
Table of Contents

Anna How to tear down the Iron Curtain

1.  Prague

2.  Road to Switzerland

3.  Geneva

4.  Tripoli-Benghazi, Libya.

5.  The invitation.

6.  Before the party.

7.  The whiskey party.

8.  Waiting for Rudy's return.

9.  Anna and Rudy: the commitment.

10.  Anna and Erick.

11.  Anna and Rudy. Living a romance in Libya.

12.  The hen party.

13.  Rudy leaves Libya.

14.  Back home.

15.  Anna bewildered.

16.  Rudy and SGS.

17.  Anna and Olaf.

18.  Change of course.

19.  The powder keg.

20.  The farewell.

21.  Chaos.

22.  Let's fly.

23.  Another new life.

24.  The second wedding.

25.  The honeymoon.

26.  Hard times.

27.  Epilogue.

Also By Carlos Usin


Anna

How to tear down the Iron Curtain

CARLOS USIN

Copyright © 2021 Carlos Usín

All rights reserved.

M-001543/2021

Cover design Marta Fernández

DEDICATION

––––––––
[image: ]


To Anna

1. Prague

2. Road to Switzerland

3. Geneva

4. Tripoli-Benghazi, Libya.

5. The invitation.

6. Before the party.

7. The whiskey party.

8. Waiting for Rudy's return.

9. Anna and Rudy: the commitment.

10. Anna and Erick.

11. Anna and Rudy. Living a romance in Libya.

12. The hen party.

13. Rudy leaves Libya.

14. Back home.

15. Anna bewildered.

16. Rudy and SGS.

17. Anna and Olaf.

18. Change of course.

19. The powder keg.

20. The goodbye.

21. Chaos.

22. Let's fly.

23. Another new life.

24. The second wedding.

25. The honeymoon.

26. Hard times.

27. Epilogue.

Introduction

After the armed conflict and the defeat of the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo axis, the map of Europe, as it was known until then, changed substantially as it was divided into two Europes, the East and the West, through the agreements signed by the then allies: the US, the United Kingdom, and the USSR, which France later joined.

Eastern Europe was tightly controlled by a centralized communist system imposed by the U.S.S.R. (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics). A political system lacking freedoms, with the economies of the countries driven by the needs and demands of the USSR, and marked by high repression levels against all ideological dissidents of the slogans set by Moscow.

On the contrary, in Western Europe, there was a strong commitment to the principles of human rights, democracy, freedom of speech, private property, free movement of people, and a market economy.

With this physical division driven by ideological issues, countries within each bloc represented two opposing worlds. They experienced radically different social and economic development until, finally, in 1989, the communist system collapsed.

In other words, just forty years after the end of World War II in 1945, Europe experienced a new, peaceful political upheaval. It reinvented itself, as from that moment (1989), borders were redrawn, new countries emerged, others disappeared, communism was eliminated as the dominant political system in the Eastern bloc, and new democracies took shape.

For this reason, it is essential to provide reference data so that the reader can situate themselves in the historical context in which the action takes place, without delving into detailed analysis.

The period of time covered by the development of the action narrated here goes from August 21, 1968, the day on which the former Soviet Union (USSR) invaded Czechoslovakia using the Warsaw Pact, until the fall of the Berlin Wall, on November 9, 1989. 

Europe divided.

Yalta and Potsdam Conferences.

As mentioned above, the division of Europe into two parts resulted from agreements among the Allies, the outcome of a series of meetings and conferences held throughout World War II until just before it ended in 1945.

The first of these meetings took place in Moscow in August 1942; however, the most significant were those held at Yalta and Potsdam.

The Yalta Conference. 

It was the meeting held just before the end of the Second World War (from February 4 to 11, 1945) between Joseph Stalin, Winston Churchill, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, as presidents of the governments of the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States, respectively, and which took place in the former imperial palace of Livadia.in Yalta (Crimea). It is often considered to be the beginning of the Cold War ([1]).

These are some of the agreements adopted by the participants:

Germany.

	The disarmament, demilitarization, and partition of the country. Thus, Germany would be divided into four zones, one for each ally and one for the Soviet Union.

	Indemnities to be paid for war damages.

	Control over a third of Germany was ceded to the Soviet Union: Thuringia, Saxony, Mecklenburg, Brandenburg, and Vorpommern.

	It was agreed to transfer, among others, the Germans from Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia to West German territory.


Poland.

	It was agreed that Poland would have a "Provisional Government of National Unity" which would prepare for "free elections as soon as possible, based on universal suffrage and secret ballot". (However, the outcome of the election was manipulated.)

	Poland lost its eastern lands to the Soviet Union.

	It was agreed to reward Poland with lands that had been German for centuries: the Lebus region, the western part of Pomerania, East Prussia, Silesia, as well as the free city of Danzig.

	Control over Poland was ceded to the Soviet Union.


The Yalta agreements were contentious even before the final meeting in Potsdam. After Roosevelt's death, Churchill and Stalin were accused of refusing to accept international control over the countries liberated by the USSR. Moreover, no other government was consulted or notified of the decisions taken there.

The Potsdam Conference.

It took place in the town of the same name, near Berlin, between July 17 and August 2, 1945, at the Cecilienhof palace.

Several decisions were taken at these meetings, including:

	The return of all European territories annexed by Nazi Germany since 1938 and the separation of Austria.

	It established the division of Germany and Austria into four zones of occupation (already agreed at the Yalta conference), and a similar division of Berlin and Vienna.

	The persecution of Nazi war criminals. 

