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Author’s Notes 
 
 

While this is technically a work of historical fiction, the cultural 
subtitles, the characters, their nicknames and the majority of the 
historical events depicted are true to life. 
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Foreword 
 

Fate appears in a most unlikely place in a most unlikely form. 
 
 

October 1995 
Miami Beach, FL 

 
Boris, my gregarious, gruff-speaking cab driver, was stalled 

in South Beach’s incessant stop-and-go traffic on the way to 
Miami Beach office on trendy Lincoln Road. To pass the time, I 
decided to ask a simple question. “Where are you from 
originally?” Little did I know the answer to that question would 
change my life forever. 

Boris was born and raised in Moscow. He had earned two 
Ph.D.’s in computer sciences. His wife, also a Ph.D., and their 
two daughters had migrated to America five years earlier. Like 
so many others, including my immigrant Italian grandparents, 
Boris left his homeland for a “better life” in America for his 
family. Trying not to sound like an obnoxious skeptic, I asked 
why would such an educated person drive a cab. He paused. 
“No good English, no good job. But all right, family very, very 
happy.” 

One question led to another. “Since arriving in America, 
what’s been your biggest surprise? Bad or good, it doesn’t 
matter.” 
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Boris stared in the rear-view mirror. You want to know? 
Really know?” I nodded yes. “Very sad. Thirty million dead and 
nobody remembers!” 

Boris proceeded to explain The Great Patriotic War  (World 
War Two) from a passionate Russian perspective. How millions 
of his peace-loving countrymen suffered unfathomable 
atrocities at the hands of the Nazis. Ordinary men, women and 
children, like you and me, murdered and mutilated in their 
homes, in their factories, on their street corners and in their 
fields, as they defended Rodina (Motherland Russia). The more 
he spoke, the more I realized how little I knew. Forty minutes 
later, the ride ended and we said goodbye. 

Four more years passed. I was now living in San Diego. A 
story appeared in the newspaper about an exhibition at the local 
Air and Space Museum entitled World War II through Russian Eyes. 
I heard Boris's voice, "Please Go." Four hours later I was moved 
to tears. I had just experienced a breathtaking mosaic of 
suffering. through pictures, letters and heart wrenching personal 
artifacts. I now understood what Boris lived. 

The facts are staggering. During 1,418 days and nights of 
unconscionable aggression, Hitler and his pathetic Nazi war 
machine burned part or all of 1,710 cities and towns, 6 million 
buildings, 32,000 factories, 65,000 kilometers of railroad track, 
and 98,000 collective farms. But the human toll was even more 
staggering. When the war was over 30,000,000 Russians had 
died and 25 million people were left homeless and starving. 
Every Russian family in every Russian city, town and village was 
deeply scarred. 

With all due respect to other ethnic groups, there is 
absolutely no question in my mind that the Russian losses are 
the greatest tragedy in the history of the world. 

The more I researched, the more I came to believe the 
second greatest tragedy in history may be that virtually no one 

in America gives any credence to the reality that Russia and 
America, fighting side-by-side as allies, literally saved the world. 

I wondered how could a reasonably educated Americans 
like myself know so little? Why did I think every Russian was a 
spy, or part of some anti-American conspiracy? Why did I 
proudly   assume   Steven   Spielberg, David   Selznick, Audie 
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Murphy Tom Hanks and the rest of Hollywood’s story-tellers 
spoke the truth when they said America alone saved the world? 

I wondered if Boris and fate had stopped by for a  reason. 
My conscience suggested I should write a book about what I 
had learned, what I now felt, and what I was just beginning to 
understand. 

Having written five books previously, I knew the typical 
American reader had to be entertained to be informed. 
Consequently, I decided to write Boris’s book as s story, not 
some dispassionate historical treatise that pleased the critics. I 
figured even if I never sold one book, I would have done the 
right thing for me. And, in the coming years, my children and 
grandchildren would realize, in some small way, I tried to make 
the world a better place. 

During some preliminary research on the Internet, I met the 
a beautiful, daring Russian teenager named Lilia Litvyak. There 
were bits and pieces here and there, as well as some academic 
controversy. The more I read of her and her times, the more I 
realized I had stumbled upon the perfect protagonist for my yet-
to-be conceived book. I was fascinated by the fact that she was 
the world’s first female fighter pilot. How could a woman, less 
than 22-years-old complete 268 air missions and singlehandedly 
shoot down 15 Messersmitts, yet be lost in time for 60+ years? 
What kind of woman could achieve the unimaginable in a 
decidedly male dominated society? And, how was it that Lilia 
was virtually unknown to the Western world? 

