A minute later, they were on the street.

The pavement was wet. Whilst they were watching the film, a short shower had washed Zagreb’s streets down.

He was born in Dubrovnik. His family lived there: his father, mother, brother and sister. His grandfather was a captain on a ship, he had travelled the whole world. When the Second World War began, he came home and never sailed again.

The day before Vlaho was due to leave for military service, his grandfather suddenly died. He was not able to stay for his funeral. Travelling on a full train towards Zagreb, he was irritated by the drunken and noisy recruits, not allowing him to say farewell to his grandfather in peace, at least in his memories.

After passing his training, as one of the few educated soldiers, the lieutenant assigned him to do administrative work in the headquarters office. Unlike the other soldiers, he came out to the city every week.

Karolina liked the unusual melody of his speech, characteristic of the people of Dubrovnik. She had only been to the coast once in her life for a one-week summer holiday, so his stories about his childhood experiences sounded peculiar to her.

She thought that her stories about life in Slavonia could not be nearly as interesting to him, although Vlaho listened to them with great interest.

She spent her school summer holidays in the countryside with her grandparents. Her autumn days were often spent fishing with her father on the Drava River. He was sorry that he did not have a son to whom he could pass on his fishing experience, so he bestowed it to his younger daughter.

She spent days hanging out with Vlaho, enjoying his company without wanting to get any closer.

One weekend whilst her roommate was visiting her parents, she brought him to her flat. They talked like chatty little children who wanted to impress each other with their trivial experiences.

In one moment, as if they had agreed, they both fell silent. Vlaho stared into her eyes. She felt an indescribable pleasure from it. She looked down. He gently caressed her face. A moment later they were in a passionate embrace.

As he removed her clothes revealing her nakedness, she was surprised that she felt no shame. When their naked bodies intertwined, there was no fear or awkwardness.

She was twenty-one years old, and on that evening she lost her virginity, feeling that she was doing nothing wrong, that she was in the arms of a young man with whom she wanted to spend her whole life.

A week before, whilst they were walking around the city, Vlaho said:

‘One day, I’ll take you to Dubrovnik and you will like that city. You’ll love it like I do.’

She saw this as his confirmation that she would share her life with him in the future.

4.

Her mother took out the freshly baked walnut and poppy cakes from the oven. She put them on the table and cut them up. The flat was filled with smells that reminded Karolina of the most beautiful days of her childhood.

As a little girl, she used to steal the poppy and walnut cake fillings before her mother spread them on the dough and baked them. She would scoop just a little bit from the bowl with her index finger and eat it raw just like that.

Their taciturn father chatted like never before that day, talking about the post office employees he was the boss of, about the postmen who got into various comical predicaments whilst delivering the post when meeting grumpy people and their dogs.

Her father had no index or middle finger on his right hand. When he was eleven years old, he was playing with his friends in the workshop of the village’s blacksmith. He was holding a metal trap for catching foxes and polecats, but when his friend, the blacksmith’s son, unexpectedly pulled out the spring, the device clamped shut and cut off two of his fingers.

When he saw his fingers on the ground, he screamed and fainted.

He was the youngest of four sons in the family. His father was ashamed of him for years because of his missing fingers. He considered him as being disabled, someone who would be unable to live in the countryside. That summer, before the accident, he finished his fourth year of primary school, which should have been the last year of his education. In the autumn, his father sent him to Vinkovci for another four years of education due to the loss of his fingers.

He had to walk several kilometres to and from school every day.

After finishing school, he got a job as a clerk in the post office that had just opened in their village.

Along with the local priest and teacher, he was the only other educated person in the town.

When the Second World War began, all three of his elder brothers went to war and none of them returned home.

In the end, his father was left with his youngest son without fingers, whom he used to be ashamed of, as his only support and comfort.

In 1953, he was offered the position of the head of Osijek’s post office. For the sake of his eldest daughter, who was supposed to enrol in a teacher’s school that year, he accepted the offer and the family moved to the largest town in Slavonia.

