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Synopsis

As the German Blitzkrieg brings the Soviet Union to
its knees in 1942, a regiment of women aviators flies out at night
in flimsy aircraft without parachutes or radios to harass the
Wehrmacht troops. The Germans call them “Night Witches” and the
best of them is Lilya Drachenko. From the other end of the world,
photojournalist Alex Preston arrives to “get the story” for the
American press and witnesses sacrifice, hardship, and desperate
courage among the Soviet women that is foreign to her. So also are
their politics. While the conservative journalist and the communist
Lilya clash politically, Stalingrad, the most savage battle of the
20th century, brings them together, until enemy capture and the
lethal Russian winter tears them apart again.
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and the other women of the Soviet Air Force who died fighting
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Prologue

August 1943

Airspace over the Ukraine

 


Lilya Drachenko was ferocious when the demon burned
in her. Now, clear-eyed and murderous, it focused her eye on the
German Junkers 88 and let fire. The bomber belched a spray of smoke
and fire and spiraled downward. She careened away, indifferent to
the scream of its descent and the detonation of its crash, and made
a tight loop back. Another Junkers came into view, and within
seconds she had locked onto it. She sensed no sky, no earth, no
world, had not a single thought but the yellow spot at the center
of her cannon sight that trembled along the enemy fuselage. She
fired. Tracer bullets showed her aim was true, and the incandescent
burst confirmed it. She banked to scan for other craft, and then
she saw them.

Messerschmitts. A cloud of them.

She dove precipitously, but she was a second too
late and her Yak-1 jerked with a hit. Smoke filled the cockpit and
she struggled for control as another hit took off her wingtip. She
tried to pull up, to use her momentum to curve back eastward,
toward friendly territory.

She was over woodland now, and the trees rushed up
with terrifying speed. She banked, but one wing struck a branch,
and the force of the blow ripped her out of the cockpit. As she
tumbled between the branches, she felt the agonizing pains that
told her bones were breaking, and when she crashed to the ground,
she lost consciousness.

Moments later, she came to with a pounding head and
blurred vision. Every breath was excruciating, and moving her left
arm caused a jolt of agony. She smelled smoke and panicked; she was
going to burn alive.

But as she peered upward she could make out patches
of green overhead and realized she’d been thrown from the plane.
Before she had time to be grateful, the hazy forms of German
soldiers gathered around her, rifles pointed at her head. In the
last moments of her fading consciousness, the faces of those she’d
failed passed before her: her mother, Katia, Major Raskova, and,
most cruelly, the one she loved. Oh, Alex, she thought. Then
merciful darkness closed in again.


Chapter One

October 12, 1941 (two and a half years earlier)

 


Cold, filthy, and exhausted, Lilya Drachenko hefted
another shovelful of dirt onto the bulwark that would form Moscow’s
outermost ring of defense.

The Germans had overrun their borders and their
airfields, virtually wiped out their air force, bombed and
slaughtered all the way to the outskirts of Moscow.

They were close now, terrifyingly close. When the
wind was right, you could hear the faint sound of artillery in the
distance, and the air raids had been battering the city for weeks.
The foreign embassies, many government offices, and some of the
factories had evacuated toward the east, and the hospitals were
filled to bursting with wounded streaming in from the outlying
areas to the west.

And here she was, a young pilot full of aspirations,
grounded and laboring with the old men and the women of Moscow.

The crunch of her blade slicing into the gritty
subsoil was broken by the harsh voice of a neighbor, a bitter,
broken-toothed old party member who shared their apartment
block.

“What a comedown, eh, Lilya? No more flying around
like a big shot. Now you’re stuck in the dirt with the rest of us.”
She cackled and forced her shovel again into the resistant
ground.

Lilya said nothing, for the accusation had an
element of truth. She simply recalled the last time she flew in the
flying club’s old U-2 biplane. The June day had been bright and
clear, and the land below heartbreakingly beautiful with patches of
cultivated land broken by woodlands. She’d flown low, following the
deep S curve of the Moscow river, with the Kremlin jutting
from the top of the lower curve like a bauble on a swan’s breast.
Rodina, the Motherland, she’d murmured, and could have
wept.

The next day, Germany had invaded and all flights
were grounded. All the male pilots had been pressed into military
service and the women assigned to fortifications. And by
fortifications, they meant dirt.

A whistle sounded. “All stop, comrades,” the foreman
said. “Come on, there’s tea in the workers’ hall.”

Gratefully, she laid her shovel next to the others
and climbed from the pit, brushing the damp soil from her overalls.
How futile it seemed, like the anti-tank obstacles on the main
streets, pathetic blockage to the invasion.

A central stove warmed the hall, and two enormous
and slightly battered samovars fueled by charcoal stood at opposite
ends of the room. She lined up with the others, receiving a speck
of rationed sugar and a shot of syrupy black tea, then filled her
tin cup from the samovar with hot water to dilute it. At the end of
the table she helped herself to one of the slices of larded black
bread.

The murmur in the room became subdued as the foreman
switched on the radio to the All Union First Programme. Patriotic
songs floated over their heads for a while, until an announcer
spoke and the murmur died down.

