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PART THREE

 

PUNISHMENT for this LIFE

 

And ye shell know the truth, and the truth shell make you free. (St. John 8:32)

 

MIDLPOINT-TOWN

 

In absolute silence, a rhythmic knock echoed from afar, reflecting off the walls and slowly fading into his consciousness. Then he realized it was his own pulse, but he instantly doubted it, subconsciously knowing it couldn’t be. The rhythmic knock gradually transformed into a sound resembling that of train wheels, but doubts ruthlessly dismissed it as impossible, causing the sound to vanish completely. He opened his eyes, and the howl of the wind pierced his ears. A sharp pain, like a needle, pierced through his forehead to the back of his head and dissolved in an instant, just like the sound itself. He sat on the bed and looked around. He was alone. An immediate discomfort wrapped over him, fueled by doubts and uncertainty. With great effort, he got up and looked out the window at the square paved with old cobblestones in front of the hotel, where a solitary funnel of dust wandered aimlessly.

He walked slowly to the door, avoiding the mirror above the sink, and stepped into the corridor. He moved deliberately, restraining himself from the urge to open one of the doors. The corridor twisted for a long way, but eventually led to the stairs. He descended to the hotel lobby. Hotelkeeper behind the counter noticed him and at once pretended to be busy, polishing the copper handrails with an old piece of cloth.

“Should I ask him if Argo is around?” Dima thought.

“Oh, hello. He’s not here,” Hotelkeeper replied obligingly, as if he had just noticed Dima.

“How could you know?” Dima wondered, but quickly realized the truth. “The thought is already in the past, and apparently, Hotelkeeper reads them.”

“Well, I told you I can’t read,” Hotelkeeper said reproachfully, trying to defend himself. “Well, cuneiform… but that doesn’t count.”

***

Dima opened the heavy front door, and a strong gust of wind blew in his face. He stepped out into the square, carefully avoiding the slowly rotating dust funnel. Looking up, he saw a massive black cloud looming overhead. The cloud spiraled upward like a giant funnel, disappearing into the abyss. Suddenly, he felt the cloud’s slow rotation pulling him in, and he realized he could fall into it. At that moment, someone behind him grabbed his shoulder with a strong hand, preventing him from falling. Dima turned around.

“Argo, thank you for coming. I almost fell in there...” he pointed upward.

“I told you to be careful with the funnels,” Argo replied.

“How can you fall into something above you?” Dima asked, bewildered.

“Don’t assume that what you see above is the top. I told you that too.”

“What lies up there?”

“Warped space... and infinity, from which there is simply no return.”

“Infinity...” Dima repeated in astonishment, realizing that he felt himself teetering over that vast emptiness…

Argo picked up a large stone from the pavement and threw it effortlessly into the air. Contrary to Dima’s expectations, the stone did not fall back to the ground; instead, it continued to move slowly toward the rotating funnel. The stone began to trace a slow arc that gradually transformed into a spiral. Just before entering the funnel, it became apparent that the stone was losing its shape, emitting a faint light. This dim light gradually brightened into a dazzling flash, and the stone itself elongated into a long, glowing strip that suddenly dissolved into the depths of the funnel.

“Let’s go,” Argo said, roughly nudging Dima on the shoulder.

***

They walked along one of the small streets adjacent to the square, and the mournful howl of the wind quickly faded away. They walked in silence for some time between the faceless houses.

“So, I really did leave,” Dima said thoughtfully.

“Left,” Argo confirmed.

“Ten years of my life, gone just to leave and go nowhere…”

“Ten years,” Argo nodded.

“And the most valuable thing in our lives is time.”

“Time,” Argo agreed again.

“How much of it do I have left? Do you know?”

“I know, but I can’t tell you.”

They continued to walk along the winding, faceless streets, and the city slowly changed behind them, like a mirage.

“Why all of this? Time, life…” Dima stopped in the middle of the street.

Argo also paused and looked into his eyes. Dima had no doubt that Argo was reading his thoughts.