It was also clear, to answer these questions, I needed more 
than author-standard, third-party research. But where and how 
to begin? I didn’t speak or understand a word of Russian and 
had no Russian ancestry. I didn’t even have a Russian friend! 

So I did what any author in my position would do. I wrote 
a letter to Vladimir Putin. I told him who I was and what I 
wanted to do. In English, of course. Guess what happened? 
Absolutely nothing! 

Six months later, I get an unexpected email from the 
Ukrainian Postmaster. It’s just a few lines. Basically, it said, 
“your request has been given certain priority.” The 
correspondence included the address of a Valentina Ivanovna 
Vaschenko in Krasny  Luch,  Eastern  Ukraine.  I was told to 



 

contact her. Nothing more. The correspondence ended with 
“we wish you good luck.” 

In the ensuing months, I learned the industrial town of 
Krasny Luch, was located not far from the Russian-Ukrainian 
eastern border. The town was a mere 8,731 miles from my 
home. I also learned Valentina Vaschenko, a retired history 
teacher, spoke no English. But to my good fortune, Valentina 
had a friend and former student, Yelena Sivolap, who taught and 
spoke fluent English. I learned in a few subsequent skype calls, 
Valentina’s life mission was to keep the memory of Lilia alive, 
as best she could with limited resources and limited government 
support. In fact, there was a school and a museum in Lilia 
Litvyak’s name. I realized I had struck the motherlode. 

To say the ladies were skeptical of my intention would be an 
understatement. We verbally sparred and exchanged emails for 
another few months. They finally agreed to meet in person…in 
Krasny Luch. My wife and I traveled from San Diego to New 
York to London. From there a flight to Moscow. Then another 
to the city of Donetsk in Eastern Ukraine, followed by a three-
hour car ride to Krasny Luch. 

As it turned out the trip was more than worth it. These kind, 
generous ladies helped me accomplish something that I don’t 
believe has ever been done between our two countries. 
Together, we took a journey back in time to create what began 
as a work of literary fiction based on a real life and real events 
but ended as something else. In the process, Yelena became my 
editor, my friend, my history teacher, and my cultural advisor. 

Yelena and Valentina taught me about their lives and their 
culture in ways I never imagined. I tried to do likewise, since 
their impressions of the American culture were also fraught with 
gross misperceptions accumulated over the years. In fact, the 
face-to-face meetings, subsequent Skype calls, the electronic 
correspondence, the hilarious confusion created by distinctly 
American colloquialisms, and the delicate listening and 
respectful sharing, are a story in itself. 

During this first trip, and three subsequent trips to Russia 
and the Ukraine I visited Lilia’s old neighborhood in Moscow, 
stopped by her apartment, talked to her last remaining 
childhood friend, Lyudmila Agafejeva, and then took an 
incredible journey to Lilia’s austere gravesite in Dmitrovka, the 
small town not far from where she was shot down. I also meet 
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many wonderful ordinary citizens of both countries, many of 
which remain friends to this day. Those trips and the memories 
are etched in my mind forever. 

I cannot say enough about my collaborators. Valentina and 
Lena gave without reservation. Their pictures, their 
recollections, their memorabilia, their time, their love. To this 
day in Krasny Luch, as in most Russian towns, reminders of the 
Great Patriotic War remain everywhere. Stories are passed orally 
from generation to generation in homes and schools in the 
hopes that history will not repeat itself. The overwhelming 
majority of Russian citizens (and its newly created federation of 
states) have the very same hopes and dreams as the majority of 
American citizens ― a world of peace where hope springs 
eternal. Perhaps our little collaboration will add to that 
understanding. 

Clearly, Lt. Lilia V. Litvyak was just one brave Russian soul 
who perished in Hitler’s unconscionable massacre. But Lilia was 
a woman before her time and lived an incredibly meaningful life 
in her twenty-two years. I hope I have done her story justice. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Three-year-old Lilia at a park not far from the Litvyak 
apartment on Novoslobodskaya Street near Moscow City Centre. 

 
 

August 1921 
Moscow 

 
Gray. The sky was a dark, gloomy gray. 
The clouds hung low, thick, laden with chilly moisture. The 

temperature, hovering around fifteen degrees centigrade, was 
unseasonably low for a late summer day in Moscow. Women 
wrapped in wool cardigans shuffled briskly as they ventured 
shop to shop on busy Arbat Street. It was as if October had 
arrived early. 

The architecturally mundane obstetric clinic at the nearby 
Moscow Centre Maternity Home showed decades of     neglect 
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from the long, harsh winters. Hairline cracks traveled from the 
top floor to the worn, rounded street-level entrance steps. 

