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Today and Yesterday

Anita often opened the bookstore earlier than usual. Mornings in their Town were the most beautiful mornings, each day carrying its own kind of charm, ever since they had moved here. It was now the first half of June, and she longed to catch the first rays of sunlight, the first songs of the birds, and the freshness of dawn’s air.

She drank her coffee alone, for Uglješa was still asleep, unaware that she had slipped out of bed. He had worked late into the night, so now he was lost in dreams—perhaps even until noon. Their small prefab house in the suburban neighborhood, with its neatly mown yard, looked much like the others around it. The only difference was his carpentry workshop, though it too was tidy, built from the same material as the house.

Anita never cared much for flowers; she preferred the green lawn, a wooden table with chairs, three stray cats she had taken in, and a swing. She chose simplicity, and her husband never minded.

The bookstore was about two hundred meters from their home, in an old building that until recently had stood abandoned. Once, it had housed government offices, but in the end it had been left to weeds and decay, its walls peeling, its windows shattered by passing children. Now it

held Anita’s bookstore, a small pizzeria run by a couple from town, a pastry shop, and a little grocery store. Together, they had painted the walls, repaired the yard, and repainted the fence. It had not been difficult, especially since the state had gifted them the building. Whenever Anita thought about how fortune had smiled upon them, she would conclude that one day they ought to leave behind a written record for generations to come.

From the moment she began reading books, she understood the difference between cunning and wisdom. The first was evil, the second good. A wise person finds the right solutions without harming anyone; a cunning one searches for ways to deceive and take what they desire.

And desires, she knew well, were nothing but fantasies—especially since her divorce at forty, from a man she claimed she had never truly known, even after three years of marriage. His need had been the status: a married man, a serious lawyer, a good son, a responsible husband—roles that suited both her parents and his. Over time, when they discovered they could not have children together, the usual blame fell on the woman. Parents and relatives interfered.

Then came the whispers: “He could have found someone better, more educated. He rushed into this...”

Anita never had a university diploma, something Darko’s family never quite forgave. His parents lived downstairs, while the upper floor belonged to the young couple. For the first two years, Anita believed she loved her husband. She tried to keep everyone satisfied with her role as the ideal wife. But after each failed attempt to conceive, she realized that the house was becoming her prison rather than her home.

The doctors had confirmed: they were both fertile, yet they could not have children together. Day by day, what she thought was love faded. Even intimacy was no longer regular, nor done with any desire. By their third spring, Darko refused to travel, claiming he had too much work. When Anita visited her parents and confessed that her marriage had become nothing but habit and torment, they nearly drove her out of the house—for them, divorcing such an “ideal” man was a shame.

And when no solution could be found in others, she turned inward. She confided in her doctor and asked for a favor that would save her life. She received a written, falsified statement declaring her infertile. She took the paper home and pretended, heavy-hearted, that she wanted a divorce. Since their bond had already grown thin over the past year, Darko feigned concern and a kind of sorrow, then went to bed in silence. By morning, he had the divorce papers ready.

At the time, his parents were away at their summer cottage, which was a great relief for Anita. She didn’t contact her own family. She and Darko shared one last lunch together, friendly and calm, shook hands, and wished each other well. They agreed it was better to cut ties early than after many more wasted years.

He offered her financial help, knowing she had only her job at the bookstore. She swallowed her pride and accepted a substantial sum—after all, she had been his wife and had cared for him.

She remembered reading about a small place in the papers, a suburban settlement near her beloved Town: wide streets, prefab houses with white fences, beautiful little shops, and smiling people. She didn’t allow herself to think too much, for every heavy thought could kill her will.

She packed her things—the essentials, leaving some belongings behind in her old home, telling him to throw them away. It was May, so she packed mostly summer clothes and set off for the Town. Into the unknown, but longed for. With a good feeling in her heart.

Yesterday

She dragged her suitcase behind her—just one, the rest she had left with her friend. Luckily, she had Vera, a friend who was like a sister, always there for each other. Vera had found her well-deserved happiness when she met Daniel, and now they had been married for seven years, with twin boys, living in a small apartment with modest means—but they were happy. They never complained. Instead, they made plans and sought ways to improve their lives, taking on extra jobs to avoid financial struggle. Anita longed for such a life, because that was what true life was: joy in what you have, beauty in the little things, and happiness in everyday moments.

The warm morning and the joy she felt as she stepped off the bus seemed like a good beginning for Anita, enough to make her believe that fate might smile upon her, just as it had upon the heroines in the books she had read. The City sparkled before her eyes—she admired the clean streets, the mix of new and old buildings, the colorful shop signs, and the people hurrying to work.

