

[image: cover]





Chapter 1



December, 1917


“Do you not even care about our children?” Close to tears, the woman turned to the window and looked out into the twilight of the evening. Her husband sat on a worn-out sofa and looked at his wife with a serious, worried expression on his face.


“Of course I care for the children, Svetlana,” he replied. “That’s why I want to do it. For their future!”


“Army of Volunteers!” The woman spat these words out, and her voice became louder as she continued. “Do you really believe that this Kornilov can change anything about the situation? There will only be more war, more death, more misery!”


Ivan had hardly ever seen his wife this upset. Usually, her dark eyes were calm and her voice was soft, even when she was angry. She had a deep concern for the needs of others and solved many a conflict with love and kind words.


But today it was completely different. Her eyes sparkled with anger, and her voice sounded bitter and harsh. “But it’s not you who has to do something,” she responded, abruptly turning to face him. Tears shimmered in her eyes, but she continued. “Do more men have to go to war? Every new army claims more casualties. Every new battle demands human lives. Fathers and sons go to war and innocent women and children are murdered thoughtlessly.”


“But Svetlana.” Ivan stood up and calmly laid a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “We want to put an end to this senseless killing. Through this army, the war will soon be over.”


Svetlana looked him straight in the eye. “Do you want to fight your own brothers? Do you want to go to war against your countrymen?”


For a while they were silent. Ivan became lost in thought. Two days ago a friend had asked him to join General Kornilov’s volunteer army to fight against the Bolsheviks – against those who tried to bring all Russia under their command. They were not afraid to kill other Russians for that cause. They had burned down his parents’ house and the homes of so many other people.


Since the beginning of this war, he had felt helpless. He had woken up every morning not knowing if his city would be the next one to be destroyed. Many nights he had paced the floor in his room, looked at his sleeping wife in the pale moonlight, and wished that he could protect her better. He wanted to protect his whole family and end this war. Now he finally had the opportunity to do something, not just sit and watch but really do something! With the help of Kornilov’s army, the war would soon be over. How could he make Svetlana understand?


Svetlana interrupted his thoughts with a trembling voice. “Do you really want me to be one of those women who doesn’t know if they will ever see their husband again?” “Do you want me to lay in bed every night wondering where you might be? Whether you’re wounded on a battlefield or whether you took your last breath hours or days ago? If you go to war, I too will have to fight in a war. Day after day, night after night. I will fight a battle all by myself. With my fears. With the horrible pictures that can get stuck in my head. And with the terrible thought that I might never see the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with again . . .” Sobbing, Svetlana collapsed on the sofa and buried her head in her hands.


Ivan looked helplessly at his wife. He could not remember that he had ever experienced such an emotional outburst from her. She usually didn’t speak much and tried not to let her feelings stand in people’s way. Yes, of course, he understood her, but he hadn’t expected such a strong reaction. He sat down next to her, put his arm around her dainty shoulders, and stroked the dark hair out of her face. How could he make her understand that he had to do this for their family and for the future of Russia?


His wife was pulling herself back together. She sat up and said with a firm voice, “I will prepare supper so it is ready when Jurij comes.” With these words she stepped from the small living room into the adjoining kitchen. Ivan remained seated on the sofa and put his head in his hands with a deep sigh.


Half an hour later, Svetlana put a pot in the middle of the kitchen table and started to dish out the meal. Then she sat down and looked at the quiet people around the table.


There were her two children, Alexej and Aljona. Alexej was only ten years old but very mature and reasonable. He had brown hair that was constantly falling into his face and some pale freckles on his nose. His gaze was clear and open despite his dark, almost black eyes. His sister had the same big, dark eyes and faded freckles on her nose as well. Her brown hair fell over her shoulders in light waves. She would soon be seven years old and was the constant companion of Alexej. The two were inseparable. Alexej cared about his little sister in a fatherly manner, and she looked up to him in admiration.


Svetlana’s gaze wandered to the end of the table where her husband sat. He had dark hair, the same dark eyes as their children, and a determined streak around his lips. His skin was sunburnt, and his hands were strong from his work. And now he wanted to leave his family to join the battle, to jump right into the commotion and turmoil around them. She actually understood her husband very well. He had lost his house and his parents because of this war, and he wanted to fight back against those who had changed his life forever. But he couldn’t just leave his children, his family!


And now Jurij – the man with dark hair and an adventurous sparkle in his young eyes, whom Alexej and Aljona dearly loved, yet who was unreasonable and hot-blooded – had set fire to the embers that had burned in his heart. Now he wanted to plunge into something and persuade Ivan to come with him. At the moment, however, the fun-loving Jurij was quiet and serious. He noticed only too well that the mood in the small kitchen was tense, and he speculated that Ivan’s conversation with Svetlana had not gone according to plan.


After dinner, the two men went back to the living room. Alexej and Aljona wanted to follow immediately to stay with Jurij, but Svetlana held them back.


“The two of them have something important to talk about,” she explained and began to clear the table. “Why don’t you go to your bedroom and play.”


She didn’t want her children to know anything about their father’s plans. Not yet. She was still hoping to stop him.


Alexej and Aljona were aware that the mood among the adults was different, and they disappeared upstairs to their small bedroom without saying a word.


Meanwhile, Ivan and Jurij were engaged in a heated conversation in the living room.


