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			Executive Order No. 9066

			The President

			EXECUTIVE ORDER

			WHEREAS the successful prosecution of the war requires every possible protection against espionage and against sabotage to national-defense material, national-defense premises, and national-defense utilities as defined in Section 4, Act of April 20, 1918, 40 Stat. 533, as amended by the Act of November 30, 1940, 54 Stat. 1220, and the Act of August 21, 1941, 55 Stat. 655 (U.S.C., Title 50, Sec. 104);

			NOW, THEREFORE, by virtue of the authority vested in me as President of the United States, and Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy, I hereby authorize and direct the Secretary of War, and the Military Commanders whom he may from time to time designate, whenever he or any designated Commander deems such action necessary or desirable, to prescribe military areas in such places and of such extent as he or the appropriate Military Commander may determine, from which any or all persons may be excluded, and with respect to which, the right of any person to enter, remain in, or leave shall be subject to whatever restrictions the Secretary of War or the appropriate Military Commander may impose in his discretion.

		

	
		
			
				Still, what joy I’d feel

				to find the god’s face amid

				all these morning blooms

				—Matsuo Bashō
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Chapter One

				Ren

			
			April 1942

			The story was that Papa left for Japan when I was four. The reasons changed all the time. He left to help a family member. He left to bring over some stuff. He left for a job. Soon, he’ll be back. No one ever said who the family member was, what stuff, or which job.

			That’s because the story was a lie.

			Well, a half lie. The first part is true.

			He left.

			But he won’t be back soon. Sometimes, though, my stupid brain believes he will. I can’t remember the guy’s face, yet I’m always waiting for him. When you hear something long enough, it gets inside you. Mama told me the stories about Papa leaving the same way she told me every other factual thing growing up, so maybe that’s why I assumed they were true. Your name is Ren, after Papa. Emi is older, so you need to listen to her. Papa is in Osaka. Or maybe Tokyo now. Or Hiroshima. He misses us and he will come back, so be good and don’t get on my last nerve.

			I’ll be hauling crates of waxy oranges and pinky-red strawberries off the Santa Ana delivery trucks before school and think, When Papa gets back, we’ll—Or I’ll be home after class, thumbing through our bills, and think, We just have to hang on until Papa—

			Then I’ll remember Mama bent over the dining room table, a bottle of Chinese rice wine half empty by her hand, dull words tumbling from her mouth. “Of course he’s never coming back, baka.” I’ll see the image of crusty lipstick smeared around Mama’s lips like blood, marking the back of her wrist where she must have dragged her hand across her mouth. And I feel it. Not pain but panic.

			I’ve been trying my hardest to unlearn the story. I keep failing and having to remember the truth and experience it again, like a cartoon character stuck in a spin-dryer. It’s stupid. Tiring. Never-ending.

			It’s happening now, as I walk home to shower off the sweat from work and get ready for school, the clash of insecticide and fresh citrus hanging in my nose. All the guys at work gathered around one of those colorful Uncle Sam posters that have popped up everywhere—this one showing him in a workman’s shirt and cap beneath the words DEFEND AMERICAN FREEDOM, IT’S EVERYONE’S JOB—and talked about signing up and kicking Hitler and Hirohito’s collective ass. At first, I hung back. Japanese Americans can’t even enlist since Hirohito bombed Pearl Harbor three months ago. But as I started walking home, my mind wandered into some dumb fantasy where I don’t head off to Santa Fe when I turn eighteen like I’ve planned and instead I join up. I think about Papa seeing me in a uniform and being proud.

			The daydream pops like bubble gum when the figurine hanging around my neck on a cord zings my skin.

			The thing is old as hell. It’s not much more than a bit of wood in the shape of a sacred fox. It’s my only scrap from Papa, and that’s pretty much what it is: a splinter, a big nothing from the guy who didn’t stick around to tell me what it is or how to use it. I don’t even remember him giving it to me. The only memories I have are clinging to his legs at Obon like a grain of sticky rice to a pair of chopsticks, skipping rocks with him at Westlake Park, and hearing him and Mama fighting—though I’m not even certain whether it was him or one of her other guys.

			When I touch the fox, something inside it pulses. It’s like a heartbeat. Or the ticktock of a clock or the rhythmic purr of a cat. It’s quiet, old magic. It doesn’t belong here. Los Angeles is a place of bushes studded with jasmine stars and people who don’t own heavy coats and grandmotherly palm trees nodding over us. Magic, in this city of oranges and opportunity, is like that big black dot you see after looking at the sun. It’s the aftereffect of something brilliant, a negative image that’s dwindled over time.

			It talks to me. The fox. It’s sort of like that Jiminy Cricket guy from Pinocchio, only without any words. Last time I sensed it, it urged me to tell Mrs. Bell that her dress was pretty. She had spent the entire semester telling me to stop slacking off, but at that compliment, she extended the due date on my math homework. It didn’t matter, of course. Mama was in one of her reigns of terror; in between hiding our rent money so she wouldn’t spend it all on booze and ducking around the water glasses she launched at my head because she couldn’t find said money, I didn’t finish it.

			You’d think having a magical pendant might turn your world around, but it doesn’t do jack beyond small favors. Sometimes it doesn’t even do those. When I was ten, Mama stumbled home with her beau of that month, some prick who was more beer belly than anything else. They reeked like they’d bathed in liquor, and they were already hoarse from shouting. Porcelain exploded against the wall as the man started smashing our plates. I held the fox, begging it to tell me what to do. The damn thing was silent. I couldn’t even feel its beat.

			So I let it go.

			I ended up running into the living room, pushing the man against the wall. He was so drunk that he collapsed like the centers of Mama’s perpetually undercooked cakes. Only thing the fox gave me that night was a red mark on my palm from clutching it and begging it for help.

			I’m not sure why it’s pulsing right now. Can magic break? Does it go on the fritz like our shoddy fridge? I’ve never understood the relic. I glance ahead and see the truant officer, Mr. Bowerstone, stalking down the street. I duck through an alley before he can see me. Technically, I’m not late for school yet, but he has a guilty-until-proven-innocent approach when it comes to me.

			A few blocks later, someone calls my name.

			“Ren!”

			It nearly makes me jump out of my skin. I glance warily over my shoulder, ready to haul ass if I need to. Then I see who it is.

			“Oh, hey,” I say as Kai Suzuki, my best friend, jogs over to me. He’s headed in the direction of school, his satchel slung over his shoulder. Maybe I shouldn’t even bother going to class today, because I still need to shower, and even if I hurry, I’ll be late for the first bell. It’ll mean hassle from the teachers, and they’ll call in Mr. Bowerstone, who will hassle me even more.

			“You look like a swamp monster,” he says with a grin. I push my sweaty hair off my forehead.

			“And you look like an insurance salesman,” I taunt back. His grin only widens as he adjusts his letterman jacket. His mother is Mexican, so his middle name is Rodrigo, and he has green eyes and brown hair. He always plays up whichever side he thinks will get him further with the girls, despite not speaking any Japanese or Spanish aside from a few cuss words.

			“Insurance salesman? Nah, I look like Dr. Suzuki Jr.” His father is a surgeon at a private hospital and makes so much money that his mother doesn’t have to work. They even have housekeepers, a rarity for our working-class neighborhood. Instead of hightailing it for Bel Air, they added onto their home, turning it into a palatial estate amid the apartment buildings and tiny single-family bungalows. One day, Kai and his little brother, Lio, will inherit the Hacienda Suzuki, as the neighbors call it. They got lucky because Mr. Suzuki isn’t legally allowed to own property but he was able to put the title in his wife’s name. Not that Kai or Lio will need it. They are both going to be doctors, like their father—whether they want to or not. “If you’re lucky, I’ll give you a job as a janitor at my hospital.”

			“A job?” I snort, noting that he’s on foot today. “You can’t even give me a ride. The point of having a Cadillac is to drive it.”

			“Delilah is a temperamental creature.” Last summer, Kai joined me unloading delivery crates to save enough money to buy his first car, since his father wouldn’t cover the cost. Once he had enough, he immediately abandoned the job, and I didn’t blame him. I’ve gotten enough splinters from those crates to start my own toothpick company. “She needs her beauty rest.”

			“You can just admit you bought a lemon.”

			Kai glances up the street in horror as though his beloved red Cadillac, barely visible where it’s parked in front of his home, can hear me.

			“She’s not a lemon. She’s just…a little unpredictable.” I arch an eyebrow at him. Contrary to what he’s saying, Delilah is very predictable. She predictably won’t start. “Hey, think maybe you can use your relic to fix her?”

			“That’s not how it works,” I say, absentmindedly touching my fox. “God knows I wish it actually did something helpful.”

			“I know,” he sighs mournfully, as though my priority for any working magic would be his car problems and not my rent. He lightly socks me on the shoulder. “So, you actually going to come to school today? You know, I can try to get you back on the team to pitch. We don’t stand a chance against Hollywood High. We need the Dragon.”

			Ever since childhood, Kai has called me the Dragon, for my zodiac. Even though we were born the same year and are the same age, he dubbed himself Tiger because he says it’s luckier. Lately, though, I haven’t felt like anything other than a stray mutt meant for kicking.

			“I haven’t been on the team for years, Kai,” I point out. “Not since…” I trail off, and Kai mercifully doesn’t fill in the rest. I clear my throat. “Even if you could get me on, I wouldn’t have time.”

			“Make the time,” Kai demands with the ease of someone whose biggest life responsibility is homework.

			“Can’t.” I try not to sound stressed, but it’s hard. “My family is going to need all the money I can make. Might even get an after-school job, too.”

			Kai catches my drift, and his face sobers. He shifts and glances over his shoulder again, but this time I can tell he’s looking toward my apartment, farther up the street from his home.

			“How is Emi doing? Is she all right?”

			News of my sister Emi’s pregnancy got out a few days ago after someone saw her at the doctor, and it spread through our Japanese neighborhood like a virus. You’d think it wouldn’t be such a big deal considering our community has much bigger problems looming: Curfew. Travel restrictions. Arrests of men for following Japanese sumo matches, having fishing boats, or running gardening supply shops. But I guess despite everything, people are always going to be judgy, nosy assholes, and the neighborhood’s response to Emi’s pregnancy proved it.

			“She’s good.” I don’t tell him that I heard her crying last night through the thin walls of the bedroom she shares with Mama as I lay on the couch in the living room, which is where I sleep.

			“Tell her to keep her chin up,” Kai says forcefully. I nod, unsure what to say. “Anyways. Baseball team. You. Pitching. Hollywood Hills on their knees, weeping. Think it over.”

			“I will,” I say in mock seriousness. “I’ll let you know, Tiger. All right, I gotta go get cleaned up.”

			Kai claps me on the shoulder and bounds off, heading toward school. I keep going the opposite way.

			A few houses down, I pass Mr. Nomura. He sits on his porch and peels a mandarin orange. He’s been wearing his uniform from the Great War ever since the first regulation came down on us as a protest or something. Medals and bars march across his chest, making him look even more rigid than normal, which is saying a lot because the guy has the same stick up his ass as Kai’s parents. I duck by, but he’s already seen me.

			“Han’nin!” he says under his breath. Criminal. He’s been saying this since I was fourteen, but the word’s a blade against my skin. Draws blood every time. He’s a member of the Japanese American Citizens League, or the JACL, and thinks my wrongdoings hold back our entire community. I feel like he knows I’m planning on skipping school today and is adding it to the tally of my sins that he keeps in his head.

			I keep striding along until I reach our apartment. Emi is sitting on the stoop with a book.

			For a few moments, I watch. Rarely is Emi unguarded, but when there’s a book between her and the world, her eyes get a sharp, hungry look as they tear into the words. When we were little, she used to read to me. We’d sit in the closet, protected by broomsticks and mopheads, the shaky eye of a flashlight throwing a yellow circle on the pages. She’d read. I’d lean against her. We’d stay that way till the sound of Mama’s wine bottle clinking against one of her pink water glasses was replaced by snoring.

			Now it’s different. I work and go to school when I can. She doesn’t do either anymore. We don’t see each other much.

			Sometimes I wish she’d read to me again.

			I shove my hands in my pockets and amble toward her.

			“Ren!” she exclaims as my shadow falls on her page. “How was work? You’re so sweaty.”

			“Nice to see you, too. You feeling okay?”

			“Of course I’m okay.” She rolls her eyes at me but closes the book and sets it aside. Her hands flutter like two doves, finally intertwining and settling on her stomach. “I’m merely having a baby, Ren. I’m not afflicted with the plague.”

			I’m glad she seems to be in good spirits, especially with the neighbors gossiping about her pregnancy. They couldn’t be more sanctimonious about it, especially because it proves them right. Mama, Emi, and I are the damp threatening to settle in and ruin the community from the inside out. Drunk mother. Unwed pregnant daughter. Criminal son. If they could, our neighborhood would cut us out and flick us away like a speck of rot on a peach.

			Once the baby is here, I’ll head off for Santa Fe. I’ve heard there are countless ranches right outside the city where the land is like our ocean here—just goes on forever under a red sun. I’ll get a job. Send money back and breathe air that isn’t tainted with memories.

			“Wait…is something burning?” I glance past Emi into our apartment.

			“Beware of Mama,” Emi says, picking up her book again. “She was at Fugetsu-Do and talked to Mr. Tanaka. Came home upset.”

			Mama is often upset, so the question is more to what degree. I cross the threshold, tucking the fox under my collar. Mama hates the sight of it, especially after I told her how it nudges me. She knows it’s magic but spits the word like a curse.

			Inside, wispy, throat-stinging smoke coming from our fireplace fills the air. It’s a stately feature with a design from the twenties, but it fails to distract from the plasticky soft sheet flooring, yellowed wallpaper, and peeling paint. My pillow and blanket are folded neatly on the sofa.

			Mama kneels next to the fireplace. She’s wearing several costume jewelry rings and her old silk jacket, the summer one that’s embroidered with flowers and other fancy stuff. No one wears that sort of thing around here, but it never stops her.

			Dusty photo albums with cardboard covers and letters in Japanese lie in piles, littering the carpet with our family history.

			“What’s going on?” I ask.

			“We need to get rid of everything,” she says. “Should’ve done it right after the bombing but I…I wanted to wait.”

			“Everything? What did Mr. Tanaka tell you?”

			“His car windows were smashed by some men. We have to burn our stuff from Japan. It must be done.”

			Methodically, she picks up a letter. Her thumb flicks across the wheel on her lighter. A tongue of fire bobs to life, and she holds the lighter to the letter. My face is hot, but it isn’t from the fire. It’s from the realization that our memories are going up in smoke.

			The flame licks and eats, quickly fanning its way up the aged paper. Before it reaches her fingers, Mama throws it into the fireplace. Then she flips open the photo album. There’s only one wedding photo in it, with Papa’s face scratched out. But even if it wasn’t, it’s clear the photo has always belonged to the bride. In it, Mama wears a floral kimono. She stares directly at the camera, bold and pleased, like everything has gone just to plan. It’s a version of her I’ve never experienced.

			Swiftly, Mama tosses the photo onto the fire in the hearth. My throat locks up. I’ve known the photo my whole life; its mocking question of what might have been is so painful I’ve thought of burning it myself. But seeing it curl under the flames makes me want to snatch it back. Because it’s ours, our pain to deal with as we want—not like this, out of fear of the government busting in and shaking us down like we’re part of a crime ring.

			Mama remains kneeling, face empty. Hesitantly, I put my hand on her shoulder. For a moment we are as still as statues, and the fire is the only living thing in the room as it chews up our memories and spits out ash. Then she turns to me.

			There’s no pain in her eyes—she will never show hurt. Her shoulder muscle lifts like a lever. The motion makes my hand drop away.

			Her empty eyes latch on to the cord disappearing into my collar.

			“We need to burn it.”

			I put my hand over my shirt. Beneath my fingers, I feel the fox’s beat. It’s quicker than normal, which makes my own pulse kick up in response. “No one will see it. It’s fine.”

			Her hand extends to me, palm open. Not asking. Demanding.

			I don’t move.

			Silence falls, broken only by the last crackles of the paper-swallowing flame. Mama lunges. Her fingernails, painted their usual red, claw at my neck as she tries to break the cord. I pull away. Mama is flailing inertia, so she stumbles, a frantic wave with no shore to crash against. I steady her, even though it lets her collect herself for another attack. Her hands fly for my neck again.

			I retreat to the only place I can. The bathroom. She comes after me. I slip inside the narrow rectangle, slide the laminate accordion door shut, flip the lock. The door jangles in its frame as she strikes it from the other side.

			I anchor my hands on the sink, shaking against the cold, slick porcelain. Slowly, I twist the rusty faucet and splash water onto my face. Water runs down my neck, joining the sweat from work. I peer at my neck in the mirror, avoiding meeting my own eyes. I hate seeing myself. Instead, I focus on the cuts from Mama’s nails. Looks like a cat got me. Small slashes, blood welling just beneath them, pepper my skin.

			If I wasn’t so dumb and stubborn, I would’ve handed over the fox. Burned it up with the photo and letters. I don’t need any trouble, not from Mama and sure as hell not from the government. Yet here I am, holding on to something from a man who ran all the way to another country to leave me behind.

			But I know I won’t take it off. I’ll cling to it in hopes I understand it, someday, and understand myself, too, maybe.

			Outside the bathroom, it’s silent. I think Mama has given up. Then her voice cuts through the door. The laminate is so thin that it sounds like she’s speaking right into my ear.

			“If you know what’s best, you’ll burn it.” She’s breathless from our tussle, but her tone is chillingly calm. “They’re coming for us, Ren, and there’s nothing we can do to stop it.”
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Chapter Two

				Violet

			
			Lord knows it’s rare, but every now and then I agree with Mama: We really don’t need so many typefaces.

			I have a handful of wood and metal A’s, along with a あ, the corresponding hiragana. Once I sort these, there will be variations of the other twenty-five English letters and forty-seven hiraganas to clean and put away in the drawers of our print shop, Aratani Print. Otōsan insists we need a wide range, and I’m usually a passionate proponent of artistic expression…until I’m faced with the task of cleaning and sorting the means of said artistic expression. When I’m on my deathbed someday, I swear I’ll feel the metal ridges of the letters and croak out a dirge about the alphabet.

			My family trades in words. We press them onto paper in a variety of sizes and fonts, making posters for the YMCA, banners for high school sports teams, calendars for local shops to give as free gifts, and bulletins for the nearby temples and churches. I know about every ice cream social, fundraiser, and sports match within a fifty-mile radius.

			Across the room, my sketch pad beckons. I cast it a longing look from my place behind the cash register. I’ve been working on a sketch of a yōkai monster, a hybrid between a wani and my own interpretation of the Nameless Faceless God, rising from the sea, much to Otōsan’s fascination and Mama’s horror. I should give the creature typeface in place of scales. Then he’d truly be a monster.

			At least I can enjoy our shop while I work. It isn’t legally ours—my parents are issei and can’t own property—but Otōsan treats it like it is. Other families decorate their places with framed cross-stitches, lucky cat statues, and Grace, the lithograph of the old man praying over his meal, but Otōsan designed our shop like a British study. An elaborate gold frame featuring a reproduction of Pether’s moody A Castle and Lake by Moonlight hangs on the wall, next to the glistening curve of our katana. Brass Emeralite banker’s lamps with green shades create hazy low light. Otōsan has collected each piece one at a time over decades, aside from the katana, which is an heirloom. Mama thinks our money can be used for better things, but I’ll catch her admiring our shop in the evenings as the setting sun floods it with warm gold, turning the katana into a burnished sickle and the green shades on the lamps into electrified rectangles.

