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            PART I SORROW

          

          JUNE-DECEMBER 1941

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Wait for me, and I’ll return, only wait very hard.

        Wait, when you are filled with sorrow as you watch the yellow rain;

        Wait, when the winds sweep the snowdrifts,

        Wait in the sweltering heat,

        Wait when others have stopped waiting, forgetting their yesterdays.

      

        

      
        K. Simonov - translated by Alexander Werth - 1964
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          ROSTOV-ON-DON, JUNE 1941

        

      

    

    
      It was just Avsey’s luck. He’d lost his pocketknife at the moment he needed it most. The knife wasn’t in the birch treasure box he kept hidden under his bed. It wasn’t on the balcony where he’d opened it the day before to admire its shiny blade. He didn’t dare ask Bronya if she’d seen it, because he wasn’t supposed to own a pocketknife. Papa had been adamant: Not until you’re thirteen. Avsey knew his sister would disapprove; she disapproved of rule breaking in general. He could hear her now, her tone condescending: You are only eleven, Avseyka. Have you forgotten what Papa told you about playing with knives? On top of everything, if Bronya found out that he was a thief, he’d be in real  trouble.

      Dima, the bully who shared Avsey’s desk at school and deserved every bad thing that ever happened to him, had finally made a stupid mistake. He’d left his pocketknife under the diary on his desk when he was called to the board for a math problem. Avsey, who’d made a career of waiting for Dima to make stupid mistakes, took full advantage of the situation. As Dima hesitated in front of the numbers, chalk in hand, Avsey slid his fingers under the diary, fingered the knife, and slowly slid it into his schoolbag. Seconds later, Dima, chastised by the teacher for his lack of preparation, slunk angrily back into his chair. Turning to the back of the room to roll his eyes, he grabbed his diary and stuffed it into his schoolbag. In his humiliation, Dima had failed to notice the absence of his prized possession, stolen by the desk mate he loathed.

      As Avsey lay in bed later that night, sleepless with good fortune, it dawned on him: The knife was the perfect thing to take to Artek, the youth camp on the Black Sea, where he would spend the summer. A pocketknife would certainly impress the other boys at camp. He’d make friends and command respect. For the first time in his life, he’d be popular. And all the bullying at school, the endless insults, the gratuitous punches, would fade and disappear. Somehow, fortune had smiled on him.

      Until fortune stopped smiling and the pocketknife disappeared.

      Avsey opened the bedroom door. Bronya continued to play her scales without looking at him. He wasn’t allowed in their shared bedroom when Bronya was practicing her violin, but she’d been at it a long time and he’d run out of patience. Avsey waited for her to stop, and when she didn’t, he blurted out, “Maybe I shouldn’t go. You’ll be here alone when I leave.”

      Bronya stopped playing, her bow hovering above the strings. Without looking at him, she said, “We’ll talk about it later, Avseyka.”

      Avsey backed out of the room and Bronya pushed the door shut with her foot. He heard the soft click of the lock and her slow inhale before she resumed her scales. Avsey shouted into the closed door, “You don’t care!”

      The music stopped. For a moment, the silence hung heavy in the air. Avsey worried he’d pushed his sister too far. He felt the muscles tighten in his neck. She opened the door a crack and with a stiff smile said, “Avsey, I need ten more minutes. Please.”

      “I’m not going to Artek.”

      Bronya stood and opened the door wide. Her gaze traveled down the length of his dirty uniform, past his bloody leg, to his dusty shoes. He’d been pushed on the street next to the school and his knee had taken the brunt of the fall. Dima’s friends. He pushed the damp hair from his forehead and tucked his shirt into his shorts, trying in vain to appear composed.

      “What happened, Avseyka? Did you fall off the bike again?” Bronya put the violin and bow on the bed and led Avsey to the living room.

      “You can’t make me go. The boys there will know. And I won’t let them say things about Mama.”

      Bronya kissed the top of his head. “Artek is the best place on earth. No one will know anything about you. And if they do, it won’t matter. You’ll learn to sail and swim, you’ll go to Kherson, and most of all, you won’t be here. It will be good for you.” Bronya walked into the kitchen and returned with a cloth and a bottle of zelyonka for Avsey’s knee.

      “I want to stay with you and Papa. What if Mama comes home and I’m not here?”

      Bronya wiped the blood from Avsey’s leg. “I won’t be here to take care of you. I’ll be at the conservatory all day.”

      “Like I said, you don’t care.”

      Bronya let exasperation creep into her voice as she dabbed the green antiseptic on Avsey’s cut. “All I do is care. I don’t have a choice.”

      Avsey brushed her hand away from his leg. “That’s not my fault. I don’t want you to take care of me.”

      Bronya put the cap on the bottle. “Careful, you’ll have green spots everywhere. Want an ice cream?”

      Avsey eyed his sister. “I’m not a little boy anymore. Ice cream doesn’t work.”

      “Ice cream always works. For everyone. I’m going. Come if you want.”

      Bronya was almost right. Ice cream cured everything. Except the pocketknife. But this was his lucky break. With his sister out of the apartment, he could continue his search for the pocketknife without her prying eyes following him everywhere.