Karolina had a hard time moving from the village, where everyone knew them, to the big town, where they were like strangers.

She began in the seventh class and normally returned from school a few hours before her sister, whose lectures and practical exercises used to take two or three hours longer. Her mother also got a job at the post office that year, so the parents returned home together in the late afternoon.

Whilst she waited for the rest of her family alone in their flat, she found it cold and repulsive. But now, eight years later, that same flat filled with the smell of freshly baked walnut and poppy cakes seemed like the epitome of a warm home.

On the walls hung tapestries with motifs of a wheat field, a girl reading, flowers in a vase and a forest glade. When she was a child, her mother would set aside a few hours every Saturday for this unusual hobby.

For Karolina looking at the scenes in the tapestries was a kind of trip back to the days of her carefree childhood.

Without a doubt, she would have enjoyed that Saturday and spending time with her parents, sister and her husband if she wasn’t being haunted by the thought of the condition that she found herself in.

Apart from the doctor, she hadn’t discussed her pregnancy with anyone. She wanted to open her heart to her sister Danica as soon as possible and hear her advice.

She wondered if she should even admit to Vlaho that she was pregnant or do as the doctor suggested.

She could barely concentrate on her father’s and mother’s words or what her sister was saying. She and her husband Marko talked continuously about the child that was on the way, about her belly, which was quite visible. They talked about the flat they got in the autumn and in which they had already put a cot for the child who would come into this world in less than four months.

‘You must come and see our flat tomorrow,’ said Danica.

‘I decorated it myself,’ boasted Marko.

He was a teacher at the same school where Danica worked. They met three years ago, got married two years ago, and only now were they blessed with Danica’s pregnancy. Everyone was happy because of that.

‘I won’t be at home tomorrow,’ said Marko.

‘Why?’ asked Karolina.

‘I’m going hunting.’

Marko was a passionate hunter.

Thanks to his hunting trip, Karolina thought that she would have the chance to talk to her sister in peace.

‘Then we’re going to gossip about you,’ said Karolina.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ replied Marko.

Her mother put slices of the freshly cut poppy and walnut cakes on a plate and placed them in front of Karolina.

‘You try them first,’ she said.

On that day, Karolina was treated as an honoured, long-awaited guest. She had not been to Osijek since September.

They treated her like a princess who was honouring them with her arrival.

None of them could have guessed the anguish with which this princess was struggling as she tried to understand the sentences that her loved ones were uttering. With great effort, she attempted to organise her thoughts and feelings.

5.

On one wall in the small living room were two stuffed deer heads with antlers and a pheasant. Whilst she was listening to her sister, her eyes wandered to those dead deer, which clearly proved that the owner of the flat was a successful hunter. She was disgusted by the thought that her brother-in-law Marko killed those deer and that unfortunate pheasant, which was probably hit by a pellet during its last flight. As a child, she shied away from any encounter with hunters who proudly carried rifles with the barrels pointed at the ground over their shoulders. She considered them cold and cruel people who do not like forest animals.

‘My colleague Ana has a one-year-old son. If our child is a boy, they will give us his baby clothes. She’s not planning to have any more children, and little children outgrow their clothes in just two or three months. It’s stupid to waste money on something that will only be used for such a short time.’

Ever since she entered her sister’s modest flat, Danica had not stopped talking about the child that was on the way, about her husband who had been overly attentive to her since the day he found out that she was pregnant.

For Danica, the whole world revolved around her Marko, their child who is on the way, around the school where she and Marko worked, and recently to the flat that they had moved in to.

Her entire outlook, her entire little universe, was limited by the sentences that she uttered, not giving her sister a chance to say anything. And for the sake of that important conversation, which was still a monologue, Karolina had travelled to Osijek.

She was afraid that at some point one of her sister’s friends or neighbours would come to that flat for coffee and make it impossible for her to talk to Danica about her torment, about the dilemma that she did not dare to unravel on her own.

She was convinced that her sister, who was two years older, would offer her the best possible answers to the questions that she would ask now, like so many times in their childhood.

