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WE’LL MEET FOR CHRISTMAS 

A short tale by Alice Colombo 

 

It was a Winter evening and I was coming back from my work. The autobus 

stopped right in the middle of Via Roma, so I would have had to walk the usual 

hundreds of meters to get home. 

I lived in a quite isolated place and I liked the poetry I could breathe in my old 

house, immersed in the nature. It was beautiful when the first puffs of snow 

dressed of white all the naked branches of the chestnut trees: I loved to watch 

them from the window, while the logs in the fireplace were burning. 

But my home was in a place called Monte Rosso, far from any mean of transport. 

The nearest one was the bus stop I used to take every day. 

But, now, let’s talk about what happened that evening. 

I spent all the bus ride thinking about Christmas and how I felt sad about it. I’m 

that kind of person who gets terribly melancholic during the holiday season; 

maybe, it’s because I’m alone, or because all the positivity lasts just for a few 

days and then it fades away, showing the same old-fashioned humanity, full of 

selfishness and hypocrisy. 

Maybe, it’s because both of them. 

Anyway, that evening was terribly cold and the metal supports of the bus exit 

were frozen. Luckily, I had my gloves on, but I had to use my breath to try to 

warm my fingers. Chill made me shiver and, as I started to walk on the sidewalk, 

every breath concentrated in little clouds of steam. 

It was a little after five o’clock and the sun fell under the line of the horizon, 

leaving the place for an immense and glorious starry sky that could be barely 

seen beyond the layer of smog of the city. 

I was walking faster, thinking that the movement would have warmed me, and, in 

the meantime, I was watching the sides of the road: they were full of pile of trash 

cans that, the next morning, would have been picked up to be carried to the 

recycling center. I was reading the names on them with an absent mind, taking 

the way that led up to the Monte Rosso. 

Along the road there was a crumbled huge manor. During the day, you could 

barely see the walls covered by ivy. All the rest of the building was hidden by 

bushes and trees. I have always been attracted by it, since I was a child… I 

thought it was the house of the witches! I dreamed that, if I had got too close to 

the gate, a witch would have invited me in “Cinzia… come here! We were waiting 

for you…” 

Just childhood dreams. 

However, there was a very big pile of rubbish outside the rusty ornated gate. It 

was so strange! I tried to look better because there were no streetlights in that 

side of the road and it was very dark. 

I admit it: I was curious to know more about that strange house! 
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“But… wasn’t that manor abandoned?” I asked to myself, thinking that it was 

very unusual to find the garbage there, so neatly piled “I’ve never seen trash in 

this place before!” 

I would have moved on without paying a particular attention to it, if I hadn’t 

noticed that the pile was moving. I was sure I had seen it tremble. 

A cold shiver ran through my spine when I saw two little lights glowing in the 

darkness of that corner. I made few steps: first on the right, then back. The two 

lights seemed to be eyes that were staring at me and follow my every movement. 

I was scared. 

But I was so interested in that peculiar thing that I couldn’t help approaching to 

the bunch of those things. I started to think that those items were not 

accumulated by chance. And those eyes… 

Those little yellowish lights crawled back into the pile as I approached. 

I saw them disappearing as I kneeled down. My kneels touched the ice-cold 

asphalt: I almost couldn’t feel my legs because I got into a sort of mud made of 

melted snow and salt. 

I thought those eyes belonged to a homeless animal, maybe a cat, and I felt it was 

a good idea to take it out of its shelter and take it home with me, in a warm and 

comfortable place. 

I put my hand out, towards the little eyes that were studying every movement I 

made. 

I wanted to take confidence with that being and every expert of animal behavior 

always advices to begin slowly when you first meet one. 

I looked directly those eyes to understand how to move me. 

Since they were still pointing at me, I take courage and I tried to put my hand 

further. 

Too much further. 

A terrible noise filled the air and echoed all over the ruined boundary walls. It 

seemed a roaring sound that made me shiver. I put down the hand not to lose 

balance but, suddenly, I felt a terrible pain in the right hand, the one I was 

leaning forward to the strange animal. 

I screamed. 

It was a sharp pain and I took immediately away my hand. 

I jumped behind instinctively, holding the injured hand on my chest. 

The yellowish eyes were getting closer to me, coming out from the dark refuge: I 

could see the blurred outlines of a shape I couldn’t recognize. It didn’t look like 

anything I had seen before. But anything it was, the creature didn’t seem 

frightened… its gaze had something that was more like curiosity. 

The pain grew stronger and stronger and my breath was so fast that it seemed to 

me I was fainting. 

I was really afraid. 

It was larger than a cat, or a dog. 

“What the hell is it?” I asked to myself “I have to run away!” 

The thing moved slowly toward me in the shadow of that corner. I didn’t want to 

turn my back to him, but it was the only way to get up and run away; so, I 
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bended my trembling knees and ankles and I turned away, feeling the heavy 

breath of that thing upon me. 