“Obviously for self-knowledge,” Argo responded thoughtfully. “The possibility to approach the Great Truth…”

“And free will?”

“So that you can manage your own life.”

“And what happens when this time runs out?”

“The price you pay for your life… Every person has their own mission on this earth…”

“And not everyone fulfills it?”

“Not everyone… As the great Socrates said, ‘All our problems come from our bodies.’ People spend this invaluable time of life mostly on trivial pursuits, on material things and false values, in order to please their bodies, and then they wonder why everything in life comes at a price.”

“Did I also pursue only the pleasures of the body?”

“You did, but you must prioritize the soul over the body. Most people don’t want to think at all. They don’t wish to see what’s happening around them, and in doing so, they destroy themselves.”

“And what needs to be done?”

“Open your eyes and your heart! You’ve learned to see the moon in a new way and appreciate the magical power it holds.”

“I have.”

“It’s so simple; you just have to break away from the illusion of everyday life. Just open your eyes… Life is a gift, and by wasting it, you commit a crime against yourself and against God.”

“I never thought of it as a gift… I was sure it was something that belonged only to me…”

“To you. To you, but only through God. Without God, any life would be empty and wasted. You must come to Him if you wish to know the meaning of your life and to be saved but not wander like a lost sheep,” Argo responded in a hoarse, insinuating voice.

“Okay, I understand…”

“You don’t understand anything. But you have taken a step toward salvation.”

“Which step?”

“Baptism.”

“And am I saved now?”

“Not so fast. You’ve only taken a step.”

“And is Midlpoint-Town also for my salvation?”

“Yes. It’s your last chance,” Argo ominously pointed at the dark cloud above his head. “The last stop on the road to hell…”

***

Dima glanced in the direction of Argo’s gesture and at once felt as if he were falling into the funnel of the cloud above him. Argo casually held him back, showing no surprise.

“Don’t fall down.”

“What’s going on? Why down?”

“Trust me, ‘down,’” Argo assured him with no emotion.

Dima almost looked up again, toward the bottomless funnel hovering above.

“Better not look,” Argo anticipated his curiosity. “Because ‘that one’ is watching you…”

A wild fear gripped Dima.

“Let’s go,” Argo said, confidently walking along the ancient cobblestone street.

They turned onto another unrecognizable path, with Dima silently following him.

“Argo, help me understand all of this…” Dima said, walking alongside him. “What is this other reality in our universe?”

Argo looked at him.

“In the vast expanse of our universe, we can only observe a small portion of it, which is comprised of ordinary matter, the same matter that makes up our bodies. This ordinary matter accounts for about four percent of the total mass of the universe. However, this does not imply that life can only exist in the forms we find on Earth or that it is solely based on our material composition. Rather, our life is just one form of existence. The essence of life is not merely its physical aspects; it is the awareness of one’s ‘Self,’ which is a component of the soul and not simply a reaction of the body to the physical environment.”

Argo looked at Dima and continued.

“The soul is an energetic manifestation of consciousness, primarily consisted of information. While our physical bodies tether us to the reality of the physical world, the other ninety-six percent of the universe’s composition does not interact with ordinary matter. Nonetheless, it influences the formation of that matter through gravitational forces and the creation of space. Time is an integral part of space and does not function universally throughout the entire universe. And what we get is that our matter and forms of life are shaped by laws that are governed by phenomena with which we cannot directly interact. We exist like fish in an aquarium, an aquarium that we have, unfortunately, polluted significantly ourselves.”

Dima walked alongside him, trying to comprehend everything that had been said.

“So, in the other ninety-six percent of our universe’s composition, could there also be intelligent life?”

“Of course. It would be naive to assume our uniqueness in this world. And don’t forget about forms of matter such as antimatter,” Argo continued his thoughts. “This world contains so much within itself...”

“And is there a place for God in this world?”

