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The author of "The Jacob Commitment", in this first part immerses himself in the the nazi invasion of the USSR and its terrible consequences.
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The main characters, events and facts presented in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to living or missing persons is purely coincidental ... or is it?
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Preface
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Many have been the journeys I have undertaken, both before and after deciding to write this novel; whether driving on the highways of Germany, through the forests of Poland, exploring the former East Prussia, driving on the icy roads of the Bialystok and Suwałki area, skirting the border with Belarus, sailing the Baltic or crossing the bridges over the Neva River in the former Leningrad, each one of those trips has taught me something and I have remembered details, images, sounds from all of them ... sensations that undoubtedly have contributed to the personal vision of the places and historical facts that I relate and that will be intermingled with the plot to such an extent that the reader will find it difficult to discern where History ends ... And where fiction begins. 

Out of all of them, it was undoubtedly the visit to the death camps that impressed me the most and encouraged me to condemn that evil. Auschwitz, Dachau, Plaszow, Chelmno, Stutthof ... kept as a reminder, as a lesson for future generations. They are the living proofs of terrifying crimes, the best known the side of the coin. 

But there was also the cross, those other crimes, which, although less known and their victims less remembered, are no less so: razed cities, entire neighborhoods, schools, hospitals or hundreds of thousands of women and children burned to death, scorched by the infernal fire of the phosphorous bombs. And the brutal expulsion of the civilian population from Pomerania, Silesia, and East Prussia, where millions of civilians perished in the attempt to save their lives. Today it is hard to find any square, monument, or even a memorial plaque to remember those unfortunate victims. 

... Perhaps it was also necessary to keep the memory of all those crimes in the hope of preventing them in the future.
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Foreword
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I walked down to the shore of the Vistula Lagoon one cold January day. A peaceful sheet of ice stretched out to where a strip of land separated it from a bold Baltic Sea. That day the sky was tinged with a monotonous leaden gray, as if the sun did not want to disturb the peace and rest of the thousands of souls who perished beneath those icy waters ... 

"The gentle breeze from the North strikes me with its icy hand, merciless. On its long way it gathers the essences of distant lands, the lands of the Vikings, and melts them with the perfume of foam and salt of the ancient East Sea. That incantation lulls the strip of land of the Vistula Spit and faces its last stage over the frozen lagoon, merging with it, caressing it. It finally reaches my shore to intone a symphony of whistles and murmurs as it struggles with the reeds, which sway on their stalks melancholically as they struggle to survive beyond the inert and ephemeral ice. Some impassive rocks seem to hibernate under a delicate white veil, paralyzed, muted perhaps by the horror they once witnessed." 

There are places with a special strength. They are not just water, stones or earth. I'm talking about places where the wind sounds different, where the air has a certain smell, where the colors seem sadder and where thousands of voices whisper in the breeze. The Vistula Lagoon is one of those places. In its calm waters, among its rocks and in the sand of its shores, the memory of an incalculable tragedy is trapped.

The year 1945 is still remembered as the year in which the cruelest of wars came to an end. Only the last act was left, in which the grotesque horseman of the apocalypse, in his last thrust, would cut down the last wretched victims with his scythe. Never had such a deep and terrifying cry been heard. The whole of humanity begged that horseman to finish his work at once and disappear forever ... Perhaps that is why the ungodly demon was so eager to fulfill his bloody task ... 

"... The inexorable killing machine that the vengeful Red Army had become was knocking at the gates of traditional Prussia. Soldiers of the Red Army, tear by violence the racial pride of German women! ... Rape, destroy, kill! Kill the fascist beast in its lair!" ... Were common messages with which the propaganda of the regime hammered its young soldiers, molding their minds, stirring up their hatred.

From the front line came the scent of death and atrocities committed by the Bolshevik hordes and it spread through all the towns and cities of Prussia, reaching even the smallest of farms. It was a dreadful, fetid stench. Names like Nemmersdorf, one of the first Prussian villages taken by the Red Army, rang out, where one heard stories of old women cut in two with an axe, of landowners hacked to pieces and fed to their own pigs, stories of girls and women of all ages, from ten to eighty, brutally raped by groups of soldiers, then tormented to death ... stories of children nailed to telephone poles, one after the other, hung like lifeless dolls in a macabre procession ... 

Terror dominated the minds of the civilian population of East Prussia, composed mostly of the elderly, women and the always innocent children. In the capital, Königsberg, a silent, shuddering panic spread. Disturbing images of the unimaginable appeared in the minds of these women: their fathers pierced by a pole and left in a ditch, their young children, mutilated and mercilessly murdered, a bayonet stuck in their stomachs? Their skulls crushed by the tracks of a Russian tank perhaps, their older daughters and themselves brutally raped and tortured to death amid dozens of laughing men and mocking eyes injected with vodka. Flee to the west, abandoning everything?, – they would ask in anguish, but the Red Army tanks reached Elbing from the south, encircling a huge part of Prussia and separating it from Germany. There was nowhere to hide. There was nowhere to go. The cauldron was ready ... the guns were thundering ever closer ... 

... And then a rumor spread like wildfire in that ocean of despair: It was said that ships full of civilian refugees were leaving from the ports of Danzig and Gotenhafen for salvation, for Germany ... Hope! ... 

The only way to reach these ports was across the ice of the Vistula Lagoon ... "Twenty degrees below zero, – They whispered. The Wehrmacht engineers managed to mark out a safe route through the ice, although the relentless thermometer was also a clear warning of the grave danger involved in this march to freedom ... But there was no other way out. It was a risky gamble they could not lose, a gamble for life.

Thus, terror and the instinct for survival pushed hundreds of thousands to accept that gamble and to abandon everything they had left to try to escape from that horrible crushing machine. They improvised small wagons and threw themselves into a hasty and desperate march to the west.

The enormous caravan advanced painfully across the frozen plain. Behind them was their homeland, which they might never see again. Sadness and hope occupied their souls in equal measure. The roar of the cannons sounded farther and farther away ... Salvation was nearer and nearer! ... 

... But after a few kilometers, the icy wind that hit their faces, merciless, began to overcome the weakest hearts and the first hypothermia and freezing of limbs appeared. Strange dark lumps sprouted at the sides of the road. Mothers covered their children's eyes when they noticed those petrified bodies, bodies of old people, small children, pregnant women, or even mannequins in whimsical postures, with their blue faces and lost looks. They were ever more numerous.

There was nowhere to hide. The dark figures on the ice were an easy target. Air raids and Russian tank guns, firing from the shore of the lagoon, littered the road with half-sunken wagons, charred remains of furniture and areas where the white was stained blood red.

The night protected them from these dangers, but it was not difficult to stray from the path, and thousands of them disappeared under the icy waters when the brittle ice gave way beneath their feet. In the darkness could be heard the dreadful creaking and the screams of terror of children, who shrieked in their mothers' arms. The horses whinnied madly, trying to cling to the slippery pavement. It only lasted an instant. Wagons, horses and entire families disappeared, swallowed by the ice, and then an even more shocking silence.

From time to time groups of people would appear kneeling over a lying horse, devouring it, raw. The animal's eyes still seemed bright, but it did not move. Old men, some women and even children with their little knives were butchering the helpless animal, which obediently and seemed to assume its fate in that horrible story with resignation. 

... Such was that death march ... Those who were still alive could not stop; they abandoned their loved ones, who succumbed in the ditches, and continued on their way through that Dantesque landscape. The children no longer cried or begged for food even though they were starving. They did not play or laugh. They only pushed the overloaded carts with their mothers across the ice. Their fleshy lips did not protest. Their little fingers, bruised, trembled with pain. But they did not cry. Perhaps the horror and the gravity of the situation they perceived forced them to assume their tragic role with the fortitude of an adult ..." 

The Kriegsmarine, in a titanic effort, managed to pull more than a million and a half souls away from that blazing and immense conflagration. Merchant ships of all types and sizes, cruisers, destroyers and even torpedo boats came and went, continuously, with their decks and holds full of women and children who wept as they left the waters of the Vistula estuary; they wept with joy for surviving, and with sadness for those they were leaving behind and for the homeland they were abandoning. But on their way to salvation, they would still have to overcome the attacks of the Allied air forces and the torpedoes of the Russian submarines, which would eventually claim another forty thousand victims.

The expulsion of the civilian population from Prussia, Pomerania and Silesia, with more than eight million displaced persons, became the largest and bloodiest human exodus in history. It is estimated that at least two million perished in the attempt: from cold, starvation, or under the guns and tracks of Russian tanks. 

The number of those who perished on those winter days in 1945 on the ice of the Vistula Lagoon will never be known. There are sources that speak of two hundred thousand lives. Half of them were old men and women. And the other half, children. All of them doubly unhappy: because of the horrible fate that awaited them, and because of the oblivion to which they were condemned. 

There are places with a special strength. They are not just water, stones or earth. I'm talking about places where the wind sounds different, the air has a certain smell, the colors seem sadder and thousands of voices whisper in the breeze. 

I went down to the shore of the Vistula Lagoon one cold January day. That very day, I decided to write this novel. 

[image: PRUSIA ORIENTAL V1]

East Prussia

To all those victims that nobody remembers ...
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Last Day Together
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New Delhi, India. 

March 21, 2013.

The flight had been exhausting. After twenty interminable hours, the young Jesuit priest Miguel Esteban-Infantes leaves the Indira Gandhi International Airport in New Delhi. He smiles as he contemplates the radiant sun that generously illumines the sky. He feels excited. That day was the beginning of a new stage in his life. He had finally arrived at his new destination. Many years of preparation and study, many nights dreaming of that day. That March 21, 2013 would undoubtedly always be special for him. "Thank you Lord ... Here I am, ready for whatever you want to do with me", he thought as he raised his hand calling for a cab.

At once a pack of voracious wild beasts engage in a fierce struggle to capture their prey. Whenever there is a fight, there is always a winner, and on this occasion the prize goes to one of the thousands of black and yellow Hindustan Ambassadors. The driver brakes violently just ahead, gets out without a word and with a leap snatches his small suitcase and throws it onto the back seat.

– Your ticket, please, – the cab driver, wearing a red turban and a dense beard, said in Spanish while smiling. 

Miguel sits down and shows him a piece of paper with the address written in pencil. The man glances at it, frowns, and only after several noisy attempts does he manage to engage first gear. The cab starts up amidst a dense cloud of bluish smoke to join a little further on the powerful stream of crowded and motley vehicles driving south at full speed.

Soon they left the highway to enter a labyrinth of busy alleys. The India he imagined was beginning to appear before his eyes, and Miguel, perhaps with the innate curiosity of a scientist, observes every detail attentively. It was hard to breathe the warm, stale air of that vast metropolis that was pouring through the window, but at last he was there, and it was fascinating: an army of battle-hardened rickshaws struggles with enormous agility through that incessant anthill, human masses move in unison like huge flocks of birds, children without schools painfully dragging their rickshaws with couples of smiling tourists ... millions of people crowded into those neighborhoods, whole neighborhoods of poverty, exploitation, intransigent, ruthless life ... inhuman life.

As if by magic, they end up on a landscaped avenue where chaos seemed to reign within a curious order: thousands of white tunics topped by colorful subdued crowd the street. With a firm but sad step, they wander along that avenue, all in the same direction. Not a sound is heard. No one raises his voice. That afflicted human tide crawls mutely forward. It was chilling to see so many people keeping that mysterious silence together. 

