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Behind Lead Doors

By 

C.D. Gill


1

Durres, Albania, Soviet Union

November 1981

One day closer to freedom.

Taddeo Pravo wiped his tired eyes as yet another spray of water erupted around him. The briny tang of salt water stung his nose. He bent over the railing of the fishing boat with three other thin men, the cold metal smashing skin against bone. His muscles screamed in pain as he strained to pull in the nets filled with fish.

The Adriatic Sea expressed her great annoyance today at having to give her life to man's endless greed. There was no way she would know that he wasn't hauling thousands of sea occupants from their homes just for his own pleasure. He'd done that before on a smaller scale—sitting wordlessly in a boat dangling bait in the water hoping for that telltale tug. Before his imprisonment, he'd found great enjoyment from all the sea had to offer. Not anymore.

Some mornings the water was calm enough to make him feel guilty for hating it so much. But this morning, she earned his disdain as she hurled tall walls of water at the boat whenever she had the chance, attempting to overturn and take its life back and claim theirs as well.

Hers was an insatiable hunger.

A beam of sun peeked over the horizon and the sky responded with a burst of pink and purple. The morning had just dawned and already he'd accomplished half-a-day's work. He hauled the net onto the boat's deck and paused, the wind banishing any trace of heat from his body.

The captain spun the boat toward land and chugged toward the dock. Sea sickness didn't make him vomit over the boat's railing like it had in the beginning. There wasn't anything in his stomach that could exit. Partial starvation had very few advantages to it.

Other boats cruised by. Their occupants offered a friendly salute and a smile, as if to say "isn't it a privilege to be on the water today?" Their smiles exclaimed that one only needed to be alive and sailing to find true happiness. They didn't know of the darkness, the abuse, the living hell he was forced to endure.

For the fifth time since he woke up, he contemplated flinging himself into the shark-infested waters. The temptation grew more undeniable every day. But he envisioned calmer waters in case the sharks allowed him to attempt to swim to freedom. What did it say for Communism if he'd rather leaves his chances of survival to razor-tooth monsters than eek out an existence another day in the work camp? He shoved the thought from his mind.

He had survived another day. Perhaps one day he'd jump, but not today. 

"Stop being lazy, you animal." The first mate swung his whip in Taddeo's direction, sending him tumbling backward away from the impending sting. "Rest when you're dead. Finish with your net and get off the boat. They won't be skinning me alive because you're slower than fifty Jewish hags."

He secured the fish for the next shift's check, steeling himself against the kinship he felt with their flopping and wriggling desperation. They knew what was coming. He stepped off onto the dock behind the others.

Communism was no utopia, but his disdain for the system, once taboo, now fueled his survival.

Waves, so angry out at sea, slapped against the wooden dock bobbing beneath his feet as an icy chill sliced through his threadbare jacket. Numbness was kinder than the bite of cold. He strode up a rotted wooden staircase to the open-back truck waiting above the docks. What some considered a pleasant convenience, the guards considered a way to cut down on travel time, boosting the daily amount of work done. 

The gospel of efficiency.

Three kilometers separated the water from the tobacco field that absorbed what remained of his sweat and blood until nightfall. He only had to stave off the rapacious clutches of hunger until the blessed evening meal. If he was lucky, the soup would be thick and accompanied by a chunk of bread that eased his stomachache enough to allow for a few moments of sleep. Because at precisely two in the morning, a siren would scream in his ears as a wake-up call to start the hellish process all over again.

Lifting himself on to the bed of the truck, he shuffled to his usual place packed in between other filth-covered bodies, their proximity granting a slight reprieve from the wind. He studied his work group, a mixed offering of Soviets and non-Soviets in a variety of ages. Their hollowed cheeks lacked color and their shaved heads made them look like figments from a nightmare. Surrender claimed their features.

The guard pointed at two men. "You two, sit. The rest of you stay standing."

Weary bodies falling out of the truck threw off the guards' tight schedule, as Taddeo witnessed on three separate occasions. Then, the guards found themselves inexplicably bound to a strange moral code that required them to take the injured workers to the infirmary, which existed to heal the body just enough that it could be worked to death again. Such an inconvenience motivated the guards to grant a brief rest to the exhausted out of necessity, not kindness. 

One. Two. Three guards. If he acted, others would join in, wouldn't they? He asked himself this question every day and, surprisingly, believed the answer to be different each time he asked. Vito—Taddeo's bunkmate and a more recent prisoner—would, at least. He might be the only one strong enough to handle a physical battle. The others had such poor muscle tone from the lack of nutrition that the exhausting first shift didn't leave much strength left.

His teeth grabbed the inside of his cheek. With subtle turns of his head, he checked either side of the truck. He eyed the automatics holstered on the two truck-bed guards. They'd gotten lazy in the last few months without new prisoners joining their group, leaving the safety off on their weapons. It'd be simple to pull the trigger and let the bullets fly.

Grab a gun. Shoot the guards. Run and never look back.

His muscles bunched ready to spring.

A fourth guard shouted and strolled to the back. He muttered a curse.

Four was too many for him to overpower. A metallic taste oozed into his mouth. He smoothed his tongue over the broken skin on his inner cheek. One day he'd have the chance to bail and when he did, no one who stood in his way would survive.

The truck finally lurched forward. Its tires crunched the gravel, too quickly for Taddeo's liking. He needed longer to rest. His body had been strong at the start, but now he felt like he was one cold night away from permanent brokenness.

"Men, remember today that 'when the rich wage war, it is the poor that die,'" a weak voice rasped. 

Dismal.

What pithy saying would the man utter next? Each day the proverb Filo chose grew more depressing. At first, Taddeo had cursed him, his stupid proverbs, and the miserable existence they reaffirmed. Now, although the proverbs rarely fit the activities of the day, they brought a measure of anticipation to the routine and he wasn't the only one to feel that way. The other prisoners no longer ranted at Filo to shut up the second the poor man opened his strangely cavernous mouth. 

Nevertheless, it took a heart of gold to keep hope alive in a gulag.

The truck's engine chugged and coughed, adding its own soundtrack to the moving scenery. Everything looked different today than it did yesterday. Fall had given way to winter. Brown leaves, once colorful and full of life, lay shriveled under foot. The wildlife ate their meals in a hurry, preparing for what was to come. 

