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			For the women’s human rights defenders all over the world. Thank you for refusing to stand down, for refusing to shut up, and for refusing to surrender.

			And, as always, for my children—my Chinese-Korean-American children—who have shown me what it means to love like a mom. I would not have been able to write this book without that gift.
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					The army of North Korea (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea), the Korean People’s Army (KPA), is assisted by the People’s Republic of China’s People’s Volunteer Army (PVA) and supported by the Soviet Union.

					The army of South Korea (Republic of Korea), the Republic of Korea Army (ROKA), is assisted by the United Nations Command (UNC), led by the United States of America.
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				Touchdown

			
			August 12, 2019

			Seoul is unrecognizable.

			I press my forehead against the plane’s window, my breath fogging the view of this flamboyant metropolis. It is silver, with bridges that leap over rivers and roads that whip into mountains, claiming a horizon that was once viridescent. A few years ago, NASA shared an image of the Korean peninsula from space, its southern half flaring with light while the north lay engulfed in darkness. Though I have seen that iconic photo, I am still unprepared to be here.

			My son’s fingers graze my hand. “Are you okay, Mom?”

			A deluge of emotions converge within me, and I cannot tell what I feel, only that it is overwhelming.

			“Do you want some water?” he asks, raising his voice and enunciating each word. “Wah-ter?”

			This is our first plane ride together, and he believes that he is my chaperone. Though he has his own years mapped in the wrinkles across his face, I don’t want to speak until I am steady. Children get upset when they see their parents cry, no matter how old they are.

			I wait for the ache in my throat to go away, but the immensity of everything that I’ve never told him hardens that knot. While I’ve known my son for his whole life, he has known me for only part of mine. He tells people that I am terrified of flying, but seventy years ago I was traipsing around airfields with my typewriter tucked under my arm, begging pilots to take me to the front lines. Back then, I was a correspondent for the Global Tribune.

			I have seen Seoul from the sky at least a hundred times.

			I don’t talk much about the war, but since then, I have tried my best to live well. The fear of disappointing her has held me hostage.

			A tone dings as the Fasten Seat Belt sign comes on.

			“Mom?” My son shakes my arm with urgency.

			We are about to touch down.
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				Home by Christmas

			
			“Recently catastrophic events in the Far East suggest strongly that…we are on the brink of, if not already involved in, World War III…”

			—Lt. Gen. Albert C. Wedemeyer, San Francisco, November 16, 1950

			December 5, 1950

			General MacArthur had promised our troops that they would be home for Christmas, but it was clear now that if any of them were going back to America, it was going to be on a stretcher or in a coffin. The six a.m. sun, already weary from winter, cast lukewarm rays over Tachikawa Airfield, where technicians towed a C-47 onto the runway. Mount Fuji arched in the background, a snow-cloaked spirit serene beneath its crown of clouds. On the tarmac, half a dozen flight nurses gathered, their arms crossed in their thick air force–issued coats. Though they had the day off, they had arrived early, and were stewing as they waited for the next pilot.

			Nothing excited me more than angry women who had gotten organized.

			In my own corner, I squatted with my back against the wall, balancing my typewriter on my knees. With a biscuit between my teeth and red bean mochi in my pocket, I began typing:

			In North Korea’s Chosin Reservoir, our haggard survivors are stripping their dead comrades of their clothing and stacking up corpses to block the gales. Though the Soviets aren’t formally fighting in Korea, the blizzard blowing down from Siberia is its own horrifying army. At minus 40 degrees, soldiers’ blackened toes are breaking off in their boots and carbines are jamming.

			Chairman Mao had warned us not to cross into North Korea, but General MacArthur was arrogant.

			My fingers slowed to a halt. Was that last sentence too abrasive?

			Letting my biscuit fall from my lips, I uncapped my pen and slashed a line through “arrogant,” perusing a mental list of synonyms. “Confident,” maybe? I started writing in “confident,” but I’d barely crossed the “t” before Barbara, one of the flight nurses, yanked the paper from my feed roller.

			“We have boys in Korea who still have no winter uniforms!” she exclaimed, flipping her bangs up from her forehead. “It’s December. If that’s not arrogant, I don’t know what is!”

			Her chestnut hair, usually back-combed and bombastically curled, hung limp over her freckled cheeks. She pulled out her own pen and scribbled furiously over “confident,” her lines as jagged as a lightning bolt. In all capitals, she wrote ARROGANT with so much force that she punctured the paper.

			“Give that back!” I cried, surging to my feet. My ankles tingled from squatting. “The Global Tribune already got a warning from MacArthur’s office. If I get us another, we might get blocked from the embassy briefings!”

			Censorship was supposed to be patriotic, but Barbara wasn’t with the press. Unrepentantly, she underlined ARROGANT before returning my article, her thumbprint smudged into the ink. I shooed her away, smoothing the crinkled paper before inserting it back into my typewriter.

			Barbara and I had arrived in Japan on the same flight in July 1950, shortly after the North Korean People’s Army—KPA for short—invaded South Korea, and the US initiated a “police action” under the United Nations. I’d been covering the Korean War for the past five months, but while every other correspondent was chasing MacArthur’s top officers, I had been hanging around with Barbara and the other flight nurses of the Medical Air Evacuation Squadron. Being a female war correspondent was hard enough. It was even harder when you looked like the enemy.

			Though I was born and raised in San Francisco, I was ethnically Chinese, with straight black hair and eyes that folded at the corners. My nose was small but broad like my father’s, and my lips were plump like my mother’s. Despite my perfect English and my Californian slang, American officers often balked when I tried to talk to them, let alone press them for information.

			It was annoying, but at twenty-eight I had spent most of my life prying open side doors when the entrance was blocked. Many correspondents can attack a front-page story head-on, shark-style, but some of us can advance only if we get really good at picking the glitter from the dust. I began my career by writing about the Women Air Force Service Pilots, which few other outlets covered in detail. Through that series, I shone enough to get an assignment abroad. Though my bosses were initially reluctant to send a woman to a war zone, no one else at the Global Tribune was fluent in Japanese and Mandarin, as I was. My language skills—and my promise to use them to get scoops like no other—finally tipped the scales in my favor.

			Over the past months, I’d made friends. The flight nurses helped me arrange interviews with patients, and the pilots let me hitch rides to Korea. Because of them, I was churning out stories on every major battle. Today, however, was going to be different.

			“There he is!” Barbara shrieked when the office door squeaked open. “There’s George!”

			I snapped my head up so quickly that a joint in my neck popped.

			George Miyashita slumped into the hangar, so exhausted that he wobbled, his sparse mustache a stain on his upper lip. Among the pilots, he was my favorite. He spent most of his free time at the pool on base and had the broad shoulders of a swimmer—and washboard abs if you caught him at the right angle.