Here on August 18th, in a non-descript ward, a squirming, 
screaming Lilia Vladimirovna Litvyak announced to her proud 
parents, Vladimir and Anna, two former peasants from tiny Istra 
Village that she had entered the world. 

The midwife handed the baby with penetrating blue-gray 
eyes and curly flaxen blonde hair to her mother and smiled 
broadly, “Congratulations, Comrade Litvyak, your daughter is 
an extraordinary beauty.” 

Anna exuded pride as she held her child for the first time. 
The baby appeared surprisingly at peace, seemingly content to 
stare into her mother’s eyes. All was right with the world. 

Soon it was time for mother and child to leave the clinic. 
Vladimir had dreamed of this day for months. He greeted his 
new daughter with a broad smile. “She gets her beauty from her 
mother.” 

After wrapping both in a warm blanket to protect them 
from the cool morning breeze, Vladimir gently placed mother 
and child on a mattress of soft hay and straw in the rear of his 
horse-drawn carriage and snapped his whip to begin the ride 
home. Anna began to sing Spi, mladenets moi prekrasnyi (Sleep, My 
Charming Baby), written by the famous Russian Poet M. 
Lermontov, while Vladimir pensively reminisced about how his 
family had come to be in this joyful place at this time. 

 
 

June 1918 
Istra, Russia 

 
Just three years earlier, on the farm of the wealthy, arrogant 

nobleman Evgeniy Vasiliev, two young peasants, Anna 
Tarasova, 16, and Vladimir Litvyak, 19, had been randomly 
assigned to long days locating, cleaning, and packing a portion 
of  the season’s potato harvest. 

The handsome, wire-haired Vladimir was a diligent and 
muscular worker who moved from main tuber to main tuber 
seeking mature potatoes. He assumed feeder tubers were devoid 
of mature crops. Anna knew otherwise, and she was not afraid 
to say something. 
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“Vladimir, you work too hard for each potato. Why not 
search the attached tubers (the roots that grow between 
potatoes)?” 

Vladimir’s response was predictably curt. “How would you 
know such things?” 

“Believe it or not, Vladimir, women sometimes see things 
that men do not,” smiled Anna, twirling her long blonde hair 
with her fingers. 

“Really,” said Vladimir, oblivious to the natural beauty 
standing in front of him. He handed her a spade to dig and a 
knife to cut. “Show me.” 

Minutes later she had traversed the same line of tubers that 
Vladimir had previously harvested and found another twelve 
perfectly mature potatoes. She stood and smiled proudly. “I 
believe you will now have a much larger harvest!” And so 
Vladimir came to realize the subtle determination of the woman 
that stood before him. 

Other Russian men of that time might have kicked and 
screamed. Made excuses. Vladimir, in a society dominated by 
men, was ahead of his time. His broad imposing physique 
masked a deeply sensitive nature. But cupid’s arrow had pierced 
him deeply, and for all time. 

“Maybe you can teach me how you did that?” he flirted. 
“Maybe,” smiled Anna devilishly. She too was smitten. 
Some eleven months later, in that  same  potato field,  

Vladimir would ask Anna for her hand in marriage. Not long 
after, they exchanged vows in a peasant ceremony typical of the 
times. During their first year of marriage, the socially aware 
Vladimir felt the couple should move to Moscow. Anna was at 
first reluctant; the farms were all she knew. 

“Dear wife, wasn’t that what the Revolution was all about?” 
argued a confident Vladimir. “To create a better life for us. And 
that of our children.” 

“Let me think,” responded Anna, delaying the inevitable. 
After weeks of discussion, Vladimir ran out of rational 

arguments and attempted a different, subtler tactic. “My wife,” 
he said lovingly over dinner one evening, “you are the most 
beautiful woman I have ever seen. I hope our life on the farm 
never wears out that beauty.” 
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Two weeks later, the couple packed their meager 
belongings, and Anna’s vanity, and began the six-hour horse and 
carriage ride to Moscow. 

~ 
Not long after arriving in Moscow, Vladimir knocked on 

the door of the manager at a bustling furniture factory on the 
outskirts of the city, adjacent to the waterway where ships 
collected the factory’s completed product for other ports of call. 

The manager wanted experienced help. Vladimir did not fit 
the bill. 

“I can make anything with my hands. Just need to show me 
how,” passionately pleaded Vladimir. “I work hard and long. 
You will be satisfied. I give my word.” 

The gray-haired manager rubbed his hands across his beard 
and smiled, “I’ll take a chance.” 

“No chance,” said Vladimir. “It’s a sure thing.” 
In time, Vladimir became an accomplished carpenter. For 

Anna’s 20th birthday, Vladimir created a surprise. “My wife, we 
must go to your birthday present.” 