	The temporary establishment of the Oder-Neisse (two rivers) line, which would be the border of the territory administered by the Polish government (the final border between Germany and Poland was to be discussed at a final peace conference). 

	The "humane and orderly" resettlement of the German minorities of "Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia" within the new borders established for Germany and Austria. 

	Agreement for reconstruction. The allies estimated their losses at $200 billion. Germany was forced to pay only $20 billion in industrial products and labor. However, the Cold War prevented this debt from being paid.


Thanks to these pacts, Europe was divided into two large blocs, as has been mentioned, giving rise to the so-called "Iron Curtain".

The Eastern Bloc and the USSR's domination.

Iron curtain.

It is a term that refers to the political, ideological, and, in some cases, physical border between Western Europe and Eastern Europe (the Eastern Bloc) after World War II.

The term had in fact been devised or used earlier by Nazi Germany's Minister of Propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, who stated on February 25, 1945, in an article entitled "The Year 2000," in the weekly newspaper Das Reich:

"If the Germans lay down their arms, the Soviets, in accordance with the arrangement reached by Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin, will occupy all of Eastern and Southeastern Europe, as well as a large part of the Reich. An iron curtain will fall over this huge territory controlled by the Soviet Union, behind which nations will be beheaded. The Jewish press in London and New York will probably continue to applaud."

Later, the then-Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Winston Churchill, used the same expression to refer to the border, both physical and ideological, that divided Europe into two blocs. Churchill popularized the term at a conference in the United States in 1946, when he stated: 

"From Stettin on the Baltic to Trieste on the Adriatic, an iron curtain has fallen on the European continent."

U.S.S.R.

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, commonly known as the Soviet Union, was a federal state of socialist republics that existed in Eurasia between 1922 and 1991.

It arose after the Revolution of 1917 and the subsequent civil war, which was won by those of the new regime. Finally, in December 1922, the Soviet Union was created with the merger of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, the Transcaucasian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, and the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic.

After the end of the S.G.M., the Soviet Union emerged as a superpower and maintained that status for forty years. After the war, it helped to rebuild the countries of the Eastern Bloc in the post-war period, while turning them into satellite states with the founding of the Warsaw Pact military alliance in 1955 and with the formation of the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance or COMECON from 1949 to 1991, the latter an equivalent to the European Economic Community.

Warsaw Pact.

The Treaty of Friendship, Collaboration and Mutual Assistance, better known as the Warsaw Pact after the city where it was signed, was a military cooperation agreement signed on May 14, 1955, by the Eastern Bloc countries. Designed under the leadership of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), its express objective was to counter the threat of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO, 1949), and especially the rearmament of the Federal Republic of Germany, which the founding treaty of the European Defence Community allowed to reorganise its armed forces.

Czechoslovakia.

Initially, the territory that was later known by that name belonged to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The country emerged after the collapse of the aforementioned Empire at the end of the First World War in 1918. 

Since then, and until its disappearance on December 31, 1992, the country has been renamed half a dozen times, which gives an idea of the turbulent history its citizens have endured. Among the most noteworthy is the annexation of a region of the country – the Sudetenland, in 1938 – to Hitler's Nazi Germany and its disappearance as such in 1993.

On January 1, 1993, Czechoslovakia peacefully and admirably split into two nations: the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic. This democratic and bloodless process was masterfully directed by the then-president of the country, the writer and playwright Vaclav Havel.

Currently, the Slovak Republic has been part of the European Union since 2004. It signed the Schengen Treaty in 2007 and joined the Euro in 2009.

Prague Spring.

The Prague Spring was a period of political liberalization and mass protest in Czechoslovakia, a socialist state after World War II. It began on January 5, 1968, when the reformist Alexander Dubček was elected First Secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (KSČ). It continued until August 21, 1968, when the Soviet Union and other Warsaw Pact members invaded the country to suppress the reforms.

There were other dissident movements within the Eastern Bloc throughout history and in different countries ([2]).

The dissidence that took place in Eastern Europe against the USSR in the period 1945 to 1973 had in common the fact that they were fundamentally motivated by two issues:

	The ideological evolution of some of the Communist Parties of the Eastern European countries, which led them to confront Soviet orthodoxy, even if in each case with a different president in the USSR, in a different political situation and at a different time: Tito, in Yugoslavia, with Stalin, in 1948; Nagy, in Hungary, with Krustchev, in 1956 and Dubcek, in Czechoslovakia, with Brezhnev, in 1968.

	The generalized socio-economic discontent, the causes of which were even before Stalinism, and which in these countries will try to alleviate with various attempts at reform, coinciding in some aspects: in appealing to desires for economic self-management and in the formation or emergence of "Councils" as a legacy of the Luxembourgist heterodoxy of the Interwar Period. This responded to a profound aspiration of a part of the communist parties, and of more or less broad sectors of the population that followed them, to achieve a "true socialism", that is, to socialize power and not only to nationalize it or by exercising through these "Councils" a true participation and control of the organs of power.


Berlin Wall.

In 1949, the three western zones of occupation by the US, the United Kingdom, and France became the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). At the same time, reconstruction and border protection work began on both sides. With the formation of the two states, political separation occurred. 

On the opposite side was the GDR, the Democratic Republic of Germany, under the communist regime of the USSR.

Between the GDR and the FRG, police and border soldiers were deployed for the first time, and later barriers were built. 

Berlin was divided into four demilitarized sectors, except the armed forces of France, Great Britain, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and the United States of America in their respective zones, and independent of both German states, although in practice this consideration was of little importance. 

West Berlin resembled a federal state in the FRG in many respects, for example, with representatives in parliament. 