			“Violet?” Mama calls from the kitchen, which is nestled between the shop and the rest of our home. “Focus and finish sorting. You should be done by now.”

			She’s already decided I’ll go to college and major in English so I can become a teacher. My application for UCLA is under my sketch pad, along with a course catalog. Mama doesn’t know it, but I’ve circled art classes. It’s a far-fetched dream—I’m not certain what an art teacher would think about my work. I’m always drawing surreal monsters, ghosts, and spirits from Japanese folklore, oftentimes colliding with the Pacific Ocean, which Otōsan has taken me to ever since I was little. The features of the deities are exaggerated—Izanami’s hair unfurling so it swirls like the wind itself, or Susanoo’s eyebrows curving to mirror choppy surf.

			Ignoring Mama’s words and finally giving in to my impulse, I get my sketchbook and resume a drawing I started the previous night—shinigami, spirits of death, emerging from the spindle of a seashell.

			I take a shallow breath. Everything is quiet, but it’s too quiet. And it has been, ever since the bombing. No one goes anywhere. Government rules hem us in. We can’t be outside between eight p.m. and six a.m. We can’t travel beyond five miles from home. We can’t own firearms, radios, flashlights, or cameras.

			My pencil digs deep, uneasiness making me gouge the paper with its tip. I wish I could scrawl things out of life just as I do drawings. I wish I could obliterate the hand slowly closing around us with graphite.

			Then the door opens.

			Four men enter our shop.

			I should greet them. They are customers. They wear fedoras and stiff suits. It feels as though they are thunder, and our shop is the trembling sky through which they rumble. They have to be customers because I will not accept who they really are, even though I know.

			I glance down at the packed suitcase, tucked beneath the register.

			Just last week, I overheard Mama and Otōsan in the kitchen. I was sitting at the register avoiding homework, just as I am now. Mama was frying tempura and turning bamboo skewers of yakitori for dinner. Aratani Print breathed with the scents of mirin, sake, soy sauce, and pepper.

			“When the FBI comes for me, I will be ready,” Otōsan said to Mama. I winced at the wheeze in his breath, leftover from the bad case of pneumonia he had last October. “They dragged Stephen Ito out in his pajamas and slippers. When Louella was able to bring him some things a week later, he was still wearing them. I will not go that way.”

			I listened, muscles clenched, toes curled, wanting Mama to tell him he was overreacting. But I knew, deep in my soul, that he wasn’t. Ever since Pearl Harbor was bombed, Japanese men have been getting arrested by the FBI for any reason at all, from being in temple leadership to being in haiku clubs. For a moment, all I heard was the sizzling of the yakitori on the stove and the bubbling of the oil for the tempura. Then Mama said, “I will press your coat.”

			Otōsan emerged from the kitchen, carrying his suitcase—the same one he uses when we go on road trips during the summer to Lake Tahoe or the sequoias. Never had he packed his suitcase to go somewhere without us. We’re always together. He set it down behind the register, next to where I sat.

			“Otōsan—” I began.

			“Don’t worry, sweetheart.” He spoke in such a cheerful voice that it startled me. “It’s only a precaution. I better make sure Mama’s miso soup tastes as good as it smells.”

			Now Otōsan steps into the shop once again, and his presence shakes me from my reverie. His hand disappears into his pocket, and he joins me behind the counter. The men cross to us.

			“Hiro Aratani?” one of them asks loudly. I hate the sound of Otōsan’s name in his flat voice. He draws out the syllables, mispronouncing it as High-ro.

			“I am he,” Otōsan says. He pulls his hand from his pocket and looks at me. Sadness streaks through his eyes, there and then gone.

			“Roy Jenkins…I’m with the FBI,” the agent says.

			When I was little and Otōsan would take me to the beach, I’d place the tiny white shells I collected on the wet sand to be reclaimed by the sea. Only, sometimes the tide didn’t take them and they’d remain at my feet. Staring down, I always felt as though a primordial and ancient spirit inside the sea didn’t want my offering. Those memories wash over me now in a dark tide. Only this tide hasn’t simply rejected my shells but has sent something. These men.

			My eyes trail over my sketch. I wish I could become one of the monsters I draw. I would rise, dripping with salt water, and expel these men from my home. Or drag them beneath the surface and hold them there until they drowned.

			“You’re a community organizer,” Mr. Jenkins says, consulting a piece of paper. “We hear you print things in Japanese and distribute them.”

			“I print materials for the local shops and clubs,” Otōsan says. “It’s mostly bulletins about community book clubs and Bible studies.”

			“I see you have a weapon.” Mr. Jenkins points to the katana hanging on the wall. “Japanese for sure, from the looks of it. You got a radio, too. It’s contraband for you folk.”

			“The radio doesn’t transmit,” Otōsan says. “It is a standard radio receiver. We use it for music. As for the katana, it’s a family heirloom and has hung there since we opened our shop two decades ago.”

			But Mr. Jenkins isn’t listening. His gaze rapaciously crosses our Ludlow cabinet, steel table, proofing press, and platen press as though they are evidence of a great crime.

			“We’re going to need to search the place. We’ve been authorized by John Edgar Hoover himself to search for evidence of espionage.” He says the words with a hitch, as though he’s only memorized them this morning. “Let’s get to work, boys.”

			The men fan out like streams of fog rolling in over the ocean. Two of them pull out the Ludlow drawers, dumping the carefully organized type onto the ground. The other three yank the oil painting off the wall to look behind it. I want to explode. Instead, I become like Yaobikuni from the old stories.

			I turn to stone.

			A few minutes later, Otōsan nods for me to follow him into the kitchen. Mama stands by the stove, white-faced. He motions for us to sit at the table. As shouts and bangs come from our shop, he begins to make us tea.

			The men gather in the kitchen an hour later. It’s small, just as snug as the shop. They crowd in, strangers surrounding the table where we laugh and talk every night. Their scratchy wool suits brush against my shoulders. I cringe.

			Mr. Jenkins holds a cardboard box. Our orders in Japanese are stuffed inside, along with the radio that often sings us Vivaldi’s songs. One of the other men clutches the katana. He wields it excitedly, like a child with his father’s hammer.

			“Mr. Aratani,” Mr. Jenkins says. “Get up. You’re coming with us.”

			For a moment, I hear and feel nothing.

			Then I feel and hear everything at once.

			“Wait!” I exclaim. I rise from the table and turn to the men. Somehow, I must make this stop. I must make them understand. “Please, my father just had pneumonia. He needs rest.”

			“Violet.” Otōsan says my name, silencing me. He never calls me Violet, only Violey-chan. Carefully, he pushes his chair back and stands. He is shorter than the men, but his head is raised, and his gaze holds volume and magnitude. “I am ready.” Mama gets up and hurries to fetch Otōsan’s coat. Otōsan leans forward and says quietly to me, “Get your sketchbook.”

			I stumble toward the front of the shop. I fetch it and bring it to him. One of the men tries to intervene, but Otōsan flips it open. Flashes of ocean waves and rising monsters flip by.

			“It’s my daughter’s drawings,” he says. “That’s all.”

			Otōsan takes my hand, and I realize he’s pressing something into it.

			His relic.

			It’s a figurine depicting a hallowed deer from Nara. Its head bows and its eyes are as gentle and wise as Otōsan’s eyes. The deer has been in his family for generations, passing from parent to child upon the parent’s death. One day, I will get it—if I wish. “You are American, so you get to choose if you want it,” he always says proudly. It’s his favorite thing about being American. “Nobody tells you who you are.”

			The deer holds old magic. It isn’t terribly strong, according to Otōsan. Generations ago, our family served in a house of the gods and was given the deer for our service. Most families have lost theirs, and I’ve always been so proud that we haven’t. Otōsan says ours lets him see the spirits imbuing the world when he touches it. “It’s an eye, Violey-chan,” he says. “It shows what’s there.”

			I close my fingers around it, just as I did when I was a child. When I hold it, it already seems to know me. It tingles in my palm.

			It’s an exchange. Taking some of me, giving me some of him. But I’m not supposed to have it yet. It’s too soon.

			It isn’t right.

			Mama helps Otōsan into his coat and hands him his suitcase. He leans forward. They kiss. It’s a brief brushing of lips, but I want to turn my eyes away, give them some privacy for this moment of intimacy. They never kiss in front of others. Mama stands next to me. One of the men looks at us.

			“Japanese women are strong,” he says. “My wife cried when I went to Tulsa for a week. I should get me one of these instead.”

			The men laugh. How dare they presume anything about us? How dare they think our lack of tears means we are not crying? I am weeping. I am screaming.

			They just can’t see it.
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Chapter Three

				Ren

			
			May 1942

			Life can change fast and it’s never for the better. It’s a thought that repeats in my head as I sit next to Mama and Emi, waiting to be loaded onto another godforsaken bus. It’s our second time getting on a bus like this, compliments of the government.

			The first time was last month.

			The president signed some sort of executive order, and evacuation notices appeared all over town. You couldn’t walk six feet without running into one. They were plastered on lampposts, bus stops, at the community centers, on church bulletin boards. I imagined they would’ve stapled them to the damn pigeons if they could. You couldn’t avoid the stupid things. Couldn’t escape the evacuation. Nisei, issei, immigrant, natural-born American citizen—or in their words, alien, non-alien…didn’t matter. You got more than one-sixteenth of Japanese in you? Off you go. Where to? A Wartime Civil Control Administration Center. Oh, and bring:

			
				Bedding and linens (no mattress) for each member of the family

				Toilet articles for each member of the family

				Extra clothing for each member of the family

				Sufficient knives, forks, spoons, plates, bowls, and cups for each member of the family

				Essential personal effects for each member of the family

			

			No pets, no shipping items ahead, nothing aside from what you can carry. I stood next to Kai as Delilah was sold off cheap to some goober from Pacific Palisades. Kai was more upset over that than I’ve ever seen him over anything, including the Dodgers losing the World Series to the Yankees.

			I never thought we had a lot of stuff, but turns out when you pack your life up into a fourteen-inch suitcase, you’re suddenly overflowing. But hey, at least transportation is provided, right? You just turn yourself in with your earthly goods stuffed into a briefcase and the United States government will slingshot you to the moon.

			Only it wasn’t the moon.

			Our Wartime Civil Control Administration Center, set up by the Army, was the Santa Anita Racetrack. They wrapped it up real tight with barbed wire and packed us into stalls like a bunch of Baby Jesuses. God knows we tried to avoid it. I submitted doctor’s note after doctor’s note about Emi being pregnant to the different agencies and government offices but didn’t get anything back other than a date for us to report.

			Now we’re off onto the next stop of our grand tour. It can’t be good if we started out in horse stalls. What’s next? A pigpen? We don’t know because they won’t tell us, just like they wouldn’t tell us we were coming to the racetrack. Instead, they’ve marked us up with paper tags. Us and our suitcases. The tags spin in the breeze. I snatch mine off and stuff it into my pocket because, God help me, I’m not a package in need of a shipping label. Mama sees and snaps at me, but a few minutes later, she does it, too.

			Our suitcases are loaded into the luggage compartment, and we are loaded into the cabin. I help Emi up the steps. Mama follows behind us. An aisle cuts through the center of the bus. Rows of benches line the silvery interior. It feels like we’ve been put in a sardine can. I stop at one of the benches and let Mama and Emi in, then I sit. We wait once again, scratching our flea bites, as others stream past us, filling the vacant benches.

			Conversations begin, rising to mingle with the humid bus air.

			“This is for our safety,” a mother says, blinking. She’s tiny, but her children, who wind over and under her, make it seem as though she has multiple limbs. A chubby baby babbles on her lap and reaches for her earring. “They are protecting us from the angry Americans—Ouch! Jace, you’re on my foot.”

			“Protecting us?” Mr. Nomura interrupts. He’s the only person we know on the bus. Everyone else in our neighborhood left early, finagling to be evacuated with other family members. I didn’t get to say goodbye to Kai. His family was there one night and then gone the next. We three Hamadas waited, lurking like ghosts in an apartment that used to be home, eating out of cans with disposable chopsticks since our dishes and cutlery were sold. Mr. Nomura didn’t have anyone else, either, so he seems to be on the same schedule as us. He’s still wearing his uniform. Bits of hay from his stall cling to the wool. “This is not protection.”

			“They say we’re going to our permanent evacuation center, but I bet they are going to put us on ships and pack us off to Japan. Which will be difficult because I don’t speak Japanese,” another woman says. She wears a prim Sunday suit and a hat exploding with an unfortunate number of fabric flowers. God knows how she kept her clothes pressed in this hell on earth. Both the hat and the suit are bubble-gum pink, the happy color contrasting with the gloom slumping off the down-turned corners of her mouth. “Or they could be taking us out to the middle of nowhere to shoot us all and be done with it.”

			Next to me, Emi stiffens. I say to her, “It’s going to be okay. I’m sure wherever we’re headed is a lot better than here.”

			“Who will look for us? Who will know what’s happened to us?” The pink-suited woman’s voice rises dramatically now that she has a captive audience. One of the children buries his head in the mother’s lap, but the other one makes a finger gun and pretends to shoot his siblings.

			“What do you suggest?” Mr. Nomura snaps. “Anyone who resists gets arrested. So whether they want you dead here or there, it’ll happen. It isn’t our country anymore. Why, a common criminal has more rights than us.”

			At the word criminal, his gaze slices to me. I try not to wince. Why couldn’t Kai be here and Mr. Nomura sent somewhere else? If anything proves I’m life’s punching bag, it’s this. We’re getting shuffled about like a deck of cards, yet he’s stuck to me like gum on a shoe.

			“They’ll just line us up and bury us in a shallow grave,” the woman continues, as though Mr. Nomura didn’t say anything.

			I turn my face to the window, even though I have to look across Mama and Emi. Outside, a skirmish catches my attention. A man is being dragged toward the bus, pulled along by two guards. He has long black hair and wears a dark gray haori over loose, wide-leg tan pants. Everyone on the bus is in Western clothing—we’ve all been trying to look as American as possible, like we’re from the cast of A Family Affair. The man’s head is down, so it’s impossible to see his face, but he clutches a wood box.

			Suddenly, my fox comes alive, pulsing as though I’ve touched it. It beats fast. For the first time, it isn’t in tempo with my heart.

			“Poor old man,” Emi murmurs next to me. I look sharply at her.

			“Old man?”

			“That’s no way to treat an elder,” she says. I blink several times. It’s hard to see the guy’s face, but he’s definitely not an old man. Am I losing it? I put a hand to my head. Maybe it’s exhaustion. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since we left home.

			Together, the guards march the man toward our bus. With a swoosh, the bus door swings open and they thrust him on board. At the last moment, the box slips through his fingers. It thuds down the steps, landing on the pavement.

			The man was hanging like a rag doll between the men, but at this, he turns, reaching for it. Doesn’t say a single word while the guards cuss like longshoremen and shout. More guards gather, forcing him forward. The woman in pink cries out, and when I see the flash of a guard’s baton arcing through the air, I know why. We cringe at the sickening sound of stick meeting skull. Instantly, the man goes limp. The children, their eyes wide with terror, throw their arms around their mother, and she tries to hold them all.

			Together, the guards lift the man onto the bus and drag him down the aisle.

			“Move,” one of them barks to a couple sitting in the last bench. Quickly, they crowd into one of the other benches. The guards cast the man down before disembarking, leaving frightened silence in their wake. It catches us in its drift.

			A woman in a blue dress rises.

			“I’m a nurse. I should check on him. He’s elderly and needs care.”

			Elderly. There it is again. Does everyone see him as an old man while I see him as…what? What the hell is going on? I blink furiously and realize my fox has gone quiet. Deathly quiet, in a way it never has before. I touch it underneath my shirt, trying to wake it up. Nothing. It’s the only thing outside myself confirming there’s something different about this guy.

			Or maybe I just don’t want to face the fact that I’m cracking up big-time.

			“Better not,” the woman in pink instantly hisses. “You’ll get us in trouble. He tried to escape. And maybe that’s the least of it. For all we know, he’s a maniac and he’ll attack us when he wakes up.”

			“So, which is it?” Mr. Nomura snaps at her. “Was he trying to escape or is he a maniac?”

			She casts a glare at Mr. Nomura and says evenly, “Both.”

			Cautiously, the nurse slips into the aisle. She moves to the back of the bus, staying low so no one outside can see she’s moving. After a minute, Mr. Nomura stands.

			“I tended to a man or two during the war,” he announces to no one in particular. Together, he and the nurse kneel next to the man and begin a whispered consult.

			Everyone’s attention is fixed on the trio, but I look back out the window. There. The man’s box. It lies on its side, a rectangle of dark, polished wood. I can make out a single kanji carved into the top, a lone mark in the glossy finish.

			No one is loading it into the underside of the bus with the rest of our luggage. It’ll be left behind. My fox has gone silent, but my heart races. None of us have anything but our stuff. We’ve been made thin. Our houses—even the crappy apartment Mama rented—took up room on lots, just as our desks took up room in classrooms, and our cars, children, pets, and shops took up room on the streets. That’s gone. We wear only our bodies and the things we carry and the clothes on our backs. If the bus leaves, the box will be thrown away. Whatever he is—old, young, who the hell knows—the man will be even thinner.

			I inhale sharply. Stand.

			“Ren?” Emi asks, alarmed. “What’re you doing?”

			“Sit,” Mama commands. She reaches across Emi to grab at my shirt. “Sit.”

			Ignoring them, I sidestep into the aisle and move up the bus. Every step brings me toward the front. There’s a lever by the door. One pull and the door swishes open. It feels like a portal to another world. A doorway of sunlight awaits, and cool air beckons me forward, cleansing away the stale bus air. Three more steps. I’m off the bus.

			I reach for the box.

			“Hey! What are you doing?” Hands come from nowhere. I’m thrown violently against the unforgiving aluminum siding. Something gives in my shoulder. I’m yanked away, and there’s a dent in the siding. I hear Emi’s voice, muffled from inside the bus, cry out. I try to lift my hands in surrender but my right shoulder hurts so much that I can only raise the left. Hopefully it’s enough. Guards surround me.

			“I’m just getting the box. Whatever we can carry—we were told we can bring whatever we can carry.” I’m reciting their rules back to them. I hate it. I force away the urge to slug the nearest guard, busted shoulder or not.

			“No one is allowed off the bus,” a guard blares in my face. Four soldiers gather around me, their shiny shoes ringing me in. “Act like a lunatic and you’ll get yourself shot. We’re trying to keep this calm, sonny.”

			My face burns hot, fire raging inside me. I stand completely still, trying not to combust, waiting to see what they’ll do.

			“I can arrest you right here,” the guard continues. That sure as hell gets my attention. If I get separated from Mama and Emi when they need me most, I’ll never forgive myself. He pauses and glances around. The other families waiting for buses and loitering around are quiet, watching. He points to the bus. “Go on, then.”

			I pick up the box with my good arm. Climb back onto the bus. Uncirculated air reclaims me, and my muscles tremble. It isn’t with relief. It’s with anger. I swallow hard, forcing myself to breathe. A man takes the box from me and carries it to the back, where its owner is still unconscious. I return to my seat next to Emi. My adrenaline starts wearing off, which is when the pain from my shoulder really kicks in.

			“Baka!” Mama’s hand reaches around Emi to slap at me. I try not to wince as her palm connects with my shoulder. I’m not successful. It sends her to another level of frenzy. “Stupid boy!”

			“Calm down, Mama,” I say stiffly. “I’m fine.”

			“Are you all right?” Emi’s voice is thick with worry.

