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    To the stolen children
 
 
While some families have found answers to their questions about their missing child, many others end up heartbroken and disappointed.

      

    



  	
        
            
            In a world that sometimes can be cruel and unjust, I hope this book has shed light on some of the issues and provided comfort to those who have suffered as a result. 
A woman's strength is forged by the experiences she carries with her, no matter how painful and difficult they may be. Every heart-wrenching situation can either break a person or make them stronger.
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November 2002
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You must find her, Vesna. She’s out there somewhere. Vesna could no longer ignore her mother’s words, echoing in her mind since she arrived in Frankfurt. She glanced at her watch and grabbed her coat and purse. ‘I’m going on my lunch break,’ she said to Oliver and rushed through the door. An icy November north wind swirled dust down the street, blowing her hair into the air. Vesna buttoned up her coat and ran to catch the departing bus. Ten minutes later, she crossed the bustling Romero Square and turned into a narrow street. She stopped in front of a door with the figure of a man in a hat peering intently through a magnifying glass. The grey letters above confirmed it was the office of Jona Weber, a Private Investigator.

At the sound of the door opening, a tall, grey-haired man in his sixties raised his head from his black wooden desk covered in folders. ‘Good afternoon. Miss Ilic?’

Vesna shut the door to stop the gust of wind flurrying inside and shook his hand.

‘Good afternoon. Yes, I’m Vesna Ilic. It’s cozy inside,’ she glanced at the air conditioner blowing a pleasant warmth around his small office. 

‘How can I help you?’ he asked and pointed to the empty chair. 

‘I was wondering, Mr. Weber,’ she took off her coat and hung it over the backrest, ‘if you could find someone stolen from Yugoslavia in World War II and brought here to Frankfurt?’ 

‘I see,’ Jona raised his eyebrows. ‘It happened half a century ago, Miss Ilic. Have you previously searched for that person?’

‘This is the first time. We only discovered the existence of Marta two months ago. She is my uncle’s daughter. My mother was seventeen and two years younger than her brother when she lost him in the war. She never suspected he had been involved with their neighbour, Kira, who secretly gave birth to their daughter.’

Vesna stopped talking, seeing he was writing something in a notebook. He glanced and gestured with his hand. ‘Go on, please.’ 

‘So, in the fury of war, his girlfriend—a partisan spy—left her newborn baby in the care of a trusted woman and returned to the city to fight the enemy. She—the foster mother—was killed the same day the German army retreated from the area. After the war ended, Kira returned for her daughter, but no one had any clue about her little girl. Kira pursued information for years without success until she discovered that the girl most likely ended up in Germany with a soldier named Hans. That’s all Kira discovered from a city woman who looked after a little girl for three days until the Germans left the city.’

‘Why do you think she’s in Frankfurt?’

‘The records showed that 22nd Infantry Regiment from Frankfurt was moving from neighbouring town to Brčko where they spent only three days before they were pushed out by Yugoslav army on 7 of April 1945.’

‘You said you only found out about Marta two months ago. Did Kira keep this a secret from you?’

‘Yes, she did. She almost took it to the grave. She died one week after telling my mother.’

‘An interesting story, Miss Ilic. It could be too late as many participants could be dead. Brčko. Is that the name of the girl’s town?’

‘Yes, in northern Bosnia. I’m sorry, Mr. Weber, I can’t provide more details. The girl was a toddler, and it’s unlikely she remembers anything.’ 

‘It will be a challenge,’ he pondered, looking over his glasses. ‘So long ago, so little information, but I’ll try to get my hands on the archives of the German army movements in that region and notify you of my research and any progress. However, I’m not promising anything yet.’

‘Of course, I understand the case is difficult, but my family and I hope to hear anything about her. Whether we will succeed, time will tell.’

‘Yes, indeed. I promise I will work on your case. If anything catches my eye, I’ll throw all my energy at it.’

Vesna jumped to her feet, aware of her limited lunch-break time. ‘Thank you, Mr. Weber, for accepting the case and helping me on this mysterious journey.’

Rushing back to work, she caught the half-empty bus and sat in the second row. Having hired a private agent—and thank God—he’s taken the case, the chances of a successful outcome in the search for Marta had increased significantly. She had opened the first page of Marta’s real-life book. Could she read it all? Did Marta know anything about her early life and where she came from? The very idea of ​​not knowing was unimaginable.

But as they say, life writes the best novels. 

Until recently, nobody in her family knew the girl existed, let alone that she went missing. Nor did Vesna ever imagine that an unexpected job change would lead her to the city where they suspected little Marta had been taken.  Everything unfolded like a fast-paced movie. While the family—especially her mother—digested the discovery of her cousin’s existence, Vesna’s life suffered another emotional blow, pushing her into making extreme changes.