‘We’ve agreed, if it is a girl, I will choose the name. If it’s a boy, Marko will decide what his name will be. I think that’s the best way and that...’

She stopped suddenly. Right then she noticed that her sister was not listening closely.

‘Karolina, are you with us? Is something wrong?’

Karolina looked down. Her sister’s question came so suddenly. It gave her the opportunity to talk about the dilemma that was tormenting her. She knew that she needed to start with the very first part of her story, not to start immediately with the most important part. Despite this, like a thief caught stealing, she said exactly what she wanted to leave to last.

‘I’m pregnant.’

‘How?! With whom?!’

The volume of Danica’s voice when she asked the question testified to her surprise bordering on shock.

Karolina was considered by everyone in the family to be a smart and rational girl who was in control of her life.

She was probably the last person Danica knew to whom she thought that something like this could happen.

‘Are you sure?’

‘The doctor confirmed it to me on Thursday,’ Karolina replied in a dry voice.

Avoiding her sister’s eyes, she told her about how she fell in love with Vlaho, a young soldier from Dubrovnik, about him and his family, she told her about her doctor’s advice.

When she had said everything important, she continued to speak, repeating what had already been said, as if she was afraid to stop, knowing that after that would come her sister’s verdict, which she might not like. From the expression on Danica’s face, it was clear that she was surprised by the story of the pregnancy and the young man whom Karolina had only known since September.

‘Does he know that you’re pregnant?’ she asked logically.

‘No, I haven’t told him. I wanted to talk to you first... I wanted to hear your advice.’

‘Maybe it’s better that he doesn’t know. If you keep the child, you’ll complicate your life, your studies, everything. What will Mum and Dad say if they find out?! How could you?...’

‘It just happened,’ she uttered.

‘This never happens by itself, without our consent! We women decide about that.’

Her sister’s voice sounded cold and judgemental. Even if she were right, she could at least show some compassion. But she didn’t hear a single warm word from her that day.

‘Do you realise that you’ve acted like a naïve, stupid school girl?!’

She really was naïve and in love. She had demeaned the young, educated student inside her who had a promising future ahead.

‘And you... what were you thinking of doing?’ Danica asked her like some kind of investigator who had unmasked an inept suspect.

‘I don’t know... In one moment I want to have the baby, I believe that Vlaho would want that too if he knew... But in the next moment, I think my life would be messed up, if...’

‘Of course, it will be messed up. And right now, in the middle of your medical studies. You know yourself that Mum and Dad are paying for it. They’re expecting you to be their pride and joy and not an embarrassment.’

At that moment, she realised that she shouldn’t talk to her younger sister, who was trembling in front of her like a frightened little girl, so harshly.

She put her hand on her shoulder and said:

‘Nevertheless, talk to him. Your decision must be mutual.’

‘You think so?’

‘Yes... Of course, on the condition that after this he sees you as part of his future life. Now, in the middle of your studies, you can’t have a baby. Later, when you graduate, if this Vlaho wants to start a family with you, get married, and let everything go from there.’

Karolina shuddered at the very thought that Vlaho might imagine his life without her. His goodness and gentleness were unquestionable to her.

She was expecting different advice from her pregnant sister. From that moment on, she placed her fragile hope in Vlaho, in his desire to keep the child despite everything, and that they would get married... Every thought of an abortion horrified her. In the depths of her soul, she felt that this child would not have even been conceived if somewhere up in Heaven it had not been decided that it was good for the fruit of their love to come into this world. She was only asking that someone else besides her believes and unequivocally states that the child should be born. She believed that her sister would support her. When this didn’t happen, she realised in a second that it was most logical to talk to the child’s father first. She was angry with herself that she had wasted the time travelling to Osijek.

6.

They met up in a pub not far from the barracks.

He was showing her a small monographic book about Dubrovnik that featured many photographs.

‘Here, in this street here, I once fell off my bike and got this scar,’ he pointed to a small scar on his forehead above his left eye.

‘How old were you when that happened?’ Karolina asked him.