“Why can you not give it to me here?” said Anna, reaching 
for the bag at Vladimir’s side. 

“There is a good reason,” he responded. 
“What is that?” 
“If I were to tell you, there would be no surprise. Just 

follow. For one time please, stop all your chatter.” 
Twenty minutes later they were standing by a pond not far 

from the factory. Vladimir took a handsome red-and-yellow 
wooden sailboat from the bag and proudly announced, “I made 
with my own hands. My tribute to you.” 

Anna smiled at the handsome boat with her name inscribed 
on both sides of the bow in bright blue letters. Her heart 
pounded with pride. It was probably the closest she would ever 
come to owning a real sailboat. 

“This is the most beautiful gift I have ever received.” 
“We can now imagine sailing to far off places together,” said 

Vladimir. 
“And, will we always return home?” teased Anna. 



5	

Call Sign, White Lily 
 

 

 
 

“Most certainly,” smiled Vladimir as he pulled a string from 
his pocket and attached it to a small hook on the front of the 
boat. 

Weekend after weekend, weather permitting, the hand- 
some couple placed their boat on the pond and watched it being 
carried by the wind. 

“Today I say we sail the Volga to the Caspian Sea and taste 
the breezes of the salt air.” 

The couple laughed as Vladimir pulled their vessel to shore. 
He then looked inside the boat. 

“I am disappointed to say, it was a poor day at sea.” 
“It is never a poor day when I sail with my husband,” smiled 

Anna. 
~ 

It was a bitter cold January. The couple had long since 
placed their boat in storage. 

Vladimir, who accepted but did not enjoy winter, looked out 
the window. His mind filled with thoughts of a splendid picnic 
after one of their imaginary sailing trips. He smiled. 

“Why such a smile?” asked Anna.” Do you suddenly love 
winter?” 

He rubbed his hand across his stubby beard. “We were 
having a picnic by the shore. Under the tree, not far from where 
we went ashore. The picnic basket was full. The apples and pears 
were delicious, the lemonade so refreshing. We ate until the 
basket was empty.” 

Anna rubbed her stomach. “Not so, the basket is still full.” 
“Now you are going to tell me about my dreams,” laughed 

Vladimir. 
“It is not a dream.” 
Vladimir looked totally confused. Anna realized she needed 

to be more explicit. 
“Dear husband, I am talking about this basket,” said a 

smiling Anna pointing to her stomach. 
And so it was that Vladimir learned he would be a father in 

the near future. As Vladimir recalled those early days of their 
relationship, he wondered if his wife’s staunch determination 
and sense of vanity would find its way into baby Lilia. 

~ 



6	

Call Sign, White Lily 
 

 

 
 

Lilia’s first “home” was a small but tidy two-room 
apartment on Smolenskaya Street. Vladimir, Anna, and Lilia 
slept in one room, while the other was a combination kitchen, 
dining room, and place to read and invite friends to discuss 
matters of the day. 

“We will save our rubles and one day give our daughter a 
better life,” declared the optimistic Vladimir, who now worked 
two jobs — Monday to Saturday during the day at the furniture 
factory, and Tuesday to Friday evenings as a railway clerk. While 
neither job was the stuff that dreams were made of, Vladimir 
received regular wages and still worked less total hours and had 
better working conditions than the virtual servitude of Vasiliev’s 
farm. Anna and Vladimir were proudly and solidly lower-lower 
middle class! 

“I need to shop for dinner,” said Anna one day when 
Vladimir arrived home from work. “Can I trust you with little 
Lilia?” 

“Trust me?” responded a clueless Vladimir. 
“You know, make sure nothing happens to our daughter.” 
“What can happen, my wife? She is but three months 
o l d . 

She simply lies and sleeps.” 
“She struggles to turn more each day,” said Anna. 
“With all respect, wife, your imagination runs wild.” 

~ 
After Anna left, the politically passionate Vladimir invited 

his equally passionate neighbor, Boris, to share a drink. Matters 
quickly turned to a discussion of current affairs, who was doing 
what to whom. 

Within minutes the men were waving their arms and 
shouting at each other, trying to convince the other of his point 
of view. “I still do not trust Kamenev (a Bolshevik revolutionary 
and well-known Soviet politician in the 1920s). Remember he 
and Zinovyev were the only two Central Committee members 
to vote against the October Revolution (the Soviet seizure of 
power in October 1917),” offered Vladimir. “Did not Lenin 
write a proclamation calling them deserters?” 