⁎⁎⁎

––––––––
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Two months earlier, Vesna stopped in her tracks, her eyes wide as she entered her office in Belgrade. ‘Oh no!’ she grabbed the phone to call her boyfriend Milan. ‘Can we meet for lunch? You won’t believe I forgot to buy Sandra’s birthday present,’ she complained before slumping into her chair. Just a few days after returning from vacation, instead of feeling carefree, her car broke down, forcing her to spend the entire previous afternoon searching for a mechanic. Sandra’s birthday had completely slipped her mind.

‘I’m sorry, I’m busy during lunch.’ Milan answered quickly. ‘I’ll pick you up from your office after work.’

‘Great, we’ll buy something along the way before we get to Sandra’s. Don’t be late, please.’ She despised it when someone showed up an hour late without any prior notice.

‘All right. Sorry, I must go. I have a client in my office.’

Vesna hung up, looking smugly at her phone. How many girls dream of a tall, handsome, and successful guy? She had to admit she was most attracted to his looks, especially his hazel eyes and dark brown hair. But his alluring appearance, mixed with excessive self-confidence, sometimes turned into annoying arrogance. Although they were both in their late thirties and had teenage children from previous marriages, they attracted everyone’s attention as a striking couple. After two years of casual dating, she hoped for a deeper, more meaningful relationship, including living together. Although she regularly visited Milan’s modern house on a hill overlooking the parts of Belgrade and the Danube, he avoided visiting her small, rented apartment, which she shared with a friend. After each such visit, she was tormented by feelings of inferiority. If he called, she came to him like a pet lamb. It was as if she was at his service. But her pride did not allow her to propose a life together, expecting that offer to come from him.

While she arranged papers and brochures on the table, she didn’t notice when Milan parked his black Mercedes in front of her agency ten minutes after closing. She flinched when he loudly tapped the car keys on the glass door and hurried to unlock it. 

‘Are you alone?’ Milan rushed inside, his eyes checking Tony’s office. 

‘Yes, I’m alone.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘We must hurry before all the shops close.’ But as she reached for her handbag his hand grasped hers.

‘Wait. I missed you. Let’s spend some time alone,’ he whispered and pulled her in, wrapping his arms around her waist. She tripped in surprise and ended up on his lap on the couch.

‘Oh God, no, not at work!’ Her horrified gaze flew towards the door to see if anyone was looking. 

‘No time to go home. I’ll be quick,’ he said, slipping his hands under her skirt.

‘Pull yourself together, please.’ A rush of heat washed over her as she wrestled his arms. ‘We’re not teenagers. My boss could return and catch me in an awkward situation.’ She pulled out of his grip and strode to the door. ‘Can we please go? We must buy something. It’s rude to arrive at someone’s birthday empty-handed.’

‘Okay.’ He flung his arms into the air and stormed red-faced toward his car.

Vesna hurried to lock up, afraid he would leave without her. 

Smoothing down her dress so it didn’t crease, Vesna glanced at Milan as he tugged savagely at his seat belt, which was not budging. She fixed her gaze on him. Why was he so angry? Because she said ‘no’ at her workplace?

‘Sorry, but even you, as a big boss, must follow some rules in the workplace. How would you feel if you returned to your office and found your employees having sex?’ 

He glared at her, ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Oh, don’t pretend to be cool. I wasn’t born yesterday. I see how much you boil inside. Sorry, I’ll make it up to you tonight.’ She laughed and pinched his cheek. 

‘No, it’s cool. I’ll be busy tonight preparing for tomorrow’s court case. I can’t risk any surprises in the courtroom.’

‘Okay, point taken,’ Vesna withdrew her hand, but she couldn’t escape feeling he said it out of spite to make her feel bad.

‘No, you can’t park here yet!’ she cried when he stopped in front of Sandra’s building, ‘We must buy a gift.’

‘You’re late with a gift. I picked up something on the way,’ he pointed to the back seat, ‘I hope you’ll approve of my choice.’

His tone of voice dripped with sarcasm which was immediately suppressed by satisfaction. 

‘Oh, you did!’ She turned. A neatly wrapped package and a bottle of wine in a paper bag sat on the back seat. She breathed a sigh of relief. ‘How much do I owe you?’ 

‘Nothing. Won’t you look inside?’

‘No, I trust your taste and I don’t want to ruin that fancy wrapping. Thank you,’ she leaned over and kissed his cheek.

The crisp, loud clicks of her shoes echoed off the concrete as they walked in silence towards the grey five-story building. In the elevator, Vesna pressed the button for the third floor and leaned against the wall across from Milan. She caught his gaze, which instantly slid to the floor. She rolled her eyes and looked for something to entertain herself, so she checked the time on her watch. The elevator seemed to drag on forever. She could hardly breathe from the mixture of intoxicating perfumes, Milan’s pungent cologne, and the smell of a cigar that was more like burning weed. God, it’s suffocating.

Grateful to leave the stinky elevator, she took a deep breath. Should she complain to Sandra about it? However, the stench of cigars in the air followed them as they approached Sandra’s door. A loud conversation inside was already in full swing. 