But it was the suburban neighborhood she had dreamed of, the place she was heading now. She had wanted to come here long ago, but to Darko, the idea had seemed ridiculous, a waste of money on a place that wasn’t “touristic.”

She walked along a wide promenade, breathing in the morning air, listening to birdsong, footsteps here and there, and the soft hum of bicycles passing by. Tall trees flanked both sides of the street, their green crowns and blossoms in full glory—a testament to a community built not by politicians, but by its people. That was why this place felt like a dream, like something out of a fairy tale.

Much had been built by the residents themselves, through donations, pooling money together, selling their goods in the City, or persuading the authorities to help. The settlement was filled with small shops and craftsmen—something rare these days—and most houses were prefab homes, built by settlers. Years ago, when the City had become overcrowded, this area had been empty and neglected.

But almost two decades ago, groups of creative citizens had pushed the authorities and landowners to sell abandoned lots cheaply, to encourage settlement. And so, people yearning for peace, greenery, and little traffic began moving in. Craftsmen and artists took out bank loans to build their prefab homes and open their workshops in the yards. Bit by bit, the neighborhood became a true paradise on earth—old-fashioned to some, but full of happy families and content individuals. Even the old government buildings, once doomed to decay, were slowly transformed into shops and cafés.

Anita checked into a modest inn, which had clearly once been some kind of community hall. She was charmed by the warm green and yellow tones when she entered and asked for a room at the reception. A kind woman charged her modestly for seven nights and showed her to her room. The inn had about ten small rooms, redesigned to make a person feel at ease. The hallway walls were lined with framed photos showing the neighborhood’s growth over two decades.

Her room was distinctly feminine—decorated in pink and white.
“Are you satisfied?” asked the woman at the reception.
“More than satisfied—I’m delighted! Do you really have separate rooms for women and men?”
“Yes. Three for men, three for women, and four for couples. We’re always happy when someone from outside comes and is pleasantly surprised. Call me if you need anything.”
Anita thanked her warmly, and once she was alone, she shed her burden in the pink-tiled bathroom. Showering in the rose-colored cabin carried her back to childhood, when she had been looked at as if she were a princess. Until she grew up and forgot what it meant to truly deserve something good.

She unpacked, slipped into her favorite tracksuit, and collapsed onto the bed dressed in gray-pink sheets, overwhelmed by a feeling of freedom. Joy flooded her entire being, as though everything from yesterday had vanished. She turned on the TV—an old set sitting on a table by the bed, not mounted on the wall like in most hotels. She fell asleep watching a film.

When she woke, the afternoon sun streamed through the blinds, warming her face. She felt reborn.

An irresistible hunger pushed her out of her little room, where she had felt like a pampered girl once again. She headed to her favorite street, the promenade, remembering a pizzeria with a shop window full of colorful posters. Through its open doors she had seen wooden furniture, everything warm and inviting.

There were no tables outside, but inside every seat was taken, so she bought her lunch to go and carried it outside, where she sat on a bench. She didn’t mind at all—it was all so new and beautiful. Certain she had never tasted a better meal, she ate her pizza, sipped her coffee, and thought of topping it off with ice cream sold by an elderly man across the street.

The cool afternoon air, with its soft breeze and a touch of clouds, suited her perfectly. Just then, a message from Vera arrived, reminding Anita of how selfish she had been not to contact her sooner. She wrote out every detail, then snapped photos of her surroundings and sent them off.

She decided against the ice cream and stretched out on the bench, pleasantly full. She postponed her walk for tomorrow. She would rise early and explore. For now, drowsy with food and excitement, she wandered lazily to a kiosk to buy a newspaper and a book.

To her surprise, the kiosk offered many books. Two men and a young boy were seated outside. The one who got up to serve her was fair-haired, with pale skin, light blue eyes, and a thin frame. The other was dark-haired, with green eyes and a tanned complexion.

As Anita browsed the books, she noticed the fair one’s gaze—wide-eyed, almost childlike, fascinated yet a little shy. He quickly turned his head aside, embarrassed. He wore a blue tracksuit and a white T-shirt.

That was her first meeting with Uglješa.

As she walked away, he watched her—this slender brunette with golden-brown hair, green eyes like his own, youthful and fresh-faced without makeup, dressed in jeans and a simple shirt. Her hair, tousled by the wind, fell across her shoulder.

And so, that evening, she read her new book until she fell asleep, unaware that she had already stumbled upon her destiny.

Chapter Two – The Encounter

That morning she promised herself she would not dwell on questions without answers. She
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