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Lisa looked up from her workstation at the spinning mill for a moment. The big window looked out onto a gray day, with low clouds looming over the buildings, but still showing the airships docked at the Fungo. The water tower completed in 1960 was now a docking point for all flights to Rome, with mooring masts all around it like the spokes of a wheel.

Lisa wistfully looked at the building that meant so much to her. Leaving her blue-collar life at the spinning mill, going to places, seeing the world... but traveling was only for rich people, and she wasn't rich.

She'd been saving all she could for months now, hoping to buy a ticket to Paris. The United States of Europe were finally up and running after the chaos that followed the apocalypse of western civilization in the second half of the 21st century, and she had heard that antibiotics cost less in France than in her native Italy.

She coughed and resumed her job. This was her last week at the spinning mill. With today's salary she could buy that ticket and at least move to a better place. She wasn't sure Paris was much better than Rome, but her sister-in-law insisted she join her, even though Carlo was no more.

A bell rang the half-hour allowed for lunch. She stretched her back, massaged her left thigh and knee, and leaned to pick her sandwich from her purse. Most of her co-workers walked around and chatted, but her bad leg meant she mostly stayed at her workstation, except for bathroom breaks.

A childhood fall, a broken bone that was reset badly, and now, at thirty, she walked with a limp because one leg had remained shorter than the other. Hence she had found work at the spinning mill, where she could sit all day, spinning and sewing. Long hours, low pay, but close enough to home to walk there.

She ate her sandwich of black bread and tomato, then rose, shaking the crumbs from her shapeless, gray dress that reached her ankles. She limped to the restrooms, then resumed her work. She was so taken by it, that she was startled when the other women exclaimed in surprise. An airship was flying very close to the tower of the building of the spinning mill.

Lisa sighed. Soon. Soon she'd be on one of those and out of that dreadful factory inside what had been a ministry before the apocalypse. The only nice thing about that room filled with women and machines was that its big windows – locked closed – looked out over the artificial lake and the airship docks.

"Ladies!" The supervisor clapped her hands, and everybody went back to work. It was payday, so each woman was eager to be done and go home to her family.

Not Lisa. She no longer had anyone to go back to. First Carlo, then their little girl, Giorgia... Lisa was sick too, and she had decided she might as well die somewhere else. After burying her husband and three children, she almost looked forward to joining them. But why wait for it in that dreadful factory or that ugly, small apartment that stank of death and despair?

She eagerly counted her money when the supervisor paid her. Perfect. She had brought the rest, hidden against her bosom in a flat purse that rested under her breasts.

She put on her brown coat and went out into the drizzle, covering her braided brown hair under a black wool felt bowler hat. She said good-bye to her co-workers as usual, but then headed towards the closest bridge over the artificial lake. Time to buy that ticket, then go home and pack.

The EUR complex had been planned to be home to a World Fair to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the March on Rome and of the beginning of the Fascist era. Almost fully completed for the 1960 Olympics, held in Rome, it had grown further in the 21st century, with Fuksas's Nuvola and an aquarium that had now vanished in the aftermath of the apocalypse.

The park around the Laghetto was almost a jungle and the tall buildings of ministries and museums had been turned into factories and warehouses, since they were so close to a major airdock. Airplanes no longer flew, but airships had started moving in the European skies a few years earlier, and EUR had been found the most suitable place to have mooring masts for the city of Rome.

The tower of reinforced concrete, with eight five-sided pilasters and room enough on top for a restaurant that, in the original plans (but not as constructed), was to rotate, had been transformed into the actual docking space for mostly merchant airships, although once a week there were also commercial flights.

Lisa left the Fungo behind to head for the PalaEUR. Customs and tickets were inside the once upon a time multi-purpose sports and entertainment arena, built for the Olympics like its taller neighbor.

Inside the round structure of the PalaEUR there were customs on one side and ticket offices on the other. The former arena was the actual terminal where people waited for their flight, and where baggage claim was located.

The fat man at the ticket office was the same one she had originally asked for information, but when she requested a ticket, he named a much higher price.

"You said fifty euro!" she protested.

"I'm sorry, ma'am, prices have gone up," the man said with a shrug. "With fifty euro you can go to Milan, or possibly take the train."

Which would mean getting a steam-powered tram to Termini station, then the old Palatino train that had resumed service, with a steam-powered locomotive and sleeper coaches, and spending almost twenty-four hours on rails.

Groaning and shaking her head, Lisa left the PalaEUR and slowly headed home. She'd have to rework her plans. Check her finances and decide: fly to Paris and die there or take slower means, like the night train, and keep some money to buy antibiotics to cure her consumption?

The small apartment was so cold, she kept her coat on. She had already put all her blankets on the bed.

She lit the oil lamp on the kitchen table and turned on the oven. As she warmed up some soup, she decided to sleep on the decision. The flickering light danced in the small kitchen – once upon a time a source of endless stories for her children, now ghosts of the past.

She re-read Cristina's letter as she ate. Her sister-in-law had written during the past, dreadfully hot summer, urging her to take Giorgia away from the Roman heat. But her little girl was already too sick and she didn't have the money to move her.