			“You’re hurt.” Mama sounds accusatory, like she’s bringing me up on official charges. Her necklaces swing as she half rises in her seat.

			“I can take a look,” the nurse says, glancing up from where she and Mr. Nomura are still working by the unconscious man.

			“Come here, Ren,” Mr. Nomura commands. His face is stern, but he and the nurse look way too excited that their patient roster is about to double.

			“Go!” Mama and Emi chorus together.

			“I swear I’m fine.” I’m regretting getting the box. Not because of the injury or the incident but because of the amount of attention I’m suddenly getting. I try to slink down on the bench, but my fate is sealed. Emi and Mama shove me out into the aisle. Resistance is futile. These two are rarely united, but when they are, they’re formidable as a tank brigade. I’d take my odds against ten guards over Mama and my sister any day.

			The nurse motions me over to the newly founded bus hospital. I slouch up the aisle. When I reach her, she probes my shoulder, and my breath catches. Pain radiates down my arm and up my neck, straight to my brain.

			“Dislocated,” the nurse announces.

			“Dislocated!” Mama repeats angrily, as though adding it to my charge list. She remains half standing, her necklaces sending a rainbow of colorful shards around the bus as the light prisms through them.

			“Don’t worry, woman,” Mr. Nomura chimes in. “We can set it. Take off your shirt, young man.”

			The nurse helps me lift my shirt over my head. Despite her gentleness, I bite my lip, stifling a groan. My shoulder is flattened just below my collarbone, forming a sunken step into my arm. Mr. Nomura takes my wrist. The nurse braces me. Damn, I think, this is gonna hurt.

			“On the count of three, we pop it back in,” Mr. Nomura barks, sounding like he’s commanding a fleet of soldiers, not one displaced nurse.

			Nausea adds another dimension to the pain as Mr. Nomura lifts my wrist. Everyone on the bus is watching, even the baby in the mother’s lap. I swallow hard, determined not to humiliate myself by throwing up. Frantically, I look down the aisle for something fixed and sturdy to distract me. My fox buzzes, pulling my attention to the window. Oh, so you’re alive now?

			“One!”

			I’m seeking an anchor but find the opposite. A girl, about my age, in a black dress trimmed with some sort of frilly white material stands right in my view outside the bus.

			“Two!”

			There’s nothing fixed or sturdy about her. In fact, she’s nothing but motion. She’s talking to an older woman, her mother, most likely. The girl’s lips move quickly, along with her hands. A breeze messes with her hair and tugs at the label attached to her dress. She sways slightly.

			“Three!”

			Suddenly, her gaze cuts toward me just as Mr. Nomura yanks my arm upward. The shoulder slips neatly back into its joint. I fall to my knees despite my every effort not to react. Woozy lightheadedness crashes over me, but I can tell that my shoulder is back where it belongs. I stagger to my feet, biting my lip, determined to look unaffected but likely failing. Immediately, I glance back out the window, searching for the girl.

			She’s gone.

			The unconscious man lurches upright with a wordless cry, commanding our attention, even as I keep looking out the window, hoping pathetically that the girl will reappear. She doesn’t.

			“Say, you okay, old-timer?” Mr. Nomura asks. “Take it easy.”

			“Old-timer?” the man says. Scorn drips from his voice, which doesn’t sound aged whatsoever. At least not to me. “You insult me. I’m eternally in the full blossom of youth.”

			Mr. Nomura and the nurse glance at each other and shake their heads.

			“Get some rest,” the nurse says in a soothing voice, and she mouths dementia to Mr. Nomura, who gravely nods.

			Using two hands, the man gathers his hair up into a topknot. The underside of his head is shaved close enough to show the whiteness of his skull. He binds his hair at the crown with practiced ease, folding one half under the other. It’s a chonmage, an ancestral style. An intricate, long gold earring hangs from one ear.

			I make my way to my seat and look back, eyeing him suspiciously. Then I realize my fox is basically as dead as a doornail again. I realize what the difference is. My fox is often silent. This goes way beyond that. It’s…playing dead? Like a possum?

			It’s hiding.

			I frown and stare at the man.

			In a way, he does seem to be in the…what did he say? Full blossom of youth? His hair is black as night, without a single thread of gray, and his skin doesn’t have a single wrinkle or crease. Strangely, the idea of age doesn’t seem to apply to him. It feels as though I’m trying to gauge the age of the sun, something ancient yet burning as bright today as it did eons ago. He isn’t human. The ridiculous thought blazes in my mind.

			His eyes meet mine and the pupils narrow into vertical slits like a predator. Something tells me to stay still, to not reveal my fox pendant.

			Because, for whatever reason, my fox doesn’t want the man to know it exists. An antsy feeling settles over me, along with a sense of irony. I thought getting the box was dangerous because it pissed off the guards. But maybe it was dangerous because now that I’ve crossed paths with this guy I’m on his radar. When I steal another look at him, he’s still staring at me. I almost shudder.

			I face forward, slumping down a little in my seat, and try to block him out. A hazy cloud of pain settles over me, and I feel myself slipping into a daze. Still, even as my thoughts grow fuzzy, I know his eyes are on me.
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Chapter Four

				Violet

			
			
				Dear Otōsan,

				You probably have heard about the evacuation. We’re told that we’ll have everything we need where we are going, though we don’t know where that is. As soon as I can, I’ll send this letter so you have the address of our new place.

				We’ve packed everything up. Don’t worry! Women from church are helping and they agreed to take all your books. Every single one. So Moby Dick and The Book of Yōkai will be waiting for you, along with all the others. My childhood dolls weren’t so lucky, but I had to let go of them at some point, right? Mama always says I sew too many dresses for my wardrobe, and I hate to admit it, but I was startled by the number. It was very clarifying to pick my favorite ones to bring. But we got everything settled.

				Mama is well and I am well—well (how many wells can I fit into this sentence??), we miss you terribly.

				Love you always,

				Violet

			

			

			
				
			

			There is no ocean at the Manzanar War Relocation Center in Owens Valley.

			There is only dust.

			It tries to be the sea. It stretches on through a funnel of mountains, endless to the north and south, seeking the far reaches of a horizon the road threading between the mountains never finds. Wind picks up the dust and rains it back down on us, pelting our faces like salt off waves. I miss the ocean I know, the one that raised me, the one I fill with folklore monsters when I draw. It didn’t always take the white shells I offered it, but it never failed to give me a cool and briny embrace. It watched me grow from a little girl whose Otōsan carried her out into the waves to a young woman who swam past them herself. But that ocean is far away.

			And Otōsan is even farther.

			Anyone would be lost on the face of this desert plain, but they’ve made a place for us here, hacking it out of the land with a barbed wire fence, barracks, and half-finished watchtowers. There are going to be eight. There’s a soldier in the completed watchtower. He’s so small that he might as well be a porcelain figurine. His binoculars flash in the sun and his rifle is a sharp point slung across his back. Streets and firebreaks slice between long, narrow barracks. Nothing is completely done. Our prison is being built around us.

			We’ve been directed to apartment 1, barrack 7. Our bags are heavy. My slingback heels dig into the dirt and my skirt flaps, the hot wind stinging my bare legs. They feel strange without my nylon stockings, but nylon is used for parachutes, so no one has them anymore. It’s an inconsequential loss, though, in comparison to everything else.

			I close my eyes and think of the shop. For once, I miss the typeface in my hands. I would sort hundreds of typefaces if I could just go home.

			But there is no home.

			There is no shop.

			Not anymore. We tried to secure our most precious possessions. Friends from Mama’s Bible study helped. They took Otōsan’s books and Mama’s tea set, jade wedding chopsticks, and matching jade dragon chopstick rests to store for us. But they were helping other families from church, too, and they only had so much space in their homes and garages for our displaced property.

			Everything else was sold. People streamed through our door, saying, “Your sign says you’re having an evacuation sale. What do you have?”

			After rifling through the print shop, those people came into our home. They pawed through our cupboards and drawers with fast hands and plopped their bodies down onto our armchairs and sofa with grunts of comfort and asked, “How much for this?” and “How much for that?” Otōsan’s landscape painting and banker’s lamps with the green shades sold first. Strangers wandered from the kitchen to the living room and back again with growing armloads, snatching up the matching wall sconces, Mama’s drink coasters in their caddy, our mixing bowls in primary colors and graduating sizes. They even took our boxed-up Christmas bulbs. Good Lord, they would’ve carried our home down the street on their backs if they could. Mama followed each person, pointing out the merits of different items and saying, “Everything must go. You want the Pyrex, too? I’ll give you a discount if you take the Pyrex and the eggbeater. Everything must go.”

			I clutched Otōsan’s deer, which hummed and fretted in my hand like it knew what was happening. At night, I whispered to it. I begged it to bring Otōsan back or to show me what to do to reunite us. I took it to the temple, where I lit candles and incense. I walked it through a shrine’s torii gate. I knelt by my bed with folded hands like I did as a child, praying for God to tell me what to do. But there was no answer.

			At first, Mama insisted I keep going to school. But then, as our evacuation date drew near, I stopped, and she didn’t say anything. I marveled at how I thought the future was uncertain a month ago when I didn’t know if I would get into UCLA or minor in art. Now Japanese American students have been expelled from colleges. Admissions are closed to us. I don’t recognize life anymore.

			When Mama wasn’t looking, I put lipstick and a sketchbook into my bag. On the day we left, I slipped drawing pencils into my sock, terrified they would snap if I put them in my luggage.

			“This is it.” Mama pulls me back to the present. We stand outside barrack 7.

			We’ve already been given the rundown. Every barrack has its own mess hall, showers, restrooms, and laundry and ironing rooms. Families share the barracks and there is no indoor plumbing. Drinking water can be obtained from an outdoor faucet. Fires are at high risk because of the dry, arid climate and wood buildings, so we were told to note where the fire extinguishers are. A canteen and catalog mail order service will open soon. I’m distantly worried because the camp doesn’t provide sanitary napkins, which means I’ll have to hope my boxes of Tampax last. If they don’t, I’ll have to use toilet paper.

			Three steps lead to the door. Together, we climb them. They shake under our feet, and our shoes make odd, hollow sounds on each step. We enter and stop in confusion.

			A family is already there. There’s a woman, the matriarch likely. Mama thought I was ridiculous for wearing my slingback heels here, but in comparison to this woman, I might as well be a Puritan. Despite the heat, she’s swathed in a long, lightweight silk jacket embroidered with lotus flowers and spindly, elegant cranes. Ropes of purply-green and blue gemstone necklaces encircle her neck and wrists. Upon closer inspection, though, I realize the garment is quite old and that the necklaces and bracelets must be fake. The jacket’s embroidery is unraveling, the images dwindling away. Several of the gaudy gems are missing from the jewelry. The gaps in the settings stare at me like empty eye sockets.

			Past the woman, lying sideways on one of the cots, is a girl who is probably only a year or two older than me. She has the same face as her mother, about two decades younger, time undone. She’s asleep, her eyes nothing more than two swaths of black lashes against her pink skin. In the heat, she sweats. The angle of her body reveals she’s pregnant.

			There doesn’t seem to be a husband for either of the women, but it isn’t shocking. It’s likely their men have been arrested, just like Otōsan. I feel especially sympathetic to the girl. I can’t imagine being pregnant here.

			The third and final occupant is a boy, about my age. He sits all the way back on a cot with his knees up, feet planted on the mattress, propped against the wall.

			It’s hard to get a good look at him because his head is bent, dark hair falls over his eyes, and his knees form a barrier between him and everyone else. His left arm is in a sling, and his shoulders are slumped. Even on our arrival, he doesn’t look up. It’s like he’s lost, somewhere inside himself. Staring at him, I suddenly wish to glimpse his face. I know it’s silly. Boys don’t matter anymore. Not here.

			But I can’t look away. He sags against the wall as though all the fight has been beaten out of him. Perhaps it should be sad in someone so young, yet it only makes him more intriguing to me. Maybe it’s the wariness emanating from him—it’s like he’s seen the true nature of the world, a nature I’ve only just begun to glimpse and just…accepts it.

			I clear my throat, trying to get his attention any way I can. I want him to see me. I want to see him. He remains as he is, head down, gaze fixed low. In my pocket, my deer grows warm. The warmth has direction, as though it’s a current of water. It streams toward the young man. Never have I felt it react to a person. It’s like it knows him. Or, if it doesn’t know him, it knows something about him. Something…good. I wonder if he senses the energy radiating toward him. If he does, he gives no reaction.

			“Is this apartment one? Barrack seven?” Mama asks. “We’ve been assigned here. I think there’s been a mistake.”

			The boy shifts and I think he’ll finally look up. But all he does is lift his left hand to hold his right shoulder. Still he doesn’t raise his head.

			“There has been a mistake,” the woman says. “This is our place.”

			Her voice is raspy, and as she moves toward us, stale cigarette smoke billows from her breath, mixed with a too sweet cheap perfume. “We’re already moved in.” It’s a lie. None of their bags are open, and aside from the daughter’s, none of the other cots have been made up. “Rest of the place is occupied, too.”

			She crosses the room to pull back a faded floral bedsheet partitioning the barrack. It reveals a mother holding a baby and three children. Everyone, including the baby, pauses at our intrusion. The woman drops the sheet.

			“Go ask the block manager. They’ll find somewhere else to put you.”

			“You don’t need to speak to us like that.” I’m not used to hearing anyone talk so rudely to Mama. My temper rises. I understand if they don’t wish to move the expectant girl—she seems unwell—but the woman is downright discourteous, and Mama has been nothing but polite. “Clearly there’s been a misunderstanding.”

			Displeasure flashes in the woman’s eyes, as bright as her fake jewels. She opens her mouth to respond but Mama interjects, saying, “It’s all right. We will ask the block manager. Have a nice day.”

			Mama reaches for the door. I glare at the woman. She imperiously sashays over to a suitcase and ignores me.

			Suddenly, without warning, the boy looks up and our eyes meet.

			A spark of recognition lights his gaze. His body, which has been slack against the wall, stiffens. Does he know me? But I’ve never seen him before. I would remember because, oh my Lord, he’s attractive. I think he’s the most handsome guy I’ve ever seen. It’s like God strove for perfection when creating him. Yet his handsomeness is roughened by troubled weariness. It collects between his brows, tightens his jaw, and sits behind his eyes. If God made him beautiful, he certainly didn’t make him happy. His sullenness is woven into him, as though it has been part of him for ages. My heartbeat stutters as I take him in, my scowl vanishing from my face. My deer swells with even more warmth.

			Never have I wanted to draw someone so badly.

			I realize we’ve been staring at each other as my pocket fills with the deer’s heat. I want us to speak. I want to know his name. I want to know every single thing about him.

			“Violet!” Mama’s voice startles me. “Come.”

			I pull my attention away from him to acknowledge Mama, and when it returns, his head has dropped again. An unexpected ache twists through me at the lack of his gaze. There’s nothing to do but leave.
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			Outside, blustery, hot wind reclaims us. I let it wash over me and bring me to my senses.

			“That lady had no right to talk to us like that,” I say to Mama.

			“Violet.” Mama is firm. “Didn’t you see them? The daughter is…in a delicate condition and needs rest. She doesn’t seem well. And the son is injured.” Even the simple mention of the boy makes his face flash through my mind again. “Best to let them have it.”

			I wonder if I’ll see him again anytime soon.

			Before we find a block manager, we stop at the restroom. It’s hard to estimate just how long the trip took from Los Angeles to here. Our assembly spot was the Hompa Hongwanji Buddhist Temple. From there, we were taken by bus to the Santa Anita Racetrack in Arcadia. We got off to stretch our legs before being ordered back on with others. Military police with rifles accompanied us. They made us draw the blinds over the bus windows, but I slid a finger around it, pulling it back enough to see out. I watched as the terrain turned from familiar city streets full of people and cars to hills littered with white rocks and brush, and then, finally, to nothing. Nothing but an open wasteland of desert rimmed in shadowy mountains. Chaotic thoughts punctuated my mind—I wondered if we’d locked the print shop when we’d left or if it even mattered and where I’d left the college application I didn’t need anymore, and whether the faulty clasps on Otōsan’s suitcase had held through his horrible travels.

			A woman outside the restroom agrees to watch our bags so we don’t have to bring them inside. She calls it a latrine. As we enter, the floorboards quiver as though they aren’t secured to the foundation. I come to a stop. A row of toilets greets us. There are no stalls, only the toilets sitting side by side, so close to each other that I’d imagine shoulders could easily brush. Near the entrance, women congregate. Some are as horrified as I am. Others plunge ahead, faces fixed and eyes down.

			“Mama!” I exclaim, because I don’t have words to put to this horror. Somehow, I will have to figure out the biologically impossible and never go to the bathroom until we leave. Mama surveys the situation. “I can’t.”

			“Shush, shush.” Decisively, she strides into the bathroom. I follow in her wake, crumpling like a thin sheet of newspaper wadded by a hand. We stop in front of one of the toilets. She motions me forward and turns, holding out her skirt to hide me. I sink onto it, grateful for my own dress to settle around the basin. Even then, heat spreads over my body. I understand why the woman called it a latrine. It isn’t a restroom at all. Forget the elegant rooms with upholstered seating and vanities in the cinemas and restaurants in Los Angeles or even the bathrooms at school with lipstick writing on the mirrors. This is the opposite, so primitive it feels subhuman.

			After, I do the same for Mama, holding out my dress as far as I can, as though the thin fabric can make shelter where there is none.
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			We are put in barrack 12 of a different block. When we saw barrack 7, I was distracted by the beautiful, strange family. Particularly the son. This time, there is nothing to distract me.

			The barrack sits on concrete footings, held off the ground, suspended in the air. It’s made from cheap pine board nailed to an A-frame and covered in tar paper. Gaps show between the planks. Thin fingers of wind pry inside, clawing through the walls, the ceiling, the floor. There’s no true separation between us and the other families; only sheets and blankets partition us off into a tiny area. A bare light bulb hangs over a primitive stove with a can of oil. Steel army cots crouch close to the ground. The mattresses are bizarrely misshapen. I venture forward and touch one of them. Immediately, I pull back as though it might bite me.

			Straw.

			It’s a tick mattress stuffed with straw.

			An elderly couple peers around the nearest sheet to greet us, their gummy smiles soft in their faces. Mama bows to them, and they bow back, their gray heads bobbing in unison. Their names are George and Yua Kimura and they are from San Pedro. They don’t speak English well, so they converse quietly with Mama in Japanese. Every now and then they switch to English, and I hear sentences I understand. Mr. Kimura worked at the Star-Kist cannery on Terminal Island. Mrs. Kimura worried about his back, working there. Now that he’s here, he doesn’t have to work, but he still won’t rest, so Mrs. Kimura still worries.

			They give us a gift, as though welcoming us into their home. A Buddha icon printed on wood. Mama accepts it graciously, but I know she won’t display it since she’s Christian.

			Then Mama reads her Bible and I draw a picture on the back of a letter for Otōsan. I sketch out the fence with its barbed wire and posts. Ocean waves spring from my pencil, finding me even here. They swirl around the fence, tangling it in seaweed. Then there’s nothing to do but go to bed. I lie on the mattress, the unfamiliar ticking fabric rough against my skin and the straw rustling with every movement. I can’t sleep. I can’t relax. Shifting shapes dance across the sheets dividing the barrack, a show of silhouettes and shadows. Mr. Kimura lets out tremendous, choking snores, and every twenty minutes or so Mrs. Kimura murmurs at him in Japanese. Someone talks in their sleep. An urgent, whispered fight between another couple drifts to me.