      When Bronya had gone, shaking her head and muttering under her breath, Avsey scrambled under the bed on his stomach to retrieve his birch box. He needed to check it again. Maybe he’d missed the green case, or maybe it was stuck against the side, held in place by the roll of stamps. He listened briefly at the front door for Bronya’s footsteps but the hallway was silent. He went into Mama’s room to open the box, just in case Bronya returned. He hoped she’d find her friends and stand outside talking like she usually did when the weather was warm. That would give him all the time he needed.

      Sitting at the edge of his parent’s bed, Avsey popped the lid off the birch box and reached inside, searching with his fingertips for the smooth case. He pulled out the roll of stamps, lingering over them for a moment. Avsey had stolen some of these stamps from the boys at school who’d tortured him. Surprised that Dima’s friends felt confident enough to leave such treasures in their desks, he hadn’t felt guilty about stealing from them. These boys considered themselves untouchable, and that was the thing, in the end, that bothered him most. Stealing from Dima’s friends felt like justice, a kind of exhilarating revenge visited upon those who’d laughed when Dima spit into his hands and rubbed saliva into his hair or when Dima called him Christ-killer and demanded to know if he had horns. Stealing from them was payback for their arrogance. They weren’t superior to him—they were mean.

      In the weeks after Mama was taken away, the taunts from the boys at school worsened. It took all Avsey’s strength to keep his composure when Dima whispered, “I heard she eats children and spits out their teeth.” Avsey, close to tears, had kept his eyes trained on the portrait of Lenin above the teacher’s desk while Dima grinned and slapped his thigh. Avsey’s only solace came from addding the stolen stamps to his collection, pasting them carefully into his albums while Bronya and Papa slept.

      As always, he talked to Mama in the dark while he worked. He told her about stealing from the other boys, not quite sure she would approve but knowing she would understand. To reassure her, he told her he’d made a friend at school, in the last few days before summer break. He complained that Bronya was obsessed with the Moscow Conservatory. He didn’t tell her about Papa’s sadness, his moody silences. He didn't want to worry her. Before he went to sleep he always told her he was waiting for her to come home.

      When the box had been emptied of most of its treasure, and the pocketknife was nowhere to be found, Avsey admitted defeat. He tried to console himself with the small toys and Lenin medals he’d stolen from the neighborhood kiosks. They were, after all, a testament to his skill and courage as a thief. The women in charge of kiosks were hawklike, and to cover a small toy with his palm and pull it out unnoticed was dangerous, exhilarating. Still, the loss of the pocketknife was a blow. It didn’t just walk off on its own. Was he losing his golden touch?

      The room smelled like Mama. Avsey stretched his legs out on the bed for a moment, then turned on his side and curled up in a forlorn bid to be near her again, to bury his head against her shoulder and pretend to sleep. He hadn’t done this for a long time and didn’t know why this particular memory made him ache under his collarbone, but it did. He missed her. He sat up after a time, smoothing the coverlet on the bed to obliterate the impressions his body had made.

      He went to the armoire. Maybe she’d left a scarf, something soft he could keep next to him while he slept. He opened the doors into the dark interior and paused. A series of small drawers below the shelves and several boxes looked promising. Curious, Avsey took a small brown cardboard box from one of the shelves and lifted the lid. A pair of baby shoes, nestled in old newspaper. Had they been his? He didn’t remember them.

      In another box, he found a small pair of blue shorts and a matching shirt, also wrapped tidily in newspaper. Why had Mama kept these things? On a small piece of paper tucked into the shirt sleeve, someone had written Kuzma—two years. Avsey closed the boxes and returned them to their places on the shelf. Was Kuzma the child of a friend? A relative he didn’t know?

      Next, Avsey turned his attention to the three small drawers. Bronya would be home soon and his adventure in his parents’ closet would end. He had to hurry. The drawer on the right contained Mama’s jewelry: a chain with a pearl pendant Mama always wore, her wedding ring, and a small gold pinky ring. He’d never seen his mother without her jewelry. He pulled the drawer out and dumped its contents into his birch box, his heart beating faster. What would Bronya say if she knew? He liked feeling scared, and besides, he could always put Mama’s jewelry back in the armoire if needed. In the meantime, he would have her gold. She would be closer to him, and maybe magically, his holding on to her in this way would bring her home.

      He opened another drawer. This one held a folded piece of paper, a photograph, and a thick envelope. He could barely make out the writing on the envelope but held it up to the light under the door and saw his mother’s name, Asya. In the corner, where the sender might have put an address— an S, written in ink and underlined.

      Avsey took the folded paper and photograph and placed them in his box. He would look at them later. He returned the letter to the drawer so no one would notice the missing items. Anyway, grown-up letters were boring.

      The last drawer appeared to contain things that belonged to Papa, but just as he began to look through them, he heard the front door. Afraid Bronya might hear him, he held his breath, listening to footsteps in the hall. “Avseyka?” Bronya was looking for him.

      Avsey let the air escape through his open mouth and tipped the drawer into his box, hoping the slide of Papa’s possessions wouldn’t be loud enough to alert Bronya to his presence in their parent’s bedroom. “Avseyka, I’m back!” He could hear her moving around the kitchen. His hands shook as he pushed the drawer into place, closed the armoire, and slipped out of the bedroom. A few steps and he was in his room, sliding the box under his bed. He turned around just in time. Bronya stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips. “Why didn’t you answer me? I called you several times.”

