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CHAPTER 31


What Remains-Book one

CHAPTER 1 — THE HAY SLOPES

The sun was slowly sinking behind the highest peaks, tired from its long journey across continents — much like Uncle Ferenc’s heavy, substance-dulled head drooping over the table. In this part of summer the days were still long enough that the last hours of the fading daylight could be used to finish a great deal of work. But Ferenc, exhausted and dazed, could do nothing more than doze on the chair in front of the house.

Father Radek knew at once that he wouldn’t be able to count on him today either. So he switched to his backup plan. With the sun already slipping behind the mountain, waiting any longer made no sense. He called his five sons, convinced that with their help he could finish the work that awaited him. To each he handed a tool suited to his age and strength, and then — like an experienced commander — led his not-yet-fully-prepared little troop onto the freshly mown meadow.

There was no time left for play or fooling around. Aware of the threatening weather, they tried to make the most of the last dry hours to stack as much nearly dried hay as possible.

Dark clouds began rolling over the peaks. Anyone who understood their nature would have felt a shiver — weather like this had never brought anything good. The direction from which these boiling masses came always stirred worry and fear among the locals. Most often they brought heavy rain, sometimes even hail.

Anže, Borut, and Bogomir — the three older sons — worked beside their father like a perfectly synchronized clock. The younger two, still too small to grasp the danger, kept looking for amusement.

When Father was in a good mood or not in a hurry, he would overlook such behavior or even allow it. Sometimes he encouraged the little ones to play and joined them himself. On those days, the mountain was alive with joy.

But today was not such a day. The looming storm hardened his expression. He kept glancing at the sky, and the deep crease on his forehead said everything. In a raised voice he clearly assigned the tasks that had to be followed.

He had never been on the same wavelength with the rounder, less active son. That child was the least welcome near him — and both of them knew it.

When he turned toward the younger group, he noticed their idleness and loud chatter. He didn’t need to ask who was to blame. Furious, he began shouting at Dobren.

Dobren was the fourth in line. He often failed to follow instructions, was less developed in coordination, and frequently bullied or punished — unnecessarily. Father was disappointed in his attitude, while Dobren believed he wasn’t any different from the others. That belief often got him into trouble and caused him pain.

Many times he sought refuge in his mother’s arms, looking for comfort and protection. When he couldn’t reach her, he hid somewhere and cried over his fate.

Behind him trudged Dragomir and Ferenc, barely dragging their rakes. Their effort was acceptable to Father, so punishment never fell on them.

“Get over here this instant, Dobren, and bring your greasy backside closer so I can give it a proper beating!”

Dobren couldn’t accept the command. His muttered protest angered Father even more. Before the boy even approached, Father was already pulling the belt from his waist. Dobren saw the intention, but he couldn’t hold back. He wasn’t afraid anymore — Father’s hand always found him anyway.

“What did I do wrong again, Father? Why do you always pick on me? I love you — as much as you love me... if you even do!”

Father exploded. Yet despite the pain, Dobren remained upright in his defiance.

Mother later took him into her arms, soothed him, but this time also set a boundary. She explained that he needed to grow up, to understand his father, to find a path between them.

Dobren was surprised. But for the first time he felt he wasn’t losing them — that both were guiding him, not punishing him.

CHAPTER 2 — SUPPER UNDER MAJSKA GORA

Mother, pregnant for the seventh time and with the date of her pilgrimage drawing near, was still moving around the stove with Natalija — though already quite awkwardly. Over the years she had tried to pass on as much cooking knowledge as possible to her only daughter among the boys, and today was no different. Natalija was already confident and skilled, yet her mother’s presence still meant everything. She was the saving branch she could grab before falling into a bottomless pit. “As long as she’s close,” she repeated silently while she tackled the evening meal with a show of confidence.

“Natalija! Our boys spent the whole day drying hay all the way up on Majska gora. With that steep slope and the blazing sun, they’ll come home like starving wolves. To make up for their lost energy, I’ve decided we’ll prepare proper buckwheat mush with cracklings and put a bowl of homemade sour milk on the table.”

“Wonderful! At least I’ll learn how to make real žganci under your supervision. But there’s one tiny problem, Mother — you didn’t forget about Anže, did you? He’ll be wrinkling that crooked little nose of his again.”

“Don’t worry about your brother, whom I admittedly spoiled a bit as the firstborn. Even if he wrinkles his nose, he won’t dare refuse what’s served. Just hush now, Natalija, and focus on your task. Even the smallest deviation from what I explained can completely change the taste and look of the dish.”

“Sorry, Mother, I didn’t mean to act smart. I only mentioned Anže and his behavior, which doesn’t suit the oldest. The younger ones should be able to look up to him. I know he won’t dare complain in your presence.”