The cabbie turns off the engine, perhaps out of respect. He lowers the window and quietly questions one of those faces, and immediately his smile disappears and his face wrinkles when he hears the answer.

– What's happened?, – the young priest asks.

The man looks at him in distress.

– Baba Daro ... dead ... Baba Daro.

The crowd engulfs the little Hindustan in seconds. The cabbie opens the door with difficulty and gets to his feet. He looks in all directions, and after a few gestures of despair, he gets back in.

– Address ... – he stammers, pointing to a building just beyond, where the crowd seemed to be heading.

– Is it there? ... Is that the Yosef Kozlov College? – he asks, showing him the paper again.

– Yes ... yes ... Address – he insists, tapping his finger on the meter, which reads eighty rupees.

– Well, here. "Who is that man ... Baba Daro?," – he thinks as he tries to open the door against the current. 

The cabbie removes the keys, locks the car and disappears into the commotion. Miguel picks up his suitcase and literally goes with the flow. The children walking next to him look at his black suit with curiosity. He passes the palm trees, which sway their branches to the sound of the breeze while all that can be heard is the murmur of their leaves dancing sadly. He looks up and, as if in a dream, distinguishes the silhouette of a building he already knew very well. A very strange sensation invades him as he contemplates that whitewashed facade topped with rows of red bricks, its three naves with sloping roofs and the gardens that accompany the main staircase. He knew every detail of the building without ever having set foot in New Delhi. "It's extraordinary" – he thinks in awe as thousands of memories flood into his mind.

The crowd filtered compulsively through the open gates to pass by the gardens, face the staircase and reach the main door, where the current diverted to the right. Miguel is astonished as he approaches the building. "How is it possible? ..." Everything is just as he remembers it, down to the last detail.

Just below the main entrance awaits an older white-haired man who smiles at him and extends his hand cordially.

– You must be Don Miguel, right?

– That's right.

– It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Aleksey, the director. 

– I'm so glad. By the way, what happened, where are all these people going?

Aleksey looks at him and with a faint smile answers:

– Yesterday we suffered a loss. Someone left us, and these people came to say goodbye to him. But please come in. I will come with you in a little while; as you can see, I am quite busy. 

– I will wait for you. If you need my help, I am at your disposal.

– Thank you, no need ... She is waiting for you in the chapel, and will be happy to assist you. Welcome to the chapel. 

– Thank you. 

– Go straight and ... 

– Don't worry, I know the way – he replies with an enigmatic smile to the director's surprise.

Miguel walks through the main hall. "Yes, to the left, the reception desk, and to the right, the administrative offices." He opens the wooden doors and enters the hallway. The white marble floors, the colored tile friezes, the glazed interior courtyards ... everything is the same as in his memories. To the right he sees how that mass reaches one of the sports fields and swirls in exquisite silence around a huge eucalyptus tree. In front of him, the doors of the chapel. He opens them carefully, thinking that there might be people praying. But no; that simple Jesuit church is in semi-darkness, almost empty. He makes the sign of the cross and passes through. At the back, next to the pews in the first row, he sees a woman sitting motionless in her wheelchair. Her gray hair hangs in a graceful ponytail. Miguel approaches and sits down next to her. The woman turns her head very slowly and looks at him. She looks very old, and although wrinkles dominate her skin, she has a kind face. Her huge blue eyes look at him in peace. He even perceives joy in that look.

– Hello – she held out her hand – you must be Father Miguel.

– That's right, ma'am, Miguel Esteban-Infantes.

– My name is Anastasia Pavlova – she says in a calm voice. 

– It is a genuine pleasure, and an honor for me to meet you.

– An honor? ... Why do you say that? – she sighed. – Come on, take me to my room, I'm a little tired.

The young priest stands up and begins to push the chair, which moves through the church with a creaking sound.

– Ma'am, this institution is very well known and respected within the Order. It is said that they care for more than two thousand orphaned children in this school. They give them food, an education and a future. And I believe that they have the most famous pediatric hospital in India.

– Yes, yes ... And ... What you don't understand is why it has a Jewish name, right? Ha, ha, ha, ha ... 

– I confess you're right. No one seems to know about it. Everything about this place is a mystery. The only thing we know very well is what they do here ... And that Rome sends you everything you ask for – he adds with a small smile. – There is talk in the Curia that it is a Jewish woman who runs all this.

– And what do they say about him?

– Him? ... Who are you referring to?

– He would have liked to meet you – a bitter smile creeps across her face – but you've arrived late ... By only one day.

– Baba Daro?

– Yes ... Baba Daro, as he was called here – her eyes wander into the void. – you know what? Yesterday was the last day we spent together, my birthday, and he wanted to be with me. He was the stubbornest man I've ever known ... You were my birthday present – she confessed quietly with a complicit expression. 

– Me?

– Yes; he knew you wanted to come to India, and when Francis I, the first Jesuit Pope, was elected a week ago ... Ahhh ..., you cannot have any idea what an immense joy it was for him ... 

– And for all of us.

– The fact is that he personally spoke to the Pope to send you here. And that was one of the first decisions of the new Pontiff. Mmmm, turn left, will you, over there – she points a trembling finger. – It was, let's put it this way, the ultimate attention that Rome could give you. He was very eager to meet you. He was always telling me that he had found a Jesuit who was a doctor and would fit in very well here. 

– I didn't know anything about all that. But I'll be glad to hear it, if you'd like to tell me about it.

She smiles at him ... 
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One Decision ... One Destination 
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Pillau, 1929.

The winter of 1929 hit the traditionally remote German region of East Prussia hard. Not even the oldest people remembered having seen the inland Vistula Lagoon, whose calm waters separated the small Baltic port of Pillau from the cosmopolitan capital, the former imperial city of Königsberg, so icy. 

During that cold winter, Ari Kozlov, the Jew, decided to travel to Leningrad to attend his father's funeral. Ari Kozlov was rather short and had a round face and simple expression, and his hair was gray and graying, as was his small mustache, which made him look older. His big blue eyes were already a little dull behind the round glasses, but they were still sincere. 

Six o'clock sharp; the persistent hammering ceased and, as usual, the door of the house creaked open. But that afternoon Hannah didn't hear the usual chatter about frayed lines, cracked masts or unraveled sails, but something unusual, out of place, something she hadn't expected: 

– Come on, papa, let us go with you to Leningrad! It will only be a week – Yosef begged as they both stamped the snow off their feet before going into the house. 

Hannah's eyes lit up as she heard him; she dropped the bread and jam and came out of the kitchen like a meteor to join in the fray. 

– Come on, Papa, please, please, please!, – the girl pleaded, tugging at his coat as her brother Yosef ran to fetch the calendar, which was hung on the living room wall as an ever-present reminder of the work to be done. 

– You see? When we get back, we'll have plenty of time to repair old Saucken's boat, – the boy insisted, pounding on the fifteenth of February. 

Yosef was right, Ari thought, but he didn't want to make the decision until he consulted his wife. 

– Helena! – he exclaimed, surrounded by the assailants, – Come here, come and give me a hand! 

– What for? Do you think you'll be able to convince your daughter? 

The response from the kitchen only increased the children's enthusiasm. What could he do but keep quiet and concede, Ari thought. The trip wouldn't be cheap, but at least his children would be able to meet their grandmother. Besides, they deserved it, they deserved it all ... 

Hannah recognized her father's gesture of resignation, and the listless January day was suddenly transformed into the brightest sunset in May. Her long legs flew up the stairs to stand in front of the closet, which flew open as if by magic. She smiled, and with an energetic tug uprooted the old, idle gray suitcase that she had used last winter as a makeshift canvas to draw a whole garden of exotic lotus flowers in black and white. Her shiny blonde hair, tied in a long braid down her back, bounced back and forth to the sound of her wild dancing. Slim, fair-skinned and delicate, her huge blue eyes were naïve and enigmatic in equal measure, and her graceful nose matched the warmth of her warm, prominent smile; Hannah, like her father, was one of those people who radiated joy, the kind who could light up a room just by walking into it. 

Yosef was very different, to the point that everyone was surprised that they were siblings when they met them. Not very tall, with a stout build and high cheekbones, he had the same small brown eyes as his mother. However, unlike everyone else, his skin was dark like that of a distant maternal ancestor, a Sephardic Jew of Turkish origin, or at least that's what his father always told him with a touch of jest. 

The Kozlovs were Jews, from a southern suburb of St. Petersburg, or at least that had been its name when they lived there. It was in St. Petersburg that Ari met Helena, and it was also there that they were married. They had lived there during the last and convulsive years of the Tsars of the Romanov dynasty, who had ruled Russia for more than three centuries. They were difficult years, years of hunger ... years of persecutions and abuses against the Jewish people. That was not a life that could be endured any longer, Ari thought, so he decided to emigrate with his wife to neighboring Prussia, where they settled down in a small, friendly fishing village on the Baltic coast. 

Pillau was a favorite holiday resort for the wealthier classes of the capital, Königsberg; landowners, merchants and diplomats used to gather in this quiet village, which saw its population multiply every summer. 

That's where they finally led a full and happy life, the life they always dreamed of. And it was in Pillau, during the years of the Great War, that his two children were born. A small workshop on the beach of the Vistula Lagoon, next to his own house, was where Ari built and mended the fishermen's boats. His son Yosef had been helping him since he was ten years old. They both loved the sea and enjoyed their work. 

Ari had learned the trade from his father, Yegor, a master shipbuilder in the Tsar's army at the Kronstadt base, where he served the 25-year military service that was compulsory for Jews. 

As he climbed the stairs to his bedroom, Ari remembered the last time he had spoken with his father. That was back in 1912. It had been so long ... 

"He wouldn't understand, and I didn't know how to tell him. One day he came in the door, late as usual. He shook off the snow, took off his boots without a word, and headed for the stairs. He was exhausted, shuffling his feet and looking dejected. And yet, I came out of the kitchen and confronted him. I couldn't wait any longer ... 

– Papa, we have to get out of here. This is insane. 

– No! I will never leave Russia. This is my land, my motherland ... And it is yours as well. 

– But father, try to understand ... They hate us here. I am tired of being humiliated in the street, tired of having to hide my wife ... Father, I can't take it anymore. 

– What do you think your mother and I have put up with, eh? You are ungrateful!, – he rebuked me sharply from the top of the battered staircase. – I am Russian, as was my father, as was my grandfather. Get out of here if that's what you want, you coward! – he said, turning his back on me. He went upstairs and slammed the door of his bedroom. 

I can still hear him. Father was an impulsive man, and I know he regretted those words for the rest of his life. But that day I packed my little black suitcase, the Hermès suitcase he had given me, took the fifty rubles I had saved up, and walked out the door. Helena tried to talk some sense into me, but she couldn't; I was too angry. 

It's been ... How many? Yes, seventeen years. The difficulties, the children and the war, I want to think it was that, have prevented me from seeing him, or writing to him? But what am I saying? Shall I deceive myself? Now, in 1929, I receive a letter from my mother telling me that he was ill, and that he died with a smile on his face when she told him that his son Ari was coming to see him. Mother, it was only a few words, a lie, but, by Adonai, by God, a blessed lie if it unburdened him of so much regret ... Forgive me, father." 

