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For JR, who might have mentioned the war





ONE

THE VOICE ON THE RADIO SPAT OUT A FEW INTELLIGIBLE words before melting back into static. “. . . large crowd here in the City of Youth, despite the gloomy weather. They are all hoping to catch the first glimpse of . . .”

“You’re messing it up,” I told Pasha, who knelt by his radio, fiddling with its wire innards. “We’ll miss it!”

“It’ll be in the papers tomorrow.”

I gave Pasha a derisive snort. “I want to be able to say ‘I was listening when the Rodina landed.’ What good is it if I see it in the paper like everyone else?”

“When do I find out what we’re listening to?” asked my cousin Iskra, leaning over from the chair next to me. Everyone thought slight, dark-eyed Pasha and I were related, even though we weren’t. No one thought dainty, blond Iskra and I were related, even though we were.

I handed Iskra the newspaper clipping. It featured a photo of three smiling women in leather aviator caps and goggles, standing in front of a white bomber with long, graceful wings.

“Yesterday,” I said in my most dramatic radio-announcer voice, “my namesake, the remarkable pilot Valentina Grizodubova—”

“You were named after our grandmother,” Iskra interrupted.

“Do you mind? The remarkable pilot Valentina Grizodubova, the fearless copilot Polina Osipenko, and the beautiful and brilliant navigator Marina Raskova departed from Moscow in the sensational new experimental bomber Rodina.”

“That’s a good name: ‘Motherland.’ Who did they bomb?”

“No one, and you know it. They’re setting a distance record. Six thousand kilometers nonstop, over mountains and swamps and frozen wastelands and every kind of danger.”

“I heard Marina Raskova give a speech once,” said Pasha. “About how more girls should learn to fly. Her voice sounded like the color indigo.”

I said, “We’ll be able to hear her for ourselves if you ever get that radio working.”

“I’ve just about got it. . . . There.”

A fuzzy but intelligible male voice came through the radio’s homemade speaker.

“. . . still a heavy layer of cloud cover here. We won’t be able to see the Rodina until she comes in for her final descent. The crew won’t be able to see any landmarks, either. Raskova will have to navigate with a compass and sextant, like the explorers of old. Night must have been awfully lonely for her, by herself in the nose, knowing that the slightest error could leave them dozens of kilometers off course.”

“See? You didn’t miss it,” whispered Pasha.

“Shh!” I held a finger in front of my mouth.

“For those just tuning in, we lost radio contact with the Rodina about eighteen hours ago. We believe their radio stopped functioning due to the cold. It is a mark of the crew’s exceptional tenacity that they persevered in these conditions: thirty-five degrees below zero, cold enough to cause frostbite in fifteen minutes. Our ladies are, of course, bundled up in fur-lined flight suits, but I’m sure it’s still feeling nippy up there.

“Their estimated time of arrival was one hour ago. However, the weather may have caused them to alter course and delayed their landing. We expect to see these history-making heroines at any moment.”

I swallowed hard as I strained my ears for any hint about the Rodina’s fate. I felt as cold and isolated as Marina Raskova in the nose of her plane. I whispered, “They’re in trouble.”

“You’re being impatient. They’re only late,” said Iskra.

“They can’t be late!”

“Anyone can be late, even if they’re beautiful and brilliant and—”

“It isn’t them. It’s the Rodina. They already retrofitted it to hold enough fuel to make it that far. If they’re late, then . . .”

Iskra gave my shoulders a squeeze. “Baby cousin, you were just telling me what incredible pilots they are. Even if they’ve gone off course, I’m sure they can land safely.”

I shook my head hopelessly. “Grizodubova and Osipenka, maybe. But Raskova, in the nose? If they crash, she’ll be killed!”

The voice on the radio droned on with meaningless bluster. I waited all night, gnawing my fingers, for an update that never came.

In the morning, the state-owned newspaper Pravda reported nothing.

The Rodina was lost.





TWO

Three Years Later

LEANING AGAINST MY AIRPLANE’S WING IN THE MIDDLE of our dusty airfield, I flipped lovingly through the thin, black-covered paperback. The pages were falling out and the cheap print was almost too smudged to read. A broad-winged airplane in white embossing decorated the cover. Notes of a Navigator, Marina Raskova’s autobiography. Proof of what an airwoman could do. Proof of what I could do. The flight of the Rodina had set the course of my life for the past three years.

The book’s broken binding automatically fell open to the illustration of Raskova standing in the middle of the endless snowbound forests of the Siberian taiga. One hand held a walking stick, the other shielded her eyes as she watched the broad-winged silhouette of her plane vanish over the treetops.

When a search-and-rescue plane spotted the Rodina in a frozen swamp, my joy was short-lived. The rescue team found the pilot and copilot unharmed but grave. Grizodubova had feared for Raskova’s safety in the plane’s vulnerable glass nose, knowing that they had to belly-land, so she ordered her to bail out. The Rodina ended up kilometers away. Grizodubova and Osipenko fired their revolvers but feared that Raskova had followed the echoes instead of the shots and walked the wrong way. Worse, Osipenko had found the navigator’s emergency kit still in her cockpit. Wherever Raskova was, she had no food, no clean water, nothing but the contents of her pockets.

One long day and night passed. Planes circled low over the forest and search parties struck out in every direction, looking for any sign of the missing airwoman. But, in the end, she came to them. She stumbled into the clearing exhausted, muddy, half starved, and missing a shoe. She had survived alone in the taiga for ten days.