“God Is this World. Ubiquitous and omnipresent. Why does modern man lack faith in God? People always need scientific evidence. But science is merely the result of what people have managed to observe about nature. If we speak the language of science, then all the laws applicable to one physical system can equally be applied to another. You acknowledge the presence of intelligence in man, even without the ability to see this intelligence? The human body is a system in the physical world, and our universe is also a system. If the human possesses a mind, then why can’t the entire universe possess a mind of its own?”

“And we are not a mere product of evolution, but a creation of reason?”

“A creation of Reason, whose name is God.”

“So, He exists?” Dima asked.

“He exists,” Argo answered without a shadow of doubt. “He exists, and He manifested Himself in His Son, who came to us in the likeness of man to enlighten and save us...”

“His Son, Jesus Christ...”

“Jesus Christ...”

“Son of the Lord God?”

“Yeshua HaMashiach, Son of the Lord God, is the manifestation of God on earth in a human body. Do not doubt it.”

“You know how hard it is not to doubt...”

“I know. But the Bible says the same thing: just accept Him with repentance and all your heart, and you are saved. He is. The prophet Isaiah predicted Him with incredible accuracy seven hundred years before the birth of Christ, yet people still doubt.”

***

They continued to wander the empty streets of Midlpoint-Town, each lost in their own thoughts.

“Life is beautiful, but I’m not sure if I’d ever want to go back to it,” Argo said thoughtfully.

“Made too many mistakes?”

“Too many,” Argo admitted. “And now I’m stuck here…”

“And Hotelkeeper, is he stuck too?”

“He has a different story. He was condemned by his own words…”

“Is he the one who pushed Christ on the way to Golgotha?”

“The very one.”

“Ahasuerus?”

“That’s your guess. I didn’t tell you that. You need to go back to your life.”

Dima followed Argo, and soon they arrived at the square in front of the hotel.

“Go,” Argo said, turning to leave. He glanced over his shoulder and added. “Don’t judge Hotelkeeper; he has already sincerely repented... And it’s not your place to judge.”

***

Dima entered the hotel. Hotelkeeper, blinking guiltily behind the counter, broke into a fawning smile.

“I… I really regret it… I was foolish… Sinful…”

Dima suddenly realized the gravity of what had happened, and the thought pierced his mind with pain.

“He’s more than two thousand years old… And he… He saw HIM…”

“Yes, I saw… But at the time I didn’t understand… I was blind…” Hotelkeeper replied to Dima’s unspoken thought.

Dima silently went up the stairs to the second floor. The long corridor surprisingly had fewer doors than usual, and he opened one of them without thinking.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Dima sat and gazed out the train window, trying to make sense of the conductor’s incoherent chirping. He observed wire fences, a bridge spanning a small river, and a border post adorned with a Polish eagle. Without any particular obstacles, an observation tower loomed to the left of the railway, where the Polish border guard defiantly turned his back to the border.

The train conductor, having likely exhausted all his vocabulary, stood up and, already in the doorway of the compartment, his figure completely repeating the door’s contours, uttered his last nonsense.

“Stay close to the Soviet Embassy.”

He said, and apparently impressed by the absurdity of his words, he proudly slammed the door behind him. Dima breathed a sigh of relief.

“The last clown played his part in this Soviet play.”

Outside the window, bleak potato fields unfurled, with people working diligently with hoes. It felt as though all these fences were meaningless and nothing truly separated them from the Soviet Union.

***

Warsaw. The train station buzzed with the same Soviet hustle and bustle. The train was halted for a while. Feeling hunger pangs, Dima rummaged through one of his bags, collecting a handful of various foreign coins, remnants of a luxurious lifestyle, leftover change from currency-pay-only bars and nightclubs, untouched by customs. He sorted through West German and Finnish coins before stepping out onto the platform.

Dima walked to the right of the train station, hoping to find something akin to a Soviet canteen. The residential buildings around him were strikingly similar to those in the Soviet Union. Spotting what seemed to be a market, he entered one of the pavilions, drawn in by the enticing aroma of food being cooked. Behind the counter of the diner, a heavyset middle-aged Polish woman in a greasy apron was preparing meals.