If the Weather Psychic was right as he usually was thanks to his severe arthritis, there wasn't snow in the immediate forecast, but the weather was changing once again. Word in the stretch was that the powers that be might hand out the standard-issue winter wear in the next couple of days to prevent a repeat of last year's outbreak of pneumonia. Little good it did. Though better than nothing, the wool coats and socks attracted hungry insects, appropriately earning the outwear the nicknames of Fester Vesture.

He'd probably love this part of the country under different circumstances.

Being outside the camp connected him in a small way to the rest of humanity, a "privilege" select prisoners received. People passing by never spared a glance in the truck's direction or stopped to acknowledge the battered skeletons it carried. They were conditioned not to. Seeing might put them in an uncomfortable moral predicament.

The truck rumbled away from the busy waterfront toward a slight valley tucked in between varied rolling hills of brown grass. Historical ruins dotted the landscape, leaving partial shelter for the cattle and sheep grazing nearby.

The ruins scattered throughout Durres spoke of a distant time of Roman and Greek occupations when heroic forces staved off foreign invaders. A few trees remained as scars where majestic forests once graced the hills they drove through daily. 

Rumor was Russian soldiers hacked down the ancient trees to create shelters for themselves and scant excuses for the gulag workers' housing. Taddeo pitied those heroes of old. They had fought for a free and better homeland, yet in this moment tyranny disguised by the idea of utopia was all that remained.

Taddeo sighed. Mama and Fiamma would be starting their day soon. A leisurely breakfast of foods he refused to think about followed by school for Fiamma and work for Mama. Did they believe he was dead? Or did his commanding officers figure out that he'd been captured by the enemy? Or worse—did they believe he'd deserted?

His chest used to ache at the thought that his family might believe he'd been dishonorable or dead like his father. But after two years, his ability to feel had disappeared with his individuality. He now understood that Mama's quiet tears on the morning he went off for basic training weren't because of goodbye at that moment, but of a goodbye to her relative assurance that he was safe and well and loved.

Her sacrifice to her country was similar to his in that—

Pop pop. Pop.

The rap of gunfire pierced the quiet morning air. Taddeo ducked, covering his head as the truck skidded, then tilted to the right. He lurched forward, fumbling to stay upright. The guards jumped off the back. Their guns pointed in different directions as they ran to the truck cab. An explosion sent splinters of pain through his ears. Taddeo's face smashed into the dirt road a couple of yards from where the truck lay overturned. Bodies of his fellow prisoners littered the ground around him.

Maybe he could run for it after all.
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Bolzano, Italy

November 1981

Fiamma clapped her book shut and tossed it on the floor. A sigh escaped as she sprawled out on the couch with practiced dramatic flair—the right of all teenage girls world round. "Maybe someday women will be treated as people instead of objects."

If she had to read one more wretched book about women's inferiority to men for what her school teacher called "enrichment of the mind," she just might scream. Classics managed to get away with promoting the most ridiculous ideals. What if people took them seriously? Perhaps crimes against women would lessen if men got the notion of superiority out of their heads. The ideas fit better in 1781 instead of 1981.

And her teacher didn't appreciate that she was so vocal about her opinion. The other kids snorted their disapproval or nodded along with her. She didn't care. Most of them had grown up listening to her say what was on her mind anyway.

She rolled to her feet, headed to get a snack. Passing underneath the stone archway, she headed into the spacious, open kitchen. Mama sat hunched over their antique wooden table studying paperwork, her gray-streaked black hair draped in front of her face.

"What was that you said, sweetheart?" Mama glanced up.

"Do you feel that the stereotypes of Italian women are fair?" Fiamma plopped in a chair, adjusting her blue shirtwaist dress to cover her legs when Mama raised her eyebrows.

"No, of course not. Stereotyping is for the lazy, uneducated mind, dear. No one person is the exact same as anyone else. You know how I feel about that." The worry lines in her forehead hadn't disappeared and her gaze hadn't lifted. What was she looking at?

"But what about the stereotypes you can't avoid, like the ones given to women? Why are we only allowed to work at home, cook, clean, and care for babies? Why does no one believe that women can change the world in addition to doing all that?" Finally, Mama looked up and Fiamma studied her beautiful blue eyes, which mirrored her own except they were sad and tired.

"Caring for your family and your home is a privilege, sweet girl. But you are correct, some men ignore the influence of women in society. They forget that everyone has a mother who influenced them from the very beginning, negatively or positively."

Mama always understood. She didn't reprimand her for speaking her mind in class, as other parents might. No, the understanding and friendship between them ran deep and wide. Fiamma walked around the table and drew her into a side hug, willing her hug to take away some of Mama's stress.

In front of her, the paper Mama had been poring over had large red letters written across the top.

"Eviction Notice? What is this?" She picked the paper off the table and read aloud. "'If you continue to neglect your monthly payments, you will forfeit your house to the bank on December 21, 1981.' Forfeit the house? As in give it up?" Her mind reeled with questions.

Mama buried her face in her hands with a groan. "We need to move out. This house and your father's grave are our last physical ties to the area. But with the house being taken, it's time to move on and find a cheaper place to live, maybe a new city. The possibilities are endless." 

A thrill coursed through her at the thought of setting a stack of those awful books on her teacher's desk. That would be an empowering moment. "But you said we wouldn't ever leave Bolzano."

"Yes, but Alonzo and I aren't raising a family anymore. It's me and you." Mama's brow furrowed deeper. She loved Bolzano. They couldn't move now. Life was good here—rather, it had been good. Would the government really toss them on the street after everything they'd been through in the past two years?

 "Taddeo's military paychecks take care of the house payments, don't they?" 

"The checks stopped coming this past March."

Fiamma huffed. "They can't do that. They don't even know if he's dead." 

"Or maybe they do and haven't told us. I sent a letter to the administrative office asking them to continue payment until evidence was found that he is no longer alive."

"And they said no?"

"They sent a letter saying that it was their policy that any family of a soldier considered missing in action receives paychecks for two years past their disappearance date."

Fiamma squeezed her eyes shut against the truth. "Why didn't you tell me before today?"

"You are still young. This is not your problem to worry over—it's mine. We had to eat, so I stopped making house payments, hoping to catch up someday."

"For how long?"

"The first late payment notice came in June and the first eviction notice came in October. We might have had enough money if we hadn't had Nonno and Nanna's debt to pay off." Mama offered a small smile with no hint of resentment in her voice. 