      Avsey ignored her question, “I’m going to meet Ilya on the corner. I want to show him my stamp album.” He grabbed the green stamp album from his pillow and headed to the door before Bronya could say a word. He couldn’t look her in the eye until he’d had a walk and time to think about what he’d just done—stolen from both his parents.

      He heard Bronya call after him, “Only to the corner, no further!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          ROSTOV, EARLY MORNING, JUNE 22, 1941

        

      

    

    
      Bronya couldn’t sleep. A mosquito buzzed in the dark. She considered closing the window, but decided the room would be too hot. She distracted herself with thoughts of Avsey at Artek, the summer camp she’d gone to last year on the Black Sea. Her smarter-than-anyone little brother would leave home, alone, for the first time in less than eight hours. She was glad for him, especially after all that had happened in the spring. Artek would take Avsey’s mind off Mama. He hadn’t been home when their mother, half-naked, had threatened to jump from the balcony. Bronya had kept the image of Mama, straitjacketed and screaming as she was taken away, to herself. Artek would be good for Avsey, allow him be a little boy again. He would stop asking questions Bronya couldn’t answer.

      She listened to Avsey's breathing from the small bed in the corner of their bedroom. Bronya envied his ability to sleep soundly. She tried to relax her shoulders and clear her mind but couldn’t help worrying. Papa remained resolute in his opposition to her attending the conservatory in Moscow, but she was sure this was because of Mama’s situation. Maybe everything would be better before it was time to leave. Somewhere deep down, she knew Papa was proud of her.

      Giving up on sleep, Bronya sat up and propped her head against the wall. Through the open window, the scent of river water filled the air, rich with the runoff from a thousand kilometers of steppe. The cicadas’ song waxed and waned—crescendo, decrescendo. She imagined the swirling water emptying into the Black Sea and the world beyond, felt her body floating on a tiny raft, alone in the dark. Her eyes began to close.

      From a faraway place, someone pounded on a door. When the rattling sounded again, louder, Bronya jerked up, confused. Who was there? Had she been dreaming? She held her breath and listened.

      Again, pounding vibrated through the apartment. A scream formed and settled at the top of Bronya’s larynx. Was someone here to take Papa? Bronya knew something about middle of the night visitors—they all did. Her heart beat loud in her ears. The long moment was ruptured by the creak of Papa’s mattress. Maybe she could stop him and they could turn back before it was too late. They could slip down into their beds and pull the blankets up over their heads and pretend to be asleep.

      But Papa’s slippers flapped down the hall, quick against the soles of his feet. The dead bolt slid open. Bronya heard a voice in the vestibule. Words, indistinguishable but clearly urgent, drifted down the hallway and into her room. She put her ear to the door and listened harder.

      A rustle and a thud sounded from the other side of the bedroom. Bronya jumped again. Avsey had turned in his sleep, sending his stamp album to the floor, but his breathing remained deep and even. He hadn’t heard a thing.

      The voice in the living room registered louder, more insistent. Would the stranger hurt Papa? Bronya groped the chair beside the bed to find her sweater, to pull it on over her nightgown. As she pushed her arms through the sleeves, a familiar scent lifted from the sweater’s fibers. Mama. Bronya’s last image of her mother floated in the midair of her mind’s eye until she swung her feet over the side of the bed and placed them on the wood floor. She turned to face the door.

      The stranger in the living room was Stepan Ilyich, chief engineer at Rostov-Glavny, the main train station where Papa was director of the North Caucasus Line. He and Stepan Ilyich had been friends forever, as far back as Bronya could remember.

      The sight of his grisly face was a relief. Her whole body relaxed. She wanted to throw her arms around them both and tell them how frightened she’d been. But Papa’s face was stern and colorless. He stared at Stepan Ilyich, his dark eyes prominent in his pale face, his hands at his sides. Stepan Ilyich’s eyebrows were arched high on his forehead, and beads of perspiration glistened around his hairline. The two men eyed each other like contestants in a boxing match.

      Stepan Ilyich was aggravated. “With respect, Lev Moisevich, we have reports the rail stations at Grodno, Brest, Rodno, Kaunas, and Kiev have been bombed. The fleet, warehouses, Sevastopol. All bombed. There are casualties.”

      A hollow feeling spread from Bronya’s chest into her limbs.

      Papa folded his large frame onto one of the kitchen chairs and stared at the patterned linoleum, his palms resting on his thighs. He stretched his fingers toward his knees. He looked up at Stepan Ilyich. “I don’t believe it.”

      Stepan Ilyich pulled his shoulders back, “Germany has attacked the Soviet Union, Lev Moisevich. Whether you believe it or not.” Stepan Ilyich kept his eye on Papa while he took a handkerchief from his pocket and swiped at the sweat that had begun rolling down his face. His words settled around them like paper confetti.

      Papa stood and paced the room, cracking his knuckles, one by one. Stepan Ilyich flinched with each crack, and the distress on his face deepened further into its already furrowed lines.

      Bronya glanced at the clock on the bookshelf. Quarter to six. Her eyes moved back and forth between the two men, waiting for them to speak. The clock ticked seconds and Bronya felt them reverberate through her body. Papa and Stepan Ilyich were no longer boxers; they were storks, their great wings stirring slowly for flight.