When the radio announced that all three airwomen were safe and sound, I screamed out loud. I grabbed Pasha and swung him in a giddy dance between the table and the overloaded bookshelf. The Rodina had flown 5,947 kilometers, shattering the previous record by more than 1,500 kilometers.

My aeroclub’s beat-up bushplane was definitely no Rodina. Not a sleek, graceful aluminum bird, but a stubby, angular machine of steel, wood, and chipped paint. But what mattered was that, for the next two hours, it was mine. And I was no Marina Raskova, just a skinny, trousered eighteen-year-old with braids tumbling down her back. But I was a real airwoman, no matter how little I looked the part. Someday I’d have a chance to prove it.

I stuffed the book into my pocket and waved when I spotted Pasha crossing the rusted steel bridge. He trotted over, a scrap of something cupped in his hands.

“Hi, Pasha,” I said, bouncing up onto the balls of my feet. “What have you got there?”

“Some foil I fished out of the canal. I’m going to make a semiconductor. It’ll improve the sound quality.”

Many Young Pioneers built radio sets, but few succeeded like Pasha. What had started out as a pencil stub, an old razor blade, and some wire had grown increasingly elaborate. A scavenged capacitor here, a speaker made from telephone parts there. To me, his ability bordered on wizardry. “Neat! We can put on some music after the flight. You ready?”

He brightened up.

I touched the propeller and spat on the ground for luck, then gave it a spin. The engine rattled to life. As I strapped myself into the pilot’s seat, Pasha started to clamber into the back. I laughed and grabbed his arm. “What, are you a Party boss and I’m your chauffeur? Sit up front.”

Pebbles pinged off the bottom of the fuselage as I taxied the little plane down the cracked earthen runway. Our aerodrome was a stretch of dirt distinguished only by a sun-bleached orange windsock fluttering from a pole. The town of Stakhanovo spread out on the other side of the canal, with its blocky soot-gray concrete buildings and its endless battery of coking ovens, each six meters tall but so narrow that a person could barely have squeezed in sideways. The ovens were kept hot twenty-four hours a day baking the impurities out of coal to make hard, spongy coke, the only fuel that burned clean enough and hot enough to turn molten pig iron into steel. Our fledgling nation had an insatiable appetite for steel. When I was younger, I had entertained an irrational fear that I would be trapped in one of those ovens.

As the aircraft lifted off, my breath stuck in my throat. This moment always caught me by surprise. No matter how many times I took off, one part of my mind was still overwhelmed by the sheer impossibility of flight. Iskra thought I was silly. She would write out the equations proving how flight worked. But Pasha gazed out the window with quiet awe. He understood.

I made a smooth circle around the little valley before rising above the foothills and into the open sky.

In the air, the plane felt more animal than machine. Through the trapezoidal window, I spotted a herd of shaggy dun-colored ponies grazing on the steppe below. The airplane reminded me of them: nearly tame, but not entirely. If I ever got too confident, the plane would remind me that it had its own ideas.

We were as high as the mountaintops now, the weathered ridge of the Urals running north and south like the bleached spine of a large and ancient monster before vanishing into clouds. The town of Stakhanovo crouched in one of the mountain crevices, its location betrayed by a plume of greasy smoke and the dark thread of the canal.

“Kalinka, kalinka, kalinka of mine, in the garden is a berry, malinka of mine,” sang Pasha absently. He often sang when he was happy. His smooth baritone was so incongruous with his timorous speaking voice.

Pasha was my favorite person to fly with. I took him up whenever I could. He didn’t nitpick my flying like my flight instructor or make sarcastic comments like Iskra, who’d grown extra snide since she got her own pilot’s license. All my life he’d been there, a quiet boy with an awkwardly proportioned face that looked like it had been assembled out of the wrong pieces. We’d each spent as much time in the other’s next-door apartment as we had at home.

I peeled away to the east, swooping in and out among towering white clouds that dwarfed the monoplane and relishing the freedom.

“Sometimes I think this is the only way I’ll ever get out of Stakhanovo,” I said. “Straight up.”

“What about Aeroflot? I thought you applied for a job with them.”

I threw back my head and groaned, but I kept one eye on the instruments, because stalling the plane while flying with Pasha would be really embarrassing. “They sent me a letter telling me that they already have one female airline pilot and they don’t need another. Can you believe it?”

“I’m sorry. I know how much that meant to you.”

“I’ve been flying for three years! How much more qualified can I get?”

“It’s just because they don’t know you. If they saw you fly, they’d change their minds. It’s too bad. I was already looking forward to seeing you in the cockpit of one of those big planes. I thought maybe you could take me somewhere.” He looked at me with his guileless blue eyes.

I smiled back but quickly looked away, not sure why I felt suddenly awkward. Pasha was my best friend, that was all. He was allowed to say something nice to me.

Glancing out the window as I fumbled for a reply, I glimpsed a speck of someone in the aerodrome. I dived for a closer look. It was a young girl, waving frantically up at us.

“Is that your sister?” I asked Pasha. “What’s she doing out here?”

Pasha’s face turned serious. “Something must be wrong. Bring us down.”

I brought the plane to a halt on the makeshift runway. Pasha’s sister ran up to the door as we got out, her pigtails disheveled, one stocking sagging down to her ankle.

“You’d better come quick,” she said. “It’s happened.”