With a grunt, Fiamma closed her eyes. Their money problems always led back to the massive debt inherited upon her grandparents' death. Fiamma shook her head. Taddeo even worked a job at the age of thirteen to help relieve the burden of debt passed on to their family. He was happy to, but it wasn't something Papa had wanted.

"Do you remember when Papa announced we had finished paying off the debt? We couldn't wait to return to the easy life." Mama pressed her fingertips to her lips as her eyes glazed over, her voice soft. "I wanted you to have it easier and I thought we would." 

"The bills about put us all in an early grave right next to Papa." Fiamma chewed her lip, praying her words didn't make Mama burst into tears. Combining Mama's pay with Taddeo's and her own, they barely had enough money left to eat.

"Prices and taxes are higher, but we are fortunate to have any work." Mama's gentle response dissolved Fiamma's souring attitude.

Instead she said, "I could have picked up a second job to help."

Mama rubbed her face with her hands. "This day was coming soon enough. Even if we both picked up second jobs, we still couldn't meet the house payments. It is the second notice. After the third, they will send people to remove us. We have to let our ties here go. I have been looking for places to move, but no one will accept as little money as I have to offer."

Homeless? Fiamma's fingers twisted her hair into a braid, undid it, then braided it again. "Where will we go then?"

"I have wrestled over that for a few months. Our most reasonable option is to move to Lecce." 

Her jaw dropped. "Move to a city in the south?" She must have misunderstood. "You've always told me that living in the city brings a bad reputation, not to mention it's dangerous. 

"Trust me, I know, but it's our only option."

As soon as they set foot inside the city, their morals would come into question being single women. Mama knew that as well as anyone. Her stomach twisted into knots. Homeless was just as bad as the city, if not worse. Her friends in Bolzano would never want to associate with her again. What choice did they have? If Mama suggested such a risky move, then they must be in a pinch. 

  Papa's dying request was that she stay strong for Mama, so that was exactly what she'd do. She cleared the lump from her throat. "Okay, if that is what we need to do, then let's do it. When do we start?" 

The tension on Mama's face dissolved. "Well, we can move before they remove us or we can wait for the evictors and grab a few items to take with us on the way out."

"I vote we move before they kick us out. I'd rather not have to see the evictors." 

"That is a very mature attitude, sweetheart. I am very proud of you. Let's start packing." Mama wrapped her arms around Fiamma in a fierce hug before bustling around the kitchen, extracting a pen and paper from the drawer. Mama loved her lists. "Pack the things of greatest value and the most important necessities. The rest of our things we will store away so that we can return for them later."

Packing beat out reading infuriating books for homework any day. Fiamma crossed to the archway to head to her room but a thought stopped her trek. "Mama, Lecce is on the opposite end of the country. Why is that the best option?"

Mama paused to dig through a few drawers and handed Fiamma a fading picture. 

Hope vanished faster than it had appeared. She scrunched her nose. "It's a picture of trees." 

"It's not just trees. It's our new home. Your papa bought that plot of land ten years ago expecting to retire by the coast someday."

"So how is it not being taken from us too?"

"Because he used cash to pay in full, the government can't take this land from us. I thought for a while we could sell it to pay off this house, but a realtor in Lecce sent me a letter in the post yesterday with the estimated selling price. Even selling the land wouldn't bring us enough money to make our monthly payments. That's why I waited. I know it's a lot to handle, but now..." Mama shrugged.

Fiamma rested her head against the stone. This would ruin her life. When would they catch a break? "I'm sure the move will help us."

"I think it will." Mama smiled. "We will need a little bit of money to survive on before we leave. I will sell off what is left of our furniture and art." 

Mama chattered at an ever-increasing speed and waved Fiamma to her room, leaving no time for questions. This was the right thing to do. She would convince herself of that. If Mama refused to be evicted, she would go to jail. In the end, the government would win regardless. 

She flopped onto her bed, her head dropping onto her forearms. All her friends, all she had ever known, centered in Bolzano. The tree-covered hilltops on fire in the sunrise. The hours spent playing hide-and-seek with Taddeo and Papa on the paths that led into the blue, shaded hills. The zoo where at four years old she had wandered away from her family in search of monkeys. They laughed about it now, but at the time a very panicked Mama found her and explained in no uncertain terms that wandering off alone to explore would not be tolerated. 

Her favorite dolls accompanied her in the basket of her first blue bicycle as she pedaled through the quiet roads near their house. Thanks to her, those dolls had seen every centimeter of the most luxurious vacation spot in all of Italy, which suspiciously resembled the neighboring bean fields behind their house. At the nearby River Adige, she convinced her friends to attempt to make a raft made entirely of small twigs in hopes of escaping Taddeo and his rambunctious friends who showed up to spoil their swim parties.

What better life could a little girl ask for than one so full of adventure? She sniffed, tears slipping down her cheeks. Thinking of packing and driving away hurt her heart, but perhaps Mama would finally find a way to start over without a memory of Papa around every corner. Mama's happiness was worth the sacrifice of her future, wasn't it?
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Durres, Albania, Soviet Union

November 1981

The impact of the fall knocked the breath out of Taddeo with merciless force. The thick cloud of dust left him wheezing for air. A dull thud echoed through his head, shooting shards of pain in every direction. He ran a shaky hand across his shaved scalp in search of blood, but found none. 

He struggled to his feet and stumbled toward the truck. The acrid smell of smoke mingled with the dust in a swirl of toxic fumes. The men in the shadow of the overturned vehicle would be dead if another explosion hit. Grabbing a hand, he tugged one body after another to safety. Vito was already on his feet doing the same.

Most of the others already laid face down in the dirt. Their bloodied hands covered their heads in the safety position the guards would want to see. Two of the older men lay unmoving on their backs.

"Vito, try to find a pulse." Taddeo pointed to the second unconscious man, as he knelt over the man in front of him. His own pulse throbbed through his fingers, making it impossible to feel anything but a sense of gratefulness that he wasn't the one with the lights out. With a grunt, he dropped his ear to the man's chest. A light thumping met his ear. At least, one was alive.

Across from him, Vito bent over the other man's body. His face turned toward Taddeo as he too listened for a heartbeat. His widened eyes relaxed and he gave Taddeo a nod. Everyone was alive and accounted for.