East Berlin was declared the capital of the GDR, as Berlin had been before the war.

Since the founding of the GDR, emigration to the FRG has increased. From 1952, the internal borders between the GDR and the FRG were protected by fences and guards: a 5 km zone was created that could only be entered by residents with a special permit. Near the border, there was another 500-meter prohibited zone, and at the same border, a 10-meter barrier.

Between 1949 and 1961, some three million people left the GDR from East Berlin. In the first two weeks of August 1961 alone, 47.533 people emigrated. Moreover, for many Poles and Czechs, West Berlin became the gateway to the West.

On the night of August 12-13, 1961, without warning, the USSR built the entire wall (it measured more than 120 km), and on August 13, only a small part remained unbuilt, heavily guarded by the socialist police. Soldiers of the National People's Army, 5,000 members of the German border police (precursor of the Border Troops, or Grenztruppen), 5,000 members of the People's Police, and 4,500 members of the brigades began to seal off the approaches to West Berlin. Soviet troops were stationed along the Allied border in preparation for eventual combat.

The Soviet-dominated Eastern Bloc maintained that the wall was erected to protect its population from fascist elements conspiring to prevent the popular will to build a socialist state in East Germany.

The border police had orders to shoot to kill against all those who tried to cross to the other side, to the west. The Potsdam Center for Historical Studies estimates the total death toll in the area of the wall at 125.

The Berlin Prosecutor's Office, for its part, considers that the death toll was more than 200 people, including 33 who died as a result of the detonation of mines.

Fall of the Berlin Wall and disappearance of the Iron Curtain.

The Berlin Wall fell on the night of Thursday, 9 to Friday, 10 November 1989, twenty-eight years after it was built. The opening of the wall, known in Germany as die Wende (The Change), was a consequence of the demands for freedom of movement in the former GDR and the constant evasions to the embassies of capitals of Prague and Warsaw Pact countries, and through the border between Hungary and Austria, which imposed fewer restrictions since August 23. In September, more than 13,000 East Germans emigrated to Hungary. Soon after, mass demonstrations against the East German government began, especially in Leipzig. The leader of the GDR, Erich Honecker, resigned on October 18, 1989, and was replaced days later by Egon Krenz.

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

The division of the world into two ideological and political blocs, each led by the US and the USSR, also forced countries, depending on their geographical location and ideology, to form military coalitions. This is how the aforementioned Warsaw Pact came about, and on the opposite side, NATO.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization, also known as the Atlantic Alliance, is an intergovernmental military alliance governed by the North Atlantic Treaty, or Washington Treaty, signed on April 4, 1949. The organization constitutes a system of collective defense, in which member states agree to defend any member state that is attacked by an external power. 

In its early years, NATO was not much more than a political association. However, the Korean War prompted consideration of a permanent coalition. A military structure was then created under the direction of U.S. commanders. The Cold War led rival nations to create the Warsaw Pact in 1955.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the organization intervened in the Yugoslav war, which became NATO's first joint intervention. Politically, the organization has improved its relations with former Eastern Bloc members, resulting in the incorporation of several Warsaw Pact members into NATO.

The US-Libya confrontation and the bombing of Tripoli in 1986.

The war that took place between the United States and Libya in 1986 ([3]) is part of a conflict whose precedent occurred a decade earlier, in November 1972, when Libya imposed a ban on the United States from flying over airspace within 185 kilometres of Tripoli. But the origin and sequence of the clashes between the two countries must be established in 1969. 

In that year, Colonel Muammar al-Gaddafi led a military uprising to overthrow the monarchy, and Libya became the focus of numerous conflicts. Coinciding with the kidnapping of the American hostages in Tehran in November 1979, the U.S. embassy in Tripoli was set on fire by a cheering crowd for Ayatollah Khomeini. Two years later, and with Ronald Reagan already in power, in the summer of 1981, two American "F-14" aircraft shot down two Libyan "SU-22" aircraft in the Gulf of Sirte. The U.S. said the Libyan jets had fired first. In November of that same year, the White House closed the Libyan embassy in Washington and expelled its staff, accusing them of contravening diplomatic rules. From that moment on, the Gulf of Sirte became a focus of conflict between the two countries. In February 1983, several U.S. jets shot down two Libyan "MiG-23s" that had approached the aircraft carrier, Nimitz. The Mediterranean had become the scene of terrorist attacks, kidnappings, bombings, and an escalation of war of considerable proportions. Gaddafi was making good on his threat to fight "to the death" to protect a gulf he considered his property.
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1.  Prague
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Hotel Aura. Prague.

Monday, April 15, 1985.

Anna Molnárová enters her hotel room expecting to face her uncertain future. She is thirty-four years old, has recently divorced after fifteen years of marriage, and has been fired from her job after suffering years of harassment. Her whole life has been blown up in a few months. It has to start over. The next day, she will fly to Libya, where her nursing expertise is needed.

She is one step away from leaving behind everything she loves, everything she has known so far, at least for the next two years. That is the contract she has signed with the state-owned company Polytechna, born – like several others – of the close relationship between her native Czechoslovakia and Libya. 

She arrived in Prague after a four-hour train journey from Nové Mesto nad Váhom in the Trenčín region of Czechoslovakia, where she lives, and she is a little tired. 

Upon entering the room, she puts down her suitcase, walks straight to the window, draws back the curtains, and light floods the room. The room, although simple, is much larger than any she has ever used. Apart from the double bed and a couple of bedside tables on each side, the wardrobe is spacious, so spacious that, perhaps, all her clothes and her mother's would fit if she were with her. 