“I don’t speak Polish. How much does it cost?” Dima inquired.

“Casseroles?” the woman replied, pointing at her creations.

“I just don’t have any Polish zlotys. I can pay with West German marks,” Dima began the negotiations.

The saleswoman’s eyes sparkled with greed.

“Two marks for one casserole.”

Dima at once felt the discrepancy in the pricing, but hunger left him with no other option. He gave her two Bundes marks in one coin and took the casserole. He walked along the aisles and bought “kiełbasy,” which they explained was equivalent to sausages. He returned straight to the train, eating the first products from a foreign land as he went. The sausages weren’t too bad, but they gave the impression that the producer had forgotten to add some meat.

***

The train started moving, taking him further west. It was night, and Dima was alone in an empty compartment, lying on the bottom bunk and staring at the ceiling. His broken ribs ached with sharp, stabbing pain. Suddenly, a dreary sense of loneliness seized him. Along with this feeling came a profound awareness of his “self.” This awareness, as always, led him to contemplate, for philosophy was always accompanied by pain for him…

“I am aware of myself, right now, in this place, which means I am alive...”

But when he became aware of his physical existence, he realized that his life had irreversibly crossed the point of no return to the past. It reminded him of that time near Vyborg, when he saw the first road sign warning of the border zone. He stood there, contemplating whether to enter this zone or turn back. His memories carried him back to the past.

“When did it all begin? How did I come to hate everything I once believed in so blindly as a child?”

Dima remembered one of the happiest memories of his best-in-town School #8 on Parkovaya Street in Sochi. It was a beautiful, modern building with a glass walkway connecting it to the adjacent structure, which housed a gym, an auditorium, and a large dining hall. In the early seventies, a feature film was shot around the school, portraying something akin to West Germany.

“I was a fervent Soviet pioneer... I even slept with my red pioneer tie on…”

***

He remembered when he twisted his left leg during a physical education class at the age of twelve. Instead of calling an ambulance, the nurse simply sent him home. He walked through the pain down Vorovsky Street, limping and hopping on his right leg when no one was watching. He thought of Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya during the war, a girl who endured all the horrors of torture by the Germans but never betrayed her comrades in the combat group. He tried to demonstrate his resilience and prove it to himself. Eventually, he was taken from home to the hospital, where doctors diagnosed him with a fractured ankle in his left leg.

“When did it all start... this hatred... this conflict?” Dima found himself reflecting again. “Maybe it was on Victory Day, the ninth of May? Back when I was still a pioneer, I saw war veterans being denied entry to the Intourist restaurant. They explained that the restaurant was only for foreign tourists... In my country, on my own land... Only foreigners are welcomed, but not us, even though we were born here. I realized then that those I believed in were lying to me.”

Russian language seminars for foreigners were held at the school, primarily attended by French female students. Dima studied French, and his teacher was a native Frenchman born in France, an incredible educator with a remarkable life story. He fought in World War II against the Germans alongside Russian prisoners of war who had escaped from a German concentration camp in France. Captured by the Germans, he was transported to a prisoner of war camp in Eastern Europe that was essentially an extermination camp. He was eventually liberated by Soviet troops. He fell in love with Russia and chose to live in the Soviet Union.

“Was it when, I saw a difference in the acceptable levels of freedom when communicating with French girls... What was permissible and what was not...”

***

His broken ribs ached again, and, naturally, this pain shifted his thoughts elsewhere.

“Well, a crowd of cops beat me up… They acted like criminal scum, cowardly hiding behind the law... What benefit was this to the government or the country? For my education? It was already too late for that... But how heinous it was... At the level of drunken hoodlums... They couldn’t even part peacefully until the very end... Everything was so disgusting...”

The train, gently rocking, carried him further and further west. Heavy thoughts and a struggle to understand all this in his life continued to swirl in his mind.