Shots rang out on the opposite side of the overturned truck. A stray bullet catching the gas tank would blast them all straight into the next life without any warning.

Taddeo flattened himself to the ground. The guards should have been standing over them already. According to the endless practice drills, once the danger was gone the guards would conduct a head count, then begin the grueling, fast-paced march to the camp.

When the volley of shots ended, the eerie stillness magnified the crunching of dirt under a stampede of running feet. Taddeo squinted in the direction of the sound. A navy handkerchief covered the face of the dark-haired, camouflage-clad man. The men with him held their guns at eye level. They wore no markings of military, but the elite hit squads rarely did.

His heart thundered in his chest.

Every part of him wanted to run, to take his chance against their aim while he was on the move instead of motionless on the ground. A mass shooting of prisoners probably wouldn't even make the evening news anywhere but for the city. And the general public might shrug it off and mention to their half-listening companion that the prisoners had it coming.

As the leader reached a body, he lowered his gun and rolled the nearest man over. The prisoner didn't raise his hands in defense, but laid ready to take whatever was coming to him.

Yet nothing came.

"Is everyone alive?" a voice shouted in Italian.

Italian. The stranger spoke his native language. What were Italians doing hijacking a Soviet Union prisoner work truck? Surely, the Italian military wasn't daft enough to rescue him and risk war with the Soviet death machine. He wasn't valuable enough. Even he knew that.

"Yes," Vito answered before Taddeo could get his tongue moving.

The group of strangers pulled men to their feet and motioned the others up.

"What did he say?" a Russian voice asked as they slowly rose to standing.

"This is a rescue attempt. We don't have much time before they send a checkpoint search party. We've got to get you out of here." The man motioned toward the hill to their right. "Our truck is waiting over the hill to get us to safety." 

The seconds stretched into a long pause. Had the Italian offered them freedom? Taddeo caught Vito's surprised gaze. Either he or Vito needed to translate the Italian's words into Russian before the Soviets caught all of them and took them to a punishment worse than death.

"They say they are here to help us escape," Taddeo said in Russian. "If we get caught with them, we die. If we do not go with them, we remain slaves and get punished. This is our chance at freedom."

And this chance didn't involve taking on the guards by himself and running to his escape. If they were going to murder them, they would have done it already.

Right?

He was going with or without the other men. Once they were clear of danger, he planned to bail on the group and find his way home.

The bewildered men jumped up to meet the approaching truck. Upon seeing no response from the unconscious men, two of the Italian rescuers scooped up the limp bodies as if picking up small children. The Italians disbursed the Soviet guards' weapons to the escapees who clambered into the covered truck. Grabbing an offered knife, Taddeo inhaled, counting off the seconds to calm his hammering heart.

Was this really happening?

The truck jolted and rattled as they sped away from the disabled Soviet vehicle. It was his chance to turn a blind eye at the guards' bodies lying sprawled on the ground. Attempting to escape amounted to suicide if the checkpoint guards caught up with them, but the decision had been made for him.

Escape or wish you were dead. 

The other men perched in silence around the truck, gripping the sides to avoid being tossed back and forth. He'd spent every day of the last two years with these men yet he didn't know their ages or if they were married, or if anyone cared that they were in prison. When questioned by the guards, three of the men admitted to living in the gulag since 1961 when their factories were taken for the war cause resulting in the relocating of unnecessary owners to the gulags. Twenty years of hell—he couldn't fathom it.

The other ten men had scattered labor sentences for varied reasons. Most of them considered the USSR to be their homeland. The exceptions were him and Vito. Then there was Filo, who never actually revealed his homeland to anyone——strange considering his incessant talking. 

As the truck slowed, the air surged with anticipation like electricity running through a wire. Taddeo tilted his head to ease the tension from his neck. The questions on the others' faces were as loud as the thoughts in his head. Would the consequences of getting on the truck be worse than the conditions in the gulag? Would life be better? What debt would be owed to the Italians?

"You think they will put us to work for them?" The man across the truck sat with his shoulders hunched around his ears, his knees to his chest as if he were trying to become as small as possible.

"They could be spies for Brezhnev, ready to put us to death for escaping," the man next to him said. 

Taddeo shook his head. "Brothers, I doubt they would have given us weapons if they were going to hold us against our will. However, we must be prepared for anything. We don't know these men, but we won't be unprotected in case we need to take action." He pointed his knife at the men holding the guns.

A large bump jarred them from their places. Vito fell into another man's lap and was shoved off before he could collect himself. Taddeo's lip twitched.

As the youngest two in the group, he'd connected with Vito within the first week. Friends in the camp weren't a normal occurrence, but without Vito, Taddeo would not have survived this long.

Suicide was all too common in the barracks. The guards reported failed attempts every week. Some said suicide was selfish, but what if the person was going to die of starvation or malnutrition anyway? Or as the camp leadership called it, "natural causes."

The truck slowed again. He inhaled deeply, calming the storm of raging nerves. Outside the truck, cheers of conquest and clanking metal followed muffled shouts. No one spoke as they waited for the door to open from the outside. Seconds stretched into minutes. Vito, armed with a knife, positioned himself near Taddeo. 

"Taddeo, be strong, my brother." Vito kissed his father's cross pendant in his trembling hand. The pendant survived every personal items check on the way in by being placed under his tongue. While Taddeo didn't believe in charms, a hint of relief passed through him at the sight of it.

The heavy door swung open. Sunlight streamed into the dimly lit truck. He jumped out next to Vito to help some of the weaker men get down. Glancing around, he scanned the area for possible escape routes. If this went south, he wanted to be gone before the carnage started. Gates guarded the entrance and high walls surrounded the compound. Disappearing would require an act of God. 

Compared to the robust Italians, his fellow escapees resembled stick figures with bent frames, protruding skeletons, and paper-thin skin layered with grime. The weapons in their hands were ill-fitted and comical, as they hovered like abused animals outside the truck. A camouflage-clad man motioned to them, his face unrecognizable without the handkerchief tied around it. 

"Come inside with me." He strode toward the building, likely assuming they were following. 

No one budged.

Taddeo clenched the knife by his side. "We want to talk with you out here first." He lifted his chin toward the building. "What's inside?"

