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			PREFACE

			Blessing of One

			“Uniting two halves of one soul is inevitable, but timing depends upon your level of spirituality. When the time is ripe, true soul mates find one another even if they are worlds apart-whether physically, on opposite sides of the globe, or spirituality, with contrasting lifestyles and backgrounds. Here’s wishing you the courage to keep growing so that you may know-or come to know-the Blessing of Oneness.”

			-Rav Berg

			A special thanks to Rav Berg for his insightful words that served as a source of inspiration in the writing of this book.

			“Love is sweet captivity.” Czech Proverb

			“Only love gives us the taste of eternity.” Jewish Proverb

			“The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched. They must be felt with the heart.” Helen Keller

			“What I need has been given to me by the earth. Why I need to live has been given to me by you.” Unknown

			“I have, for an immortal moment in time, tasted Heaven...And by you, I basked in the soothing glow of Paradise.” Ervin Mendlovitz

		

	
		
			Prologue - Breaking Through the Ice

			Blinding white engulfed the world, shining mercilessly through every crack and hole. The only hint of color came from deep inside the ice, a blue tint that spread a cold warning to stay away. Snow piled in drifts around a small lake, as if to hold back the warmth of the sun or keep intruders away. But two young boys—brothers—laughed at each drift and puff of ice. They ignored the warnings, and refused to see the storm slowly advancing. There was a break in the clouds, a ragged slice of sun to play in, and they were determined to enjoy it.

			Their play gradually pushed them closer and closer to the edge of the shore, until they found themselves hurtling across the ice. Filled with glee, they slung their bundled bodies farther and farther from land, sliding with all the abandon of fearless youth.

			“Hey, Uri, watch this!” The oldest boy, Peter, ran a few steps and gracefully slid along the icy surface. 

			Uri laughed and clapped his hands. “My turn!” Peter laughed uproariously as Uri pretended to be a penguin by taking little steps and occasionally flapping his arms by his side. “Peter! Look, I’m a penguin!”

			The boys kept roaring with laughter, even as Uri continued his silly little display, moving further out into the middle of the lake. Peter’s laughter started to fade as he sensed the danger.

			“Uri, you’re going too far. Come back!”

			Consumed by the moment, Uri continued his silliness, unaware of anything other than the pleasure of now. But as he kept moving, tiny fissures began to spread, the unexpected pressure of Uri’s dancing feet breaking the ice. Before long, the myriad cracks met and gave way, dropping Uri below the frigid surface. But beneath the frozen water, the current still moved, pushing Uri away and trapping him below more frozen surface. Uri’s joy drowned under the weight of his fear as he pummeled the ice with his fists in an attempt to break through. The cold burned him, making his breath fail even faster.

			Then a thought filled the expanse of his mind. Was it a voice? No. It was a mere tendril of thought drifting inside of him, coalescing into the certainty that he was not alone. It was from another part of him; separate, yet of him. It willed him to go on, to live.

			All the while, the storm moved closer. Peter leapt into action and dove into the hole where Uri had disappeared. Even as Uri banged futilely against the ice, Peter was coming for him, not caring about his own life, consumed with trying to save his brother. Knowing there was little time, Peter let the current take him. The light was dim through the ice, the day already darkening. Nevertheless, Peter kept his eyes open, searching for the flailing form of his brother.

			Seconds passed, moments that stretched into an eternal now that slowed time down into agonizing flashes of consciousness. The blue edge of the ice. The fiery water, freezing pore after pore. The relentless, unfeeling current. An overwhelming ache inside the lungs. A spot of true black. A slash of white and red. Fingers, outstretched, desperate. A numb touch of hands. Then time resumed its pause, almost rushing in its hurry to return to measurable certitude. Peter grabbed one of Uri’s fists and pulled against the current. Uri latched on to Peter, who freed his hand and devoted all of his being into pushing his way back, back, back.