“This war has been forced upon us, not by the German people, not by the German workers, peasants, or intellectuals whose sufferings we well understand, but by the clique of bloodthirsty fascist rulers of Germany who have enslaved the French, Czechs, Poles, and other nations.

“The Government of the Soviet Union expresses its unshakable conviction that our valiant army and navy and the daring hawks of the Soviet Air Force will deal a crushing blow to the aggressor and bring honor to the Motherland and the Soviet people.”

Pasha’s parents occupied the two comfortable chairs. His father was smoking and holding that morning’s Pravda without reading it, and his mother was twisting the dress she had been mending, her knuckles pale. My parents were there too, my mother’s brow knitted pensively, my father wearing his usual look of resignation. Iskra was sitting on Pasha’s sagging bed. Pasha and I huddled beside her. Pasha’s sister sat down at our feet and picked up an unidentifiable eyeless stuffed animal.

If I could have ignored the apprehension on everyone’s face, there was a strange feeling of normalcy to the scene. We might have been listening to a concert instead of the announcement that our world had been shattered.

“The Germans broke the nonaggression pact,” said Iskra.

“Of course they did,” said my father. “Two-timing fascists. It’s their nature.”

“This is not the first time that our nation has had to deal with an attack from an arrogant foe,” crackled the voice on the radio. “At the time of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, our people’s reply was war for the Motherland, and Napoleon suffered defeat and met his doom. It will be the same with Hitler, who in his arrogance has proclaimed a new crusade against our country. The Red Army and our entire nation will once again wage victorious war for the Motherland, for our country, for honor, for liberty.”

“Will we be okay?” asked Pasha’s sister, clutching her shapeless toy.

“Shh. You heard the man on the radio,” said her mother, reaching down to stroke her hair. “We’ll win. It’ll be a great victory. And in the meantime, we’ll be safe here. They’re twenty-five hundred kilometers away. When Napoleon invaded, half his army froze to death before they got to Moscow.”

“They didn’t have tanks and airplanes,” said my father. “And Hitler is not Napoleon. He doesn’t want to rule us. He wants to exterminate us. I’ve heard—”

“Stop. You’ll frighten the children.”

“We can’t hide this from them,” he said, then quieted down, because none of us wanted to miss a word from the radio.

“The whole country must now be joined and united as never before. Each one of us must demand from himself or herself and from each other the discipline, the organization, and the selflessness worthy of a real Soviet patriot in order to supply the Red Army, Navy, and Air Force with the means necessary to assure victory over the enemy.”

“The air force,” I whispered. “They’ll need pilots. Lots of pilots!” I grinned. “The daring hawks of the VVS . . .”

“I’m afraid this won’t be your big chance to join the VVS,” said my father.

I looked at him uncomprehendingly.

“There’s barely anything anything left of it,” he said. “The airplanes, thousands of all kinds, were just lined up on their airfields for the German bombers.”

“They can build more planes,” I said. “They can’t build more pilots.”

“I don’t think they’re looking for teenage girls,” said Iskra.

I raised my chin defiantly.

“The government calls upon you, citizens of the Soviet Union, to rally still more closely around our glorious Bolshevist party, around our Soviet government, around our great leader and comrade, Stalin.

“Our cause is just. The enemy shall be defeated. Victory will be ours.”





THREE

AT THE POST OFFICE, THERE WAS A LETTER FOR ME FROM the VVS.

I hesitated before sliding my thumb under the flap of the envelope to rip it open, suppressing my own eagerness. As long as it remained sealed, the letter might not be a rejection.

“‘Dear Valentina Sergeevna,’” I read aloud. The letter addressed me formally by my first name and my patronymic middle name, which seemed promising because the writer was talking to me like an adult, but my hope quickly withered when I read the body of the letter. “‘Thank you for your repeated interest in serving in the Red Army Air Force. While the VVS appreciates your extensive aeronautical experience, we are pleased to inform you that the state of the war effort is not, at this time, so dire that we need to put young girls at risk in dangerous front-line positions. We encourage you to put your admirable patriotism to use aiding the war effort in another way. The women of the Soviet Union are urgently needed in the work force to keep our brave fighting men supplied. This role may be less glamorous, but it is every bit as important. Additionally, we urge you not to neglect your most vital contribution to the USSR, that of a future mother. You will someday be responsible for raising the next generation, and that alone is reason enough to keep you away from the dangers of combat. . . .’”

“At least it’s a polite letter,” said Iskra as we left the post office and entered a gloomy summer drizzle. “Very personal.”

“I’m about to get personal,” I grumbled. I pulled a pack of cigarettes out of my shirt pocket, but before I could take one, Iskra grabbed the pack and tossed it into the canal.

“Hey!” I said, resisting the impulse to jump into the scummy water after it. “I waited in three lines for those!”

“And that makes you a bad Soviet,” said my cousin loftily. “I won’t let you pick up that filthy habit. We need to set an example, you know. For the adults.”

“You mean the adults who won’t let me join the VVS?” I asked. “‘Future mother.’ Ugh.”

“Mother Russia you are not,” said Iskra. She snapped her fingers. “I know who you should write to: that airwoman from the Rodina, the one who’s always talking about getting more girls into aviation. Marina Raskova.”

“Raskova?” I scratched my neck nervously. “She’s really important, Iskra. She has better things to do than talk to a kid from Stakhanovo.”

“As opposed to the commander of the VVS, who has nothing better to do.”