      Stepan Ilyich broke the silence. “Lev Moiesevich?”

      Papa turned. “It’s madness,” he said in a quietly, “absolute madness.” Papa only used his quiet tone in serious situations. When Babushka died, he had greeted relatives and friends who came to pay their condolences in a low, growly whisper. As if the burden of speech weighed so heavily on his shoulders, it might press him into the newly dug earth alongside his dead mother. Bronya had always been a little afraid when Papa whispered.

      She looked harder at the two men in the room. They were shrinking in front of her eyes. Everything was shrinking: the living room, the city, the world. She was shrinking, too.

      “I’ll come with you, Papa.” Bronya pushed against feeling small. “Please?”

      Papa looked at her and blinked. He hadn’t noticed her in the room. “Bronislava. Good. Stepan Ilyich was saying, well, you heard. Stay with Avsey until I can make sense of what’s going on.”

      Bronya, desperate, tried not to beg. “Papa, I’ll wake Avsey. We’ll come to the station with you. I can run messages for you.”

      Papa attempted a smile. “Everything will be fine.” His voice lacked conviction. “You’ll go back to sleep.” He left the room without looking at her.

      Bronya was incredulous. Go back to sleep?

      Stepan Ilyich cleared his throat. He held his cap in his hands and looked down at his polished black shoes. Bronya thought he might cry. Uncomfortable, she pushed her curls from her face and tucked them behind her ears.

      Stepan Ilyich raised his head. “Your father tells me you’ve had all fives at school, in every subject. He says he’s sure you’ll be an engineer.”

      Bronya smiled politely, but her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach. Papa hadn’t told anyone about the conservatory? “Thank you, Stepan Ilyich.”

      He looked down at his shoes and shifted forward slightly before he said, “Your mother is proud of you too, Bronislava.” He paused awkwardly, “You’ve grown up; you’re more like her now. I mean, no, just the way you look. You have her looks.” He took a step back and blinked.

      Heat spread from Bronya’s cheeks to her forehead. She had Mama’s green eyes and unruly hair, and she’d already noticed the way people looked away, as if to resemble her mother meant she might lose her way.

      Papa emerged wearing his uniform tunic and holding his cap. He was more familiar now, though his face was still pale and deep lines etched the contours of his mouth. He put his arm around Bronya. “Promise me you’ll stay inside. If anything happens, go to the basement and wait for me there.”

      “Yes, Papa. Don’t worry.” What did he mean by if anything happens?

      Papa reached out and pulled the hair from behind her ears. He winked without smiling, tender nonetheless. “Your ears will stick out.”

      Just before they both disappeared, Stepan Ilyich turned back to look at Bronya. His eyes shone brightly in his tattered old face, and there was the hint of a grave but tender smile. He looked sadder than anyone Bronya had ever seen. Now it was Bronya who thought she might cry.

      Bronya sat numb in the living room for some time, at a loss for something to do. The gray suitcase in the vestibule caught her eye. After supper last night, she’d added the pioneer scarf to Avsey’s suitcase and sent him off to bed with a kiss. How could she have forgotten? Avsey was leaving for Artek today. Would she have to tell him he couldn’t go?

      She closed her eyes and conjured explosions and smoldering fires in her mind. Where would she hide if the Germans came? Would they all wear gas masks like they had last summer at Artek? The drill in the woods wearing gas masks had been nonsensical at the time. She’d been unable to breathe, but the most discomforting aspect of the whole afternoon had been the way her friends appeared alien, their faces obscured, their bodies marching in single file like giant ants.

      Light crossed the threshold of the balcony window, spilling over the trees and into the apartment. Bronya walked into the kitchen, opened the cold-water faucet, and leaned over the sink. The world was as it had been before the news, the dishes remained neatly stacked, the samovar still nestled in the corner next to the stove. The cupboards were clean, the counters, still covered in old copies of Pravda and wallpaper, were peeling but tidy. A small bowl of onions, a box of salt, and a canister of black tea lined the wall.

      Disaster hovered and, like a fairy-tale villain in the forest, it was not quite believable. What would the German planes sound like? How would things break apart? Would the dishes, books, and ceramic figurines fall through the cracks? She imagined Papa and Avsey clinging to the roofless, open walls. She splashed cool water on her face and tried to steady her nerves.

      Avsey’s sleepy voice rang out from the bedroom, “It’s Artek day!”

      Bronya’s throat tightened. Avsey’s optimism had always been infectious, unbearable at times. She would lie—at least until she knew what to say.

      “Bronya?” Avsey appeared in his underwear and sleeveless undershirt, his skinny limbs muscular, newly brown. “Papa asleep?”

      “He went to the station for a minute. You want to put some clothes on?” Bronya tried to regulate her voice.

      Avsey yawned and swung his arms. “When will he be here to take me to the bus?”

      Bronya turned her back to Avsey. She pulled the cupboard curtain open and extracted a white enamel box. “You need to get dressed.”

      “But when will Papa be back?”

      “He didn’t say.” She took the lid off the box and sighed.

      Avsey hopped up onto the counter beside her and pushed his face into hers. “Are all sisters evil or did I get lucky?”

      Bronya avoided his eyes and stood on her toes to reach a pot on the highest shelf.