Suddenly, a high-pitched sound resonated in the air. It was hardly perceptible, 

but its effect on the creature that was looming over me was surprising: I heard it 

run away in haste, as if nothing around there could interest it. 

I was still there. 

Alone. 

In the dark. 

With my hand that hurt really bad. Now, the sharp pain turned into an atrocious 

burning sensation. 

“I have to go home, now!” I thought. 

I walked shivering to the entrance of my home and, when I was in, I pulled my 

gloves off and I stared at my right hand: it was covered in bruises and blisters full 

of serum. 

My hand looked really bad. 

At first, I tried to disinfect the wounds upon my skin. When I poured the 

disinfectant on the blisters, they exploded in the sink. 

I used an antibiotic cream and I bandaged up the hand the best I could. 

It was burning like there was the fire in it; it was so terrible that I wasn’t able to 

sleep that night and, in the morning, I found myself dipped into a puddle of 

sweat. 

The next morning it was snowing and I called the doctor because of the fever that 

rose during the night. The doctor said that it seemed that I burned myself and 

that there was an ongoing infection. After the diagnosis, he gave me the cure and 

some days of recovery. 

So, I lit up the fireplace and I sat in my armchair watching the tv. 

The hand was aching so bad, it seemed to get worse. 

I wasn’t good at all: mostly because, on the tv, there were only sappy films, or the 

usual news of political quarrels, wars and pollution. Everything dressed with old 

Christmas songs and good feelings. 

This made me sad. 

And exhausted. 

Outside, it stopped snowing and I thought that it would have been a good idea if I 

had gone out for a walk. Maybe, this would have distracted me from the pain. 

I was thinking how it was beautiful to walk in the streets of Monte Rosso full of 

snow; the light reflected everywhere in the pure white of the high snow. There 

were no cars, nor persons: just me and the nature. The only noise you could hear 

was the one of the snow ploughs that scratched the asphalt of the main streets 

down the hill. 

I passed by the manor where I was attacked the evening before. The pile of 

rubbish was still there, covered with a high layer of snow. 

I looked up and I saw the old decaying manor with its rusty ornated gate. 

Villa Athena. 

I don’t know what was going on my mind, and I’m still wondering now, but my 

hand touched the cold bars of the fence. I felt some kind of jolt of electricity that 
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passed through my nerves: a desire that came from the most remote part of my 

soul. 

I wanted to go inside that house. 

I’ve always been a fearful and timid woman and this is not the kind of things I 

usually do; even when I was a child, I preferred not to play any game that could 

have been potentially dangerous. But now it was different: I felt I could do it! The 

aggression of the evening before made something to me; in a way, the pain I felt 

made me think differently. I wanted to go beyond my limits. 

Just because I wanted it. 

Because I was curious. 

The gate opened creaking and then it stopped, leaving just enough space for me 

to pass through and enter the garden of the manor. The soil was white with 

powder snow, but, under the thick new layer of the night, I could see a lot of 

footprints that surrounded the house. They were hidden, but still perceivable. 

The walls of the manor were crumbling down; the roof tiles fell down and exposed 

the broken beams of the ceiling, all wrapped into the coils of the ivy. The concrete 

of the walls cracked into big wounds that made visible the red bricks, the inner 

skeleton of the building. I was totally caught up with the ancient beauty of that 

manor. 

I approached to the entrance door. 

I started. 

It was open. 

I entered the old manor with reverential fear. 

“Hello? Is there anybody in here?” I said. 

It was dark in there; I could barely see the shape of the furniture covered with 

dust and cobwebs. I was moving slowly, to avoid to hit the things that were 

around me. 

Suddenly, I saw the same glowing eyes that attacked me the evening before. 

I was terrified. 

In the penumbra, I was able to see that that creature had a human form. But it 

was not human at all. I could understand it from its slouchy and unnatural way 

to walk: it was fast, but it continued to turn his joints with snaps. 

My eyes got used to the darkness and, now, I could see better my attacker; its 

body was full of some sorts of mechanic parts which sustained the limbs and the 

flash. On the face, it had a mask with some pipes which carried blood and other 

strange liquids to a plaque placed on its chest, with many valves and circuits. I 

could only see his eyes staring at me. 

“Number 20, stop! Let our guest to rest here, near the fireplace.” 

The voice of a man interrupted the attention of the creature for me. It ran away, 

to a room slightly enlightened by the trembling warm light of a fire. 

There, on a leather sofa, sat a middle-aged man with a strong and resolute look 

and thick graying mustache. His velvet and deep voice invited me to take a seat. 

“Sorry if I entered in your house, sir…” I murmured “I usually don’t do such 

things. It’s not polite to get into someone’s house without the permission, I know, 

but…” 
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“What’s your name, my girl?” he said, without paying attention to what I was 

saying. 

“Cinzia.” 