I had written to Raskova. Over the month since the war had broken out, I’d spent hours sitting cross-legged on the mattress that Iskra and I shared, using Notes of a Navigator as a writing surface. I wrote and rewrote, rubbing out mistakes with a dirty eraser stub until I wore holes in the paper. I just never mailed it.

We found Pasha sitting on our building’s concrete steps, heedless of the rain. His forehead was cradled in one hand, his hair sticking up at angles where he’d raked his fingers through it. I stopped abruptly, the importance of my letter shrinking away as I realized that something was wrong, really wrong.

“What’s the matter?” I asked softly.

He didn’t reply.

A slip of yellow paper was crumpled in his other hand. I reached down and unfolded his unresisting fingers, one at a time. I didn’t need to read the paper to know what it said. “Did you just find out?”

He nodded.

“When are you leaving?”

“Monday.”

Three days.

Iskra and I sat on the step on either side of him. Unsure what else to do, I took his hand in mine. It was soft and delicate. Not the hand of a coker. Not the hand of a soldier. Pasha had beautiful hands and I had never noticed them before.

Pasha’s quiet presence had been a constant in my life since we were toddlers stacking blocks at the state-run day care. After Iskra’s arrival, he became the tagalong kid, although he was less than a year my junior. I had taken it for granted that when I made it big as a pilot, I would leave him. It had never occurred to me that he might leave me first.

A flat-nosed towboat chugged sullenly down the canal, pushing a line of rusty rectangular barges lashed together. Pasha sat on the deck of the middle one, leaning against the side of the hopper with his arms wrapped around his knees and a battered rucksack resting beside him. The pale mountain of coke that rose above the rim of the coaming made him look very small. It was a humble way to leave for war.

I waited at the corner where the lead barge passed close to the edge of the canal, and when it appeared, I jumped onto its low, flat deck, holding my arms out for balance. I walked along the outside edge of the tow until I reached Pasha.

He said, “You weren’t at the dock. I thought you weren’t going to say good-bye.”

“Not with all those people around,” I said. I couldn’t put my finger on why that made me so uncomfortable. I didn’t have anything to say to Pasha that I couldn’t say in front of everyone, did I? “I passed your sister in the hall. She was crying.”

“She thinks I’m not coming back. It’s as good as a law of the universe for her: People who leave never come back.”

“You’ll come back,” I said with more conviction than I felt. “You’ll go. You’ll fight. We’ll repel the invasion. And then you’ll come home.”

“That’s what Iskra said too. But not everyone will.”

I wanted to point out some trait of Pasha’s that would help him survive the war, but I couldn’t think of any. Instead I sat down on the edge of the deck. The barge rode so low that I could trail the tips of my toes in the murky water. There was no one else on the line of barges except the sailors in the towboat far behind. I wondered how much of our lives Pasha and I had spent sitting side by side while the world passed us by.

Pasha told me, “You can listen to my radio while I’m gone.”

“I don’t know how it works.”

“My dad can show you.”

Uneasy silence enveloped us again, the knowledge of what lay ahead hanging over us like a storm cloud. A half-submerged tire floated by, trailing weeds and trash like an industrial-age jellyfish.

I said, “They won’t let me enlist, but they draft you. Soviet efficiency, huh?”

“Soviet efficiency,” Pasha echoed.

“I saw a story in the paper this morning. Two girls wanted to fight so badly that they stole a fighter and flew it to the front. Didn’t end well, but I’m a little jealous anyway. Maybe we could just take the old plane and fly away.”

“Where to?”

I shrugged. “Who cares?”

Ahead, the canal curved away around a ridge and out of sight. I nodded in the direction of the bend. “This is where I get off.”

Pasha looked up at me out of the corner of his eye. “Do you have to?”

There was no Iskra around to tease me, none of the aeroclub guys who accused me of joining to meet boys. So I turned toward him. His face was suddenly close to mine. I reached out to touch his cheek, then hesitated. It was long enough that we both blushed and dropped our gaze. I gave him an awkward hug.

“Valka?”

“Yeah?”

Pasha fumbled with his hands. “Is it okay if I write to you?”

Of course I said yes.





FOUR

4 September 1941

Dear Valyushka,

I guess basic training is a luxury from an earlier time, because I only spent a couple of days doing drills with a wooden dummy rifle before I was dispatched to the outskirts of Moscow to dig ditches.

You’ll be glad to hear that we have yet to see so much as an unfriendly plane in the sky. Those spiky steel tank traps feel almost lonely standing there in the road. They remind me of giant spiders waiting for a fly.

My NCO—the noncommissioned officer I report to—is a sergeant named Pashkevich. I’m afraid of him. He has a sharp vermilion voice speckled with a brown Belorussian accent and he always sounds like he’s yelling even when he isn’t. He usually is. Yelling at me for being too small and skinny, or too slow and lazy, or for not knowing how to do things that I was never taught.

Pashkevich is very zealous about the war effort. Partly it’s patriotism but mostly he really, really wants to kill some Fritzes. He wishes he’d stayed through the invasion of Belorussia so he could have become a partisan, sabotaging the Germans from behind their own lines instead of supervising a bunch of teenagers with shovels. I’m not sure if he’s as tough as he talks or if it’s all bravado, but it sure makes me feel spineless.

After that reception, I wasn’t keen to meet the rest of my squad. They all seem to know what they’re doing, and I was sure they were judging me. But while we dug, the big, burly soldier next to me said, “You get used to Pashkevich.”