      Avsey swung his legs, thumping his feet against the cupboard. “Did you and Papa argue this morning? Did you make him angry again? Just do what he says, become an engineer. Anyway, the conservatory is a dumb idea.”

      Bronya turned, irritated. “Papa isn’t mad at me. And what has the conservatory got to do with you getting dressed? You are ten, not three.”

      “When are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Avsey, why are you so stubborn?”

      Avsey frowned. “You aren’t my mother, Bronislava.”

      Bronya sighed. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t have to listen to me.”

      “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. As you know.”

      “Does that mean I don’t have to do it anymore? I can go to Moscow? Stop talking like a crazy person.”

      “The only crazy person in this apartment is you.” Avsey hopped down and stomped toward the bedroom.

      Bronya fought back tears. She couldn’t cry now. “Wait.”

      Avsey turned, an exaggerated look of impatience on his face.

      “Germany attacked the Soviet Union early this morning. Stepan Ilyich came early to tell Papa. They went to the station. I don’t think you’ll be going to Artek.”

      Avsey’s eyes widened. “War? Like in the movie we saw with Papa?”

      “War is not like in the movies. This is serious. The Germans have bombed several cities. Stepan Ilyich said people have died.” Bronya looked down at the linoleum. A column of ants made their way along the crack between the balcony door and the floor.

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?” The freckle under Avsey’s left eye, shaped like a teardrop, twitched.

      “Why does that matter? What would you have done?”

      Avsey raised his voice. “I understand much more than you think I do.”

      Bronya reached her hand out to touch his arm, a plea for civility. He’d missed Mama in the last few months. “I’m sorry, Avseyka, I know how smart you are.”

      “A war starts and you don’t think you should wake me up?”

      “I said I was sorry. I’ve been waiting for German planes since Papa left.”

      Avsey waved his hand dismissively. “The USSR has the best pilots in the world. There is nothing to worry about.”

      Bronya didn’t know what to say. Maybe he was right. Maybe he wasn’t. But Avsey didn’t need to know about the slithery feeling in her stomach, about how Papa had shrunk before her eyes. She didn’t want to mute his confidence.

      Avsey marched around the apartment singing at the top of his lungs, “If tomorrow brings war, if tomorrow we fight, we’ll be ready today.”

      Bronya humored him but wished she wasn’t in charge. Why did she have to face all this alone?

      

      By the time Papa returned a few hours later, Avsey was convinced the Soviet Union had already won the war. Papa put off Avsey’s questions with bland, vague answers. “We are taking care of the situation.” Later he said, “Let’s not worry yet, Avsey.”

      Bronya and Avsey walked with Papa to listen to Foreign Minister Molotov’s speech broadcast from loudspeakers around Gorky Park. Bronya looked for her friends in the crowd but didn’t see anyone she knew from school. The neighbors who lived on the third floor, an older couple Mama called the aristocrats, stood nearby. The woman, Madam Alexandra, was a fine pianist. As the crowd moved into place, Bronya caught her eye and lifted her hand in a discreet wave. Madam Alexandra nodded without smiling.

      Bronya had taken piano lessons with Madame Alexandra for a year when she was six. Every Wednesday afternoon. She played the violin by then, but Babushka had wanted her to play the piano, too. She’d convinced Papa, explaining that the piano was necessary for all musicians. The lessons lasted until Bronya was almost seven, around the time Madame Alexandra had given her a porcelain doll in a faded silk dress. Mama hid the luxurious gift, making it clear she didn’t approve of la poupee bourgeoise. Mama spoke French when she disapproved of something, as if the class war was embedded in language. The next day, Bronya’s piano lessons ended. Mama told her Madame Alexandra had said she was devoid of talent. Devoid of talent.

      Bronya remembered the argument between Mama and Babushka as if it had happened yesterday. She’d lain awake in bed while Babushka demanded to know why no one had asked her, the professional musician, about stopping the piano. Bronya felt intense shame for her lack of talent, but more than that, she’d been embarrassed for having liked the doll, for wanting it more than anything. She wanted to tell Madame Alexandra about the conservatory, but she glanced at Papa and decided to turn away.

      Molotov began to speak, and the crowd fell silent. It was as if the foreign minister, grave and majestic, was standing among them. “Today at four o’clock, without any declaration of war and without any claims being made on the Soviet Union, German troops attacked our country, attacked our borders at many points, bombed from their airplanes our cities, Zhitomir, Kiev, Sevastopol…”

      Avsey nudged Bronya. His eyes were huge. He stood on his tiptoes to whisper in her ear, “Sevastopol. Near Artek.” Avsey leaned into Papa and took his large hand in his own, much smaller, hand. Bronya couldn’t tell if he was seeking comfort or giving it. Shock curtained the air in broad swaths of open mouths, hands on hearts, upturned heads. No one moved. The park was pin-drop quiet.

      Bronya reached for Papa’s other hand as Molotov ended his speech. “ Our cause is just. The enemy will be smashed. Victory will be ours.”

      Rostov’s citizens stayed rooted in collective stillness until an angry voice broke the spell of Molotov’s dignified narration. “Bastards, I’ll kill every last one of them with my bare hands.” The woman standing next to Papa began to cry. Another woman began to sing the International. The crowd took up the song, and the breeze lifted their voices, carrying them over the city. Bronya held her chin high and sang with all her might.