He opened the bedroom closet, grabbed his suitcase, the same one he'd had then, that little black Hermès suitcase trimmed with a beige leather strap, and began to fill it with his clothes. His eyes sparkled but smiled as he listened to the sweet voice of his daughter Hannah singing Der Treue Hussar or 'The Faithful Hussar', her favorite song, as she packed. 

The trip excited Hannah, who was, at fourteen years, leaving Prussia for the first time, and that being to visit nothing more and nothing less than the great city of Leningrad([1)]. She was in the eye of a whirlpool, singing and dancing as skirts, socks, shirts, sweaters, even two woolen hats and a fur ushanka, the traditional Russian winter cap, came out of the closet to land on her bed and form an elaborate sampler around her showy black and white flowered suitcase, open, perhaps to watch the show. And so it was to remain, empty, with nothing to put in her mouth until Hannah had carefully chosen each garment from among all the ones she had; it was her first big trip and she intended to look beautiful on each and every one of the more than a thousand kilometers that separated her from Leningrad. When she had finished preparing the exhibition, she turned away. Second shelf, under the burgundy sweater, there was her little brass box, hand-decorated by the craftsmen who made the best chocolates in the world, the truffled chocolates from Königsberg Chocolates. Her hand brushed the letters on the lid, painted in gold relief over the jovial hussar positioned behind his cannon. She jumped up on the window ledge in her room, her favorite, the one she had painted apple-green and which was always with her; it was always there, for her, with her, in her times of sadness during the endless Prussian winter, and when the sun came out at last to color the snow a spring green. She released the tab on the clasp and the box of chocolates opened ... Esther, her best friend, fortunately worked at the post office and used to keep all the postcards whose addressees had died or left Pillau for her. The official stamped them with "Return to Sender", but since there was no one to pay for the stamps, they remained stored in the office with no one to read their messages, which were written in German, Russian, Lithuanian ... there were even some written in English. There they remained forgotten – no, let us just say "in storage" – until the mandatory six weeks had passed, and Esther tied them up with a white ribbon and took them to school. On those days, Hannah ran all the way home. Always the same, a fleeting "Hi, Mama", and then she would disappear behind the door of her room. She kept smiling as she contemplated every last detail of the photographs and sometimes, when curiosity got the better of her, which was more often than it should, she even read the messages; some were sad, rivalries between brothers arguing over an inheritance, news of children falling ill, farewells of lovers overcome by time and distance ... But in others there was so much illusion and hope that her mind immediately completed the stories of those other people's lives with characters, relatives, friends, and of course, passionate girls who dreamed love letters and boys who travelled halfway around the world to find the ones who would share their lives. 

She took up the first of her collection of postcards, her favorite being the mighty Neva River and the wonderful Winter Palace, the residence of the Tsar ... "St. Petersburg ... Here I come", she thought with a huge smile and her eyes shining while her hands went over the photographs, somewhat worn, of the most singular buildings of the old capital of imperial Russia: St. Isaac, the fortress of St. Peter and St. Paul and its cathedral, where the remains of Tsars and Emperors rested and which, with its pointed spire more than a hundred meters tall, undoubtedly brought them closer to Heaven ... And the canals ... the canals, the Venice of the North ... She took the fourteen postcards, and, of course, her little bronze cross, the greatest of her treasures. 

She had dreamed of traveling to other countries, the farther away the better, dreams that began years ago, when her friend Friedrich told her about the trips he had taken with his father. Friedrich was older than her, about the age of her brother Yosef, but they got along very well from the first moment. Yosef had introduced him on a warm August day in 1922, in the port of Pillau: 

– Look, Friedrich, that little girl over there is my sister Hannah. She is seven years old. 

Little Hannah was fishing, sitting on the dock of the harbor with her bare feet barely touching the water. Slender, with slightly tousled blonde hair and big blue eyes, she turned to the boys with a bored look on her face. She looked at Friedrich and suddenly broke into a deep and welcoming smile. 

He saw her there, with her white dress and that beautiful smile, and he couldn't help but think that this creature was an angel. 

– They're not biting at all! I've been here a long time and nothing ... But I bet I can catch more fish than the two of you put together!, – the little girl said with a defiant look on her face. 

– Ha, ha, ha! ... I know your little game very well, and you're not getting us to stay with you. 

The girl frowned and, far from giving up, she tried once again: 

– And you, Friedrich? If you like fishing and good company ... you must stay with me. 

Who could turn down an invitation like that? So he sat down beside her. 

Friedrich spent only summers and some holidays in Pillau, since his father was working in Königsberg. It was only a few weeks a year, but from that day on, they spent every moment they could together. It was as if they had known each other all their lives, as if they fit together, like matching figures in a complicated jigsaw puzzle ... 

Hannah remembered all of that on that cold January morning in 1929 as she waited for the bus with her parents and her brother Yosef. And although the journey to Leningrad took hold of her mind, she turned discreetly from time to time and searched with her eyes for that spot on the quay where she used to go fishing with Friedrich. The edge was topped with two striking white stones, a bollard where the old lighthouse keeper's boat was always moored, and the narrow stairway below rested in the calm crystal blue waters of the lagoon. That's where they had met. She longed for summer to come, hour after hour, day after day. The Prussian winter was very long for her. Every year she endured that interminable wait and had to be content with reading the letters she received from him every week, over and over again. 

Not ten minutes had passed when the little green MAN bus, which travelled through the district every day, turned the corner of the Kurfürsten-Bollwerk. It spat out a small grayish cloud and pulled to a stop. The driver pulled the handle and the door opened. Ari pulled the four Reichsmarks that the tickets cost out of his pocket, and they went up the stairs and settled in. And even though the bus was empty that day, Hannah ran to take the first seat by the window where she could see everything: she didn't want to miss a single detail along the way. 

The narrow, carefully paved road wound through the forests of the Vistula Spit until it reached the Samland Peninsula, where it passed through every village and hamlet. Everything was white, a white so bright that it faded until it disappeared into the intense blue that tinged the sky that January morning. Hannah relished every wagon they came across, every grove of trees, every farm, and every stream that showed through her window. 

After a long time, an elegant wrought iron post appeared between black scrolls announcing the entrance to Königsberg. As they passed through the city, she could hear her brother's and her father's voices in the background, chatting about soccer, while she, almost holding her breath, gazed at the canals, the bridges over the Pregel River, the fish market with its strange warehouses, the modern and majestic stock exchange building and Kneiphof Island, where Friedrich's school was located. There he would be, so close that she could almost feel him ... "Soon summer will come and we'll be together again, my life –, she thought sadly as she caught a glimpse of the cathedral and the castle in the background. The bus turned down an avenue to stop just in front of the North Station. Hannah didn't stop staring at everything her big blue eyes could take in. She adored railway stations; she noticed every rivet in the trusses and every brick cornice. It was an elegant station, none could deny that, but her favorite was still Berlin's Anhalter. She had only been there once, yet she still remembered every detail of that beautiful building. 

Her attention was drawn to platform number two, where a luxurious train stood proudly and compactly. The engineers checked the locomotive and greased the connecting rods while the porters helped the last passengers to board. She thought that the train was like a runner waiting for a signal, in this case from the stationmaster, in order to run full throttle down an uncertain path. 

At twelve o'clock sharp, the express departed for Leningrad. Ari walked up to the window and bought a cabin for the whole family located in car one, just behind the locomotive. It was the most uncomfortable car because of the constant noise and smell of coal, but also the cheapest. 

As soon as she entered the car, Hannah ran down the aisle like a gale, competing for first place with her brother until she reached compartment three, where she slipped in and stuck her head against the glass, promising herself that she wouldn't leave until they had reached their destination. Yosef always treated her with affection, but on this occasion he was also overjoyed and did not relent until his mother intervened on Hannah's behalf: 

– It's not fair. She always gets what she wants!, – the boy complained bitterly as the locomotive whistled three times and began to firmly pull the train. 

– Come on, Yoyo ... let me sit by the window ... I'll make it up to you, – she winked at him while giving him a little smile. Hannah always knew just what she had to say to get her way. 

Peace was not achieved until they passed one of the star-shaped red-brick fortresses that protected the city of Königsberg. And it was then that she disappeared; her face, motionless, was reflected in the window as she gazed out at the small villages, herds of cattle, countless hills covered with an immaculate blanket of white, broken only by a few bare, solitary trees, and what she loved best, the stations, where silent images of the frenzy caused by the arrival of the express filtered through the steam discharges of the locomotive: travelers from different places with distinctive features and flashy attire, suitcases with stickers from exotic places, children running around in an uproar, bundles of all sizes, upper-class women whose elegant dresses stood out under thick, refined fur coats ... Yes, she really loved to travel. 

Between furtive visits to the crowded dining car, a few escapades with a boy from first-class who pursued her to harass her with his boring and arrogant monologues, and thousands of images that she kept in her retina and with which she could surely fill pages and pages of her diary, the hours passed unusually quickly. 

In the evening, a hungry Yosef pulled her to join him for dinner, and although it was still early, Hannah went along with him, perhaps as part of the compensation she had promised him. 

– We only have two Reichsmarks, – he said, opening the menu that lay on the dining-car table neatly folded in the shape of a tulip. 

– Well, hurry up, the waiter is coming, and with two plates. 

– It's just that ... I don't know what we can order. 

– Don’t worry, Yoyo, I'm not very hungry, – she said to him when she heard her brother's stomach rumble. – We'll just order one item; I'll have the first, and you'll have the second, all right?, – she smiled. 

Yosef leaned his elbow on the table, held his face in his hand and looked at her with a serious expression as he sighed. 

– Did you know that I sometimes hate you?, – he blurted out. 

She frowned and, before she could protest, Yosef added, gesturing with his left hand: 

– But so far, on the whole, I think I've been lucky with you. 

– Well! Thank you very much. I'm not so sure, – she joked, wrinkling her little nose. 

– Promise me one thing. 

– Promise you what? 

– That you will always be my little sister. 

She smiled as the waiter, a stiff-necked Saxon of few words, thumped two steaming bowls of soup on the table and pulled two sets of silverware from his pockets. 

– No, – Yosef said, looking at her with a knowing smile. – We'll just take one meal ... shared. 

The vegetable soup and the meat sandwich disappeared from the table to the sound of swaying and shaking while they chatted about everything they would see in Leningrad, who they would meet, and of course, Esther, their friend. A brunette, always cheerful and with huge brown eyes, she was the only girl Yosef didn't know what to say to; when she entered the same room, he shrank like a wilted flower. Only Hannah knew: his sister was the only person he talked to openly. Many times siblings don't get along; he was tired of seeing her at school. There were even cases where they hated each other, like the Schmidt twins, who were nice and likable separately but who seemed to live only to annoy each other when they were together. His little Hannah, as he thought of her, was different from everyone else. 

The dining car was fairly empty; there were only two tables occupied besides their own. Oddly, the three were spaced equidistantly and as far apart as possible, as if they were angry children who had been forced to stay together in the room. At the end of the car, next to the bar, two smiling old men were chatting animatedly. But at the other one, two well-dressed young men, accountants, lawyers or something like that, or so Hannah thought, looked at them from time to time with an expression of antipathy. Yosef had seen that look before ... 

– Do you see those two, Hannah? Do you see the way they keep looking at us? 

– Yes, I could see that as soon as we came in. 

– ... Do you remember ...? 

– Yes, – she answered sadly. 

That look, how could she forget it, was the same look that Wolfgang Schmidt, one of the twins, gave them when they entered the car that day ... 