			The technicians who had been loading fuel barrels into the cargo hold slowed to stare. When George saw us, he recoiled. “No!” he yelled. “I told you all no!”

			George and the other pilots had been flying nonstop for five days, because our leaders had underestimated a Communist “bandit” and his “peasant army.” “We’re going all the way to the Yalu,” one of the generals had said. “Don’t let a bunch of Chinese laundrymen stop you!” Though the police action was supposed to end at the 38th parallel—the line separating the two Koreas—MacArthur had sent our boys surging into the North so quickly that they had had to spread themselves thin along narrow mountain roads. Pilots had airdropped turkeys and potatoes near the Chinese border so that troops could celebrate Thanksgiving.

			No one had noticed that the trees were moving.

			No one had believed that a “peasant army” would tiptoe through the forests, under white sheets to camouflage with the snow, until they surrounded every single road; until their bugles sounded in the middle of the night and entire platoons disappeared as if swallowed, a bloodbath that verged on annihilation. Air force escorts had had to blast napalm on the path to help the survivors eke out a retreat, over five days, to our base at Hagaru-ri. Thousands of critically wounded soldiers now needed evacuation, but the mission was so hazardous that nurses were forbidden from flying.

			Most of the women understood, but the “abrasive” ones were livid.

			“We’re air force too!” Barbara cried, leading the charge. She pointed to the logo on her jacket as the women encircled George. “Patients need us. You need us. You’re going to lose men in flight otherwise!”

			George huffed in exasperation. “It’s not up to me, okay? I have my orders. The Chosin is too dangerous for you all.”

			“That’s bullshit, and you know it!” said Barbara. “To hell with orders. Just take one of us. Stand up for what you know is right!”

			I shoved my typewriter into its case, snapping it shut before gobbling down the rest of my biscuit. “Who’s going to care for the patients, George?” I demanded, brushing crumbs off my chin. “On top of being wounded, those boys haven’t slept or eaten in five days!”

			“Some of us have brothers and boyfriends over there,” exclaimed another nurse.

			“ ‘No’ means ‘no,’ ” said George, pushing past them. “Sorry.”

			The technicians scattered as George stomped to the ladder that led to the cockpit of the C-47. I dashed after him, whipping out my bag of mochi, still warm from being tucked in my pocket.

			“The orders were ‘no flight nurses,’ right?” I said, flashing my most persuasive grin. If I strained, I could get a dimple to dot my left cheek. “Not ‘no women,’ or ‘no correspondents,’ right, George? In any case, I’m a civilian, so military orders don’t apply to me. Right?”

			His stride was longer than mine, and I had to pump my arms to keep up with him. “No, Ellie, you can’t come either,” he said. “And I’m not a dog. You can’t bribe me with food.”

			“But I waited in line for these all morning!” I had been betting that George would succumb to these snacks. Like me, he was from the Bay Area and loved the chewy combination of red bean and sticky rice flour. “They’re fresh, from our favorite stand—the one by the bathhouse. Come on, George. California solidarity. No one else from the Global Tribune made it to the Chosin. If I can get there, my boss will go wild. The entire team back home will. Please, George. I need this!”

			“Go away, Ellie!” George snapped, swatting at the mochi that I dangled by his nose. “I know you think you have to prove yourself, but this is ridiculous, even for you.”

			Barbara had caught up to us, her boots thudding as the plane’s cargo door clanged shut. The other nurses pattered angrily behind her.

			“Oh, good Lord,” said Barbara. “If you won’t take us, at least take Ellie. Let her get her story!”

			George whirled around to face us, the bags beneath his bloodshot eyes pronounced. “What is wrong with you all?” he demanded. “Do you have any idea what’s happening at Hagaru-ri? The Chinese have the airstrip surrounded. When I fly in, it’s going to be with an escort of fighter jets. When I fly out, it’s going to be through fire. You should just be grateful that you have the day off. Get some rest. Curl your hair and take a bath.”

			Barbara flushed so deeply that her freckles faded into her ruddy skin. “Damn you, George. We can help. We want to help!”

			I leaped between George and the ladder and stretched my arms out. At five feet two, I barely reached his chin, but I clenched the mochi in my fist and let my typewriter dangle from its shoulder strap. “I thought we were friends, George. I always tell you when there’s beef jerky at the commissary. I always get you extra mochi at the market, because I know you’re too scared of the mochi obasan to buy them yourself.”

			George snatched the mochi bag from me, ripping the top. “I’m not scared of the mochi granny,” he said. “And we are friends—good friends. That’s why I want you to stay here. You, of all people, should not be at the Chosin right now. You know what I mean, don’t you?”

			The nurses’ outrage dwindled to a hush, and Barbara cocked her head, uncertain. They might have been confused, but I knew exactly what he meant. Of course I did.

			If anyone else had referenced my ethnicity, I might have gone ballistic, but George was Japanese American. During World War II, our government had sent his family to an internment camp even though George’s father was fighting for us in France. The Miyashitas didn’t get released until the last camps closed—just four years ago.

			“They’re really bloody mad at China over there,” George continued. “If I were you, I’d lie low for now. MacArthur’s foaming at the mouth. Rumor has it, he’s pushing to bomb Manchuria. If it were up to him, we’d go nuclear.”

			A chill shivered down my spine.

			As a woman in this field, I always had to be brave, to work harder and smarter for every scrap and bone—never complain, and above all, never cry. I kept my fear in a box and labeled it opportunity, but it was still a slippery beast. Courage and madness were different shades of the same color, and I couldn’t tell which I had painted myself with when I said, “I’m willing to take the risk, George. I won’t put my life on hold because some jerks can’t tell the difference between me and a Red.”

			I stood my ground, holding my head so high that I had to tilt it back. That was the only way I could look down at someone taller than me.

			George rolled his eyes and threw his hand up. “Fine, Ellie. But only because I’m starving, and I need you to feed these to me while I keep my hands on the controls. I swear to God, if you cause any trouble—”

			“I won’t cause trouble,” I cried, bouncing with adrenaline while Barbara and the other nurses cheered. “I’ll feed you like you’re my firstborn child. Let’s go!”

			Though I wasn’t a flight nurse, when the next pilot came around Barbara was going to argue that George had taken a woman on his plane, so why shouldn’t the others too? I couldn’t help feeling sorry for George, who was probably going to get an earful upon his return, but I grabbed the rungs of the ladder like it was a lifeline for my career.

			George pulled my arm. “Get yourself a thicker jacket. It’s cold enough over there to freeze hell over.”

			“Take mine,” said Barbara, unbuttoning her fur-lined leather flight-nurse coat. She threw it over my shoulders and it settled like a cape, the hefty weight as comforting as a hug. While I threaded my arms into the soft sleeves, she stuffed an extra pair of gloves into my pockets.