“A few days ago, they were able to recapture Rostov-on-Don from the Red Guard,” Jurij exclaimed excitedly. “They will take over the whole Don region! They will defeat the Bolsheviks and we will be able to live in peace again.”


Ivan no longer seemed to be as convinced as before. He shook his head with doubt and looked at his lively friend. “I don’t know . . .” he said slowly.


“Didn’t the Red Guard, the Bolsheviks, drive us out? Didn’t we have to flee because of them? Why are you living in this old, little shack now?’ Jurij countered. “Why? Because your house was burned down and your property destroyed! Why aren’t your parents alive? Why are my sister and her baby dead? And why do you have to worry every second that your wife and children may be next? Because we don’t do anything against them! That’s why!” Jurij’s eyes became dark with anger and grief as he thought of his sister and her child.


Ivan felt the hatred rise up again. Yes, why could he not offer his family more than an old, half-decayed house and the constant fear for their own lives? And why did his parents have to die far too soon? He clenched his fists and stared at the bare wall. He had trouble controlling himself.


“But do you really believe that war can be fought with war?” asked a soft voice from the background. Svetlana had entered unnoticed and now looked at Ivan. “It doesn’t bring your parents back to life . . .”


Jurij jumped up and exclaimed, “They took everything from us! And they won’t stop until we put an end to it!”


“Jurij,” Svetlana replied as she laid her hand on the shoulder of the angry man, “this is a tough time for all of us. Do you really think revenge is the only solution?”


*


“Can you understand anything?” asked Aljona, who was lying next to Alexej on the bedroom floor.


“I heard something about revenge,” he replied, and he pressed his ear closer to the ground. “And something about the Bolsheviks. That they burned down Grandpa and Grandma’s house.”


For a while the siblings remained silent. They tried to follow the conversation going on below them in the living room. But the voices of the adults were muffled again, and the children could only understand a few snippets.


“I think Jurij is very angry with the other Russians who made us move away,” Aljona said with a sigh. She sat down on her mattress, which was lying on the floor.


During the last turbulent months, the children had not always understood what had been going on, but they knew that it was a dangerous time. One day it had been said, “The Red Ones are coming. They have already advanced far into the Don area!” The Don was a tributary of the sea, and the family had lived in this area until a few weeks ago.


But then “the Red Guard,” also known as the Bolsheviks, had come even closer. All Alexej and Aljona knew about them was that they were the “other Russians.” Not the ones who were like their father, but those who wanted evil.


One day Svetlana had told her children that their grandparents had died. Ivan had walked around the house all day with a strange mix of sadness and anger in his face. Three nights later they were abruptly awoken by screams and gunfire. Ivan had burst into his children’s bedroom, pulled them out of their beds, and yelled, “We have to leave! Now!” They left everything behind and escaped out the back door. Svetlana had held her hand in front of Aljona’s eyes, but Alexej had seen everything. Men with guns. Terrified women and children. Houses in flames.


A few moments later Jurij had appeared with a horse carriage. Ivan had lifted his two children onto the carriage and helped up Svetlana. The horse had whinnied anxiously, and Jurij had had trouble keeping it under control. When the horse didn’t calm down, Ivan had taken the reins and ran beside the horse the whole way until they had disappeared into the forest close by and the noise had diminished. Alexej and Aljona didn’t know how long they had been in the carriage. They had been too scared.


Conscious that an invasion was forthcoming, Ivan and Svetlana had found a home and prepared it in advance with Jurij’s help. When they had arrived, there was already some old furniture in it and some supplies. Aljona had cried herself to sleep that night, and Alexej’s dreams had been filled with the sound of screams and shots.


Only a few weeks had passed since then, but the children had become accustomed to their new home. The terrible events had faded into the background. From time to time Aljona would scream in her sleep; but as soon as she heard Alexej’s voice and felt his hand on her hand, she calmed down again.


Alexej got up again from the floor. He could barely understand anything. The adults spoke too quietly. He sat next to his sister and wrapped his arms around his knees.


Aljona sighed, “I wish we could go back, and everything would be the same.”


“I don’t think it will ever be the same,” Alexej replied thoughtfully.


“But I wish it was,” said Aljona and quickly blinked her tears away.


Suddenly, the children heard Jurij’s voice rising from the living room. He spoke so loudly that they heard it without even pressing their ears on the floor.


“I’ll go! No one will be able to stop me! I will avenge my sister and her child and make sure that Russia is not taken over by the Red Army! You can come with me if you want or let it be.”


The words were followed by two seconds of silence. Then the children heard a door slam shut. Quickly, they ran to the little window in their room and looked out. There was Jurij storming along the main street kicking a stone out of the way.


The living room was silent now. Ivan was torn apart. Should he join the Army of Volunteers? Jurij had rekindled his hatred against the Red Army. Before his inner eye he saw the burnt down house of his parents and their deformed, lifeless bodies. He heard the screams and gunshots that had forced him and his family to flee a few weeks ago. These images and sounds were deeply burnt into his memory. Did he really only want the best for his family, or did he just want revenge? But if this army could free Russia from the Bolsheviks wouldn’t that make things better? And there was nothing he could do for his family here. If the Red Army came, he wouldn’t be strong enough to defend his family. Wouldn’t it be better if he went out to end the war with other men?


Svetlana sat silently next to her husband. She too was lost in thought. She understood him well. He was impetuous and young, only thirty-two years old, and was infected by Jurij’s zeal. And at the moment he seemed deaf to her words.


