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			For my friend Victoria, who lived many pieces of this story;

			my husband, Mike, who faced cancer with courage and humor;
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			PRIPYAT, UKRAINE, SOVIET UNION

			APRIL 1986

			Valentina

			VALENTINA WONDERED WHERE the birds had gone.

			They weren’t waiting on the sill when she went to the sitting room window that morning. All year she had put slices of salami out for them. Blue jays came every day, and blackbirds sometimes, and sparrows least of all. The birds would stand on the sill, their claws black as soot against the gray concrete, and fly away when she unlatched the window, only to flutter back when she set out the pieces of salami.

			Today, though, they were nowhere in sight. Valentina leaned out to look. Overhead, no blue jays circled one another, vanishing into the clouds, then reappearing. There were no blackbirds or sparrows, either. All of Pripyat’s birds seemed to have disappeared. The sky was empty.

			Except for a crimson glow in the distance. Valentina squinted. Usually, at half past seven, the sky was the pale blue of a robin’s egg.

			Not now. The sky in the south was red. Smoke churned up toward the scarlet-colored clouds. The smoke wasn’t black or gray, but a strange, unearthly blue. It was so thick that Valentina couldn’t see anything below or behind it: all she could see was the wall of smoke coiling up and up into the red sky. But she knew what stood under that billowing smoke.

			The nuclear power station where her father worked.

			She whirled away from the window. “The power station is on fire!”

			Her mother hurried out of the bedroom, buttoning the cuff of her blouse. “What did you say?”

			Valentina pointed at the window. Her mother joined her and gasped. “Oh my God!”

			“Where’s Papa?” Valentina glanced at the empty kitchen table. Her father worked the night shift at the power station. Usually, he was back in time to eat breakfast, tired and hungry after a long night. Then he would go to bed once Valentina had left for school. When he hadn’t been at the kitchen table this morning, Valentina had assumed he was already in the bedroom, asleep.

			“He hasn’t come home yet.” With shaking hands, Valentina’s mother latched the window. “Do you remember he said he would have a busy night? The supervisors were planning to run a safety drill. So when he didn’t show up an hour ago, I wasn’t worried.”

			She pulled Valentina in close for a hug. “I’m sure he’s fine, Valyushka. If he was hurt, someone at the power station would have telephoned us.”

			Valentina leaned into her mother, breathing in the comforting scent of her violet perfume. Mama had to be right. An accident at a nuclear power station was a statistical impossibility. A one-in-ten-million chance, her father had told her. And in school she and her classmates were taught that nuclear power was the safest, cleanest source of energy in the world. It had brought heat and light for the first time to thousands of citizens in the Soviet Union. But . . .

			“Why isn’t the smoke black?” she asked.

			Her mother held her tighter. “I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t send you to school,” she murmured. “But I have to go to work. And if we don’t show up, people might talk . . .”

			Valentina understood what her mother meant. They mustn’t do anything out of the ordinary, ever, or they risked attracting attention. And attention was bad. It meant someone was watching you, waiting for you to make a mistake. And mistakes—like saying the wrong thing, criticizing the government, making someone important angry—led the secret police to you. People who were taken away by the secret police, the KGB, often weren’t seen again. When Valentina’s mother was a university student, one of her classmates had been arrested by the KGB. The last time anyone had seen him was when he was shoved into the back of a car. Valentina’s mother had never forgotten it.

			“I want to stay home and wait for Papa,” Valentina said.

			“If Papa was injured, one of the other workers would have let us know,” her mother replied. “If we don’t carry on as usual, we look as though we don’t trust the people at the power station. And we mustn’t—”

			“Risk attention,” Valentina interrupted. She pulled herself free from her mother’s embrace. “But what if everybody’s hurt and no one can telephone us?”

			“Then the hospital workers would call.” Her mother gave her a gentle push toward the door. “Papa’s fine. Now you’d better hurry or you’ll be late.”

			“Yes, Mama.” Valentina grabbed her satchel and rushed out the door. Her mother didn’t understand. She never did. She cared more about being safe than anything else. If Valentina did the best in her class on a mathematics exam, her mother said next time she ought to get one or two questions wrong on purpose. “We’re Jews,” she would say when Valentina complained. “Others are looking for a reason to hate us. Don’t give them any.”

			“Come straight home after school!” her mother called after her. “I have to work this morning, but I’ll be home by lunch. I’m sure Papa will be back by then.”

			“Okay,” Valentina called back. Saturdays were half days at school. On Saturday mornings, her mother played the piano during ballet lessons at the culture palace. Many children who were too little for school went there for ballet or swimming instruction. Usually, after her mother finished the lessons and Valentina was done with school, they had lunch together while Valentina’s father slept.

			Then Valentina would play in the park with her best friend, Larisa, while her mother shopped for groceries. When Valentina would get home, her father would usually be awake, and they’d tinker with different experiments. Last month they had rewired the electrical outlets in their apartment. Currently, they were working on a design for a water heater. Ordinarily, Saturdays were golden, glorious days, but now as Valentina walked down the corridor, she couldn’t stop worrying about her father.

			The stairwell of their building was full of small children. On the landing, kids played with dolls and jacks. Valentina stepped over them, nearly bumping into her neighbor, Dyadya Sergei. When she was little, she had thought all of her family friends and neighbors were her uncles and aunts, because that was how she had been taught to address them. It wasn’t until she was older that she had realized calling grown-ups dyadya or tetya was a custom, and all these “uncles” and “aunts” weren’t blood relations. She still liked calling them the traditional names, though, because she hadn’t any uncles and aunts of her own, for both of her parents had been only children.