      The powerful spell remained as the crowd dispersed like a large flock of birds lifting upward in unison. Papa was somber as he navigated around the park and down Budennovsky Prospekt, passing queues of young men reporting to the recruiting stations around the park. Young mothers with prams clustered together as their husbands became soldiers.

      “Papa, are you going to leave, too?” Avsey stopped next to a group of old men sitting on a bench next to one of the recruiting stations. The men held short cigarette stubs between their yellowed fingers and smelled of vodka. They turned toward Papa when they heard Avsey’s question, poised for the answer.

      “Stalin needs me to work for victory here at home. The North Caucasus Railroad will be important to the war effort.”

      One old man stabbed the air with his cigarette. “Where is Stalin, comrade? Why doesn’t he speak to the people? What does he think of his friend Hitler now?”

      Papa threw the old man a withering look and said, “I’m sure Comrade Stalin is very busy just now. Our motherland has been attacked.” The men shifted uncomfortably on the bench. Papa looked at Avsey and continued, “Sometimes people aren’t themselves when they’re afraid.”

      “Have you ever been afraid, Papa?” Avsey’s voice was earnest.

      “Yes, Avsey, I’ve been afraid many times. Fear is just part of being alive, like love.”

      “Is Mama afraid? Does she know about the war?” Bronya watched Papa stiffen. She looked away.

      “Mama knows. Everyone knows.”

      “Does Mama still love us?”

      Bronya turned in time to see Papa’s face freeze; he looked as if he’d been slapped by the question. He bent down and put his arms around Avsey. “Yes, of course she does. Mothers don’t stop loving their children. Ever. She needs to rest. That’s all.”

      Bronya squeezed her brother’s hand hard. He winced and hung his head. She put her arm around him. He pressed into her side and whispered, “I’m a tiny bit afraid.”

      Bronya squeezed his shoulders and whispered, “Me, too.”

      

      Late in the evening, when the humid night air was so thick she could hardly breathe, Bronya sat cross-legged on the kitchen floor, something Mama would have forbidden. The cicadas had ceased their night rhythms as if they, too, were listening for the growl of airplanes and lead stepping soldiers. Avsey, unafflicted by the silence or the humidity, had dropped into a deep slumber, his arms wrapped around his stamp album, his shock of red hair bright against his freckled face.

      Weary, Bronya let her shoulder blades sink further into the cabinet with each rise and fall of her chest. A glimmer between the linoleum and the wall caught her eye. Curious, she reached toward it, half-expecting to find a small coin. A few seconds of forcing her finger into the narrow opening yielded a surprising reward: a shiny pocketknife. Perplexed, she pulled the blade out of its light green case. The knife was new or, at the very least, unused. She ran her index finger along the blade.

      It didn’t make sense. She knew it didn’t belong to Papa. He had a large pocketknife with a locomotive embossed on one side. And Avsey wasn’t allowed to own sharp knives. This was an object from nowhere. Utterly out of place.

      An out-of-place thing, like the bird she’d found in the corner of the living room on the evening before Babushka died. She’d cradled the limp creature in her palm, its delicate head dangling between her thumb and index finger, its eyes like small shards of black glass. Babushka had been alarmed. A bird in the house is a bad omen, an out-of-place thing.

      Papa, angry, argued with her. “Superstition is anti-Bolshevik nonsense.”

      Babushka responded calmly as always, “Bolshevik utopianism is fantasy,” then raised her voice and added, “Godless nonsense.” Babushka always spoke her mind. And she had often been right. And Papa, who was practical, sometimes lost the deeper thread of things, saw the world in stale terms void of meaning. Babushka’s superstition was canny and beautiful.

      Bronya carved a tiny notch into the soft wood of the kitchen cabinet. Day One. She pushed the blade back into the green case and held the pocketknife in the palm of her hand. She’d keep it. Maybe an out-of-place thing could also bring luck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          ROSTOV, JULY–AUGUST 1941

        

      

    

    
      Avsey crossed the street without looking. The city was quiet in the late afternoon. A few weeks into the war, soldiers were the most visible presence. The lines at the recruiting offices were still long, and the scenes of young men taking leave of their families had become commonplace. Avsey wished with all his heart he was old enough to wear a uniform, to shoot a gun. He’d thought about running away to the front lines to become a sharpshooter or a scout. He played scenes in his head of his own heroism, his decorations delivered while Papa and Bronya looked on with pride.

      Ilya appeared on the street, waving to Avsey, shouting his name. “Where are you going? You look lost.”

      “Nowhere. I have to stay close to home. My sister is paranoid.” Avsey focused on Ilya’s face, happy to see him. But Ilya looked terrible. “What’s wrong?”

      “My brother is leaving.”

      Avsey brightened. “He’s a soldier?”

      Ilya nodded.

      Avsey had only become friends with Ilya after he’d stolen the pocketknife, in the last few weeks of school. On the day Dima announced to the class that Avsey’s mother was crazy, Ilya had joined him on his walk home. They’d walked in silence at first, Ilya adjusting his pace when Avsey walked faster, thinking he had better get away while he still could. When they were almost to Avsey’s apartment building, Ilya had asked, “Why do you put up with him?