The Italian faced their small group, the smile on his face not quite reaching his eyes.  He swung his hand to his chest with emphasis. "My name is Dante. This warehouse building behind me is the home of the Freedom Fighters. My apologies for not introducing ourselves sooner, but if any of you knew our identity and were caught, our whole operation would have been in danger. You can lay the weapons down. We're on your side."

The shock rippling through him threw him off balance. Freedom Fighters.

Vito glanced at him with a scrunched brow and stepped in. "What are your intentions with us?"

"We would like to help you locate your families, find jobs, and provide you with necessary medical attention." A murmur broke out among the prisoners as Taddeo translated. Dante stepped closer. "We ask that you spend the next few days with us as we help you adjust to life outside of the gulag." 

 "He talks smooth," Vito said. "Think he's lying?"

"You are freeing us and gaining nothing from it?" Taddeo said to Dante.

"We gain nothing from this, but the joy of granting you the freedom you deserve." 

Impossible. There was always a catch. He'd find out what it was soon enough. Taddeo translated Dante's reassurance into Russian. Filo fell to his knobby knees, sobbing. 

"Please, God, let this be true. Please." Filo's desperate moans grated Taddeo's nerves. This was not the time for theatrics.

Dante strode forward a few paces, his eyebrows scrunched together. "Is he okay?" 

 "If you are being truthful, Filo is going to be fine. These are the words of freedom he has been praying every day to hear."

Dante opened his arms. "Come. Please. Let us take you inside to feed you, clean you up, and give you proper clothing."

"The offer is too tempting to pass up," Vito said to Taddeo.

"Tempting, yes. But these men rescued us from the gulag expecting nothing in return? And we're supposed to skip into a warehouse with them after they bribe us with food and clothes?"

Squinting at him, Vito nodded. "I don't see many other options, do you?"

Taddeo paused. Trust was a precious commodity. He had jumped into the truck with them when it meant escaping the gulag. Now what choice did he have but to find out what they had in store for a group of half-dead labor camp escapees. 
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It was moving day.

Their beautiful, tan, two-story house with a red roof sat empty, its presentation of wealth and social status a sham. Mama sold everything she could. What she could not bear to part with lay carefully wrapped inside brown boxes and old trunks.

Fiamma propped her hands on her hips and stared the piles of boxes. "What do we do with the things we can't fit in the car?" 

Mama cocked her head, tilting her chin to the sky. A grin spread across her face. "We're going to hide them in the tunnel."

Weren't castles the only homes in Italy with tunnels? Unless of course the Catacombs counted as a residence. "What? Like a secret tunnel?"

"A secret tunnel."

"I have lived here my whole life and you never thought to mention this before?"

She followed Mama through the front room to the stairs leading to the cellar. Kneeling to the ground, Mama brushed the dirt away and wedged her thin fingers in between two boards. They popped up easily. 

Winking, Mama shined her flashlight at the dark opening. "Come with me." 

Holding the fullness of her skirt in one hand, Mama eased into the opening and down the ladder. The cool underground air rushed up to meet Fiamma sending a chill shivering through her. 

"What sort of nasty creatures and skeletons are hiding down here?" 

"I think it's either a treasure trove for the Romans or a burial vault." Mama rasped in an attempt to be scary, but the humor in her voice betrayed her. "Or simply an access route."

The low ceilings forced them to walk stooped for a few meters before abruptly opening to a much taller, wider space. Mama stretched her back and flicked her flashlight back and forth. 

"We will bring the boxes here to this large area. They should stay dry with plenty of space to allow us to pass. Let's hope that no one else finds out about it until we can return for our things."

Large, tightly-sealed barrels sat stationed throughout long passageway. Oh the places her imagination could take her. Rare artifacts. Gold hidden beneath gunpowder. Ancient manuscripts from the days of the Roman Empire. Unlikely, but a secret tunnel merited some sort of claim to fame. If not, what was the use in having it? Her attempt to dislodge one to discern the contents was unsuccessful.

"What's in the barrels?"	

"Sealed water containers, non-perishable food, matches, lanterns, and blankets. This tunnel was built a long, long time ago. The residents would hide themselves and their friends here for safety. It's about a kilometer long and leads out to the forest. We come down here once a year to change out the water and food supplies. Look up ahead." 

A faint light shining from a crack split through the darkness. 

"There is a large net we need to reach through to get to the door handle. A board locks the exit from the inside. Once we swing it back, we will be able to push the door open."

"What about snakes? Does the net stop them?" Fiamma edged closer to Mama.

Mama didn't answer as she kept walking. Fiamma stayed close. At the door, Mama reached her hand through the netting. The flashlight dropped and clicked off. A small stream of light filtered through the door.

"Ah!" Mama screamed, jumped into Fiamma, and batted her hands as if she would take flight. 

Fiamma screamed with her, then caught her breath. "What's wrong? What is it?" 

"Rats." Mama gasped for air.

Picking up her feet in a high-step dance, Fiamma screamed again. Mama was silent. "Mama, are you okay? Mama?"

A sound echoed in the stillness. Fiamma froze. Mama let loose a belly laugh. "Why are you laughing? A rat attacked you."

"There weren't any rats, sweetheart. You are so easy to scare." Mama wiped the tears from her eyes. "Sorry, bella. That was so perfect." 

Fiamma giggled in spite of herself. She rarely screamed, but something about this tunnel put her on edge. Mama reached through the netting once again.

"If something bites you this time, I won't believe you." 

Mama chuckled. The board swung back as far as possible through the net. "Push." 

"I am pushing, Mama." The door didn't budge.

"One, two, three, push."

"Did you push?" 

"I did. Did you?"

"I think I did." Fiamma released the fit of giggles that bubbled to the surface.

"One more time. One, two, three. Push." The door inched open. With Herculean strength, they shoved the door as far as it could go. Mama stepped out into the sunshine, Fiamma right behind her. 

"Help me get this closed before someone sees us." Mama grabbed at the door. With a few more grunts and heaves, the door closed.

Rocks and shrubbery covered the other side of the door. "No wonder the door was so heavy." 

Mama laughed. "Clever disguise, don't you say?" 

"And unbearably heavy. How did people not get stuck down there?" 

Mama paused, her eyes wide. "Maybe they did but we haven't found their bones yet." 

"Very funny. So where are we?" 

"Remember when you were small, I'd take you and Taddeo on adventures through the forest and a couple of times we found picnic baskets sitting in the woods?"