			“Good morning, Valentina,” Dyadya Sergei said. He was dressed only in trousers and had a book tucked under his arm. “I’m going up to the roof to sunbathe and watch the fire. Did your father tell you how it started?”

			“No, Dyadya Sergei.” Her voice trembled. “He isn’t home yet.”

			Dyadya Sergei patted her head. “I suppose he stayed to watch the firemen work. You ought to go down to the station, have a look about. It’s the sort of thing one sees only once in a generation.”

			He sounded as though he thought the fire was some sort of entertainment! “I have to go to school,” she said, skirting around him.

			His laugh followed her down the stairwell. “Poor Valentina! Having to go to school on such an exciting day is a true misery.”

			Valentina paused at the landing to look out the window. The sky still flickered red. Below it, the city of Pripyat lay burrowed like a bird in a nest. People walked the streets; under the scarlet dome of the sky, they looked as flimsy as paper dolls. Blocks of pink-and-white plaster-faced apartment towers stretched into the distance. The enormous Communist hammer-and-sickle insignia crowned several buildings, their neon lights dark in the daytime. Beyond them rose the gunmetal-gray domes of the four reactors of the power station where her father worked. The station’s proper name was the V.I. Lenin Power Station, but it was usually called Chernobyl, after an ancient nearby village.

			Valentina’s father said Pripyat was a model city because the station powered electricity for millions of people in the western Soviet Union. Its citizens got the best of everything, like shaving cream from East Germany and toothpaste from Bulgaria, sweaters from Poland and dresses from Finland, and cheeses and chocolates and caviar. They were lucky to live in such a paradise, he often told her. Valentina knew he was right: she remembered the years they had lived in Siberia, where the winters were so cold you could actually hear your breath turn to ice.

			Outside the air tasted of metal, not the wild roses and cut grass that Valentina was used to. No fire should smell like this, she thought. The scent of soot should carry on the air, but not this hot metal that tickled the back of her throat.

			Everywhere she looked, she saw police officers leaning against walls or standing on corners. The city was a sea of blue-and-red uniforms.

			She’d never seen so many policemen in her life. What were they doing here? They couldn’t all be from Pripyat’s police force; there were too many of them. Some must have been summoned from nearby cities. Were they patrolling because of the fire?

			Some of the grown-ups walking past sent nervous looks at the policemen. But they kept walking, their eyes going from the police officers to the red sky overhead. Nobody asked the policemen what was going on. Questions were dangerous, Valentina knew.

			Children streamed along the avenue, staring at the police officers. Ladies carrying string shopping bags went in and out of stores; young mothers pushed babies in carriages or held toddlers by the hand, guiding them toward parks or nurseries where they would be cared for while their mothers worked. Everybody looked at the blue smoke coiling up into the red sky, and nobody said a word to the policemen.

			Valentina’s steps slowed. Her father was somewhere behind that wall of smoke. Maybe hurt.

			She had to know what was happening. Before she could think herself out of the decision, she dashed over to the nearest policeman. “Are you here because of the fire?” she asked.

			The man flicked his cigarette into the gutter. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

			“I’m on my way.” Valentina hesitated. Her parents often said her chattering mouth would get her into trouble. Maybe she ought to keep walking to school. But then she thought of the strange blue smoke enveloping the power station and of her father who was in there somewhere. “Why isn’t the smoke black?”

			The man narrowed his eyes at her. “There isn’t any smoke. That’s steam, and you ought to be accustomed to it from living near such a large power station. Now you’d better get on.”

			“Thank you,” she muttered, and walked on, frowning. The policeman was wrong. Steam was thin and gray, not thick and blue, and it didn’t turn the sky red: she knew that much from living close to the nuclear station. Was the policeman lying or mistaken?

			As she went through the school gates, she saw she had another problem to deal with. And it was waiting for her in the schoolyard.

			Oksana Savchenko.

			She was leaning against the fence, toying with the white ribbons at the end of her braids. She looked like the perfect Ukrainian girl—blond hair, blue eyes, pink-and-white skin, a porcelain doll come to life.

			But Valentina knew there was nothing sweet or doll-like about Oksana.

			The other girl caught sight of her. She pushed off the fence and called, “Valentina, come here!”

			Valentina’s heart sank to her shoes.

			She wished she could run home. But she’d get in trouble for playing truant.

			Better to get it over with.

			Squaring her shoulders, she walked into the schoolyard, where Oksana stood waiting for her.
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			Oksana

			OKSANA WATCHED VALENTINA Kaplan come closer. Valentina was almost the tallest girl in the fifth grade, second only to Tatiana Gavrilenko. She might look ordinary with her braids and white ribbons, like the other girls in school, but Oksana knew she wasn’t.

			“All Jews are liars,” her father had told her again and again. “They’re always watching you, trying to find a way to steal your job away from you or take your place. That’s how they’ve survived as long as they have, by working together and trying to destroy the rest of us. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, Papa,” she had always said. Valentina’s father was the reason her papa hadn’t gotten a promotion last year at the nuclear power station.

			A wave of pain washed over Oksana. The back of her shoulder ached so badly she had to clench her jaw so she wouldn’t groan. It didn’t matter. She deserved the pain, for having a saucy mouth.

			She focused on Valentina, who had come to a stop a few feet away and was waiting, her expression wary.