Finally, Ivan broke the silence. “I have to do this,” he said resolutely, “I just have to!”


Svetlana remained calm and collected. “Let’s sleep on it for the night,” she quietly replied as she stood up from where they were sitting.


“I’ll say goodnight to the children,” said Ivan as he got up from the sofa.


Svetlana nodded. Would the big, dark eyes of their children be able to change his decision?


With heavy steps, Ivan climbed up the narrow stairs. He opened the door to the children’s bedroom and a smile crossed his face. Alexej and Aljona sat close to each other. Crouched on the floor, they were carving a flower with the little knife that Alexej had saved from home.


Now the children had noticed their father and looked up. Alexej wanted to know immediately, “What was going on with Jurij tonight? He didn’t even say goodbye.”


“We had something to talk about,” Ivan replied vaguely. He lifted his daughter from the floor and whirled her through the air once before putting her down on her mattress. “Time to sleep,” he said, tucking his daughter in. Alexej lay down on the straw bag next to Aljona’s mattress and pulled the rough blanket up to his chin.


Aljona wrapped her arms around her father’s neck and nestled her soft cheek against his. “Papa, everything is gonna be okay, isn’t it?” she whispered softly.


Ivan stroked his daughter’s brown hair. Then he smiled weakly, “I sure hope so.”


After briefly stroking his son’s brown hair, he wished his children a good night. He then quietly closed the door behind him as he left the room.


He was about to go down the stairs when he heard Aljona’s voice, “Alexej, I’m scared.”


“Of what?” the boy asked.


“Everything! Papa’s face was so different today. Jurij was so angry, and Mama was so sad.” She sobbed quietly and then added, “And it’s so dark in here.” Darkness didn’t bother the girl that much. But with the gloomy atmosphere in the house, everything seemed more threatening than usual.


Alexej also felt a little worried, but he said comfortingly, “Mama and Papa are here. Nothing can happen to us.”


I wish it were that simple, thought Ivan, and he quietly descended the stairs.





Chapter 2



The next morning Svetlana stood in the small grocery store in the next village. She had woken early in the morning and had walked there. Staring at the half-empty shelves and fingering the few coins in her hand, she wondered how long their little savings would last.


Some other women were standing in the small shop and talking to each other. At first Svetlana did not listen, but then the name “Lawr Kornilov” fell. Wasn’t that the general who led the volunteer army? Svetlana asked herself. She now listened more intently.


“The Whites are no better than the Reds,” said one of the women, “I have heard that they are as mercilessly in ending the resistance of the citizens of the villages as the Reds are.”


Another woman nodded and said: “They plunder food from farmers to feed themselves, and people who resist are brutally shot. We can only hope they don’t get to Bataysk.”


“I’m afraid that nothing can stop them,” replied the first woman. “This volunteer army consists largely of vengeful people from whom everything has been taken. It is said that many of them are former officers.”


A third woman, who had previously listened in silence, spoke up. “I am no longer staying here. My husband has it all planned. Today I am buying the necessary food, and then we and our children are going to dare to flee to Berlin.”


Svetlana had heard enough. She began to carefully select some food, then paid and thoughtfully walked back the way she had come. Berlin. Yes, she had heard of others who had fled there. But could they really leave their homeland behind and start over in a completely new place? Would they make it there at all? She was sure that her husband wouldn’t be willing to leave Russia behind. What about her? Would she be ready?


That evening Ivan and Svetlana had another long talk. Svetlana told him what she had heard in the little shop – that the Volunteer Army, also called the White Army, was no better than the Reds. She also told Ivan about Berlin and the future their children could have there.


But Ivan seemed to have decided. “I will go with Jurij,” he explained. “It is out of the question for us to move out of Russia! I will fight for our children to grow up safely here. And what you heard about the White Army was just gossip.”


Svetlana knew she couldn’t change her husband’s mind. He was determined to go to war with Jurij, to leave her and his children. Trying to reason with him was no longer an option. He just didn’t hear. Why was he so stubborn? Why didn’t he understand that he couldn’t leave his children behind? Yes, she knew that he alone would not be strong enough to defend the family against an army, but they could flee together as other families were doing.


That night, Jurij returned to their home. As soon as he stepped into the house, he wanted to know. “Have you decided?”


“I’ll go with you,” Ivan resolutely replied. No one would be able to change his decision.


Tonight, supper was even quieter than the night before when they had all eaten together. Alexej and Aljona barely dared to move. They realized that their mother was sad and upset and that something was bothering their father.


More than once it looked as if Ivan wanted to tell his children something, but he didn’t seem to be able to do it.


Svetlana finally broke the silence with a seemingly cheerful voice. “Now don’t be so quiet, all of you! One would think we are living in a cemetery. Alexej, Aljona, tell your father about the animal that you saw in the forest today.”


Ivan gave his wife a grateful look; Jurij leaned back relieved; and Alexej and Aljona told about the wild red deer they had seen in the forest that day. After a while, Aljona climbed into her father’s lap while Alexej told him about other things they had seen in the forest.


