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“You couldn’t catch a flea and you can’t
catch me!”

I ran along the beach, my younger brothers
and sisters racing after me. I darted behind my

~ father’s fishing boat.

&

“Maria!” Mama was in the boat,

..,,..;f ":;7,-:. o . repairing nets.
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Come and sit down,” she said. “I need to

talk to you.”

It sounded important.

I climbed into the boat and crouched down
beside her.

Every winter, my mother would work as a maid
for one of the rich villa owners who came to our
sunny seaside village of San Remo for the winter
months. Apart from the little money my father

earned fishing, that was the only money we ever had.
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“T . % .

he winter visitors will soon
be here,” said my mother. “It will
be time for all of us womenfolk to

find work.”
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“All of us womenfolk?”

I knew now what the important thing was that
my mother wanted to tell me.

“Yes, Maria. You’re thirteen. Old enough to
start work.”

And so it was that, a few weeks later, I found
myself working as a maid in the house of a Swed-

ish gentleman by the name of Senor Alfred Nobel.
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Seﬁor Nobel
was not what you
would call a cheerful
man, but he always
seemed busy. He spent
£ most of the time in his labo-
©  ratory at the end of the garden,
surrounded by bottles and flasks.
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It was a mystery to me what exactly he got
up to, but my little brother Emilio’s friends said
he was a wicked wizard.

The gossip among the grown-ups was that he
was one of the richest men in the world.

I was happy, though. I thought I had the best

maid’s job in San Remo.
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Until one dreadful day.
“You are full of smiles this morning, Maria,”
Sefior Nobel said.

‘ “We all had a treat yesterday,” I replied.
s
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“Wre went up into the hills for a picnic. It
was my little brother Emilio’s birthday. He’s my
favorite brother, little Emilio. Have you any broth-
ers or sisters, Senor?”’

I trailed off, as I saw Senor Nobel’s face sud-

denly turn red with anger.

“Stop 1t! Stop it! Do you dare mock me in my
own house?”” he screamed.
He flung open the door. “Out!” he yelled.
“And don’t ever come back!” e
e
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I needed no second bidding. I was out of the
front gates and off down the road like a shot.

When I told my mother what had happened I
didn’t get any sympathy. “Your mouth is too big
for your brain, you foolish child!” she scolded.

My father was furious, too. Particularly when
he found out I'd run off from Sefior Nobel’s with-

out collecting my wages.
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