			“Let’s race,” Oksana said.

			Valentina bit her lip. Oksana knew what she was thinking—that she’d like to say no but didn’t dare refuse.

			“Okay,” Valentina said.

			They went to the far end of the yard, where they crouched on the pavement. The other children stopped playing tag or marbles and came over to watch. Their loud voices filled the air. “Run hard, Oksana! You can beat her!”

			Oksana looked up at the sky. It was the same shade of scarlet as her mother’s silk shawl. She knew the color should make her afraid, but instead it made her want to draw the image inside her mind, so it would never go away. A scarlet sky, dotted with clouds that looked as if they had been dipped in red dye, and above the tops of the brick-and-plaster buildings, columns of blue smoke, the sort of blue you’d get if you mixed pale blue with black, giving you an almost navy.

			“You can win, Oksana!” someone shouted.

			Oksana flinched. What was wrong with her, daydreaming about colors? She was stupid—stupid and weak.

			Crouching on the pavement, she reached forward, pressing the tips of her fingers into the rough surface. She’d win the race. Valentina wouldn’t be so foolish as to run fast. And then tonight at supper she could tell her father, and he’d pat her cheek and say he was proud of her.

			“Go!” one of the other fifth-grade girls shouted.

			Oksana took off. Her feet flew across the cracked pavement. The back of her shoulder throbbed, like a tooth gone rotten. It made the breath hitch in her chest. She could feel herself slowing, her legs stumbling.

			“Come on, Oksana!” her classmates cheered. “You can do it!”

			Don’t stop, she told herself, and raced on. From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a blur of movement. Valentina. She was surging forward, her brown braids streaming behind her. She slapped the wall of the school building. She had won.

			Oksana’s steps slowed. Automatically, she reached out, her fingertips grazing the rough stone wall. Valentina had won. She had beaten her. Valentina hadn’t followed the rules they all knew, although no one ever spoke them aloud.

			Oksana could never tell her father. Never.

			All of her body went hot, then cold. She touched her left shoulder. Through the thin fabric of her school blouse, she could feel the smoothness of a bandage.

			She made herself smile, even though her stomach felt sick. “I wasn’t really trying,” she said to Valentina. “Races are for little kids anyway.”

			Valentina’s eyes narrowed. “You certainly looked as though you were trying. Or are you always out of breath?”

			Oksana couldn’t think of anything to say. Behind them, someone shouted, “Cheating Jew!”

			The girls spun around. The forty other boys and girls in their class stood at the opposite end of the yard, watching them. Everyone looked the same, dressed in their school uniforms: the girls in brown dresses, white blouses, and black pinafores, and the boys in button-down white shirts, black trousers, and black blazers.

			Their faces were solemn. Nothing in their expressions told Oksana who had shouted. And they wouldn’t say a word to Valentina. Nobody would tattle on a classmate to a Jew.

			“I didn’t cheat,” Valentina said loudly. Her cheeks were red.

			“Everybody knows Jews are crooks.” Oksana smoothed her hair ribbons, making sure to frown at Valentina. “My papa says your family ought to go back to Israel.”

			At her sides, Valentina’s hands clenched into fists. “That shows what your father knows. We’ve never even been there.”

			“That’s where your kind belongs!”

			Valentina glared. “At least I’m not a baby who whines every time I lose.”

			“Fight, fight!” the other children chanted.

			Oksana froze. This wasn’t what she’d meant to happen. She mustn’t fight at school. If she did, at best she’d be sent to the headmaster’s office. At worst, it meant the headmaster would call her father’s supervisor at the power station and Papa would receive a black mark in his work record—for something she had done.

			“Why would I want to fight Valentina?” she said, inching away. “She’ll only cheat.”

			But her words were drowned out by the other children’s shouts. “Fight, fight!” They swarmed around her and Valentina, laughing and waving their arms.

			“Stop!” A woman’s voice cut through the commotion. It was their teacher, Svetlana Dmitrievna.

			At once a hush fell over the schoolyard. The fifth graders looked at one another. Quickly, they formed a line, as they were supposed to do every morning before entering the school. Oksana found herself and Valentina standing at the end.

			Keeping her gaze trained on the pavement, she listened to Svetlana Dmitrievna’s high heels click closer. She was going to be in so much trouble. Even worse than the time she’d accidentally left her essay at home.

			The shoes stopped in front of her. “What,” said Svetlana Dmitrievna sternly, “is the meaning of this?”

			“It’s her fault,” Oksana began just as Valentina said, “We got carried away.”

			“Quiet!” Svetlana Dmitrievna snapped. “Sniveling excuses are unacceptable. I’ll deal with the two of you inside. The rest of you—march. Not a word or you lose morning recess.”

			Oksana could scarcely breathe. What would Svetlana Dmitrievna do to her? Was she going to telephone her father?

			Maybe Svetlana Dmitrievna wouldn’t be able to reach him or his supervisor. After all, the fire was still burning—wasn’t it?

			Overhead, smoke drifted like a screen, turning the sky into a patchwork of black-blue and red. The air tasted of metal and something else she couldn’t identify, like scorched earth. Surely her father and his supervisor were too busy coping with the fire to receive a telephone call from her school. Tomorrow, Sunday, they didn’t have school, so hopefully by Monday, Svetlana Dmitrievna would have forgotten about the almost fight and Papa would never learn about it.