			“Double up on socks,” another nurse said, plopping down on the floor so she could rip off her own. Lint clung to her bare feet as she handed me two moist balls of wool, which I seized with gratitude. Giddy, I scrambled up the ladder, my typewriter thumping against my hip.

		

	
		
			13 October 1950

			Dear Yun-Hee,

			The bombing is getting closer to us in Pyongyang, but don’t worry, I am safe.

			I made dumplings for Jae-Min today. He used to visit me once a month, but since the war started, it’s been once a week. Too often! I don’t want to see him that much. Men are a chore. If he comes, I have to clean the house and make him a snack.

			I try to be nice, but he can be so annoying. He tries to give me money, even though I don’t need his help. I am still working, and so far, the factory is still running. Besides, what will people say if they hear that I’m taking money from such a young man, and a student no less? Embarrassing!

			I always tell him no, but after he leaves, I find bills stuffed in my coat pockets. Once, he even left a hundred won in my shoe!

			So I suppose I should at least feed him. There is no meat anymore, so I filled the dumplings with kimchi and bean noodles. You have to squeeze as much water out of the kimchi as you can and chop it fine for texture. With a bit of mushroom, it almost feels like meat.

			I hope you are eating well.

			Mom
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				Parchment Yellow

			
			December 5, 1950

			George and I soared, Tachikawa’s white and gray buildings scattering below us like seeds. The plane hummed, an aluminum bee. Though I couldn’t remember what being in a womb was like, I imagined that it must be something like this. Peace was difficult to find, and even harder to hold on to, but in flight it embraced me. Clearing my head, I let my eyes drink the sky’s azure light, mirrored by the sparkling sea.

			George’s deft hands swept over the control panel of the unheated and unpressurized plane. Dutifully, I held out the mochi while he took big bites, my ears popping with our ascent.

			Indignantly, he said, “I can’t believe the mochi granny is so nice to you. She doesn’t like doing business with Americans.”

			I laughed, though my fingers were stiffening with the cold.

			The mochi granny’s name was Hitomi, and she liked me because she thought I was a hard worker—I often woke up before six to beat the crowd at the public bathhouse. Male correspondents could get away with stubble and flea powder, but I risked losing interviews if I wasn’t fully coiffed.

			“She’s okay with Americans,” I said, “as long as they aren’t military.”

			“She always pretends she doesn’t understand my Japanese.”

			“You don’t use your honorifics. She thinks you’re rude.”

			“She told you that?” he asked, suddenly mortified. “Do you two talk about me?”

			“No,” I lied. Truthfully, I was a small beast who fed on gossip, and Hitomi liked to chat during the slower hours before the rest of the market opened. She told me that she had lost all five of her children during the firebombing of Tokyo, which was why she was selling mochi at the age of seventy—and also why she hated the American military. In George’s case, she was especially hostile, not only because of the honorifics, but also because she considered him a traitor.

			I couldn’t tell him that last part, though. It hurt to straddle two worlds, and that was a pain I understood well enough to want to shield him from it.

			“I wish my parents had taught me more Japanese,” George said wistfully as we skimmed past an oblong cloud. “They just wanted me to speak good English. They didn’t want me to have an accent, like my grandparents do.”

			“Neither of my parents taught me their native tongues either.”

			“Yeah, but they made you learn two other languages.”

			My parents were ethnic Chinese from Taiwan, a former Japanese colony. They were Hakka and Hokkien speakers who had been born and raised under colonial rule and educated entirely in Japanese, so we spoke Japanese at home. In our neighborhood in California, however, Mandarin was common, and the only Chinese language available to study. “I’m not complaining,” I said. “I’m just saying that our parents try to do what they think is best, and it’s hard for them to predict what that will be.”

			“I guess,” George muttered.

			I leaned over and grinned. “Well, your English is very good, so at least that worked out.”

			George snorted. “Jesus Christ, you’re smug. Give me another mochi. I have to remember why I’m putting up with you.”

			Starch coated my frozen fingertips. I dusted them off before putting on Barbara’s gloves. “We’re cruising now,” I said, holding out the bag for him, “so you can feed yourself.”

			He gave me a petulant side-eye. “Unbelievable.” Still, he smiled when he plucked out a second piece, a tender moon in his palm.

			It took four hours to get to Korea from Japan, but for me it went by quickly. From above, the Taebaek Mountains ripped through the land like a tiger’s spine, flaunting granite peaks streaked with snow. We curved up north, into a low-level storm, our plane bobbing as fighter jets zipped through the flurries. MacArthur had ordered an evacuation by sea, possibly the largest in our military history. Every man who could fire a gun was going to have to fight if our troops were to have any hope of breaking through to the coast. I couldn’t believe that I was going to be there to cover it.

			I probably should have been scared, but I was so fascinated by military action—by the coordination that allowed hundreds of thousands of people to operate as one, to become an incredible school of fish that conquered not only the sea but also the sky. My parents never understood why I wrote about war when so many immigrants went to America to avoid it. It wasn’t that I was apathetic about the devastation; rather, I examined armed conflict like a detective might study a murder. The more we knew about war, the better we would be at preventing it—and, if necessary, winning it. Though I had tried explaining that to my family, my visits home often left me worried that something was wrong with me.

			Perhaps that was why I was so drawn to other women in the war zone. There were so few of us, but when I found my flock, I no longer felt like I was programmed defectively but instead with intentionality and purpose.

			I leaned over to get a closer look at an F-86 Sabre jet with swept-back wings—an aerodynamic adjustment that made them nearly supersonic. Could you imagine tearing through the air at the speed of sound?

			There were female pilots who would have killed for a chance to fly one of these, but American women weren’t allowed to take combat roles in Korea. Many of my pilot friends had scrambled to enlist when women were allowed into the air force, but they were all grounded in Tokyo now, monitoring the weather. They were going to be jealous that I’d even laid eyes on these jets, fresh from Washington. These women talked about planes like my friends back home talked about boys, gushing about top speeds and salivating over engines. I didn’t use to care about jets, but that kind of fanaticism is contagious, so I memorized every curve and angle of that F-86 for bragging rights later.

			“Hold on,” warned George as our wings rattled.

			I clung to my seat as we began our turbulent descent into Hagaru-ri, the clouds lifting layer by layer. Light snowfall veiled the base like gauze. Wind roared as the mountainous crater appeared, a gaping jaw with hills for teeth, each crest mottled with foxholes. Soldiers guarded the perimeter with machine guns and mortars, while fighter jets circled like birds of prey.