I asked why he was so angry.

The big soldier said, “He fled ahead of the invasion. He saw Minsk burn. Can you blame him?”

He assured me that the rest of the squad were draftees like me, confused and frightened. We all want to help the Motherland, but we’re afraid we’ll throw our lives away without accomplishing anything.

The big soldier took me under his wing. His name is Vakhromov and he has a wife and son and another child on the way. He wonders what his baby will be like and when he’ll get to see him (or her) and whether he (or she) will think he’s a bad father for not being around. That’s something a kid like me can be grateful for. No one depends on me. I told him about my sister and my parents and about you and Iskra, since it doesn’t feel right to talk about my family without mentioning the two of you.

When I’m not digging ditches I’m training to become a radio operator. It’s the first time I’ve used a real radio, the kind with vacuum tubes. Do you remember the colors, Valka? The ones that match up with different sounds? When I tune my radio, it chirps and squeals pink and yellow like a robot from a science fiction movie. It has two settings: AM and CW. AM, which sounds just like my radio at home, lets us use it as a telephone. CW is continuous wave, which only transmits long and short beeps. It’s for sending and receiving encrypted messages by Morse code. I can’t tell you how the encryption works, but it’s interesting, like a crossword puzzle.

The radio hooks up to a battery pack with a thick black cord. It has a pair of long coils of antenna that I can string out wherever we make camp and a shorter stand-up antenna for sending and receiving messages on the march. The battery pack is so heavy that Pashkevich assigned another soldier, Rudenko, to carry it. “He’s almost as useless as you,” said Pashkevich. “Keep an eye on him; everyone knows the Ukrainians welcomed the fascists with open arms.”

They say the same thing about the Belorussians, but I didn’t say so.

Rudenko is a nervous guy who winces at every loud noise, not my first choice to be tethered to by a radio cord. Pashkevich says the Katyushas made him funny in the head.

“Who’s Katyusha?” I asked.

Pashkevich laughed an unkind laugh and said that I would meet the Katyushas soon enough.

Rudenko doesn’t talk much. In the evening, he wanders off by himself and reads. He has an old book that he hides whenever he sees our commissar.

There’s a poster on our barracks of a soldier holding up a sheepskin, inside of which is a wolf with a swastika on it. The caption says: THE ENEMY IS CRAFTY—BE ON THE LOOKOUT! I’ve never met a fifth columnist, those sneaky Russian traitors they say are hiding in our midst, but if movies are anything to go by, they act like Rudenko.

Then again, maybe he just wants to be left alone.

Give my love to everyone at home. And write soon. I miss you.

Yours,

Pasha
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17 September 1941

Dear Pasha,

I’ve never written a letter to a boy before, much less a soldier, and I’m not entirely sure what such a letter should contain. Feelings, I suppose. No doubt that’s what Iskra hopes; she’s sitting across the table pretending to read a book, but I know she’s actually peeking at what I’m writing. I’m trying to think of what people write to each other about in war movies, because this feels like a movie—you the brave soldier and me the damsel waiting helplessly back at home. It’s a shame neither of us fits the roles we’ve been forced to step into.

How could I forget the colors after all the rainy days we spent amusing ourselves with that game? I’d make a noise and you’d tell me its color. It made me feel close to you, as though I were getting a glimpse into your own secret world. Will you remind me what color my voice is?

So you are a radio operator now. All that tinkering has paid off. I will always remember the day I climbed the fire escape to throw that scrap-wire antenna over the roof. I was sure it wouldn’t work. But there you were on the floor of your apartment, holding a paper cup wound with wire to your ear, and you said, “I can hear it!” And I took the homemade speaker and, sure enough, there were voices, fuzzy and indistinct like listening to the sea in a shell. It was magical. I felt as if that radio program had been recorded especially for the two of us.

Not much has been going on here, and it makes me miss you even more. Now I realize how often I’d say “Pasha, let’s kick a football” or “Pasha, come wait for ration coupons with me.” And all those flights together. It isn’t as much fun flying without a passenger. Isn’t that vain of me?

Since every combat-fit male pilot has been drafted, it’s up to those of us left behind—the female pilots—to train the rookies. Meanwhile, I’ll stay behind and watch as, one by one, everyone goes off to fight except for me. It’s not fair.

I know I shouldn’t be jealous of you, that you’d do anything to be here with me. But I feel so helpless stuck here half a country away from everything. I just wish I could do something.

Yours,

Valka

P.S. Don’t call me Valyushka. You know I hate pet names.


[image: ]


1 October 1941

Dear Valyushka,

We were mobilized today. How the fascists keep advancing closer to Moscow in the muddy rasputitsa season is beyond me. The rain has turned the dirt roads into impassable quagmires.

My transceiver has a steel case with straps and it’s heavy even without the battery pack. I have so much to keep track of: the radio, a canvas bag of spare parts, a logbook, a code book, and all my regular gear. And, most important, your letter. It makes me feel I have a place in the universe. I’m not just a nameless soldier among thousands of other nameless soldiers, I’m someone with an identity. Someone you can write to.

When I was packing up my things, I found an odd little object that I’d been issued without explanation. It’s a smooth, hollow ebony cylinder the size of a rifle cartridge, stopped with a bit of cork.

“That’s an identity capsule,” Vakhromov explained. “You fill out the paper inside so they can identify your body.”