			The line inched up the steps into the school. In one of the big plateglass windows, Oksana glimpsed her reflection. The red tie knotted around her neck was the one bright spot. A pin, embossed with the face of Vladimir Lenin, the man who had helped their country become a Communist republic and was now long dead, was clipped to the front of her blouse.

			They were proof that Oksana belonged and Valentina never would. Oksana had received them last year, when she turned ten and was accepted as a member of the Young Pioneers.

			Valentina hadn’t been let in. Jews weren’t welcome. Everyone was encouraged to join, of course—all citizens were supposed to be equal, regardless of their background or religion. But, as Oksana’s father said, Jews weren’t Soviet citizens. They were intruders.

			Now Oksana followed Valentina into the classroom. Together they stood against the back wall, waiting for their punishment. Oksana didn’t care what it was, as long as it didn’t involve her parents. She could handle whatever Svetlana Dmitrievna dished out.

			Taking a deep breath, Oksana touched her Young Pioneer pin. Her father had been so proud when she had received it. He had even called her “my angel.” She must make him proud again.

			She glanced at Valentina, who was staring straight ahead, her face pale and set. Valentina knew the rules, or she ought to by now. Why couldn’t she have just let Oksana win?

			Oksana wouldn’t tell her father about the race. But if Valentina told her own father, and if Comrade Kaplan mentioned it at work, then her father would know. And then she would never forgive Valentina.

			Never.
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			Valentina

			VALENTINA WATCHED SVETLANA Dmitrievna take a bag of rice from her desk and pour its contents on the floor. Then she dropped her and Oksana’s workbooks onto the floor, along with two pencils.

			So it was going to be the rice punishment. That wasn’t too bad, as punishments went. Far better than the time her first-grade teacher had made her wear a pointed cap and instructed her classmates to point at her and shout, “Dunce!” At least now she wouldn’t be made to feel stupid for being a lousy speller.

			Without a word, Valentina and Oksana knelt in the rice. The granules dug into Valentina’s knees through her tights. She bit her lip so she wouldn’t make a sound. She must be quiet. Complaining or reacting would make it worse, for then Svetlana Dmitrievna would smack her hand with a ruler.

			Valentina looked around the room, certain the other children would be making faces at her, silently making fun of her for getting in trouble.

			But no one was looking at her or Oksana. Her classmates were all staring out the windows. Outside, the sky still flickered red. Far off in the distance, Valentina could see curls of blue smoke.

			Papa, she thought.

			She had to think logically about this. As an engineer would, like her father. In her mind, she wrote up a list. No contact from Papa. Red sky, blue smoke. Policemen everywhere.

			Something terrible must have happened. And no one was telling her, or anyone else, what it was.

			Suddenly, she was so frightened that she felt cold everywhere. She wrenched her gaze away from the window, back into the classroom.

			Svetlana Dmitrievna rapped a ruler on her desk. “Attention, students! Who can tell me the names of the republics in our great Soviet Union?”

			Nobody raised a hand. After a moment, a girl in the front row said timidly, “I beg your pardon, Svetlana Dmitrievna, but what happened at the nuclear power station?”

			The teacher glanced at the window, then quickly away. “Obviously, there has been a mishap. A minor accident, one that I’m sure is already being taken care of. Because, children?”

			“Because the Motherland protects us,” they recited. Valentina, too. She had had to say the words so many times they were practically embroidered on her heart.

			“That’s correct,” Svetlana Dmitrievna said. “Capitalist nations, like America, are full of greedy people who care only about themselves. Here in our great socialist nation, we are always safe. Our government protects each one of us. Now,” she said briskly, pointing at the map on the wall, “who can tell me the names of our republics?”

			A forest of arms, held at the proper ninety-degree angle, shot up. Valentina and Oksana kept their hands at their sides. Everybody knew to stay silent during punishments.

			Valentina’s stomach churned. Why hadn’t she let Oksana win the race, as she usually did? She should have. Something about the little smile on Oksana’s face, though, when she had challenged her to run had made her want to win.

			Svetlana Dmitrievna called on one of the boys, who stood up next to his desk. “The republics are Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belorussia, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kirghizia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldavia, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan.”

			“Correct,” Svetlana Dmitrievna said. “And recited in alphabetical order—well done!”

			Valentina leaned forward so she could write the date—April 26, 1986—in her workbook, which was lying on the floor in front of her. Today was a Saturday, so Svetlana Dmitrievna would collect their workbooks at the dismissal at noon and mark them tonight.

			Valentina knew her workbook grade had better be a perfect five-plus this week to balance the black mark she was sure to receive for arguing with Oksana. She couldn’t afford to do poorly. So few Jews were accepted into universities or good professions. Since she wanted to be a scientist, she needed to be better than good. Today’s fight might have damaged her future chances.

			She swallowed hard. There was nothing she could do to help herself now. Besides, it was hard to care when she was so worried about her father.

			The grains of rice felt as sharp as needles. Shifting uncomfortably, she held her breath so she didn’t let out a moan of pain.

			She had to distract herself or it wouldn’t be long before she was begging Svetlana Dmitrievna to let her get up.

			She studied the map, where each of the republics was a different color. Russia, the largest, was red, and Ukraine, the second largest and where they lived, was white. The section of the map where she had been born, Siberia, was red, too, for it lay within Russia. When she had first come to Ukraine, she had missed Siberia so much. She had loved the way the steppe seemed to go on forever, and the forests of towering pine trees, and the realization that spring was coming because it was finally warm enough to carry metal coins in your pocket.