‘It looks like everyone is here,’ Vesna’s eyes widened at Milan as she rang the bell. 

‘Yes, and it looks like someone with a stinking cigar is also here,’ Milan added with a disgusted grimace as the door opened.

‘Oh, who do we have here?’ Sandra cried with outstretched arms. 

For the past year, Sandra had lived alone in her one-bedroom apartment following the breakup of her ten-year marriage. According to Sandra, the lack of children influenced her disgruntled husband to leave her and enter a relationship with his pregnant lover, convinced that the child was his.

Having experienced the bitterness of divorce herself, Vesna did not hesitate to help her long-time friend in collecting the broken parts of her life and starting her new one`. But she also noticed how much Sandra’s behaviour had changed.

As soon as Sandra opened the door, Vesna’s eyes widened at the deep décolletage and front slit, exposing Sandra’s breasts and legs up to her crotch. Sandra’s light blue dress—if the ribbons and pieces of material could be called a dress—was more suited to a teenage girl. Her blue heart-shaped earrings made her blue eyes stand out, irresistibly drawing the gaze of male admirers. Sandra was making sure she was the centre of attention at her birthday party.

After kisses and birthday greetings, Vesna went inside to greet the other guests, leaving Milan to hand over the gift.

The evening glided by smoothly with laughter, music, and clinking glasses, and everyone in a relaxed mood. After a couple of hours, Milan jumped up, ‘I apologise, but I must run. I have busy days ahead of me.’

The other two couples also stood up, ready to depart. After hugs, kisses and promises of a new meeting, everyone headed down to their cars parked on the street.  

‘I’ll take you home,’ Milan offered as they left the building.

Even though Vesna lived right down the street, she was not in the mood for a walk and took his hand. ‘Thank you. And thank God no one smoked those stinky cigars.’ She laughed, hoping he’d forgotten their previous disagreement. However, the air inside the car grew heavy again as he drove in silence, not responding to any of her comments. When he stopped in front of her building, he leaned down, pressed his lips to her cheek and apologized for leaving her.

Seeing him preoccupied, guilt overwhelmed her. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?’ she asked, leaning against the car door.

‘Not tonight. I have other things on my mind. You would feel neglected,’ he said and closed the door. She watched as he accelerated hard like there was a fire somewhere. Poor baby. She shook her head sympathetically and climbed the stairs to the first floor.

Her short, freckled roommate in red silk pyjamas was waiting for her curiously at the door of her room. Vesna laughed, assuming Anka was expecting the juiciest details related to Sandra’s wild behaviour.

‘Oh no! I forgot my phone.’ Vesna’s face suddenly flushed as she rummaged through her bag.

‘I was just about to ask...’ Anka giggled, then ran to the key bowl. ‘Since your car is at the mechanic, take mine.’ She threw the keys into Vesna’s hands. 

‘Thank you, dear.’ Vesna kissed the air and hurried outside.

She spotted an empty parking spot right in front of Sandra’s building and sped up, fearing someone else might take it. Running towards the door, out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a black Mercedes parked two spaces away. But it quickly slipped her mind when a young man opened the front door of the building. Seeing her running, he gentlemanly waited with the open door.

‘Thank you.’ Vesna smiled politely and hurried to grab the elevator, but the door closed and it started up before she reached the button. ‘Damn it!’ Disappointed about the elevator and the forgotten phone, she sighed. What is Sandra doing? Maybe she’s taking a shower. She shook her head, doubting her decision to return unannounced. She should have called and informed Sandra first. That would have been a lot smarter than waiting outside a locked door.

The elevator doors finally opened, letting out the two youngsters, hugging and giggling. As the elevator slowly clattered upward, Vesna remembered her previous ride with Milan. She could have sworn the elevator still smelled of his cologne.

Remembering the unpleasant ride, she got out of the elevator and headed towards Sandra’s apartment. With her hand in the air to knock, she noticed the door wasn’t quite closed. The sound of Sandra’s giggles could be heard inside.

Oh no, someone is still with her. How do I get my phone? As she debated her next move, the voices grew louder. 

‘How does it look on me?’ Sandra asked someone, even though she was giggling loudly as if someone was tickling her.

Vesna remained still, contorting her facial expressions. How could she knock and interrupt whatever was going on inside? Should she ask Sandra to pass her the phone or run from the door? She hesitated until a male voice rumbled, ‘I’ve been dying to see it on you all day.’

A sudden shock cut through her body, sending her blood pressure through the ceiling. She covered her wide-open mouth with her hand as her knees struggled to support her shaking body. Upon hearing Milan’s deep voice, she stumbled and leaned against the wall.