Svetlana sat there quietly looking at the relaxed picture. That’s how she wanted to remember her family. This was the image she wanted to think of when they would be torn apart: Her husband, with a contented smile on his face, holding his daughter in his strong arms. Aljona, leaning her head against the strong chest of her father, her eyes almost closed. Alexej, his big dark eyes sparkling with excitement as he talked about his adventures in the forest. And next to them Jurij with his mischievous grin as he listened to Alexej. Yes, even Jurij somehow was part of the family. She knew him for as long as she had known Ivan, and he had been a frequent visitor.


Svetlana’s peaceful thoughts were broken as Ivan interrupted Alexej’s lively stories: “I need to talk with you all about something. Let’s go to the living room.”


Alexej and Aljona exchanged a quick look. Would they finally find out what was going on? With uneasy anticipation they sat down on the old couch. Their big, dark eyes looked almost fearfully up to their father who was pacing the floor, too restless to sit down. Svetlana sat down next to her children, and Jurij brought in a chair from the kitchen.


For a few seconds there was a tense silence, then Ivan started. “Alexej, Aljona. .. I’m going to leave for a while.”


His voice fell silent. He was hoping his children would ask him where he was going, but they only stared at him


“I will take back our city with Jurij and lots of other men,” he continued. “One day all of Russia will be peaceful again, and you can grow up here safely.”


Suddenly, thoughts started to spin in Alexej’s head. Papa wants to leave us to go to war? How will we manage without him? How long will he stay away? Will he come back?


“You are going to war?” he asked, his voice quivering.


Ivan nodded, “Yes, my son. So you can grow up in a safe country.”


Aljona didn’t seem to quite understand why everyone was so sad.


“Then you are going to be a real soldier, Papa! Are we soon going to be able to go back into our old house?” she asked. “And when will you come back? Must be pretty soon, I’m sure, right, Papa?”


“Yes, I’ll be a real soldier.” Ivan smiled. “I’ll come back as quickly as possible, and hopefully we’ll soon be able to live in a better house.”


“And when are you leaving?” asked Alexej, his voice raspy.


“In two days,” Ivan replied as calmly as possible. “Jurij and I must meet up with the other men the day after tomorrow.”


*


“Papa, I don’t want you to leave,” Aljona cried, and she clung to her father.


Alexej had explained to her after that serious conversation two days ago that their father might never come back. And if he did come back, it would probably take a long time. Suddenly the whole idea had lost its attraction to her. She had imagined that her father would only be gone for a few days and then would come back in a nice uniform to bring them back to their old house. But Alexej had destroyed those nice imaginations with the harsh reality.


“Papa, please stay here!” Aljona begged, her dark eyes filling with tears.


“That’s not possible, my little one,” said Ivan. He squatted down and pulled his daughter close to him and continued, “You need to be a brave girl, okay?”


“But I don’t want to be brave,” sobbed Aljona. “I just want you to stay here.”


Ivan wanted to say something, but the words stuck in this throat. He stroked his little girl’s soft hair.


“I will come back as soon as I can. I promise you that,” he finally said, his voice strangely hoarse.


“But you could just stay,” Aljona mumbled, and she buried her head on his strong shoulder.


Once again Ivan hugged his daughter; then he got up and tousled Alexej’s brown hair.


“Take care of Mama,” he said.


Alexej didn’t respond. He stared at his father, almost defiant. The war is messing everything up, he thought. It took our house, our grandparents, and now even Papa.


“You know I love you, Alexej,”said Ivan, with eyes looking so sad that it felt like a sting in Alexej’s heart.


Alexej was reasonable enough to know that this might be the last time he would see his father. He shook off his defiant thoughts and gave his father a hug.


“I will take care of Mama,” he said, “but only if you promise me that you take good care of yourself.”


“That I will, my son,” Ivan responded. “I promise.”


Then he turned toward Svetlana and gave her a long, warm embrace and a brave smile and then Jurij showed up.


“Are you ready?” Jurij asked, and then proudly added, “We will win Russia back!”


Jurij quickly said goodbye to the family. Was he so full of adventure that he didn’t notice how hard it was for Ivan to separate himself from his family, or was he just trying to hide uncomfortable feelings about the uncertainty of war and the chaotic days to come?


Soon the two men were out of sight. Svetlana put her arms around her children. She was teary-eyed, but she held herself together.


“Okay, children,” she said, seemingly chipper, “Now we need to find out how we’ll manage without a strong man living in the house.”


“But I’m strong,” Alexej protested.


“Yes, you are strong,” smiled Svetlana, and she moved her still crying daughter back into the house. “We’ll have it nice even without Papa,” she tried to encourage Aljona. “And it’ll be all the more beautiful when he comes back!”


Days and weeks passed. It became harder and harder for Svetlana to feed her small family. Food was becoming scarcer. Restlessness was spreading in the neighboring villages. One night there were shots fired close by, and Aljona had woken up scared to go back to sleep.


Two weeks later, an eerie red light illuminated the horizon. Was it burning nearby? The last night they had been together, Svetlana and Ivan had concurred that if it became too dangerous, she and the children should flee. Ivan hadn’t thought that it would come this far, and Svetlana had also hoped that they would be safe here; but they had both been wrong.


That evening, Svetlana talked a lot with her children. Her voice was serious and concerned as she talked to Alexej and Aljona about their escape plans. “And if we ever get torn apart,” she finished, “then remember everything I told you tonight and keep on going to Berlin. There you will be safe! Don’t let anything stop you. Your father will find you there as he has promised me.”


“When are we leaving?” asked Alexej.