The war news was brief, all of it bad. Many
references to courage but no mention of the word retreat,
though that was all the Red Army could do. Lilya paid little
attention until the announcer said the magic name, and Marina
Raskova began to speak.

Marina Raskova, heroine of the Russian skies.
Everyone in the hall knew her from her magnificent achievement in
1938 of flying the width of the Soviet Union, breaking all records.
Lilya stood up and approached the speaker box, watching it as if it
contained the woman herself.

 


Comrades, I speak to you all, bravely struggling for
our Motherland. You know of the heroic men who are fighting at the
front every hour of every day. We women struggle, too. Soviet
women, the hundreds of thousands of drivers, tractor operators, and
munitions workers, who are ready at any moment to sit down in a
combat machine and plunge into battle. Today, on the initiative of
Comrade Stalin, the State Committee for Defense has authorized me
to form air regiments, of women who know how to fly, navigate, or
service airplanes, and those who want to learn. And so we call upon
you, our sisters and our daughters, to take up this task and to
enter the battle directly with our men. Dear sisters, the hour has
come for harsh retribution. Send your name and qualifications to
the Ministry of Defense attention Marina Raskova, and I promise you
that I shall read every one of your messages personally.

Thank you.

 


A minute of crackling followed and the grim news
report resumed.

Lilya continued staring at the speaker in a silent
dialogue with herself. Did she qualify? As a flight instructor she
surely must. Were there enough aircraft for training all the new
recruits? German bombers had, after all, destroyed squadron after
squadron on the western airfields. But if Comrade Stalin had
suggested the regiments, perhaps they would build new ones. Would
her mother allow it? Probably not, but she’d find ways around that.
She set her doubts aside and concentrated on the details.

Good writing paper. Yes, she could get some from the
flight school. Scarcely looking where she walked, she stumbled back
to her post. As she took up her shovel, she formulated what she
would write, and by the end of the duty shift, she had composed the
entire letter.


Chapter Two

December 7, 1941

New York, Office of Century Magazine

 


Alex Preston hated working on a Sunday, but she had
a deadline, and she hadn’t been able to develop her photos of the
steel factories until that morning. Arriving at two in the
afternoon, she passed her editor, George Mankowitz, leaning back in
his desk chair and listening to the baseball game. Through the open
door, she could hear the hissing of the crowd and the high-pitched
sing-song voice of the sportscaster. Giants vs. Dodgers, she
recalled, but she didn’t give a damn who won.

She reached her desk and had barely opened her
briefcase and taken out the folder of photographs when someone at
the tickertape machine called out, “Holy Christ!”

“What? What is it?” She was less annoyed at the
profanity than by the interruption of her train of thought.

“The Japs. They’re bombing our base in Hawaii. It’s
going on right now.” He held up the tickertape as if she could
decipher it from across the room.

“What?” She rushed to his side to read it herself.
At that moment, Mankowitz appeared in the doorway of his office.
“Listen to this!” He waved them all toward him, and Alex filed with
the others into his office.

 


This is WOR radio reporting. We repeat, Washington
has confirmed that the naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii is under
assault by the Japanese. The attack, which began at 7:55 local
time, includes Pearl Harbor, as well as the Hickam, Wheeler, Ford
Island, Ewa Field, and Kaneohe air stations, and reports are coming
in that it is still in progress.

The staff stood quietly throughout the broadcast.
Someone said, “This means war, of course.” Another grumbled, “The
Japs are gonna regret that.”

When the report was finished and the others filed
out, Alex stayed, deep in thought. What a horror, to have to listen
helplessly as American ships were sunk and American men were
dying.

“George, let me go and take pictures,” she said. “I
can fly out tomorrow morning. You know I can get you great
shots.”

He shook his head. “You’re the best photographer
we’ve got. You have the prizes to show for it, but this is out of
the question. For starters, they’re not going to let civilians fly
there.” He drew a pack of Pall Malls from inside his jacket and
tapped the open end against his fingers to extract one of the
cigarettes.

“How do you know that?”

He fumbled in his jacket pocket until he came up
with a sleek black cigarette filter and pressed the cigarette into
one end of it. From yet another pocket he brought out a lighter and
ignited the tip, sucking in a lungful of smoke. “I’m no expert in
national security,” he said, the words coming out of his mouth
embedded in smoke. “But I’m betting the navy won’t want the world
to know how much damage there was, or to what ships. That’s all
strategic information now. The military’s going to scrutinize every
photo—down to specific weapons that appear and soldiers’ ranks and
insignias—so enemy intelligence can’t use the data.”

She ran a hand through her hair, flattened by her
hat. “I’m sure you’re right. It’s the start of the war. But damn.
I’ll be stuck here photographing steel factories, unless they’re
making war material, and that’ll be off limits, too. Crap.” She
dropped down, sullen, onto one of his office chairs.

“What do you think of going to Russia?” He puffed
again on his cigarette, gripping the ebony filter in his clenched
teeth like FDR.

“Russia? Whatever for? I know the Germans are
crawling all over Russia, and Stalin has his back against the wall.
But what do we care about the Reds?”