She retraces her steps and enters the bathroom, which is next to the front door. She looks in the mirror and does not recognize the image that returns her. She seems to be another person, older, sadder, more tired, frustrated. After the incipient wrinkles and the first grey hair, she thinks she recognizes that young woman, enthusiastic about becoming a nurse, who had to fight the unspeakable so that the harassment she endured at work would not break her illusions. Behind that sad and melancholic look, she seems to discover that young woman in love and naïve who, following the unwritten custom, married very early with the desire, unsatisfied, to have many children. Everything has gone wrong for her, and she doesn't know why. She has always done what was expected of her, and yet nothing has turned out right.

She abandons the image of the mirror and sits on the edge of the bathtub. Turn on the hot water tap and check that it comes out boiling, then think about taking a long, relaxing bath. It is a new and very pleasant sensation to turn on the tap and immediately feel the water, first warm and then hot.

She is not going to unpack the suitcase that she had so carefully prepared at home. She doesn't want to mess it up. She's just going to take out her toiletries, underwear, and her nightgown. She doesn't wear a lot of clothes. She doesn't have much, and most of what she does have doesn't serve her where she goes. She will shop in her new place of residence. 

She comes out of the bathroom and, while meditating on whether she will be overcome by temptation, goes back to the window. 

The Aura hotel is, in fact, in the middle of the countryside, in an area surrounded by industries and twenty-five kilometres from the airport.

In front of the hotel, there is no residential building, no shops, nothing that would make one think that this part of the city had been civilized since the presence of the Ottomans. She indeed prefers solitude, open spaces, silence, the peace of the mountains, the fresh and pure air of the forests, the murmur of the streams, but that was neither one nor the other. 

It's still early to go to sleep and somewhat dangerous to walk around. The center is very far from the hotel; there does not seem to be any public transport nearby, and there is not much light left. In the end, she lets herself be seduced and succumbs to the temptation of a relaxing bath. She thinks it will be good. She does not often have the opportunity to enjoy something like this without haste. She goes to the bathroom and starts filling the bathtub. Although she is alone, she closes the bathroom door as she usually does. It has not yet been filled and is immersed in the bathtub to prolong the enjoyment. Immediately, the fumes begin to flood everything, and Anna feels more tired and stressed than she thinks. Soon she begins to feel immersed in a placid slumber, in a pleasant and restful sleep.

She closes her eyes, although her mind does not stop working. Her memories pile up haphazardly in her mind, struggling to emerge and establish priority. But she doesn't know if the right thing to do is to let them out, bury them forever, take them out in order chronologically, or by the impact they had on her in the depths of her soul. She doesn't know where to start. 

Finally, she concludes that money is one of the fundamental reasons – perhaps the most powerful – that led her to that hotel room and forced her to make that drastic decision. Expats can earn up to 20 times their salary in Czechoslovakia, which is a great incentive. 

Her dismissal, to make matters worse, has coincided with her father’s. The People's Committee of Workers of the Trenčín region issued a verdict against her father, accused of financial disloyalty, and he was dismissed from his position as director of the factory he ran, which had catastrophic consequences for the family. 

She always thought that her father's was a dastardly and despicable revenge on the part of her ex-husband's family. Both he, Erik Pekaric, and her ex-father-in-law belong to the Party and did not accept in any way that Anna divorced, thereby affecting Eric's good image and political career.

Once she is forced to emigrate, she tries to find the positive side of the matter, apart from the economic aspect.

She tries to forget about the infamous workplace harassment she has been suffering for years from her direct boss at the hospital, Petra Pokorny, the Head Nurse. A very unfeminine woman, with very short hair, who rarely looks into someone's eyes when she talks to someone; short in stature – she barely reached six feet tall – overweight and with an authoritarian, sullen, despotic, and bitter character. It is the terror of all the nurses in her care, of some doctors who cannot stand her manners with the health personnel either, and of the patients, in whom she instills an excessive desire to leave that concentration camp in which Petra turns what until then they called a hospital, and return to their homes. 

And she has to overcome what for her constitutes an unfulfilled obsession: being a mother. After fifteen years of marriage and half a dozen miscarriages, she wonders if the tensions in her marriage and Petra's harassment had any direct relationship in that fiasco. What worries her most is her age. She is about to turn thirty-five, and time is running out. 

Absorbed in her thoughts, half drowsy from tiredness, the hot water and the cloud of steam that floods everything, she cannot help but be invaded by melancholy for a past so distant that it seems as if everything that happened had happened to someone else and not to her. Life has treated her rigorously, yes, but she is sure that not much more than any woman of her time, of her country, of Eastern Europe to which she belongs by birth. 

She tries to find someone to blame for her life being blown up. Who is to blame for her dismissal? Was she right not to compromise with the insinuations of the libertine director of the hospital? And what about her divorce? Her ex-husband and his insufferable machismo? Its impossibility of providing him with a scion that would perpetuate his lineage, adding a brood of communist dwarfs to the party? The workplace harassment that she had been suffering from for years was from Petra? Had that harassment affected her emotional balance and therefore her marriage? 

She prefers to put the search for the culprit on hold for the time being. After all, she is not going to get anything out of such masochism. The indisputable fact is that she is there, in that hotel, and that the next morning she would leave her country. And she finds it amazing how, sometimes, fate plays with people like leaves in a storm. Who would have imagined that she would end up emigrating to an African country in search of a livelihood? She remembers the strangeness that it caused her - when she was still working in the hospital - to learn about the possibility of moving to Libya to work. At first, she did not consider it, despite the torment and relentless persecution by her boss, Petra, inflicted on her. It was later, when she was already out of work, that she saw that alternative as the only way out of her problem. A problem aggravated by the fact that Vendelín, her father, had also been fired from his job. 

