
CALMING THE

STORM WITH

A SINGLE WORD

The Story of Saint Zita

––––––––

By Elliot Lord

© 2011 

All rights reserved

Cover illustration by Elliot Lord © 2023


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

Calming the Storm With a Single Word: The Story of Saint Zita

Sign up for Elliot Lord's Mailing List

1. The servant opened his master's heavy, wooden front door to see an old peasant woman in threadbare clothes. She looked up at the servant with a face that constantly trembled from her old age. Her bony hand, covered with skin that was so fine it was almost transparent, held the hand of a young girl. The girl stood motionless, staring down at the ground in front of her as the servant frowned and tried to judge what he was presented with.

“We don't have any food. It's difficult enough trying to feed ourselves, woman,” he said with an air of dismissal.

“No sir, it's not food we need,” replied the old woman quickly, so as not to lose her only chance to speak before he closed the door.

“Don't even dare to ask for any money,” he quickly retorted. “And I don't want to see you here again.”

“I haven't come to take anything, I have something to give to your master,” the old woman just managed as the servant was closing the door.

He stopped for a second, then pulled it back open. “What can you possibly have to give to this household? You can barely afford to clothe yourself and your grandchild.”

“She is not my grandchild,” she explained with a thin voice, “her mother has just died and she wants to be of service to you.”

The child continued to pay no attention to what was being said. With her long hair half-covering her face, the servant could just make out two pretty young eyes as they stared fixedly at the door. He looked her up and down with his mouth twisted in contempt as he had become used to viewing people who came to the house unannounced.

“What use is she? She's only a little girl.”

“She has had a sign from God saying that she is destined to be at the mercy of a master who can use her to perform his work as he wishes.”

“Well, my master is not here today, he is away on business.”

“When will he return?”

“Not until next week, but I'm sure he wouldn't be interested. He has enough servants here already.”

“What day will he be back?”

“Next Wednesday, but don't bother coming here again. We don't need anybody else.”

“Thank you, sir. Goodbye.”

He stood in the doorway watching as the old woman turned round. He finally saw the girl move as she took particular care to steady the frail woman and support her as they slowly walked down the path.

“Don't worry, Signora, I'm sure I can find a family that will take me,” said Zita.

They carefully walked back to the old woman's tiny home and went inside. It was dark and had the same musty smell that had lingered for years since Signora Battelli had been unable to clean it properly. Zita helped her to sit down on one of only two chairs that she possessed and turned her attention to sweeping the floor.

“You shouldn't be here looking after me, my dear girl. I can't support you here.”

“You don't need to do anything for me. Now that my mother is gone, God bless her, it is my duty to take care of other people. That's what she always told me. It is my penance for the poor people who spend their life in sin.”

Signora Battelli sat, pensively watching Zita as she swept, then scrubbed the floor, not wavering for a second from her work. She hoped that they could find a family that needed a servant soon, as she thought it would be unjust for Zita to have to stay taking care of her. Zita's mother had used to help out here as the two families had known each other for years. Signora Battelli's only son had died young and she was resigned to grow old on her own. She knew she didn't have much time left herself, but prayed that they could find a post for Zita before she became too much of a burden for her.

The days went by and Zita continued her chores in the same way, without worrying about her future. She only thought about what needed to be done at that moment. Signora Battelli felt guilty that the only thing she could offer Zita in return was somewhere to sleep, but Zita always made very little of the concerns, saying that she didn't need anything except God's approval.

On the Tuesday, Zita had been helping out in the market, throwing away the rotten foods for anyone who needed it done and retuned to the house with a few vegetables and a small piece of beef as her pay. The small village of Montsegradi had no more than three thousand inhabitants and for them, life was practically the same every day. People struggled to feed themselves adequately and many of the residents would resort to cheating and stealing if they were going to prevent themselves or their children from going hungry again.

Montsegradi was relatively near to the sea, but too far for anyone here to travel unless they had a horse and carriage. It was only those who owned farms who even had a horse and carriages were few and far between; a luxury for the rich families only, who were unlikely to frequent the village. This meant that fish was not a food that was easily available, and being so scarce, the price of it was too high for most people here. Most people used their small plots of land to grow a few miserable specimens of vegetables and when they were lucky enough to grow good-sized ones, they would rather sell them and use the money to buy more, low quality foods.

“We must try again at the Fatinelli's house tomorrow, dear,” Signora Battelli reminded her.

“But we were told not to go there again.”

“He just says that to all the beggars that go there, but we are not begging for anything.”

“Yes, that's true. We shall go there after I have been to the market.”