“That is old news. Times change. People change. Must you 
always live in the past? Even Lenin had a change of heart!” 
responded Boris emphatically. 
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While the men drank and swore, little Lilia, in an adjacent 
room, was awakened by the commotion and attracted to a dark 
brown kerchief on a nearby chair. Rather than cry, she 
determinedly squirmed to the edge of the bed and slid onto the 
carpet. The startled baby began to cry from the tumble. The 
increasingly boisterous Vladimir and Boris heard 
nothing...until Anna came home. 

“How has our daughter been?” she asked. 
“Quiet as a church-mouse,” replied Vladimir. Boris nodded. 

Anna saw the half empty vodka bottle. She went into their 
bedroom. Lilia’s cheeks were pink from the tears she had shed. 
She looked at her mother and cooed lovingly, as if to say, thank 
goodness you have returned. 

Anna was furious. “My husband, how could you be so 
unaware! Thank goodness our daughter fell to the soft carpet.” 

~ 
At six months, a surprisingly well-coordinated Lilia began 

to grasp the legs of the kitchen table in a determined effort to 
stand erect. By nine months, she had taken her first steps. A 
month later, she first uttered mama and papa. By the twelfth 
month, Anna was teaching Lilia the names of animals and letting 
her smell the flowers she had picked. 

Also during this first year, the couple accidentally learned 
about another of their child’s unique gifts. Anna always placed a 
wide neck jar of fresh wildflowers on the table between Lilia’s 
crib and their bed, preferably red and white to commemorate 
the day she told Vladimir of Lilia’s impending arrival. One 
evening after Anna sang her daughter to sleep, she and Vladimir 
returned to the kitchen table to read a few more hours before 
retiring. Unbeknownst to both, Lilia had awoken, seen the 
flowers dangled over the side of the crib, grabbed two white 
wildflowers (her favorite color) from the jar, and then went back 
to sleep. 

Anna turned the light on in the bedroom. 
“Husband, look at your daughter.” 
Lilia lay sound asleep with two wildflowers by her face. 
“How could that happen?” wondered Vladimir. 
Concerned that the wildflowers might poke their daughter 

in the eye, Anna quietly removed the flowers and returned them 
to the jar. 
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“Perhaps we should move the jar, so our daughter cannot 
get into any additional trouble,” she said. 

“That is a good solution,” said Vladimir. 
Later that evening, Lilia awoke to find the wildflowers had 

been removed from her direct view. The determined child cried 
and pointed for a solid hour. 

“That little girl has an iron will. Let her have the flowers,” 
whined Vladimir. 

“She must learn,” responded a determined Anna. 
“Learn what?” 
“Learn things cannot always be her way.” 
At 4 A.M. an exhausted Anna acquiesced. She tore the 

rough stems off the wildflowers and returned them to the crib. 
Within moments, Lilia stopped crying and went right back to 
sleep. 

“We lose. I guess the solution was not so good,” said 
Vladimir, covering his head with the blanket. 

~ 
“Congratulations, Comrades,” smiled the doctor at the 

child’s first annual medical examination. “Lilia is a perfectly 
healthy and very well-coordinated little girl.” 

“But what about her continued temper?” said Vladimir, 
referring to their sleepless nights. 

“I don’t understand,” responded the doctor. 
Vladimir then described his tale of woe. “She will not go to 

sleep without wildflowers by her side.” 
“And so?” 
“Once asleep, we turn out the lights. We remove the 

wildflowers from her crib so there is no accident during the 
night. That is good, no?” 

“Every night is the same. She awakes, realizes the flowers 
have been removed, and ‘the temper’ cries until they are 
returned to her side.” 

“I do not believe that means the child has a particularly 
difficult temper,” responded the doctor. 

“Then what does it mean?” 
“Comrades, it means Lilia appears to possess good night 

vision in addition to her advanced coordination and determined 
personality.” 
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“Will that remain as she grows?” wondered Anna. 
“Comrade,” smiled the doctor. “Are we referring to her vision, 
her coordination, or her determination?” 

Vladimir laughed at the interplay. “Perhaps she will use her 
gifts to become a night watchman.” 

“Perhaps she will decide to become a pilot and fly night 
missions!” imagined the doctor. 

Vladimir, Anna, and the doctor laughed. Baby Lilia did 
not.  

~ 
The couple needed a larger apartment, so all could have 

their own space. Anna, over Vladimir’s protestations, got a part-
time job as a store clerk. “We will work as partners to raise our 
child,” declared Anna. “The situation will only be temporary.” 

Anna was right. 
Ten months later, the couple had saved enough to move to 

a larger, more functionally proportioned apartment on 
Novoslobodskaya Street, a 400-year-old street that had burned 
to the ground during the Patriotic War of 1812 and had been 
since rebuilt. In fact, Lilia even had her own room, a rare 
amenity in Moscow for one so young. 