“When we enter the war, which is inevitable now, the
Russkies are going to be our allies. We’re already sending them
tons of munitions and supplies.”

Alex grimaced. “Allies. With Communists. What a
mess, eh?”

“Not a mess, an opportunity. You know as well as I
do how much the Russians depend on Roosevelt’s Lend-Lease program.
They lost most of their rolling stock in the Blitz, and they
wouldn’t have any railroad at all if the US wasn’t shipping them
locomotives and railcars. A lot of their planes and trucks are
coming from us now, too. There’s a great story there, one that begs
for photos, and no one has any yet.”

“I suppose so, but damn. I don’t want to go
to Russia. My parents fled the Communists in 1918 and would turn
over in their graves if they knew I was headed back there.”

“Your Russian background’s exactly the reason I’m
sending you. You’re the only person on the staff who speaks
Russian. Don’t worry about Pearl Harbor. Everyone and his brother’s
going to be fighting with the censors to get the story. Meanwhile,
you’ll be getting us a scoop on Stalin and the Eastern Front.
Consider it the chance of a lifetime.”

Alex let out a long breath of surrender. “Stalin.
Eastern Front. Crap. So when do I leave?”

“We’ll need a few weeks to get you a visa and press
pass, and to set up travel. You have plenty of time to collect the
things you’ll need and enjoy the holidays. When the time comes,
I’ll have Sally book you a flight to Hvalfjord, Iceland.”

“Iceland? How does Iceland come into it?”

“That’s where the arctic convoys start. From
Hvalfjord you’ll go to Murmansk or Archangelsk and then train to
Moscow.”

She protested weakly. “You said they had no
trains.”

“I said they stopped building them. They have
our trains now, with at least one line running to Moscow.
You’ll do fine.”

“Jesus, George. You had this all planned, didn’t
you?”

He shrugged. “That’s how you get ahead of the game.”
He edged her toward the door.

She stood in the open doorway for a moment. “Just
how long is this little jaunt going to take?”

“Couple of months. Depends on how long the war
lasts. You’ll be home in time to enjoy a New York summer.”

In a daze, Alex took the elevator down to the lobby
of the Manhattan skyscraper. Stepping through the revolving door,
she pulled up the collar of her coat and bent into the wind blowing
up Broadway. She thought first about Pearl Harbor, the men who were
dying, and the many more who were going to die when the United
States entered the conflict. Would things change at home, with
rationing or an accelerated draft? Well, that needn’t concern her
much longer; she wouldn’t be here. She’d be in bloody Russia.

She headed downtown on Broadway, gazing at the
streets lit and ornamented for Christmas. On two corners of
Broadway and 42nd Street, little red Salvation Army buckets hung
from tripods tended by men in shabby Santa Claus costumes.
Obviously word of Pearl Harbor hadn’t reached the street yet.

Winter in Russia—that would require some planning.
She’d definitely need to buy a thick wool parka. A fur hat and
heavy wool scarf, too, and she’d charge them to Century
magazine. She also fancied the blue polka-dot scarf in silk on
display in Macy’s window.

With a vigorous tug, she yanked open the
department-store door, and a wall of warm air enveloped her.

*

How pathetic Terry’s penis looked as he snored next
to her. Come to think of it, that part of Terry left her cold at
the best of times. Fortunately, his extraordinary talent in the
oral department had kept their relationship going. He played her
“little place” well, while she closed her eyes and imagined Esther
Williams, Ava Gardner, Rita Hayworth, or Marlene Dietrich, naked
and rubbing deliciously against her. Poor guy. If it weren’t for
that penis and the conspicuous lack of breasts, he’d have made a
great lesbian.

He snorted once and then jerked to wakefulness. “Oh,
sorry. Must’ve dozed off.” He slid himself up to lean against the
bedstead and scratched a hirsute chest. “A shame this is going to
be our last time for a while.” He grabbed his pack of Chesterfields
and lit one, blowing smoke out of the side of his mouth, looking
like Errol Flynn in a cigarette ad.

“I’m sure you’ll find lots of girls while I’m
gone.”

“In my business, it’s not so easy to meet girls.” He
took another drag on his cigarette. “Strategic Services is in such
a tizzy about spies, they want to know everything about my
contacts.” He pinched her shoulder playfully. “You have no idea the
ruckus you caused when my boss found out your real name was
Aleksandra Vasil’evna Petrovna.”

“Terry, you know that’s ancient history, and that
they changed my name at Ellis Island. I was just a kid. I’m as
loyal an American as you are. Russia may be our ally now, but I
hate the Communists.”

“No one’s questioning your loyalty, Alex. But we
were talking about me meeting other women, and if I hope to rise in
the ranks, I have to keep my face clean. So to speak.” He scratched
his upper lip.

“So what exactly will you be doing while you’re
keeping your face away from ladies’ wet places?”

“Protecting America’s shores. Moving secret people
in and out of dangerous places. Catching bad guys. Secretly.” He
took another puff and tilted his head to exhale smoke upward like a
chimney.

“Good man. Try to catch a few of them on my route to
Russia so I make it to Moscow alive.”