			Military engineers had labored under floodlights to finish this airstrip, but it was only half the length it was supposed to be, impossibly small and as stark as a minus sign when snow-brushed tents rushed up to meet us. Our wheels smashed against the ground, my seat belt digging into my shoulder as we jolted.

			Throughout my body, I hardened my muscles like armor, not for the flesh but for the soul. There was weight in my work, and if I wasn’t careful it would drag me under. In the maelstrom of war reporting, I could not be a brittle boat, or even a battleship. I had to be an anchor and sink on my own terms, controlled and unyielding. Only then could I bring myself up again. Only then could I keep coming back again—to watch again and write again.

			We screeched to a stop, and George pushed the door open, wind bursting into the cockpit. Weary technicians plodded around to help us disembark. Along the airstrip, grown men had fallen asleep as children do—seated on crates, curled on the ground, one with his forehead on a tin can of hot dogs. A surgeon waited outside the MASH—the mobile army surgical hospital—the smoke from his cigarette swirling over the red cross at the entrance. With ash on his lapel, he handed George a list of patients.

			“I’m going to talk to the technicians,” George said while soldiers emptied the cargo hold of his plane. “If you need me—”

			“I won’t need you,” I called over my shoulder, already scurrying to the MASH. At every site, I checked in with the nurses first, not only because they were usually friendly to me, but also because they heard almost everything and never sugarcoated the casualties.

			Inside the MASH tent, the air was thick with a sickening mix of rust, dirt, and gangrenous flesh. Cots were filled with shredded men, several of whom had swollen feet and missing toes. Wounds often froze shut in the field, but as soon as they thawed indoors, the patients would start gushing blood. The ground squelched beneath my boots, and I wavered.

			Though I had visited countless hospitals, I still gagged at the sight of gore. I had gotten better at hiding it, though. With my hand casually over my mouth, I pretended to wipe my runny nose, waiting for my stomach to settle as I stepped carefully over maroon patches.

			One nurse, dressed in an olive-green trench coat, sucked on a morphine syrette to defrost it. Her pants bulged with the packets of blood plasma in her underwear, kept in a crotch pack to prevent them from freezing. When she turned toward me and flicked the syrette, I recognized her.

			She was someone I had interviewed months ago, in Busan. Back then, she had natural strawberry blond curls—the kind that Barbara spent hours trying to tease out each morning—and a scarlet starlet pout. Now her hair was dull and pulled into a frizzy bun like a rabbit’s tail, and her lips were beige.

			“Clara?” I said tentatively.

			Blinking, the nurse evaluated me with sunken eyes. “Oh.” She smiled, revealing a snaggletooth. “You’re the lady from…the New York Tribune?”

			“Global Tribune. Eleanor Chang.”

			“Oh yes! Ellie!” She hugged me tightly, like she had missed me, even though we were only acquaintances. In the field, simply surviving was a shared victory. “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve always been awful with names. I can’t believe you’re here! Are you covering our march south?”

			“Yes, if I can.”

			“Heavens, you’re crazy! If I didn’t have to be here, I sure wouldn’t be.”

			Another nurse, a glowering brunette with glacial blue irises, made her way past a groaning patient. “Excuse me,” she said, “but what are you?”

			I patted my typewriter case and showed her my press badge. “I’m a correspondent. Eleanor Chang, Global Tribune.”

			“I mean, where are you from?” she clarified. “Are you a South Korean?”

			“Oh, Lucy,” Clara began, but I was used to this question. It was annoying, but it happened often enough that I had a response that I could whip out like an umbrella.

			“I’m from California,” I said. “I’m American, but my parents are from Taiwan.” Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists in Taiwan were America’s allies, the “good” Chinese.

			“So you are a Chinese,” Lucy said. “I thought so. You’re more of a parchment yellow than a Japanese. I’ve read articles on Orientals. I know how to tell you all apart.”

			“Then why did you ask me if I was South Korean?”

			“Because only South Koreans are allowed here.”

			Before I could probe Lucy on whether she could tell a North Korean and a South Korean apart, Clara jumped in. “Lucy, I know her. Eleanor really is a correspondent, and she’s written articles about our work. General Smith is having a press briefing. He wants coverage from here to Hungnam.”

			“Our patients’ safety is our priority,” said Lucy, growing shrill. “Who can rest if a Chinese they don’t know is lurking around? Even if she isn’t a Chinese, no women are allowed on base—except for nurses.”

			Everyone in the tent was staring now, including a medical technician who had just transferred a patient onto a litter. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, straightening to his full height. “No reporters allowed here. You’re disturbing the wounded.”

			Lucy smirked, validated like I was a criminal she had caught red-handed.

			The last thing I wanted to do was upset the patients, but I resented being blamed when reporters regularly appeared in the MASH. We were all Americans, yet Lucy reminded me that there were different rules for different people, and back home our communities were still segregated—separate and unequal. Before I had learned to read as a child, I already knew which stores were off-limits, because my anxious mother would drag me away whenever she spotted the signs that forbade “Orientals.” It wasn’t that I could ever forget that, but Truman had recently ended segregation in the military—though many commanders opposed and ignored the order. Korea was America’s first war using integrated units. Times were supposed to be changing.

			“I’ll see you later, Ellie,” Clara said apologetically, sidestepping to the next cot. “Why don’t you come back here after the press briefing? I might have a moment to catch up then. I’ll treat you to some chewing gum and instant coffee.”

			My indignance was sticky in my throat, but I swallowed it like a bitter pill. “I’ll see you later. Thanks.”

			It was hard to explain, even to my friends, how a slight like this could make me so afraid. Every day since China had entered the war, I had woken up worried that I might come home to find my family in a camp. Barbara didn’t think there would be another internment campaign, because that was something she would never do. She didn’t fully understand that people like Lucy were not uncommon, and that they made laws too. Lucy’s disdain for me was another cut in a tender place that had long since scarred into a warning: When you look like the enemy in the land of the free, even your children can end up behind barbed wire.

		

	
		
			20 October 1950

			Dear Yun-Hee,

			I left you a note on our door so that if you come home, you will know where to find me.

			I didn’t want to leave Pyongyang, but Jae-Min said the imperialists are going to bomb it. He still has friends at the train station from when he used to load cargo there, so he got two of the last tickets to Kanggye and barged into our house with them.

			So pushy!

			I went with him to Kanggye, but I shouldn’t have. His mom and I haven’t spoken since you left, and it is awkward between us. She knows I am still angry at her, but I am beneath her roof, so I have to be polite. She’s got that same big mouth, and I am stuck listening to her rambling. How does she still have so much to say?