			With a Herculean effort, muscles straining, air nearly spent, Peter dragged Uri back to the open hole in the ice. With a final surge, Peter and Uri broke the surface, wheezing in great gasps of air—precious air that seemed bent on pushing them back under the water. Peter, knowing his strength was waning, quickly heaved Uri onto the surface. 

			Uri lay there on his back, choking, desiring nothing more than to fall into sleep. But he heard his brother, still in the water, and forced himself to turn over onto his knees. He crawled to the edge, where Peter was tiredly trying to pull himself out of the water. Uri again latched on to one of Peter’s arms, this time to begin pulling. Peter strained and threw his leg over the icy lip. With a sudden pop, Peter surged completely out of the water and fell half on top of Uri. Neither one moved, their bodies stunned by their efforts, their minds numbed by the implacable confrontation with death, which had previously been nothing but a shadowy fable they scared each other with at night. 

			Then the storm arrived. Wind gusted and blew, infiltrating their soaking clothes and burrowing inside their blue-tinged bodies. They once again heaved themselves upward, this time to their feet. With Peter in the lead and Uri firmly attached, they struggled to the shore, shaking and weak. Once there, the work really began as they tried to fight their way through the snow. But it was too much. Uri’s strength quickly gave out, and he fell. Peter stopped and picked him up, but before long, Peter, too, fell to his knees, unable to move. They huddled, half-frozen, believing it was their end.

			Uri looked up, away from the false warmth of his brother, into the face of the storm. It was fierce and strong, dark and threatening, thick with clouds, armed with ice and wind. But it was also beautiful and wild. Uri decided that if he was to die, he wanted his last sight to be the storm, in all its magnificent fury. He closed his eyes and slept.

			Light. Heat. Voices. Painful remembrance as his body relearned to feel. His father patting him awake. Uri opened his eyes. His father’s worried face peered above him, the storm whitening his beard as he leaned over

			“Uri.”

			“Da? Peter!” 

			His father smiled in relief and hugged him close. “Spasibo Bozhe (Thank you, God),” he heard his father whisper. Uri heard voices and realized he was being moved. “Peter is okay. You’re okay. We’re taking you home.”

			Uri’s eyes darted around, and he finally understood that his father and a few neighbors had rescued him and Peter. He wasn’t going to die. He had escaped the storm. But his eyes wandered back up to the sky. Mortality lived in him now. Call it fate or the will of the universe, but he knew, deep down, that the storm had begun to define his life. And Uri also knew that it was only the first storm.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 - Over the Bay Bridge

			The ride was interminable. We were headed east, and I could see, amongst the trees, the small town of Texas City as we approached the bridge. Droplets poured in mournful streams down the windows, blurring the view of the coastal country. The flat ground soaked up the water, pools forming where the ground was already saturated. I could hear the car’s wheels swishing through the fluid, that essential component which without, life could not exist. A liquid that, at the same time—like a double-edged sword, so duplicitous—in an instant, could turn from a giver of life to the slayer of the living. An earthly manifestation of the Tree of Good and Evil.

			I looked up at the gloomy dark sky, searching for a break in the clouds. But they stretched on, unending, as I so vividly remembered. The distance refused to melt away, despite the speed of the rented Chrysler limousine.

			A true Texas storm. The wind picked up and whistled around the vehicle, its sound blending into remembered wails that had pierced through that night. My eyes flicked back to the road and through the downpour, I was able to make out the slender span of the bridge to Galveston Island, a long causeway flanked on either side by train trestles. My driver, Alan, stared intently ahead, the flash of the wiper blades showing brief slices of the road in front of us, clarity following blurs, back and forth. Other than the swish of rain, it was quiet, still, and hushed inside the limo. Were we in a cathedral? Or part of a funeral procession? 

			Alan’s voice broke the silence. “Some weather.”

			The droplets distracted me again, reflecting long-lost faces. “What?”

			“I was referring to the weather, sir.” 

			It took me a moment to respond, grief unexpectedly closing my throat. “Oh…yes. It certainly is.”