			I hold the deer in my hand. I think about how many times I saw Otōsan do the same. Eventually, quietly as a whisper, a soft hum comes from inside it. Only then am I finally able to find sleep.
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			The next morning, I’m awakened by hands batting at my face. I crack my eyelids. Mama hovers above me.

			“Good morning to you, too,” I grumble, sitting up.

			“Stay still,” she orders, and continues her ministrations. I’m covered in a dusty film. It must’ve blown through the slats as we slept. Dust coats my skin like granules of sugar on the rusk toast Mama makes for breakfast back home. She’s already dressed for the day, but particles cling to her eyebrows. I wipe them off her while she vigorously brushes the dust off me.

			“There’s no school yet,” she says. “But I talked to another mother at the restroom this morning. Some parents who are teachers are holding classes for high school students. It’s outdoors, around block six. You need to go so you don’t get behind. By fall they’ve said there will be an official school with professional staff.”

			It’s almost enough to make me collapse back into this ungodly approximation of a bed. School in the fall. We’ve been told we’ll likely stay here until the war is over. Everyone is optimistic that America will make fast work of Hitler…but even the most optimistic predictions are that it will take years for the war to end. Which means we will likely be trapped in this ghost town of a place for years. Years. I hardly survived the first night.

			“I’ve learned there’s work,” Mama continues, undeterred. “All sorts of it. I’m going to get a job. You go to the classes, and we will meet again here for lunch at noon. Then we will go to the mess hall together.”

			“Sounds like a riveting social calendar for us both,” I say, which makes Mama tsk at me. “But first we need to send a letter to Otōsan.”

			“I asked Mr. and Mrs. Kimura about that.” I’m not surprised. Mama wakes up every day with a to-do list in her head, and the list is alive and well, even in this wasteland. “There are plans for a mailroom, but it isn’t here yet. When it comes, it’s going to be a branch of the Los Angeles post office, so it’ll be reliable. Our letters will get to Otōsan without any problem.”

			Mama is trying to be reassuring, but panic breaks over me. We’ve already lost Otōsan. We can lose him again if the FBI moves him before we write, because he doesn’t have this address and we won’t know where he is. It would take forever to go through the quagmire of official channels to locate him. The string binding us across the states is thin, severable by something as simple as this. When he was first taken, we watched as the postmark for his letters traveled. Los Angeles. Arizona. North Dakota. When Mama read Bismarck, North Dakota, on the envelope, she whispered, “He’s cold.” Not “I think he’s cold” or “He will be cold.” It was as though they were so entwined that she felt him, all the way in North Dakota.

			It’s hard enough for her to be away from him—what would she or I do if we couldn’t even write to him? And what would Otōsan do without knowing where we were or if we were all right?

			“There must be a way to send a letter,” I say. “We can go to the WCCA offices. Maybe someone will take a letter out for us and mail it.”

			“No, Violet,” Mama responds. Her face is grim. “Don’t make trouble or draw any attention to yourself. Be good and go to the classes and we will send a letter as soon as we can.”

			“Otōsan doesn’t have this address,” I protest. “He’ll think something is wrong if our letters suddenly stop. It won’t be good for his health to worry about us.”

			“I know.” Worry creases Mama’s brow. “But we need to be careful. The woman at the restroom warned me. She says there are bad people here. Guards steal rations meant for us and sell them on the black market. Promise me, Violet, that you’ll only go to classes.”

			She looks so upset that a swell of protectiveness rises in me, a determination to ease the fears that weigh so heavily upon her. I attempt to smile.

			“Oh, fine. I’ll go to the classes. The post office will be set up and we’ll mail a letter as soon as we can. Everything will be all right.”

			“Good girl.” The worry in Mama’s face eases. “I’ll see you at lunchtime. Pray they don’t serve us canned apricots on rice again.”

			Once she’s gone, I do indeed say the prayer—last night’s dinner was atrocious. I shudder at the memory of the can ridges imprinted on the apricots and the dry, unseasoned rice prepared by the white cooks. Then, with purpose, I move to my suitcase. I’m getting dressed. But I’m not going to classes.

			I will not let us lose Otōsan again.
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			The Wartime Civil Control Administration building is tucked into the east corner of the camp, adjacent to a thoroughfare labeled First Street. Supply trucks and automobiles rumble in and out of the area. Several white bungalows face our tar-paper barracks, well outside the barbed wire. That’s where the staff and guards live. A victory garden runs along the fence. Tomato plants curl around the barbed wire, and green and white lettuce heads wilt in the heat. Maybe the tomatoes wish to escape, too.

			Inside the offices, I ask to speak to a WCCA manager. I’m told, though, there is a new official here. The WCCA is being disbanded, and a new agency, the War Relocation Authority, will take over. Silently, I parse out the new acronym, which I’m certain will appear everywhere—WRA. Before the bombing, the only significant acronym in my life was YMCA. I’ve learned more about political science in the past months than I ever have at school, discovering that federal agencies are created and dissolved faster than relationships between freshmen and that their method for doing anything is to have you fill out a useless form, which will then promptly get lost.

			I take a breath, trying to smooth my wrinkled dress and adjust the lightweight scarf I’ve wrapped around my neck in an effort to maintain some sort of personal style in this dusty hinterland. I knock. Someone bids me to enter.

			A young man with unremarkable features sits at a desk. He’s the sort of guy you could slip behind the description of any John or Robert, probably about ten years or so older than me. He glances up with haste verging on dismissal, then stops. Eyes, as blue as the cheerless sky outside, run from the top of my head to my shoes and back again. Almost as an afterthought, he finally meets my gaze.

			My skin prickles. Perhaps I should leave. But I can feel the edges of my letter in my pocket. Maybe, if I step just right, I can get him to help me.

			I smile.

			The smile slips easily onto my lips—it always has—but this isn’t a high school boy. This is a man, and I’m a…a what? Prisoner, a voice whispers in my mind, and I recoil from it, just as you do because something is too hot. Only it’s too late. The thought burns inside me, as though I’ve swallowed it.

			“Good morning,” he says, leaning back in his chair. There’s a fountain pen on his desk and the nib points toward me, as severe as a knifepoint. “Welcome to Beverly Hills. I’m Ronald Boser, chief War Relocation Authority officer. What can I do for you?”

			The flirtatious smile is still frozen on my lips, but my mind races behind the mask of my face. I take out the letter.

			“I need to mail something, but there’s no post office yet. It’s for my father. Can you help, Mr. Boser?”

			He motions for it. I give him the letter. He sets it down on the desk, address facing up.

			“Call me Ronald. What’s your name?”

			“Violet.”

			“Violet,” he repeats. “I met a Sarah earlier. And a Joe. Funny to see you people with normal names. It’s like seeing a cat in a doghouse.” He gives a chuckle. The smile evaporates from my face. He picks up the envelope again, eyes running over the address. “I think you all should keep your real names. I’ve always found Japanese names to be so…powerful.” He pauses. “So, you want to mail a letter to your father. He’s at Fort Lincoln? Under investigation by the FBI?” Stiffly, I cross my arms, lift my chin, and give a slight nod. “Seems like a lot of your menfolk are. And how are you settling in? Is there anything you need?”

			I think of the latrines, the ramshackle barracks, and the barbed wire fence holding us in.

			“No,” I say. “I only wish to mail the letter.” Mr. Boser picks up the envelope and methodically runs a finger beneath the seal. My cheeks heat at his intrusion. “Excuse me! What are you doing? That’s my private correspondence with my father.”

			I watch as my letter is unfolded onto his desk, words meant for Otōsan laid bare before his eyes.

			“Every letter is subject to search before being sent or received from the evacuation centers,” Mr. Boser says. “No need to be indignant. It’s the same thing for military correspondence from our boys abroad.” He turns it over as my face goes from warm to hot and surveys my drawing of cresting waves dwindling away to billowing dust and taut barbed wire fencing. “Remarkable. You drew this? It’s impressive, but camp statutes are clear, and you’ve violated them. No maps, documentation, or photographs are allowed.”

			“It isn’t a drawing of the camp,” I point out, annoyance tinging my voice. “It’s surrealism.”

			“Rules are rules. I’m required to report your drawing.” Shock overcomes me. Report me? I think of the white shells at my feet, the tide rejecting them, the waves suddenly seeming big, too big. I’m that small now, again. Mr. Boser laughs. I stare at him. “I’m teasing. Don’t be scared.” He regards me for another long moment. Then he says slowly, “We have better food than the mess halls. Would you like to join me for lunch? I could get you a soda with ice.”

			My face stings, as though his words are the dust of this place, tossed at me by the wind. I’m not foolish. I’ve heard what people say about anyone who supports the authorities. Long before we arrived, talk of informants and collaborators flew fast and wide.

			“That’s kind.” I meet his gaze evenly. “But no thank you.”

			The smile melts off Mr. Boser’s face and his neck flushes red. I relish the sight. Awkwardness stiffens the air between us. He shifts in his chair and folds his hands. Something shutters in his gaze. If it wasn’t for those patches of red, I’d think he felt nothing at all.

			“I was only trying to be nice.”

			“You are very nice,” I say. “Especially for mailing my letter. I’m thankful.”

			Mr. Boser’s gaze rakes over the letter, almost in the same way it raked over me minutes before. Furrows appear around his eyes.

			“You can’t have lunch with me, but you want me to mail your letter?” He leans forward. The motion jostles his desk, which knocks one of his perfectly placed pens askew. Agitated, he picks it up and puts it back in its spot. Then he takes my letter, opens his desk drawer, and puts it inside. He closes the drawer.

			“Well…” I hesitate. “I would be very grateful if you did.”

			Another excruciating moment stretches between us.

			“I think we got off on the wrong foot,” he finally says. “It’s my fault. I should’ve remembered geisha dolls are more demure than American girls.” I am an American girl, I want to snap, and I’m not shy, I just don’t like you. “I’ll be honest, though. I’ve always found you women to be the most beautiful. Everything about Japanese culture is much more beautiful and intentional than others. You know, I can get you some stuff you might like. Candy. Perfume.” The smile widens on his lips, and he waits, as though eager for my gratitude.

			“That’s generous of you,” I say, trying to contain my growing irritation. “But the only thing I want is for my letter to be mailed.”

			“I might need reminding. How about this? Come back sometime and remind me. I’d love to know more about you and your ways.”

			I let out a slow breath. I’ve gotten as far as I can with this man. If I keep talking to him, I’m likely to reveal how much I detest him.

			“Well, it was nice to meet you, Mr. Boser.” I try to sound gracious. “I need to get going.”

			“Do you?” a cynical glint lights his eyes, one that makes me pause, and his smile narrows. “You have something to do?” He gestures out the window at the camp outside. Then he laughs. The sound makes me cringe. Mama was right. I shouldn’t have come.

			Without another word, I turn and leave.

			I burst out of the offices, rushing past the tomato plants and into one of the firebreaks. The activity of the camp hits me like a swell at high tide. People are everywhere, lining up outside the mess halls and latrines, sitting on steps whittling and talking, transporting work tools in wheelbarrows and buckets, chasing after children. I seethe with frustration. I want to be alone. But even if I go back to our barrack, only thin, translucent sheets will separate me from the Kimuras and the other occupants. I come to a stop and lean against a barrack. Loose layers of tar paper dig into my back.

			A bright, trilling whistle bounds across the firebreak as though seeking me. My heart jumps. Otōsan. I would recognize his whistle anywhere. I stumble forward, searching. He must be here. It’s the only explanation. He must’ve been transferred. Our family will be whole again.

			But it isn’t him.

			It’s a different man, cutting across the dirt. He walks with purpose, a blue silk kimono enveloping him and his long black hair bouncing freely about his shoulders. A gold earring dangles from one ear and swings back and forth with the vigor of his steps. He reminds me of the silk posters in the izakayas back home featuring kabuki actors with their painted faces and fierce expressions. Against the colorless terrain, he’s like a blue butterfly that’s found its way to the soulless moon.

			His shadow spreads across the dirt. It’s much too long for any regular shadow. I watch as it morphs. Suddenly, his shadow has four arms instead of two and two heads instead of one. My chest goes cold, goose bumps pricking along my skin. People glance at the man passing by, but no one points to the bizarre shadow or seems to even notice it.

			Then the strange man…disappears. I stifle a gasp, clamping my hands over my mouth. He’s gone. Not because he’s stepped into a doorway or passed beyond my sight, but because he’s vanished.

			I rise, breathless, stories of yōkai crashing through my mind. Stumbling, I hurry forward to where the man was.

			But he’s still there. In fact, he’s striding imperiously along, his shadow trailing behind him the way all shadows do, with one head and the correct number of limbs. He’s still whistling, though it’s not one of Otōsan’s tunes. I must have misheard. I must have misunderstood. My imagination mixed with my longing betrayed me, making me think Otōsan was here and that the man was magical.

			My hopes dash against the rocks of reality.

			This man isn’t a yōkai. He’s an internee, like the rest of us—just unruly and eccentric. I watch as he stops to peer into a window of a barrack, making someone inside yell at him. He keeps going, pausing to hiss at a group of teenagers. They exclaim in surprise and break into laughter. Guards frown at him. He notices their glares and glares back, almost in imitation.

			How silly of me to even think his whistle was Otōsan’s. Sternly, I tell myself that I must keep my imagination under control. I’ve always loved it. It lets me summon yōkai from the depths of my mind to the tip of my pencil. But imagination is different at Manzanar. It jumps and darts and creates hope where there is none.

			“Miss Aratani!” I recognize the voice calling me immediately. Mr. Boser. He spots me. “Just a moment!”

			I turn away, determined to slip between the barracks and avoid him. Just as I do, though, I run into someone.

			The boy with the sling from apartment 1, barrack 7.
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Chapter Five

				Ren

			
			I stagger from the unexpected impact.

			I’m on my way back to our barrack after dropping off our dishes at the mess hall and taking the long way around. This morning, when I got our breakfast, I saw some guys slithering through a hole in the fence with fishing rods cut from willows. They’d been fishing till daybreak in the watery branches stemming from streams and lakes down through the mountains. I thought I’d look at the fence on my way back, maybe go under it myself at midnight to breathe some free air.

			But now I’m paying for my daydreams, because I’ve been nearly tackled by a tiny, flailing blur.

			Pain shoots through my shoulder and I grip it tightly, grinding my teeth against the agony. Dots dance in front of my eyes. I try to blink them away. Behind the starbursts, a face lurks.

			I know who it is.

			It’s the girl I saw outside the bus the day we left the Santa Anita Racetrack. The girl who came into our barrack with her mother when we first arrived. My fox nudged me, like it wanted me to see her. I recall the way she stared at me, like I’d personally wronged her. What the hell had I ever done to her? There was one moment, right before she left with her mother, when her expression changed. I thought I saw a flash of…I don’t know…something other than annoyance.

			Something more like fascination.

			“I’m sorry, are you all right?” she says. “I didn’t mean to run into you. I was just happy to see you.”

			I blink again, trying to right my senses and hide how much my shoulder hurts. A smile is on her lips. None of this makes sense. We’ve never formally met or even spoken to each other. Confusion makes me even more addled. I take a step back and she takes one forward like we’re doing an out-of-sync do-si-do. Next thing I know, she’s slipped her arm through my good one, her fingers touching my bicep. Her hand is as delicate as a leaf resting on water, so light it won’t sink. My fox pendant comes alive, buzzes against my skin inside my shirt. It…seems to like her?

			It’s almost alarming to see her so close. Just like at Santa Anita, she’s all motion, but this time it’s the nervous motion of a squirrel trying to escape up a park tree.

			“I…” She glances over her shoulder. A figure approaches. An officer. He heads right toward us. “Sorry I’m late.”

			The officer slows. He tilts his head to the side, staring hard at her before sliding his gaze to me. I don’t want any more of the trouble that keeps finding me. Especially when I’m trying to get Emi help. But there’s also no way I’m abandoning this girl to him. I find myself squaring off, my body falling naturally into an aggressive stance.

			“Miss Aratani,” he says, taking us in. “I wanted to…” He hesitates. “Am I interrupting something?”

			“Yes.” Her tone is cold and brisk. “You are.” Her hand slides down my arm. Her fingers interlace with my fingers, and suddenly her palm presses tightly into mine. While her touch on my arm was light, her grip is desperate. “Let’s go.”

			I nearly break character and glance warily at her. I’ve kissed girls amid the wreckage of Delilah’s back seat while Kai strolled around the block with his dates, but I’ve never done the whole romantic thing and held hands. And now…I am? With this girl? The one who stood by the buses looking like the air itself, if it could be seen?

			“Lead the way.” My voice sounds like I haven’t used it in a million years. The officer’s smile disappears as he stares at our clasped hands. The girl tugs. Yes, ma’am, I think, and I obediently follow. The officer watches us until we round a corner. We walk for another few feet. Come to a stop. She releases me. My hand drops lifelessly to my side.

			“Thank you,” she says in the crisp way you’d thank a bank teller for handing you your own money.

			“Anytime,” I reply, because I don’t know what else to say. I hesitate. “Are you okay?”

			“Of course I am.” Her chin lifts and her eyes are bright, even as worry flickers behind them like a dying light bulb. She lets out a long sigh. “Or, as well as anyone can be here.”

			“It isn’t exactly Buckingham Palace, is it?” I ask. One corner of her mouth lifts in a slight smile. It changes her face. Makes it more real somehow, like it’s her natural state. A lump forms in my throat and I couldn’t tell you why. She’s just so pretty. Not just in a physical way, though she’s certainly that, with everything shining, from her black hair to her green hair ribbon to her sparkling eyes. But in an alert, alive sort of way. As though she’s been curious since the day she was born, if that makes sense. I struggle to get a grip. I might not know exactly who she is, but I know who I am. Most girls like her won’t get mixed up with guys like me. Which is fine. It’s all fine. She just needed me to get away from the officer. I shift, suddenly worried she can read my thoughts on my face.

			But all she says is “Not quite. Though it does have guards, only ours don’t wear bearskin caps.”

			“What?” I ask, confused.

			“Buckingham Palace.” Her gaze runs over me as though she has all the time in the world. I let her leisurely survey me, even as I tell myself that she’ll sniff the delinquency on me and run for the hills. I’m used to not being an actual choice. Plenty of those girls I kissed in Delilah’s back seat only did so for the thrill or to piss off their fathers.

			“Oh. Yeah.” I’m trying to be smooth, but she befuddles my mind and my tongue at the same time.

			“What’s your name?” she suddenly asks.

			“Ren.” I hesitate. “What’s yours?”

			“I’m Violet.” She says the words with complete confidence, as though there’s never been a time when she didn’t know who she was. She factors in my sling, and she holds out her left hand for a handshake. It’s odd to take her hand again after it wrapped so tightly around mine before. She shakes it, her touch somehow gentle and firm at once. Her face suddenly falters as she notices something over my shoulder. I follow her gaze to a bunch of kids and teens gathered around a woman outside one of the barracks.

			A school, I realize.

			It almost gives me a start. School hasn’t even crossed my mind once since the evacuation notices appeared. Who needs calculus when you’re too busy being stripped of all your rights? But Violet’s gaze lingers on the gathering, turning fretful.

			“Are you okay?”

			“That’s the second time.” Her eyes swiftly swivel back to me. I’m not prepared for the sudden return of her attention. My heart flutters in my chest like I’m a dumb smitten kid. My fox has calmed down a bit, but under her gaze, it buzzes again.

			“The second time?” I’m lost again. At this rate, she won’t write me off for being a troublemaker—she’ll write me off for being an idiot who can’t follow a simple conversation.