‘Eight. I passed out. When I came round, a doctor was leaning over me. A friend of my father’s took me to the hospital. They put two stitches in me. It healed quite quickly, but the scar remained forever.’

A young waiter approached them and asked:

‘Wo... wo... would you like something to dri... dri... drink?’

His stammer confused them. They pretended not to notice his awkwardness.

‘I’d like a fruit tea please,’ said Karolina.

‘I’ll have a beer.’

When the waiter walked away, she wanted to tell him the reason why she’d come to the barracks and asked him for this chat, but instead she asked:

‘How are you family?’

‘They’re alright. My sister got a new job in the port. She’ll have a bigger salary. My mum had a cold last week, she had a high temperature, luckily she got better.’

There was a surprisingly long silence. Usually, they were both chatty when they were together, however, now neither she nor he said a word.

He sensed her restlessness, so he asked her:

‘Is something wrong?’

‘No, everything’s OK... I just wanted to say that I think about you a lot... Even during lectures, you distract me from anatomy and physiology... If I become a bad student, you’ll be to blame.’

Vlaho laughed warmly at that.

‘I think about you all day too,’ he replied.

‘You know... I went to the doctor.’

‘To the doctor?! What’s wrong? You’re not ill are you?’

‘I’m pregnant.’

Vlaho went pale.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, I am.’

He breathed in deeply.

‘What do we do now?!... We don’t need this now. Not you, nor me.’

His words hurt her. His frightened face no longer resembled the manly young man who had won her over with his smile. He looked down at the floor as if looking for a way to escape from the trap in which he was caught.

‘I... you see... You can’t now... in the middle of your studies have a baby. It’s not good for you or for me. We’re still young.’

She was permeated by the coldness of his voice that no longer had the softness or melodiousness that she had become used to. In an instant, Vlaho had turned into a man who seemed a million miles away from her. As though they had nothing in common.

‘Did you want to have a baby?!’ he asked her quite loudly, upset by the very thought that his girlfriend could have such an intention.

‘You see... I... honestly: I’d love to have your child. I am horrified by the very thought of an abortion. If we decide... I know many people who had something like this happen to them during their studies, and later they were happy, started a family and then...’

‘What’s with you woman?!’

He interrupted her rudely. He had never called her ‘woman’ before.

‘I’m not thinking of marrying you! You have to have an abortion! Even if I wanted to, I can’t marry you!’

A tense silence fell between the two of them. She saw real anger in his eyes. She had put him in a situation where he had to talk to her about the unwanted child.

‘Why couldn’t you... if you wanted to, why couldn’t you marry me?’ she asked him in a whisper that sounded like a plea.

‘There... in Dubrovnik... I have a fiancée. I’m sorry, I kept it secret from you. When I went to the army, she and I drifted apart, she rarely writes to me, but... I have to marry her when I return. Our families are connected by a long-standing friendship, so...’

She could not believe her own ears, she felt a lump in her throat.

‘How could you?! How many times did you tell me that you loved me and that one day...’

She couldn’t continue.

She got up from the table.

He uttered:

‘Whilst it lasted, it was beautiful for you and for me. But that’s all.’

She hurried out of the café.

In the passage, she bumped into the confused waiter who was carrying a tray with their tea and beer.

The bottle of beer and cup of tea flew from the tray and smashed on the floor with a loud crash.

‘Care... Care... careful,’ said the waiter.

Heavy snow was falling, carried by a strong wind. She walked hurriedly down the pavement, losing her breath. Tears were silently streaming down her face.

Suddenly she felt the coldness on her forehead. She had forgotten her woollen hat, it was still on the table in the café, but she had no intention to go back and see the young man who had deceived, cheated and hurt her again.

She hated him and despised him.

She was angry with herself for letting him into her life, that he hurt her emotionally.

She wished that he didn’t exist. That she would wake up from this horrible dream that she was in.

7.