I pried out the cork with the tip of my combat knife and extracted a rolled-up slip of paper. Name, rank, service number, address, next of kin . . . I took out my pen, but Vakhromov pulled it out of my grasp and shook his head. “You don’t want to do that. It’s like signing your own death warrant.”

Rudenko nodded grimly. “Remember Vasilyev? He stepped on a mine not ten minutes after he filled his out.”

I nervously looked around for unexploded ordnance, then tucked the capsule into my pocket. I can’t say I feel safer for having followed their advice.

Vakhromov got a letter in the same batch as yours. He has a new baby girl. As we marched, he kept asking us questions about her as though we would somehow know the answers. What color do we think her eyes will be? Do we think she’s fussy or calm? Do we think her brother likes her? I told him we’d do our best to end the war so he could find out for himself.

When we stopped for lunch, Rudenko was again off on his own with his book. It’s a pretty book, with a green tooled-leather cover decorated with gold leaf, only a little of which has rubbed off. I sneaked a glance inside and saw a page full of curious black hooked symbols. I thought I recognized them, but couldn’t recall what they meant or where I’d seen them before.

Each symbol was preceded by a small letter in red ink with a syllable of two or three letters printed underneath. The letters were old-fashioned Russian peppered with hard signs, but they spelled gibberish. A cipher?

He wears a black cord around his neck that he keeps tucked under his tunic. A picture of his girl, maybe? I suppose even fifth columnists have loved ones.

Yours,

Pasha

P.S. Your voice is cinnabar red.

“Cinnabar red,” I mused as we crossed the bridge. “What color is cinnabar anyway?”

“Red,” said Iskra. We were headed to the airfield to teach the rookies.

I rolled my eyes. “No, I mean, what does it mean that my voice is cinnabar red? Is that a good thing?”

Iskra gave me an indulgent look. “Baby cousin, if Pasha said it about you, it’s a good thing. He’s been sweet on you for ages, despite your mannish jaw and sartorial ineptitude.”

I felt a blush rise on my cheeks. It was usually easy to ignore Iskra’s teasing, but I found it harder to brush off comments about Pasha. Truth be told, I was a little terrified—on the barge, something had stirred inside me that now refused to be still. Tucking my hands into the pockets of my overalls and shifting from foot to foot, I said, “I’m a serious pilot. I’ll become famous and fly all over the world. I’ll be too busy for boys.”

My troubled thoughts about Pasha were swept aside when we reached the airfield and found Iosif Grigorevich, our flight instructor, holding a telegram. His face wore its customary scowl. He cleared his throat and said, “An old war buddy in Moscow sent me a telegram that I really shouldn’t let you girls see.”

“From Moscow?” I said. It had to be something exciting. I grabbed for the telegram, but he snatched it away and held it out of my reach before finally relenting with a chuckle. Iskra and I read the brief typewritten lines together.

KOMSOMOL CENTRAL OFFICE SEEKS FEMALE PILOTS NAVIGATORS AIRCRAFT MECHANICS TO SERVE IN ALL FEMALE FIGHTER AND BOMBER REGIMENTS. QUALIFIED PARTIES REPORT TO MAJ M M RASKOVA AT ZHUKOVSKY AIR FORCE ACADEMY MOSCOW OCT 13.

I stared. My eyes were glued to one phrase of the uneven dark printing. “Maj M M Raskova. Major Marina Mikhailovna Raskova? The Marina Raskova?”

“There aren’t two of her,” said Iosif Grigorevich in a tone that implied he’d have been happy if there hadn’t even been one of them. “I’m a fool to let you see that telegram. But clearly I’m an even bigger fool, because I’ve already forwarded your documents to the Komsomol Central Committee.”

Marina Raskova! Fighter regiment! I could barely get my mind around it. My stomach did a confused flip-flop of combined excitement and just plain shock.

“Hang on,” said Iskra, taking the telegram. “October thirteenth. That’s Monday. We could take the barge to Magnitogorsk tomorrow, but the train to Moscow doesn’t leave until Tuesday—if it’s running at all.”

I stung with indignation. “No! Something important finally happens and we’re going to miss it?”

Iskra shrugged. “Life is life, and Moscow is half a country away. Unless . . .” She tapped a finger on her pink lips. “Unless we had a faster way to travel.”

We looked at each other, then at Iosif Grigorevich.

“No!” he said, his face reddening. “No, no, no. Absolutely not.”

I folded my hands in a very non-Soviet gesture and begged him. “Pleeeeeease?”

“It’s the only way we’ll ever get there in time,” said Iskra.

Iosif Grigorevich replied, “It would be a waste of time and fuel. Besides, don’t you read the papers? The Hitlerites are sixty kilometers from Moscow!”

“We all have to make sacrifices for the war effort,” I said, suddenly developing a sense of patriotism.

Iskra told Iosif Grigorevich, “You’re always saying you hate teaching girls. Now’s your chance to be rid of us.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Is that a promise?”

“If we enlist, we’ll be gone,” I interjected.

“Let’s make it a wager. I’ll fly you to Moscow tomorrow. If you get accepted to whatever harebrained program they’re cooking up, fine. If not, you find your own way home, and you’ll withdraw from the Stakhanovo Aeroclub. Permanently.”

Iskra and I shared another glance. One telegram had spun dangerously out of control. Swallowing my hesitation, I stepped forward and shook Iosif Grigorevich’s hand.

“Deal,” I said in a voice far cooler than I felt. And with that, we were on our way to meet Marina Raskova.