“Roger, will do.” He stubbed his cigarette out in
the glass ashtray and looked at his watch. “Someone’s supposed to
pick me up right about now, but I think I can squeeze in another
fifteen minutes. What do you say?” He leaned sideways and slid his
hand over her breast.

She gently nudged him away. “Sorry, old boy. It’s
late and I have to go to work early tomorrow. Put your pants on
now, and go save America. Secretly.”

He obeyed, grumbling, drawing on his boxers and
trousers, tucking in his shirt while she rose and pulled on a
bathrobe to walk him to the living room.

At the door to the corridor, he took his trench coat
from the coat rack, popped his fedora on his head, and gave her a
peck on the cheek. “Bye, sweetheart. Promise me not to go to bed
with any Russian men. I hear they’re brutes.”

“Promise,” she said with sincerity, and closed the
door behind him.

Bored, and not yet sleepy, she wandered over to the
window. The morning’s snow had turned to slush, as it always did in
Manhattan, and 112th Street at night looked positively dreary.
Idly, she peered down at the sidewalk as Terry exited the building.
A woman, gray-haired and portly in a heavy winter coat, stood by a
car and returned to the driver’s side as he climbed in. Then they
pulled away from her building.

Hell of a secretary, to pick up her boss at midnight
from his girlfriend’s house. Obviously the Office of Strategic
Services had a larger budget than Century magazine.

She showered and returned to her bed to read another
chapter in her detective novel. Then she flicked off the light and
fell asleep within minutes. She dreamt, bizarrely, of Russian
soldiers sitting around a fire, and one of them was her father in a
Tsarist uniform.


Chapter Three

October 15, 1941

 


Lilya shifted her pack higher on her shoulders and
tried to avoid stumbling on the blacked-out Moscow street. She had
passed the tests and interviews for the women volunteers and had
thought the final transport to the training school would be more
joyful. But the dark forms of Muscovites all around her fleeing the
city produced an atmosphere of mute terror. An air raid had struck
just that evening, leaving a shell hole on Red Square, as if to
underline the mortal danger that menaced them. Everyone was rushing
to escape, in near panic.

Next to her and several inches taller, Ekaterina
Budanova cursed as she tripped and then caught herself. “It’s this
damned uniform they’ve issued me. The pants drag on the
ground.”

“I know. Mine’s just as bad. We’ll just have to cut
them down to fit. Don’t you know how to sew?”

“No. I only know how to fly. Besides…Ooof—” A bulky
black form stumbled against her. “Oh, sorry,” a young woman said.
“I’m not used to the crowds, and I don’t know where I’m going. Is
this the way to the Belorussia Railway Station?”

“Oh, yes,” Lilya said. “That’s where half of Moscow
has been running since the air raids started. Are you trying to
evacuate to the east like all the rest?”

“No, not in that sense. I’m going to flight school
with Marina Raskova. If I can find the right train.”

“Well, we’re going, too. I’m Lilya Drachenko and
this is my friend Ekaterina, um, Katia.” She held out a hand,
realizing a moment later that the gesture was invisible in the
darkness. It brushed against the woman’s coat and she took hold of
it, shaking it vigorously.

“Inna Portnikova, pleased to meet you. You’re right.
The crowd’s getting dense and obviously moving in one direction.
Let’s try to stick together.” She linked arms with Lilya, and the
three of them plowed forward shoulder to shoulder.

Near the station, she could make out the outline of
its two towers, black against the lighter cloud-filled sky. With
the station in sight, the crowd was more aggressive. The stream of
evacuees shoved and jostled them through the great archway into the
main station. In the sudden light, she could now see families with
enormous bundles dragging along toddlers, schoolchildren, old
people. Was this what the death of a city looked like?

They stopped as they reached the overhead departure
panel. It listed tracks and train destinations but no departure
times. All three stood, momentarily at a loss.

At that moment, Lilya caught sight of a woman in an
air force uniform facing away from them. She approached her and
tapped timidly on her arm.

“Excuse me, please, Comrade Colonel,” she said, and
the woman turned to face her. Shocked, Lilya took a step back. It
was Marina Raskova, Heroine of the Soviet Union, whose face was
known to every person who flew, and to millions who didn’t.

Raskova chuckled. “Not a colonel, my dear, just a
major. I suppose you’re looking for our train. It’s over there on
track eight. We have the last five railcars.” With a pat on Lilya’s
shoulder, Raskova turned away and directed her attention to the
entryway, apparently on the watch for more of her charges.

Lilya, Katia, and Inna elbowed their way through the
murmuring crowd toward track eight, where a long freight train
waited. Uniformed men stood guard at the entry doors.

Lilya held out her identification papers. “We’re new
recruits. Major Raskova sent us over here.”

“Very good, move along.” The guard seized her by the
upper arm, shoving her up a gangplank into the last car. She stood
for a minute, to get her bearings, until Katia and Inna nudged her
from behind.

The car was fairly full, with some twenty other
women sitting with their knees drawn up on bedrolls or straw
mattresses. Wire had been strung along the entire wall of the
freight car, and naked bulbs hung at intervals. They were unlit,
but presumably would illuminate once the train was underway. A
stove, currently cold, had been anchored to the floor on a metal
plate at the center of the car. Next to it, a bucket held a supply
of coal.