“Of course, it was my own fault... I challenged the state... I wanted to escape from the USSR and then refused to work for them... I had been living the wrong life...”

He stumbled upon the realization of his “wrong life,” and in his mind, it felt as if a dark presence was whispering all his mistakes and crimes to him.

“I would stop at nothing in that life... Was that really fanaticism?”

Dima sat down on his bed, clasped his head in his hands, and rested his elbows on his knees.

“Fanaticism... This is a blind belief. And what is my belief? A beautiful life? This is not a belief, but merely a vulgar desire... Was it all for nothing?”

More than ever, he wanted to find meaning, his fulcrum in this life. Perhaps it was just a desire to justify himself for his weaknesses and wobbles in life.

“After all, we never appreciate what we have; we always want more.”

***

He recalled his German acquaintances, all of whom were war veterans from West Germany. For him, it was very difficult to find a point of reconciliation with them regarding what they had done on Soviet territory during World War II. It was equally difficult to comprehend that they were trying to explain to him that it had all been in vain. This was in vain when there were millions of dead. Yet, they all wanted to find a new starting point in their relations with the Russians. Of course, due to his youth, it was challenging for Dima to grasp how the Germans envisioned this process.

With the scars of war, old veterans patiently explained to Dima that they wanted to unite with the USSR! To unify into one country, called Gerusia, with its capital in Minsk. True, unfortunately then Poland should be squashed again in the process, but for the two great nations, this would not be a question.

“Gerusia,” Dima smiled in his memoirs. “Why did the Soviets never talk about this in the USSR?”

He corresponded with Gefeke, the navigator of the Henkel 111, which was shot down over Moscow, for several years and met with him every time he visited the USSR. The German veterans actively promoted their idea of unification or, at the very least, friendly coexistence with Russia. They established the Socialist Imperial Party (SRP), chaired by Otto-Ernst Roemer, a Major General of the Wehrmacht’s Gross Deutschland Division. Roemer commanded Hitler’s escort division and personally arrested Colonel Stauffenberg after he attempted to assassinate the Führer. While the Americans and the British considered Stauffenberg a hero, the Germans viewed him as a traitor and an enemy of the nation.

“Americans, this is not a nation; it’s the profession of petty crooks,” the German veterans were venting their frustrations. “Germany must get rid itself of NATO and the dictates of the Anglo-Saxons before a final nuclear catastrophe occurs. We need an alliance with Russia, but not with gangster capitalists,” they repeatedly expressed during their late repentance.

“Then why didn’t you do it before the outbreak of the Second World War?” Dima asked the German veterans, aware that he was asking an unanswerable question.

“It just happened this way… It was all for nothing,” but none of them could answer this question.

***

As the train gently rolled westward, Dima continued to wrestle with the question of life’s meaning.

“Whatever it is, people need to learn how to negotiate on equal terms; otherwise, there will always be war. I was able to discuss everything so openly and honestly with those who once came to kill us. They had survived that meat grinder and were reborn. They wanted to change, and we managed to communicate without hatred. Why couldn’t the KGB also communicate without animosity and without violating the laws of their country? After all, even the police sometimes showed empathy when witnessing this lawlessness. Of course, it was my own fault for challenging the state. But still, I was not an enemy and did not wish to fight against it. ‘Everything in this life was so senseless and in vain,’ as the German veterans said… I suppose I should die first and then rise from the grave to gain a little wisdom…”

***

His consciousness gradually faded into sleep as the train’s wheels continued to beat steadily, carrying him westward. He reached the border of Czechoslovakia, where document checks were conducted right on the train. The meticulous Czech officials were puzzled by the lack of a passport, only a visa.

“Perhaps you could just rummage in my belongings?” Dima suggested helpfully, hoping to divert their attention.

“There’s no need to check anything after the Soviet customs,” one of the Czechs said, exchanging glances with his colleagues before allowing him to pass without a passport, noticing a transit stamp on his visa.