From then on, she dedicates herself to evaluating the possibility of emigrating. And she also remembers the impact her decision had on her family. That was only a few weeks ago, but everything developed so quickly and so much had happened that it seemed like an eternity had passed. It all started at her parents' house with the patriarch's dismissal.

The Molnarov family home. 

Moravské Lieskové. Trenčín Region, Czechoslovakia.

Sunday, March 24, 1985.

After many years at the helm as director of the shoe factory, an unexpected anonymous complaint against her father ended with his dismissal. What had caused Anna so much fear twenty years ago, when the plague of political repression spread after the Russian invasion of 1968, reached them fully, when no one thought it was possible anymore.

It caught them all by surprise. No one expected that, after so much time and so many years as director, someone would suddenly report him anonymously – as was customary – and that this complaint would prosper. The official accusation of the Popular Committee of the Workers of the region was of "economic disloyalty", behind which was a drop in the production of shoes. 

Although Vendelín testified before the Committee and tried to explain that the drop in production was directly related to suppliers' problems in providing the right material, it was of no use. Nor did the argument that, in addition to the fact that the quantity of material received was lower than what was needed, the quality was much worse, which prevented the final result from having a minimum acceptable level. 

Despite the numerous written complaints - following the defined protocols - that Vendelín had sent to his superiors, none of them were able to solve or alleviate the problem. And finally, they used him as a scapegoat to save themselves. After all, 100% of the factory's production was sent to Moscow, and no one wanted anyone there to start looking for culprits. So, they generously offered to offer one on a platter.

The loss of employment meant not only the elimination of income but also the loss of all the privileges inherent to a worker. There was no subsidy, no possibility of being treated for health issues, and, of course, even traveling within the country was prohibited. It was a severe confinement, which, among other things, prevented Vendelín from finding a job in another town. 

Poor Vendelin was devastated. Their children had grown up, and each had a job, but he was still the patriarch. A patriarch without a throne, or baton of command, or power. They had damaged his self-esteem, his pride as a human being, and his image as a father and husband. Once again, he felt betrayed, this time, by his own people, by his own superiors. None of them, after so many years, came to his defence in the pantomime of the trial that was held, for fear of suffering the same fate as him. In these cases, the accused fell into a kind of limbo and were treated like lepers, from whom they could only flee, leaving them to their fate. And when they condemned you – which was almost always – it was as if you had died.

Once the Committee's ruling was known, the family gathered at the house, as always when important issues had to be discussed.

It was Jan, the eldest, who took the reins of the meeting. The father was very affected and was not in the mood. 


―  Well, Dad, the first thing is that you don't need to worry. You are close to retirement, just three years, and that cannot be taken away from you. They can take away all the other privileges, but that's not one of them. You have earned that, and they have not accused you of treason. So, on that side, don't worry.


The father looked at him, and it seemed that he did not recognize in that young man the baby that he had recently held in his arms. It couldn't be the same. Only forty years had passed—a trifle.

And that boy of almost forty years continued:


―  As for the economic aspect, Anna, Alex, and I have already talked about it. We all have our jobs, and now it's our turn to help you, as in the past, you were the ones who helped us. On that side, there is no problem either. 


At that moment, Anna, with a sad expression and deep concern, took advantage of the moment and dropped a piece of news that fell like a bomb in the living room.


―  I have also been fired from the hospital.


A profound silence fell over the Molnarov family. It was one thing for the patriarch, for rather obscure reasons but close to retirement, to have been defenestrated, to have been fired, but it was quite another for the same thing to happen to Anna. 

Everyone knew of the enormous difficulties that Anna had been going through for many years—the persecution to which she was subjected almost from the beginning. Everything seemed to be going well until one day, suddenly, the situation turned around and never straightened out again. They thought it was due to probable envy, either of Petra, the Head Nurse, or of one of her maids, Anna's companions. She never confessed the real reasons for suffering that persecution. She never told them about the attempt of the director of the hospital, Marek Kucka, to abuse her, as he had been doing to as many as he could. She was afraid of her brothers and that, when they learned the truth, they would commit some barbarity, and then, things would be even worse. That's why she kept quiet. But for her family, one thing was the entrenched problem, and another was finding this new news, which was added to the disaster of her father's affair. 


―  When was it, daughter? – asked the mother.

―  Yesterday, Mom. Yesterday at the last minute. 

―  And what are the reasons for that? – asked the eldest, Jan.

―  It doesn't matter, Jan. The reasons are invented as my supposed mistakes, my lack of interest, and everything else has been invented for years. I've been surrounded by witches since day one. On the one hand, I feel relieved. Going to work had long been an unbearable ordeal. On the other hand, I have a problem: I don't know how difficult or easy it will be for me to find a job. I don't know how far these people's tentacles can reach. And if they want to annoy me, they'll try in every way possible. Anyway, I have an idea. I'll tell you about it.

―  Do you think there is any connection between this and mine? – asked her father. 

―  I don't know what to think. It is very strange that, after so many years, two members of the same family are suddenly left without work on the same day.

―  And after your divorce. - Alexej's almost innocent comment, like an afterthought, left everyone pensive. Could it be possible that it was all a conspiracy by Erik's family as revenge for the "affront" of divorce?

―  What if you're right, Alex? - Jan said.