Scattered amid the women were some still-unoccupied
bedrolls, and they claimed three that were together. Another scan
of the murky interior revealed the corner partitioned by a curtain.
Lilya assumed it covered the hole over the tracks that would
function as their toilet. She hoped people wouldn’t use it too
frequently while they were stopped in the station.

It was a relief to be part of something purposeful,
rather than flailing about like the people in the train station,
struggling for space on one of the trains. Inside the women’s car,
the roar of the anxious and aggressive crowd was muted.

Once settled in, Lilya glanced around at the other
recruits, many of whom she’d met during the interview days. Some of
the women near the door had removed their military shirts or
trousers and, wrapped in a blanket, had begun to sew on them by the
light of the station. Others were simply curled up on their
pallets, talking. She chatted with the others, getting to know
them, then dozed lightly in the close warm air of the car. Finally,
in the third hour, a figure appeared in the entryway.

“Good evening, comrades,” Marina Raskova said in a
voice that was at once authoritative and congenial. “You’ll be glad
to know that we have clearance to leave so I can tell you that our
destination is Engels airfield and training school. It’s not far
south of us on the Volga, but the whole country is mobilized, and
we have very low priority. We’ll have to stand aside and surrender
the tracks to trains moving west with troops and supplies and those
moving east with factory equipment and workers. I suggest you
occupy yourselves learning military regulations and the mechanics
of your planes. If you brought sewing materials, it might also be a
good time to cut your uniforms down to size so they’ll fit when you
arrive.”

“What about our boots?” someone asked. “They’re
gigantic.”

“I’m sorry, we can’t do much about those. You could
try doubling your foot cloths. That will keep you warmer, too.”

“What will we do about food?” Inna ventured.

“I’ve arranged for a few crates of herring and some
bread to be distributed. And there should be enough tea. We’re
hoping the trip won’t last longer than three or four days. You were
all issued long wool underwear, and I suggest you get into them.
You have a stove, but the coal ration is limited so you’d best save
it for nighttime.”

Raising a hand, she said, “Welcome to the air
force,” and turned back out of the train car onto the platform.

*

“Unngh, what day is this?” Katia mumbled as she
awoke, her contralto voice even lower than usual. She sat up and
ran a hand through her hair. “I can’t remember. Five? Six?
Twenty-seven? Days and nights are all the same.” She rubbed her
face. “Uff! Is there any bread left?”

Inna already knelt by the stove, shoveling in the
last of the coal, though the heat scarcely reached the far ends of
the railcar. “No, nothing left. But we’ve got hot water and a
little bit of tea. I’ll make us some. If only we had some
sugar.”

“Sugar? What’s sugar?” One of the women close by
groused. “I’ve forgotten what it tastes like.”

“Anyone know where we are?” Lilya looked around at
the other faces, puffy and unwashed.

“On another siding someplace,” Inna said. “I went
outside to pee instead of using the privy, but no one was
about.”

At that moment, the steel door slid open with a dull
metallic screech and Marina Raskova appeared again. She looked
weary herself, with dark rings around her eyes, though her hair was
still immaculately parted in the middle and held in a tight knot at
her neck.

“How’s everyone doing?” she asked. Her cheerfulness
seemed strained, but Lilya appreciated the effort.

Katia spoke up in her distinctive low voice. “We’re
all fine, I think, but we’re out of food. We’re hoping—”

“Of course you are. I understand. Unfortunately, we
have no provisions left. But take heart, comrades. We’re close to
Engels, and with any luck, we’ll arrive tonight.”

*

The promise of “tonight” was fulfilled, though they
arrived at three in the morning at the Engels station. Tying their
bedrolls over their rucksacks, they clambered out into the shock of
cold and fog. Like Moscow, the town of Engels was in blackout, so,
exhausted, they marched with their ponderous packs behind their
leader like shades in the underworld.

Men from the school met them carrying blue-tinted
flashlights and guided them to a massive hall. “It’s the barracks’
gymnasium,” the guide informed them. “The men gave it up so you
could have it as a dormitory.”

Lilya glanced around at the sea of bunk beds, in
rows along the walls and down the center. Bare bulbs hung on long
cords from the ceiling, giving the entire space the look of a
warehouse. She marched in line to her assigned bunk and hefted her
pack and bedroll onto one end before dropping down on it with a
long exhalation. Katia and Inna, she noted, had bunks close by.

Forcing wakefulness, she sat up and rummaged through
her rucksack for a few personal items. She would arrange her field
kit and extra clothing in the morning and stow them in the wooden
lockers beneath the bunk beds.

She peered toward the far end of the hall where
signs indicated the toilets. But a long line of women was already
waiting. She had relieved herself in the train only two hours
before, and her teeth could go a night without cleaning, she
decided. Grainy eyed, she undressed and drew on her woolen shirt
and trousers, then slipped under the blanket. In spite of the buzz
of the multitude of other women, she fell asleep in minutes.