The night before going to the hospital for the procedure, she couldn’t sleep not for a second. She only wished for a miracle to happen, for Vlaho to meet her before leaving her building at dawn with a bouquet of flowers, to apologise to her, to tell her how he was joking when he said that he had a fiancée and that he had proposed to her.

A moment later, she was angry with herself for allowing this cheat to enter her imagination.

Her little bedroom was wrapped in a thick darkness. Her roommate’s steady breathing came from the adjacent bed. She hadn’t told her that she was pregnant and that she would have an abortion tomorrow around noon. The horrible nightmare would soon become a thing of the past. She would turn a new page in her life, she’d return to her studies, and everyday life and everything would be like before...

Or will nothing ever be the same? That child in her womb would never have the chance to be born. Everything was against this helpless child and everything was against its would-be mother. There was not even the slightest possibility that a new life would be created, that the fruit of their love would be greeted with affection upon entering this world.

She lied to her roommate that she would spend a night or two on duty at the hospital. She lied to her classmate, when she met her yesterday in the city, that she couldn’t have coffee with her the next day, saying that her relatives from Slavonia were coming to visit her.

She sensed that a time was coming when she would lie more and more often. She hated herself because of that. She had never lied before.

The doctor told her that she should not have breakfast because of the anaesthesia. His advice seemed superfluous to her: she hadn’t eaten anything for two days, and the mere thought of food made her nauseous.

8.

Right after the procedure, there was a little bleeding and instead of letting her go home, they put her in a hospital room. She felt an emptiness, an absence of any kind of emotions. It seemed to her that everything was unimportant. She was still groggy from the anaesthesia, but despite this, she was aware that ‘that down there’ in her belly no longer existed. She fell asleep for a while.

After what seemed like a long time, a nurse entered the room with a cold expression on her face and asked:

‘Do you need something?’

‘No, nothing! Thank you.’

She handed Karolina a thermometer and asked her to place it under her armpit. She left the room and returned ten minutes later, took the thermometer from the patient, examined it and said:

‘Your temperature’s now somewhat lower than it was an hour ago. If it continues to go down, you’ll soon be home.’

Those soothing words did not get through to her. That feeling of emptiness grew, like a tide, threatening to inundate her.

The nurse suddenly disappeared, but she didn’t even hear the door close.

For a moment, she felt pressure in the lower part of her belly, and in another moment, that pressure disappeared and she fell asleep.

The following day she awoke in a fever. She was shivering like a candle in the wind. Her teeth were chattering. Sweat was pouring down her face. She felt strong painful cramps in her belly.

The tightness in her breasts was stronger than before the procedure. Her nipples felt like they would burst. She felt as though around her in the bed was some sticky resin in which she would drown.

She slipped her right hand under the blanket and felt that dampness, that resinous mass in which she was lying. Then she brought her hand up to her face.

It was blood! Her blood!

She screamed!

9.

She wasn’t sure if it was three or four days before her fever passed.

They moved her to another hospital room.

The infusion drip stand was placed on the left side of her bed. An IV needle was inserted into her hand.

An hour or two after she woke up the doctor who had operated on her arrived. By the expression on his face, she sensed that something was not right. He felt her pulse, touched her forehead with his hand and said:

‘You’re out of danger now... There was a lot of bleeding... I had to do an extra intervention... you had an infection... because of the curettage... your uterus... there’s been some damage...

She couldn’t follow him anymore.

From the movement of his lips and the avoidance of her gaze, she realised that this experienced doctor was apologising for the poor outcome of the operation and for the complications that had occurred despite his claim that it would just be a routine procedure.

On the fifteenth day after being admitted to the hospital, the doctor informed her that, unfortunately, from now on she would never be able to give birth, but she should be happy that she survived and that the most important thing now is that she recovers, that her whole life is ahead of her, that as a future doctor and a mature person she has to know...

She thought that she was going to burst into tears. She wanted to hit him with the empty vase that was on his desk. She wanted to jump out the window that was behind the doctor and punish herself for making that stupid decision before entering the hospital.