			“Girls, that’s enough.” Svetlana Dmitrievna’s voice interrupted Valentina’s thoughts. “You may return to your seats.”

			Thank the stars! Valentina staggered to her desk. Her best friend, Larisa, gave her an encouraging smile as she passed. Valentina smiled back.

			As soon as they were settled, Svetlana Dmitrievna asked, “Valentina, what’s the birth date of our nation?”

			She had to stand to answer. Prickles stabbed up and down her legs, forcing her to grip the edge of her desk so she didn’t sway. Somebody giggled.

			This time, Valentina paid no attention. She mustn’t risk getting in trouble again.

			“Valentina?” Svetlana Dmitrievna prompted. “The birth date of our nation?”

			“Nineteen seventeen,” Valentina said quickly. The year wasn’t exactly correct, but everybody knew that was the answer the teachers wanted. Their country was centuries old. Only sixty-nine years ago, it had been ruled by a tsar. Then the Bolsheviks—now called the Communists—had revolted, and the country had plunged into civil war. Eventually, the Communists had emerged victorious, and their country had become a republic. Now it was called the USSR, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and it had only one political group: the Communist Party.

			“Very good,” Svetlana Dmitrievna said. “Valentina, you may sit.”

			Valentina eased into her seat. She sneaked a hand under her desk to rub her knees. Grains of rice had stuck to her tights, and she brushed them off.

			As the teacher droned on, Valentina gazed at the numerals 1917 on the chalkboard. Before then, her parents said, their countrymen had been allowed to follow different religions.

			Not anymore. The government didn’t approve of any religion, not Christianity, not Islam, not Judaism. Valentina’s teachers said religion was a trick that drugged people’s minds. The highest power was the Motherland—not faith.

			Svetlana Dmitrievna wrote another answer on the board. Once her back was turned, Valentina felt a finger poke her in the back. Oksana.

			She ignored her.

			Oksana’s wooden desk creaked as she leaned forward. “Did your father come home this morning?” Oksana whispered.

			That got Valentina’s attention. Oksana’s father worked the night shift with Papa. Maybe Oksana knew what had happened at the power station.

			Valentina shook her head no.

			“Mine didn’t, either,” Oksana whispered. Wood creaked again as she settled back into her chair.

			They didn’t speak to each other again all morning. When the dismissal bell rang at noon, Valentina joined the throngs of children spilling into the schoolyard.

			Smoke wafted across the red sky. The air still tasted of metal and earth. The back of Valentina’s throat tickled. She wondered if her father was home yet. She needed to run back to their apartment as fast as she could, to see if he was there.

			Larisa came up to her. “I felt so awful when Svetlana Dmitrievna caught you fighting! Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine,” Valentina said. “The rice punishment isn’t too bad.”

			“You ought to know.” Larisa giggled.

			Ordinarily, Valentina would have made a face, for Larisa was right: Valentina had been ordered to kneel in rice several times before, when she was caught whispering in class. She had such a difficult time not talking because she had so many big ideas crowding her head all the time, waiting to be let out.

			Now, though, she didn’t care about getting in trouble. “I need to go home,” she said to Larisa. “I have to see my father. He might be hurt.”

			“You heard Svetlana Dmitrievna,” Larisa said. “There was only a little accident at the power station.”

			The words “How does she know that?” almost leapt out of Valentina’s mouth. She swallowed them barely in time. She mustn’t say bad things about the teacher, in case someone overheard and reported her.

			“I have to go home,” she said again.

			“All right,” Larisa said.

			Together they weaved through the crowd. All around them, classmates were making plans for the afternoon. None of them seemed scared anymore; Svetlana Dmitrievna’s reassurances must have done the trick. Some of the children said they would play in the schoolyard; others would go to the parks or fish on the banks of the river. Several boys were going to get their bicycles after lunch and ride over to the nuclear station to look at the fire. Oksana and her friends were going to the amusement park, where they would ride the Ferris wheel and drive the bumper cars.

			“Do you want to meet in the park after lunch?” Larisa asked. “I’ll borrow my sister’s jump rope so we don’t have to share yours.”

			“Maybe,” Valentina said. All she wanted was to see her father.

			She and Larisa reached the pavement. Military vehicles rumbled down the road toward them. Truck after truck after truck.

			All of the drivers were wearing gas masks.

			The trucks rolled closer. The gas masks made the soldiers look like massive bugs or creatures from a nightmare. Where were the soldiers going? To the power station?

			Papa, Valentina thought.

			“I’ve got to go,” she said to Larisa.

			Understanding flashed across Larisa’s face. “Go,” she said, and Valentina took to her heels, running as fast as she could, with only one word echoing in her head.

			Papa.
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			Oksana

			AS OKSANA WALKED home from school, she saw policemen everywhere. They slouched against walls, smoking, or stood with their hands in their pockets, watching everyone with wary eyes. The sight sent a chill down Oksana’s spine. What were all these policemen doing here? It must have to do with the fire, but she couldn’t imagine why: extra firemen ought to be here, putting out the flames, not police officers.

			She half listened to her friends chattering about going to the amusement park after lunch. When they reached the block of apartment towers where they lived, she said goodbye and hurried to her building. Maybe her father was home and he could tell her and Mama what was wrong.

			The back of her shoulder throbbed. Gritting her teeth, she slipped into the lobby. It was a box of a room, made of dirty plaster walls and chipped linoleum. She trudged across it, making for the stairwell. Along the back wall, a woman was talking on the communal telephone. “Oleg and I are going to Sochi on holiday . . .”