			She is a slightly better cook now, but only slightly. Do you remember that time she tried to fry zucchini? They were so soggy! What a waste! To make hobak jeon you have to salt the zucchini first. Slice them evenly. Wait for them to sweat, then wipe away the water before you cook them. If you get lazy and skip this step—like Jae-Min’s mom always does—you will have soggy hobak jeon and your kids will be as skinny as Jae-Min!

			I want to go back to Pyongyang, but now the trains aren’t running anymore.

			Do you have children yet? You are twenty this year. Best not to start too late.

			Mom

		

	
		
			
				4
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				Advance to the Rear

			
			December 5, 1950

			The press tent was as plain as any other, conspicuous only because of the officers waiting for the generals to arrive. It was close enough to the perimeter that refugee children waved to us. On the fringe of the base, thousands of Korean civilians had amassed, huddling around barrel fires, their faces red from the slapping wind. Women with blue lips breastfed infants along the snowbanks, some with possessions strapped to their backs or balanced on their heads. These people had carried their children in podaegi slings and followed the retreating Americans, hiking up icy roads for the mere chance of making it to South Korea.

			At the tent, I presented my badge to the wiry and disgruntled press officer. Moisture from his breath had formed icicles on his beard. He read my name aloud, drawing out each syllable, so that “Eleanor” sounded foreign and “Chang” sounded like a buzz saw: “Eh-lee-yah-nor Chaaaan-guh.”

			I never knew that my name could sound so ugly.

			He examined my badge and identification with the meticulous care of an art historian. “This doesn’t look like you,” he concluded, brushing droplets from his chin. “How old are you?”

			“Twenty-eight,” I replied.

			“You look like a teenager.”

			“I’m twenty-eight,” I said, forcing myself to speak at a lower volume and a higher timbre—a trick to sound more docile. “It says so on the ID that you’re holding.”

			“Do you have anything else to prove you’re with the Global Tribune?”

			I held up my typewriter, which weighed nearly fifteen pounds. Only a journalist would bother lugging it around. “I don’t have any other documents. I’ve never been asked for anything but my press badge before.”

			“Well, I’ve never seen you before,” he said, glancing at his watch. “I’d certainly remember if I had. This is a highly confidential briefing. How come you’ve suddenly decided to show up now, when you haven’t come to any of the others?”

			“I’ve been to dozens of briefings,” I said. “And I’m not just here for this briefing. I’m here to cover our retreat to Hungnam Port.”

			He stiffened. “We are not retreating. We are simply fighting in a different direction. In any case, there are no facilities for women, so you can’t come along. It’s just a fact.”

			“I’ll just stay for the briefing, then,” I said, as two male correspondents sauntered past us. They didn’t even bother to show their press badges before entering the tent. “I came here with Captain George Miyashita, from the air force. He can vouch for me. If you ask him—”

			“I don’t care if you came with General Douglas MacArthur,” said the press officer, squaring his hips. “Women aren’t allowed on base for a reason. It’s dangerous for you, and a distraction for us. Our boys have to focus on fighting, not flirting.”

			The reins on my temper snapped. “I am a correspondent with a press badge—an American correspondent—and I know the rules! There is no language or policy forbidding women journalists, you ignorant ass!” I knew I’d regret cursing at an officer, but I had swallowed so much anger earlier that I would have vomited if I’d had to hold in any more.

			The press officer spat a glob that landed inches from my boot. “You don’t have the right clearance,” he sneered, snapping his fingers at a soldier to escort me away. “Take this lady back to the airstrip. Make sure she gets on the next flight out, for her own good!”

			I fumed as a potbellied man with a beak nose and brown eyes lumbered forward. He tried to take my elbow, but I snatched it away. “I can walk by myself.”

			The potbellied soldier shrugged. When we were out of earshot, he said, “Don’t mind him. We’ve had a wringer of a week, but my best friend growing up was a Chinese. I know y’all aren’t all evil.”

			I wasn’t sure if I had been rejected because of my ethnicity or because of my gender, but when there is shit blocking your path, does it really matter what kind it is? Don’t cry, I told myself. You cannot cry. Not just for you, but for every other woman who is going to try to do this job.

			Back at the airstrip, technicians were refueling George’s plane and inserting the last of the patient litters into the slots along the walls of the hold. Dejected, I ripped my press badge from my neck and threw it on the ground. George was smoking with another pilot, but he excused himself when I plopped down onto a crate, my elbows on my knees and my cheeks in my hands. He had a thermos full of coffee, and a second cigarette tucked behind his ear.

			“You look like you’re going to cry,” he said, bending over so that his face was close to mine.

			“Of course I’m not going to cry,” I snapped, even though I was on the brink of tears and it was taking a joint armada of pride and spite to prevent them from spilling over.

			“Was it that bad?” He picked up my press badge and wiped off the snow.

			“I don’t want to talk about it.” I was too embarrassed to complain, because George had told me so, and because what happened at the press tent could have been worse. Beyond the airstrip, soldiers were using bulldozers to lower their comrades into a mass grave that they had blasted open with dynamite. Did I have a right to be so upset about a briefing when, back home, there were families about to arrange funerals with no bodies?

			That’s not the point, a voice inside me cried. I’m also American. These are my losses too.

			George eased himself onto my crate and handed me my badge and his coffee, a concentrated brew so thick that it made my tongue tingle. “It will get better, Ellie. Maybe not right away, but eventually this hostility will pass.”

			I sipped the bitter liquid and tucked my badge into my typewriter case. “What if we do go to war with China?” I asked. “The real China—Mao’s China, not Chiang Kai-shek’s China.”

			George sighed. “At least, this time around, it’s harder to separate the ‘good’ Asians from the ‘bad’ Asians. You can’t go by nationality, not with two Chinas and two Koreas. And here, at least our soldiers are used to seeing faces like ours. Do you know how hard it was for my father in France? He stuck out like a sore thumb.”

			I leaned back, the crate creaking under our weight. “Why would you even enlist, George, after everything that happened to your family?”

			George tossed the butt of his cigarette onto the tarmac and reached for his lighter, which had the air force logo on it. “Because I’m not here for the government, or for the politicians. I’m here for my country, which is composed of people, most of whom are good, and ideals, most of which are honorable.” With his gloves on, he struggled briefly with the flint wheel before a flame bloomed like a teardrop of light. He cupped his hand protectively and lit his next cigarette with one smooth puff. “And the scholarship money. I’m not going to lie. The scholarship money was very persuasive.”

			Wisps of smoke slithered from his nose and dove into an icy gust. George’s family had lost everything during internment, and he had joined the air force straight from high school, with the promise that the government would pay for college after his service.

			“Why are you here, Ellie?” he asked. “The salary can’t be that good. I heard the benefits are pathetic too. And you have to deal with bullshit, on top of almost getting shot—or bombed, or worse.”