―  I can't imagine that there is anyone so evil and spiteful as to act in such a petty way. I find it hard to believe it – Anna replied, who deep down did not rule out that it was so. "Anyway," he continued, "that doesn't change anything. We are where we are and how we are, and we have a problem. 

―  Well, let's take it one step at a time. Let's separate the problems; otherwise, we'll let it snowball and won't see the solution. First, Mom and Dad – Jan said.

―  Jan and I -interrupted Alexej, - for the time being, we bear your expenses. When Anna can join, she will. There is no hurry. So, that issue is resolved.

―  Now there is the girl – said the mother, affected by all the suffering that Anna had had to endure for years, to end up in this way.

―  The girl, Anna, interjected, is going to start looking for work immediately. And I already have some ideas. Last night, as you will understand, I did not sleep much, but it has been fruitful. This morning, I woke up with a choice. It's not safe, but it's much more than having nothing.

―  But aren't you afraid that they will try to make your life impossible as they have been doing until now? - It was Jan who was speaking.

―  Once out of the hospital, his circle of influence is limited. They are no longer so powerful. On the other hand, the option that I have come up with needs the cooperation of one or more doctors, and I do trust them. With many of them, I get along very well, and without a doubt, if they can help me, they will.

―  And can you tell what that card is up your sleeve? Tell us the whole story and get us out of doubt, come on, - said her mother, who was trembling.

―  Give me a few days. I have to make some calls. When I have the final answer, we will meet here again, and I will tell you. Okay?


Everyone agreed. Anna's approach seemed reasonable, and it would be useless to anticipate a project that, in the end, could not be carried out. It was better to wait to see the results of her movements.

In the meantime, since they were all together again, Jan suggested that instead of being sad about the father's dismissal, he wanted to turn it into a celebration of his early retirement, but that he planned to wait for Anna to find a job and celebrate it all together.

––––––––
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Anna continued to enjoy the long bath, although the water was beginning to get a little too hot. She could still stay a few more minutes in there, as if she remembered when she was protected and happy in her mother's womb. 

She did not have many alternatives, since apparently the hotel had been chosen with the view that none of those staying there for the Polytechna company would succumb to the temptation to escape the Czechoslovak communist paradise. So, she made the most of it and blended in like a chickpea: she soaked. She would leave there with wrinkled skin, but relaxed, while with somewhat more orderly ideas. 



The Molnarov family home.

Sunday, April 7, 1985.



A few days later, as Anna had requested, they were all reunited at the family home. Their faces no longer showed the concern of a few days ago. They looked more relaxed and more confident about the future after the approach that Jan, the eldest, had defined. Although Anna did not know very well how the news she had in store would affect them, it was, moreover, a firm decision.

Once everyone had taken their seats in the room, Anna took the floor and acted as if she had to act in front of gangrene: cut to the chase.


―  I have two pieces of news. One good and one bad.

―  Start with the good one – said her mother.

―  I already have a job.


Everyone burst into a joyful shout in unison, filling her with kisses and hugs. Everyone, except her mother, who was still waiting for the bad news. She remembered that she had said "bad news," and her mother's intuition feared the worst, though never what she would have to hear next.


―  And the bad news, Anna? What's the bad news? – Tereza asked.

―  The bad news is that it's in Libya.

―  Libya? Did you say Libya? 

―  Yes, Dad. Libya. That North African country.


They looked at each other and did not know very well how they felt about such news and how to show it. Joy? Yes, of course. A job is a job. But in Libya?


―  I know you're thinking I'm crazy, but now you're going to see that I'm right. First of all, I'm not sure whether my intuition is that my enemies' influence outside this hospital can hinder my job search. Even if it's in Bratislava. I do not know the mechanisms the Party uses for revenge. And I'm not going to waste much time trying to figure it out. I prefer to be more efficient.

―  But why Libya, daughter?

―  Mom, wait for me to tell you now. Although it is a somewhat long story, if you want to know the details. As you all know, for some time now, there have been friends, a neighbour, or an acquaintance who we have heard have gone to work there, right?

―  True. “I know a couple of them,” Alexej said.

―  Well, that is because a few years ago, in 1977, the governments of Czechoslovakia and Libya signed a military cooperation agreement, by which we provided advisors, material, and technicians to the African country. In fact, I seem to remember that it was Dad who once mentioned it.

―  It's true. I remember that. Good memory, Anita – the father added.

―  Well, lately I've been researching to find out more. And since there was not much to choose from, I went to the library, where I soaked up the only medium I could access: Pravda. Reading a multitude of articles, editorials, and pure and simple propaganda, I was able to get a fairly approximate idea of what reality is supposed to be. However, no one trusts that newspaper very much ([4]). So, get comfortable because there is everything, I have been able to find out.


And Anna, so meticulous in everything she did, began to read the notes she had written in her notebook as a result of her research. 

"The modern history of Czechoslovakia-Libya relations began during World War II, when the 11th Czechoslovak infantry battalion, numbering 627 officers and soldiers, assisted the British in the defense of Tobruk along with Polish, Australian, and Indian troops. They fought 244 days from April 1941 until March 1942, when Tobruk was liberated. More than a hundred officers and soldiers were reported dead, wounded, or missing. A good proof of all this is the 19 graves of Czechoslovak soldiers who are buried in the military cemetery of Tobruk."

Among the abundant information, she was also interested in scrutinizing the economic aspects. Thus, she learned that until 1950, relations between the two countries were almost non-existent. It was only after Libya's independence in 1951 that regular and much more intense relations emerged. 