Fiamma smiled at the memory. "Yes, there would always be a note waiting for us that said the basket was for us. For years, I thought the forest fairies left them." 

"The year you found out Babbo Natale didn't fill your shoes with gifts was the year you realized the forest fairies didn't exist either."

"A sad year."

Mama grinned at her. "We'll return to the house from the outside so you get a better understanding of where we are." She strolled away picking her way through the tall grass that surrounded the exit.

"So Mama, what is the survival plan for living in Lecce? We have jobs here, but are we going to find suitable jobs in the city?" 

"I wish I knew, sweetheart, but I don't. We have some food, blankets, and supplies to get us started. Maybe we will find someone to help us build a place to live. There were quite a few trees in the picture so surely we could make them into a cabin."

She draped her arm over Fiamma's shoulders as they walked. The idea of building a house with the trees on the land would have been laughable had it not been so alarming. Everything would work out, right? All she could do was hope. And hoping seemed to be the theme of her life.
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Taddeo motioned for the men to follow Dante. Vito reached down and pulled Filo to his feet, which were covered by tattered strips of leather, no longer resembling shoes. Still sobbing, Filo leaned his weight into Vito as they shuffled toward the building. The metal doors to the warehouse slid open as their huddled group neared. 

Several smiling women offered warm welcomes. The most amiable greeting they received from Taddeo was a nod in their direction. Disarming smiles and false hospitality wouldn't trick him.

Once inside, the aroma of food hit like a wave. Taddeo's jaw went slack. He soaked in the sights. Off to the right, long tables with chairs awaited occupants. In the middle of the warehouse, plush couches sat in clusters. A wall near the back of the warehouse showed a large picture of a showerhead with water coming out of it. That one required no translation.

He hadn't expected torture devices to be the first thing he saw, but nor did he expect this type of luxury. It was an impressive front.

Dante broke the silence. "Friends, welcome. You are safe here. Our goal is to help you recover as fully as possible. We have a meal ready for you. In the back of the warehouse, you can see there is a place for a warm shower, a dozen racks of clean clothes available for you to find a new outfit, and a comfortable bed if you would like to rest. We ask that when you are ready you allow our doctor to examine you. I know you are hungry so please grab a plate of food, but do not eat too quickly or you will get a stomachache." 

Taddeo barely finished translating before the hungry bodies descended on the kitchen window to grab a plate of food like starving vultures on a carcass. Desperate as if it would disappear into thin air. The kitchen staff provided plates of warm chicken and rice, an apple, and vegetables. On every table sat a pitcher of clear drinking water with glasses—a luxury never allowed prisoners.

Vito closed his eyes and groaned. "I don't care if they kill us after this. It is worth it if this gets to be my last meal." 

Taddeo grunted around his mouth full of food, savoring the rich flavors bursting on his tongue. After the camp's cardboard-paste gruel and lukewarm watery soup, this feast slowly was proving difficult. Murmurs of delight came from down the table. The solitary sounds of eating utensils hitting the plates echoed through the room. No one spoke or made eye contact with one another. 

Dante angled over a few men polishing off their plates of food. "Would you like more food?" The men looked to Taddeo for translation, then agreed. This time as they seated themselves quiet conversation began. 

The second helpings vanished. Chairs scraped across the floor as one by one the men left the table. Two men disappeared into the shower rooms and returned clean, wearing new clothes, looking vastly different than the man they were when they went in. 

Taddeo joined the shower queue. How much time had passed since he had good nutritious food, a warm shower complete with soap, and new clothes with no holes or patches? Over two years, at least.

The Freedom Fighters couldn't be all that bad if they were letting them clean up. At the front of the shower line, volunteers measured him for new clothes, then sent him to a shower stall with a small bar of soap and a towel in his hands. He used half a bar of flowery-scented soap to rub his skin until it tinged pink, the brown layers disappearing into the drain.

The bliss of being clean made him a new man, ready to take on the world. His earlier suspicions of the Freedom Fighters' ill intentions faded into weak excuses for distrust. Outside the shower stall, a volunteer had placed a fresh set of clothes and shoes under his towel. He blinked against the misting in his eyes. It was all too much for one moment.

Sliding into the new clothes, his skin tingled at the sensation. The fabrics brushed against him with no unauthorized air vents and they smelled of—nothing. A glorious lack of odor greeted him. In the center of the warehouse, he joined Vito who was sitting in a plush chair, freshly showered as well. Vito rose to greet him.

Taddeo studied their surroundings. "Have you found the sleeping quarters?" 

"Any sign of bed bugs and I'm leaving." 

Whipping his head around, Taddeo glared at Vito who pursed his lips in amusement at his own joke. "Ungrateful slug."

Vito thumped his chest as he coughed. "That's choice coming from the man who not an hour ago was ready to walk away from all this." 

Taddeo clamped his mouth shut and stalked off. He refused to apologize for his suspicions. Life didn't have the best track record of handing him good things without strings attached thus far. In the bunk room, others laid on beds scattered across the room, resting, reading books or browsing the local newspaper. Two beds remained unclaimed in the corner. Taddeo dropped onto one.

Vito stretched out on the one next to him. "It's hard to believe this is happening to us. It feels like a dream. Our stomachs are full. We are clean, and we have clean beds. This could all be happening in my subconscious or in the afterlife."

Taddeo stared at the ceiling. "I still think they want something."

"Again with the conspiracy theory. Although—" Vito propped himself up on his elbow. "I watched the others coming out of the doctor's office while I waited for you to get out of the shower, the guys wore wristbands with their name, birthdate, and nationality. Obviously, they are documenting us for a reason. But, I suppose a wristband is better than a string of meaningless numbers."

Taddeo sighed as the adrenaline faded from his chest. Fatigue barreled into him like a freight train. His eyes drifted shut.

"I had forgotten how good it feels to be clean. Clothes without dirt or fish guts feel strange." Taddeo could hear Vito rubbing the arm on his blue cotton shirt. "I feel almost human again." 

"Me too." It had been too long since he felt human. And since he'd slept well. "Stop talking."

His abduction from the market in broad daylight happened four months into his military assignment. Every day after that had been scenes cut straight from a horror film. If you make a mistake, you will be the next body they cut up and toss in the crematory, a gulag-lifer informed him. Those words changed everything he did.

"Why do you think they picked us?"