      “Put up with whom?” Avsey stopped, looking at Ilya closely for the first time.

      “With that stupid bully.”

      Avsey wanted to say that he’d never wanted to put up with anything, but that he’d been alone. Instead, he said, “He can’t hurt me. Like you said, he’s stupid.” Avsey knew this was true before he said it, but once he heard the words, spoken out loud to Ilya, he felt better, more powerful. He’d stolen the pocketknife after all, proof of his intellectual superiority.

      Ilya and Avsey began spending time together, and as it turned out, Ilya liked stamps and icebergs and numbers, too. He laughed at Avsey’s jokes and admired his chess skills. Of course, Avsey had no intention of divulging his secret passion for theft. He’d been betrayed more times than he could count, and he was cautious, waiting for Ilya to turn on him as the other boys had always done. But Ilya never turned.

      Ilya said, “I have to go. My brother, tomorrow…”

      Avsey smiled. “He’s a hero.”

      Ilya frowned. “It isn’t heroic to die.” He peeled away in the opposite direction before Avsey could think of a response.

      In the evening, Avsey wanted to talk to Bronya about being a soldier, about Ilya’s brother and the other brothers they knew who were going off to fight. But Bronya said, “Let’s not talk about this tonight. Please.”

      Avsey was restless. Why couldn’t she talk to him about anything serious? The Neva radio had been requisitioned, so there were no more wireless orchestra concerts from Moscow and no more stories about icebreaker skippers and Arctic explorers. All they had now were card games and blackout orders. Avsey missed the radio adventures of Ivan Papanin, the Soviet scientist hero who’d been swept 2,000 kilometers on an ice floe. As he and Bronya played cards by candlelight, Avsey said, “I bet Papanin will earn another Order of Lenin.”

      Bronya nodded absentmindedly.

      Avsey tried again, “Didn’t Natalya go to Pyatigorsk to stay with her grandmother?”

      Bronya sighed. “I know you want to talk Avsey. It’s not easy right now. Natalya’s brother was killed in Ukraine. That’s why she left.”

      Avsey was quiet for a long moment before he asked, “Papa is a lieutenant colonel in the railway brigade. Is he going to die?”

      Bronya looked upset. “No, of course not. Don’t worry, Avseyka. Papa will be fine. I shouldn’t have mentioned Natalya’s brother.”

      “People die in war, I know that.” Avsey finished the card game in silence.

      Life in Rostov changed dramatically in the following weeks. Avsey didn’t have time to see Ilya. He and Bronya spent their days assigned to a Young Pioneer group tasked with fortifying the city, trudging off early each morning to dig anti-tank ditches on the northern outskirts, carrying long-handled shovels and baskets over their shoulders. By the time the sun crested over the steppe each morning, they were already digging, their heads covered with white kerchiefs, their shoes covered in dirt. They worked until their arms ached, their legs failed, and the light faded, and when the summer sky was at its deepest blue before dark and streaked with rosy light, Avsey and Bronya walked home.

      They walked with Bronya’s friends, Elena and Olya, taking their time, walking through the tattered streets crowded with soldiers and refugees, with disowned things—shoes, rotted vegetables, a gutted accordion inside a disabled wheelbarrow, and more dead dogs than Avsey could count. The debris and disorder in the growing twilight added to the quiet horror they spoke less and less about now. Skeletal orphan boys ran past them, weaving through the narrow alleyways crowded with makeshift shelters. They resembled fledgling chicks, their downy heads shaved against lice, their brown limbs golden in the fading light. Like boys everywhere. Avsey felt sorry for them, lucky he had a home. They waved packages of cigarettes in the air and chased one another, their fingers pointed, their thumb triggers cocked and ready to shoot.

      He trailed behind Bronya and her friends while they held hands and giggled. Until Olya said, “My oldest brother left this morning. He looked so brave, so cheerful, but I could only see half of him on the train, as if he’d left some other half behind.” She swallowed hard and turned, “I wish I could send one of those German fellows a swift punch in the eye.”

      Avsey, who’d suddenly become interested in their conversation, said, “You’re a girl, Olya.” Then remembering he, too, was limited in his ability to become a soldier, added, “We are all too young to fight anyway.”

      Elena, who was small and slight with nervous hands, said, “I’m taking a medical course. At the hospital. The army needs girls to help wounded soldiers at the front.”

      “The front?” Avsey’s voice was tinged with reverence.

      Elena brightened. “Some of us will be assigned to tank battalions.”

      In a small voice, Olya said, “My brother is in a tank battalion.”

      Avsey kicked an old shoe, sent it skidding through the dirt. “We all want to fight Fascists.”

      Bronya turned to Avsey. “I’m glad you’re ten. I don’t want you go anywhere.”

      Avsey looked at Olya. “I wish I were in a tank battalion.”

      
      Late in July, as Bronya prepared tea one evening, the front door opened, and there on the threshold, holding a satchel and a suitcase, was Aunt Sara. “Hello, hooligans!” Aunt Sara’s voice was big and bright. “Tidings from Taganrog and state aviation factory number 31.” Sara smiled, but her skin was sallow, her shoulders hunched. She and Mama were identical twins but constitutional opposites. Even before Mama’s troubles, she and Sara had been different, devoted to one another, but as far apart as they could be in outlook and personality—Mama mysterious, Sara openhearted.