“How did you find such a grand place?” said Vladimir, 
thinking he had died and gone to heaven. 

“While I was stocking the shelves, I heard my manager tell 
his assistant about the apartment. I told my manager I was 
feeling sick, and needed to go home. Then I went right over, 
and here we are. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Lilia’s father, Vladimir, believed ardently in Stalin’s vision of  a better life. 
 
 

September 1927 
Moscow 

 
An ambitious Joseph Stalin warned delegates at the 15th 

Congress of the Communist Party of the impending "capitalist 
encirclement” caused by the failure of Lenin’s New Economic 
Policy. His vision: the survival and development of the Soviet 
Union could only occur by pursuing “state-controlled” 
development of heavy industry, managed exclusively by him. 

Change came swiftly. Stalin had cleverly captured the mood 
of the day. People, particularly the ordinary proletariat like 
Vladimir and Anna, embraced these Communist ideals as the 
way to the better life they were seeking. The State formally laid 
claim to all the shops, farms, and factories in urban and 
agricultural centers alike. 

“I believe we should take advantage,” explained Vladimir 
one evening. “Working for the State will mean regular 
employment and regular pay.” Anna agreed. 

After passing a series of detailed security checks (Stalin had 
become preoccupied with eliminating anyone with dissenting 
views), Anna became a clerk in a government-run general store 
in downtown Moscow, not far from their apartment, while 
Vladimir was appointed  to  a  position  of railway switchman
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         for the rapidly expanding Soviet Railway system. 

Before long, the highly organized and detail-conscious 
Anna was promoted to head stock clerk, which allowed her to 
view all the merchandise shipped to and sold at the store. 
Occasionally a few out-of-date and heavily edited Western 
European and American fashion magazines would find their 
way to her store. Anna would select those of visual interest and 
place them in a side cabinet; then she would study them on her 
lunch break and at the end of the day, imagining what words to 
the pictures might say. She quickly concluded that "bourgeois 
culture" underscored the essential, universal, and immutable 
desire of all women: to improve one's appearance! “So you 
like?”  said Olga, her distinctly unfashionable 
manager, noting Anna’s magazine interests. 

Anna’s instinct was to say nothing, lest she be accused of 
anti-state behavior. 

“No worry,” said the cherubic woman with her black   hair 
in a tight bun. “You are a very good worker. Take one from 
stack; nobody will say anything.” 

A few days later Anna arrived home with her first selection, 
a German edition of Harper’s Weekly magazine. The chauvinistic 
Vladimir thumbed through the pages in utter amazement. 
“Those women are so frail; no wonder the Germans tell their 
women to stay home and make babies.” 

“So, my husband, you are saying I’m fat?” teased Anna. 
An unsuspecting Vladimir was flustered. “No, I did not 

mean that.” 
“Then are you saying I am no longer the beautiful woman 

you married?” 
Vladimir realized he was damned if he did and damned if 

he didn’t. 
~ 

Six months later, a few tubes of foreign made lipstick 
arrived in damaged, unsalable condition. Anna was curious. 
“Olga, may I try one of the broken color sticks?” 

Olga’s response was as surprising as it was insightful. 
“Anna, with your dark complexion and  brown  hair,    I 

would apply one of the darker shades. Here, let me show you.” 
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Olga selected a bright, glossy, deep red lipstick, applied it, 
and then dabbed the excess so Anna’s lips had a pronounced, 
almost earthy definition. 

“See. Take a look,” said Olga pointing proudly. 
Anna was pleased with the woman she saw in the mirror. 

That evening Vladimir was equally pleased to be met at the door 
by his “fashionable working lady.” From that moment, Anna 
rarely was without her lipstick, a trait her daughter would soon 
emulate. In fact, by the tender age of seven, Lilia refused to leave 
the house before Anna applied “her lips,” as the girls came to 
call the process. 

The magazines also touted the self-indulgent bath oils and 
scents used by the ladies of New York, London, and Paris.  One 
day, while picking a wildflower bouquet for the dinner table, 
Anna came upon a patch of fragrant wild rosemary bushes. She 
picked some blossoms, brought them home, boiled a few liters 
of water, and soaked them for 30 minutes. When she deemed 
the scent of her infusion ready, she strained the sweet-smelling 
liquid into a bottle she kept in a cabinet. That evening while 
bathing, she added a liter or so of her homemade infusion. 
Anna’s fragrantly scented body attracted Vladimir like bees to 
honey. He was driven to a bout of passionate lovemaking. Quite 
accidentally, she also discovered that infusing her homemade 
concoctions with certain wildflowers (particularly poppies and 
daffodils when in season) further enhanced her attractiveness to 
Vladimir. 