"... It was the day before the summer solstice of 1927, June 22, and the Pillau soccer team was travelling to the neighboring village of Fischhausen, situated on the Samland Peninsula on the shore of the Vistula Lagoon. As was customary every year, the two bitter rivals would play each other in a single match for the regional summer championship trophy. 

I remember the odd little train that departed from the port of Pillau with the entire team, plus, of course, some sisters and friends of the players, who would cheer warmly from the stands, perhaps also as a celebration of the arrival of the long-awaited summer. However, through the windows, we could see the rays of lightning lighting the sky on the Balga Peninsula, on the other side of the lagoon. That day, the storm released an intense curtain of water that hid even the cliffs of the coast. "What a summer", I thought. 

Oblivious to the thunder and sitting in the thick of the party, Yoyo and Friedrich were livening things up with songs and cheers, somewhat provocative towards the other team, admittedly. Esther, on the back bench, played music on her guitar and I was almost hoarse from shouting so much. I remember it well ... It was all joy and good humor until the door of the car opened and Wolfgang Schmidt, the captain of the opposing team, appeared in his blue uniform with an unfriendly expression ... exactly the same expression with which those two at the table over there are now looking at us. 

Wolfgang and Otto, the blond-haired, blue-eyed twins, were the sons of Dietrich Schmidt, a seed merchant from Fischhausen. His shop was a real dump; I remember his squalid, untidy and smelly shop in the Rathausplatz. But Dietrich was also a political hothead who had joined that damned National Socialist party as soon as he became aware of its growing popularity. And, thanks to that, his business had prospered: the fervent "Brown Shirts", those arrogant pigs, pressured and harassed the owners of the competing Jewish stores until they shut down. 

– You filthy Jew!, – the arrogant Wolfgang shouted from the door of the car. His brother Otto appeared behind him, as if he were the second head of the monster. He said nothing but looked at us with even more hatred. 

The chanting suddenly stopped. Yoyo, the goalkeeper, was the only Jew on the Pillau team. All his companions, petrified, remained silent, as did the girls. Perhaps out of fear of those two individuals, or perhaps out of not understanding. I couldn't believe my eyes. It's one thing to talk about anti-Semitism as something far away, but it's quite another when you're the one they are looking down on. I thought of father and mother: they had to flee Russia for that reason, and now they will have to suffer it here at home. I remember that Yoyo didn't know what to say; he was so taken by surprise that he froze, just like me, and I thought I was in some kind of dream. It was unimaginable, and yet it was happening. 

– That's it, shut up or you'll regret it, you fucking scum, – he added with a horrible grin as they approached down the corridor. 

We had heard that the feeling of hatred towards us was beginning to take hold. The Nazis even blamed us for their defeat in the Great War, which brought them a lot of votes. However, that was the first time that someone had humiliated us personally. 

Yoyo gave them a puzzled look, and Otto peeked around his brother's back and spat in his face before delivering a punch that instantly broke his nose. Blood splattered Esther's face, and she began to cry. There was some talking, just a whisper that timidly said "leave him alone" – but that was all ... 

... Until it all broke loose. Suddenly, without a word, Friedrich, who was a Christian, jumped up from his seat by the window and lunged at Otto to deliver blow after blow until the blond giant was lying on the floor of the car to the astonished looks of the rest of the team. No one helped him, but he alone was enough to teach him a lesson in front of his brother, who fell silent and could only ejaculate a plaintive "Please don't hit me too". Friedrich looked at him still enraged. 

– Take your brother away from here and don't come near us again, do you understand? – He snapped at him, his eyes blazing with rage, his fists clenched and bloody, – Why have you done this? I can't understand it. 

– It's because of him, it's all because of him ... the crisis, the World War, we lost it because of him ... His kind are a disgrace, and you shouldn't defend them, – Otto sputtered, spitting blood from his mouth. 

– Listen, ignoramus! God created us all equal, different, but equal, brothers and sisters. Who do you think you are to claim any distinction? 

I had never seen him so angry. I never saw him hit anyone, even though they said he had a certain reputation as a fighter back at Königsberg High School. He always behaved flawlessly with me and with Yoyo, but that day he acted as if he wasn't himself. I didn't like to see him hit that boy, and I don't think he did either. When the Schmidt twins had left, he turned around and, almost in tears, walked over to Yoyo and hugged him. My brother's blood dripped down the number four on his jersey, but he didn't care. I had never seen two friends like them; if they had been brothers, they wouldn't have loved each other so much ..." 

– If Friedrich were here ... What a mess he would make, huh? – Yoyo said, looking sideways at the two men sitting at the table in the dining car, who couldn't hide their contempt for us. 

– Yeah, tee-hee ... Come on, let's go. 

Two hours later, back in the compartment, she hung her beloved coat on the door hanger and climbed up to her bunk – the top bunk, of course. She slipped in until she covered her head with the blanket, which was cold even though the conductor had just replaced the coal in the stove. In her hiding place, a bundle squirmed and shivered as she stripped off her clothes and pulled on her cotton pajamas. At last she looked out and lay on her stomach, her nose pressed against the window. 

– Come on, kids, go to sleep, it's going to be a long day tomorrow, – came the sleepy voice of their mother Helena from the bed downstairs. "Sleep? ... How can mama think about sleeping? Not a chance". She glanced over at the bunk opposite, and, just as she had guessed, Yoyo was sleeping soundly, mouth open and curled up on the pillow. Ari reached up and turned off the light, but the girl's blue eyes didn't close. It was the perfect time, she thought, so she fumbled in the crack of the mattress and pulled out a small book. The page for the twentieth of January, yes, marked by the postcard of the Neva River, which still had the delicious smell of truffles, or so it seemed to her. "It's strange how we associate smells with some memory." Every time she smelled that scent, slightly sweet and with a background of liqueur and hazelnuts, she remembered that day when he gave her those chocolates ... 

"... Sitting on the end of the breakwater ... the two of us ... me, leaning on his shoulder, and him putting his arm around me ... I love that breakwater, which in winter defies the raging Baltic Sea, but which on those warm summer days, when he is with me, rests in a haven of silver and blue ... The air smelled of the sea, and only a few white albatrosses lined the breakwater, cautious, shared with us the sunset ... 

– They smell so good ... I love it, thank you – I said to him. 

He didn't answer; he just looked at me. Sometimes I think I get lost in his eyes when he looks at me like that; I get lost in them and I know I will always be his ... He smiled and kissed me, as he used to, with that shudder as his lips caressed mine and his hand melted into my skin until it reached the nape of my neck and disappeared into my hair ... 

– My queen, this time I won't let you eat them all! – I can still remember how he said it, with his usual assurance. – There are twelve candies; look – he pointed to the horizon, which was a fiery orange line over the Baltic that evening, crossed only by a few square sails swaying in the breeze; look, – he said. – Over there, the fishermen's boats are already returning to port. Well, whoever guesses the name of each boat on arrival will get to eat a truffle ... Deal? 

I smiled ... And I still remember Friedrich's expression when he saw me eat the sixth one in a row and lick my fingers. 

Come on, we'll eat one each, I won't enjoy even the best pleasure in the world if I don't share it with you ..." 

The night was very short, even without a single hour of sleep; the darkness did not cover the firmament, and from her upper berth, she could make out some light on the navy blue horizon, a distant glimmer that allowed her to continue enjoying those peaceful and whitish landscapes in the twilight. 

Very early in the morning, the train arrived at the Estonian town of Narva, near the border of the USSR. "Another station, empty of course ... Half past five" – Hannah thought while looking at the clock on the lonely platform. She lay on her back and yawned. She wriggled her hand under the blanket until she found her diary. She fumbled to open it, pulled out one of the postcards at random, and stuck it to the ceiling with her eyes closed. She tried to perceive, in some mystical way, which of her entire collection it might be. She mentally reviewed the images and, squinting her right eye, guessed: "This is ... the one on the Naberezhnaya Obvodnogo Canal". She had read a lot about Leningrad in the library in Pillau. She opened her eyes and smiled as she gazed at the Church of the Resurrection, built of red brick, with its huge central dome and the four smaller ones surrounding it, all clad in gleaming greenish copper. Next to it, the small and charming Warsaw Station, the end of the railway line that led to the Tsar's residence in Gatchina and that was extended to the city of Warsaw at the end of the last century. Its main facade, stuccoed in soft pastel yellow, had elegant white arcades supported by limestone columns and closed by flashy and elaborate glass windows. A crenellated stone frieze served as a crown from which there protruded a presumptuous turret with a clock on each face and a flag, which could not be distinguished but which could well be the imperial ensign of the Tsar. Some couples were strolling along the banks of the canal of calm waters, and cheerful trams painted in red and white ran along the avenue. That city had to be the most beautiful city in the world ... Mrs. Filipov's message on that postcard was one of her favorites: "Dear Alyosha, today was a great day: your father has come home, just on leave, but ..." – Footsteps approaching down the corridor interrupted her reading. Two soft knocks sounded at the door. 

– Papa, papa ... – someone was calling. 

– Yes, yes ... I'm awake. Yes, yes ... I'm awake. Who is it? – Ari answered sleepily from his bunk. 

– Sir, I am the conductor. Sorry to wake you. It's just to remind you to have your papers ready; we will arrive at the border of the USSR in less than an hour and there will be a checkpoint, – he said in a restrained voice from the corridor. 

– Yeah, yeah, all right ... Yeah ... shall we get dressed and go down? 

– I don't think so; the policemen usually get on the train. 

– Very well. Thank you. 

– You're welcome, sir, – he answered as he knocked at the door of the next compartment. 

– Papa, papa ... Your salmon is escaping! – Yosef mumbled, still asleep. 

– Ha-ha! ... Come on, wake up and put on your coat, – Ari shook him from below as Hannah giggled. – We'll still be asleep when the police leave. 

Soon after leaving the station, they reached the bridge over the Narva River that marked the border with the USSR. The train stopped again, and two uniformed officers climbed up the steps of the first car. A few knocks on the compartment door and the two khaki green uniforms enter without waiting for an answer. The two wide-brimmed caps looked with an unfriendly expression at the family, who were sitting on the bunk below, until one of the policemen demanded in a hoarse voice: 

– Your papers. 

– Take them. My wife and I are Russian, but my children were born in Prussia. We're going to Leningrad, to my father's funeral. 

– I see. Jewish emigrants, eh? Go back to Prussia soon. Nobody likes you here. 

The officer wrinkled his nose, took out a stamp with blue ink and stamped the four Kozlov passports. 

– When you get to Leningrad, show this stamp at the checkpoint, right? And try not to get lost along the way, or ... – he ran a finger down her neck, from left to right, slowly. 

That gesture was enough to make Ari shudder. Fortunately, his family was not able to see it. 

– Have a good trip, – he said with a grim face, handing back the passports before disappearing down the corridor. 

Ari lay back on her bunk and resumed his Agatha Christie novel with some indifference, but Hannah immediately realized that something was wrong. 

– Papa, is everything all right? 

– Of course, child. Go back to sleep. I know you haven't slept a wink all night, my little shrew, – he joked. 

Ari tried to convince himself that all the papers were in order, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't get back to sleep. Yosef and Helena, on the other hand, took only five minutes to fall asleep again. And although she made a point of watching it all without missing a beat, perhaps it was the silence and the absence of the swaying that finally got Hannah to sleep, yes, but hugging her diary and with her little brass cross in her pocket. 