“Soon,” responded Svetlana, “possibly tomorrow.“


“Mama, why do we have to leave again?” Aljona asked. “I would rather stay here.”


“That’s not possible, my darling,“ Svetlana replied. “It is too dangerous here.”


That evening, Svetlana took the backpack that Jurij had given them shortly after their first escape. She put in a thin blanket, food, and warm clothing. She packed in as much as the leather backpack would hold. As she packed, her mind wandered back and forth. Will we be able to escape? Will Ivan meet us in Berlin? Should we wait a little longer? Maybe the danger isn’t as great as it seems. But no, we can’t risk it. Tomorrow morning at the latest, we will leave.


Then Svetlana sat down at the kitchen table. The shots seemed to be getting closer, or was her mind deceiving her? She decided to stay awake. Maybe they would have to leave tonight.


It was getting close to midnight. Svetlana was staring into the flickering light of the oil lamp. Her eyelids grew heavier. She thought about Ivan and Jurij. Where were the two of them now? Were they alright? Would they really be as successful as they were hoping to be? Hopefully there would soon be peace. .. hopefully. .. hopefully. . .


Svetlana jumped. Screams, shots, images of fire and death. How long had she been sleeping? What had she been dreaming about? The images of the flames that she had seen disappeared. She had only dreamed. But the screams and the shots were real!


No, thought Svetlana, please not now. Please not tonight!


She rushed to the window and looked out. Although her house was on the outskirts of the village, she saw the turmoil in the village from the window. She ran up the stairs and rushed into the bedroom of her children. Hand in hand, the siblings lay next to each other and slept soundly.


Svetlana tore away their covers and yelled, “Wake up! We need to get away from here!”


Alexej sat up and quickly understood what was going on.


“Get the backpack in the kitchen and run into the woods! Run!”


Alexej obeyed without hesitating.


Aljona was blinking the sleep out of her eyes. Her mom picked her up and carried her down the stairs. Alexej had already disappeared out of the house when she arrived downstairs. Now Aljona understood what was going on. She heard the screams, the shots. It was all too familiar. Panic-stricken, she started screaming and fought against her mother’s grip.


“No, I don’t want to go out! I want to stay here! Mama! I want to stay here!”


Aljona was too young to understand that they were no longer safe in this house. She tore herself away from her mom and ran back upstairs. She threw herself on her bed, pulled the covers over her head, and cried.


Svetlana was already back at her side.


“Aljona! We have to get away from here!” She knew Aljona didn’t understand. To be jerked out of her sleep and to hear the same confusion from a few weeks ago was too much for her six-year-old daughter.


Svetlana picked up her fighting daughter, held her firmly with both arms, and stumbled down the stairs. At that moment someone kicked in the front door. She heard yelling and swearing and knew that it was too late for her and her daughter to escape.


Alexej sat behind a large boulder in the forest. He had his arms wrapped around the backpack and was waiting. He had stumbled in the darkness but finally found the boulder for refuge. He pressed himself against it and tried to suppress his fear. Even from here, he could hear the clamor from the village.


His heart was pounding, and his hands were shaking uncontrollably. He was straining to hear in the darkness. Where was his mother? Where was Aljona? He clenched his fists and gripped the backpack even tighter.


“Please, please, come,” he whispered, his voice quivering.


Never in his life had he wished so much for someone to be with him. He was hoping to hear the footsteps of his mother and sister. He listened hoping to detect soft gasping or suppressed whispering. But apart from the distant noise from the village, he couldn’t hear anything.


Mama. Aljona. Where are you? he thought as he pressed his hot cheek against the cold rock.


He stayed there through the night. Despite the biting cold, he eventually fell asleep. The rock protected him from the snow that began to fall. As the first rays of sun peeked through the trees, he awoke.


The noise of the previous night had stopped. Snowflakes quietly fell on the leaves and the icy ground. Alexej got up. Should he return to the village to check if his mother and sister were still there, he wondered? Or should he look around in the forest first? Maybe they were hiding in a different place even though his mother had told them very clearly where they would meet if they had to leave unexpectantly.


Alexej slowly found his way back through the snowy undergrowth. Soon he stood on the small path that led to the village. Were the intruders still there? It didn’t look like it. The village, now covered in a white layer of snow, was destroyed. Some houses had been burnt down. Smoke still rose from the ruins.


Haltingly, Alexej walked toward his house. The back door had been kicked in. He stood still, frightened by the disarray as he peered inside. Slowly he stepped in, put his backpack on the floor and surveyed the mess. The few pieces of furniture were scattered and partially broken on the floor; the shelf his father had carpentered for the kitchen was torn down; Mama’s flower vase lay broken on the ground.


He stared at the heap of rubble, his mind lost in thought by the sight. But then he heard the faint sound. It seemed to be coming from his parent’s bedroom.


Alexej pushed the door open. “Mama. Aljona. Is that you?”


What he saw made him shrink back. He wanted to turn around and run away. Run away as far as possible. It didn’t matter where to, just away! There was his mother, lying on the floor, torn apart by bullets, her eyes wide open.


But there was something else. Or rather, someone else: Aljona! She was kneeling next to the lifeless body of her mom, rocking back and forth, back and forth. She didn’t even look up when Alexej entered.


“Aljona,” Alexej slowly stepped into the bedroom and knelt next to his sister.