FIVE

WE MUST HAVE BEEN THE ONLY PEOPLE IN THE WORLD flying into Moscow on that dreary autumn day. Unable to get clearance to land amid the chaos at the main airport, we ended up at an aerodrome on the opposite side of the city. Iskra and I said our good-byes to Iosif Grigorevich and headed for the nearest metro station.

When I’d last visited, the brand-new Moscow metro was a gleaming underground world straight out of science fiction. Now it was a bomb shelter crammed with hundreds of camp beds, row upon row beneath the cavernous art-deco ceilings. A Party member was handing out bottles of milk to a cluster of hungry children. The ticket booth was empty. So we walked, weaving our way past cars, wagons, pedestrians, even herds of livestock, all fighting to get out of the city.

At first I thought it was snowing, but the flakes that fell on my hand were gray and did not melt. When I rubbed them between my thumb and forefinger, they crumbled into powder, staining my glove. Ash.

A creeping dread began to grip me. I looked around nervously for the source, but it seemed to come from everywhere. The people of Moscow were burning everything. We passed a bonfire in the alley between the Central Telegraph Office and a looted bakery: a smoldering heap of half-burned letters, union documents, Marxist literature, and pictures of Party leaders. Iskra picked up a Party card, its red cover curled at the corners. The photo had been ripped out.

“Cowards,” she said through her teeth. “You can see how deep their loyalty runs.”

The streets of Moscow were a maze of tank traps and checkpoints. We picked our way around the pale, bulbous form of a grounded barrage balloon. The balloons occupied nearly every open space, giving the impression of a city full of beached whales.

As we neared the city center, the chaos grew. A mob had formed outside a factory, demanding their wages. Workers were hitting the chained steel gates with sledgehammers and trying to scale the cinder block walls. Farther down the street, some shopkeepers threw their doors open and let people take what they wanted. They figured the fascists would have it all in a few days anyway.

It hit me like a punch in the gut that it was all real, the bombs and the artillery and the tanks poised to crush our capital city. It struck me how different the war had been for me and for Pasha, that I’d been sheltered while he faced everything.

Iskra stopped in front of a cordoned-off block of apartments reduced to rubble. Her eyes widened. “This was where we lived.”

I stared at the bombed-out shell. I had always assumed that, since Iskra was from the city, she must have lived a more sophisticated life than we did out in the sticks. But the broken walls outlined a concrete cube just like the concrete cubes in Stakhanovo.

I fumbled for something to say, but all I could come up with was, “At least it was empty. So nobody got hurt.”

“Yeah,” she said vaguely. “It isn’t as if I could return here anyway.” She looked around. “I shouldn’t even be here now.”

Iskra was supposed to stay a hundred kilometers from Moscow. That was the rule. Iskra had been a model Soviet all her life, but she was still treated like a criminal because her parents had been arrested on a trumped-up charge of trying to undermine the Soviet Union in order to make Communism look like a failed experiment. Wrecking, it was called. I remembered that Uncle Vanya kept a pencil tucked behind his ear and Aunt Anya always did three things at once, like telling me where to look for my lost mittens and helping Iskra with her math homework while preheating her Primus stove in the collective kitchen. Neither seemed like a wrecker.

I told Iskra, “There’s a war on. No one is looking for you.” I hoped it was true.

Zhukovsky Air Force Academy was camouflaged. Crude black-and-white paint coated the arches and pillars and ornate scrollwork of the old palace that now served the people, disguising it as a cluster of smaller buildings. We stepped into a spacious hallway barely warmer than outside. Since the Germans had seized all the mines to the west, Moscow had almost no coal. The factories still chugged out smoke, but there was nothing to spare for civilians, and electricity was being rationed.

Inside, it was packed, but the atmosphere was completely different. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of girls and women, all bubbling over with excitement. I didn’t know there were this many female pilots in all of Russia. One name was on everyone’s lips. Would she really be here? Would we really meet her? And then there she was at the end of the hall. Not a picture, but the real thing!

I’d always taken for granted that being a soldier, and being a pilot for that matter, meant looking and acting like a boy. Sure, there was Iskra, who fussed about color coordination and curled the ends of her already-wavy hair; for all I knew, she joined the aeroclub to meet boys. But Marina Raskova wasn’t like a man at all. I’d never realized how young she was. Not even thirty, and she already had a list of accomplishments that ordinary people only dreamed about. Her uniform had a knee-length skirt and she had her long hair in two braids pulled into a knot at the back of her neck, just like she always did in photos. She looked warm and friendly, not soldierly. She glanced around at the hopeful girls and occasionally paused to greet someone, saying, “So you made it after all!”

Another female officer about the same age was walking with her. I couldn’t resist leaning forward to catch their conversation as they passed me. The other officer asked, “How many were you expecting?”

“Based on the letters? Around a thousand, I suppose. How many are there?”

“More,” said the other officer drily.

“And I’ll have to disappoint so many of them. I should have asked for more regiments!”

“Do you want to split the interviews?”

“Nonsense. These are my girls and I need to get to know them. I won’t have an aviation group full of people I’ve never met.”

By the time she reached her office door, the noise level had become a dull roar. She turned to face us and held up her hand until we quieted down.

She asked us, “What are all of you here for?”

“We want to fight!” we shouted.

“But don’t you know that the fascists will be shooting at you?”

Suddenly emboldened, I called out, “Not if I shoot them first!”