			The bridge began to take on distinguishable features. The dark spaces became recessed arches through which the ocean flowed, the span a straight, flat expanse stretching across the bay, dim lights spaced at intervals.

			Alan once again broke the silence. “Dr. Petrokov, I apologize, as I forgot to give you this telegram back in Houston. It’s from Dr. Fleming.”

			Alan pulled the letter out of his breast pocket and reached back to hand it to me. I took it slowly, knowing that no matter what it said, it would always be too late for me.

			“Thank you, Alan.” I opened the letter slowly, already rejecting any comfort it might try to offer.

			April 2, 1945.

			Dear Uri, I must again thank you for your assistance with the penicillin research. I owe a great deal of my success to you. Now, before you become too conceited, old chap, I want to remind you that most of the success has been as a result of my perspiration alone. Recently, however, I have really enjoyed the good life, and I feel you played a role in my leisure. I certainly wish that you had been there to celebrate the Nobel Prize with me.

			Your friend and colleague, Alexander.

			As the car crossed the bridge, my mind briefly drifted back to my challenging work with Dr. Fleming. I’d achieved my PhD in biochemistry, driven to help discover a way to cure infection of the body. After long years of work, there had finally been a breakthrough. Modern medicine had reached a new peak. Millions of lives would be saved. Not that it mattered. Dr. Fleming’s thanks could only ever ring hollow. 

			I shook myself out of my dark thoughts and looked out across the bay. The sight that greeted my eyes was another ghost of my past. Instead of a steady patter, I saw sheets lashing the sea, the bay battered by gigantic waves amidst the furious pounding of the wind and bullet-like rain. The hurricane filled my vision; I forcibly blinked the memory away.

			“Do you mind if I turn on the radio, sir?” Alan asked. 

			“Go ahead.”

			Turning on the radio, it crackled to life. Alan soon found a station.

			“…liberated by the American troops, a monstrous atrocity has been uncovered. The camp was liberated by the 4th Armored and the 89th Infantry Divisions. The Ohrdruf Concentration Camp is located in the very heart of central Germany, and apparently was a killing factory for Jews and Gypsies. This is George Clough reporting on KLUF Galveston.”

			After a brief pause, the same voice on the radio continued.

			“Well folks, there you have it. The rumors of German atrocities that have persisted throughout the war seem to be true. I will be opening the phone lines, and invite our listeners to share their thoughts on this new development, and whether or not too little was reported on stories leaking out of Germany regarding genocide and ethnic cleansing.”

			The killing and casualties of the war were mind-boggling. I had heard the rumors of the German plans to create an Aryan “master race,” and was repulsed and sickened to hear how ethnic and religious prejudice had reared its ugly head again. So much death, so much hatred. My heart was pained with sympathy, for I had personally seen and experienced both. 

			Having crossed the bridge, I directed Alan to turn south on 61st Street, and we made our way to the end of the island where a massive sea wall stood. I had read about this structure which was built to protect the city from another episode of destruction such as the one I had lived through. I directed Alan to turn left, and looked toward the gray, dreary Gulf, which lay below the elevated two way street we were traveling on. The beach was abandoned save for a number of brave seagulls diving amongst the white capped waves. The memories of the picnic came cascading back. The sun, the blue waves, her wondrous hair blowing so freely in the wind, her captivating smile and eyes. 

			“I once had a marvelous picnic there….” I paused, lost in my thoughts.

			“I understand, sir.”

			I told Alan to turn left on 45th until we reached Broadway, where we made our way eastward. The palm-lined esplanade on Broadway was so much wider than the narrow shell-paved street through which horse drawn trolleys had been used as a convenient source of transportation so many years before. I saw the Texas Heroes Monument, with its stately female figure, standing at its pinnacle, proudly unsheathing her sword. I remembered the joyous celebration as the monument was dedicated on the anniversary of the Battle of San Jacinto, the conflict that gave Texas its independence from Mexico. The long parade and festive band music celebrating the statue’s unveiling occurred a mere six months before the tempest struck. The engraved word, Honor, flashed at me below her granite perch. Honor? I didn’t believe there was any in my return. 