Anna made it a practice to bathe in her rosemary water 
whenever she wanted to communicate to Vladimir that she 
wanted his love and tenderness. 

Lilia also came to enjoy her mother’s homemade bathing 
fragrance, although still too young to understand Anna’s 
ultimate motivation. 

“Mother,” asked little Lilia, “you smell wonderful. Might 
you make some additional liquid for me?” 

~ 
Vladimir was an excellent and obedient employee, who was 

interested in and quickly absorbed every facet of railroading: 
conducting, maintenance, scheduling, dispatching. His work 
ethic was a role model for a disgruntled and increasingly   passive   
workforce.   His   ability   to   train n e w  
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switchman and schedulers permitted him to earn small 
production bonuses under Stalin’s rule that provided material 
rewards in proportion to contributions, less a withholding for 
state expenses. 

Unfortunately, Vladimir’s multiple skills and positive 
attitude created an unexpected strain on his family because he 
was summoned away from Moscow far more frequently than he 
would have liked. One month he was training dispatchers in the 
Urals, and the next building a maintenance staff along the 
foothills of the Volga. But Anna never complained and Vladimir 
never refused a “suggested” assignment. 

The question was always the same when Vladimir returned 
home from a trip. 

“Daddy, can we go to the swings?” 
Lilia loved the sensation of being airborne, the breeze 

passing through her hair, from the time she was old enough to 
discover a park swing. Fortunately, Novoslobodskaya Street was 
not far from the Central Park of Culture and Rest where there 
was an abundance of bright red swings and see-saws. 

Vladimir looked at Anna.  “Go, enjoy your daughter. 
Dinner will be ready in an hour, give or take,” she said. “How 
long is ‘give or take?’” teased Vladimir. 

“Give or take when you two return,” smiled Anna, who 
understood how precious father and daughter time was to both. 

Their park ritual was always the same. “Have you selected 
your swing yet, my daughter?” 

“I am still deciding,” said Lilia, who had narrowed her 
decision to the two swings on her right. “I think this one has 
two less links, which should make it go higher.” 

Vladimir was not about to dispute her observation. He had 
learned Lilia, while never disrespectful, had a mind of her own. 

On board, Lilia would say, “faster and faster.” Once she 
attained her desired speed, she would urge her father, “now 

higher, higher.” 
“Daughter, we can only go so fast, so high; otherwise, you 

can slip and fall.” 
“Daddy, no worries. I want to touch the sky.” 



 

 

Chapter 3 
 

The annual May Day celebration in Red Square, a Litvyak 
Family Tradition. 

 
 

May 1928 
Moscow 

 
The first of May was considered one of the greatest 

working-class holiday of the year for millions of Muscovites. 
The streets surrounding Red Square were a feast for eyes 

and ears: hundreds of flags, banners, and slogans were mounted 
on carts as they rolled past cheering crowds, reaffirming 
freedom from Tsarist oppression and a better life for all. 
Laughter, singing, dancing, and sounds of the garmoshka were 
everywhere. 

Vladimir and Anna always enjoyed the festivities, but this 
year was very special — they were bringing seven-year-old Lilia 
for the first time. 

“What do you think?” asked Anna, holding a beautiful white 
wool coat she had made for Lilia to wear. 

“It is almost as beautiful as the wife who made it and the 
daughter who will wear it,” smiled Vladimir. 

“The railroad does you well. You have become my silver- 
tongued husband,” replied Anna. 

“Truth is truth.” 
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“Time is fast approaching,” reminded Anna. “We do not 
want to miss the people’s parade past the reviewing stand or 
listening to Comrade Stalin’s words.” 

Quickly, the family dressed and headed for the square. 
Before long, they were surrounded by the masses. Little Lilia in 
her white coat, brand new black leather shoes, and long blonde 
hair began to tug on her father’s pants. 

“What is it, my child?” said Vladimir, looking down. 
“Daddy, I cannot see,” complained Lilia. 
Vladimir knelt down. “Come, get on my shoulders and hold 

my hands. You will see all.” 
Lilia noticed the hordes of soldiers passing the Tribune, 

paying tribute to Comrade Stalin. 
“Why do all the soldiers look to the Tribune?” she asked 

innocently. 
“To pay their respect.” 
Lilia’s expression turned blank. Vladimir realized he had 

assumed too much. 
“The man on the Tribune is our leader, Comrade Stalin. He 

helped Mother and Daddy get out of the fields, far from our 
home. If it were not for him, Mother and Daddy would not have 
the fine jobs we do. He wants everybody to have the same things 
we do. And he wants all the people in the world to speak kindly 
of our motherland. That’s why we have such a powerful army 
with all the soldiers.” 