After a few deep breaths, and fanning her face, she swallowed the first blow, and gathered her strength. She pushed open the door, praying she was wrong. The scene on the couch was instantly seared into her brain. For long moments, she could not make sense of what her eyes were telling her. Milan’s head was sunk between Sandra’s breasts, which she was pressing against his cheeks. His hands rubbed the soft flesh beneath the brand-new brassiere with the tag still hanging on its red lace. Sandra looked up, their eyes met, and she screamed. Milan turned and squinted as his eyes grew wider.

Vesna had no recollection of how she made it home that night. She could not remember if she took the elevator or the stairs. It was a complete blank. She couldn’t remember driving or parking the car. She rushed into the apartment and startled poor Anka, who jumped, and in the blink of an eye, appeared beside Vesna.

‘What the hell happened? You look terrified, as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

Vesna hurled the jacket into the corner and threw away her shoes. ‘I would feel better if I saw a ghost. To me, they’re both dead. I don’t want to see either of them ever again. Traitors! Pigs!’ she shouted, rummaging through the drawer. ‘Do we have sleeping pills?’

‘There is only one ... who’s the pig and the traitor?’ 

‘Who do you think? The two people closest to me. I just caught them. He lied to me. Do you know what he bought her for a birthday present? Lingerie! Pig! He even insisted on having sex with me at work. How would it feel to have two women in a few hours? After all these years, I trusted someone and even allowed myself to dream about life together. What a fool I was!’ 

She covered her face, overwhelmed by anger and disappointment that erupted into a hysterical laugh-scream.

Peeling off her clothes, she threw herself on the bed and covered her head with a pillow. Anka’s arms wrapped around her.

Vesna almost passed out from the sleeping pill when the sound of heavy pounding echoed from the front door. Anka shouted, ‘You can’t go inside. Who do you think you are? You can’t hurt the people closest to you and go around as if nothing happened.’ 

Although it sounded like Anka was heroically standing up to Milan, his voice had come much closer to Vesna’s room.

‘I must see her and explain. It meant nothing to me. It was just a momentary weakness.’ 

‘You know her history and what she went through, and still, you fuckin’ hurt her. You don’t deserve her,’ Anka retorted.

Every muscle in Vesna stiffened at the creaking of the door and Milan’s loud breathing. She felt him standing by the bed with his eyes fixed on her, but the drug took over, and she had no desire to move or say anything. Maybe it was better that way. No words would change or undo what was done. She lay in the dark, abandoned and deceived.

Why are you standing there? Why don’t you tell your lies and disappear? I’ll be fine. Like always, I’ll pull myself from the dark. Tomorrow is a new day. Shiny and promising. I must believe and hope, as hope is my number one friend. You became nothing to me, even though I wanted you to be everything. Don’t touch my hair because I remember what your hand touched, and your touch burns my soul. Don’t say a word, please, leave me alone.

Deep into the night, Vesna opened her eyes. The numbers on her electronic clock glowed ten minutes past two. She tossed and turned for a while. Seconds became minutes, minutes stretched into an hour, and she had no choice but to look for another sleeping pill. Not finding any pills in the drawers, she headed to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. A startling image of an older woman with mascara smeared across her face and lifeless green eyes stared back at her.

Defiance and anger boiled in her. It was time for a change. First to go was her long blond hair, her pride for many years. Her fingers itched to grab the box of Anka’s black hair dye under the sink. A thought flashed through her mind. Do I dare? The next moment, she pulled out an old towel from the closet, covered her shoulders, and leaned over the bathtub. 

Half an hour later, she turned on the water and stepped into the shower. Black ink spilled down her body. Thank God they lived on the first floor above the garage, otherwise, all the neighbours would complain about disturbing the silence at three thirty in the morning. The new image in the mirror made her smile and wonder what else she could change. Without waiting for approval, her hand reached for the scissors on its own, sending strands of long hair flying into the sink. Finally, she pulled out the drying fan and checked in the mirror. ‘Great,’ she whispered with satisfaction. 

‘What are you doing?’ Anka asked, dragging her feet across the living room and rubbing her eyes. ‘You scared the shit out of me. I thought someone was robbing us.’ Seeing her roommate’s changed appearance, Anka burst into laughter.

‘Sorry, I borrowed your hair dye. I’ll replace it tomorrow.’

‘That’s fine. Let me flatten it on your back.’ 

Vesna perched on the bathtub and handed over the scissors. After a couple of minutes, they both stared into the mirror.

‘Wow, you’re a new woman now.’ Anka ran her hand over Vesna’s new hair. ‘I love it. Still, I can’t believe you dyed your hair in the middle of the night. When did you wake up?’

‘I was awake for a long time before I went to the bathroom. My reflection in the mirror didn’t make me happy, so I decided to make some changes. And it’s not the middle of the night; it will dawn soon.’

‘Would you like some tea with me, or would you rather go back to bed?’ Anka asked after walking to the kitchen and pouring water into the kettle.

‘Yes, chamomile sounds soothing. I can take a nap after that. I’m much happier now.’ Vesna smiled at her new look, caressing her short hair.