“Well then, we’re agreed. You do your part, I do mine, and in the end we both know the parents’ word prevails.”

“Of course, Mother.”

Their conversation ended. Mother set the table while Natalija, like an experienced cook, wielded the wooden spoon and stirred the dark flour mixture with salted water. No one could question her skill anymore. Mother, who had watched her progress for years, praised her for the first time.

“I’m glad, Natalija, that kitchen work comes so easily to you now. Primary school is ending, and with these skills you’ll quickly choose the right school, finish it, then find a husband and start a family.”

“I’m not sure you’ll like what I’m about to say, but something strange is happening with you, Mother. Me — a husband, a family? What about all my plans before that! A husband and family will come someday, but first I want to finish gymnasium and study medicine. I hope it’s clear now which direction I’m thinking in. I’m not wasting time on these local drunkards. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t either.”

“Oh, my dear girl! How happy I am to see you think so broadly and wisely already. It reassures me that much good will come from you. You’ve imagined a long road, and it won’t be easy. That’s why, my daughter... if I think about it, I must admit — I’m a little afraid for you. Not because I don’t believe in you, but because you’ll be leaving for the city. There are countless traps there that can catch the young.”

“I don’t know how to explain that you can trust me. If there’s even a hint of doubt in you — I promise you’ll be proud of me. Let’s drop this topic and focus on the work.”

Before Mother could respond, there was a knock at the door. Tok, tok, tok. She stepped forward and opened them wide — assuming the boys were fooling around again. But this time brought a surprise. Sebastjan, the neighbor’s son, already quite grown and well-kept, stood in the doorway.

For a moment they stared at each other in silence. Mother tried to understand his unexpected arrival.

“What brings you here? The boys and Father are still up on the mountain, and heaven knows if they’ll manage to get the hay in before the rain.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Miljena. I didn’t come because of the boys this time. After a long stretch of solitude and thinking, I found myself wanting the company of your Natalija.”

“Oh, look at you! Thinking and wanting the company of our Natalija! That’s already a tangled experience. But before I call her, I must ask about your intentions.”

“I didn’t plan anything serious. I just haven’t seen her in a while, and I missed her voice... and her presence.”

“You’d like to be close to her? Make sure you don’t forget yourself. She just revealed her plans for the future, and your name wasn’t mentioned. Not even between the lines did I sense anything that would remind me of you.”

“Ma’am, we’ve been nothing more than good friends throughout school. Nothing will change.”

Mother watched him. She didn’t seem naive. The boy had to continue.

“I’d only ask for half an hour. To catch up on things since we haven’t seen each other. Will you allow me to take her?”

“So be it. But remember — if a person betrays my trust even once, there will be no second chance. If you let even a minute slip into carelessness, I won’t tolerate it. I hope I’ve been clear.”

“Very clear. We’ll keep to the agreed time.”

Mother called Dobren, and together they went to the barn. He kept pestering her with questions the entire time. When they finished, they headed back toward the house.

CHAPTER 3 — THE CALL FROM THE HOLLOW

Because Mrs. Miljena was too occupied answering her lively, curious son, she didn’t pay attention to when or how Natalija and her companion had left. Nor did she know the time well enough to keep track of when they should return. “I was young once too,” she murmured to herself with a smile as she walked back across the yard toward the house.

Dobren ran a little ahead, and suddenly a near-perfect silence settled around her. That was when she thought she heard someone calling from the foot of the hill, not too far away. A chill ran through her. She froze, listened again — and clearly recognized her daughter’s voice calling for help.

Her legs trembled. Her chest tightened at the thought of what might have happened. Since she didn’t know how Natalija had left, her mind — like any mother’s — first jumped to the worst: that the boy had lost control, harmed her, and left her injured and abandoned.

She no longer cared about her thoughts. She broke into a run, racing toward the place from which the call came. Dobren sensed something was wrong, sprinted after her, overtook her, and stopped at the edge of a several-meter-deep hollow from which the pleading voice echoed.

“They’re down here, Mother! Looks like they fell and both got hurt with the bicycles. They’re lying down there!”

Mother reached the edge. When she saw how deep the drop was, she immediately called her son and gave him clear instructions.

“Run as fast as your legs will carry you and tell Father to call first aid at once, then come here with your brothers so we can help the two of them! Go now — prove to us and to yourself that you can do more than you think. Give me a reason to be even prouder of you!”

He finally moved. Mother couldn’t watch his effort; she had to gather herself, overcome her fear of heights, and get closer to the injured pair.