			Her voice faded as Oksana climbed the stairs. It was deserted now; all of the building’s little kids must be in their apartments, eating lunch or napping, or at the nurseries provided by their mothers’ employers.

			Above her, she heard someone talking. “Something’s happened at the power station,” a girl said.

			She recognized the voice. Valentina. Why did it have to be her? Oksana would have to walk past her in order to get to her floor.

			Sighing, Oksana kept climbing. There was someone else talking now, a man. “Naturally something’s wrong at the power station,” he said. “It’s the biggest fire this city has ever seen. Something to tell your grandchildren about, eh?”

			Oksana rounded the curve in the stairwell. On the landing above stood Valentina and one of the men who lived on the second floor, Dyadya Sergei. He wore only trousers. He must have been sunbathing on the roof. Lots of the building’s residents went up there to sunbathe or to tend to their garden. Oksana’s mother kept several pots of herbs on the roof, and she had told Oksana at breakfast that she planned to pick rosemary and sage today.

			“You were white as milk this morning,” Valentina said to Dyadya Sergei.

			“I’ve never tanned so quickly in my life,” he said, sounding pleased. “There must be something in the air.”

			It was an expression Oksana had heard many times before. “Love is in the air tonight,” her parents said when they saw a young couple out for a romantic evening stroll. Or, “Spring is in the air,” they said when wild roses bloomed in the forests outside Pripyat. And, “Winter is in the air,” they said when they could smell the sharpness of snow. Today, though, the words made Oksana uneasy.

			“Ah, Oksana,” Dyadya Sergei said. “I didn’t see you standing there. You’re as quiet as a shadow.”

			Although she wanted to rush past him so she wouldn’t have to look at Valentina, manners forced her to put on a smile and say, “Good afternoon, Dyadya Sergei.”

			“I have to see if my father is home,” Valentina said without looking at Oksana. She hurried up the stairs.

			“I saw your mother on the roof,” Dyadya Sergei said to Oksana. “There was a crowd of us. You ought to go up there before the fire’s put out. It’s quite a sight! Above the station, you can’t even see the sky. It’s all smoke, blue everywhere.”

			That meant Papa was sure to be angry, because the fire was probably someone’s fault. Or a machine’s. Either way, he would be furious, for the fire would mean filling out loads of paperwork and accident reports. Papa might even be in trouble because the fire had started during his shift.

			She started shaking deep inside. Dimly, she heard Dyadya Sergei saying something, but she couldn’t pay attention anymore. “I have to go home,” she said, and pushed open the swinging door at the landing. She mustn’t be late for lunch. The soup would go cold, and Papa must be hungry.

			Inside the apartment, her mother stood at the stove, stirring a pot. “Good, you’re home,” she said without looking up. “Set the table.”

			Oksana didn’t move. “Where’s Papa?”

			Now her mother did look at her. “He isn’t home yet.” Her smile didn’t touch her eyes. “We’ll eat lunch without him.”

			“Mama, I saw military trucks. The soldiers wore gas masks. And there are policemen all over the place!”

			Her mother pursed her lips. “I’m sure the authorities are merely taking precautions. Everything’s fine,” she added when Oksana didn’t speak. “I telephoned the power station, and nobody answered. The workers must have their hands full. The best thing we can do is leave them alone.”

			Oksana nodded. She hung her satchel on a peg by the door and went into the kitchen area to wash her hands. She loved being home, when it was just her and her mother. Their apartment was far nicer than any of her relatives’. They had two whole rooms—the main living space and a small bedchamber for her parents. They even had their own bathroom, which they didn’t have to share with the neighbors.

			Old rugs covered the wooden floorboards, and framed pen-and-ink drawings dotted the walls. There was even a bookcase, where she had an entire shelf to herself, and a radio. Her parents had just spent their savings on a television set, too. And Papa had promised that once she brought home a school report full of fives they’d buy her a proper bed and she wouldn’t have to sleep on the sofa anymore.

			“Set the table,” her mother said.

			“Yes, Mama.” Oksana grabbed a handful of silverware.

			After they had sat down and begun eating, her mother asked, “How was school?”

			Oksana thought of the footrace and shifted uncomfortably. She hoped Valentina wasn’t downstairs in her apartment, tattling to her mother about beating Oksana today. “Fine,” she muttered. She dragged her spoon across the bottom of her bowl, creating ripples along the surface of the borscht. It was her favorite kind of soup, because it was the same deep purple as a sky long after the sun had set, before black crept in. “Valentina said her father didn’t come home this morning, either.”

			Her mother rapped her knuckles with the back of her spoon. “Enough. I already told you not to worry. Did Svetlana Dmitrievna return your essay on Comrade Lenin?”

			There had been a 3 scrawled across the front of her paper. Oksana felt her cheeks warm. “No,” she lied.

			There was a knock on the door.

			“Eleonora, I must speak with you,” called a woman’s voice.

			Eleonora was Oksana’s mother. With a sigh, she got up and opened the door. Valentina and her mother, Galina Yurievna, stood in the corridor. Valentina was still dressed in her school uniform and clutched a burlap sack to her chest.

			The Kaplans had never come to their apartment before. What could they possibly be doing here?

			“May we come in?” Galina Yurievna asked.

			Oksana’s mother hesitated. “Of course,” she said after a moment, and ushered them into the main room. “Please sit down,” she added, but Galina Yurievna shook her head.