Instead of waiting for the bus, Vesna walked to work early in the morning. She blocked the traffic noise and concentrated on the freshness of a summer morning on the streets of Belgrade. The aroma of coffee and pastries overwhelmed all other senses, luring her to the patisserie to satisfy her sudden craving.

She took the empty seat in the patisserie’s corner. Images from the night before raced through her mind. She smiled proudly, remembering Anka’s harsh words to Milan. She used to believe only her sister would dare to stand up to a powerful man who hated to lose. 

Her phone buzzed. She checked it and frowned, recognising the number, ‘I don’t care what you have to say.’

‘Vesna! My office! We must discuss something urgently.’ Vesna flinched at the voice of her boss standing in the doorway. Deep in thought about the previous day and her sleepless night, she didn’t even notice Tony’s entrance. 

‘Yes, sure,’ she replied, raising an eyebrow at his tone, hoping she wasn’t in any trouble. She quickly regained her composure, determined to face any challenge head-on. Despite her personal problems that preoccupied her and made it difficult to focus on work, she refused to let them get the best of her.

‘I hope it’s not a problem with my work?’ she whispered, following him inside. Although she was self-confident, a generalised feeling of insecurity surprised her. In addition, she regularly arrived on time and stayed longer at the office. She always tried to meet the customers’ needs and find them the best vacation offer. And Tony was the ideal boss. A couple of years older than her, he was always friendly. After ten years in the same agency, she experienced no yelling and shouting from his office. His short, light brown hair and blue eyes reminded her of her father in his younger days.

But how could she know? When one thing goes downhill, as if by some rule, everything turns upside down.

Tony leaned back in his chair and shook his head, ‘No, it’s nothing bad.’ He stared at her as if analysing her. ‘Why did you change your hair? I hardly recognised you. I even thought someone had broken in.’

Vesna shrugged. ‘Sometimes a minor change doesn’t hurt. Did you invite me in because you don’t like my hair?’ 

‘God, no! It’s beautiful. You look different, exotic. Only your new boss might expect the blond lady to arrive.’ He smiled, anticipating her reaction.

Vesna sprang from her chair. ‘My new boss!? What are you talking about?’

‘Please, sit down. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You know our travel agency is one in the chain of many. As we all know, the owner is in Germany.’

‘Yes. Mr Walter Kruger.’

Tony smiled, ‘Exactly. But between us, Walter is not his real name. His real name is Vito Klaric, originally from Tuzla in Bosnia.’

‘No way,’ she leaned forward on the desk with wide eyes, ‘I never suspected that.’

‘Me neither. Anyway, Mr. Kruger has asked a few questions about you.’

‘What about me? What questions?’

‘About your marital status, how many languages you speak and what kind of worker you are. He wanted to know how you would feel about transferring to their office in Frankfurt.’

‘What?’ Vesna looked as if she was about to leap again. ‘They are thinking of moving me to Frankfurt?’

‘Yes, for a while. He intends to train you for some bigger project.’ He laughed, ‘I hope not for my position.’

Vesna stared into his eyes as she struggled for words. ‘What... What about the visa? I think Serbian citizens need a visa to enter Germany. That could be a problem.’ 

‘He already checked about that. You can get a work visa because you work for a German company.’

‘Honestly, I’m in shock. I am totally lost for words. Part of me would fly away at this point. On the other hand, my whole life is here. How will I fit into the new world with new people speaking a new language? My parents and my daughter are here. Well, not exactly with me, but one hour’s drive. I’m worried about those things.’

‘Your German is perfect. You shouldn’t stress about that, but as for family, Frankfurt is only an hour and a half by plane from Belgrade. Whenever you feel homesick, you can visit over the weekend. I hope you recognise the magnitude of this offer.’

‘Yes, I realised that, and I can’t figure out why me. Is there something more he would expect? I’m not up to any personal involvement with anyone.’

‘Oh God, you’re watching too many bad crime movies. We run a respectable business, we’re not mafia operated. I’m sure they won’t pimp you. Those people prefer much younger girls for that sort of thing.’ 

‘Sorry... I don’t know why I said that. I’m talking nonsense. Can I think for one day and let everything sink in? We’ll talk tomorrow.’

‘Yes, of course. Tell me when you decide.’

‘That sounds terrific. Thank you, Tony.’

Suddenly, things in the office spun around her as she returned to her desk. If she couldn’t focus on her work previously, there is no way she could do so now. Before deciding, she needed to hear what her family thought about it, especially her daughter, Maya, who lived with her parents. She picked up the phone to call them.

Hearing her mother’s voice, the words came out in one breath. ‘Mom, I have news. It looks like I might relocate to the main office in Frankfurt.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They offered me a job. Only I’m not sure if I should accept it. What do you think?’ 

‘Take it! Don’t think. Go. You’ll be fine.’ Maya’s voice echoed from the background through the pressed speakerphone.