He arrived in Prague at the railway station, where he got off the train to stretch his legs. However, he didn’t linger for long.

***

Nighttime, Czechoslovakia’s border with Austria. The Czechs were once again perplexed by the absence of a passport, but upon seeing an Austrian visa, they allowed him to proceed without any issues. The train moved slowly through the border area, which was brightly illuminated. An asphalt road ran alongside the border, with watchtowers. A ditch with water, right away behind it was a half-meter fence made of wire and a tangle-wire on the ground behind this fence. An asphalt path of border guards and a high fence with forked ends of poles, barbed wire on electrical insulators. The plowed control and inspection strip was approximately seven meters wide. Beyond it stood a fence on T-shaped pillars, adorned with the rings of “the web.” The final obstacle course had been successfully navigated.

***

It was an early morning, the train slowly entered Austria, as indicated by the border post, the inscription in German, and the absence of border barriers. It gradually picked up speed and stopped only at the first station in a small town, where it stood among other trains for quite some time. Across the platform, there was a train loaded with new small German cars. Dima watched the relaxed demeanor of the Austrians with interest.

Austrian border guards entered the carriage, and Dima handed over his visa for verification. They looked bewildered at the absence of a passport. Dima pointed to the entry visa from the Austrian embassy. They conferred for a long while and finally left with the visa.

Dima was left alone. He opened the window and stared silently out of it, contemplating his fate. An elderly man in a Tyrolean hat adorned with a feather, leather shorts, and colorful suspenders around his round stomach stepped onto the platform. The man stopped right in front of Dima’s compartment window, turned politely, and stared at him. They locked their eyes for a moment. Suddenly, the senior border patrol officer approached, holding Dima’s visa, and asked him something. Dima saw how the man in shorts looked at the visa and said...

“Der Russische Immigrant.”

He then turned around, glanced at Dima once more, and made a formal greeting gesture without a trace of emotion.

“An immigrant,” Dima realized with a hint of contempt.

A border guard entered the compartment and handed him his visa.

“Alles ist gut.”

“Danke,” Dima replied, taking the visa and noting the small black stamp.

***

The way to Austria was officially open. The train moved gently, heading toward Vienna. It came to a soft stop at the railway station. On the platforms, there were people who oddly resembled a single, carefree crowd like those found at Intourist hotels. Dima got off the train with his bags, still waiting for the passport and customs checks. Along with the crowd, he walked past two policemen into the station building, his heart clenched as usual, as if he felt guilty of something he couldn’t quite understand. He forced himself to relax, inwardly acknowledging that he was no different from the people around him. Once inside the train station, he quickly realized that he didn’t know where he would spend his first night.

He didn’t have enough money for a hotel, but he simply couldn’t bring himself to call the consul’s mother, even in such a situation. He remained eternally grateful to the consul for his kindness and compassion. As always, the decision came out of desperation; he had already made up his mind that he would go to America.

***

Dima exchanged twenty dollars at the currency exchange desk and then found a storage room to leave his luggage. He walked out to the square in front of the station. At the taxi stand, he first asked how much it would cost to get to the American Embassy.

The driver turned out to be quite talkative, explaining what each city attraction was as they passed by. They arrived at a beautiful white building, and Dima saw the American flag flying. He paid the taxi driver and stepped outside. Concrete barriers lined the sidewalk in front of the building. Dima approached the imposing entrance door, only to find it locked. He noticed a sign in two languages that read; “Entrance to the Embassy from the courtyard.”

To the right stood a massive fence made of metal rods, accompanied by an open metal gate. Dima walked up to the gate and noticed the American Marines stationed there. He approached them directly. Right away to the left, there was a booth outside the gate that appeared to have bulletproof glass.

“I’m from the Soviet Union,” Dima announced to the Marines.

A commotion began. An older, tall, thin sergeant, who was overseeing the unloading of a truck in the courtyard on the left side
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