Now that she was alone, she wondered how the Paris winter was. Colder than Rome, but Cristina's family had settled just fine, learned the language, and seemed eager to have her... Cristina must have loved her little brother Carlo as much as Lisa had.

Lisa folded the letter, washed the dishes and headed for the spartan bedroom. She still had the cot used by her children – she could probably sell it and get a few more euro for her trip. She could sell Carlo's clothes and the children's garb she still kept for some reason.

Sighing, she undressed, put on her nightgown and slid under the covers. She switched off the oil lamp and curled up in bed, hugging the pillow. Sleep on it and decide in the morning. Sometimes dreams helped too.
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The voice of Don Paolo echoed in the vastness of Santi Pietro e Paolo. The church at the top of a hill was full like every Sunday and Lisa sat in her usual corner, listening to mass and at the same time worrying about her future.

Night hadn't brought any counsel. She should consult with Don Paolo and ask him for advice. The middle-aged priest would surely have some tips for her. He had helped her with her grief when she had lost her children, then her husband, and even now that her health was failing he always had kind words.

The homily was again about the apocalypse and how it had made them all stronger. They were survivors, loved by God. The new normal had brought back some commodities, albeit only at pre-industrial level, but considering how bad things were when technology had failed and two thirds of the world's population had died... but they were still there, often fighting the weather screwed up by their grandparents.

Yes, they were lucky survivors, slowly repopulating the planet, but many were sick. They had lost the medical equipment that relied on electricity and computers, and many deadly diseases were back, although they tried to keep the towns clean to avoid plagues like in the Middle Ages.

At least the horde of dreadful vampires from Romania had been stopped. Lisa's mother was still a child when they emerged from the Carpathian Mountains, to add to the chaos of the ongoing apocalypse.

Nobody knew why, but the vampires had never reached Rome. They said someone killed the vampire king somewhere in Austria, and its army disbanded, but news traveled slowly and were never very precise.

For Lisa it was just an old story, although some people still met single vampires, especially when traveling on the semi-abandoned European roads or sometimes rails. Water and air were much safer to travel.

Lisa wasn't the only one coughing during mass, and others looked pale and sickly. If she thought how her grandmother had been a fierce no-vax before the apocalypse and now they struggled to have those life-savings antibiotics and vaccines...

Antibiotics prices had gone up again, probably because there weren't enough for everyone, at least in Rome. Maybe she could move to a smaller town, but what if they couldn't get the antibiotics either? At least there was a factory close enough to the Eternal City to provide for its citizens.

Why were other European states cheaper? Was it just a fake news or a way to move people around? Lisa only had basic education, she could read and write and do the math, but didn't speak any French. Yes, her sister-in-law had learned it when she had moved to Paris and she could help her, but what if there was no cure in Paris either? Should she just stay in Rome and join her loved ones at the Laurentino Cemetery?

She remained seated during Communion. She was so angry and sick and confused, she didn't think she deserved the Eucharist. She waited for the end of mass, and for people to flood out of the big church. She waited just outside of the huge main door.

At least the sun was shining over EUR today. A cold November day too close to All Saints Day and the Commemoration of All the Faithful Departed that made for a general gloomy mood.

Don Paolo came out after his parishioners, still wearing his mass vestments, and stopped to talk with anybody who wished to do so. Lisa waited patiently, leaning on the church's white wall, until he saw her and nodded.

He shook hands with the last family and then turned towards her.

"Come inside, Lisa," he said.

They slowly ambled back to the sacristy as younger friars closed the big door behind them.

"Do you need confession?" he asked, taking off his chasuble. Underneath he wore his Franciscan robe, since all the priests of the church and parish were friars. They lived in the monastery attached to the church with some Clarisses nuns.

"Advice, more like," she said. "Yesterday I went to the ticket office and was told the price has doubled. If I go to Paris, I won't have any money to buy antibiotics, and if I don't take those antibiotics, I won't be able to work. I'm not sure what I should do."

Don Paolo sighed and took her to his office beyond the sacristy so they could both sit down and discuss the problem. He had so many parishioners who needed medicine and couldn't afford it, he had run out of options.

"And we hoped at least you could make it," he said, shaking his head. He had a newspaper on his desk and quickly scanned the main news. "Yes, prices have gone up again for traveling, but we might find other solutions." He folded the newspaper again and looked her in the eye.

"There will be an airship that will take you there. It will be crammed full, uncomfortable, but the captain wants a certain sum and doesn't care how many people go with it. I think I can squeeze you in, since you're so skinny."

"Thank you, Father!" she said, brightening and clasping her hands together. "How much is my fee?"

Don Paolo waved it off. "The church will pay for the most uncomfortable trip. You'll be handled like cattle and it's a long journey."

Lisa took a deep breath. "How long?"

"It's 1100 km, at 100km per hour... ten, eleven hours. Can you stand all those hours locked in a place without windows with dozens of other people? You'll have to bring your own food and probably won't have much room to lay down and rest, although they probably provide some form of toilet in the hold. You won't be traveling as passengers but as goods, that's why the price is so low."

"Oh." Either that
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