‘What about Milan? What does he say about that?’ Sofia asked.

‘I’m not interested in his opinion. This is about me, not him.’ 

‘Did I understand you well, Vesna?’ Niko came closer to the phone.

‘You did Dad, we are not together anymore. He ruined everything, and he is no longer my priority. This offer came to me at the best possible time for a change.’

‘Just be sure of what you want, princess, without regret.’

‘Thanks, Dad. I don’t want to share my life with a cheater. I’d rather live alone than with him.’

‘Okay sweetheart, look after yourself. We will always love you and support you, whatever you decide,’ he said, and she heard his kiss.

‘Frankfurt, huh?’ Sofia spoke again. ‘I can’t believe you have the chance to work in that city.’

Vesna understood exactly what her mother was thinking. 

‘I know. Isn’t that amazing? The same city where we believe Marta was taken. When I think about it, I must go to Frankfurt to chase my career and my sixty-year-old cousin, Marta.’
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Frankfurt, 1962
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Marta enjoyed her free morning, stretching out in bed and resting from the late shift. The night spent on her nursing duties always drained her energy. She rose to massage her aching legs as the sun entered through the shutters, playing with golden ribbons across her bed. The cuckoo clock in the living room announced eleven. She flinched. ‘Shit! Inge and Ulrike are about to arrive, and I’m still in bed.’

Rushing to the bathroom, she mentally scanned the wardrobe for what to wear on a casual day with friends. Neither of her parents were home. Her father was away, working on site as a supervisor for a road construction company. Her mother, most probably, was somewhere in the neighbourhood with her friends drinking morning coffee seasoned with cheap alcohol.

The blue sky in the early March morning was promising a gorgeous spring day. Like a postcard, the view from the fifth floor stretched across the nearby plains. A winding river disappeared somewhere behind the white mountains in the distance. She stopped breathing for a few moments when her eyes fell on the golden surface of the sunlit River Main. Its surrounding greenery was slowly taking over snow white and colourless grey. 

For a walk on a warm day, Marta chose a white polka dress with red circles and tied her short, black hair with a ribbon of the same material. She checked in the mirror and smiled at her reflection. How well the bright red sweater matched her dress and hairband. She applied black eyeliner around her brown eyes to make them appear larger and red lipstick over full, perfectly shaped lips. Satisfied with her appearance, she blew a kiss to her reflection and pulled on red, low-heeled boots. While she was counting the money in her wallet, the doorbell broke the silence. She hurried to the door.

‘Are you ready for action?’ The girls shouted from the intercom.

‘I’ll be right down.’ Marta laughed and threw her coat over her arm in case the weather changed. She suspected the girls had organised a surprise—which they skilfully hid—for her twentieth birthday. Waiting for the elevator to stop, she wondered what they had in mind when they told her about travelling to the town centre. As soon as she stepped out, she was greeted by her excited friends. 

‘Maybe it’s not a good idea to visit the city centre today,’ she spoke gently as she didn’t want to offend them, ‘I guess the city will be overcrowded.’

‘So what? Why don’t we join that crowd?’ Inge smiled mysteriously. 

‘Prepare to meet the man in person.’ Ulrike pulled a ticket from her pocket and swung it in front of Marta’s nose. ‘Are you ready for this?’

Marta’s eyes widened as her jaw dropped, staring at the tickets. She jumped up screaming, ‘Seriously? Are we going to Paul Anka’s concert?’

‘Yes. First, we will try to get into the Post Exchange Hall to meet him.’ Inge pulled out Paul Anka’s latest record. ‘You could ask him to sign this.’

Marta felt dizzy as she imagined being so close to the star. ‘Where are your records?’ she asked excitedly, looking at the record. 

‘Don’t worry, we’re all equipped the same,’ Inge winked, slinging her bag over her shoulder as they headed to the bus stop. 

‘I cannot believe this,’ Marta said, turning over the ticket. ‘I have the best friends in the world. Girls, how much do I owe you? It must have cost a fortune.’ 

‘Nothing. Today is our treat,’ Inge said, and Ulrike nodded her head.

The bus rattled along the river through the suburbs of Frankfurt while the girls chatted, resting their eyes on the neat surroundings. Every drive to the city reminded them of growing up in those suburbs which were full of the rubble and ruins left behind by World War II.

‘What a beautiful city we live in now.’ Inge pointed to the new buildings that had sprung up on both sides of the river.

‘Yeah, compared to how it looked ten years ago,’ Marta added, recalling the recent history and the countless bombing raids by the American and English air forces. Those torn streets and piles of rubble were the playgrounds for the post-war Frankfurt children. Sometimes an unexploded bomb would interrupt their game, claiming yet another casualty of war. But after years of hard work, the city was showing its transformation, a fresh new face.

Screams and loud music threatened to damage their eardrums as they slowly approached the stage. Everyone sang and rocked to the rhythm as if intoxicated by the songs Diana and Everywhere I Go.