*

An overhead buzzer roused her from sleep, and she
rose automatically from the bunk to stand before it, like everyone
else. Rubbing her face, she turned her attention toward the
platform at the end of the hall. On the gymnasium wall hung an
enormous red banner with the hammer and sickle, and next to it, a
portrait of Josef Stalin looking powerful and avuncular. Marina
Raskova stood in front of it with a microphone.

“Good morning, comrades. We have allowed you to
sleep a bit past the usual hour since we arrived so late. But this
is the last time you’ll have this luxury. Starting now, you have
half an hour to stow your belongings in the lockers below your beds
and dress for morning report. At nine o’clock you will fall in at
the parade ground for roll call. Your first duty will be to receive
your metal identification tags, instruction manuals, training
equipment, and a haircut.”

Lilya heard an audible gasp at the last word.

“Then, and only then, will you march to the mess
hall for breakfast. That will be all.” With that, the commander
stepped off the platform and exited the hall.

“So it begins,” Lilya said to no one in particular
and then emptied her rucksack of its contents onto her bunk.

She set the military items on one side: mess kit,
flashlight, thick ushanka cap, first-aid kit, regulation
underwear and footcloths. The smaller pile consisted of her
personal items: a hairbrush, tin of tooth powder, block of prized
pine soap, tiny mirror, photo of her mother, and her precious
bottle of peroxide.

She took her place in line for the toilet, and then,
standing at the long trough that served as a communal sink, she did
a cursory wash of body and teeth. When the buzzer sounded at nine
exactly, she and all the other women lined up in the yard outside
the gymnasium in the same order as they had marched in from the
station.

The October air was frigid. The wind reddened their
faces and turned their breath to steam. Off in the distance Lilya
could see the airfield laid out on a bare, windswept plain. Not a
single tree in sight, and no hill to block the wind.

After roll call, they filed into the regimental
barbershop where long rows of chairs had been set up. A man stood
behind each one with a pair of scissors. While Lilya waited her
turn, women passed her anxiously feeling their bare necks. A few
were sniveling at the loss of their girlish curls, which she found
a bit foolish.

To her surprise they had all suddenly turned into
beautiful boys, with soft eyes and girlish lips, and she felt a
strange, disorienting attraction to them. It seemed wise to keep it
to herself.


Chapter Four

January 8, 1942

 


As Alex stepped off the military transport plane in
Hvalfjord, Iceland, she couldn’t help but swagger just a little.
The Soviet government had granted her a visa, and George had
arranged with the US Air Force to accredit her as a war
correspondent with the rank of lieutenant. The photo on her press
pass was atrocious, but she quite liked her uniform of a green wool
blouse and slacks. Even the weight of the heavy winter parka she
wore didn’t detract from her élan as she strode into the
terminal.

She collected her luggage and then realized she had
no idea how to get to her ship or even how to find it. All she knew
was the name Larranga. Fortunately, a man in a white uniform
approached her and touched the bill of his hat.

“Good afternoon, Miss Preston.” He shook her hand.
“I’m Charles Murdaugh, radio operator of the Larranga. The
crew calls me Sparks. The captain asked me to meet you and escort
you aboard.”

Pale and lanky, with rather sparse hair, he didn’t
fit any of her images of sea-faring men, but she was happy to find
someone who knew where to go.

“She’s no beauty, but she’ll get us there,” he said.
Taking up her suitcases, he guided her outside the terminal to an
open jeep and loaded her luggage into the back. The mud-covered
vehicle was no beauty either, she noted as she climbed in next to
him.

“It’s one of eight merchant ships in the convoy, the
only American one. We’ll also be escorted by various armed
vessels.” He started the motor and headed out from the terminal
onto a road busy with trucks. In less than twenty minutes they were
at the dock and she studied the vessel that would be her home for
about two weeks. It was not an uplifting sight. A long, low
freighter, with a superstructure at the center, it had obviously
seen better days.

He unloaded her two suitcases and they started up
the gangplank. On board, rough-looking seamen were loading crates
and what appeared to be engines into the hold. She glanced toward
the bow where others were just securing a fighter plane with a tarp
and cables and made a note to photograph it once she’d settled
in.

“I’ll take you to your quarters, but then I’m afraid
I have to go to work,” Murdaugh said. He led her along the
passageway and down a narrow ladder to the first level below decks.
“This is deck number one. You’re on the port side,” He walked ahead
of her tapping on each hatchway.

“The compartments are numbered fore to aft, and
yours is number three. The head is at the end of the passageway,
and the mess deck is below decks on number two.” He set down her
luggage and opened the hatchway into a tiny compartment with two
steel-framed berths, one above the other. Thank God the porthole
was above the water line.

“We’re scheduled to embark at sixteen hundred, but I
have to be at my post an hour before. If you need anything, you can
ask one of the seamen.”

“Thank you, Mr. Murdaugh. Uh, sixteen hundred,
that’s four p.m., isn’t it?”

“Sparks will do fine. And yes, ma’am. Four p.m.”

After he left, she studied the steel bulkheads that
would be her home for ten to fourteen days, and they were anything
but cozy. Well, she wasn’t on vacation, and the important thing was
to arrive safe in Archangelsk. She wondered if it was as nice as
its name.