			As the car drifted along in the rain, we passed soaked gas stations and deteriorating residences along the street. Yes, I could have gone another way, a shorter, less painful route lacking all those wrenching reminders, but I didn’t. Instead, I shuddered as each street scene flashed scenes of the past, specters glaring accusingly from every corner. Yet how could they blame me? I was broken yet living, a man who had once been whole. Still, slivers of that time pierced at me from the corners of my eyes. I wanted to remember bliss, but as I glanced from side to side down alleys and through storefronts, all I could see was devastation. A world destroyed. My world ended.

			So why not take a short tour of the island that I used to treasure so much, that had been my first real home after leaving Russia as a young man? I stared out the window almost hungrily, letting the familiar ache spread through me. It was time to return home.

			“Turn left up ahead at 10th Street.”

			Alan made a left and passed my old haunt, the medical school at Galveston. The massive, red granite three-story baroque structure was the same building that had existed when I lived there. It had survived the disaster. The wind gusted, parting the rain for just a moment, and I saw a flash of the medical school, drowning and battered, from many years before, windows blown out under vast arched recesses. I sighed, letting the ghostly memory fade of its own accord. Considering my return to such an emotional part of my past, it was useless to fight the visions my mind conjured.

			“Left at Strand Street at the next intersection.”

			Alan followed my directions smoothly and executed the turn without mishap. We drove slowly along The Strand, the street that had been, and was still, the central business district. Still, there was little traffic. Many of the stores were boarded up, ruined by yet another colossal calamity—The Great Depression.

			But in my mind’s eye, I saw the glory of what it used to be: a marvelous collection of architecture that had so impressed me when I first arrived in America. Despite the grime and neglect, I could still see a downtown that had not, unfortunately, escaped the perils of time and circumstance, but whose faded and ravaged beauty could still be glimpsed.

			As we continued driving west, we passed storefront after storefront, each one with tenants quite different from the ones I remembered. The once teeming streets were now sparsely filled with pedestrians, some of whom appeared quite impoverished, mingling with working people and servicemen from the Army Air Corps. Where were the consulates, the fine furniture stores, and the clothes stores that sold the height of turn-of-the-century fashion, the pedestrians dressed in their Sunday best? Where were the tantalizing smells of bakeries and exquisite restaurants that had filled the street with the aroma of French cuisine, sizzling steaks, and fresh Gulf seafood? Instead, I was confronted with a cheap souvenir store, a near empty diner, a grimy barbershop, and the square façade of a JC Penney’s.

			Time had erased so much of what had always been my heart’s home. And I wasn’t sure, on seeing all the changes time had wrought, whether or not I was glad only echoes remained. After all, time had marched on, but in many respects, for me, the hands of the clock had stopped that day. In all the years since, I had felt half-submerged by memories of crucial moments that I could have changed. Should have changed. There was nothing truly new and precious for me left to experience. Instead, I’d indulged my self-pity and relived my memories thousands of times. Actions and precious seconds that would have meant the difference between true happiness and agony.

			So, as we reached the midpoint of The Strand at the north end of 21st street, it hit me like a blow to the gut, stealing my breath as I looked at it still standing there—the abandoned and boarded front of what was once our business, The Galveston Printing Company. Gone. There was no denying the reality of it standing forlorn and dilapidated in front of me. No denying what was past. Now it was nothing more than an empty, forgotten ghost of a building. I sighed as yet another flash overlaid my sight, and instead of the shining memory of the Strand’s heyday, this time I saw heavily damaged and even completely demolished buildings. There were enormous mountains of debris everywhere—bricks, wooden blocks, roof parts, clothes, shredded trees, and forgotten, mud-trampled toys.

			Alan’s voice again nudged me away from the violent images in my mind.