After several hours squeezed by the crowd, with the record in her hand, Marta approached the famous star. She didn’t know what she expected to see, but after meeting a young man around her age with a darker complexion and shiny black hair, she realised he was a person too, made of flesh and blood, just a talented and fortunate boy.

When he glanced to ask for her name, she could have sworn he winked when she handed him her record. She wished she could stay longer and talk, maybe ask him something, but the security man pushed her aside to make room for the next in line. While struggling through the crowd, following Inge and Ulrike, someone from security shoved a piece of paper into her hand. Light-headed by the meeting with the well-known singer, she crumpled the paper and put it in her pocket.

As soon as the concert finished, the girls hurried out to catch the last bus, already full of young people, engrossed in chatter. 

‘I’m floating on the moon. What a wonderful day. Thank you, girls, for everything.’ Marta hugged her friends after they caught the back seats. ‘How will I ever repay you?’ 

‘It’s fine. We had a hell of a time.’ Ulrike looked at Inge. ‘I reckon meeting him backstage would be like a cherry on a cake. Some lucky girls are there right now.’ 

‘Yeah, that would be something.’ Marta muttered and leaned back in her seat, imagining an exotic singer. She smiled and put her hands in the pockets where the piece of paper tickled her fingers. She pulled it out curiously. ‘What’s on this paper they gave us in the hall today?’

‘What paper? Can I see it?’ Inge asked. 

Ulrike snatched the paper from Marta’s hands and turned it toward the light. ‘How come they only gave it to you?’

‘What is it about?’ Marta asked. ‘I completely forgot about it.’

‘Oh my God!’ Ulrike shouted, drawing all eyes on the bus in her direction. ‘They invited you to an after-concert party,’ she glared at Marta, ‘and you didn’t even check?’

‘Can we go back now?’ Inge jumped, ready to stop the bus. ‘If they invited you, they shouldn’t separate us.’ Everyone on the bus stared, expecting Marta’s response.

‘Are you crazy?’ Marta stared back at her friends. ‘We’re not running back to the town in the middle of the night. And tomorrow is a workday. Do you remember our work? Come on girls, it’s time to land. We flew on the clouds all day. Even if I read that note, I wouldn’t question my decision. I’m not that kind of girl.’ 

All the females on the bus sighed, shooting her angry looks. 

‘Oh my God, they invited the wrong person.’ Inge yelled. ‘Why didn’t they invite us?’

‘Because she’s the prettiest,’ Ulrike answered with one side of her lips. ‘With that beauty, she could be a model. No one knows where she inherited that gene. Not from her parents, for sure. Maybe that story about her is true, which I never believed.’

‘True what? Why are you talking about me like I’m not here?’ Marta stared at her friends, astonished by Ulrike’s statement.

‘It’s something your parents should explain,’ Inge said, looking at Marta’s reflection in the dark windows.

Marta pushed her to her feet, noticing their bus stop. ‘Don’t be stupid; we all know who my parents are.’

The bus door spread opened. They jumped out, shared their kisses, and dispersed to the three buildings in the neighbourhood. 

The next morning, the alarm clock echoed across the room, rousing Marta from bed to get ready for her first shift. As she walked through the living room, her gaze stopped at an old photo on the sideboard. Three-year-old Marta and her parents were posing in front of an unknown building. Her white blouse almost covered her black, short skirt. Two black braids were thrown forward over her shoulders. Marta assumed it was her first photo because she had never seen one from her earlier childhood. But it was wartime, and the other photos were from a later period.

Every spare moment through the day, her friend’s words kept returning to her like a boomerang. So many things were mismatched. No one in her family was tall like her. Her dark brown, thick hair stood out from their blond and dry. Her brown eyes also set her apart from the rest of the blue-eyed family. Her parents’ skin was splattered with light brown spots while her skin was flawless in a darker tone.

During the break, she stared into the mirror, analysing her face from all angles, and trying to spot some resemblance to her parents’ closest relatives. After last night’s bombastic statement, a worm of doubt crept under her skin, overpowering everything she knew about herself. What is the truth? What if everything she believed was a lie? ‘Who are you, Marta?’ She whispered, not taking her eyes off her reflection.

That afternoon, she found her parents in a relaxed mood on the couch in front of the TV. While her father was catching the newsreader’s every word, her mother’s attention was more focused on the half-empty beer bottle. 

‘Good evening,’ she greeted them, glancing at the empty beer bottles on the floor by her mother’s feet. God, this woman can’t finish the day sober. She headed to her room, shaking her head, but as soon as the news was over, she strode into the living room again. She wanted an explanation for the things that had been haunting her all day. 

‘And now it’s time for the truth.’ She announced in a determined tone and stood in front of her parents, ‘I’m old enough to digest any story. So, who will go first? Who is Marta and where did she come from?’

