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  The Balloon, Mount Tambura and the Flying Carpet




  A wonderful adventure on the Apuan Alps.




  By Fernanda Raineri




  To those who have a dream.




  PREFACE




  The Versilia and the Apuan Alps are the main characters in this story, between reality and fantasy.




  The four young protagonists find themselves in an enchanted forest on Mount Tambura, where mystery and adventure take control. It is a place where a priceless treasure is hidden. The characters will fly on the wings of imagination on the legendary "flying carpet".




  Imagination is the primary source of human happiness.




  Giacomo Leopardi




  Imagination is more important than knowledge.




  Albert Einstein




  In San Carlo, a little town and spa resort, a few miles away from the Versilia Coast and the Apuan Alps, on the 1st of August, was really hot: 39 degrees in the shade and the humidity was 80%.




  Stella hated the summer, because the hot weather made her weak and prevented her from moving freely – besides the fact that she had to work all day long, of course. She was locked up in that supermarket – smiling at the customers and at her boss even when she didn't feel like it – and at the end of the month she got rewarded with a meagre salary of 800 Euros, barely enough to keep her in her studies and help her parents, the Ravellis, and her younger sister, Glenda.




  Her father, Sempronio, a huge man who weighted 95 kg, was a factory worker on the dole who sought to supplement his meagre wages getting up very early in the morning to unload crates of fruit for the local markets. Her mother, Perla, a slender, sickly woman, was a housewife. Her little sister, Glenda, a mass of black hair and eyes, five feet of wisdom beyond her age, had just left middle school.




  They couldn’t even afford a vacation, not even in the nearby Versilia.




  Stella was so tired, and felt such an uncontrollable desire of freedom, to leave everything and everyone, just like that, out of the blue: parents, sister and her few friends; but that wish left her every night, as she wouldn’t even dream to leave school. She wanted to get her high school degree, and then go to university. Her dream was to become a journalist or a writer: someday, she was sure, she’d reach her goal.




  “Stella!” She had just arrived home, and her mom was already calling her. “Get the laundry and close the windows”.




  Of course, she always has something for me to do, the girl thought with a sigh. She’d have liked to check her emails first. She was waiting for her friends Rebecca and Frank, who lived in Boston, to get in touch; they were supposed to confirm their arrival in Italy and, especially, the balloon trip that they had planned the last time they had seen each other, around Easter.




  Stella had not told her parents about it yet, because she already knew what they’d have said: that she was crazy, that only she’d get such ideas, that it was dangerous, all that stuff. Glenda, however, thought that that idea was just great.




  The trip would only last two days, with a flight for each day. Stella had already applied for her holidays to her boss, and he had granted them, albeit reluctantly. It was going to be an exciting, wonderful experience. Balloons had always fascinated her, ever since she had read Around the World in 80 Days by Jules Verne for the first time.




  "You know, mom? Stella will fly on a balloon?" said her sister at dinner, that night.




  "On a balloon? What balloon? What do you mean, ‘balloon’? " their father muttered, his mouth full of a delicious risotto.




  "What?" her mother asked nervously.




  “Yes, a balloon! You know, the hot air balloons that you sometimes see on the telly, when they have some international gathering? Didn't you read Around the World in 80 Days?" Stella said, trying to make it sound as normal as possible.




  "What on Earth are you talking about? Are you kidding me?"




  Their mother thought – and hoped – that it was one of the usual, weird ideas her daughter liked to share with them, one of the hundreds of things she said she’d do but never happened.




  “No, I’m going, or at least I think I will: Rebecca and Frank haven’t replied to my email yet. But if they are coming, we’ll go”.




  “Oh well...” her father added, seeing that she seemed so sure about her decision. Stella was glad she had shown her determination. Usually, at home, she was just submissive. But not this time!




  After dinner, she went finally managed to find the time to check her emails.




  "Hooray!" Rebecca had confirmed it all in writing. Frank would take care of booking them all for the trip as soon as they arrived in Italy, on the 7th of August; she could even bring someone else, as there was room for one more person. The balloon would take flight from Bagni di Lucca, and the international gathering was to take place on the 15th and 16th. They would stay in Massa, at their aunt Mafalda’s, for a few days, relaxing on the beach in Massa, before enjoying the balloon trip.




  Frank and Rebecca's parents, the Giulianis, were Italian-American. Mr. Giuliani had moved to the USA after earning his degree in electrical engineering, and had found a job and a wife in Boston. Frank and Rebecca were born and raised in the U.S., but they often spent their holidays in Italy, at their aunt’s. Mrs. Mafalda was an old friend of the Ravelli family. Before they got married, she and Glenda and Stella's mother had worked, at the spa in San Carlo; after quitting that job they had kept in touch. So Frank and Rebecca had met the two sisters, and they had become friends.