			“It certainly is not what it used to be.”

			Another flash of piled corpses erupted behind my eyes. “A lot of things are not what they used to be.”

			Taking off my glasses, I wiped them with my handkerchief and quickly dabbed the moisture of my eyes as we approached our next turn. “Alan, another left at 24th.”

			He made the turn smoothly and we continued our drive to the villa. The rain had subsided, but the day still remained drizzly and gray. At last, we rolled to a stop at my destination—a beautiful three-story residence with red brick and ornate iron trimming from the turn of the century. The garden was immaculate and splendid, full of colored flowers and many green plants. Numerous large trees shaded the grounds. A matching turn of the century iron fence guarded the house.

			As we rolled to a stop, I couldn’t help staring with bittersweet longing. It hadn’t changed much after all, the beautiful villa in which I once lived, nearly a lifetime ago. A deep ache squeezed my heart, and I nodded to myself almost absently. It was time. I stepped out of the limo before Alan could open the door.

			“Alan, get five white roses and thirteen red ones. I will be here till you return.”

			Alan nodded quickly and looked at me expectantly. “Anything else, sir?” 

			I smiled, unable to voice my true wishes. “No, that will be all.”

			He jumped back into the limousine with the grace of youth, and I sighed, thinking again of happier times.

			As Alan drove off to complete my request, I was left alone standing in front of the house, a light drizzle falling around me. I slowly walked toward the gate, peering through the bars at the villa I had once so loved. The life I had once loved. 

			This time, as my vision blurred, I let my memory take over my mind. One that had been severely thrashed by the full fury of the storm replaced the quiet villa. I breathed in deeply, letting the horrible memories come cascading back, moisture filling my eyes. Then I went back even further, beyond the destruction, to the day it all began. Yes, it was time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 - Recollections of the Villa

			It was 1898. I was twenty-five years old, full of optimism and the zeal to live life fully and completely. My brother’s wife had once called my demeanor radiant, especially when I was in the process of learning something new. But all I thought was how much opportunity there was for me in America, especially in regards to science. As for my older brother, Peter, he was the rock on which I stood while trying to figure out how to thrive in such a different land. Yes, Peter and I had excelled well beyond any expectations, but in many ways we remained unchanged.

			Our material comforts had not changed our hearts and attitudes to those around us. Conversely, it amused me to see that money did somewhat diminish the disdain that the established aristocracy had toward us. Even so, despite all that we had managed to accomplish, there was always a nagging awareness of something missing, something not of the world of success and money. Something calling me, a missing piece.

			Nonetheless, I felt very grateful and blessed for my life as it was. After all, I knew that perfection existed nowhere. But I liked to pretend I was content, for I was young and yearned for new adventures. Thus it was that I left our print shop with a glad heart, looking forward to the next chapter in my life, on which I believed I was about to embark.

			Our shop was located on The Strand at 21st Street, and I crossed the main street through downtown. I was in a horse-drawn buggy on my way to meet my brother at a house I was interested in purchasing. I looked over to the docks, and though I was moving along the high point of the island—a mere 8.7 feet above sea level—it was still a rather flat perspective. The ships sailing to and from the docks appeared to be floating parallel to the thoroughfare I was moving along. I laughed aloud at the thought of ships floating down the street. 

			Before long, the buggy pulled up to an Italian villa at Broadway and 24th, with a FOR SALE sign in front by the ornate, delicate-looking, black wrought-iron gate. Peter was already waiting in front, no doubt expecting me to show up late. But I glanced down at my watch-piece and saw I was just on time. 

			My brother’s solemn face turned into a grin as I stopped the horse and hopped off. At twenty-nine, he looked quite the successful businessman in his dapper suit. With a Bowler perched on his head, he was fairly tall and had an erudite quality about him. In the six years since he opened the print shop, he had experienced a good amount of prosperity, which he shared with me. I thought myself very lucky to have him for an older brother. 