			“The second time you’ve asked if I’m okay.”

			“You keeping track?” I mutter stiffly.

			“Simply making observations. If anything, I should ask if you are okay.” Her hand flutters toward my hurt arm. I almost wince but manage to suppress the reflexive urge. The question brings back the sickening feeling of my shoulder popping out of its socket and the nauseating journey here, every bump in the road translating to stabs in my shoulder. “I hope I didn’t hurt you too much when I ran into you.”

			“Naw,” I say immediately, shrugging with my good shoulder.

			“What happened to your arm?” Damn, she’s persistent.

			“Fell,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m…” I realize I’m about to say okay for the third time, proving that I struggle with words in addition to following conversations—and she’s been keeping a tally. I end with “fine” instead.

			A doubtful expression crosses her face. Her gaze is so piercing that it almost makes me shivery in the sweltering heat.

			“As am I.” Her smile returns, and this time there’s a mischievousness to it. “Considering my recent transgression.”

			“Transgression?” I can’t help it. I’m intrigued.

			“I’ll tell you”—the mischievousness in her smile spreads to her eyes—“but only if you promise not to think poorly of me.”

			“I won’t.” I’ve never meant anything more in my life. Maybe we have more in common than I assumed. I can’t imagine what the transgression might be, but holy shit do I want to know.

			“My mother thinks I’m at class right now.” The brightness in her eyes grows, turning them into twin flares. “I’ve never skipped school before. In fact, now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve ever blatantly disobeyed my mother before, either.”

			I can’t help it. My mouth twitches. I swallow down a laugh. Skipped school without her mother knowing? That’s it? Compared to me, she’d qualify for sainthood.

			“What’s so funny?” Her indignant tone sobers me up real quick. I assume a serious expression.

			“Nothing,” I say. “That’s…terrible.”

			“It is!” she insists. Then she falters. Her head angles as she stares at me, parsing me out. “Isn’t it?”

			For most in our community, skipping school would be a sign that you’re on a bad path. Trouble is, I went down that path long ago and never turned back.

			“Yeah, it’s beyond reprehensible.” I can’t help it. I have to swallow down another snicker. “You might as well be running the yakuza.”

			She laughs. I’ve never seen anyone laugh so easily and freely. In my family, there isn’t much to laugh about. If we do, it’s cynical.

			“All right, so it might not be the worst thing ever, but you must admit it’s pretty bad—especially when we need to stay on track to graduate. Unless you’ve done something worse?” Dread fills me. For a girl like her, one who’s never skipped school or disobeyed her parents, bad grades alone would be a kiss of death—a criminal record wouldn’t even have a category, it’d be so repulsive. And I’ve got both. “Have you?”

			“No,” I lie immediately, but it comes out choked. I should just leave while she still thinks I’m like her, a good kid from a good family. Surprisingly, she doesn’t look alarmed. In fact, if I’m reading her right, she almost seems excited.

			“I told you what I’ve done, even if it wasn’t as impressive as I thought.” A giggle escapes her. “Tell me what you’ve done. I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

			Damn, her tone is charmingly pleading. She even reaches out to brush the back of my hand. Not because she’s trying to get away from someone. Because she wants to. Her touch is brief, but the sensation lingers. It spirals through me. Almost makes me shivery again. Every thought drops clear out of my head and my tongue loosens.

			“I’m going to check out a hole in the fence.” There, that will be enough. She’ll disapprove without me having to reveal just how inadequate I am. “Guys go under it to go fishing at night. I want to see it.”

			Her eyebrow quirks up. “Really? Will you show me?”

			“The hole in the fence?” I can’t lie—I’m surprised. There’s no way this girl with her pretty clothes and commitment to academics wants to see something that could get you shot down like a dog.

			“No, an ice cream truck. Of course the fence.”

			“Why do you want to see it?” I still don’t believe it.

			“I’ve skipped school today,” she says. “I might as well compound my wrongs and hasten my descent into ill repute.”

			“I don’t want to participate in your corruption,” I reply. The smile on her face grows. It makes her nose crinkle and her eyes dance, turning them from suns into sunbeams.

			“But I want you to participate in my corruption,” she says. At that, my heart, which has been jackrabbiting in my chest, simply stops. Participate in her corruption? I mean…I’m not opposed. She beams at me, as though this is all some funny joke. Maybe it is and I’m playing right into it. That makes more sense than the alternative.

			“Sure.” The word comes out suspiciously. I still think she might scoff and say she’s pulling my leg.

			“Good.” She nods as though we’ve jointly come to the right conclusion. “Let’s go.”

			We walk side by side. I feel her presence keenly, even as hammering, drilling, and sawing surround us, as though we’re taking a stroll through a construction site. People are everywhere around us. I couldn’t say what they were doing because I’m overly aware of an approximately five-foot-one boss at my side, who so far has seemed to enjoy giving me directions, flummoxing me, and interrogating me. I wouldn’t mind if I wasn’t so suspicious of what it all means—and all too alert that it probably means nothing.

			“You have a sister, right?” she asks. I glance at her and nod. The mention of Emi makes my stomach tighten. “Is she…” For once, she seems uncertain. “Is she all right? She seemed under the weather when our families met.”

			Met is a stretch, considering Emi was in a feverish sleep, Mama was bristling like a rooster in a cockfight, and I was slumped against the wall like a loser, not even looking up till the last moment before Violet left and only because my fox nudged me to.

			“My sister is fine,” I say, even though nothing could be further from the truth because Emi got a bad fever on the bus ride over and it hasn’t gone away. I’m not about to lay my life bare to her, though.

			“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” She sounds genuinely pleased, but she doesn’t even know us. Why does she care? She prattles on. “Did your family come here directly? Or did you stay at Santa Anita Racetrack? Most families I’ve met so far were at Santa Anita for a while.”

			“We were there for a bit.” I keep my face impassive, but just the name of the godforsaken hellhole makes my flesh crawl, as though all those fleas are doing the two-step across my skin again.

			“We were transferred there but only for a few hours,” Violet says reflectively. “Conditions seemed pretty bad.”

			“Yeah.” The stall we stayed in had a sand floor mixed with some sort of gravel, and the enclosures didn’t reach the ceiling. It smelled like hay, manure, and horse piss. There were two rolls of toilet paper—it had to last two weeks per family—and cots. Otherwise, it was a big box of nothing, aside from the flies buzzing around the ceiling and the fleas springing up. I wanted to kill someone for making Emi stay in such a place in her condition without so much as a chair to sit in.

			“You’re not very forthcoming, are you?”

			I glance sidelong at Violet, thrown off guard once again. She seems to do that to me, over and over. It’s like she’s paying close attention to everything I say. I’m not used to it, not at all.

			“I say what I need to say.” I’m relieved that the spot appears up ahead, delivering me from her scrutiny. “There it is.”

			I bring us to a halt several feet away, so we won’t draw attention to ourselves, and nod toward it. The fence is made from wood posts and five strands of barbed wire. It razors its way around the camp. In some areas, the beams stand straight up, like soldiers at attention. In others, they’re crossed to make X’s and the barbed wire runs in a grid across them. X marks the spot. See the X’s, see the trapped Japs.

			One of the lowest strands of barbed wire is twisted back so you can pass underneath, a quirk among the fiercely straight and angry lines. You’d think someone might hightail it from the fishing spots and just leave. Escape. Run away and never look back. But we’re in the middle of the desert, most have families here, and, at the end of the day, there isn’t anywhere to go. Even if you survived and made it back to Los Angeles, you’d be on the run. I heard about one guy who holed up in the Silverado hills and another who even got plastic surgery to look Caucasian. The FBI netted both. The G-men have long arms. They always get you in the end.

			Violet’s eyes trail over the fence and the bent barbed wire. I wonder if seeing it makes her understand she doesn’t want anything to do with me. I brace for the inevitable and tell myself I won’t care when it comes.

			“When were you planning on going under it?” she asks.

			“Go under? Who says I wanted to go under?” Her gaze takes on the sharpness of the barbed wire. A coy smile pulls at the side of her mouth. I’ve underestimated her, I realize.

			“You don’t seem like someone who would be worried about a little danger,” she says.

			“I am. I don’t like anything dangerous,” I say. “I love rules. In fact, I wish there were more rules. You can never have enough.”

			“Oh, come on,” she says. “There’s no need to pretend.”

			Somehow that makes me break. Because I’m not trying to pretend. I’m not trying to make her think I’m someone better than I am.

			“Tonight,” I say coldly.

			She doesn’t miss a beat. “What time?”

			“Around midnight.”

			I think that’ll put an end to it, but then I notice the smile is still on her face. She says, “I’ll see you then.”

			“No.” Putting myself at risk is one thing. Putting this girl whose greatest crime is skipping school—and only because it was the first day of being put in a military prison camp—is something I won’t do. “You don’t get it. You can’t go.”

			“Can’t?” Brightness flashes in her eyes again, but this time it’s made of something more like firelight than sunlight. “I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me what to do.”

			“You’re right,” I say. And it’s true. I’m not her protector or guardian or anything like that. I’m not anything to her other than a guy she used to help her get away from an official. “But I’m also not going to get you in trouble. It was nice meeting you. I gotta go.”

			At that, I leave. Biggest lesson I’ve learned in life is that you got to know your weaknesses, and God knows I’ve had a lot of time to get acquainted with mine. If I stay, I’ll cave or start believing this girl might actually like me. Probably both, which won’t be good. As I walk away, everything inside me wants to glance over my shoulder at her. I know she’s watching me go.

			But I don’t stop, and I don’t look back.
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			Later that day, I’m in the administration building. I clutch the fox in my good hand with all my might. I’ve taken it off so Mama can’t see it. I wonder if the damn thing worked for once.

			When I got back to the barrack after my encounter with Violet, Emi wasn’t doing well. She was shiny and slick with sweat, all pink heat. The sight made me nauseous with fear. It wiped away thoughts of Violet and made me silently grip my fox and beg it for help. We were told a doctor would come but none did—because guess what? There are ten camp doctors and ten thousand residents. We only have Mr. Nomura, who was placed in our barrack because God is punishing me, and Nurse Rose, the nurse from the bus, who keeps stopping by between her rounds poking everyone with typhoid shots.

			Then Mama and I were summoned to the newly renamed WRA administration offices, where I now stand, wondering if the fox worked and answered my prayer. We wait in the hallway. My neck aches where the sling digs into it like a noose, and my shoulder throbs. Underneath it all is a heap of fear and rage that’s so intense, it might as well be physical pain, too.

			Mama sucks on a cigarette. Smoke streams from her nose, drifting through the hall, too lazy to find its way to the ceiling. She’s still wearing her pink jacket, which hangs from the crooks of her elbows, and she has on several black and yellow beaded necklaces and earrings. Just like me, she hasn’t slept a wink as we care for Emi, but she’s acting like she was out all night at the Samba Club or something. The cigarette perches between her fingers as elegantly as a fancy glass of champagne.

			An officer opens a door, sticks his head out, motions us in. I slip the fox into my pocket. I’m startled when we enter to find a white woman wearing a pearl necklace and carrying a beaded bag. I’m sure the bag is expensive, but the way it limply hangs from the handle makes me think of a dead rodent. Who lost their grand dame here and why the hell does she have business with us? Her eyebrows are raised high on her forehead, and she looks terrified. You’d think someone was holding a gun on her. Mama glances at the bag and pearls and gives an imperious nod, followed by a satisfied smile, as though the woman should be pleased with her approval. The woman stares, taking in Mama’s pink jacket, fake jewelry, and my sling, which Mr. Nomura fashioned for me out of a strip of sheet. Our presence drives her eyebrows farther up. Any farther and those two thin lines will disappear into her hairline. She seems like she’s going to cry.

			“Mrs. Ross, this is Mrs. Hamada and her son, Ren,” the officer says. “Mrs. Hamada, Ren, Mrs. Ross has driven far to see you about some…personal business. She wished to see your daughter, but I informed Mrs. Ross what you told me—she’s unwell.”

			“Yes, I have come very far,” Mrs. Ross says. She wavers. Holds out her hand to shake. Mama draws herself up, pleased at this display of politeness, particularly from a wealthy white woman. Still, she sticks her cigarette in her mouth and shakes the woman’s hand, cheeks sucking in, so she doesn’t miss a bit of her smoke.

			After shaking Mama’s hand, the woman turns to me. Clumsily, I extend my left hand. Unlike Violet, who used her left to accommodate my sling, the woman is befuddled and still offers her right hand, making the whole thing even more awkward. Her palm is bizarrely soft and puffy. You’d think she’d never touched anything in her life. Her pillowy skin rubs against my palm, tender from where I’ve clutched the fox, softness chafing against irritation. I can’t let go of her hand fast enough. “Now then. I understand, Mrs. Hamada, that your daughter is Miss Emiko Hamada? And that she is…” Her tone weakens. I wonder if she’ll be able to finish the sentence. Finally, she breathes, “…with child.”

			Mama’s eyes narrow. They always do at the slightest whiff of judgment. Mama has known more judgment than most, deserved and undeserved, but I gotta give it to her. She’s always ready to take it on the chin.

			“What of it?” Her coarse, raspy voice is so different from Mrs. Ross’s brittle chirp.

			“Well.” The woman’s cheeks, which are as puffy as her palms, turn pink. Her hand goes to her pearl necklace. She grips it in the same way I’ve been gripping my pendant. “I believe the child”—she quivers again—“belongs to my son.”

			I’m so shocked, you’d think I stuck my finger in an electrical socket. I didn’t know who the father was. Never asked. Figured if Emi wanted to tell us, she would. Not once did I imagine he was white or wealthy. And, from the looks of this broad’s graying hair, probably much older than Emi. I stare, trying to assemble this new information into the already jacked-up painting of our lives. Then, almost immediately, hope sprouts inside me.

			I take a step forward.

			“Like the guy here said, Emi is unwell,” I say. “The baby is in danger. Can you help us get her to a hospital?”

			Alarm twists across the soft folds of Mrs. Ross’s face. She holds up a hand, as though she can keep my words away.

			“Now, now,” she murmurs.

			“She has a fever,” I press. “Says her stomach is cramping. We came from the Santa Anita Racetrack, where she slept in a horse stall, and the barracks here aren’t insulated. They don’t keep out the dust or wind. She needs help. She needs a hospital.”

			“Surely there is medical help available,” Mrs. Ross says. A weak smile is plastered onto her lips. Like we’re discussing some banal, stupid thing and she’s only trying to be polite.

			“The hospital is still being set up.” I repeat what I’ve been told over and over. “There’s ten thousand of us dumped in this lousy place and ten camp doctors. You do the math.”

			At every sentence she cringes, but that stupid smile doesn’t go away.

			“I—I don’t think your sister would be allowed to leave.” She glances at the official as though appealing for help. He’s silent, observing with the interested yet distant look of someone watching a movie.

			“But she might get to leave if you ask,” I press. “You got someone to let you come here, didn’t you? You can help Emi and the baby. You know, sponsor them. Once they get better, maybe they can stay with you until the war is over.”

			“Stay with me?” Finally, it’s enough. The smile is wiped clean off her face. “The Jap girl who seduced my son?”

			There it is.

			The ugliness, hidden behind a politeness that is as easily pricked and deflated as a balloon once she might need to have skin in the game. I want to throttle her.

			“I—I’m sorry.” Weakness sweeps in, replacing her boldness. “You are good people. I know you are. Let me explain. My son, John, is—he is—he’s married.” The horror in her voice makes it sound as though her son is a serial murderer. Honestly, to me he might as well be. He clearly doesn’t give a damn about my sister or his child growing inside her. “Our family is from Pasadena. My husband, Mr. Ross, is a former senator. There are many things to consider. John is happy with his wife. He always has been, even though they haven’t been blessed with any children of their own. His incident with your sister was a lapse in judgment and he’s committed to his wife. But once I found out there was a baby, I…” She’s pulling so hard on her pearls that they press into the folds of her neck, where they wink like white eyeballs in fleshy lids.

			“What the hell are you saying?” I demand.

			“Language, son!” the officer interjects. “This is a respectable lady.”

			I ignore him. “You’re here to see if we’ll give you the baby once it’s born?”

			“Most women in my position wouldn’t even do that,” Mrs. Ross says. “Most would bury the secret. Don’t you see how this looks? Mr. Ross forbade me from pursuing this, but I did anyway because…well, it’s the right thing to do, and if there’s the possibility of having a grandchild—an actual, flesh and blood grandchild—then—”

			“Then help us.” I see a chink in her armor and try to exploit it. Desperation turns my voice taut. “Get my sister to an actual hospital. People won’t listen to us, but they’ll listen to you.”

			“I can’t do that.” Mrs. Ross is almost whimpering. “But if the baby is born, I am willing to take it. Legally, it is required to stay here because it’s half Japanese, but I’ve made some calls. Thanks to Mr. Ross’s connections, a special exemption was approved through a federal judge. For the baby alone.”

			I stare hard at Mrs. Ross.

			She wants the baby.

			Only the baby.

			And even then, only under certain circumstances. She won’t help it now, not when it’s inside Emi. I see conflict in her watery blue eyes. There’s desire. But there’s also reluctance. Fear. Resentment. From my gander at her, she might even prefer that they both die so the barb in her flesh—the fact that her married son impregnated a teenage Japanese girl in the middle of a war with Japan—can be yanked out. Then she really can bury it, stuffing down her hopes for a grandchild and sticking it alongside their bodies so she can return to the life she’s always known.

			Mrs. Ross releases her pearls and tightens her grip on her bag. She lifts her chin, scrambling for her dignity. I’m full of rage, but I smirk, anything to get beneath her skin and show her how much I hate her. Her lips tighten into bloodless white lines.

			“I think it’s best I go. Notify me if the baby is born. I will be willing to take the child. Just think about it until then.”

			The officer escorts Mrs. Ross out, leaving us. I explode into pacing while Mama leans back against the wall and rests her head on it. She takes a long, thoughtful drag of her cigarette.

			“A hakujin,” she says almost admiringly, as though the fact that Emi’s lover is white is an impressive feat. I scowl.

			“What of it?” I snap. “We aren’t going to give her the baby, and she won’t help Emi, so what does any of it matter?”

			I push past Mama out of the office. I think back to the night Emi told me she was pregnant, the way I assured her I would tell Mama because I was worried Mama might murder Emi in cold blood when she found out. Of course, there was also the chance Mama would murder me as the messenger in cold blood, too, but I figured I would have a fighting chance.

			The next night, I stopped Mama in our living room while Emi holed up in the bedroom. I hadn’t even opened my mouth yet when Emi strode out, as bold as any character from one of her books, to tell Mama the news herself. Caught between them, my ears rang as their tempers blistered through our tiny apartment. Emi and Mama are so similar that I felt as though I were standing with one person at different points in their life, their hands waving through the air as though they both wished they could fly away.

			Mama said many things.

			Emi must get out, she must get rid of the baby, she must make the man marry her, she must give the baby away, she must find out if the man has a wife and tell her to get revenge, she must seduce another man before she shows so he thinks it’s his and marries her. At every suggestion, Emi said she’d do only what she wanted, and that Mama didn’t control her. Which went over about as well as rat poison in a turkey sandwich.

			The next morning, though, Mama started crocheting a tiny white baby hat. A bonnet, she called it. It’s here. I saw Mama pack it, right along with her shiny slip dresses and jewelry.

			Whatever I do, I’ll make sure Emi and the baby are okay and that the little bonnet is put on its head, no help from Mrs. Ross or the fox needed.