Mama, he thought and tried to hold back his tears. He knew that he would never be able to forget this image. He clenched his teeth and didn’t know how to make room for his feelings. Although he would have liked to have smashed something or screamed out of desperation, he knew he had to be strong for his little sister. He took hold of himself. His skinny boy hands clumsily closed the eyes of his mother and then gingerly touched Aljona’s shoulders. Gently, he pulled her away from their mother’s breathless form and guided her to the demolished living room.


He felt Aljona’s hand grab his. She looked at him with her big, dark eyes and then leaned against his shoulder. For a long time they sat without saying a word.


After a while Alexej went back to the bedroom. Aljona followed him. He quietly spread a blanket over the dead body of their mother. One last time he knelt beside her. His hurt and sorrow over the sudden loss were indescribable.


I have to be strong, he thought, and he clenched his teeth. I need to be the grown up now.


But he just wasn’t a grown up yet. He was only a ten-year-old boy who had just lost his mother. He couldn’t control himself any longer. Weeping he broke down over his mom. His body was shaken by the wild sobbing, but it somehow gave him relief. Slowly he calmed down again. Aljona was still standing beside him. Not a word did she utter. Not a single tear filled her dark, big eyes. She stared at her brother and the white sheet that covered her mother.


Alexej pressed a last kiss on his mother’s cold forehead, then straightened up, grabbed Aljona’s hand and pulled her out of the bedroom. He closed the door quietly as if he didn’t want to wake his mother.


For a while they stood, indecisive as to what to do. But finally Alexej gave himself a jolt and said with conviction, “We have to go to Berlin.”


Aljona nodded but didn’t say a word.


Alexej put his backpack on, took his sister’s hand, and together they stepped out of the house. The snow crunched under their feet. The ruins of the burnt houses were still smoking, and a deathly silence laid over the village. Alexej assumed that everyone was dead or had escaped. He and Aljona would go to Berlin, like his mom had told them last night. Was it really only yesterday? he wondered. It seemed like weeks had passed since yesterday evening.


Aljona tugged at her brother’s shirt.


“What do you need?” he asked.


His sister said not a word, but with her eyes she pointed to the main street of the village. At first, Alexej didn’t understand what his sister wanted to show him, but then he saw him too. Somebody was coming up the street. It was a boy, maybe eight or nine years old, with white blonde hair and clothes black with grime.


The strange boy stopped, aware that the two children were staring at him. A bit wary, he was nonetheless curious. Deciding that these two would bring him no harm, he walked up to them.


“Did you live here?” he asked.


With his chin, he pointed towards the house from which Alexej and Aljona had just stepped out. The siblings nodded.


The boy pointed towards a house farther down in the village and explained, “This was our house. But they burned it down. Where are you going now¿‘


Alexej felt a certain relief during this open conversation. There was someone else here and he liked the boy with the lively blue eyes that matched his open personality.


“We are going to Berlin,” he answered and then added right away, “Do you know where you are going? Do you want to come with us¿‘


“We also wanted to go to Berlin, my uncle and I,” the boy replied, and his eyes grew darker. “But my uncle is no longer alive. I was hiding in the back of the basement. That’s why they didn’t find me. My uncle had said that they would come to the village looking for food. He also said that they destroy complete villages when they need something. They only think about themselves, and that’s why we wanted to leave. But it was too late.”


“You can come along with us,” repeated Alexej, and the blonde boy nodded.


“I don’t know where else to go,” the boy replied.


“I’m Alexej, and this is my sister Aljona,” Alexej introduced himself. “What’s your name?”


“Michail,” responded the blue-eyed boy; and then he added, “I am nine years old, but I’ll soon be ten.”


“I’m also ten years old,” said Alexej and looked at his younger sister. He had somehow expected her to tell Michail proudly that she was almost seven years old, like she had always done with Jurij, but she remained silent.


“Can’t she talk?” asked Michail.


Alexej looked thoughtfully down at his little sister and said, “She hasn’t spoken a word since I found her this morning with mama in the house. . .”


Michail didn’t deem it necessary to ask what had happened to their mother. He understood without having to hear it.


“Do you want to take anything else with you?” asked Alexej.


Michail shook his head and said quietly, “There is nothing left.”


Alexej nodded understandingly.


Soon the three children were walking through the snowy forest where Alexej had spent the night. They walked quietly. Nobody felt like talking. Everyone was lost in thought. When they finally stepped out of the woods into the wide open plain, Alexej stood still and took a deep breath. The whole landscape looked like it was out of a fairy tale. It seemed so unreal that all these terrible things had happened.


“Do you know the way?” asked Michail, breaking the silence.


“Not exactly,” replied Alexej. “But we’ll find it.”


Michail nodded confidently. He trusted the boy even though he was only one year older.


And so the children set out and left the familiar village behind them. They went on an unsafe journey with a destination whose path they did not know exactly. But they had the certainty that they were not alone and that was enough for them.





Chapter 3



The children’s progress was difficult. It was cold. It had started snowing again, and they were tired from the long night. Alexej just wanted to lie down somewhere and sleep.


But every now and then gunshots resounded over the bare land. This gave the children the incentive to move on, despite their exhaustion.


Having walked a few kilometers, Alexej saw an old stable. It stood abandoned between snow-covered fields. Although it wasn’t evening yet, Alexej thought this was a good place to spend the night.


“Come on. Let’s go in there and get some sleep,” the boy suggested.