  Stella was over the moon: the trip would start not too far from home. At least this would have made her parents happy.




  “Mom, it’s organised! And we’ll be leaving from a place nearby, are you happy?”




  “No, I’m not, but if you are...” she replied with an unhappy tone. She wondered why Stella always asked for her parents’ approval even when she knew they wouldn’t give it.




  “Glenda, listen: Frank told me there is room for another person on the balloon. Would you like to come with us? Otherwise I’ll call Alfiero: Mrs. Biaggi's son; I know he flies gliders”.




  “What do gliders have to do with balloons?” her sister asked, amused.




  “Well, they both fly without an engine, don’t they?” Stella said.




  “Mmh, right, forget it. Anyways, I can't answer now. You know I can't even get in an elevator, how do you think I’d be able to fly on a balloon?”




  “Don't worry! Balloons are open, you can breathe the fresh air, it’s not like being locked in an elevator!” said Stella, trying to tickle her sister’s fancy for anything ‘green’.




  “Fine, fine, I’ll think about it, I’ll give you an answer tomorrow”.




  Glenda always needed to think about everything. Stella, instead, took her best decision on the spur of the moment.




  The following day, her sister agreed to join them, and Stella immediately phoned Frank to confirm. It would be the four of them – five with the pilot. Fifteen days to go, and the girl just couldn't wait. Surprisingly, those days passed quickly. Finally, the time came.




  “So, do we have everything?” Stella asked Glenda. “I have a yellow hat that matches my hair, sunglasses, my bag, my mobile of course, a windproof jacket and a survival kit I got as a gift, mostly because it contains binoculars so I can enjoy the view.”




  Her clothes were light: t-shirt and linen pants with big pockets, sneakers and socks. Glenda, was carrying and wearing more or less the same stuff. However, instead of a survival kit, she had taken some pills against air-sickness and, of course, her camera.




  “We’re going now, bye mom and dad, we’ll call you from the sky”.




  Glenda reproached her sister. “Don't talk like that, Stella!”




  “Why? What did I say?” she replied.




  “I don't like how you’ve said it, it sounded… bad!” Glenda replied.




  “Right then, bye mom, bye dad, we’ll call you as soon as we hit the ground!”




  They jumped on their scooters. Their parents waved at them with an expression that seemed to be suggesting that they were thinking Where the Hell are you going? You really need to do this?




  Rebecca and Frank were waiting for them next to their motorbike. They were perfectly on time.




  As soon as she saw them coming, the girl started waving her arms and jumping all over.




  She looks like a cheerleader, Glenda thought.




  Frank didn’t move, but smiled. The sunlight was reflected by the retainer on his teeth; his eyes seemed to shine, too. It always happened, every time he saw Stella. His jokes, his cocky walk couldn’t hide the fact that he had always been attracted by her.




  "What do you have in that bag, a parachute?" said Frank.




  "No, an airbag, just in case we crash", replied Glenda.




  "What about you, Rebecca?" Stella wanted to know if bringing a windproof jacket had been overkill.




  "I brought a cotton sweater and Frank… you know... one of those jackets with lots of pockets, for your mobile, your specs, your lighter..."




  "Pretty much like wearing a bag then!" said the girl.




  "What do you think, shall we go?" asked Frank. His gaze met Stella’s. He hoped that his feelings would reach her without any need for words: talking about them would have been embarrassing. He hated himself for not being able to come forward, but he was too afraid to spoil what they already had.




  Stella held his gaze, then looked at the sky saying: “Let’s go, I don’t want to be late”.




  Frank thought he had seen her blush just a little. He hoped it was true. “You’re right, let’s go”.




  His tone sounded stronger than ever. Maybe it was the emotion of the moment he had just shared with Stella.




  What a traffic jam! Is everyone on holidays in the Versilia? Stella thought. She couldn't wait to get where they were going.




  Finally they reached the gathering place.




  “Wonderful! There must be at least fifty balloons!” said Glenda.




  She immediately took a picture; it was a feast of colours in the middle of nature. They looked for their balloon which, since it could take five people, had to be one of the biggest. They had been told that the balloon was painted with red, green, yellow and white stripes on it. On the side, they’d immediately notice its name: Nautilus.




  “Weird”, Rebecca said. “That name would be more appropriate for a submarine, don't you think?”




  “Oh shut up!” Stella replied. “Nautilus is also a shell”.




  “I didn't know. This explains everything then”, said Glenda.




  “Found it! Man, it’s awesome!”




  Stella was delighted. And the pilot was not bad looking either: young and handsome, he looked around twenty.




  "Good morning everybody, ready to go?" the tall young man asked, in the local accent.
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