“Good. I know very well why you came here, Cinzia. It was a sort of impetus, 

wasn’t it? A challenge with your own nature: I know that you usually pass in 

front of this house since you were a child and that you’ve always wanted to see 

the secrets that it keeps inside. I saw you looking through the fence… all these 

years.” 

He looked at my hand. 

“It was Number 20 that did this to you? I think we can fix it!” 

“Are you a doctor?” 

“Some kind of doctor… I’m a scientist. My name is Herbert, I moved in this manor 

a long time ago, even before you were born. In this manor, Villa Athena, I found 

the quiet to conduct my studies.” 

I should have been afraid, actually I was incredibly curious. And my hand hurt so 

much that I want to heal it once for all. 

“We have to move to my laboratory, I’m afraid. Please, Cinzia, follow me.” 

I followed Dr. Herbert down to a steep flight of stairs and we stood in front of a 

massive metal door. It was simple and bare, except for a luminous plate in the 

side. He entered the password and the huge door opened. 

That was the laboratory. 

In the basement of the manor there was a labyrinth of rooms and corners covered 

in white clean tiles with many instruments of all kind. I recognized many 

computers and servers that were working unceasingly, emitting an annoying 

background noise and a lot of heat. 

Dr. Herbert made me seat on a metallic table, while he was inserting the needle of 

a syringe into a little flask of yellowish liquid. He was drawing the plunger, in 

order to take a quite big dose of that. 

“You see, Cinzia, my experiments, as Number 20 for example, are a sort of 

mixture held together by a vector that prevent the rejection of the foreign parts.” 

he said while he was observing the wounds of my hand “At first, none of my 

works survived, so I understood that I needed something that could modify the 

DNA in a way that the improved the organism survival a little longer. 

Unfortunately, this vector is a very rare tropical virus, incredibly aggressive but fit 

for the purpose. The beings are healthy carriers of the disease, and, when it bit 

you, Number 20 infected you.” he injected the yellowish liquid into my vein “It’ll 

burn a little, but this serum is certainly what you needed.” 

“Why was Number 20 out?” 

“It shouldn’t have been out, but it is stubborn and it dug his way out scratching 

with nails… probably. It won’t happen again!” 

There was something in his tone that made me feel sorry for the poor Number 20, 

but Dr. Herbert had such a reassuring way of doing that he put me at ease. He 

surely had an incredible intelligence and a measureless knowledge. I was going to 

ask him more. 

“About Number 20… what is it? Is it human? Because I saw some mechanic parts 

and some flesh… but it had not a healthy look.” 
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“Unfortunately,” said Dr. Herbert “I’m afraid that our friend will soon decay 

completely. But don’t feel sorry, it was one of the first: its existence allowed me to 

make amazing progresses with my technique. 

I’ve always been fascinated by the brain!” his eyes lit up “The brain is the 

computer with the greatest processing power in the world. 

Think about it well, Cinzia: the modern computers, as much advanced they could 

be, will only be foolish mimesis of what is already made by nature. 

So, unless you own the complete power of creation, you have to work with all you 

have at your disposal.” 

He made me see many of his works and, if he hadn’t explained his point of view 

before, I confess that I would have been disgusted by what I saw in those rooms. 

Into those laboratories, meat was joined to machine to create the support for the 

real opera of Dr. Herbert. 

He showed me the most important room. It was sealed by a thick wall of glass. 

Into there, a mass of flesh was joined to many electronic devices that were 

pumping fluids and air through the pulsating tissues of a sort of being. On the 

top of it, there was the support for the great opera: three living head put together, 

with a million of wires that got into their craniums. There was a strong smell of 

bleach and sanitizer in the air and the monitoring machines made a rhythmic 

and quiet noise. 

“Do you understand Cinzia? The only thing I want is to make it real. I don’t want 

to show the world I’m the best, or who knows what kind of power. No. 

It’s the same thing that happened to you when you put the hand on the cold bars 

of the fence: you wanted to claim you could do it, if you wanted it. 

Why science has to be useful? Or good? 

To me, science is the expression of an impetus, of a possibility which can 

manifest itself. 

I wanted to see if I could add more than one brain into one, to increase the 

processing power… and I did!” 

Then, pointing to the creature standing in the isolated room “I was able even to 

multiply the power of more brains!” 

I looked back, to all those lifeless beings that we left behind us, like Number 20. 

“They’re all attempts ended in failure. But, science needs failure to produce 

knowledge.” he said. 

“Do they suffer?” I asked him. 

“Would you ever wonder if a machine suffers?” 

“I begin to understand a little bit of you, Dr. Herbert.” 

We stayed there for a while, contemplating the opera. 

Then he wanted to see my hand again. 

“It seems better now. The infection disappeared, there are just some bruises left. 

We can go now.” 

He accompanied me to the entrance. 

As I stepped out of the door, I looked back and said instinctively “I’d like to talk 

some more about your science, Dr. Herbert. Are you busy for the holidays?” 

He smiled and stared at me with his black eyes. 

“We’ll meet for Christmas, then.” 