			His voice rang out with a noticeable Russian accent, much like mine.

			“Hello, Uri. Horosho u sdelali eto vovremja. (Nice of you to make it on time today.)”

			We both chuckled. I turned and looked at the scenery in front of me. The residence was absolutely breathtaking—a grand three-story red brick residence adorned with a matching black wrought-iron porch, which extended to the second floor. The spacious grounds were perfectly manicured with plants, palm trees, and some large oaks.

			“What do you think, Peter?” 

			He turned his gaze back to the villa. “Se vohdnya krahsevah. (It is beautiful.)”

			We waited there, staring at the magnificent mansion, while my realtor, Mr. Hackett, came and opened the gate.

			“Good afternoon, gentlemen. How are you today? Lovely day, isn’t it?” he said with a slight Texas accent. 

			I nodded effusively. “It certainly is!” I gestured to Peter. “This is my brother, Peter Petrakov.” 

			Peter and Mr. Hackett exchanged a handshake as Mr. Hackett introduced himself. “Mr. James Hackett, here to serve you.”

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

			Mr. Hackett beamed at Peter. “The pleasure is mine. Now, if y’all would please follow me.”

			We all walked back towards the house. Mr. Hackett proceeded to show Peter and me into the house’s receiving area. It was a large, impressive room already filled with Victorian furnishings. Along the back wall was a magnificent set of stained-glass windows that provided a backdrop to the carved stairway. 

			Mr. Hackett turned to my brother. “As I have told Uri, the furnishings come with the house. The owners have relocated to New York City, and did not want to transport anything there. This house is among the finest Galveston has to offer. As you can see, the interior has been outfitted with Renaissance style. We have fifteen-foot high ceilings, five bedrooms, and three baths. It also boasts a library, music room, and ten different chimneys. It even has a solarium. Let me show you the dining room.”

			I stared around, entranced, smiling with approval at everything—the curtains on the wall; the wood curio by the teak sideboard; the high ceilings arching overhead; the warm light of the afternoon sun shining through the windows. It was obvious from my demeanor that I was truly enchanted with the house. Peter clapped me on my back and chuckled again.

			Mr. Hackett turned into a side room. “And here is the dining room. Quite lovely,” he noted, raising an eyebrow.

			Peter nodded in agreement as he strolled in behind Mr. Hackett. I brought up the rear. I stopped at the threshold, caught by the idea that it was all so close to being mine. That house, that room. And what a room it was. Fine art decorated the walls, while lovely drapes adorned the windows. There was an elegant collection of Victorian furnishings—chairs, sideboards, and a large, ornate mahogany dining table that dominated the center of the room. But it was the beautiful gas chandelier that caught my attention, hanging from the center of the ceiling, sparkling merrily. I could picture holidays, parties, and celebrations. Mr. Hackett didn’t linger, however, so with good cheer we moved through the back doorway to the butler’s pantry.

			“The butler’s pantry acts as a buffer for the odors coming from the kitchen into the dining room. Very cunning design, I should say,” Mr. Hackett noted.

			He showed us the glass cabinet where the china was stored. Next to this was the sink with both hot and cold running water. On the opposite wall was the pantry for baked goods. We ventured from this room and into the kitchen. It was spacious and typical of the era.

			Mr. Hackett pointed out the latest amenities. “Here we have a gas-burning stove—a vast improvement over coal, if you ask me. There’s also a large sink with counter space on both sides, and as you can see, plenty of pantry space for the groceries.”

			I smiled again at Mr. Hackett, who was so clearly pleased to be showing the house. He then gestured to an oak icebox lined with enameled metal that was located in the adjacent hallway that led to the porch outside.

			“This set up provides easy and convenient access for the iceman and milkman.”

			“Mr. Hackett, this kitchen is truly a marvel!” Peter clapped me on the back.

			Peter’s wife later told me when she saw it that any woman would love it, hinting at my bachelorhood. Peter, though, was much more direct. He absently rubbed his waxed
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