Taddeo cracked an eye open as Vito folded his hands behind his head. "I don't know. It seems inappropriate to question them. Maybe we will get the chance to ask someday."

"Or sooner rather than later." Vito dipped his head toward an approaching figure. Dante.

His heart leapt into double time. Taddeo shot Vito a warning glance. "Vito, don't." 

Dante peered down at them with a broad smile. "Have you boys seen Dr. Kotov yet?" 

Vito shook his head. "Not yet." 

"He is ready for you both," Dante said. 

No way on earth was Taddeo letting a random doctor near him with poison-filled needles. He had lost his freedom, not his brain.

"Ah, well, um." Taddeo motioned to his comrade. "Vito is afraid of needles." Vito snorted.

 "Oh he is, is he?" Dante laughed. "Is Taddeo also afraid of needles?" 

Taddeo shrugged. "Perhaps 'afraid' isn't the best word to use. I would say that I am cautious. I have a healthy respect for them." And the damage they could do.

"I promise you that the blood work is to aid in improving your health. I can arrange to have the doctor sing to you, if that helps." Dante winked.

Taddeo shook his head. "No, that's not necess—"

"Why did you choose to save our group?" Vito said. 

Squeezing his eyes shut, Taddeo cringed at Vito's ill-timed question. "Please don't mind him. We are humbled and grateful for you risking your lives to save us. We don't need to know why." Yet he wouldn't mind an answer.

"It's all right, my friend, please. I'll answer him." Dante grabbed a nearby chair and dragged it over to sit across from Vito's bed. "That is a very important question to ask. We have watched your shift closely for months."

"Who made you aware of us? Sympathizers are treated as traitors and all but murdered on the spot," Vito said.

Eyebrows raised, Dante blinked. "No one person told us. We first noticed your particular group at the docks early one morning while we were there on business."

There was no way they knew from the look of them that they were prisoners. "I'm not sure I understand. We could have been any dock workers out there. Someone had to have given us away," Taddeo said. 

"We observed how you were treated. Your mannerisms made it obvious you were not paid, willing workers. For quite a few days, we took around the clock shifts watching the boat you worked on before we put a rescue plan together. Different shifts had different patterns. Our men asked around and found out that the boat workers at the docks often bragged of using government-owned slaves. We assumed you had to be in the nearby gulag." 

"So why us?" Vito said.

"At the risk of sounding impersonal, it's because the logistics worked. Trying to rescue any other shift from the boat would have been too risky due to the time of day."

This man had a convincing story going. "And if you failed?" 

"Once we strike we have one chance to get you out. If we try and fail, security would be too heavy for our small numbers. We sat above your route from the docks for several days waiting to strike at the right moment." 

Taddeo caught his breath. They weren't random. They were chosen. But for what? "How many others have you saved?"

"Your group is the sixteenth to be successfully rescued and brought back here for restoration." Dante gazed at the floor, his voice quiet. "There are always people who need rescuing." Dante reclined in the chair. "Had you lost hope?" 

What was the point of having hope, to be disappointed? His question dug, too deeply, to a place Taddeo had not gone in a very long time. Taddeo dipped his head, shifting his eyes away.

"Let me tell you boys something. I was a slave," Dante said. "Twice." 

Vito snapped to attention. "Really?" 

"Addiction is a fierce dictator. I had no hope of rescue. I cared for myself with no thought of others. I was dead inside. No joy. No happiness. I had hit rock bottom. I spent all my effort making money. At first, my excuse was caring for my family, but then it grew bigger than that. In a risky business deal, I gambled all we had and lost. There was nothing left I could do. I was losing my family, my health, and my life in a huge, empty pit. I was lonely in a life I hated. I wasn't good enough to care for them or love them like they needed." Dante stopped talking as if lost in thought, then he clapped his hands together. "Anyway, come with me. You need to see the doctor."

Taddeo moved off the soft bed and trailed Dante to the medical center with Vito by his side. 

"I haven't been to see an actual doctor in years." Vito rubbed the faded silver cross pendant in between his thumb and forefinger. "I sure hope he is better than those so-called 'doctors' they had at the gulag." 

"If he isn't, we can run away," Taddeo whispered.

They sauntered through the corridor toward the doctor's office. Down the hall, a door flew open. A man stumbled out, hacking and gagging. He collapsed to the floor and emptied the contents of his stomach. His wheezing echoed in the passageway.

They halted behind a frozen Dante. Taddeo raised his eyebrows and met Vito's wide-eyed stare.

"Ready to run?"
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A few hours spent stashing boxes of treasured items in the tunnel left Alessia's long-time home, bare and cold. The impact of leaving hit her full force. The house was her final connection with the life she shared with Alonzo and she was giving it up, handing it over to an unfeeling government who cared nothing for her situation if it interfered with their money.

Could she really move away? This town, this home had been her harbor for so long. Her footsteps resounded through the empty rooms. She relived the peace of the happier days when her little family surrounded each other in love and good memories. 

Last night, hours had disappeared as she read through her journal. The stories recounted the precious innocence of Taddeo and Fiamma in their childhood, their biggest concern being how much longer they could play outside. Their constant laughter, etched in her mind, had sounded like a masterfully crafted symphony. The childish antics she'd scrawled on the pages had her stifling her laughter.

Dried tear stains crinkled page after page as she skimmed past the years when her worst nightmares came to life. In 1964, her parents died from a car crash in the Alps, leaving her an unbearable pile of debt to struggle underneath with a new husband. Toward the end of the journal, half-finished entries laid bare the agony of her heart when her husband Alonzo lost his battle with malaria. Four months later, Taddeo's unit had been called up for active duty. Even though he was a well-trained soldier, he'd disappeared into thin air somewhere in the USSR. 

If she didn't know better, she'd think someone had it out for their family because the bad news kept coming. She hadn't been able to catch a break. The weight crushed her heart. But in recent days, she'd focused on creating a new normal. With Fiamma by her side, her heart was on the mend. 

Sweet Fiamma had grown up too fast. How was she seventeen already? Alessia bit her lip as guilt edged into her peaceful moment. She was no more responsible for the violent twist of life events than Fiamma was, but she had attempted to shield her from the horror of it all. What mother wouldn't?

If the walls could speak, they'd repeat the triumphs and joys, sliding past the hurt and heartache that had become so familiar a companion in recent days—the laughter and teasing far outweighing the stress and pain. 