The slope was steep. She wasn’t sure she could manage it, so she began descending slowly, step by step, gripping the grass and undergrowth.

When Natalija saw her mother — inexperienced in climbing — struggling down toward her, she clenched her teeth and held back any sound of pain. For the first time since the fall, she remembered she hadn’t been riding the bicycle — she had been sitting on the handlebars while he was steering. She tried to move her head carefully to see whether Izidor was nearby, but a sharp block of pain stopped her. She couldn’t move her head at all.

Everything hurt. Not just the scrapes and cuts — but deep inside, at the thought that one reckless moment might have destroyed her dreams and the life she had barely begun to live.

Since she couldn’t turn her head, she couldn’t see where Izidor was. She called out to him. She strained her ears. Nothing. Worry for him began to grow. Her thoughts scattered, fear settled inside her, despair was already wrapping around her — when she finally heard his faint voice.

A moment later she felt something touch her little finger. She flinched. She didn’t know what was happening. She moved her hand closer to her body and whispered:

“Was that you touching my little finger, Izidor?”

“Yes, of course it was me, Natalija. I meant nothing bad — I just wanted to see how you’d react to my touch.”

“So you’re right next to me! Why didn’t you answer earlier when I called you?”

“I didn’t hear you calling, Natalija. Otherwise I would have answered. How are you? Everything hurts, but I’ll try to lift myself up to see how you are.”

“Try, Izidor. It would be too cruel if you couldn’t move either.”

Her words struck him like thorns. He pushed himself upright despite the pain in his leg and arm, and finally saw the girl before him. He was surprised — aside from a few scrapes, she didn’t look badly hurt. But the word cruel spurred him to try crawling closer.

When he leaned on his uninjured arm to push himself forward, a sudden outburst of shouting erupted around them. He couldn’t tell who was speaking — too many voices at once. Because of the pain, he lay back down.

Only when the entire Gorjanec family gathered around him did he remember what had happened. Behind his closed eyes he saw the scene: how they had been riding down the village road in cheerful spirits, how the bicycle struck a rock, and how they were thrown to the ground. He remembered nothing more.

He wanted to hear Natalija’s voice again, to know how she was, but her family drowned everything out. When they all finished the difficult climb down and crowded around the girl, he opened his eyes — just as Father began asking what the two of them were doing together in that hollow.

He felt alone and responsible for the accident. But he couldn’t say anything. No one listened to him. He lay there, thinking his own thoughts, waiting to see whether a miracle would happen — or whether someone present would feel even a shred of mercy for him.

CHAPTER 4 — DUST ON THE ROAD, SILENCE IN THE HOUSE

And just then — as if he had summoned good spirits — the oldest Gorjanec son, Anže, approached Izidor and asked how he was feeling. That was all Izidor managed to hear, because men in reddish-orange uniforms were already moving in among them, beginning their professional work.

After a few questions and short answers, they started the evacuation, which unfolded quickly and precisely. They placed Izidor on a stretcher, secured him, inserted a clear fluid into his vein, and carefully moved him toward the slope where two strong rescuers stood at the top. With the help of ropes, they pulled him up. Once they caught their breath, they asked about his pain. When he confirmed it, one of them injected an analgesic through the tube above him.

When they finished with him, they turned to the girl. Just as with the boy, they pulled her up, checked her stabilization, and repeated the procedure without a word. Soon, Natalija and Izidor were strapped to stretchers in two ambulances, already on their way to the hospital.

Anže, now old enough to represent his parents, sat in the ambulance beside his sister. He was the one who held the family together on that high mountain.

While the ambulances sped down the gravel road into the valley, leaving behind a thick cloud of dust, the rest of the family finally climbed out of the remote hollow. At first no one spoke — they were all gasping for air. Once they caught their breath, Father spoke first, in a tone that was far from appropriate.

“Miljena, tell me — how could it happen that these two young people ended up together in that hollow! If I saw that arrogant narcissist lying injured somewhere, I wouldn’t care. But together — and with my daughter! Who allowed Natalija to get mixed up with that rich man’s son? How and when did this happen, despite my vigilance over our darling girl? Haven’t we already discussed this and agreed that we won’t allow any socializing, bonding, let alone a relationship between those conceited people and our family? You know, my dear, she is the most beautiful and gentle thing we have ever managed to bring into this world!”

“Of course I remember our promises, and I agree with everything you said. But if I may add — Natalija and Izidor are a different generation. They were good friends throughout primary school. I didn’t know that. And I won’t forbid anything just because he’s the son of arrogant parents. Especially because he made a very decent impression on me



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	dark clouds were rolling over the peaks,

	she wanted to tell her mother what she had experienced as soon as possible.
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