			I hesitated, my mouth sour from the coffee’s acidity. My conviction was clear, but I was worried that it would sound hackneyed if I told George that I believed that I was fighting for a better world—not with arms, but with words—and that in my own way, I considered myself a soldier too.

			“Because I believe in telling the truth,” I finally said. “And I care about democracy. In order to make the right decisions, and to vote for the right representatives, people have to know what’s happening. They deserve to have real information. I’ll never be a general or a commander, but I don’t mind being a small cog as long as I can keep moving. I have to do something.”

			George dabbed his smoldering cigarette. “I’m a small cog, Ellie. You, on the other hand, are not. People read what you write—thousands of people, probably. You’re at least a medium cog. Maybe even a lever, or a pulley.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, George,” I said, though inside, I thawed—a spark of spring. “I’m nothing right now, just someone who blew her whole morning getting kicked out of Antarctica.” The snow had abated, but even with two layers of socks and gloves, my extremities were numb.

			“You can still do something,” said George. “Maybe not go barreling through the valley, but if you want, you can come with me to Hungnam. Scope out the preparations. Write about a ship, or something.”

			“You aren’t going back to Tachikawa?”

			“I am, but we’re ferrying a squadron of jets to Hungnam. Maybe you can tag along.”

			I perked up. “Korean civilians are gathering in Hungnam too. Maybe I can interview some of them about what they’ve seen so far. I don’t think any paper has published an article about refugees, at least not in detail.” I couldn’t speak Korean, but Japan had annexed Korea shortly after taking Taiwan, so many Koreans had been forced to learn Japanese.

			“See? There you go,” said George, brightly. “Make lemonade.”

			I smiled, though I always found that saying about making lemonade to be cruel. If life handed you lemons without sugar, all you could make was horribly sour juice. But since it was George saying it, I let it go. He was the type of person who searched for sweetness everywhere, on barren ledges and in life’s darkest corners. Meanwhile, I was the type who wouldn’t shut up about the sour. I had to warn people. I had to make them see—to show them what was real and raw, unsweetened and uncensored—for without truth, freedom was no more than an illusion, and choice a curated platter. The greatest enemy of democracy was not Communism; it was silence and ignorance, whether willfully undertaken or enforced by law.

			That was why I chose to write about war. And that was why I was here, in Korea.

		

	
		
			8 November 1950

			Dear Yun-Hee,

			When you were little, you were scared of thunder, and I used to tell you that it was just the old Gods punishing evil. As long as you were a good girl, thunder couldn’t hurt you. I laughed then, but I’m scared of thunder too now. It sounds too much like bombs.

			No two wars are the same, but this one reminds me of the last one. When I wake up, I hear footsteps even though they aren’t there. I smell iron. I imagine that the Japanese are at our door again.

			“You don’t have a son,” they said. “You don’t have a son, so you must give us your daughter.”

			I hear it again, as I wipe my face.

			“You don’t have a son, so your daughter must serve.”

			I hear it loud, so I don’t eat breakfast. Their voices make me sick. They won’t shut up until I leave the house.

			I take a long walk to get them to stop. I repeat my plea: “My daughter is my only child, and I have no living siblings. I beg you, let my daughter serve in a factory here. She is a hard worker. I beg you.”

			I bump into people because I am not paying attention. I am too busy reliving, rewatching them take you away to join the other girls in the truck.

			You say your last words: “Don’t worry, Mom. It will be okay.”

			That’s when the voices stop. Instead, I hear truck doors slamming and the engine humming. I am so angry, I see blood. I am in such despair that everything looks like a noose. But then I remember that I cannot leave, or you will have no home to return to. And so I stay.

			As long as I can, I will wait for you. Do not give up.

			Mom
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				The Color of Mourning

			
			December 5, 1950

			The plane was so crowded that four more patients sat in the aisle between the litters, which were stacked three to a column. Oxygen masks hung along the wall, and a medical technician named James Porciello was passing out graham crackers. While George scribbled a final tally in his notepad, I unpacked my typewriter from the copilot’s seat and tucked a thick stack of envelopes inside my coat. Before boarding, I had stopped by the MASH to chat with Clara, who had asked me for a favor. She had collected letters from patients, some of whom had died under her care.

			“I wrote all the addresses in,” she had told me. “These last two are mine, one to my parents and one for my grandma. I know you’re busy, but if you have time, do you think you could mail them for us?”

			Love is abstract and intangible, but sometimes it takes on solid form. I had promised to send the letters out as soon as I touched down, and in turn Clara had told me that there had been more than ten thousand battle casualties, and an additional seven thousand casualties due to the cold alone. Though I wasn’t able to go to the press briefing, I still had to send a story out this evening, so I typed these numbers as George jumped into his seat.

			There was no door separating the cockpit from the cargo hold, and George swiveled to address the men behind him. “Just a few more hours and you’ll have warm food and warm beds. We don’t have nurses in flight today, but if you need help, Ellie Chang here will do her best.”

			My fingers slipped and hit the wrong key. “George!” I cried. “I have no medical training. I can’t even keep plants alive, let alone people.”

			“I said you’d do your best, Ellie. It’s a team effort.”

			The men chewed silently on graham crackers, licking crumbs off their cracked fingers, while Porciello sat with his legs crossed.

			Mentally, I tried to wipe today’s regrets off my slate, to have a clean canvas on which to imagine tomorrow. Though it hadn’t been my first choice, I was getting excited about interviewing civilians in Hungnam. Correspondents reported facts, but every story passed through a human lens. Part of why I was drawn to journalism was because of the power to find and share stories—especially women’s stories, which tended to fade when the majority of storytellers were men.

			The plane’s wheels rumbled as we built up speed, the litters rattling and the patients moaning. With a bellowing of our engine, we shot over pine trees bowed with snow, their tufted needles protruding like cowlicks.

			From the back, a patient yelled, “Hey, Nurse! Griggs is having trouble breathing! He looks like he’s going to faint.”

			George’s eyes darted to the barometer on the control panel. “It’s probably the altitude. I can slow our ascent. Ellie—”

			“I’m going,” I said, unbuckling my seat belt. I was still aghast that George had volunteered me, but I jumped over the men in the aisle and toward the litter, where Porciello was already crouched.

			Griggs was probably a teenager, with arms and legs too long for his body, and a mix of pimples across his cheeks. His lips were blue, and his eyes had rolled back. Removing my gloves, I grabbed an oxygen mask—a guess at best—and passed it to Porciello, who snapped it on Griggs’s face and squeezed the attached balloon. Porciello moved with a calm ease that reassured me that he must have done it before.

			Thank goodness, I thought.

			Griggs gasped, and Porciello pumped the chamber again.

			Suddenly, George cursed, jerking the plane up so sharply that I rammed into Porciello and he lost his grip on the balloon. Another patient slid out of his litter, squawking, into the aisle.