Well into the morning and with the train on the move again, breakfast was provided from the thermos of coffee that Yoyo brought from the dining car and the dozen oil cakes that Helena carried in her travelling bag, to which Hannah naturally added some jam. She savored the wild strawberries without taking her eyes from the window. 

Not just anything would do for entering Leningrad and so, after much consideration, she opted for the black jumper, gray skirt, black beret and her beloved burgundy coat, the one her father had bought her at the Karstadt department store in Königsberg for her last birthday. 

Four hours of towns and villages indicated by white hills, spruce groves, overloaded railroad cars and telephone poles, and the train reached the outskirts of Leningrad, where it slowed down. Huge factories, all decked out with patriotic banners and slogans, began to parade past the windows: "Workers of the world, unite!", "Good work, my comrade", "For the Motherland" ... Endless rows of men, trucks, and goods made up an incessant bustle reminiscent of a gigantic anthill; Leningrad was one of the most industrialized cities in the USSR. 

It took almost an hour for the train to cross that abyss of red bricks, raised fists, rust and smoking smokestacks, until the stately homes and palaces of the old imperial city, which Ari remembered with longing, finally came into view. But something caught his attention: their condition was not the same as he remembered. The figures on the staircases no longer shone, nor did the ornate details of the rich balustrades. The delicate, brightly colored stuccoed facades seemed to survive behind a thin veil of black soot and showed a multitude of cracks and even some chipping ... Something had changed ... 

Hannah, with her head sticking out of the window, tried to make out some of the images on her postcards. She didn't mind the frigid air that numbed her face, nor the constant bath of smoke that her blue eyes had to endure. She went over and over the fourteen postcards that Mrs. Filipov had sent her son, an emigrant who had lived in Pillau for a couple of years and finally boarded a Hapag steamer to seek a new life in the United States. In the distance, she thought she could see the spire of St. Peter and Paul's Cathedral, and as she was still recovering from his excitement, the outline of a building she knew appeared in the last puffs of black smoke from the locomotive. She hastily rummaged through the photographs ... canals, Neva River, Winter Palace, more canals ... Yes, Warsaw Station! ... It was just as it appeared on the postcard, and although she couldn't see the main facade, she could make out the clock tower and a flag. It wasn't very big, but it did have graceful proportions and a cozy appearance. And next to it, the Church of the Resurrection, with its red brick ... Hannah breathed in, and, although the air was heavy with coal dust, it seemed fresh and clean. 

The train stammered along the last few meters of track as it entered the old Warsaw Station, where it passed under a huge portrait of Comrade Stalin that hung from one of the iron-roofed trusses on the roof of the former Tsar's Station. The boiler emitted a few discharges of steam and screeching noises until it finally stopped. The whistle blew and the waiters opened the doors. 

The platform was empty, as if no one wanted to welcome these travelers. There was no other train, no suitcases, no women in overcoats, no workers in work clothes, no children running about excitedly. That solitude was an unexpected sight for Hannah. Passengers were getting off with their belongings to form a long line. The air was a mixture of steam and coal dust, but no one complained. A tense silence reigned, broken only by some metallic noises of the locomotive and the military marches sung by soldiers' choirs that were broadcast by the station's loudspeakers. 

Ari and Yosef took the suitcases while Helena and Hannah took care of the travel bags and coats. They took their place in the line at the security check that the CHEKA([2)] carried out on every train entering or leaving the USSR. 

As the line moved slowly ahead, Hannah took the opportunity to photograph every detail of the station in her memory. "It's an elegant building", – she said to herself, looking at her postcard and looking up at the deck with the hint of a smile. 

When the couple in front of them finally left, two officers in khaki green uniforms appeared, sitting at a rather empty table with only a few stamps, ink and a whistle. Behind the table, two soldiers were engaged in conversation, smoking a tiny cigar and holding the collars of two fierce-looking dogs. Apart from the machine guns hanging from their shoulders, everything seemed quiet. 

The officers didn't say a word; they fixed their eyes on Ari and one of them held out his hand, waiting for the papers. Ari handed him the papers, which they both went over carefully until one of them cut in: 

– Jews, eh? ... And why are you coming to the USSR? 

– For my father's funeral. 

– They have the special inspection stamp from the border guards ... – the other officer remarked in a low voice, which indicated that it was probably because the children had been born in Prussia. 

– Yes, that must be it. By the way, what was your father's name, and what did he do for a living? 

– Yegor Kozlov. He worked at the shipyard. 

– At ... At the one in Kronstadt ...? – At the mention of that name, the officers wrinkled their faces and looked up from their papers to Ari. The dog soldiers stopped chattering and stood petrified, staring at the Kozlov. The line became completely silent. No one moved a muscle. Even the locomotive caught the tension of the scene and stopped screeching. 

– ... Yes – Ari replied fearfully. 

The policeman gave a faint smile and added politely: 

– Well! Don't worry; it's just routine, but go through that door. At the end of the corridor is the special passenger control office. I'll take your papers and meet you there. 

– Papa ... Is anything wrong?, – Hannah asked uneasily. 

– No. The officer says everything is fine. Now let's go to that office as he told us to, – Ari replied with mock serenity as he picked up his old Hermès suitcase. 

She sensed the state of distress her father was in. She took his hand, smiled at him, and started to walk beside him. At that moment, Hannah noticed the chipping of the interior facades, the abundance of cracks in the floor tiles and the insolent soot accumulated on the beams and even on every rivet, which had turned that elegant station into a sad shadow of its former self, and, perhaps, into a gloomy and disturbing prophecy ... A shudder. 

On the faded wall to the left, under a crudely repainted stone archway, someone had inset a glass door with a sign reading "Special Passenger Control". A small wooden bench and two pots of colorful flowers adorned the entrance, making a pleasant and even picturesque corner. They passed through and walked down the long, devious corridor until they came to another door, which this time was metal and covered with a thick black hand dripping with rust. There was no longer any noise from the station. Ari opened up, they walked in and sat down in four chairs in front of a table. The room was painted an unattractive yellow. There were a multitude of files on the shelf hanging on the back wall, which was on the brink of collapsing. There was a telephone, two chairs and the omnipresent portrait of Comrade Stalin, all in the semi-darkness produced by the dim light of a sad industrial lamp made of sheet metal with chipped enamel. The ceiling, however, was decorated with rich, carved moldings, vestiges of another time, and which represented the only aesthetic concession of that cold room. At the back, there was another metal door, which creaked open. The control officer accompanied a senior officer, looking gruff and thoughtful as he briefed him on the Kozlovs. They sat with unfriendly faces as two soldiers armed with PPS-h guns appeared at the door. The senior officer was a middle-aged man, glacial in appearance due to his fair skin and almost white hair, with several scars on his face showing that he was undoubtedly a man hardened by war. He kept silent for a couple of minutes while looking at the papers. He looked up at Ari and finally asked in a cavernous voice: 

– So, your father worked in Kronstadt ... What did he do there? 

– He was a master shipbuilder. He worked there until 1920. He died last Thursday, already very old. 

– Up until 1920, eh? ... A master shipbuilder? A Jew? Hmmm ... Well, let's see. 

He picked up the phone and dialed the number of the CHEKA headquarters in Leningrad. 

– Archives section ... – He waited a moment, until someone answered, and started up jocularly: – Vassily, is that you? ... How are you, comrade? ... – a little smile – Hey, I need you to run a name check for me. A master shipbuilder from Kronstadt named Yegor Kozlov, who apparently worked there until 1920. Call me here, at Warsaw Station ... yes ... I'll wait. 

He hung up. His face was as cold as ice again. He turned to the other officer and they began chatting about a comrade of their acquaintance who once ... 

The phone rings. The senior officer replies. 

– Yes? 

As he listens to his comrade, his cold expression changes: he frowns, wrinkles his eyes, at times showing irritation and even anger. At last he hangs up. He looks at Hannah and Yosef. Then to Helena and Ari with a suspicious expression. He takes a deep breath, relaxes, and begins to speak almost softly but with the same hoarse voice ... very slowly ... 

– I'm going to tell you a nice little story ... – he smiles. – In March 1921, the sailors at the Kronstadt naval base revolted against our glorious revolution. And to put down the revolt and to kill those treacherous swine, – he raised his voice as he spoke, – thousands of comrades died on the ice in the Gulf of Finland ... I had friends among them. 

– No, we don't know anything about that ... – Ari replied, trembling. 

– Of course not! The government of the people does not give publicity to a criminal act committed by dogs! – That answer froze the air in the small room. – And it turns out that this act of treason was organized by former Tsarist officers led by General Kozlovsky. Does that name ring a bell? ... Huh? 

Ari shook his head as he took a shaky breath and began to sweat from his forehead. 

– That Kozlovsky, a Polish traitor ... He was the brother of your father, Yegor Kozlov. 

And without leaving any room for a reply, he shouted at him: 

– And it turns out that your father wrote him a letter in 1920 talking about the counter-revolution ... in which he mentioned your name! ... Jew, your parents were accused of high treason and sent to the northern special purpose camp, up there on Solovetsky Island. 

– I don't know what you're talking about ... We just came for my father's funeral ... Look, this letter my mother sent me. She says he died of a heart attack a few days ago ... 

The officer snatched the paper from his hands and smiled sadistically as he answered loudly: 

– It's a fake! ... Haaaa, ha, ha, ha ... A few weeks ago, we found the letter your father sent to that Kozlovsky, and ... We set you up. Yes, your parents were enemies of the Motherland. We only kept them alive as bait to arrest other counterrevolutionaries. Listen to me, Jew: the truth is that your parents died in prison last year ... of starvation ... – he opened his arms – Welcome to the Soviet Union ... "Comrades." 

– Arrrrggg! That’s not true ... it can't be true – Ari denied between sobs as he hugged Helena, who burst into tears. Hannah looked at Yosef in bewilderment. Like him, they did not understand; they simply watched the scene in astonishment, like clueless spectators. 

Everything went very quickly. The officer took a breath, calmed down, and in a soft voice, concluded with an expression of indifference: 

– They're enemies of the people. Take them away. 

– No ... please, comrade. I don't know anything about it, it must be a mistake ... please, I assure you ... 

All pleas were in vain. One of the guards reached for his machine gun and Ari was up instantly, pulling Helena to her feet. His hand brushed Hannah's head just before he turned and looked at her. 

– Calm down, kids, this is a mistake. Everything will be all right ... everything will be all right – he said with tear-filled eyes and a sad, forced smile. 

Hannah and Yosef, speechless, couldn't answer as they were led down the hallway. The officers simply got up, put on their caps, closed the door and left. Alone in that room, the children looked at each other a couple of times but neither said anything. The man with the moustache in that portrait was looking at them with a stern, honest expression. Suddenly it was colder. Something had gone wrong; this shouldn't be happening ... – but I'm sure that it would be all right in a little while, Hannah thought; "Maybe as soon as they get them to the police station and they can explain it ... Sure. Yes, Grandma: she'll confirm the story ... Those cops must be looking for someone else ... Relax Hannah, everything will be fine, just like papa said." 

– Calm down, my queen; you'll see how everything will be all right, – Yosef murmured, but she didn't listen to him; her eyes were fixed on something she hadn't noticed, it was just a detail she had overlooked, but a chilling detail, a detail that confirmed her worst fears: underneath the table, there was still that bundle, the black suitcase trimmed with a strip of beige leather, Ari Kozlov's old Hermès suitcase ... Hannah stared at it; she didn't blink, but her blue eyes seemed dull, Yosef thought. She had never looked so frightened. 