			I hear Mama’s footsteps echoing behind me. I slow down so she can catch up.

			“You expect too much,” Mama says flatly, gathering her jacket around herself despite the heat and relighting her cigarette. “The minute I saw her, I knew she wouldn’t help us. People want to take things away, Ren. Freedom. Babies. The barracks you’ve already moved into. They don’t give things. Ever.”

			“I know.” My jaw is clenched, and it makes my breath come out snarling and harsh. “I know.”

			Mama holds out her cigarette. I shake my head. I hate the things. They remind me of dawns getting ready for work before school and seeing Mama asleep on the couch with an empty wine bottle and an overflowing ashtray on the floor, the room rank with stale wine and old smokes. I notice her face is drawn. There isn’t exactly a bar or liquor store for her to get booze. She must be missing it something fierce.

			“Go for a walk,” she says. “I’ll sit with Emi.”

			“You sure?” I ask.

			“Hai. Get some fresh air.”

			Without waiting for a response, Mama ambles past me. I know she’s terrified for Emi and probably has a colossal headache she can’t dull with alcohol, but she moves placidly, sunlight streaking brightly across her jacket and necklaces. She’s right. I need to cool off. Rage courses through me like rainwater surging through the LA drainage canals, threatening to pitch up over the sides at any moment. If I go to our barrack, I’ll just pace like a maniac, maybe even crack up and become one.

			I sigh and pick my way through the dirt, deciding to just take a circuitous route. The camp layout still confuses me. I keep having to stop to get my bearings. Doesn’t help that the barracks are all the same brownish gray. Like someone painted them to match a piece of toast. The barracks are long and low with vertical planks. Other lines rise into vertexes to form roofs and corners. The completed watchtower is crisscrossing beams topped with a rectangular lookout. Just straight lines, everywhere. We’re basically locked inside a geometry problem.

			Makes me think about the last time I was locked up.

			The night I was arrested, I’d resolved to be a tough guy. But everything made me jump, from the sizzling flash of the camera taking my mug shot to the screech of the jail-cell door as it slid shut behind me. I was so jittery, you’d think I was one of Mama’s gelatin desserts, trembling and bobbing all over.

			That’s when I first saw it.

			A postcard pinned up on a bulletin board. Some cop must’ve gone on vacation. Santa Fe floated in blocky letters over craggy rock formations and an inky red sunset with adobe-style buildings in the distance, some real rugged cowboy shit. I stared at it for hours, as though I could use it as a portal. It was so different from Los Angeles that it made me think I could be different, too, if I just got there. The notion became a plan as I scrounged money and investigated ranch jobs outside the city. I could picture it. Me, out there, finally able to hear my own thoughts and maybe not hate them so much. If I was there long enough, I could build a life and maybe even bring Emi and the baby out. Mama, too, if she wanted. I’d take care of them. Every now and then, vague dreams of having a family of my own cross my mind. Now a face comes with those for the first time.

			Violet.

			I force the image away, pissed at myself for even letting it appear. Yeah, that’s not happening.

			“Ay, Dragon!” A familiar voice bounds across the firebreak. I know immediately who it is, even though I can hardly believe it. Kai. He runs up, grinning, a baseball bat slung over his shoulder like he’s off to practice. We throw an arm around each other to hug, and I almost don’t want to let go.

			“Tiger! You’re here, too?” I love the sound of those nicknames. Feels like home, like something that can’t be taken away. He jostles me, notices my sling, and stops.

			“How could you?” he asks reproachfully. “How can you pitch with a busted wing?”

			“Pitch?” I squint at him in the sun. By God, he’s unflappable. Still wearing his letterman jacket, hair still somehow perfectly coiffed with his fancy glop, smile still broadening his face. “News flash, buddy, I don’t think you’re going to make the game against Hollywood Hills.”

			“Yeah, they got off easy. We would’ve kicked their asses.” He wastes no time using our situation to create a bit of revisionist history—in reality, Hollywood Hills got us every time. “I’m forming a new team here. You gotta join!”

			“Hey, is your dad here?” Normally I avoid Dr. Suzuki as much as I avoid Mr. Nomura—but hell, if Dr. Suzuki can help Emi, I’ll wear a three-piece suit and recite the Lord’s Prayer every time I’m in his presence.

			“He is, but they got him running all over the place.” Kai practices a few swings. In his hands, the bat glides effortlessly through the air. It always has. “We hardly see him. He stopped in about an hour ago after being gone all night to tell us he was headed into emergency surgery. Some old guy with a perforated ulcer. Why? You want him to look at your arm?”

			“It’s Emi.” I have a hard time even saying her name. Makes the fear in me spike, overcoming my happiness at realizing I have a friend here. Kai lowers the bat and his grin fades.

			“Is she okay?”

			“She needs a doctor. She has a pretty bad fever.” I take a breath. “Please, when you see him, can you ask him to come? Apartment one, barrack seven.”

			“Of course I will.”

			“Thanks.” My voice cracks with relief, and Kai punches me somberly on the good shoulder.

			“Come on, Dragon,” he says. “You’re the strong one, remember? You’ve done hard time!” He’s the only person who’s never held my arrest against me and the only person I don’t mind mentioning it.

			“Yeah, because jail for a few nights makes me Al Capone,” I say after vigorously clearing my throat.

			“All right, I gotta run. My mother sent me to find Lio and drag him back for lunch with us. But hey”—he socks my good shoulder again—“I’m glad you’re here, Dragon. Even if we’re cooked.”

			“You too, Tiger,” I say, and I don’t think I’ve ever meant anything more.

			He charges off, baseball bat propped on his shoulder. I take a deep breath. Dr. Suzuki knows us. He’ll help us. I pick up my fox and kiss it in thanks. Then I turn to head back to my barrack to tell Mama the good news.
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			When I get there, cigarette smoke and steam from a pot of boiling water on the stove give weight and flavor to the air. I tell everyone the good news and then we wait. Emi lies in her bed, fitfully dozing. Mama and Nurse Rose sit next to her while Mr. Nomura frowns and pages through a thick book on maternal medicine. Every now and then he pauses, shakes his head, and grumbles, “How old is this? I wouldn’t be surprised if it suggested leeches,” or some other comparison to outdated medicine.

			When Dr. Suzuki arrives, everyone but Emi rises to their feet. We’re all so relieved and happy he’s come, you’d think he’s the returning Messiah. I almost don’t recognize him. Usually, he’s as coiffed as Kai—sometimes more so. Today, he looks like an inside-out shirt, all rumpled and worn, even as he jokes with Mama that he’s worth two doctors because he had to go through medical school twice, once in Japan and once in America. He talks to Mr. Nomura for a few moments, and they commiserate about how old the medical book is here in camp.

			Then, Mama and Nurse Rose hold up a sheet and he examines Emi. Afterward, he comes to speak quietly with Mama and me.

			“I think there’s a tear in the placenta,” he says. His tired eyes are suddenly heavier. “It’s causing infection and, as a result, her fevers. My biggest concern is delivery. If there’s an abruption, it could cause significant bleeding. She needs a hospital.” My teeth grit at his conclusion, same one I’ve known ever since we arrived. “I’ll talk to WRA officials. Thing is, they’re a new agency and every decision takes weeks.”

			“She doesn’t have weeks,” I protest. Dr. Suzuki’s face tightens in disapproval at my tone, but he also doesn’t disagree. His expression makes me suddenly want to tuck in my shirt. Unexpectedly, he says, “Kai is glad you’re here.”

			With that, he turns to go, though he says he’ll be back to check on Emi later. I sink down to sit on the edge of my cot. Hopefully, Dr. Suzuki has more success with the administration than me. At first, my emotions are riled up, filling me with anger at Mrs. Ross and every damn useless official in this place. Eventually, though, my anger dwindles. Sitting still makes me more aware of my aching shoulder. It also makes thoughts of Violet flood my mind. Around midnight, I told her. I’m still going. My dulled, tired mind stupidly wanders. I find myself thinking she’s the kind of girl who does what she wants.

			But there’s no way.

			There’s no world in which she’d ever go through the fence, and definitely not with me.
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Chapter Six

				Violet

			
			I’m most definitely going through the fence with Ren.

			I lie in my cot, annoyance gripping me as I recall his words from this morning.

			Granted, he was being frustratingly reasonable. Going outside camp can get you shot. If Otōsan and Mama knew I’d even looked at the gap, they would be apoplectic. A lecture would ensue. Otōsan would be concerned yet measured, while Mama’s distress would run away with her. Together, the two would work to successfully bring me into obedience. I can’t bear disappointing them and I don’t usually do anything risky, aside from putting on lipstick at school.

			But everything is upside down here.

			Illusions of safety and civility have been peeled back, leaving me on a ridge of weak sand, layers crumbling away beneath my weight. I’m afraid all the time, and there doesn’t seem to be space for anything other than fear and pain. So perhaps that’s why I’m thinking about leaving the barrack while Mama slumbers, to find the boy with the sling and escape under the fence with him. To try to find room inside me once again for more…even though I’m worried it might not exist any longer.

			At midnight, he said. Time is yet another torture device here. We’re forced to do nothing but endure it, yet we have few ways to categorize it. In Los Angeles, there were clocks everywhere, from pharmacies to diners to most rooms in our homes. There are no clocks outside the administration offices, so we tell time by the mess hall bells. Luckily, Mama brought her wristwatch from home, and she leaves it atop her suitcase when she’s in the barrack. Once she’s fast asleep, I hold it by the narrow leather band and squint at its face.

			At last, the time comes.

			I’ve never sneaked out before, and, good Lord in heaven, I’m terrible at it. As I get off my cot, I suddenly become as clumsy as a newborn foal. I knock over a bucket Mama brought into the barrack to scrub the place. It clatters and I freeze, certain Mama will wake up. But she’s always been a wondrously heavy sleeper and is so exhausted from the day that she only rolls over on her mattress, the stiff ticking fabric and straw crinkling. I put her wristwatch back and dress quickly, donning a pair of high-waisted pants. They are chicer than one might think of for crawling under a fence, but I also happen to be meeting a very attractive boy, one I’ve thoroughly failed to impress. I cringe inwardly as I think about his amused, sardonic expression when he realized my crime was truancy. Honestly, though, what did he expect? That I’d robbed a bank? A girl can only do so much on her first foray into rebellion.

			Like last night, the barrack is noisy. Strangely, at night it’s louder than during the day and my ears fill with the perverse lullaby. Mr. Kimura snorts and snores, chokes and coughs. The couple who fought last night have made up, and I hear the woman whisper, “Faster.” My face blazes in the darkness at their intimacy, shock riddling me. Mercifully, there’s more noise to distract me because someone keeps tossing and turning, their agitated shadow filtering through two rows of sheets as they sigh.

			The sounds seem to chase me right to the door.

			I push my way out into the camp.

			I’m thrown into a sea of agitation, as though the camp’s ferality has awakened with the moon. A man staggers along the firebreak, loudly singing “Kimigayo,” Japan’s national anthem. I wait in the shadows until he passes me. He hiccups and starts chanting in a whisper, “Hirohito, Hirohito, Hirohito.” We aren’t supposed to say the emperor’s name, but he repeats it, over and over, like a child saying a curse word in their room. I’m scared to hear it, even as my mind rails against the thought of a grown man being so censored that he’s forced to whisper a name he used to be able to say.

			I keep going, driven to find Ren. The searchlight sweeps the camp with a beam of probing white light. Bleary-eyed mothers with babies stumble toward the washing rooms to change them because there is no running water in our barracks. Other people line up outside the latrines with towels and bars of Ivory soap to shower. Some wear bathing suits, which is smart. Mama and I didn’t bring any—aquatic activities were the last thing on our minds when we packed, wonder of wonders—but thankfully, Mama says she will order us some once the canteen opens. It feels like I’ve been thrust into a dystopic world, primitive and despotic. As horrid as it is, I might prefer Aldous Huxley’s dystopian vision to this one. I can’t imagine Lenina Crowne had to worry about bathing suits.

			The lines for the toilets are even longer than for the showers. Everyone has had the same idea—come to the bathrooms at midnight for privacy. The general advice among the women is “wear a skirt or bring a magazine” and most have both. One lady holds a large piece of cardboard to create a temporary partition. I keep walking. An elderly, confused woman is herded along by her daughters, and they apologize as she keeps stopping strangers to ask when the Alameda bus schedule will be posted. A group of men stand together, pass around a flask, and cry, “Kanpai! Banzai! Salud! Opa! Santé!” Inside a barrack somewhere, a woman wails loudly.

			I try to hurry. Cold, arriving with the night, nips at my legs like a thousand mosquitoes. Otōsan’s deer bobs about in my pocket, and I slip my hand around it to find my courage. Thoughts of Ren return, making everything around me dim. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like him. I’m not used to finding boys mysterious. To me, boys are as readable as books—and often juvenile-level books at that.

			Ren isn’t like that.

			It’s as though every thought is sealed away behind his inscrutable eyes, where they dwell for him alone. He seems to expect nothing from me, and I’m not used to it. When he’s not regarding me with thinly veiled amusement at my lack of worldliness, he’s wary and cautious, like he doesn’t trust me—or anyone else. It only makes me want to know him more.

			I’m relieved when I spot him up ahead. My deer warms, as though to point him out. He’s standing against one of the barracks, one foot lifted and anchored against it, his good hand deep in his pocket. Despite the chill, he’s only wearing a fitted white undershirt with the same pants from earlier, making me wonder if he slept in them. His arm, in its sling, folds against his body. I think he’s examining something in the dirt because his head tilts forward, but as I draw closer I realize that’s not it. His eyes are closed, like he’s tired and trying to find rest, even now. Everything about him is drawn down, as though Earth’s gravitational pull exerts more force on him than on anyone else.

			At my approach, he seems to sense me. He straightens up and pulls his hand out of his pocket. It’s dark yet I can see his face, as inscrutable as ever. Or perhaps I can’t really, and it’s simply been so imprinted on my mind from earlier that I can re-create it out of shadows and starlight.

			“Why are you here?” he asks without any preamble.

			“Good evening to you, too,” I retort, crossing my arms. I wait, thinking he’ll try to amend his rudeness, but he doesn’t. Not at all. “I’m here to go with you, clearly.”

			The force of my attention has a visible effect on him. He shifts against the wall, and his brows draw together tightly, a line appearing between them. Perhaps he’s trying to push me away, but it isn’t working.

			“No” is all he says. The searchlight passes over us. It flashes across his face, shining like water. When I first saw him in his barrack, I wanted to draw him sitting on the shore, a solitary figure. But just now, encapsulated in shimmering light, he reminds me of my monsters rising from the ocean. It’s a tantalizing image, one so alluring that I almost blush. The searchlight moves on and he’s plunged into darkness again. Thank goodness, because my heart can now return to a more reasonable tempo. “It isn’t smart.”

			I forgot how annoying he is. But frankly, if I’m being honest, as I stand there knowing a man with a rifle is in the watchtower, I’m more hesitant than I’d like to admit.

			I realize, with a start, that I’ve never lived in a world where rules and laws didn’t exist to keep me safe. But that’s changed now, so fast that I wouldn’t believe it if I wasn’t here, so far from the home that’s no longer mine. It’s a terrible revelation, one so painful that my chest tightens. I take a shallow breath.

			“Others have gone, right?” I ask, rubbing my fingers against the deer in my pocket. Its warm, smooth sides soothe me. “It can’t be that dangerous.”

			“It is,” Ren says flatly. “Lots of things have consequences, especially in places like this.” He pauses. One side of his mouth tugs up in a small, wry smile, making the shadow around his lips curve. “You can always say you did and tell the others at school tomorrow.”

			The suggestion makes me sputter. How dare he think I’m some ridiculous girl, only trying to impress others? It isn’t up to him what I do or don’t do. In fact, it’s preposterous that he even has an opinion about my actions, especially when it’s clear that he doesn’t apply the same concerns to himself. There’s only one way to prove I don’t need to listen to him or have his permission for anything.

			I look around. I’m scared, but it’s not the oppressive, heavy fear I’ve carried since Otōsan’s arrest. This fear is jumpy, exhilarating. It pumps through my body, as if something is alive in my bloodstream and swims through me. The searchlight skims across the camp again, drenching it in a funnel of light. I wait for it to pass.

			Then it’s the perfect time.

			I intend to dash to the base of the fence, but the ground is so uneven that I end up moving in strange hops and jerks. The lowest strand of barbed wire gleams dangerously in the moonlight. I reach to grab the spot in between the barbs. Another hand lifts it for me, forming a hole. Ren. I throw myself onto the ground and scuttle forward. Cold, pebbled dirt digs into my midsection. In my mind, I thought I would perform my maneuver elegantly, but I flail like an upended turtle, clawing my way forward.

			I’m on the other side.

			I can’t believe it.

			Jumping up, I turn to hold the wire for Ren. He’s already halfway through, sheltering his injured arm with his good one. A few seconds later, he pops up next to me.

			Quickly, we hurry away from the fence, finding ourselves in a gravelly clearing rimmed in trees rising in leafless skeletons from the earth. We duck into the grove and the yawning darkness beyond it. It takes a few moments for our eyes to adjust, but once they do it suddenly doesn’t seem so dark anymore. The moon and stars drown the desert in nocturnal light, plating everything in blue-black and silver.

			“Closest stream should be this way,” Ren says, pointing. “Asked some guys earlier.”

			My ineffectualness at sneaking out becomes painfully clear once again—I didn’t even consider I might need directions. Ren leads, and we find our way over the prickly, rocky terrain. Brush scratches my legs. Twigs and burrs catch on my pants. My steps are uneven. Even though we haven’t ascended, the air is reedy in my lungs, but I think it’s because of nerves.

			We cut slightly to the south. The mountains, in the darkness, are mere inky shadows in the distance. A stream rounds a brushy bend and cuts across the rocky ground in a rippling sheet. It’s thin, more of a creek than an actual stream. Spiky desert growth clusters thick and tall around it. Away from the camp, the night air is chilly, clean, and thin. I breathe it in, deep and long.

			It’s a previously occupied spot. Empty green 7-Up bottles gleam like glowing eyes in the night and a men’s interest magazine is crumpled in the dirt. It’s open. My eyes widen at the photo of a woman covering her breasts, her fingers spread like star anise. I’m grateful when Ren flips the magazine shut with his foot. Someone has brought a wool military blanket but never used it. They’ve left it on a rock. It’s still in its packaging.

			“Want it?” Ren asks, nodding at the blanket. I hesitate, but then a brisk wind cuts across the creek.

			“Yes, thank you.”

			Wordlessly, Ren picks it up, shakes off the packaging, and hands it to me.

			“It’s cold,” I say, letting it hang from my grip. “We can share it.”

			There’s a long moment of silence. In the moonlight, Ren stares at me, hard. Then he turns toward the stream. I don’t understand why he weighs and measures each action as though there’s something bad behind every single one. Perhaps he intends for his reluctance to keep me out, but it only makes me wish to find a way in. He bends awkwardly down, inhibited by the sling, and picks up a pebble.

			“Ever skipped rocks?”

			“No, I can’t say that I have.” I pull the blanket around my shoulders. “But I’d like to try. Tonight is a night of firsts, after all.”

			“You just…” He grips the pebble and flicks his wrist. I’m impressed as it hops across the water like a frog. Carefully, he plucks up another pebble and holds it out. Our hands overlap for a moment when I take it. I give the rock a flick, and it plunks anticlimactically into the stream, plunging straight to the bottom.

			“I’ve sent it to a quick and watery grave,” I declare, dissatisfied with my performance. “What am I doing wrong?”