			“What the hell, George?” I yelled, staggering back to the cockpit.

			George had his jaw clenched hard, a vein in his temple bulging. Ignoring me, he forced us higher, patients crying out as they clutched the sides of their litters. Someone retched, filling the cabin with the acrid odor of bile. When George swerved leftward, I finally saw the trails of smoke whirling around us like ribbons.

			The air was thick with flak, arching in streaks of light before bursting. My head swam as we lurched again, my pulse spiking with the altimeter. I could hear the shells now, a subtle whistle barely audible over the cacophonous wind. From above, an American jet dove, its screaming engine cutting over our own plane’s thrum. The rapid popping of machine-gun fire punctuated the slower, thumping spurts of flak.

			George had his radio pressed against his lips, but I couldn’t hear him. Terrified, I braced myself in the opening of the cockpit just as our plane bounced and began to spin, throwing me against a wall. One of the litters clattered from its holder, and smoke obscured the windows. In the dark, we hung in the air—only a few seconds before the plane began to plummet.

			A scene from my childhood overtook my mind. It was the first time that I saw a sea lion at the wharf, obsidian beneath the frothy waves. Beads of water hung from its whiskers, and it grinned before barking—a sea dog.

			My head slammed against the ceiling, but I clung to that memory like a child might cling to her mother’s hand.

			Patients howled. Someone in the hold prayed, shouting each word like a drill sergeant for God.

			Our plane swung again, thrashing as George struggled with the yoke. When gravity yanked me back down, I landed on my belly, knocking my chin on the floor. Another litter jolted from its holder and whacked my temple, right beneath the brim of my hat. My vision went spotty as pain seared through my skull.

			The C-47 was not equipped for combat, and it wouldn’t take much of an impact for us to crash. I tried not to think of shattered wings and broken propellers.

			Sea lions, I told myself. Think of sea lions. Think of home. A gray house with a flat roof. An atrium with my dad’s good-luck talismans and my mom’s excessive collection of orchids. A child’s bike that my mom had held on to, because one day we might need it again. Two giant dog bowls, not because we had dogs but because we wanted burglars to think that we did. Home.

			Gradually, the plane stopped pitching. There was a clunking sound along the right side, by the wing, but we subsided to a gentle bounce. Everyone seemed to exhale simultaneously, and I had to blink hard before my eyes refocused.

			The windows were clear, but the sky was hazy. Graham crackers and oxygen masks were scattered across the floor, alongside chunks of vomit, which were also smeared on the walls. Several patients lay crumpled at the back of the hold. Most of the men had managed to stay strapped into their litters, and they peeked out like frightened caterpillars. One flicked through the beads of his rosary, his thumb sliding mechanically.

			My face dripped with sweat as I wobbled back to Griggs. He still had his mask on, but his arms were splayed at his sides, his face puce. Even without medical training, something about his eyes, partially open and his lids lopsided, told me that if I checked for his pulse I’d feel no beat.

			Porciello wiped the corners of his mouth before bending down to pick up a litter. A Black soldier with a scar on his cheek and with his arm in a sling took the other side of the litter while I scampered to support patients’ heads.

			In the cockpit, George’s fingers tapped across the control panel. “We’re down an engine,” he called out. “But I can manage with one. We’re losing altitude, but I think we can coast out of these mountains. As soon as we see a field, I’ll do a belly landing.” He spoke casually, as though it were easy.

			To stabilize myself, I kept my hand against a wall, and I gasped when my fingers left red prints. Someone was bleeding. Whirling back to the hold, I scanned each man for scrapes on their skin, or dark, wet patches on their clothes. When I wiped my damp brow and my palm came back scarlet, I realized that the blood was coming from me. I touched my temple where the litter handle had hit, and I winced. My hair was sticky, and my skin had split into a deep, stinging cut.

			“Jesus!” exclaimed George when he saw me. “Are you okay?”

			“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I said, clawing my way to the copilot’s seat. I should have searched for a first aid kit, but I sputtered when I saw that the footwell was empty. “What happened to my typewriter?”

			“Here it is,” said George. With his chin, he gestured to his lap, where my typewriter was wedged between his thighs. “This thing is like a bowling ball. It socked me right in the gut.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry!” I pulled the typewriter from him and cradled it like an infant. “You didn’t have to keep holding it, though.”

			“Yes, I did. Otherwise it could have broken a window—or my skull!”

			“Sorry,” I muttered again, opening the case to check it for damage. I tested each key tenderly.

			“Ellie, is that really your priority now?” asked George.

			The landscape below was rocky, but agricultural plots were beginning to appear, flat grids divided by fences and footpaths. “Well, I don’t have anything else to do,” I said.

			“Pray.”

			“For what?”

			“Our survival.”

			“I thought you said you were going to do a belly landing.”

			“I am, but I’ve never done one before!” Biting his lower lip, George turned us toward a snow-covered field as white and flat as a marble slab. “I’ve had training, but that’s not the same. If we die, are you really going to spend your last moments tinkering with your typewriter?”

			“All right, all right!” I shut the case and shoved my typewriter underneath my seat. My heart was thumping again. Both of my parents were Buddhists, so I knew some blessings, but over the years I had seen too much hurt and read too much war to believe in the power of prayer. “Do you really think we’re going to die?”

			George didn’t answer.

			We’ll be okay, I thought. Maybe I had more confidence in George than he did in himself. “We’re not going to die,” I announced, answering my own question. “We’re coming out of this alive, and then we’re going to fly a jet to Hungnam.”

			George swallowed and nodded, his eyes, black like eight balls, locked on the field below. His gloved knuckles were rigid peaks on the yoke as our plane thundered over a set of railroad tracks and past farmland and houses with sloping thatched roofs. For the Chinese, white was a color of mourning, and the snowy ground stretched out to catch us like a shroud. I hadn’t thought to pray, but checking my typewriter had been my own stubborn manifestation of hope—of faith that I was still going to need it.

			Because I’m going to survive this.

			I had no specific scripture, but this conviction was a religion of sorts. I believed in fate, and I believed in myself. For me, that was all that made sense. For me, that was enough.

		

	
		
			23 November 1950

			Dear Yun-Hee,

			I am encouraged when I hear about women who are not married but still have a good life. I know it might be difficult for you to find a husband, but remember three things.

			First, your husband does not have to know everything about your past.

			Second, marriages work better when the man loves the woman more than she loves him.

			Third, there are more jobs for women now than there used to be, so if no one wants to marry you, that’s okay.

			It was hard for me to raise you alone, but it was possible!

			I know you don’t like talking about your father, but there is something I never told you. All your life, you believed that your father left us, but truthfully, I was the one who left him. I am the one who decided that you’d grow up in a factory compound instead of the pretty house you deserved.