*

Damn. She’d forgotten about the twenty-hour nights.
To avoid being seen by enemy aircraft, the ships traveled in total
darkness, navigating by compass and asdic alone. But imagining the
entire convoy creeping like blind phantoms through the pitch-black
waters gave her the creeps.

Once or twice during the very short days she
ventured outside the quarterdeck thinking to snap a few photos and
was astonished. Away from the harbor, the full arctic cold struck
them, and every surface touched by the ocean spray turned to ice.
She anchored herself near the hatchway to her compartment and
stared, hypnotized, at the spectacle of the nearby ships. Covered,
like the Larranga, in sparkling frost they caught the
sunlight and dazzled like fairy vessels. It was impossible to
associate the majestic scene with warfare.

At night, and it was almost always night, the sight
was more ominous, as they sailed like ghosts over the heaving black
water. Already on the third day the wind and spray became too
violent, and she retreated to her compartment. She filled the time
with cleaning and preparing her cameras, two small Rolleiflexes and
a large 5 x 7 Corona View with accordion bellows.

She’d resigned herself to a week of boredom, but on
the fourth day, an alarming increase in the pitch and roll of the
ship awakened her. She dressed, climbed the ladder to the open
deck, and regretted it immediately. With each mountainous wave the
bow of the ship shot up high out of the water, hovered for an
instant, and then slammed down again into the trough. The impact
caused water to shoot up on both sides and wash over the bow, which
seemed to strain upward once again out of the froth to repeat the
violent cycle. The passageway was awash, and the seamen on deck
duty had to grip the railing to avoid being swept overboard.

She could hear nothing but the shrieking wind that
rendered speech impossible. The sound was reduced but not
eliminated when she pulled the hatch shut again and retreated
below. She huddled, anxious, in her compartment, wondering which
was worse, to be washed off the deck into the frigid water or to
drown trapped in her compartment.

By the next day, the gale had subsided, and she went
topside to take a few photographs. When she opened the hatchway to
the quarterdeck, she was stunned. Every surface was covered in a
thick layer of ice. At the ship’s prow, the fighter plane was also
encased, as if in glass, and glittered with the reflected light of
the rising sun just in front of them. With its nose pointed
forward, it was like a ship’s figurehead in crystal, and it made
the rusty old merchant ship seem noble, their mission heroic.

“Be careful, miss,” someone said behind her. “It’s
slippery, and if you fall overboard, we can’t stop and fish you
out.” She turned at the touch on her elbow.

“Oh, Mr. Murdaugh, uh…Sparks. I was just enjoying
this…vision. Is that what we’re carrying? Airplane parts?”

“Yes, parts, and fuel, and several dismantled
planes. The Russian Air Force is apparently desperately in need of
aircraft.”

He blew into his hands. “The ice happens on every
trip. During the night, the spray collects on the metal and
freezes. It makes us top-heavy so the men have to break it up, and
unfortunately, you’re in the way.”

She edged back toward the hatch as four seamen
brushed past her with axes and bats and began to smash the slippery
crust around the railings and stanchions. Ice broke off into shards
and chips, and the men shoveled them over the side, where they
floated alongside the countless other ice chunks of the Arctic
Ocean.

Murdaugh guided her back down the ladder to the
lower deck. It was difficult to manage the frozen metal steps while
being thrown about by the pitching vessel, but she’d learned to
anchor herself at every point.

She arrived gratefully at the door of her berth,
when she heard a deafening roar, and a shuddering of the ship threw
her to the deck of the passageway. A second later an alarm bell
rang through the intercom, followed by “General Quarters. General
Quarters. This is not a drill. This is not a drill. Man all battle
stations!”

Had a bomb or torpedo struck them? She lurched into
her compartment and cowered on her berth. A tiny voice in her head
lamented not being able to photograph whatever it was, but the
louder voice begged for it to go away.

When she peered through the tiny porthole on her
outer bulkhead, all she saw was smoke. But no further detonation
occurred, and her compartment didn’t flood. The roar of distant
guns told her the battle was elsewhere.

After what seemed like an hour, the call came.
“Stand down from General Quarters. All Clear. Stand down.”
Curiosity overcame her fear of the unknown outside, and, grabbing
her smallest camera, she climbed the ladder to the quarterdeck.

The two men were still at the deck guns peering at
the sky, and two others stood on the stern over the unused depth
charges, but most of the crew stood at the port side railing
staring somberly out at the sea.

Some thousand yards away, one of the other merchant
ships was sinking. Its prow bobbed at the surface for several
minutes as if taking a last breath and then disappeared under the
icy water. Lifeboats were already dispatched to pick up the
survivors, but they came back empty. The hundreds of men floating
in the frigid water were all dead, and no one bothered to collect
them. Nauseous, she snapped a few photographs, though she was
pretty sure the War Department wouldn’t let the magazine run
them.

When the lifeboats were drawn up and stowed in their
davits, the announcement came, “Full speed ahead,” as if nothing
had happened.

“Come back inside, miss.” It was Sparks. She shook
her head and gripped the railing, stunned by what she had seen and
the apparent callousness of the crew. “Does that happen on every
convoy?” she asked.

“Sometimes not, sometimes it’s worse. I’ve only been
on four.”