			“I have news about the fire,” she said. “A friend just telephoned me. She’s a nurse at the hospital. She said there was an accident at the power station last night.”

			“Yes, we know about the fire—” Oksana’s mother started to say, sounding impatient, but Galina Yurievna interrupted.

			“It isn’t only a fire. Reactor number four exploded.”

			Reactor number four was where Papa worked! Was he hurt?

			“Something went wrong during the safety drill,” Galina Yurievna went on. “There was an explosion. And now the whole building’s caught fire.”

			Oksana’s mother had gone white. “The men—”

			“Are at the hospital,” Galina Yurievna said.

			Thank the stars! Oksana took a shaky breath. Her father would be fine. The doctors would fix him, and he’d come home and everything would be all right.

			“We’re leaving for the hospital now,” Galina Yurievna said. Oksana noticed that her hand rubbed Valentina’s shoulder absently, as if she didn’t notice she was doing it. As if the movement were automatic.

			Oksana glanced at her mother. But Mama didn’t touch her. Instead, she tapped her lips with her finger, as she always did when she was thinking. “We’ll go with you,” she said. “Oksana, pack Papa’s medicines.”

			Oksana knew what her mother meant. Every child in Pripyat knew about radiation poisoning. It was a sickness you could catch from working with nuclear power. Thankfully, it was easily cured. All you had to do was drink milk or mineral water and eat plenty of cucumbers, and you’d be well in a day or two.

			She found two cucumbers and a glass bottle of milk in the refrigerator. Quickly, she wrapped the cucumbers in wax paper and slid them into her mother’s string shopping bag. Then she realized what Valentina must be carrying in her burlap sack: her own father’s medicines.

			Together they all went down the stairs. The mothers walked ahead, talking in low voices. Hurrying a few paces behind, the girls were silent. Oksana sneaked a look at Valentina, whose face was pale and anxious. Valentina didn’t look back.

			Good, then they were ignoring each other. Oksana held the string bag tighter. The medicines would help Papa, and he would be so glad she’d brought them. He would kiss the top of her head. You saved me, he’d say, smiling at her. You’re a good girl.

			Not that he’d ever said those words to her before. He called her an angel when he was in a good mood, a brat when he wasn’t. But never “good.”

			That was all right, though. She already knew she was bad. She didn’t need anyone to call her good, because it would be a lie.

			In the lobby, they found Dyadya Sergei slumped on the floor. A puddle of vomit was spreading across the linoleum tiles. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” he whispered. “I’m so dizzy.”

			His face was now a faded brown. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot.

			Oksana’s mother placed a hand on his forehead. “You’re burning up, Sergei. You need to go to the hospital.”

			While she used the communal telephone to call for an ambulance, Galina Yurievna knelt at Dyadya Sergei’s side. “Help is on the way.”

			His eyes flickered open and closed. Oksana couldn’t tell if he had heard. She remembered his earlier words: something in the air. She thought of the soldiers’ gas masks and the strange, metallic taste in her own mouth, which she had felt while playing in the schoolyard.

			“Galina Yurievna,” she said, “is there something in the air that can hurt us?”

			“Of course not,” Valentina’s mother said quickly. But from the way she didn’t look at Oksana, Oksana knew she was lying.
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			Valentina

			THE LADY ON the telephone told Oksana’s mother that they couldn’t spare an ambulance to pick up Dyadya Sergei, so the girls’ mothers bundled him into the back seat of the car of their only neighbor who owned a vehicle. The neighbor volunteered to drive them all to the hospital, so they piled in.

			From the back seat, sandwiched between Oksana and Dyadya Sergei, Valentina watched the long, straight streets of Pripyat roll past. How badly hurt was Papa? What was wrong with Dyadya Sergei? He looked so different. Everything looked different.

			Smoke filled the sky. It cast shadows across the city. In the dimness, policemen patrolled and women walked hand in hand with their children, and men went into shops. A trio of soldiers wearing gas masks strode down the pavement. At a sidewalk restaurant, a crowd lifted their glasses in a toast, and a young woman in a white dress blushed. It was a wedding reception. People were celebrating, and Valentina’s father was in the hospital. Nothing felt real.

			At Pripyat Hospital, a nurse whisked Dyadya Sergei away. The girls’ mothers went to the reception desk to ask about their husbands.

			Valentina hugged the bag of cucumbers to her chest. For a moment, she and Oksana stood without speaking until Valentina couldn’t bear the silence anymore. There were too many questions in her head, crowding to get out. “What did you bring for your father?”

			Oksana didn’t look at her. “Why do you want to know? So you can steal it?”

			Heat rushed into Valentina’s cheeks. “I don’t want your stupid medicine.”

			“Why not? My medicine isn’t good enough for you?”

			“Th-that’s not what I meant,” Valentina stammered. “I’m not a thief.”

			“My father says your kind is always trying to steal from us.” Oksana started to say more, then closed her mouth. Their mothers were coming back.

			“The nurses won’t tell us anything,” Oksana’s mother said quietly. “Come along. We’re sneaking upstairs to find your fathers.”

			They took an elevator to the top floor. When the doors opened, a wall of noise roared out at them.

			The corridor was a jumble of confusion. Doctors and nurses ran to and fro, carrying charts and glass bottles and trays lined with syringes and needles. A doctor in a white lab coat talked to a man in a dark business suit. The man must be a Communist Party official—Valentina saw a pin, embossed with a hammer and sickle, in his lapel. In the middle of the corridor, a group of women talked loudly. Some of them were crying. One of them, who had a big, pregnant belly, sobbed, “Leo, my Leo!”