– Yoyo ... papa's suitcase ... is under the table, – she whispered. – Where they are taking you, you don't need such things – she uttered the last words in a broken voice as she burst into tears. Her diary and the little bronze cross fell to the ground, scattering postcards of St. Petersburg across the cold blackened pavement of the new Leningrad. 

Yosef leaned over and hugged her, trying to comfort her. Hannah, unable to articulate, was breathing hard and sobbing as the pain squeezed her stomach. Her hands were shaking, trying to join his brother's. She remembered his father's words over and over again as they were pushed through that metal door: "Calm down, kids, everything will be all right ... everything will be all right" ... 

... But her cry didn’t reach the glass door of the station which, decorated with its colorful flowers, still had that pleasant appearance. 

– And what shall we do with the children, Comrade Rodchenko? – the officer asked his superior in the corridor. 

– Send them to a re-education center. After all, if their parents are enemies of the people ... they are too. 

––––––––
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Year at War – 1941

Cold midnight in Moscow. March 1941. The armies of Hitler's Germany stretch across half of Europe, from southern Italy to the North Cape in Norway, and from the Polish Bug River to the Atlantic coast of France. 

The doors of the operations room of the Red Army High Command in Moscow's Arbatskaya close for a few hours of rest and the exhausted General Orlov, chief of operations of the Western Front military districts and General Zhukov's right-hand man, takes his official GAZ to return home. 

– Good night, Comrade General. I'll come for you at eight o'clock sharp, – his driver says as he arrives at 23 Leninskiy Prospekt, where the general lives on the third floor of a dilapidated building. 

Widowed since the revolution and childless, Mikhail Orlov, the former strategist of Tsar Nicholas II's White Army, now considered the most brilliant officer in the Red Army, is trying to shake off the tension of today's planning meeting, where Comrade Stalin showed up by surprise and every word had to be taken into consideration. 

He sits down on an old wooden chair that pretended to be red and opens the soldier's pot, one of those from the Great War, which is sitting on the small table next to a half-empty bottle. He enjoys a couple pieces of the cod prepared by the landlady with a glass of vodka. He breathes for a few minutes, just enough to subdue his own worries, gulps down his second glass of miracle water, and finally gets up with renewed energy and a single thought: to see his sweet Katia. He takes off his green khaki uniform and hurriedly dresses in his new blue suit, silk shirt and white handkerchief. He tries to stifle his back pain by bending down to look under the mattress for the Hershey's chocolate bar he jealously guards for himself. The corridor is short for him and he jumps up and down the stairs like a child at playtime. As he reaches the door, a glare through the glass catches his attention before he turns the handle. He sharpens his gaze and distinguishes two individuals inside a car on the corner across the street lighting a cigarette. 

– Damn it, the NKVD is watching me ... Damn Beria and his security mania. 

As of tonight, he can no longer see her ... 
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– Good morning, Your Holiness. 

– Good morning, Miklas, what are you bringing us this morning? 

– Holiness, a report from a novice with great talents. He comes highly recommended. 

– Let us see it ... Hmmm, a Jesuit, eh? ... Son of a Spanish diplomat, English, German, Spanish and Russian languages. Educated at Kneiphof School and Jesuit colleges in London and Malaga, novitiate at Cambridge and Granada, brilliant cum laude graduate in history and a doctorate in medicine ... Go see him, Miklas, we need young men like him ..
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On that night, the planning meeting in the Kremlin ended early, so Mikhail Orlov might have time to see his Katia. That was the only thought in his head as he closed his briefcase and prepared to leave the room. 

– Mikhail, come here a moment, – General Zhukov grimaced at him from the head of the table. 

– Tell me, Gyorgi. 

– You see, I want you to go to see Dimitri Pavlov tomorrow. He is the best tank expert in the entire USSR. Show him the 41-3-7 plan, and don't come back until he's given you all his objections, understand? 

– Don’t worry. Dimitri is a friend of mine; we are, you know, "old comrades", ha, ha, ha ... I'll be back in a couple of days at the latest. 

Zhukov nodded with a smile and handed him a copy of the plan. 

Orlov took the folder, sealed it and put it in his briefcase. "Damn; Dimitri Pavlov is the head of the Red Army's tank directorate, and commander of the Western Sector ... maybe he'll put a few kinks in the plan ...", he thought as he put on his coat and fur ushanka. – "But ... Is that all? ... Is it just concern for the plan, or is there something else? ...", he wondered as he walked down the hallway and greeted the few remaining communications section officers at his post. His mind played with him: "How is this possible?", he said to himself, trying to erase the thought. But he couldn't. His footsteps echoed across the marble as old Mikhail Orlov accepted the reality, the reason he didn't want to travel to Grodno: because he was in Byelorussia, a long way from Moscow, and he would not be able to see her for several days perhaps. And he needed to see her ... so he decided. He went down the stairs at a brisk pace and motioned to the sentry at the door. The cold Moscow air made him smile. He raised his arm and at once his GAZ stopped beside him. 

– Good evening, Comrade General. 

– Good evening, Andrei, – he replied as he climbed into the back seat. 

Already on the move, as he turned the corner of Red Square, a flash of light made him turn his head ... A dark Moskvitch was following them. "Those NKVD pigs!" – he cursed to himself. But he had to see her that night. 

– Andrei, we've finished early today; take me to see my Aunt Irina, you know, the one who lives on Lipova Street. Oh, and first stop somewhere where I can get flowers and some American chocolate. 

– It will be difficult at this hour, Comrade General, but I will try. 

The flowers were easier to find, but the black market was the only way to get the Hershey's chocolates she loved; good thing Andrei knew the city like the back of his hand. 

Half an hour later, General Orlov was about to get out of the car in front of number four on gloomy Lipova Street with a luxuriant bouquet of flowers, always in odd numbers, as is the custom in Russia. 

– Wait for me here, I'll be a couple of hours. 

– I'll be here, Comrade General, you needn't hurry. 

As Mikhail listened to him, he saw a car slowing down at the opposite corner and turning off its lights. "Our friends are here", he thought. 

He climbed the battered stairs to the second floor while hiding the chocolates in the coat hanging from his arm. At the door, he took off his ushanka and pressed the button. 

– Who is it?, – asked a trembling voice. 

– It's me, Misha, open up, Aunt Irina. 

Eighty-five-year-old Irina Orlova had been a passionate telegrapher during the revolution. Always unmarried and of great vitality, she was grateful for the few visits she received, especially from her favorite nephew. 

The door slowly creaked open and a pleasant but wrinkled face appeared. 

– Hello, Misha, how nice to see you. 

– Hello, auntie, a kiss ... I brought you flowers. 

– Thank you very much. But son, you look tired, give me a hug and go rest, you have very important things to do. You can come another day. 

– That’s right, Aunt. I just came by to see that you were all right. I'm leaving now. But next week I'll come and talk to you and I'll bring that tea you like so much ... And some vodka, too, – he added, giving her a little wave. 

– All right, all right ... Go on, then, get out of here. 

Irina smiled at him and kissed him goodbye. 

Mikhail went down the stairs again and, when he had reached the ground floor, he turned right and went out through the door that led to the inner courtyard shared by several buildings. He crossed it on a path that meandered through junk and old abandoned furniture. And in the middle of that rubbish dump, like an improvised island of color, he came across a broken flowerpot full of early flowers from that spring of 1941, where he stopped to pick a bouquet. He came to a back door of another building and went inside. He hurried up the stairs and, almost breathless, on the last flight of stairs before the third floor, he heard a door open. When he finally reached the landing, he saw her waiting for him: there she was, young, blonde with blue eyes, fair skin and a cheerful expression ... She was like a breath of fresh air to his tired lungs. 

– Hello, my dear!, – he whispered excitedly. 

She jumped into his arms without a word and kissed him. 

– Come in ... I was waiting for you yesterday. 

– I couldn't come; we finished very late yesterday, and today, mind you, I couldn't even change ... But I had to see you. 

– Don't worry. You're with me now, – she said in a honeyed voice as she hugged him from behind and began to undo the buttons of his jacket on her way to the bedroom. The general closed his eyes, took off his ushanka, and left it next to his wallet on the dressing table ... The chocolates and flowers fell to the floor ... 

... Everything went slowly, at the speed that the old general's heart could bear ... until at last he fell asleep with a half-smile on his face ... 

Katia crept up and sat on the dresser in front of the bed. Her hands were shaking, but she managed to open the briefcase and pull out a sealed folder, labeled "Совершенно Секретно" (Top Secret). She took a sharp blade and took a couple of breaths before carefully cutting the wax seal. The general was snoring happily, lying on his back as she pulled out a sixteen-page document. She unfolded it on her dressing table and opened a small door hidden behind her mirror. She picked up the micro camera and clicked repeatedly ... through the tiny optics, she could see the header of the first page: 

"Предложение 41-3-7" (Proposal 41-3-7).

"Схема Кассандра" (Kassandra Plan)
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That morning, it was raining heavily in the Spanish city of Granada, and the group of students who were about to cross the Rambla ran to take shelter under the stall of Mariano, the fruit vendor on the corner. The man, somewhat angry, came out like a spring ready to dissolve the retinue in blue jackets and ties. 

– You fellows! Go away from here, you won't let the customers come near my shop! 

Ha, as if anyone would be willing to buy fruit at seven o'clock in the morning on the very day of the flood! 

– We're going now, don't hurry, Don Mariano, today is our last exam ... And you won't have to give us apples again, – answered one of them, a tall, thin boy with short brown hair, sharp greenish-brown eyes and a pleasant expression, taking him by the arm. 

– Yes, yes ... I know you well, Simon de Haro, and this time you won't be able to convince me! 

Everyone laughed as good old Mariano returned to his counter and twirled his moustache. He came back with seven apples as green as seven parrots. 

– Come on, mates, take them. 

– Thank you very much, Don Mariano ... You do know that we will always remember you? 

– Yes, yes, of course ... No, go on, get out of here at once! – he gave a couple of tugs at the old blue tie, as he used to do. And as always, Simon thought he saw a hidden smile under that plump moustache. He took the apple and threw it in his lunch bag, next to the usual calamari sandwich. He turned and winked at his companions, and at that precise moment a green tram was rounding the bend towards the Avenida de la Cartuja between jingles and crazy jolts ... 

"... The tiny green tram swayed with jingles and wild jolts. I remember it well ... The second year of high school was known to be the hardest and most demanding, and whenever we had the chance, we escaped by bike or bus as far as we could. That rainy day was the festival of the capital and I managed to convince my companions to take the train and travel to the end of the route. 

A day off was something to celebrate and we all laughed with glee as the little train rolled along the coast. Forty blue jackets chatted and joked incessantly, crammed into the last of the seven green cars pulled by the noisy locomotive. The coffee pot was so smoky that none of us dared to take our heads out of the window for fear of being blackened. 

So, between jokes and jokes, jingles and jolts, the friendly train at last came to a halt by the quay of that little town. 

End of the line!, – the old stationmaster cried, ringing the little bell. 