"After the sale of Czechoslovak arms to Egyptian President Gamal Abd al-Nasir in the mid-1950s, Libyan officials contacted Czechoslovak ambassadors in Cairo and London. Finally, both countries established diplomatic relations on May 16, 1960. From that moment on, during the reign of the still King of Libya, Idris I, trade relations intensified. Czechoslovakia began to export armaments, an industry in which we had a recognized prestige and which had always provided us with high income." 

She had the whole family bewildered and open-mouthed. When Anna started doing something, anything, she did it conscientiously. No one opened their mouths, except to show their surprise. And she continued with her learned exposition.

"At the same time that significant quantities of weapons and advisers were supplied through the company Omnipol, other companies of a very diverse nature emerged, such as, for example, Strojexport, which were dedicated to building roads, such as the one linking the towns of Nalut and Ghadamis, in the far west of the country, almost on the border with Algeria. This collaboration was further intensified by the opening of the airline between Tripoli and Prague, following the coup d'état of Colonel Muammar Muhammad Abu-minyar al-Qadhdhafi in 1969. Another fact that testifies to the close military collaboration between the two countries is that the same Libyan army specialists, for example, were studying for three years at the Antonín Zápotocký Military Academy in Brno."

"On the other hand," Anna continued, "after the coup d'état promoted by Mu'ammar Qadhdhafi, he was considered by the Soviet leaders as the successor to Nasser's policy in the Middle East, especially after the division that arose between Moḥamed Anwar al Sadat, Nasir's successor in Egypt, and the Soviets, in the mid-1970s. 

The Czechoslovak communist representation followed Gaddafi's general political evolution within the Soviet bloc very closely, and there was clear coordination between Czechoslovak foreign policy and the Soviet Union's approaches. The Soviet bloc's political relations with Libya, however, remained cautious after the publication of Gaddafi's Third Way theory and the three volumes of the Green Paper ([5]), in part because of the Soviet leadership's sensitivity to independent Third World theories, especially Maoism. The development of Czechoslovakian-Libyan relations was never easy or automatic."

"The turning point in Czechoslovakian-Libyan political relations was the meeting that took place in Paris in early 1974, between Abd al-Salam Jallud, Prime Minister of Libya, and Czechoslovak Prime Minister Lubomir Strougal, during the funeral of French President George Pompidou. As a result of that meeting, an official visit by Jallud to Prague was agreed on 11 and 13 February of the same year. During that visit, the Trade Agreement and the Treaty on Scientific and Technical Cooperation were signed. This was a clear sign of Libya's interest in improving its relations with the Soviet bloc, mainly motivated by the possibility of access to Eastern military technology."

"Shortly afterwards, in May 1974 and October 1975, there were several reciprocal visits between the highest dignitaries of both countries."

"From November 1977, 653 Czechoslovak military specialists were sent to Libya. Foreign Minister Bohuslav Chňoupek paid a visit to Libya in December 1977. The Libyan head of state himself, Muammar Gaddafi, visited Prague in June 1978." 

This was the information from which Anna started her intense investigation, which she saw officially confirmed.

Anna took a long drink of water. She liked to give that master class, above all, to reassure her family and let them know that, in Libya, they did not wear loincloths, or carry spears, or eat Czechoslovakian nurses raw. It is one thing for them to know from references that some Czechs migrated there and another for them to have an approximate image of what was cooked there, and not in vain, she was going to live in that country for at least a couple of years.

Thus, she continued with her historical account.

"Czech collaboration was not limited exclusively to the export of arms and military advisers. The Omnipol company, for example, in addition to armaments, also built two factories for repairs and production of spare parts, and the Strojexport company, specialized in civil engineering, built roads, houses, drilled wells, and carried out geological exploration." 

"Many teachers, technicians, doctors, health personnel, workers, and, along with them, interpreters and other experts, were incorporated into Libya. Cooperation between the two countries also extended to anthropology. Thus, for example, Professor Jan Jelínek ([6]) organized five expeditions to the Libyan Sahara to study remains of the Stone Age, as a result of whose work, he later published a book on Libyan cave art and its relationship with the origins of man." 

"Since the mid-1980s, however, relations between Czechoslovakia and Libya have been gradually cooling, due to the focus of the Soviet bloc's overall foreign policy. The Soviet Union was never allowed to have a naval base in the Mediterranean on Libyan territory; nor were any Soviet or Eastern European companies invited to build the Great Man's River Project ([7]), despite having experience in constructing long-distance gas pipelines. The Soviet attitude toward the Gaddafi regime has become purely pragmatic in terms of cash payments for military equipment." 

Anna analyzed the extensive information she had accumulated, reached her own conclusions, and passed them on to her parents and siblings.

"According to all these articles, Libya is in the midst of a period of economic expansion, which has led to an unusual demand for qualified personnel. However, the productive inefficiency of national companies, together with the lack of productivity among civil servants, who lack training, has led to the disappearance of skilled, experienced, competitive artisans and expert technicians in a country that suffers from significant professional, technological, and organizational shortcomings. Foreign professionals and skilled workers have filled this occupational gap. The strong economic expansion has greatly increased the entry of immigrants who try to take advantage of job opportunities, together with a society that had already adapted to social, economic, and political changes in recent decades."

"It seems that foreigners from Europe, America, and Asia represent a different profile than those who belonged to other Arab countries. These Western and Asian immigrants are, above all, professionals and technicians legally hired through embassies, national institutions, hospitals, and private companies."

It was in this context of cooperation that a company called Polytechna emerged.

And it is here, with this company – Anna said – where I link up with my current situation. Don't worry, there's little left.