Zita then went about her task to prepare some dinner for them both. She meticulously peeled the carrots and the turnip so as not to waste the slightest bit. She started the fire and boiled them with the meat in the only pot that there was in the simple little house. As she waited, Zita watched the small icon nearby as the flames illuminated it. She held her hands together and whispered her prayers for her mother and for the woman who was so kind as to let her stay, so that she would have someone to devote herself to. They felt the cold wind that found its way through the holes in the walls. The house had stood there for generations and the weather had taken its toll, rendering it a crumbling building that had been patched up with stones that weren't quite big enough to fill the gaps and the mud that had been intended to hold them in had crumbled away.

The next day, after they had eaten some bread and fish for their lunch, Zita put on her best dress, which was the only one other than the one she worked in, and washed her hands carefully, so as to make herself as presentable as possible. They walked back through the streets to the Fatinelli house and Zita had prepared herself to be more cheerful this time to try to convince the master to let her work for him.

Zita knocked on the door and the same servant opened it.

“I told you not to come here again,” he said with a look of authority.

“Please excuse us, sir,” said Zita as she stood with an upright posture and a hint of a smile on her face. “I only beg you to ask your master to consider letting me work for him.”

“I can't, he's asleep at the moment and he doesn't like to be woken.”

“I ask for nothing in return other than a place to sleep and a small amount to eat. Otherwise, I will do any work that he requires.”

As Zita stood there looking innocently at her with her bright green eyes smiling at him, he found it difficult to turn them away.

“It's not a good time right now, but I will tell him that you came,” he said.

Just then, he heard mumbling in the room to his right. Signor Fatinelli had been disturbed by the noise at the front door and shouted out to his servant. “What's happening out there? I'm trying to sleep here, you know!”

“You'll have to excuse me, but I must attend to my master,” he said quickly as he closed the door.

He went into the lounge with his heart already beating quickly and bowed before his master who was lying under his blanket on the sofa.

“I told you I didn't want to be disturbed!” he grumbled. His eyes could barely be seen under the thick grey eyebrows that enhanced his frown.

“I am very sorry, sir. There is an old woman and a young girl at the front door.”

“So get rid of them! I'm getting sick of beggars. I'm going to have a gate put up out there so they can't even reach the house any more.”

“They are not beggars, sir. The girl is asking to become your servant. Her mother has died and she is being looked after by an old lady.”

“Servant? How old is is she?”

“I don't know sir. I would guess about ten years old.”

“Ten? Well, at least I wouldn't have to pay her. Are they still there?”

“I'm not sure, sir. I had to close the door and come to your service immediately.”

“Well, go and see and if she's there, bring her in to me.”

The servant went back to the front door and Zita had been waiting patiently with the old woman. He opened it to see again Zita's beautiful eyes smiling hopefully at him.

“Signor Fatinelli wishes to see you. Please come in.”

They entered the doorway and the hall was bigger than Signora Battelli's house in its entirety. The servant asked her to sit down on a chair there while he took Zita into the master's lounge.

Signor Fatinelli was by now sitting up on the sofa with the blanket pushed to the side. He examined Zita as she was guided through to stand
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	Zita continued working for the family throughout her childhood years. She kept to the same routines and tolerated the same and even worse punishments and abuses from the Fatinellis. However, as she moved more towards adulthood and Signor Fatinelli became older and weaker, he eventually gave up trying to break her down. She seemed to be untouchable. Maria stood by her side whenever Zita needed protecting, but it was clear that she hardly needed it as she would happily move through her days untroubled even if she had been physically beaten.


































	The death of Maria was a huge blow to the whole Fatinelli household. After so many years of service, the home did not seem the same without her. Even Zita, who could overcome any burden or hardship was noticeably affected by this sad loss. She stayed longer than usual in the church and was allowed to spend time in the graveyard mourning and praying for her salvation.




































	The following morning, Zita met with the Fatinellis to discuss her new responsibilities. She was already well aware of what the job entailed after working alongside Maria for so long, but now she would be expected to supervise and manage all of the day-to-day duties and delegate work to the other servants.
























































	Over the following weeks, the feeling of the whole household changed. Zita not only conducted herself in her usual peaceful and forgiving manner, but as she became established in her new role, she was viewed more as the centrepiece of the whole family. When she walked through a room or a hallway the calm that she took with her seemed to flow all around the room. Other servants who may have been working when she entered could feel this serenity before even seeing that she was there. Signor Fatinelli had not been so influenced by her manner as he was still working away from home a lot of the time or deep in thought about it when he was at home. His way of being was to take no notice of the feelings of others, but only to concern himself with issues that directly affected himself. He treated Zita with much more respect now, of course, but his stubborn ways were unlikely to be altered at this time in his life.














































