‘I’ll never be a mother, I’ll never be a mother,’ was the painful thought that was turning over and over again in her head as she took the discharge letter with her medical history from the doctor’s hands.

10.

Her studies became the only refuge from unwanted thoughts. Her whole life was reduced to lectures and studying. Only the fatigue from the demanding studies brought her refreshing sleep.

It was necessary not to think about what had happened to her, to distance herself from the unfortunate event.

Medicine is a wonderful profession in which creative people are offered endless opportunities to learn and to get to know the human body and human nature.

It is wonderful to help others, even when we cannot help ourselves.

She only felt calm in moments when she managed not to think about herself.

To forget her torment. To lose herself in voluminous books and, like a kind of searcher, to find new knowledge, new comprehension that was so beautifully built on previous knowledge and previous comprehension.

In the middle of April, her mother called her on the telephone and asked if she would come for the May Day holidays. She wanted to see her younger daughter.

A moment of her silence might have hinted at her hesitation, however, she answered decisively:

‘No, I can’t come at all. I have to study, I have a lot to do, this year is very difficult.’

‘Are you OK?’

Her mother’s question was completely unexpected. She suspected that she said this because Danica had revealed to her that she was pregnant. She shuddered at the thought of her mother knowing about it.

‘I’m OK, I’m fine,’ she replied tersely.

‘Oh, I’m glad... Danica is fine too, if only you could see her, she’s put on twenty kilograms. When she walks, she waddles like she’s carrying twins. She should give birth in a month.’

She said nothing to that.

The thought that her sister would soon become a mother repulsed her, yet she had persuaded her to do what she should not have done.

‘You really can’t come home? Your father, me and your sister miss you. You could study on the train on the way.’

‘Mum, I really can’t.’

She could, but didn’t want to.

The very thought of coming home and meeting her sister and her Marko filled her with dread. Without a doubt, during her visit to Osijek, her father, mother, Danica and Marko would all talk about the child who was just about to come into this world.

She felt uncomfortable with every look at the children she would meet on the tram or in the street. Everything in her would begin, the dull pain would come back and she would experience everything again.

Being at the faculty was her favourite way of spending time. Simply because there were no small children there. It was the only place where she could somehow control her thoughts and feelings.

x x x

Danica did not give birth in mid-May, as her doctor predicted, but ten days later, on 27th May.

When Karolina returned from her lecture in the evening, her roommate greeted her with a broad smile on her face and said:

‘You’ve become an auntie! Your mother rang half an hour ago. Your sister’s given birth to a wonderful baby boy, three and a half kilograms. I asked her what name they’d give him. You know what she said?’

‘Tell me,’ she said disinterestedly.

‘Benjamin. They’ll name him Benjamin. Isn’t that a biblical name? Anyway, it’s a lovely name.’

She didn’t respond.

Her throat tightened.

Her heart began to beat rapidly.

She felt anger and jealousy. She had never been jealous of anyone in her life nor had she ever felt jealousy overwhelm her.

If that child had never been born, if her sister had not become a mother, she would have been happier.

She despised her. Danica was the one most responsible that she would never have a child of her own. If Danica had not persuaded her to have the abortion, if she had expressed even the slightest doubt as to whether it was a good idea to undergo the procedure, everything would have been different.

11.

Although her exams ended in mid-July, it wasn’t until the beginning of August that she arrived in Osijek.

She knew that a meeting with her sister and her son would be inevitable.

This happened on the first Sunday after her return. Her mother prepared a delicious lunch to which she invited Danica and Marko, who brought their baby wrapped up in a blanket.

Karolina only looked briefly at the crying child. With the delight characteristic of a new grandmother, her mother asked:

‘Isn’t he beautiful?’

Karolina did not reply.

Marko filled the awkward silence:

‘He is, he is beautiful. And good. He doesn’t wake up at all.’

She lived through that lunch in the greatest possible discomfort. She was irritated by the idle conversations and babbling at the boy, who would only occasionally utter a muffled gurgle. She was irritated by the delight that was reflected on both Marko’s and Danica’s faces.