      Avsey blurted out, “You look awful, Aunt Sara.”

      Sara took Avsey by the shoulders and in a teasing tone said, “Thank you, brave nephew. Honesty is your best asset.”

      Avsey brightened. He liked being called brave.

      Sara put her suitcase on the floor and reached into her satchel. “We’ve been making airplanes in Taganrog, to beat back the Hitlerites.” She placed a small piece of paper on the entryway table. “The LAGG-3.” A simple drawing of an airplane fluttered in the breeze from the open balcony doors. “Soon we’ll be making six of these beauties a day. Nothing short of miraculous. And top secret, of course.” She winked at Avsey.

      Avsey inspected the drawing. “Are we going to win the war, Aunt Sara?” Bronya heard the slight tremor in Avsey’s voice.

      Sara put her arm around him. “We will, brave nephew. But it won’t be easy. When is your Papa coming home?”

      Avsey shrugged his shoulders. “No idea.”

      Sara looked from Bronya to Avsey and laughed. “Brigands, the pair of you, living an unburdened life, stealing from the rich to give to the poor. Good thing I’m here. We need to make plans.”

      Avsey brightened. “What kind of plans, Aunt Sara?

      “We’ll talk with your father. Patience, hooligan.”

      “Aunt Sara, do you think the Germans will get as far as Rostov?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I don’t want to believe Hitler’s army will march into Rostov, but we have to be realistic. The Germans are moving toward Taganrog, which is, as you know, close to Rostov. We should be ready.”

      Bronya asked, “But how are we going to get ready?”

      Before Sara could answer, they heard the front door open. Her face relaxed a little.

      Papa took his shoes off in the entryway and joined them at the kitchen table. He sat down and nodded wearily to Sara. “Good to see you. Taganrog ready? Factory working at full steam?”

      “The aviation factory is being evacuated, Lev, to Tbilisi.”

      Papa ran his fingers through his hair and frowned. “When?” He glanced at Bronya and Avsey.

      Sara cleared her throat. “Lev, I asked to take the children with me. I wanted them on the evacuation list for Tbilisi. But the factory won’t allow it. I explained the situation. They offered to let me stay, which doesn’t help the children.”

      “I see,” said Papa. Bronya, alert to Papa’s dry tone, studied her father and her aunt. She could see an old hurt drift between them, like smoke.

      Sara continued, her tone more insistent, “We must find some way to take the children out of the city before it’s too late. I may be able to take Avsey. One of my comrades wants to stay with his crippled sister, and Avsey can take his spot on the list. But I can’t take Bronya.”

      Avsey blurted, “I don’t want to leave. There’s no reason to leave.”

      Bronya added, “I’m not leaving Papa. Especially if the Germans are coming.”

      Papa’s voice was tired. “Children, let’s listen.”

      Sara leaned forward in her chair. “I have an idea. Hopefully, it isn’t too preposterous. Please listen first, before you say no.” She paused and fixed her gaze on Bronya. “Stalin wants to send girls to Ukraine, to drive tractors, to bring in the harvest. Bronya, you’re good with machines. Your skills would be valuable on the kolkhoz. And if the Germans push in, you will be considered an essential government worker. The kolkhoz is near Kharkov. It’s affiliated with Tractor Factory 183. You’d be added to the factory evacuation list.”

      “Work on a kolkhoz?” Bronya turned to her father, wide-eyed, the idea blooming in her mind. Papa’s face was rigid, and Bronya felt sure he would reject the idea. She knew better than to say anything yet.

      Sara nodded. “Lev, without her name on an enterprise list as essential to the war effort, Bronya won’t be evacuated. She won’t be able to escape the front lines. You’ll have to stay here to defend the station and she’d be here alone. If the worst happens.”

      Papa looked at Bronya. She could tell he was weighing the options, calculating the emotional and physical risks. Finally, he took a deep breath and said, “I don’t want to separate Avsey and Bronislava. The situation has been difficult enough.” His face looked as if it would break apart, like a puzzle, along the lines around his mouth and eyes, across his forehead.

      Avsey tugged on Bronya’s arm. “We can’t leave each other,” he whispered.

      Papa continued, “I already feel I can’t protect my children. How am I going to send them away where anything could happen? I won’t know if they’re safe. Can you imagine those poor kids at Artek? How fortunate we are that Avsey wasn’t there when the Germans attacked. We have been lucky once. I don’t want to test fate again. We’ll have to find another way.”

      Sara kept her voice calm, but Bronya heard the tremor, the urgency in what she said next. “Lev, you can’t deny the possibilities for disaster. You’re a party member and, I might add, Line Director of the North Caucasus Railroad. On top of that, we are Jews. Do you think if we are stuck in Rostov when the Germans arrive, they’ll treat your children well? Sara glanced at Bronya and Avsey again, and Bronya could tell she was leaving something out. “When we secure our country, we’ll be able to protect our children. Not before. Besides, you don’t believe in fate any more than I do.”

      Avsey sat straight up and said firmly, “I’ll never leave Papa.”

      Papa put his arm around Avsey’s shoulder and pulled him close. He took a cigarette and matches from his tunic pocket. As he struck a match, the flame lit his
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