			Forgive me for lying. I had been hoping to tell you when you were older.

			The other woman was pregnant, and she had a son. He was born a few months before you, but I knew about him early on. That’s why you have such a bad temper. In my belly, you soaked in my rage.

			The other woman and her son were going to move in with us. She was going to be a concubine, but mother of son outranks wife, and you and I would have been second-class in our own home.

			Everyone said I’d curse myself for being so brash, but times were supposed to be changing. I never regretted leaving them, until after the Kempeitai took you. I can’t help thinking that if you had a brother for the war, then you’d be with me now.

			Is it terrible that I wish you grew up with a boy, so we could have fed him to the Japanese instead?

			Maybe, but I want you to know that I would have stayed with your father if that meant I could save you. I would have lived with that woman if that meant that I could have kept you.

			Mom

		

	
		
			
				6

				
					[image: ]
				

				Cruel Angels

			
			December 5, 1950

			We hit the field with an explosive crunch that knocked my teeth together, bobbing as we careened across a solid layer of ice. The snow bunched up in front of the plane, slowing our motion to a bumpy glide. Slush piled on the windshield, then slid off in a single sheet as dramatically as a curtain opening.

			There were scattered applause and whooping for George, who slouched forward when we ground to a halt.

			Steep mountains encircled us like sentries, framing a frozen river. Icicles glinted, iridescent along branches and wooden fences.

			My throat was parched as I stumbled back to the hold. Griggs was dead, and I chewed on that fact like a bitter cud. If he was going to die anyway, then we might as well have flown higher, out of cannon range.

			You can’t think like that, I chided myself. You do the best you can with the information you have. I had my own slogans, like Band-Aids that I slapped on when I sensed myself wading into despair. There were days when I felt like I was held together by little strips of nothing, a mess of Band-Aids just trying to make it to midnight. No matter what you did, sometimes there would be a what-if that haunted you. Griggs was simply one of those ghosts.

			The Black man with the sling, named Henry Carsons, was gently shaking the men who had their eyes closed. “We have to get everyone out of here,” he said. “And we better go soon.”

			George put the radio back into its holder. “No, we have to stay with the plane. The rescue mission won’t be able to find us if we leave.”

			“We came down slow, though,” Carsons warned. “I bet the Chinese had eyes on us too. They know where we are, and they’re going to find us before the rescue mission does.”

			Another soldier in a litter propped himself up on his elbows. “I’m with Carsons. They’re gonna be on us like piranhas.”

			“Protocol requires us to stay with the plane,” said George, firmly. “I’ve called Air Control. Rescue is on its way, but if any of you want to take your chances out there, be my guest. Just know that we’re locking these doors as soon as they close.”

			Carsons massaged his arm and leaned against a wall, careful to avoid the foul streaks of vomit. Nobody left, but most of the men could barely stand, let alone walk. I stretched my tense shoulders while George stared up at the sky, his eyes catching on every sliver of cloud that resembled a plane. The absence of fighter jets meant that we were away from the front lines, but the silence from above was disconcerting.

			I looked more carefully out the window now. A few hundred yards away, there was a raised road teeming with travelers flowing in both directions. Women mostly wore long skirts in plain colors like white, blue, or gray, while men wore a mix of traditional robes and Western dress. Oxen, laden with supplies, lowed beside their owners. Some children pointed at our plane, but most adults only gave us a cursory glance before hurrying to distance themselves. Wherever we were, it was probably closer to sea level, and slightly warmer, than the Chosin Reservoir.

			We were all so focused on the blue horizon, bitten by jagged peaks, that no one was monitoring the road, until horns blared, urgently and repeatedly. Travelers scattered to the snowbanks as a convoy of jeeps with a hodgepodge of artillery jutting from their cargo beds rumbled toward us. The soldiers appeared to be Korean but were bundled up in the long ponchos issued by the American marines.

			My heart swelled with relief. It was odd that our rescue would come by truck, but at least it was here. In the third jeep, two Caucasian men dressed in civilian clothing were seated with Chinese soldiers in white, quilted uniforms.

			That was strange. Were we taking prisoners of war?

			I squinted as the convoy stopped. Travelers’ shouting echoed over the snow, and I didn’t need to look at George or the others to know that something was wrong. The air around me had changed, and I could feel their terror like it was heat. Beneath my sleeves, every hair on my arms stood on end.

			From afar, it was difficult to discern small military insignias, but as the jeeps approached I spotted details that did not match those of any of the UN troops’ uniforms.

			“Soviets,” Carsons whispered. “Reds.”

			“That’s American equipment, though,” said another soldier. “Those jeeps might even be from the reservoir. The weapons and jackets too.”

			Outrage flared within me, augmenting my fear. The Communist soldiers must have pulled ponchos from dead marines and layered them over their own uniforms for warmth. They must have been as unprepared for this winter—the coldest in forty years—as our own troops had been, but this theft felt personal, and more egregious than picking up abandoned grenades. How many naked Americans lay exposed along that cursed reservoir?

			The dead don’t matter, I told myself. It was the shivering men in this hold that we had to think about.

			Smoke puffed from the jeeps’ exhaust pipes. A North Korean soldier with a square jaw and an angular nose stepped out of the first truck, slamming the door with swagger.

			“Do we have any guns?” asked Carsons, as the patient with the rosary whimpered.

			Communist soldiers wearing our clothing stomped through the field. Some of them had stolen boots, but several wore cloth sneakers, which were already soaked. Their noses were inflamed and streaming.

			“Or grenades?” asked another man. “If we’re going down, we’re taking as many of them as we can with us.”

			No one answered, because everyone in the plane knew that we had nothing—no weapons, and nowhere to hide.

			The two Soviets remained in their vehicle, because Stalin, despite funding and advising the KPA, was stringent about avoiding combat with Americans. Until now, I hadn’t seen any Soviet officers in Korea at all, which raised a terrifying question. Just how deep in enemy territory had we landed?

			George was still holding the radio receiver. “Do we have anything white?” he asked.

			“Bandages and gauze,” Porciello replied.

			Fear overtook my outrage as our enemies formed a crooked semicircle around our plane, carrying bazookas that could punch right through our metal doors.

			Though the temperature was below freezing, George unbuttoned his coat and shed every layer until he could pull off his eggshell-colored undershirt. Goose bumps erupted like pox on his pale skin, and he stretched out his undershirt and held it up to the windshield—a white flag, still warm from his body.

			Outside, the square-jawed soldier gestured for us to disembark. His cotton coat was torn at the neck, and his fingers bled around the nail beds.

			George kept his undershirt raised and said, “You all stay here and update Air Control.
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