			“More of this.” Ren illustrates the flicking motion, first quickly and then in slow motion so I can observe. I mimic the move, and he picks up a pebble for me. Armed with my new rock, I try again. It performs similarly to its brethren.

			“What in the Sam Hill!” I exclaim in annoyance. I pick up another pebble and arch my wrist back. It’ll be a cold day in you-know-where before these inanimate pebbles best me. Ren lets out a soft laugh and I turn to him, inflamed. “Don’t just laugh. Help me.” The laughter dies immediately on his lips, and he regards me quietly. “If you wouldn’t mind. I might require more hands-on instruction.”

			I’m glad for the milky darkness because my face flushes at my own forwardness. I turn sideways, inviting him to come correct my form. His gaze flickers over me. He steps forward, halts. Then, with a confidence that surprises me, he steps beside me, his body mirroring mine. With his good hand, he gently clasps my wrist and my face flushes even more.

			Ren’s fingers are long, and they close entirely around my wrist. Carefully, he angles my hand back. Only his fingers touch me, making my limbs seem distant aside from where our hands connect. Every nerve in my body rushes there. They zing under his touch. His palm remains arched away and so does the rest of him, even though he’s close to me, so very close that if I took a deep enough breath, our bodies would meet. Once my hand is in the correct position, he releases me and steps back. I immediately miss his touch.

			“Set it free,” he says softly. I give a quick jerk with my wrist. The pebble glides forward. It bounds across the water, as graceful as a ballerina performing jetés across a stage. I let out an exclamation of excitement and triumph. Turning to Ren, I throw my hands around his neck in a celebratory hug. His good arm curves around me, and I’m surprised by how strong he is. Through his shirt, I feel the defined, taut broadness of his chest. Then, almost imperceptibly, his breath catches and his body winces away from me.

			“Oh my goodness.” I quickly release him and stumble back. “Your shoulder. I’m so sorry.”

			He’s busy reordering his features so there isn’t even a hint of pain in them, but I already know I’ve hurt him.

			“I’m fine,” he says stoically, which only makes me feel worse.

			“Here.” I point to the nearby rock, the one where the blanket was placed. “Sit down.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with my legs.” He regards the rock and me with suspicion, as though I’ve set a trap for him. “I don’t need to sit.”

			“I’m aware.” I’d be amusedly exasperated at his heroics if there didn’t seem to be so much hidden behind them. “However, it would make me feel tremendously less guilty if you let me take care of you.”

			“I can take care of myself.” He speaks immediately and assuredly, as though any other response isn’t conceivable.

			“I’m sure you can.” I’m not stroking his ego. I can tell he’s been taking care of himself for a long time and, perhaps, his mother and sister, too. “But there’s very little risk to sitting down as far as I know. Unless you wish to stand there like a fence post? I can’t say it’s a very cordial posture, but suit yourself.”

			Slowly, he crosses to the rock and settles down on it. His movements are hampered by his sling. I must have hurt his shoulder more than I realized because he holds that side of his body stiffer than before, but I know he won’t accept help. I sink down onto the rock next to him. Its top is flat, as though nature has made us a bench. Tiny mineral composites across its surface glitter in the night. I hold up the blanket.

			“You don’t have a jacket. We should share it.”

			I think he might object but he doesn’t. He also doesn’t move closer to make it possible. Apparently, blanketing us will be a one-woman operation. I don’t mind. I scoot toward him. Delicately, trying not to hurt him any more, I drape the blanket over his shoulders. He grabs the edge with his good hand, and I tuck the remainder around myself. The blanket stretches between us, like webbing or scaffolding, linking us even though we don’t touch. I can feel his body heat, his warmth radiating in the small space created by the blanket. My deer adds its own warmth, continuously flowing toward Ren.

			We sit in silence for a few minutes, watching the stream. The creek cuts its way through the night, flowing down from ancient mountains, turned pewter by the moonlight. It trickles with abandon, and I feel as though it winds through my own heart. Around us, soft sounds whisper from the earth, the desert keeping its song close. Trills, chirps, ripples, and riffs add voice to the stream’s melody. Brush rustles and I can hear snakes and lizards slithering and darting through the dirt. It’s beautiful and pure, a severe contrast to the camp’s writhing, unhappy cacophony.

			I lift my head. Since arriving, I haven’t looked at the sky once, the viewfinder of my world narrowed to survival.

			But, now, I look up, up, up.

			A wizard’s cauldron of stars curves over my head, as compelling as the ocean I left behind. Streaks of purple, green, and blue shine amid a whitish veil in the stirring cosmos. Countless stars blink and change colors, comets streak and fall, and the hazy hues shift, as though magic pours from holes in the wizard’s pockets and into the cauldron.

			Beside me, Ren shifts and fumbles around. I tear my gaze from the sky to see him remove something from his pocket.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“I…” He hesitates. Whatever he’s removed from his pocket is hidden in his fist. “I have an old family heirloom. A fox.”

			My heart leaps in excitement. I’ve never met anyone who has a similar talisman. Eagerly, I fish Otōsan’s deer from my pocket and place it on my palm. Its heat intensifies, radiating down my wrist. Ren uncurls his fingers, revealing an old, worn wooden fox. A leather necklace strings through a hook on its back. There, before our eyes, they quiver toward each other, like irons drawn by an irrepressible magnetic field. Shock and delight fills me.

			“Do you see that?” I gasp. “Do you feel that?”

			“Yeah,” Ren says. “It’s…Wow. Every time I’m near you, my fox responds. Must be because you have a relic, too.”

			We watch in awe as they move across our palms. Once they’re close enough, they click together and a soft yellow glow splashes up before disappearing. The deer’s head curves around the fox’s neck in a gentle embrace. I let out a disbelieving gasp, completely enchanted.

			“It’s amazing,” I whisper. I’m seeing firsthand the magic Otōsan always speaks about. I’m holding it. I’ve always felt the deer’s warmth, but never have I witnessed it glow or move. The deer and fox remain intertwined, half across my palm, half across Ren’s. They fit together perfectly. I raise my gaze to Ren. He watches with the same fascination. “Has yours ever done this before?”

			“No,” he says. “It only nudges me. All I know is that it’s supposed to give me luck.”

			“Are you keeping it for your father? The deer belongs to my father, so it isn’t mine, not yet. He was…” I haven’t directly told anyone what happened to Otōsan aside from faceless, uncaring officials at the FBI office. “He was arrested.”

			“I’m sorry.” Ren’s voice is soft. “Mrs. Wozumi, the lady with the kids who shares our barrack—her husband was arrested, too. But I’ve heard some have been released to camps and reunited with their families. I’m sure your father will be soon.”

			“I hope so. I need to get a letter mailed to him, at the very least. Mr. Boser, the officer you helped me get away from, took the letter I had. He hasn’t mailed it.”

			“That guy’s a prick,” Ren says, and a dark, murderous expression crosses his eyes, as though he’d like to help Mr. Boser drop dead. I’m surprised he cares so much, and it touches me, deeply.

			“He is.” My hand lowers slightly. The deer and fox detach. Both spring back and then lie silently in our palms. Slowly, I return my deer to my pocket. Ren’s hand lowers but he keeps holding his fox, his hand turning into a fist around it. “Was your father arrested? And was your sister’s husband taken away, too?”

			A long moment of silence passes. I think Ren might not answer at all and shame comes over me. For all I know, his father has passed away. I’m about to apologize when he says in a quick breath, “No.” I’m not sure what he’s saying no to, but then he goes on. “My sister…isn’t married.” He speaks haltingly, as though he might stop at any moment. “And our dad…well, he left. He’s somewhere in Japan.”

			I’m shocked, but I struggle not to show it. Ren’s face seems to have more hollows for shadows to collect than planes to reflect the light. An ache opens in me. “Maybe he will come back.”

			Ren jerks as though he’s brushed against an open flame. He sucks in his breath, and I wish I could take it back. I’ve said something very wrong. I take a breath to apologize but he speaks before I can.

			“That’s the thing. I keep thinking he will, no matter how hard I try. It’s so…stupid.”

			“It’s not stupid.” I slip my hand into my pocket and run my fingers over my deer. “When Otōsan was arrested, I kept waking up thinking he was still there with us. Every time our shop door opened, my heart would jump, certain he was home. I wanted it so badly that my mind tried to make it so. Every person coming in was him, at least for a moment.” My voice catches and I swallow. I think about my letter sitting in Mr. Boser’s desk drawer. “I never expected things to go the way they did.” My old life—the one with school, friends, homework, college applications, our shop, customers, sketching, the warmth of the print shop and our home—was mine only a month or so ago. I don’t understand where it went or why. “Do you think things will return back to the way they were soon?”

			“I don’t know.” Ren sounds grim. “I’m not sure they can. Things like this…they change everything, you know? Show you what’s hiding in the corners. What’s in the walls.”

			I want to protest. Everything had been perfect; it was just politics and the war that messed it all up. But I can’t believe it. Not anymore.

			“The world is so…” I search for the right word. It comes easily. “Terrifying.”

			“Yeah.” Ren agrees readily. “Yeah, it is. Doesn’t always seem to make sense, does it? Everyone seems broken, in one way or another.” His words flood out in a torrent, but his voice is clipped, short. I catch my breath. “We can’t hold all this pain, we just leak it all over everything, like blood, and no matter what you do—” He cuts himself off abruptly. “Sorry.” His voice alchemizes from clipped and short to regretful. “My sister has been having a hard pregnancy, and it makes me angry.”

			I don’t know what to say, so impulsively I lean into him, tucking my head against his good shoulder. The stiffness in his voice is in his body, too. He’s so rigid that I can feel his muscles rising against his skin. I think he might pull away. But he doesn’t. Bit by bit, ever so slowly, his body relaxes against mine.

			“So.” His voice is uneven. He takes a breath, starts again. “You mentioned not falling behind in school earlier. You still gonna try to graduate on time and all that?”

			He’s directing the conversation away from himself. I wish, with everything in me, that I could reassure him. I wish I could somehow let him know it’s safe to share. Or at least, it’s safe to share with me. But I have a feeling he wouldn’t believe me, at least not right now.

			“I had a course catalog and the application paperwork for UCLA before the evacuation happened. Mama wanted me to go to college to be a teacher, but that’s all on hold now…” I trail off. He waits patiently. “If I’m very honest, I wish I could go to art school.”

			“You like to paint?”

			“Sketch, actually. Mostly with pencils or charcoal, sometimes pastels.” Now I wonder what he’ll think. Maybe he’ll find it frivolous.

			“Yeah? What do you like to draw?”

			Heat rushes over my face. Drawing has always been my private art, shown only to Otōsan. It’s not practical, so our community doesn’t have much of a place for such a pursuit. Also, I can’t imagine what Ren would think of my subjects—yōkai monsters emerging from the ocean, vengeful, ethereal, powerful. But then, I think I trust Ren.

			“Supernatural paraphernalia.” My face grows warmer. Supernatural paraphernalia? Good Lord. That makes it sound like I draw the goofy UFOs and Martians that you see in the Sunday comics, not epic lore drawn from my imagination. “I mean—Japanese mythological creatures. Gods, spirits, monsters…stuff like that.”

			“So, you’re a monster keeper,” Ren says. Monster keeper. I like the title very much. “That’s pretty neat.”

			“I draw them in the ocean.” I venture to tell him more.

			“Why’s that?”

			I’ve never tried to articulate this aspect of my art. It always flowed from my pencil without thought, crashing waves and slashing claws, hair trailing like kelp, translucent forms made from water, foam, and the ghostly gelatin of jellyfish. But Ren is listening so closely that I want to explain.

			“I grew up going there. I think I’m drawn to its mystery. It’s an unsettled frontier—like space. I’ve always sensed there’s something inside it, hidden deep down. Something monstrous, wise, and old. Yōkai are mysteries, too. They are magical and otherworldly and not in a fanciful, fairy tale way. In a real way, like they are the core of the earth or the core of us or…I don’t know.”

			I stop. I’ve spoken of a core, and I feel like I’ve exposed mine to Ren. And, perhaps, to myself as well.

			“Damn.” Ren speaks quietly. “I’d like to see them sometime. Your sketches.”

			At that, he shifts and glances away, as though he’s embarrassed, when I’m the one who’s been blabbering about maritime settings and ancestral monsters.

			“What about you?” I ask. “What do you want to major in, if we ever get to go to college?”

			“Oh—uh, that’s not for me.” His voice drops so low, I almost can’t hear him.

			“What isn’t for you?”

			“College and all that.”

			I’d be lying to say I’m not shocked. I’ve been conditioned by Mama—and everyone else in our community—to see college as an expectation, a duty, a great privilege. It’s one I’m happy to fulfill, knowing my parents have worked endless hours so I can get an education and have better opportunities than they do. But then, Ren and his family are different. Ren’s shoulder bunches ever so slightly against his shirt, making the fabric ripple. He seems to wait for my judgment.

			“What’s your plan for the future, then, when we get out of here?” I’m genuinely curious. I attempt a joke. “A life of crime?” I’m startled when he visibly flinches and then immediately tries to hide it, his body bracing against the reflexive action. Guilt prickles me. I’m not sure why he’s reacting like this, but I know there’s a good reason. I try again. “It must be nice to have your future wide open.”

			“It’s not so open,” he mutters. “Though…I’d…well, I plan to go to Santa Fe. After we’re out of here and after my sister and the baby are safe.”

			“Santa Fe?” I’m fascinated. “Why?”

			“Saw a postcard of it, once. Seems like a lot of open space. And I guess…I don’t know…it looked like freedom.”

			Ren’s words are melancholic, somehow hopeful and sad at once. I don’t fully understand but I want to. In fact, I’ve never wanted to understand someone more. Staring at him, I need to take a breath. In his own way, Ren seems made from moonlight. It forms tiny coins inside his irises, reflecting off them. It dashes across his cheekbones and shines in his hair. I have the deep, instinctual need to move closer to him. His lips are near. If I just—

			A whistle runs through the air.

			The whistle from earlier.

			I look around and so does Ren. It’s oddly loud, much louder than I would think humanly possible. It runs across the water, mixing with the creek’s babble and providing a counter-note, playing along with the desert’s tune, and then distinguishing itself from it.

			“Someone must be over there.” Ren points at the bend in the stream.

			“Let’s go see,” I respond. “We can stay behind the brush.”

			“Yeah?” Ren watches my face with a hint of amusement. “Like a stalker?”

			“No! Like a detective. Like Nancy Drew.”

			“Well, lead the way, Miss Drew.”

			Carefully, I slide off the rock. My deer heats up in my pocket. We stay close to the brush and carefully round the bend of the creek.

			A figure stands by the water’s edge—it’s the man from earlier. He’s wearing the same blue kimono. Its threads glow with the same brilliance of the night sky, and his skin, shockingly, is luminous. It shines as though it contains its own light source. I stare, completely mesmerized.

			“I’ve seen him before,” Ren breathes. “He was on the same bus as me from Santa Anita Racetrack. Does he…How old does he look to you?”

			“How old?” I squint at the man, confused by the question. “It’s sort of hard to tell, now that I think about it. He doesn’t have any gray hair or wrinkles, so he can’t be that old. Why?”

			“Because I think…I think only we see him that way. Everyone else sees an old man.”

			“They do?” My mind reels. “How could that be possible?”

			“Don’t know. I thought I was going crazy. You’re the only other person I know of who sees him how I do.”

			The man walks to the edge of the creek. As he bends down, his reflection spreads across it, its bizarre incandescence illuminating the water all the way down to the smooth stones cobbling the bottom. It outlines the forms of small fish swimming by and bright green algae growing between the stones. Carefully, he runs his hands through his long hair, beguiled by his expression. Light cascades down the strands. His long locks settle on either side of his face, and he smiles.

			“You’re beautiful,” he murmurs to his reflection. “Even like this, you are beautiful.” His voice cracks and he sniffs. I’ve heard countless people fighting, weeping, and shouting. But this man speaks differently. Melodramatic devastation tinges his tone, as though he’s playing the lead role in a Shakespeare tragedy. He frowns, touching his cheek. A small crack runs down the side of his face in the exact way hairline fractures appear on a porcelain cup before it shatters. I don’t recall seeing it before. My stomach turns at the sight.

			Who is this man? How can he glow like an earthbound star? The man extends his hands out over the creek. The water starts to froth. Bubbles swirl and roll their way to the top, where they gurgle and pop. Moonlight dances through them until the creek is as riotous as the sky above. “I summon you!” the man cries.

			I glance almost desperately at Ren, suddenly certain I’m imagining everything. His eyes are as wide as mine are. My deer grows warmer.

			A trout emerges from the font. The man snatches it with the speed and accuracy of a striking viper. It’s like a piece of the moon, silvery and shiny in his grip—and he is, too, just as silvery and shiny. Lips part to show pointed teeth. Every single one is an eyetooth meant for tearing.

			As he bites off the fish’s head, dark liquid skims across the silvery scales. Blood. Delicate bones, interlocked like roots, emerge from where the head used to be, along with fleshy meat and torn scales. He spits out the head and tosses the fish’s body back into the creek, where the current carries it away.

			Next to the man, a fountain springs up. I’m dazed, terrified, and confused. I’m seeing something I don’t comprehend. Otōsan always spoke of magic and its deep wells that run through the generations of our family because of our service to the gods. For the first time, it has spilled into my life. I don’t know whether to fear or embrace it.

			Impossibly, the fountain builds, growing taller and bubblier. The man’s hands guide it up, as though it’s drawn on invisible, magical strings. The water swirls away from the creek rocks and into the funnel. Pebbles, tumbled smooth, are exposed, shiny, wet, and slick.

			The man’s shadow suddenly rises, animating like it did before. This time, it stretches up and splits into dozens of long arms with even longer fingers. Whatever power the man has over the water fails. The spouting arch of water plunges back into the riverbed. It crashes up over the sides and over the man. He lets out a growl of rage. The unbound water rushes downward to us. Tossing his head back, he cries to the moon, “Will even the wastes of Yomi deny me?”

			I step back. A twig snaps under my foot.

			The shadowy hands disappear. The man’s head turns toward us. I shrink back against Ren. The man—god, whatever he is—glides in our direction. Darkness fills his eye sockets so that there’s no white, only blackness and an amber horizontal dash of a pupil. The glow of his skin becomes more brilliant. It has as much icy blue in it as whitish silver. And I smell him. Smoky incense mixes with the strongest notes of rose and jasmine that I have ever inhaled, along with an odd wetness, as though he’s taken on the scent of water itself. Under it all is the smell of fish. Stringy bits of trout hang from his mouth and speckle his chin.

			“I think we should run,” Ren says breathlessly, his arm protectively wrapping around my shoulder.

			“Wait—” The man gets closer. I lose my courage. “Let’s go!”

			We turn and run. Brushy ground spins away beneath my feet and I think he’s right upon us. Scabrous rocks whirl by. Ren keeps pace beside me. I hear a howl that sounds neither human nor animal. The world bounces around me with every jolting step, but I dare to glance over my shoulder.

			The man hasn’t followed us.

			Instead, he’s a glowing smudge by the creek. He’s arched backward, hands out at his sides as though in offering, neck tilted so far back his head is almost parallel to his shoulders. From his throat comes a wordless howl. It’s loud in volume but bass in octave, so much so that it sounds like a finger striking the lowest note on a piano, over and over.

