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The background


Some years ago, when I was younger, I was studying at the university in the town of B**** in my home country. I had been engaged to a beautiful young girl from a prosperous and respectable family in the neighboring country N*****, who was admittedly bigger and more powerful than my own country of birth, but in many respects also more primitive, since it was not only poor, but also subject to a brutal and dictatorial regime.


During the Christmas holidays of the following events, I was scheduled to visit my fiancée's parents for the first time and spend Christmas with them so that we could get to know each other. I hadn't previously visited the country N****. I knew it only by the news, from newspaper reading and watching television, and was therefore excited about what awaited me. And most of all, to meet with my fiancé after a period of one long year, where we had only been in contact by means of writing letters, after she had returned to her parents in her hometown. And of course, I was very excited, and even a bit nervous about meeting her parents.


My fiancé was J**** and for a couple of semesters, she had been a visiting student at the university in my hometown, where I also studied. That's how we'd met and had gotten to know each other. About one year ago, however, she had returned to her homeland. She had quite suddenly been called home by her parents, without the reason for it really being clear to me. But it was probably related to the fact that her father had been required to take a job change by the regime. Whether he had been promoted to a more important kind of job, or, on the contrary, demoted, was not apparent from my fiancée's often rather succinct but very loving letters to me. All this took place a few decades ago, when letter writing was still the natural way to stay in touch over longer distances.


My fiancé and her parents lived in the town of P****, which was the country's second largest city. It was even more than the capital V**** marked by steel mills, blast furnaces, coal mines and other heavy industry. At the same time, however, it was a million-inhabitants city with a university and other higher education institutions. My fiancé had just passed a final exam on her studies at the city university.


Her father was the director of one of the steel works in the city and thus belonged to the privileged upper class in the country. Her mother was the principal of a high school. I hadn't met any of her parents or other family members before, so I was excited about what this year's Christmas commemoration would be like. I had heard rumors, that there were to be quite a few old and more distinctive Christmas traditions in this country, without being able to know what exactly they were about. I think it should even be more pronounced in the town of P****, which was reportedly in the most old-fashioned and backward part of the country, where the archaic traditions had apparently stayed the longest.


The town of P**** was far out at the opposite end of the country compared to the capital city of V****, in a mountain area, with land that was rocky and hard to cultivate, and really only had a little grazing for sheep and goats. As a result, the population of this whole part of the country had been among the poorest and most backward in the whole region. However, the area was rich in coal, lignite, iron ore and a number of other metals and minerals, including lead, copper, zinc and others. As a result, within about 100 years, the city had evolved from a small mountain town into a busy and noisy and heavily polluted industrial town.


Today it was still the center of the country's mining and steel industry and housed both blast furnaces, steel mills and a large number of large factories, especially in the production of machinery and other heavy industries such as railway equipment, tractors, belt vehicles, tanks and a large arms industry, which was mainly supplied to the country's own oversized military, but reportedly also had some exports to light-shade buyers in many places abroad.


I had read about all this in advance. Moreover, most of it was well known as general knowledge in my home country, which was both smaller, more prosperous, modern and with a more democratic form of government than in the large neighboring country of N****, which I was about to visit during the Christmas holidays.


The city of P**** was, incidentally, the hometown of the country’s dictator Augusto Miranka. It was the city where the country's longtime sole ruler was born and raised, and it was said that he greatly favored the city and gave it special advantages, just as he often preferred to stay there rather than in the capital city.


He was now in his late fifties and had ruled the country with a heavy hand for about 30 years. Before him, there had been a number of other rulers of roughly the same sort. Some of them, including Miranka himself, had tried to cast a tinge of democracy over the regime, but without any realities in it. It was just a sham democracy with staged presidential elections, massive propaganda, state-run media and fierce prosecution of dissidents and political opponents.


Visitors from abroad, on the other hand, was generally welcomed, as the regime was trying to build a tourism industry that could inject much-needed foreign currency into the poor country. So I had no qualms about visiting the country, all the more so since I had been invited by my fiancée's father, who was, after all, a steelworks director and had to be considered as a high ranking member of society.


This was all just to describe the background to the events that were going to take place during the following days. A very special Christmas period, which I think I will always remember. In the following attempt to write down the events that took place in these few days, I rely on the diary I kept during my stay in the city of P**** in the country N**** during the Christmas holidays that year, and therefore the narrative changes over to the present, just like in my diary entries.





My arrival to the city


I had arrived in the city of P**** by train. A journey that would normally take somewhere between 9 and 10 hours from my hometown in the neighboring country. But the train is delayed, both because of some track work, but also on the grim of heavy snowfall. There have been several lengthy stops along the way, and a few times the train has been diverted along a different and longer route, just as it has been running at a reduced speed.


All this means that I do not arrive in the city of P**** until about an hour and a half after midnight. It means, of course, that it's far too late to go to my fiancé's family now. I was otherwise invited to have dinner with them, the special kind of Christmas dinner, which I have been told is an important tradition in this country. I am somewhat concerned that I have not even been able to notify them along the way and explain why I have been delayed. But it has been impossible to access a usable phone along the way, even though I have tried several times. But now it's long past midnight, and all there is to do is find a hotel room where I can get a good night's sleep on top of the long and strenuous train journey.
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