Fiamma rounded the corner, her cheeks tear-stained. "I don't want to leave here. I don't want more change. We have gone through enough." 

"I know, sweetheart." Alessia tugged her into a hug and stroked her hair. They hugged each other tightly as they said farewell to the past. She released a sigh from deep inside. "I suppose we should get going before we change our minds and have to make breakfast for the property evictors." 

Fiamma ran the back of her hand across her swollen eyes and sniffed. "One last run through our checklist, then we can be off." She unfolded a long list written in meticulously small print. There was no doubt she was Alonzo's daughter. Tiny handwriting was his specialty. "Pillows, bedding, cookware, directions, silver, money, phone numbers, addresses…"

Alessia smiled as the list droned on. All of that was stuff that could be replaced, but this—she would miss this place. After two years of memories of Alonzo confronting her around every corner, a change of scenery would be welcomed. Bags in hand, she shuffled out the front door with Fiamma behind her. When Fiamma stepped out, she tugged the door closed and waited, but regret was nowhere to be found.

At the car, Fiamma stuffed their final few bags into the car which was packed to the roof with their lives. They slid into their seats and backed away from the house. With a sniff to keep the fresh tears at bay, Alessia imprinted the image of her long-time home into her mind once more before driving on. 

Silence filled the car. The first stop on the journey carried such significance. They turned into the church cemetery for the last time for a long while. The sight of other freshly mounded plots shot a sharp pain through her heart. A dismal fog swept over Alessia like a wave, the memories of saying goodbye flowed through her mind. Every day that passed after his death, she had questioned her purpose and her ability to handle life. Today's move was part of the answer to those questions.

Stepping out of the car by herself, she shut the door behind her, walking slowly toward the grave marker with a bouquet of flowers in her hand. Her senses engaged themselves in a conversation all their own. Fiamma would wait for her signal to join her as she usually did.

"Alonzo, I know you aren't here. I know I'm talking to myself like I always do." She sighed. "It's comforting to think you might be listening. Even if you aren't, I need this. I don't think I told you enough, but you were always a great listener. Other women complained about how much their men never listened. Not me. You listened and never complained about how much I talked." She rolled her eyes toward the sky. Don't give in to the tears. She could do this.

"I miss you." Her voice cracked. "Horribly." She cleared her throat. "I told you that Fiamma and I were moving to Lecce. Today is the day and I wanted you to be our last goodbye. Strange how you and I always wanted to move there, but never did. Or could. Now we're going without you or Taddeo and our family feels so incomplete. Sweetheart, I think of you every day. What would you do? I can't help but wonder what life would be like if we were going through these times together." 

Snapping off a few blades of grass, she twirled them in between her fingers. "Maybe we would be debating where our next vacation would be. Or we would light candles and pray every day for Taddeo's safe return. We never saw life happening like this." Especially not being evicted.

She couldn't bring herself to tell him she was failing, as if he didn't already know. Her battle with the tears was lost, but she managed a laugh. Eyes closed, she paused to soak in the moment. Her jaw tingled, as if she were being watched. She scanned the area but saw no one. She shook her head. It was just Fiamma. Overactive imagination.

"Well, Alonzo, I brought you some fresh flowers. Am I as pathetic as I feel? I want everyone who passes by in the next few weeks to know you are the most loved and missed in the entire world. I love you, sweetheart. We will come back to visit."

With a glance at the car, she met Fiamma's gaze and waved her over. Fiamma walked up, extending a handkerchief. "Mama, there's a man in the trees who keeps glancing over at us."

Her heart leapt into her throat. The tingling sensation was rarely wrong. She searched the trees at the edge of the graveyard and made eye contact with the man. He dropped to his knees in front of a gravestone and buried his face in his hands. She averted her gaze. How rude of her to have been watching a grieving man.

Maybe it was grief she recognized in his features, but his face looked familiar. She'd probably seen him before on one of her visits here. It was nothing. Leave it to her teenager to notice something so trivial.

"It's nothing, Fi. He is visiting someone he misses. Staring isn't polite, especially at the grieving."

Leaving Fiamma to say goodbye, Alessia strolled around the church, impressing every detail into her memory. The crunching of the gravel beneath her shoes broke the silence. 

Rounding the corner of the church, a slight breeze greeted her. She inhaled the crisp air and rested against the blackened stone wall soaking in the peace of the moment. The sun, the breeze, the coming of change warmed her heart with thankfulness. 

It was time to embrace the change. There could be no more avoiding it. She pushed away from the textured wall in no hurry to bring on the inevitable departure. A shiver ran down her spine. This was it. This was goodbye. For how long, who knew? 

She stepped around the corner. A black car caught her eye. It slowed to a crawl as it passed near her car. The driver faced Fiamma. Alessia swallowed hard. Why the attention on her teenage daughter?

"Fiamma." The word slipped from her mouth with more panic than she had intended.

Fiamma jerked her head up and looked across the car at Alessia. In an instant, the driver's eyes shifted toward her. They were squinted, but crystal blue. He tipped his head, touched his fingertips to his forehead in a salute, then accelerated away.

"What's wrong, Mama?" Fiamma jogged to the car to meet her, her eyes rimmed with red but dry. 

Alessia offered her a half-smile. Such a strong girl. Someday she would discover that inner strength. "Nothing. I thought we should get going."

They settled into their family car, a once-classy 1960 Pininfarina with large patches of rust across the elongated front and stubby back end. Years of high prices and debt left her holding on with desperation to the last vehicle she'd owned.

Fiamma flicked on the radio then propped her feet on the dashboard. "This will make the trip happier." 

Alessia turned out of the church cemetery and onto the highway. The sadness dissolved with the strains of cheerful music. 

 "That man at the cemetery, we've seen him before." Fiamma twirled her hair around her finger.

"I'm sure we have if he goes to the cemetery often."

"I think I remember seeing him at Papa's funeral."

"How do you remember that? Most of the town came out." 

Fiamma shrugged. "I saw him and thought his eyes were an unusual blue color. I don't think he's Italian."

Guilt tightened its grip on Alessia. Except for family, she hadn't really noticed who was at the funeral. Faces were all a blur. In fact, in the few weeks after Alonzo's death she couldn't recall much of what had happened.

She shoved the guilt aside. Not everyone who knew Alonzo knew her
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