Two pairs of wide blue eyes stared at her in surprise until Helga burst into hysterical laughter, ‘Really. Who is Marta?’ She raised the bottle in the air. 

‘Shut your drunken mouth, woman,’ Hans shot Helga a furious glare and turned to Marta. ‘Where did those questions come from? Who has filled your head?’

‘Let’s start from the beginning. What year did you go to war? I was born in the middle of the war while you were fighting. Right? So that rules you out as my biological father. If my mother gave birth to me, why didn’t she have more children? Why am I different from all of you? All those questions need answers, so stop pretending. When and where did you adopt me? Do you have any information about my blood relatives?’ Marta crossed her arms, letting them know she wasn’t budging until she heard answers.

Hans stared at her, then at Helga, with a question in his eyes. 

Helga waved her hand. ‘It’s up to you. It’s your story to tell.’

Hans grabbed the beer bottle from Helga and looked at Marta. ‘That story is not a fairy tale.’ He said and drank half the bottle in one go. ‘You may not be ready for it. You may hate everyone, including yourself.’

‘Why?’ Marta jumped. ‘You must tell me the truth, whatever it is. You’ve kept me in the dark for too long.’
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Chapter 3
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It was late September 1940. Hans hurried home after working a gruelling twelve-hour shift at the food packaging department. He braced himself against the pouring rain, his collar up to shield his neck and ears, but his soaked jacket made him shiver with cold. Despite his exhaustion, he yearned to embrace his beloved Helga. Although he loved her deeply, he knew their seemingly perfect marriage had flaws. Hans desired children, but Helga was unable to conceive. She underwent several tests and consulted with two of the best doctors in town who both concurred – Helga could not bear children.

Dragging his exhausted body wrapped in rain-soaked clothes, he missed the open letter lying on the coffee table. Helga ran out from the bathroom with dry clothes and a towel. As she fussed around him, she wrung her hands, making agitated noises. Unable to contain herself any longer, she wrapped her arms around his neck and nervously pointed at the letter. ‘I’m afraid to tell you, darling, you must report to the nearest military command.’

‘Why?’ He asked as if he didn’t know what the letter demanded. A little disappointed about not having children, in a way he was glad they had drafted him into the army. As much as he adored his young wife, he welcomed the change, hoping everything would be different upon his return. 

The next month, dressed in a Nazi uniform, he boarded a train and headed for the Eastern Front. 

He moved around Europe for years, ending up in the centre of Yugoslavia at the end of March 1945. His 22nd Infantry Division operated in the Bosnian town of Bijeljina, which they lost on April 2, forcing his division to retreat toward the neighbouring town of Brčko, still under the control of Hitler’s forces.

Their convoy of trucks and tanks moved at a snail’s pace through the villages of Semberija. The mutilated road was punishing. Hans’s truck bounced, jerked, and swayed. Hans usually enjoyed the panoramas of Bosnian mountains and villages but on this trip, he couldn’t even see the road ahead. It was shrouded by the thick dust rising behind the passing vehicles. 

He slammed on the brakes. ‘Shit!’ Someone appeared too close to his truck. Several soldiers jumped out with rifles at the ready.

‘Why did you stop?’ The soldier next to him shouted. ‘Drive on! We must not lag the convoy.’

Not listening, Hans stared across the road at the crying girl, rubbing her eyes. ‘I saw someone on the other side,’ he said and jumped out to check. He picked up the dusty little child and started towards the small, dilapidated house. He carefully pushed the front door open with his foot and stepped inside. His eyes widened at the sight of the desecrated woman’s body, soaked in a pool of blood. The soldier following him with his rifle stepped back and whispered, ‘Let’s get out of here and forget that child.’ 

‘I can’t. She’s alone.’

‘So what? Since when you became the protector of children?’

‘Look at that face. This girl will make an excellent present for my Helga.’ Approaching the cupboard, he stared at the distorted photograph of a woman with a child in her arms. He slipped the photo into his pocket and turned toward the exit. 

‘My God, you’re crazy. What do you intend with the toddler? Drag her to Germany?’

‘That’s exactly what I intend.’ Hans ran to his truck and placed the girl between him and the other soldier. ‘Since I’m driving, you take care of her.’ 

‘Leave me out of your stupid ideas. I don’t collect pigs on my way home. If we arrive home alive, I’m sure many German children would be available for adoption.’

‘I want her. Who wouldn’t fall in love with those mysterious eyes? There is something between us. If we both survive, she will be mine, you know.’ He winked with a smirk.

‘Ugh, you’re sick.’ The soldier turned his head away from Hans and pushed the child from him as if he would be contaminated, dirty.

Later, Hans pulled the picture out of his pocket to check. ‘Yes, that’s her.’ He said and turned the photo to read, ‘Maria and Marta.’ 

‘Which one are you? Are you Maria?’ He called several times. Not getting any response, he called Marta’s name. ‘Let’s see if you’re Marta.’ The girl’s big, sad eyes
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