Lilia got the general sense of what her father said.  Vladimir 
assumed this explanation would suffice. But, as always, Lilia had 
questions. “Why do we need soldiers for people to speak kindly? 
Doesn’t everybody have jobs?” 

As Lilia got older, she would spend hours discussing such 
matters with her father privately. In fact, Vladimir would become 
the primary cause of her unshakeable sense of patriotism. But 
Vladimir also made it abundantly clear to Lilia that political 
discussions in public, however well-intentioned, had to be 
avoided for fear of retribution by the authorities. 

~ 
This particular day, the heavens opened, the rains came, and 

spectators and participants alike got soaked. Still it was a happy 
time, so the  demonstrations  continued.  Finally, when 
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the festivities concluded, a weary Vladimir removed Lilia from 
his shoulders as the crowd began to disburse. 

Lilia again tugged at her father’s pants. 
“What is it now, my child?” 
“Carry me! My feet hurt so. The shoes are very tight.” 

Vladimir, his back already aching, tried to reason with his 
daughter. “My child, it’s a long trip, please be...” 

A determined Lilia interrupted, “Carry me!” 
About that moment, a cart with familiar faces stopped next 

to the Litvyak family. It was Novoslobodskaya Street neighbors 
Maya and Semyon Demidov, carrying decorations from the 
demonstration. 

“Can we offer a ride home?” said Semyon. “There is no 
room on the bench in front, but you can sit near the flags and 
banners! It will be comfortable.” 

Vladimir nodded yes. 
As the cart shook and rattled its way home, Lilia soon found 

herself sitting on the flags and banners in the rear. Thirty 
minutes later the group arrived at their apartment. Vladimir, 
favoring his back, gingerly began walking toward their 
apartment with Lilia. Anna began to laugh rather hysterically. 

“And what is so funny? Your husband, the hunch-back?’ 
“No, no. Not you,” said Anna, pointing at Lilia 

The rain-soaked red flags and banners had dyed Lilia’s 
brand new white coat a bright Communist red. 

~ 
Maya Demidov was the perfect neighbor — initially! 
She and her husband, Semyon, an office clerk in the local 

MGB office (the forerunner of Khrushev’s feared KGB), and 
their three children lived down the hall from Vladimir and Anna 
on Novoslobodskaya Street. While his income was substantially 
less than the dual income Litvyak household, his position did 
provide his family certain perks not available to the general 
public — for example, first-selection foodstuffs and preferential 
treatment at various medical clinics. 

To earn some additional rubles, Maya agreed to act as a part-
time nanny for Lilia while Anna worked at the store. After all, 
she rationalized, “When one already had three small ones, what 
is an additional small one?” 
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In time, Maya’s eight-year-old daughter, Elena, had become 
steadfast friends with Lilia. After school and homework, they 
would spend hours playing games together. The girls had 
become particularly fond of a game called Words, in which one 
child would write down the longest word they knew. The other 
child then tried to make as many words as she could with letters 
from the long word. Each word counted ten points. Each child 
also got chances to write a long word. 

Typically, Lilia, who was a more advanced reader then 
Elena, would write longer words and identify more words with 
a word, thus winning at least 70% of the time. 

“I don’t want to play anymore,” said a frustrated Elena one 
day. “You cheat.” 

“Do not!” 
“Do too!” 
Anna tried to interrupt. “Girls, girls.” 
Maya looked at the words and sided with her daughter. 
“Let us forgive and forget,” said Anna, willing to compromise 

in order to keep the peace. 
“See, your daughter makes a word spelled t-r-a-i-l. There is 

no such word. Only t-r-i-a-l.” 
Anna tried to explain the difference between the two words. 

Maya became incensed and left in a huff. “You cheat like your 
daughter.” 

~ 
Once home, Elena told her father how the neighbors always 

cheat. 
From the Demidovs’ standpoint, the Litvyaks now had two 

strikes against them. First, Anna defended a daughter who 
cheated in children’s games. 

Secondly, the Litvyaks had a larger apartment — one more 
bedroom — despite having fewer children. Sharing one 
bathroom and toilet in turn, one kitchen with several kerosene 
cookers, several kettles and pans, or one stove to cook in turn 
constantly reminded Maya of the inequity. 

In time, she also discovered Lilia’s room contained a 
polished ash wood dresser, while her children’s furniture was 
mostly rough timbers that had a tendency to splinter. 
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Maya asked the building superintendent for a larger 
apartment. “I believe the size of my family and my 
husband’s position should warrant a larger flat.” 

“Comrade, I’m sorry,” said the building manager. 
“You will have to wait like the others. The waiting list is 
several years.” 

Maya seethed with jealousy. 
	