“It’s…it’s awful.” It seemed a very banal word for
what she felt. “How can you stand it?”

He stared with her at the churning water where the
ship had gone down. “You don’t, really. You just get a little more
dead inside each time. Every man here is glad it wasn’t him, but
nobody says so. Even if we win the war, no one who signed up for
this job is going to have a happy ending. No sailing into the
sunset for any of us.” He turned away, leaving her at the
railing.

The two fatalities of war, she brooded. The death of
human beings and the death of the spirit. Would the war break her
that way, too?

*

Finally, the Larranga docked. A team of
Russian stevedores came on board, and while the American seamen
continued to chip a pathway through the layer of ice around the
vehicles on deck, the Russians brought lines into place to lift out
the cargo from the holds.

The radio operator helped her carry her luggage down
the gangplank to the dock and tapped one finger to the brim of his
cap as a sort of salute. “Good luck, Miss Preston. I hope things go
better for you than they did on the trip.”

“Thanks for the thought, Sparks. Have a safe trip
back.” She turned away and stood for a moment, getting her
bearings, smelling the disagreeable harbor odor of soot and diesel
oil, then hefted her suitcases and staggered toward the reception
terminal. After displaying the relevant documents and receiving a
stamp on her visa, she staggered with all her luggage outside the
terminal and considered how to proceed.

When she grasped the obvious solution, she all but
slapped herself on the forehead. On the snow and ice-covered ground
in front of her, everyone carried their loads on runners. She
approached an elderly man who was just unloading bundles of wool
onto a truck from a child’s sled. When he’d finished, she offered
him a sum that would have presumably paid for several such
objects.

He wrinkled his face in surprise at the offer, then
appeared to grasp the extent of her need and doubled the amount.
She agreed and took the sled rope with one hand while pressing the
ruble notes onto his glove with the other, then pivoted around
before he could change his mind.

The sled proved its worth once she’d loaded her bags
onto it, and it slid smoothly along until she located a horse-drawn
cart and driver and negotiated a ride to the train station on the
eastern edge of town.

On the long ride, she gazed around at Archangelsk
and found it disappointing. The name had always evoked images of a
shimmering sunlit city, somehow touched by angelic forces. Perhaps
in peacetime its fields, wide streets, and low wooden houses had
seemed blessed by the nearby forests and the fresh air of the White
Sea. But war had made it shabby; the ongoing traffic of trucks,
tanks, and assorted combat vehicles moving from the harbor inland
had both clogged and pitted its streets.

At the buzzing of their engines, she glanced up to
see two planes passing overhead toward the harbor. They swooped low
and dropped their loads, though she couldn’t see if they struck
their targets. Then she heard the metallic scream and detonation as
they were shot down by flak. Had the Larranga been hit? She
thought again of the ship she’d watched sink in the arctic waters
and of the white bodies floating toward them. Her first sight of
death. Sparks’s words came back to her, that every horror you saw
or heard made you a little more dead inside. She shook off the
thought and moved on, as the convoy had done.

At the Yaroslavl-Moskowsky railway station, she
climbed from the wagon, loaded her luggage once again onto the
sled, and towed it to the entryway. Inside, she elbowed her way
into the crowd and studied the posted departure schedule.

To her relief, one more train was leaving for Moscow
that day, in two hours. She purchased a ticket and directed her
attention to food. Fortunately, bread was available from a
state-owned shop inside the station. It was gritty and tasted of
sawdust, but she made herself eat it and wondered if it was a
preview of her new diet.

She boarded the train at four in the afternoon,
though the winter sky was already pitch-black. The train was
packed, and she managed to move forward only by shoving the heavy
suitcases in front of her. She held the child’s sled under her arm,
and when the crowd ahead of her would move no farther, she found
she had at least achieved a space by a window. She made herself
comfortable sitting on her suitcase and placed the sled in front of
her knees.

The chatter of the people around her and the
clackety clack of the train wheels blended into a soothing
white noise, and in the warmth of the train corridor, she became
drowsy. She pulled her woolen air-force cap down over her forehead
and leaned her head against the window. She dozed, woke, and dozed
again, repeatedly.

Twenty-eight hours, and four agonizing trips to the
filthy train toilet later, she watched as the train pulled into
Yaroslavsky Station, Moscow. Dull-witted, hungry, and stiff
she stepped down from the car with all her luggage. She hoped
living in Moscow would be easier than getting there.

*

The Hotel Metropole was within sight of the Kremlin,
so all she had to do was find a tram that she could struggle onto
with her sled and luggage. She accomplished that too, and finally,
there it was. Red Square.

She knew from news reports that the German advance
had stopped just short of Moscow and that the Russians had even
mounted a counter-offense, but when she stepped off the tram, it
wasn’t at all what she’d imagined.

All the famous buildings were camouflaged. The walls
of the Kremlin were painted to resemble a row of low houses, while
Lenin’s tomb had been made up to look like a village cottage. A
strange zigzag pattern was painted the length of the main street,
and it took her a moment to realize it was supposed to look like
housetops when seen from above.

The golden domes of the Kremlin churches, which
would otherwise have been highly
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