			“I don’t recognize those women.” A hopeful note hung in Valentina’s mother’s voice. “Perhaps they’re from one of the villages. Maybe there’s been an accident, a farming accident, and that’s why they’re here—”

			“No,” Oksana’s mother interrupted. She nodded at the pregnant woman. “I know her. Her husband’s a fireman in Pripyat. All of these ladies are probably firemen’s wives.”

			Valentina seized on her words. The firemen must have been hurt while fighting the blaze. Her papa was probably resting in one of these hospital rooms, eager to be discharged and home with them again.

			Her mother grabbed the arm of a passing nurse. “We’re looking for our husbands. They were on duty at reactor number four last night.”

			“They might be in the dormitory,” the nurse said. “You can come with me. I’m going there now.” She caught Valentina looking at the clear glass bottle in her hand and said, “Vodka. One of the best cures for radiation sickness.” She beckoned for Valentina and the others to follow her through an open doorway.

			Valentina took two steps into the room and froze.

			The smell was horrific: vomit, blood, and excrement, and something else, something that smelled like hot metal.

			Dozens of men lay on cots. Their pale faces glistened with perspiration. Some were sitting up and mumbling to themselves, while others lay motionless under thin white blankets. Where was Papa? She didn’t see him anywhere.

			A nurse rushed over to Oksana and Eleonora Ivanovna. She hugged Oksana’s mother, murmuring something Valentina couldn’t hear. They must be friends. Then the nurse led Oksana and her mother out of the dormitory. Valentina guessed Oksana’s papa must be in another room.

			She looked away to scan the rows of cots. Where was her father? He had to be here somewhere.

			Then she saw him. He was in a cot by a window. He lay still. So still. The blanket covering his chest barely rose and fell. His eyes were closed.

			Beside her, her mother gasped. “Nicolai.”

			Valentina unfroze with a jerk. She raced across the room to her father’s bedside. “Papa!” she said, but he didn’t wake up. She laid her hand on his shoulder. Through the fabric of his hospital shirt, the heat of his body pumped into her hand. He was so hot she thought he would burn her, but she didn’t move away.

			Her mother leaned over him, smoothing his hair away from his sweaty forehead. “Nicolai,” she said shakily.

			He looked different from the man who had kissed Valentina good night only hours ago. His face was as pale and thin as paper; she could see the veins in his temples. Sweat had darkened his hair, turning the strands from brown to black.

			What was wrong with him? He didn’t look as though he had been burned in the fire, and he couldn’t be sick from radiation poisoning, for everyone knew that was easily cured. So what had happened to him?

			His eyelids fluttered open. For an instant, they focused on Valentina. “Red stars in the sky,” he muttered. “Black pebbles on the beach.”

			What did he mean? He wasn’t making any sense. Had the explosion damaged his brain?

			The strong odor of drink wafted from him. Valentina guessed it was from the vodka the nurses had been giving him, to ease the radiation sickness. He sounded as though he were drunk, not ill. Perhaps he wasn’t badly hurt after all. Maybe he only needed to sleep away the alcohol.

			“Papa,” she said, bringing her mouth to his ear, “can you hear me? It’s Valentina.”

			His eyes blurred. She saw his lips moving, but she didn’t hear any words coming out. “Papa!” she cried. “Please answer me!”

			An arm wrapped around her waist and held her tight from behind.

			She twisted in the person’s grip, craning her neck to see his face. She caught an impression of a man’s cheek dotted with stubble.

			Before she could say anything, the man hauled her out of the dormitory. Her mother rushed after them. “Let go of my daughter!”

			The man paid no mind to her mother. In the corridor, he released his hold on Valentina. She moved back from him, staring. He wore a doctor’s white coat, and his brown hair was sprinkled with gray. His eyes were angry.

			“Who the devil let you into the dormitory?” he demanded.

			“A nurse.” Valentina’s mother squeezed her hand, a warning to hold her tongue. “Why did you take my daughter?”

			“I removed this girl,” the doctor said, still sounding upset, “for her own good. The men are under quarantine. That means they’re being held separately from other people,” he added to Valentina. “You mustn’t see your father. Do you understand?”

			She shook her head no.

			He bent down to her level and spoke slowly. “When the reactor exploded and released radiation into the atmosphere, the plant workers absorbed that radiation. Their bodies have become dangerously radioactive. If you hug your father or eat something he has touched or spend too much time with him, you might absorb some of his radiation.” The doctor’s gaze remained steady on hers. “Your father’s body could make you very sick or kill you. You must get away from here as quickly as possible.”

			Valentina didn’t believe it. “Can’t he drink milk and eat cucumbers and be cured?”

			The doctor sighed. He looked tired. “I’m sorry, but no.”

			“But that’s what we’ve been taught!” Valentina said. When the doctor didn’t reply, she asked, “Then how are you going to make him better?”

			Her mother squeezed her hand harder. “Hush, Valya.” Her face looked pale. “You mustn’t talk like that in public.”

			“But, Mama—”

			“That’s enough.” Her mother turned to the doctor. “If this were true, you would be telling the other wives, too,” she said quietly.

			The doctor took off his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I wish I could. I’m not permitted to because our officials are concerned about starting a panic. But when I saw
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A disaster that changes their lives.
A friendship that lasts a lifetime.
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