But before any of us could get off, she climbed into our car. The girl stood in the middle of the corridor looking for someone with her eyes. But there were forty boys looking at her, surprised, in silence. Her burgundy coat, wet, covered part of the gray satin skirt, her long legs showed through thick socks and an original black beret let out a couple of golden locks that oozed some water and danced next to her deep blue eyes. Suddenly, oblivious to all the stares, she gave a personal smile and started walking down the corridor. She walked past all those boys looking her up and down, but she didn't flinch; she had a target, her eyes fixed on the tall, skinny boy in the back seat ... I watched her unblinkingly as she approached. Everyone was silent and turned their heads as she passed. She ran the last few meters and jumped over and hugged me. Still in my arms and in the middle of that silence, she turned her head, I looked at those eyes full of happiness ... And I kissed her. 

It was the first time, for both of us. It was just a brief kiss, almost shy. Until then we had always been friends, but from that ephemeral kiss we both knew that everything would be different ..." 

"It's now so long ago, and I still remember her. Even today, as I climb these steps, perhaps for the last time, to complete my last exam. Soon I will be a Jesuit priest ... But there is not a day that goes by that I do not remember her. Lord, take care of her, wherever she is ...", Simon thought as he took the last bite of the apple and entered the classroom with his classmates. 

Three and a half hours to complete the history exam: three hours that were consumed in the blink of an eye. And although the exam had been very difficult, Simon de Haro, the brilliant and outstanding student on the honor roll of the Jesuit novitiate at the Carthusian monastery, was certain that he had achieved an outstanding grade, at least up to the last question: 

"Does the name DGROI KLWOHU mean anything to you?". 

...? At first, the name didn't mean anything to him, even though he was a very well-informed person in history. He had read everything he could get his hands on, especially about Europe and the 20th century, a subject that had fascinated him since he was a child. Simon was the son of a Spanish diplomat posted to a consulate in Germany, which enabled him to learn several languages, including German, Russian and some Polish. 

"Hmmm ... What a strange question", he thought. He still had more than half an hour to solve it, but he didn't trust himself: everything and everyone disappeared from his head, except that name. "KLWOHU? It sounds Polish, but I don't remember ever having heard it ..." He couldn't bear to leave the question blank, which would inevitably block him from gaining honors. It was his last exam after many years of study and he wanted to finish his work well. 

Time passed and the tension built up inside him, although he controlled his nerves and body language perfectly, as his father had taught him with iron discipline ... "Master your emotions ... master your body language ..." 

– How are you doing, Simon?, – asked Brother Esteban-Infantes, his history teacher. 

– Quite well, sir. I finished a while ago, although I admit that the last question has me a bit puzzled. 

The brother nodded, looked up and grimaced at an older man sitting at the cloister table. Simon was so focused on the exam that he had barely noticed his presence. He had never seen him before, but noticed that he was a Jesuit, a foreigner, fair skin, blond hair, blue eyes, sharp expression ... "Probably from northern Europe, Danish or Norwegian", he thought. 

– May I ask you who that man is? 

The brother looked displeased, but bent down to him and, in a very low voice, whispered: 

– He is a Danish diplomat invited by the Apostolic Nuncio([3)] in Madrid. 

His answer intrigued Simon, although he couldn't imagine how it might relate to the exam question. But it was strange; that man was staring at him, as if he knew him. 

His blue eyes were fixed on the student he had come to meet. The reports that had reached Rome were extraordinary, and yet that slim young man seemed like one of them. "For secret agents ... We shall choose men who are intelligent, gifted, prudent, and able to work their way to those who, on the enemy's side, deal intimately with the sovereign or members of the nobility. In this way, they can gain knowledge of their movements and plans ... men who can come and go wearing uniforms, agile, vigorous, bold and courageous, accustomed to humble tasks and able to endure hunger, cold, dirt and humiliation", he recalled the words of Sun-Tzu, the compiler of Chinese military wisdom from the centuries. "Will you, Simon de Haro, be that man?", the diplomat wondered, watching as the young man tried to solve the riddle that he himself had to solve many years before, when he was recruited. 

Simon kept searching his mind for the solution. "DGROI KLWOHU? ..." 

Suddenly, like a light, it occurred to him that it might be ... An encrypted code! "What is a Bacon code? And a Fibonacci series? ..."; he recalled his childhood, when one of his father's favorite games was to come up with riddles and secret codes for him to work out. Simon was extraordinarily observant, and from that time on he already showed great ability to solve them. He looked for the word or key to decipher it in the contents of the test, but found none. "Surely this is a simple cipher, possibly pre-dating the Middle Ages ...", he concluded. He did some guessing and tried all the codes he could remember, but nothing. Ten minutes left to go. The brother looked at his watch from time to time. Simon, already shuffling through several sheets of paper full of scribbles, remembered the elegant solution of the Caesar cipher ... This method was used in the times of Imperial Rome. Caesar's algorithm, so called because it was the procedure used by Julius Caesar to send secret messages to his legions, simply consisted of substituting one letter for the letter three places further down the alphabet: that is to say, A became D, B became E and so on until Z became C ... 

And applying Caesar's cipher, he began to outline the solution letter by letter: A ... D ... O ... L ... F ... H ... I ... T ... L ... E ... R.
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Katia put the documents in the folder, overlapped the two parts of the seal with care and brought a small candle close to blur the cut. She cleaned and tidied the dressing table, leaving the scene as it was on the arrival of the general, who was still dozing behind her. 

When Mikhail woke up, it was nearly eleven o'clock at night and the cold Moscow air was coming in through the small window overlooking the inner courtyard. 

– My dear Misha, you have had some rest, yes?, – she said affectionately. 

– Yes, I've been working a lot these past few weeks and I am truly exhausted. Tomorrow I have to go on a trip, but I'll be back on Friday ... Maybe I can come and see you. 

– I will wait for your arrival. Give me a kiss and be careful. 

The general finished dressing, grabbed his things and went downstairs. He walked back across the courtyard and entered the back door of his aunt's building, exiting through the main gate, where Andrei was still waiting for him. He settled into the back seat and took off his coat. Andrei started the car and turned on the lights ... And two more lights shone in the darkness of Lipova Street ... 
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The ball rolled across the white carpet to the edge of the fountain, where it bounced and fell into the pond, which was still frozen. 

Six-year-old Sasha watched helplessly and in anguish as his beloved birthday present rushed to a place forbidden by his mother: none other than the pond in Imeni Shevchenko Park in the center of Kharkov, in the Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine. In summer, a multitude of small, red-painted wooden boats rocked on its calm waters, which this year were still covered by a thin and brittle layer of ice in March. 

– Mamochka, Mamochka, Mamochka!, – the little boy cried as he realized his misfortune. 

In the avenue flanked by huge century-old oak trees that led to the pond, sitting on one of the worn wooden benches, Anastasia Pavlova was still engrossed in one of her favorite books, almost not hearing the little boy's cries. Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment was one of hundreds of books banned by the Goskomizdat, the state censorship department of the USSR, as subversive ... And the penalty for reading it was imprisonment. Perhaps that is why the cover of the book, which bore the title The Struggle of the Proletariat, seemed detached from the pages inside. Apart from its literary value, it had great sentimental value: it was the book people used to read when she was young, and her friend Nikolay had to search hard on the black market to find it. 

Nikolay Zaitsev, an old family friend, had served with her husband Vladimir in the Red Army during the revolution. After the Civil War, all three had studied at Moscow University, where they were part of a small group of critical and reactionary intellectuals. She always remembered the evenings when they used to meet in a cellar on Mashkova Street to read forbidden books and plot little betrayals. After a few years of dangerous (and therefore exciting) dissidence, calm had finally arrived: she was working as a clerk in a governmental department, and her two friends were working in a locomotive factory in Kharkov. There the three of them spent good years until Nikolay went south to the Black Sea. 

Anastasia remembered him between paragraphs ... 

Sasha finally resigned herself: if he wanted his precious toy back, he had to do it himself. It was the regulation soccer ball made of leather strips that his uncle Nikolay had given him for his birthday. He was the first kid at school to have a ball like that, so it was well worth the risk of a scolding if he could get it back. So the little boy, oblivious to the danger, began to step cautiously over the thin ice of the pond with his eyes fixed only on his trophy ... until a sharp crack sounded the instant Sasha fell into the icy waters ... The child's gasps of panic broke through the murmur of the swaying branches that March morning to reach Anastasia, who leapt from her bench like a spring and flew in anguish to plunge into the icy pond ... The water was so cold it caused pain as she struggled with all her might to save him ... 

After several attempts, she finally managed to get the terrified child out. She couldn't stop hugging him. Her joy was overflowing. 

– My Sasha! My life. 

– Mamochka ... 
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At the top of the steps, a black Mercedes was waiting for him with blacked out windows and a yellow and white pennant proudly displaying the two keys of the Vatican coat of arms. The door opened and a deep but kindly voice came out: 

– Come in, Simon; let's take a ride. 

That mysterious priest from the exam smiled at him from the back seat. Intrigued, he passed through and closed the door. At once, a partition was raised to separate the passenger compartment from the driver's compartment. The engine whispered and the car started smoothly. 

– Hello, Simon, it's a pleasure. My name is Miklas Soren, I am Secretary of Foreign Affairs of the Vatican, and I have come here to meet you – The man could not contain his smile when he saw Simon's bewildered expression –. You see, we have received very good reports about you in Rome: you have a degree in history and a doctorate in medicine, you are intelligent, educated, athletic, speak several languages and have lived in Germany, Spain and England. Your behavior and grades as a student are excellent, and besides, allow me to read the report – old Miklas put on tiny glasses and opened the folder on his legs – ... yes, your personality is ... mild, humble, creative, and observant – he closed the folder and took off his glasses –. It is for all these reasons that you have been selected to serve the Church and the Pope in a position of great responsibility, and it is therefore a great honor. 

And without so much as a word, he handed him a sealed envelope. 

– Open it and read it calmly ... 

Simon, still dazed, opened the seal and took two documents out of the envelope. The first was a letter ordering him to keep silent until his death about that meeting and all that related to it. Simon held his breath upon noting that it had been signed and sealed by ... Eugenio Pacelli, the newly appointed Pope Pius XII. 

The second was an oath that he was to sign only if he accepted the proposal: 


I, Simon F. de Haro, a Jesuit novice, do hereby agree to be a member of the Vatican State Intelligence organization, and I swear to obey the orders of my superior and to keep silent until death, to put all my knowledge and my will into the fulfillment of the duty entrusted to me, and to give my life if necessary. 

Granada, on March 9, 1941. 



– To be part of the Holy Alliance? – He had never thought that ... 

– Officially, that name does not exist, – he interrupted him, – but that is exactly what is proposed to you. The Holy Alliance was founded during the pontificate of Pius V in the 16th century to combat Protestantism. Now, in this time when Europe and the world are writhing in pain, the Church needs us to try to stop the suffering and to fight for the just. 

Simon could hardly contain his excitement as he listened to the man. "Me a spy?", – he thought. Surely he would be forced to cheat, lie, or even worse to achieve his goal ... "Do the ends justify the means? ... I suppose it would depend on the particular case ...".

It was strange; he had never imagined this possibility that was now being offered to him, and even with the moral dilemma it implied, something pushed him to sign without finishing reading the document, as if in that instant he glimpsed that this was his destiny, his place in the world. But then he held back. He dismissed all the thoughts crowding in his head and remembered the life plan he had had, at least until that moment: to become a Jesuit priest, to go on missions in India and to dedicate himself to the sick, in the image of St. Ignatius of Loyola. "When was it that I decided on my path? I don't remember; it's so long ago ..." 