This public company serves as an intermediary between the Libyan authorities and health professionals in Czechoslovakia. Since its appearance, dozens of doctors, nurses, and all kinds of specialists have been called by the Libyan authorities to move to work there.

I knew about this possibility when I was still working at the hospital, - she confessed to them. But I hadn't considered volunteering. Unfortunately, you all know that circumstances have changed, both for Dad and for me, and that has been the trigger for me now having to consider emigrating to Libya, and not on a whim. Circumstances force me.

Since I no longer worked at the hospital, I could not use that channel to contact POLYTECHNA. So, I thought of using another route. I contacted one of the doctors I trusted the most. I hoped that just as he had once given me a letter of recommendation without my asking, I was now obliged to ask him for a favour. He is Dr. Jankovic, who was my teacher. The other day I called him, and he received me in his office. He was very kind.

I found it very surprising that the doctor was aware of all the details, even though we have not been in a relationship for years. Despite this, he treated me with the same affection as always and offered to help me. In fact, in front of me, he called a colleague of his who, coincidentally, is the medical manager at the Polytechna company, to ask whether to accept or not accept professionals who wish to emigrate to Libya. As a result of a chat between friends, Dr. Jankovic arranged an interview in Prague with a certain Dr. Mansur. I went to the interview. The doctor was very kind and told me that even if I had not gone on the recommendation of his colleague, Jankovic, he would have loved to meet me, and that, of course, my request was accepted immediately. 

And this is the whole story of how your "girl," she said, looking at her mother with a wink, is going to go to work in Africa and contribute to the family economy shortly. You know what I know. I have updated you on the reason for the relations between these two countries, their history, and most importantly, the current situation.


―  And then, when are you leaving? – asked her mother.

―  In a week or ten days. They still have to confirm it, but they have already warned me that I have to be prepared. 

―  Well, - Jan interjected -, we'll have to hurry up to have a farewell party. And while we're at it, let's celebrate Dad.

―  Celebrate what? – asked the interested.

―  Dad, you have to take it on the right side. You are close to retirement; you will receive your pension, and in the meantime, you will not lack anything. Why don't we go celebrate it? You've almost done a favor. 

―  But that is a burden for you, for you, and for Alexej.

―  Don't worry, Dad. Don't be in a hurry; it will be a temporary situation. As soon as the princess of Trenčín stabilizes in Libya, she will also contribute, and the matter will be settled. 

―  As things are, Jan, it's almost better not to talk about princesses, lest you get papered over too – said the father half-jokingly.

―  Well, since we don't know the exact date of Anita's departure, I imagine that they will give her a few days' notice. So, I propose that we wait until we know the date and organize the party one or two days beforehand. Do you think so? In addition, Dad's early retirement is pending.


And everyone thought it was a good plan. 

––––––––
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At this point in her most recent memories, Anna decides it's time to get out of the water. It had been a good decision, and she felt much better. 

From her rickety suitcase, she takes out her pyjamas and slippers with extreme care. She still has to decide whether to go down for dinner or get into bed. The next day, it will also start early, and she should try to get some sleep. 

The temperature of the room is very pleasant. At least, it makes up for the fact that the hotel is in the middle of nowhere. So, she lies on the bed for a while to rest a little more and lets her memories fly again until the night before, when she says goodbye to her loved ones. By sheer mechanics, she sets the alarm clock. She does not plan to fall asleep, just in case.

The Molnarov family home.

Sunday, April 14, 1985.

The night before her departure, her father organized a very special dinner at home. Although their economic situation was not ideal for parties, given their recent job dismissals, both Jan and Alexej agreed it warranted it, and they covered the expenses.

The whole family gathered around the table to say goodbye to Anna. For the first time, the only daughter was leaving far, far from home to live a new life full of uncertainties in a distant, unknown country. Everyone was worried about Anna's mental state, having recently gone through a divorce, and on top of that, she had recently been fired from her job. Too many blows for anyone. And although she gave the impression of remaining unchanged, everyone knew her and knew that the procession was inside. They didn't know where she got her strength from, but he had it.

Like a large majority of the neighbors, the Molnarovs had a large garden at the back of their house, in which they grew some vegetables and kept some poultry. They fed on the leftovers that were thrown at them and on the grass and wild vegetation that grew spontaneously. In this affordable way, they could use a chicken, fresh eggs, and even a rabbit at certain times for special occasions or when there is a shortage in stores. And that was one of those special occasions when Tereza cooked one of their favorite dishes, the traditional halusky, boiled meatballs in the traditional style made with grated raw potato dough. 

When they sat down at the table, everyone burst into affectionate applause for the cook, as a sign of gratitude for her efforts and because that dish always came out round.

The dinner passed with less joy and fewer jokes than other times. The certainty that Anna was going far away and that it would take a long time to see her again weighed heavily on me. 

At the end of the dinner, they all melted into a big hug, wished her the best of luck, and told her that, deep down, they had a little healthy envy – if only to try to cheer her up. She promised them that she would write whenever she had time and keep them informed, above all as soon as she knew where he was going to live, because the hospital where she was going to work had already told her. 

A veil of bitterness covered the toast at the end of the evening. They raised their glasses full of slivovice ([8]) for their happiness, and they all remembered a similar toast a century ago, on their wedding day. More and more, everyone was aware that the unwanted moment of farewell was slowly but inexorably approaching. And the first tears arose, which would not be the last. Afterwards, they all went to rest, or at least tried to. 

Not even the most optimistic augurs could have guessed how that decision, that of emigrating, would change her life forever. The loss of her job, the divorce, and her
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