“But it’s not dark yet, ”Michail replied surprised.


Alexej replied, “It will soon be dark, and who knows if we’ll find another sheltered place by then.” And Aljona is at the end of her rope. She will not be able to walk much longer, he added in his thoughts.


A short time later the three children entered the old stable. The stone floor was swept empty and cold, but a ladder led up to a second floor with a thin layer of old straw.


“We should collect the straw so that we can bury ourselves in it a little,” suggested Michail, who was probably freezing the most in his thin grey sweater.


Alexej and Aljona nodded in agreement, and they started to collect the dusty, old straw into a pile. Soon the whole upper floor was full of dust, and the children’s eyes were burning.


“We can go downstairs while the dust settles,” Alexej said. “There we can see what our mother has put in the backpack.”


The three children sat on the cold stone floor and bent their heads over the backpack. On top were a thick scarf, two woolen hats, and a jacket. Alexej handed Michail the jacket aware of how thin Michail’s sweater was.


Under the clothing were a loaf of bread, some slices of dried meat, a small bag of dried fruit and three apples. When the children saw the food, they realized how hungry they were. They wanted to eat all of it at once, but Alexej stopped them and himself.


“We have to be careful with it, ”he warned. “It will be best if we divide it up now so that it lasts as long as possible.”


Alexej fished his knife out of his pocket and opened it. He cut three thin slices of bread and cut one of the dried slices of meat into three narrow strips.


“That’s enough for today,” he said.


The bread and meat disappeared in a matter of seconds. The hungry stomachs were not content, but they were fuller than before. When the children had licked the last breadcrumbs from their fingers, Alexej jumped up, went outside, and came back with three icicles.


“For the thirst,” he explained. “They hung from the roof outside.”


Finally, the three climbed up the ladder to the second floor. The dust had settled down, and the children dug themselves into the prickly straw. They nestled close together. Aljona’s cold hand rested in Alexej’s stiff frozen fingers, and the children fell asleep completely exhausted.


When Alexej woke up the next morning, it took him a few seconds to remember where he was. The dust tickled his nose, but in the straw he felt warm and safe. Confused, he blinked several times trying to figure out where he was and what was going on. Strange noises penetrated his ear. He saw that Aljona and Michail had also woken up and were listening carefully. It sounded like footsteps in the snow, and from time to time different voices were heard. Were there people going past the shack? Strangely, the steps didn’t fade away. It seemed as if an entire caravan of people was moving past the old stable.


Silently, Alexej peeled himself out of the rustling straw and carefully climbed down the ladder. He peeked outside through a crack in the wooden wall. Only a few meters away from the barn, a seemingly endless human caravan moved forward. Carefully, he opened the wooden door a little bit and looked outside.


Thousands of people traveled through the deserted, icy steppe. It looked like a long, dark line moving through the white landscape. There were uniformed soldiers with rifles, accompanied by civilians – men, women, and children.


What was going on? Where did all these people come from? Where were they going? Who were these soldiers?


Alexej quickly closed the door and climbed back up the ladder. Michail and Aljona looked at him questioningly. He put his finger on his lips and shrugged his shoulders.


“There are so many people out there,” he whispered. “They are just walking by. Some of them are soldiers, but there are a lot of men with them who don’t look like soldiers and also some women and children. We’d better keep quiet so they don’t see us.”


He was uncertain and did not know how to understand this confusing situation. He felt responsible for his sister and Michail and did not know if these soldiers could be dangerous to them.


He dug his way back into the straw and ordered Aljona and Michail to do the same. They laid there and waited. The steps didn’t stop. The waiting time seemed to be endless. Slowly, the children got used to the sound of the crunching footsteps in the snow and the muttered scraps of conversation.


After a seemingly endless time, the steps faded away; and there was silence again. Slowly, Alexej crept out of the straw. Aljona and Michail did the same. All three climbed down the ladder and peeked out the door.


In the distance they saw the people, a long, black line in the icy landscape. Aljona looked at her brother and frowned.


Alexej seemed to understand her silent question and said, “I don’t know who they are or what they want. It’s strange.”


Before the children left, they each ate a slice of bread with a thin strip of dried meat. Then they continued walking through the endless steppes of Russia.


They followed in the footsteps of the people who had passed by earlier. Because of that, they were able to walk faster than the day before.


The cold crept under the children’s clothing. Alexej and Michail wore the two woolen hats, and Aljona had wrapped the thick scarf around her head.


Hunger began to gnaw again, and doubts began to arise in Alexej. How could three children like them make it all the way to Berlin? Would they even be able to make it across the Russian border?


And what about Aljona? Would she ever be able to speak again? Her mother’s death had shut her mouth; and even though Alexej did not fully understand why, he suspected that she might remain silent forever.


He glanced over his shoulder and gave her a cheerful look. She looked serious, but her eyes sparkled as she caught Alexej’s smile.


“Is there someone out there?” asked Michail, whose blonde hair looked even lighter than before under the dark woolen hat.


Alexej looked ahead. Indeed, something was moving at some distance, but he could not see exactly what it was.


“Maybe an animal,” he suggested, trying to get a better look.


“I think it’s a person,” replied Michail.


“How can you see that at this distance?” asked Alexej.


“Maybe light eyes can see better than dark eyes,” Michail suggested and grinned mischievously.


Alexej shook his head with a grin, and Aljona also smiled.