– I am entirely convinced that you will do a great job, but I must warn you that our work is dangerous, – the mysterious little man who seemed to know what to say in every situation in order to get his own way then added. 

There are little moments that change entire lives, and this was one ...it was his. Simon took a couple of breaths and without a hint of fear, he concluded: 

– If this is how I can best serve the Pope and God ... then so be it. 

And he signed. 
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2 

The Greatness of the Motherland 
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Leningrad, 1929.

The door opened again and in walked two soldiers with their PPS-h machine guns slung over their shoulders. "Are they the same ones? How strange", Hannah thought. She had always been very observant, and yet now she couldn't be certain if those two soldiers with the cold faces and wandering eyes were the same ones who had taken her parents just ten minutes ago. 

– Come along, children. 

– Where are you taking us? To the same police station as our parents?, – she asked almost voicelessly. 

An image flashed through the head of one of the soldiers as he listened to the girl: a cart pulled by two oxen on a road on the outskirts of Novgorod. A wagon carrying neither straw nor alfalfa, but a huddled group of farmers, men and women alike, weeping as they said goodbye to their children, a ragged bunch of little boys with their arms up in the air. And among them, the youngest, a six-year-old boy in a whitish shirt and brown pants with ears so big that they stuck out of the beret his father had given him ... "Goodbye, Slavik, take care of yourself ...", were the last words he heard from his mother. A policeman jerked the reins and the cart disappeared into the grove while another soldier, wearing the same uniform with the sword over the hammer and sickle that he was now wearing, pulled the hand of that paralyzed and frightened child ... 

– Hey, are you taking us to our parents?, – Yosef insisted. 

– No. But you will see how everything will be all right – he looked at them with pity, but at that moment he noticed how his companion fixed his eyes on him and his expression became cold and cutting again. 

Hannah looked down at her showy gray suitcase painted with lotus flowers and squeezed it with her legs: she was over a thousand kilometers from home, too far away, in a world that knew nothing about her, that didn't care about her, a hostile world, and that suitcase was practically the only proof that she existed. 

– Can we take our stuff with us? 

– Yes, of course you can. Come on, let's go. 

There were no more words; they both took their luggage and went to the door at the back. Before leaving the room, Hannah turned to look at her father's old suitcase, which was still under the legs of the table. 

They walked down the corridor until they reached the terminal itself, which seemed deserted: the locomotive was resting as if asleep and the inspection line had vanished. There was no luggage, no travelers, no lockers. The soldiers, engaged in an animated conversation, headed for the exit with their machine guns on their shoulders. One of them grabbed the doorknob and pulled the handle, which turned out to be an aged iron plate riveted and painted red. 

They walked out the main entrance, like any other travelers. In front of them, parked in the white blanket of the street, was a small, old-fashioned GAZ two-axle truck painted green and with wooden benches in the hold. It seemed to be there ready to transport the unfortunates that the CHEKA would catch that day. 

– Get up there and be quiet now!, – the other soldier shouted, drawing his bayonet with a threatening gesture. 

Hannah and Yosef huddled in the hold. He hugged her as he watched some passers-by, who didn't even dare to look at them. 

– What will become of father and mother, Yoyo?, – Hannah asked her brother with bated breath. 

– Don't worry. You'll see how it all works out. I'm sure it must have been a misunderstanding. 

She didn't believe him. She remembered that abandoned suitcase and something inside her told her that they would never see her parents again. She understood that their lives had changed suddenly and forever, in just one day, in one moment, because of a wrong decision ... Nothing would ever be the same again. Never. 

The truck had no hood and there was a cold northern breeze that gray day blowing and whistling in the street lamps. The wind cut her cheeks and the cold was so intense that it pierced her clothes and chilled her to the bone. After what seemed like an eternity, the two soldiers climbed into the front. One of them turned and pulled the glass from the window: 

– We're going to take you to a children's center in Krasni Bor. You will be well there and you will learn. 

"Learn? ... What are we supposed to learn?", Hannah wondered. 

As soon as it started, the children clung to the hold and huddled together, trying to share the meager warmth of their shivering, numb bodies. One jolt and the truck rolled down the avenue. Hannah shrunk her head inside her coat; she didn't notice the Church of the Resurrection, built of weathered red brick with its huge faded central dome, or the main facade of Warsaw Station, stuccoed in soft pastel yellow and somewhat cracked, nor its elegant limestone arcades and columns painted grotesquely brown, or its showy and elaborate glass panes turned into a cold mosaic of angular colors, nor its turret with the four clocks, now battered and under a prominent red flag. Some dark brown lump wandered along the sidewalk, but no couples strolled along the banks of the Naberezhnaya Obvodnogo canal, whose murky waters flowed under a layer of inhospitable ice. And only a clumsy gray tram was rolling along the avenue, next to the truck. 

After two hours of interminable rolling between dilapidated roads and decrepit hovels, they finally reached the lonely railway halt at Krasni Bor, where the truck turned right and stopped. The two soldiers climbed down and approached the rear. 

– And do you know what my cousin said to him? – the driver told his companion while he laughed and smoked a papirosa([4)]. – Ha, ha, haaa ... You can't even imagine, Tovarishch (Comrade) Kirilenko. 

Before he could finish his joke, the man inhaled the last puff of his meager cigar, threw it on the ground, and, as he hammered the bed of the truck open, he spat out abundant blackish phlegm. 

– Well, – he said: Shove your filthy cigars up your ass, Comrade Commissar! ... Haaa, ha, ha, ha! 

Completely indifferent, as if their cargo were sacks of potatoes, the soldiers separated the terrified children and pushed them down before dumping their bags. 

Next to the small station, there was a gray building surrounded by a stout fence that enclosed the perimeter. It couldn't look any more depressing than it was: the paint on the facade was a sickly crust, cracked by big bites where bare bricks peeked out, abundant rust stains ran down from the harsh window bars, and threadbare sheets passed for glass in a couple of gaps. Above the old door there was a sign that said "Special Shelter and Education Center No. 34". 

As they approached the entrance, Hannah noticed that there were none of the usual sounds of school: not a single child was laughing, running, or playing ... Which was certainly a bad omen ... 

––––––––
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Year at War – 1941

General Orlov's official GAZ was approaching Grodno, and the strict security arrangements were becoming annoying; at one checkpoint he even had to get out of the car to be thoroughly searched by the sentry. The headquarters of the 3rd Army were installed in this small Byelorussian town. 

At last he reached the door of the main building, where his old friend, General Dimitri Pavlov, was waiting for him. 

– How are you, old fox?, – he shouted at the top of his voice as he gave him a warm hug. 

– Younger than you, ha, ha, ha, ha ... 

– You still owe me two bottles of brandy, don't think that I've forgotten that! – The two old comrades joked, and passed into the private office. 

– So, tell me, what brings you here? 

– Look, Dimitri, I've developed a plan, let's say a "revolutionary" one, and I've presented it to the High General Staff. General Zhukov approves of it, but he wants me to discuss it with you, you know, because of your great experience and ability with armored units. Personally, I couldn't agree with him more: you are the right man. Your experience in Spain with BT light tanks is essential in this case. 

– And why didn’t they call me to Moscow to see him there? 

– Well ... From February, the special sections of the NKVD responsible for counter-intelligence have become part of the army. That is why Beria is always there at the planning meetings, and that pig ... Well, you know, he's always hated you. So Zhukov thought it would be better if I came to see you. 

– I can speak frankly with you ... Damn Beria and his gang of murderers. They have turned our Motherland into a prison, – he lamented bitterly, his eyes looking into the void. – Well, come on, show me your plan. 

Mikhail took a document out of his black briefcase, put it on the table and took hold of his friend's letter opener. With a swift movement, he cut the seal. But when he opened the folder, a shudder ran through his whole body as he noticed that, on the inside, the seal had ... 2 cuts! 

As Pavlov examined the plan and made some comments about the new T-34 tanks, Mikhail began to listen to him from further and further away ... "I just made a cut in the seal, and that can only mean one thing ... that someone else has opened this folder, but who? Andrei ... Had no chance. Maybe when he was sleeping ... But the NKVD is watching his house". Orlov was looking for any option to deny the evidence and deceive himself ... Katia ... She was the answer, an answer he didn't want to admit, an answer that meant she didn't love him. At that instant he felt a prick in his heart and remembered when he had first met her: on a cold December day in 1940, on his daily trip to the Kremlin. While passing the market, his driver Andrei suddenly braked and the car skidded a few meters without being able to avoid a girl on a bicycle who had made an odd move while riding. They both immediately got out to help her, but she was unconscious and her face was bruised, so they took her to the Red October Hospital. She was hospitalized for more than six weeks, and he visited her every day. Since then she had been his joy ... "but she didn't pass the usual security checks ..." A cold sweat ran down his forehead. He weighed his options in silence as Pavlov continued his monologue: "If I report her, it will cost us both our lives. If I don't do it, nothing may happen, since it is only a proposal, an outline of a plan that may never be approved ... But ... What if they do? 
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At last she reached Ivanova Street. Anastasia ran the eight blocks from Imeni Shevchenko Park soaking wet, shivering and with Sasha in her arms wrapped in her jacket. Almost out of breath, she reached number twelve. It was only when she entered the doorway that she was able to rest for a few seconds, although she didn't stop drying the little one. With renewed energy, she tackled the three flights of stairs, passed under the frame where there had once been a door, and walked along the corridor until he reached the second room of the Kommunalka. With a jerk, she pulled back the threadbare curtain that separated her from the rest of the house. She entered and released Sasha on the bed to begin compulsively removing his clothes. 

– My Sasha ... But why did you do that? Haven't I told you a thousand times that the pond is very dangerous? 

The little boy, who still hadn't recovered from the shock, could only respond to his mother with an expression of sadness as he continued to tremble. 

Once dressed in dry clothes, she tucked him into the only bed in the room, which they both shared. She covered him with the two blankets and only then did she begin to undress and put on dry clothes. 

As they shivered in bed, Anastasia missed her husband Vladimir, who had died the previous year during the Soviet invasion of the Romanian region of Bessarabia. When she began to cry, Sasha tried to soothe his mother: 

– Mamochka, I'm sorry ... it's just ... I dropped the ball that Uncle Nikolay gave me into the pond. Forgive me. It won't happen again. 

– I know. That's not why I am crying. Go on, go to sleep. 

The little boy seemed to doze off, until suddenly, as if his mind was searching for some happy memory before he rested, he asked in a low voice: 

– Mama, don't forget it's my birthday soon. And Uncle Nikolay will come, won't he? 

Anastasia pressed a kiss to his forehead. 

– I'm sure he will. You know he always comes to see us on your birthday. Rest well, my life. 

After a while she got up, careful not to wake him. She only needed a match to light some firewood left in the kitchen. She made a cup of very watery tea and went to the window. Delicate snowflakes danced and floated and disappeared as soon as they touched the ground. She sat down on the stool and looked to the south. In her mind only one hope, one wish ... "Dear Kolia ... I hope you are well and that we can see each other soon". 
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Half naked, Katia looked at herself in the mirror as she cut and dyed her hair. Her blue eyes were riveted on the clasp of the delicate black bra and a fleeting smile tugged at her lips. She looked up and immediately noticed that her expression was different, different; something had changed. 
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