	The family ate at their normal time that evening and Zita resumed her service to them. The father had not mentioned anything about the day's episode to them and he watched her carefully out of the corner of his eye when she entered the dining room and looked at her fully when she turned to walk back out. The other members of the family did not notice their father at this time. They had already learned that he saw it as being rude if they looked at him without being engaged in conversation with him. Even Signora Fatinelli knew when to keep her eyes down, despite the fact that she could be just as ruthless as her husband. There had been plenty of times when she had put him in his place, but this happened when her instincts of anger took the place of her considered actions. If she was in control of herself, she would be more wary and tread more carefully with him. The rages that he had displayed throughout his life would make any grown man cower and he had certainly done such a thing on many occasions.




















































	Despite the fact that Zita had talked her master round to agree to what she would prefer to see happen, she wasn't at all proud of her efforts. As she continued her work throughout the rest of the day, she spoke to the other servants, but didn't mention the talk once. She carried on as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. It was a similar situation for Fatinelli, it wasn't something he was proud of, either. He preferred to keep it quiet, so that no-one in his own family would hear of it. He wondered if, through Zita, the word would get out and he contemplated meeting with her again to ask her not to mention it. However, another strange feeling came over him – he felt ashamed to ask her about this. During the afternoon, he would spontaneously make the move to go and find her, but something stopped him. He felt like he was having to beg for her forgiveness and that she would look down on him like his mother did when he was a small child. He even remembered the days when he was in this position. His mother was the last person in his life to be able to command him to do anything. She died when he was fifteen and his father had died when Fatinelli was only nine, and as he became parent-less he took control of his own life and the incorporated the sternness of his mother when conducting all affairs of his life. Though now he felt like he was once again a young boy who was having to speak to his mother in the hope that she wouldn't beat him for coming in with dirty clothes.

































	Fatinelli returned home the next day. After speaking briefly with his wife about the success of his trip he called for Zita to meet him in his office. She duly obeyed and again, as though it had now become the norm for them, they sat on the armchairs. She asked how his trip had been and he informed her of the success that he had and how his wealth was likely to increase even more. She congratulated him on his achievement then waited for him to speak.















































	Zita desperately wanted to go into the village so that she could spend the three silver coins given to her by her master. She had to wait until the next day as there was already enough food in the house to suffice for the day's meals. She almost always had the self-control not to be overawed about anything, but throughout the day, she found herself drifting off to think about what she could buy and who needed her help the most. When she noticed herself doing this, she realised she had sometimes paused while she was working to make her plans. She made her apologies to God and got back to work and completed every job with the utmost diligence.










































	She spoke very little to anyone else at the house. She took up the tasks for the day alongside them, but the others could tell there was something on her mind. However, they could see that she was not looking emotional, so they left her to herself and carried on with their work. This continued for a few days; Zita had been thinking about whether she should ask her master for another donation, but decided it would be above her station to do so. It was not part of her authority to meddle in her master's affairs and suggest that he conduct himself in any other way than he chose to. All she could do was hope that he would offer to furnish her with more money before too long, so that she could help in more ways than just feeding the poor.











































	As she was still hoping that her master would give her some extra money, Zita decided to make some use of the old dress that she now no longer wore. It was old and had become thin, but she thought she could at least use it to make some items that her needy neighbours could benefit from. After work, she thought about what would work the best. If she tried to make something big like trousers, she would be limited as to how much could be made. The people that she helped rarely had anything on their feet, so she concluded that it would be a good idea to make foot cloths. This way, even if they only lasted for a few days or weeks, at least they could get some relief from the cold and the dirt that surely contributed to their illnesses. She used her own feet to work out the size and shape that would work best.































	It hadn't occurred to Zita that Filipe had any feelings for her. To her, he was a member of the family that she worked for, but he stood out because he was more approachable than all the others. She didn't need to act so formally with him, but she still maintained a certain distance between them. This was not because she expected anything to develop between them. That was out of the question and not just because of their vastly different statuses in society. Zita was here to serve God. Everything she did needed to be willed by God. She was paying for the sins of others and it would be a great sin if she was to become involved with anybody, let alone someone of a different social status. Since she had joined the family, the only objective she had in the house was to perform her tasks correctly and diligently. She had no interest in becoming married to anyone, nor did she entertain the idea of it. That was not a part of her life.











































	Zita thought about taking on some people from Montsegradi itself. As she knew so many people very well, she chose two young women from the village who would benefit from having paid work and wouldn't have to travel to attend the home. Magdalena and Claudia spent weeks being educated about every detail necessary to know to take proper care of the people who stayed there. At first, Zita would only allow them to be present while she was there. She felt that all the responsibilities regarding the patients health was her own and she didn't want her two young recruits to be scared with their new roles. Zita explained to them how the patients should each be washed, what food they should eat and at what times, and how to act if their situations worsened.
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