She said, “If you go to war, you’ll face all kinds of hardships, and many of you will not return. But for those of you who insist on staying, I am going to interview each and every one of you personally.”

For every girl who came out of that office walking on air, three or four trudged out downcast. I wondered what would happen to those girls. Some were from the Ukraine or Belorussia and had no homes to return to. And then there were the ones from Moscow. One glance outside convinced me that they had it the worst of all.

Iskra, cheerful and relaxed, amused herself by watching the other hopefuls.

I tried to pretend I wasn’t nervous, even though my palms were sweating. “What if we don’t get picked? We could be stuck in the city when it falls.”

“When it falls? Aren’t you a ray of sunshine!”

Another worry struck me. “What if they pick you and not me?” Iosif Grigorevich always said I should fly more like Iskra, who did everything with textbook precision. “Or . . . what if they pick me and not you?” That would be a rare chance to lord it over her; but faced with the possibility of flying without my cousin, I found the idea unthinkable, even for gloating purposes.

Iskra shrugged as if that was a trivial concern and directed her attention to a beret-wearing officer who was leaning against the wall with her hands in her pockets, avoiding eye contact with everyone. “Who’s that over there?”

“I don’t know. Doesn’t look like she wants to chat.”

Iskra, undeterred, made a beeline for her. The woman, who looked to be in her late twenties, had straight hair cut just above her shoulders and light green eyes that squinted even though there wasn’t a glare. Her expression seemed stern and distant, but as soon as Iskra said hello, it melted into friendliness. She introduced herself with a modest, almost embarrassed smile as Yevdokiya Bershanskaya.

“Hang on—I’ve heard of you,” I said. “What did it say? ‘A woman can’t be an airline pilot unless she’s someone like Yevdokiya Bershanskaya—’”

“Oh, dear. I didn’t keep you from getting a job, did I?” asked Bershanskaya.

“Not one I wanted very badly,” I assured her.

“Valka,” said Iskra, “has her heart set on being a fighter pilot.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Bershanskaya warned me. “Every girl here wants to be a fighter pilot. I’m hoping to become one myself, but Raskova called me here to talk about command.” She held out her arms helplessly. “Do I look like a commander?”

Just then two middle-aged officers with punctilious military bearing came striding down the hall. The crowd instinctively parted to let them through. Both women wore men’s uniforms with cavalry pants, but otherwise they looked entirely different. One had large eyes, dark curls cut short, and a cigarette dangling from her hand. Her collar tabs marked her as a captain. The other, a major with a severe face and close-cropped hair, wore a gold-bordered medal with a portrait of Lenin in platinum.

The major was asking, “No attack regiment, then?”

“Fighters, day bombers, night bombers,” replied the captain.

“I could handle the fighters.”

“You’ll get them. You’re the only woman here with command experience. Even Raskova can’t handle her own regiment, even though she thinks she can.”

I bristled at that comment.

“You said she already had a position for you?”

“Chief of staff,” the captain said grimly.

The major looked at her with pity. “You poor thing. You’re in charge of . . .” She looked around.

“All this,” the captain finished, gesturing broadly with her cigarette.

The major curled her lip at the crowd of girls. “Look at all of them. When we were their age, we fought to enlist. Every step of the way, we had to prove ourselves better than the men. And now they get an invitation!”

I was about ready to march over and set them straight about the work it took for me to get here, never mind the fact that they were high-ranking officers, but Iskra’s hand on my elbow gently held me back.

“Most of them aren’t even pilots,” said the captain. “Students, workers, farm girls . . . It’ll be a job making them into soldiers.”

“How will you manage?”

“Discipline, discipline, discipline. I’ll get them whipped into combat-ready shape, so long as I can keep Raskova from coddling them.”

“You’d better. Don’t send them into combat one second before they’re ready, no matter what the major says. If they can’t measure up to the male pilots, the difference will be blamed on their gender. Our gender. I won’t jeopardize twelve years of work because some teenagers get themselves killed.”

They stopped in front of Bershanskaya, their faces stony. The captain said, “Lieutenant. I hear you’ve been sworn in.”

“That’s right, yesterday morning,” said Bershanskaya.

“That makes you an officer,” the captain replied. “An officer would know not to wear her cover indoors.”

Bershanskaya abashedly took off her beret.

The major said coldly, “You may be an officer on paper, Bershanskaya, but until you can act like one, you’re still a civilian pilot, as far as I’m concerned. You’re not ready to fly for the VVS, let alone command.”

They swept on.

“Who are they?” I whispered.

Berskanshaya lowered her voice. “Those are the Kazarinova sisters. The major is Tamara and the captain is her younger sister, Militsa. They’ve both been in the VVS for dog’s years. A bit of free advice: Watch your step when those two are around.”

“You ought to get along with them, Valka; they’re almost as masculine as you,” teased Iskra.

“Girls. I’m not kidding,” said Bershanskaya, her friendly look vanishing.

Before I could respond, a voice barked, “Koroleva, Valentina Sergeevna!”

As I entered Marina Raskova’s office, I was so nervous that I almost couldn’t tell I was nervous; I just felt dazed. Marina Raskova gave me an easy, unaffected smile.

“Well”—her soft gray eyes flicked down to the file in front of her—“Valentina Sergeevna, you look like you’re on needles, but I promise there’s no need to be nervous.”

“It’s just I can’t believe I’m meeting you for real,” I said haltingly. “The Rodina changed my life. I can’t begin to explain how much it meant to me. Also
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