Her mother and father went to the bed every few minutes to check on their grandson.

The child brought intense joy to everyone in the house, but to her, he just caused nausea and jealousy.

She resolutely decided not to spend a single day with her parents next summer.

After her fourth year of studies, she went to a worker’s resort not far from Šibenik to volunteer in their improvised clinic. She spent the summer bathing and helping adults and children who had stepped on sea urchins or got sunburnt after spending too long in the sun. From eight in the morning until three in the afternoon, she was in the infirmary, and after that, she too could relax and swim.

She resisted all of her mother’s persuasions and only went to Osijek at the beginning of September for just one week. She only met her sister twice in their parents’ flat. She brought little Benjamin along both times. The child was already walking.

At one point, whilst her mother and Danica were cooking jam in the kitchen, Benjamin came to Karolina and handed her a wooden toy that he was carrying.

‘Ar... ar... ar...’ he uttered indistinctly, holding out a wooden car towards Karolina.

Karolina showed no intention of taking the object from his hands, but the little boy continued to insist:

‘Ar... auntie... ar...’

Her sister and mother turned to her.

‘Go on, auntie take what Benjamin’s offering you,’ said his mother.

There was no escape.

But as soon as she took the car, the child held out both hands with a new request:

‘Ha... ha... ha...’

‘He wants you to hug him,’ Benjamin’s grandmother interpreted his gurgling.

There came a moment of indecision.

She suddenly got up from the sofa and headed towards the hallway.

‘I have to go the bathroom,’ she uttered.

As soon as she closed the door behind her, she burst into tears.

Her heart was beating rapidly, she had a problem breathing, her breaths were getting shorter and shorter.

When she was due to go to the station on the last day of her stay, her sister offered in front of their mother to accompany her. Her husband and son stayed in their flat. She told them that Benjamin was asleep when she went to her parents’ flat, so she didn’t want to wake him, but Karolina knew that Danica was not telling the truth.

They were silent for a long time as they walked towards the train station. All that was heard was the sound of the fallen dry leaves that they were walking through.

Danica stopped. She had to stop too.

‘You’re avoiding us... me and our parents... Why?’

‘I’m not avoiding you,’ Karolina replied under her breath.

‘That thing... that happened to you with that young man... how did it go?’

‘It ended. It’s not important anymore,’ said Karolina with a trembling voice.

‘Do you think I didn’t notice that you avoided touching Benjamin... One day you’ll be a mother too... if I treated your child like that, it would hurt you.’

The street swayed before her eyes.

‘Listen... If you want me to continue to visit our parents occasionally, if you want me and you to continue to behave like sisters who respect each other in their presence, never again, never ever again, give me lessons!’

‘But I...’

‘Like I said: the two of us can only talk about trivial things in front of them. Enjoy your child as much as you want, but don’t ask me to act like someone who loves small children! Is that clear?!’

She said the last sentence so resolutely and angrily that Danica backed away. She said uncertainly:

‘OK, OK. Just as you wish.’

They continued walking to the train station without saying another word.

When the train arrived, Karolina got on it without waiting.

It was the first time in their lives that one of them went on a trip without a hug or even saying goodbye.

12.

In the years that followed, Karolina remained at a distance not only from her sister but from her family too. She would go to Osijek to visit her parents for a few days just two or three times a year. Upon those occasions, she would meet her sister, her husband and their son for a short time.

Their communication was polite, although restrained as if they were strangers sitting at the same table at a hotel during lunch, so it was unavoidable to say the odd sentence but without the intention of this politeness developing into a serious conversation.

After she graduated, she completed a year of internship and then got a job at the Faculty of Medicine as an assistant.

And whilst she progressed in the professional world, becoming the epitome of success in the eyes of her former colleagues, her emotional life did not exist. When a man tried to get close to her, she would reject him in an extremely rude manner, despite being a paragon of refinement when communicating with people.

One young assistant who experienced her rude rejection called her a “cold beauty” in the faculty canteen. From that point on, it became her nickname that would stick forever.
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