The closer they came, the more certain the children were that it really had to be a person. Finally, they had reached the person. It was a girl about the same age as Michail and Alexej; she was kneeling in the snow. In front of her was a lifeless figure. Alexej swallowed hard. This scene seemed way too familiar to him. He saw his mother on the floor of the bedroom, and Aljona kneeling next to him.


Alexej tried to shake off the picture and looked at the girl. She had deep blue eyes filled with tears. Her hair fell over her shoulders in black curls, and she looked pale.


Alexej thought hard. What should he say to this girl? What was he supposed to tell her? Was that her father lying next to her? Why did he die? Because of the war? Again, the image of his dead mother pushed itself to the foreground of his mind.


“It’s much too cold to sit here on the ground. How long have you been here?” Michail’s friendly voice interrupted Alexej’s thoughts.


Oh, good Michail! Alexej thought, glad that his new friend took over the conversation.


The girl wiped a tear from her cheek and said, “I’ve been here since this morning.” She paused. “He was the only one I had left, and now he’s gone too.”


The other children didn’t ask any questions. They knew that the girl was talking about the man who was laying in the snow; and they also felt that she had no need to talk about it any further, or at least not now.


A short time later, there were four children going through the snow. It somehow went without saying that the girl with the dark curly hair joined them.


As darkness began to settle, Alexej became a little worried. Where should they spend the night? There was no house to be seen. The boy breathed into his frozen stiff hands and looked around.


“Over there, by that small group of trees, we might be safe,” the dark-locked girl interrupted Alexej’s thoughts. “Maybe we could build a fire.”


“A fire?” Alexej laughed almost mockingly. “How are you going to build a fire out here? It’s all snowy and wet.”


“I think in my father’s bag is a little dry wood,” the girl replied, pointing to the forest green, worn out bag she had put on and which seemed to be far too big for her thin frame.


A few moments later, the four children sat under the shelter of five mighty pine trees that seemed a bit out of place in this barren landscape.


“They grew just for us,” smiled the girl with the dark curls.


“And for all those who are alone out here looking for a sheltered place,” added Michail.


Aljona leaned her tired head against the rough trunk of one of the trees and closed her eyes. The ground was dry as the pine branches had stopped most of the snow. The wind didn’t blow as sharp as out on the open field. If only it were not so terribly cold.


Alexej piled up the little wood that had been in the forest green bag. He had helped his father many times to light a warming fire with the little wood available to them. This was now very helpful to him, but the fire, which soon afterward drew funny flickering shadows on the ground, was very small. The flames would soon burn out, and the heat it provided would lose itself again in the cold, frosty evening. How were they supposed to make it through the night?


The four children sat close together around the little fire. For a while there was silence.


Then the dark-haired girl began, “My name is Natasha. What’s everybody’s name? And where are you going?”


Alexej introduced himself, his sister, and his light-blond companion and then said, “We are on our way to Berlin.”


Silenced followed as the fire slowly began to die. The four children knew that they all had the same thoughts: Berlin. This city seems an eternity away. Will we even survive this night?


Alexej tried to shake off the doubts that crept in on him like dark shadows. He put on a smile and said, “We’re going to get some sleep. And when it gets too cold again, we’ll just keep going.”


“In the dark?” asked Michail doubtfully.


Alexej gave him a quick glance and said, “Yes, in the dark.”


“And what if we don’t wake up when it gets too cold?” Natasha asked quietly.


“I’m going to stay awake,” Alexej said, and his eyes got a determined expression.


As he sat by the fire and watched his three companions lying close together next to the fire, he could not resist a quiet sigh. The responsibility he was burdened with seemed too heavy to him. Until recently, he had always had his parents on whom he could rely. And now, from one moment to the next, he was suddenly the one who bore the most responsibility and was seen by the other three children almost as an adult. He knew they were relying on him. And what was going on with his little sister? How could he help her?


Minutes passed. The fire was getting smaller and smaller. Soon there was only a pitiful pile of orange ashes left that hardly provided any warmth. Alexej had trouble keeping his eyes open. He wanted to sleep too. Just a moment. A short moment. But no, he couldn’t! Determined, the boy stood up to shake off the tiredness.


Suddenly, he felt a gentle tap on his shoulder.


Michail had gotten up unnoticed and whispered, “Sleep a little bit. I’ll wake you when the fire is completely gone.”


Alexej smiled gratefully and slipped under the blanket that was still pleasantly warm. Michail winked at him and then sat down where Alexej had been sitting a few moments before.


Shivering, Michael pulled his shoulders up and looked out into the deep darkness between the trees. A gust of wind blew a small snow cloud from one of the trees. He heard the consistent breathing of the sleeping children. Otherwise there was silence. He laid his head back and looked up at the treetops. He felt so lonely and small, all alone in the impenetrable darkness of the cold night. His whole body felt icy cold and stiff, and he couldn’t think of anything else but his uncle’s warm room and a big, warm, crackling fire.


He sat there for a while, getting colder and colder, not wanting to think that they had to move on soon. The hunger that had gnawed at him for so long now pushed itself even more into the foreground. Oh, if only he were in his uncle’s warm house and had something warm to eat! Or if he could at least get some sleep and rest.


His thoughts were interrupted by some movement beside the extinguished fire. It was Aljona, who peeled herself out of the blanket, her teeth chattering. She sat down silently next to Michail.
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