			Even after he’s obscured from sight and the howl doesn’t reach us anymore, the sound replays in my head. I don’t think it’ll ever stop. No matter where I go from now on, a splinter of this night—of seeing the man and his wonders—will come with me, glowing beneath my skin like an electrified vein.
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Chapter Seven

				Ren

			
			Dusty ground crunches under my feet as I walk down the firebreak the morning after Violet and I went to the creek. I’m on practical business—to find a job, keep my eyes peeled for the man from the creek—but Violet keeps slinking through my mind like a damn shape-shifter. I’m exhausted and should be worrying about Emi or puzzling over the bizarre man from last night, but I keep getting sucker punched by memories of Violet shimmying under the fence like some kind of ballerina turned thief. She doesn’t belong in my head, where my thoughts are like lights blinking by on the freeway, rapid, sharp, either vaguely or keenly angry. But she’s there, emerging from my tangled thoughts, reordering everything inside my head.

			I spent time with her at the creek. This is the cost.

			A raging infatuation.

			Which is fantastic. I grip my fox and force myself to search the passing faces for the man from the creek.

			Whoever he is, he has some kind of power. Maybe he can help Emi in some way. After all, I saved that wooden box of his on the bus. I’m not one to hold things over people, but if it gives me any sort of leverage, I’ll play that tune like a jukebox full of newly released records. I keep my head on a swivel as I walk, hoping he’ll appear. But the more I search, the more I realize just how big the camp is and how many people are trapped here.

			If he doesn’t appear, I’ll just have to do what I can—earn enough money so I can bribe a guard in case there’s something Emi needs.

			I move briskly as the sun burns off the nighttime cold. I’ve thrown away my sling, despite Mr. Nomura’s warnings, so I’ll look fit for work. Construction occurs almost everywhere, the camp stretching and rising around us, delivery, supply, and military trucks roaring in and out. A lot of it is the WRA making sure the barracks are finished and adding spaces to accommodate the school, a library, rec rooms, and supplies. But while they build structures in militant, monotonous gray from knothole-filled planks, I notice there’s another type of construction, designed and executed solely by us. Across the way, in a grove of cottonwoods, workers lift traditional Japanese sliding panels onto a structure to make a dojo. Others pack down clay from the Owens River to make sporting courts so each barrack can have one for tennis, basketball, or volleyball.

			Several gardens are being planted, and I go to the biggest one because I figure they’ll need the most help. It’s busy, full of workers and different projects. President Roosevelt wants us to grow victory gardens for the war effort, but it’s clear this garden is going be a lot more than a vegetable patch. Saplings in buckets sit in flatbed trucks. A large hole is dug for a pond and wood soaks in tubs so it can be bent. More lumber forms a seven-foot arch—a bridge? Sticks are bound together with twine to make walking path rails. I’m not surprised. In Los Angeles, Japanese men did most of the landscaping, and now they’re using their expertise here. All the lawns and gardens back home have probably died. One can hope.

			I approach the man giving orders.

			“What?” he asks me.

			“I’d like to work. I can do anything.”

			He stares at me blankly. What is apparently the extent of his English. I point to myself and then to the other workers. He grabs my hands and frowns, shaking his head at the scab on my palm. Little does he know that I’m biting the inside of my cheek to hide the pain he’s causing my shoulder. I pull my hands back and point to the workers and myself again. He lets out a huffy, impatient sigh, but he finally gestures to a rusty pickax and a hardscrabble patch of earth. I bow in thanks. Snatch up the pickax.

			I’m not in the best condition for the task, as the man suspected. The ache in my shoulder turns into teeth-clenching pain when I lift the pickax and drive it into the dirt, where it catches on the underside of a large rock. Wresting the pickax free tears open the abrasion on my palm from holding the fox too tight. I try to adjust my grip, but it doesn’t help. I manage to get the rock free. Relying on my left arm but not my left hand, I awkwardly carry it over to a nearby pile and dump it. It lands with a dull thud. I’m a mess. Screwed-up left hand, screwed-up right shoulder.

			Loud laughter cuts through the garden. I look up, wiping newly sprung sweat from my forehead. Four young men wearing black bandannas, hachimaki-style, saunter into the garden. Someone beyond them catches my eye. I stop in my tracks.

			There he is.

			It’s the man in the blue kimono, except today he’s wearing Western clothes—fancy suit pants with an undershirt, making him simultaneously look like he’s off to an important business meeting and about to take a nap. His shadow, though, is behaving properly for once. The man cuts away. I abandon the pickax and start after him.

			One of the young men steps in front of me, so suddenly that I almost run into him. I attempt to duck around him, but he moves with me, blocking me again. The man disappears from view. I bite back a curse and stop. I can tell this jerk-off with the bandanna wants something.

			“Hey, what’s your name?” Everything about him exudes energy. He begins circling me, investigating me from every side. I don’t answer. Last time I took up with guys like this it ended…very badly. Han’nin. I hear the word—criminal—in Mr. Nomura’s voice. It suddenly occurs to me that he hasn’t said it since we arrived, but it doesn’t matter. Just the sight of these guys and their matching black bandannas and stance puts me on edge.

			“Eh, J-man, maybe he’s issei,” jerk-off number two interjects. For whatever reason, this makes them burst into laughter, though all it means is first-generation Japanese immigrant, as opposed to nisei, which is second.

			“You don’t understand me?” the first one—J-man?—demands. He takes a step toward me. There’s enough aggression in it to make me meet his gaze. “Fresh off the boat? Anata wa eigo o hanashimasu ka?”

			“Actually,” I say tonelessly, “I don’t speak Japanese.”

			“Oh, so now he deigns to talk to us.” Triumphantly, the guy crosses his arms. “What’s with the tough-guy act?”

			“Tough-guy act?” I arch an eyebrow. “Isn’t that all of you? Nice bandannas.”

			“Dragon! I’ve been looking for you!” Kai suddenly bounds across the garden to us. I’m happy to see him, but then I pause. He has a black bandanna tied around his forehead, too. “J-man, this is Ren, my buddy. I can vouch for him. He’s the real deal. Ren, this is James.”

			James glances narrowly from Kai to me. He stares hard at me, trying to get me to crumble. Then he extends his hand.

			“We can always use another,” he says. “If Kai here says you’re in, you’re in.”

			“I’m good,” I say, refusing to take his hand. “Thanks, though. Never really was one for bandannas…J-man, did you say your name is?”

			“Ren’s joking.” Kai nudges me hard in the ribs. “You guys go on ahead. I’ll catch up in a minute.”

			At first, it looks like James isn’t going. Then he mutters under his breath and nods to his three stooges. They take off, laughing and joking again. Before they leave the garden, James looks over his shoulder at me, points to his bandanna, and points at me. A bold smile flashes across his lips as though he knows something I don’t. Then he’s gone.

			“What’s up?” I ask Kai, eyeing his bandanna. A sheepish expression crosses Kai’s face. “Is that your new baseball team?”

			“No.” The sheepishness disappears, replaced by the sort of defiant look you give a parent. “We’re a crew. We’re organizing.”

			“Kai, you didn’t even organize your sock drawer back home. What the hell would you be organizing here?” Kai has always been well-liked, from being on the baseball team to being homecoming king, so I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise that he’s found a new friend group. But it doesn’t seem like they’re just sitting around talking about girls or drinking booze, which people have been distilling in secret. From my take of the situation, they’re angry and want to do something about it. “Does your dad know you’re skipping school to hang out with those guys? What about the baseball team you wanted to start?”

			“I want to do that, too, but I just met J-man and he told me a bunch of stuff,” Kai says, defiance now firmly in place on his face. “Don’t you realize that the wages we’re supposedly entitled to get are half what they promised? What’s more, they’re trying to turn us against each other and keep us weak.” As he talks, Kai becomes more animated. He’s always been a passionate guy, and his words pour easily from him. “They’re bribing our own and making us traitors.”

			I rub my hand across my forehead. I get it. Kai’s grievances are probably all accurate. But I can’t fathom a world in which Kai or anyone else here will stop anything. That’s the thing about having been beaten by life long ago. You get to skip the cotton-candy idealism. You know the best thing to do is keep your head down, your mouth shut, and your hands busy.

			Because at the end of the day, you don’t know who your worst enemy is—them or you.

			“Just don’t get into trouble, okay?” I sigh.

			“Well, if I do, I’ll need you there to get me out of it.” Kai flashes one of his dazzling smiles, the ones that always got teachers to round up his grades and girls to ask for rides in Delilah. “Join us, Dragon. We need you. We’re going to break up the council meetings. Make them face us and answer for everything.”

			“It’s not for me, Tiger.” I mean it. Breaking up council meetings sounds like a great way to get separated from everyone and sent to Tule Lake. “And it shouldn’t be for you, either. You should go to school.” I’m acutely aware that I sound like Mr. Nomura or Dr. Suzuki and don’t love it. But while I’ve written myself off a long time ago, I believe in Kai. “You have a future, once all this is behind us. A good one.”

			“Yeah, one predetermined by my dad.” A fretful frown settles on Kai’s face. “Medical school and marriage to an issei.”

			“Hey, there’s worse things than becoming a doctor.” I’m not so dumb as to think it’s easy being Kai. But I’m also aware it’s probably a damn lot easier than being me. His path is set. All he needs to do is stroll down it. “Think of all the Cadillacs you’ll be able to buy.”

			The man in charge notices us talking and comes over to us. He wags his finger at me and then points out of the garden.

			“Too much talking,” a woman calls, interpreting for him. “You go.”

			“Sorry.” I reach for the pickax. “Sorry. I’m working.”

			The man says something to the woman, and she declares, “You and those boys no good. You go.”

			She means Kai and his friends. They’re blaming me for bringing them to the garden. In fact, they probably think I’m one of them, even without a bandanna. The man flaps a hand at us, shooing us away. I don’t need to know Japanese to understand what he’s saying. Guilt knots in my chest. I hear Mr. Nomura’s voice in my head. Han’nin.

			Doesn’t matter that I haven’t done anything wrong. Shame is my stasis. It’s what’s left when my anger has burned out and my thoughts catch up to me. Reminds me I’m the dead weight of the world and that it might be better off if I was left alone to sink.

			“Hey, it’s not his fault!” Kai protests, but it only makes the man firmer. Kai doesn’t get it. He never has. I toss down the pickax and stalk away, face burning. “Slow down.” Kai catches up to me. “That guy was a pendejo.”

			“Damn it, Kai, I needed that job.” Anger makes it hard to speak.

			“I can help you.” Kai is unperturbed. His confidence spills into everything. Even now, he thinks he can make things better. “I was trying to find you because I just got a job myself and can get you one, too. J-man and his buddies work at one of the warehouses, near the WRA offices. Unloading stuff. You did that before, right?”

			“I’d have to work with those goons?” I’d rather eat glass.

			“You’d work with me.” With his self-assured smile in place, Kai holds his arms out as though he’s God’s gift to the world. “I go after classes.”

			“Does your dad know?”

			“Since when are you so obsessed with my dad?”

			“Since you started being an idiot.” I don’t want to work with—what do they call that guy? J-man?—but if it’ll let me help Emi, then yeah, I’ll do it. “Fine. Sure. I’d like the job.”

			“Ayyy, Dragon and Tiger! We ride again!”

			Kai’s enthusiasm is irresistible, and I can’t help but smile. Still, my stomach tightens. I’ll have to be careful around Kai’s new bandanna crew. Emi needs me. The baby needs me.

			Everyone else can go to hell in a handbasket tied with a bow.
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			A package arrives the next day for us, about an hour before I’m due to start working at the warehouse. I planned to use the hour to search for the man but get derailed when a WRA lackey brings the box right to our barrack. The lackey whistles at it admiringly.

			“It’s from some well-connected folk in Pasadena,” he says as he hands it over. “They used some sort of courier service to have it brought way out here.”

			Well-connected folk.

			Pasadena.

			Mrs. Ross.

			I stand on the steps, not sure if I should bring it in. Emi is awake. It might upset her to see it. When she found out about Mrs. Ross’s offer, all she said was “No way in hell,” and then didn’t talk or even stir in her bed for the rest of the day. Mama steps out behind me. She realizes what it is and eagerly descends.

			“Maybe she’s sent something nice, like hand creams,” she says, sounding excited for once in her life. Her bracelets clack around her wrists as she reaches for it.

			“I don’t think it’s for you, Mama,” I point out, and she sighs, as though Mrs. Ross has personally affronted her. I wonder, though, if it might contain medicine or even money. I tear it open. Sweetness hits my nose so strongly, I’m confused. Has Mrs. Ross doused the box in perfume? I lift out a sheer bag tied with a blue ribbon. The bag is filled with something that looks like Kellogg’s cereal.

			“It’s a sachet,” Mama declares, snatching it from me. She sniffs it and nods approvingly.

			“A sachet?”

			“For your drawers. To make your things smell pretty.”

			“Great. Except we don’t have any drawers,” I say.

			The only other item is a thick white envelope. It’s monogrammed and trimmed in gold. You’d think it was an invitation to a ball. I arch an eyebrow at it. Maybe it’s the real gift. Maybe it’s money after all. I open it. The letter matches the envelope. All it says is:

			
				Dear Hamada family,

				It was lovely to meet you. Please, consider my offer.

				Warmly,

				Mrs. Ross

			

			I crumple the letter in my fist. It makes my hand sting after it was brutalized by the pickax but I don’t care. Lovely to meet you? Warmly? She makes it sound like we met at brunch, not that she wants to take my niece or nephew away and leave us behind for dead.

			“Screw her,” I mutter. Mama rolls her eyes, like I’m annoying her. “What?” I snap, unable to stay calm. “You don’t think it’s insulting that she sent us a bag of wood chips and a reminder that she wants Emi’s baby? The lady’s basically a fairy tale hag, trying to steal a baby.”

			“It’s dried flower petals.”

			“What?”

			“It isn’t wood chips in the sachet.” Mama takes another sniff. “At least she sent it. She could’ve just sent the note.”

			“Why do you want a sachet?”

			“I can put the flower petals in a cup for the scent and use the sachet as a tea bag.” Of all things, Mama sounds triumphant, and I fight the urge to tear out my own hair. I tuck the box under my arm and we go back inside. I’m relieved that Emi is still sleeping. I put the box on the floor and kick it under my bed, swallowing down my rage. Mr. Nomura knocks on the wall and Mama tells him to enter. He spends more and more time in our apartment, all the while wearing his uniform.

			Settling onto a crate, he picks up the old medical book. He must’ve given up on its usefulness because he carefully removes the first page. He leans back and his hands deftly move to fold it into an origami flower. He hums under his breath. The sound reminds me of the strange man, whistling his way through the camp.

			Emi stirs. I go to her bedside. Mama hovers over my shoulder and Mr. Nomura watches, lowering his origami. Slowly, Emi’s blue eyelids flutter open. I let out a sigh. I never knew how much it could mean for someone you love to simply look at you. I pick up the tin cup of water by her bed and give her a drink.

			“How do you feel?”

			“Tired,” she says, even though she’s been sleeping nonstop. She doesn’t seem feverish, though she’s weak. Maybe the worst is behind us. “I thought our cracked ceiling back home was the worst ceiling in the world.” Together, we glance up at the unfinished pine spreading over our heads, crossbeams stringing between the rafters. “I was wrong.”

			“Yeah, this place makes home look like the Biltmore Hotel, doesn’t it?” A small smile crosses Emi’s lips. Makes me happy. “Hey, how about I read to you?”

			“I haven’t seen you read in years.” Emi’s voice is soft, but it’s hers. She’s coming back to us. She has to be. “Are you sure you still remember how?”

			“Hey, I read…cereal boxes.” I was planning on searching for the man again, but if Emi wants me to read, I’ll read. I’ll do anything to keep her spirits up, especially after she was so upset by Mrs. Ross. “Where’s that book? The French one that I trucked here.”

			“Les Misérables.”

			“Yes, that one. Leh Misseres.” I exaggerate the title and butcher it at the same time, knowing it’ll get a reaction from her. Emi sighs in annoyance, but her smile widens. I turn to get the book and am startled to find Mr. Nomura standing behind me, holding it out. Slowly, I take it. “Thank you,” I say, but it comes out like a mumble.

			He doesn’t respond but returns to his crate and carefully continues his origami. I flip open the giant book. It’s so heavy, you could use it as a dumbbell. Emi has saved her place with a button. She’s always used random items as bookmarks—I’ve even seen her use a coffee mug once. Who needs a bookmark when you can use your brother’s pocketknife, even if it leaves him searching for it?

			I begin reading. Every few moments, Emi exasperatedly corrects my horrible French pronunciation, but soon the story kind of melts off the pages. It pops up around us. I can see it clearly. At some point, Mama leaves and comes back with a mound of rice and boiled Vienna sausages in a napkin for Emi and a mug of coffee for Mr. Nomura. It’s my turn to go eat but I don’t stop.

			Mama settles on her bed. Mr. Nomura keeps folding paper flowers. Emi ignores the cold hot dogs and undercooked rice. I keep reading. A hot morning sandstorm hollers outside and the barrack rattles, but we are all here, together. It’s a weird scene—me, Emi, Mama, and Mr. Nomura. This is what our living room would’ve been like every night if Papa hadn’t left. Four of us instead of three. I don’t know what to do with the thought, so I keep reading, glancing up every now and then. Everyone listens.

			Hell, I think even the baby is listening.

			I hate this place. But, bizarrely, this is the least alone I’ve felt in a long time.
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			An hour later, I head to work, the story vivid in my mind. I keep looking for the man. Don’t find him. Maybe he’s used his powers and gotten the hell out of dodge. I certainly would. Why would some sort of god or spirit want to be here, anyway? Makes sense that he poked around and then took off.

			When I arrive, I get right to work. Kai isn’t there yet. He’ll come after school. I want to ask him if Violet is at school and have even considered passing by myself to see if she’s there. But if I say her name or see her face again, I’ll give her more space in my head. And it’s already consumed by her.

			Back home, I unloaded oranges, strawberries, raspberries, and peaches driven in from the Orange County orchards. Here, everything passes through my hands. A lot of it is in questionable condition, like wilted vegetables and strange cuts of meat packed in slushy ice. There are also vials for typhoid, diphtheria, and whooping cough immunizations, construction materials, sewing machines, and our rations, which include coffee, sugar, and chocolate bars, though I’m told those are rare because of wartime restrictions. A guard oversees us, but he leaves to go smoke and doesn’t return.

			Chirp, chirp.

			Peeps come from a truck. I look inside and discover white chicks nestled in cardboard boxes full of straw. They bob about, covered in soft, fluffy down.

			“We get two thousand white leghorn chicks a week,” James tells me. He’s appointed himself my unofficial boss. “The administration is having us set up coops with lawns and everything. At the very least, we’ll have fresh eggs.”

			“Great,” I say, and pick up the first crate. My shoulder aches, but at least the chicks aren’t as heavy as the furniture for the WRA offices. I spy something blurry on James’s arm and squint. He notices me noticing and gives a wolfish grin. It’s a tattoo, I realize. Its borders are uneven, the ink driven deep under the skin. The penmanship is poor, and the tattoo is ridged in red, clearly irritated. I fight the urge to smirk.

			“You like this? I made it here with ink from a pen and a razor blade,” James says proudly. “It means freedom. They think we’re weak and submissive, when samurai blood runs through our veins. Or”—he looks me over in a way that suggests he assumes I have more rice paddy farmer lineage than samurai—“at least through mine.”

			“Great,” I say again, only this time it’s a mutter.

			I carefully carry the crate over to the wall as Kai enters the warehouse. The guys greet him, and I do, too. The chicks make me think about Emi and the baby. Dr. Suzuki says it’s a good sign that she hasn’t had a fever for the past twenty-four hours. But I still can’t relax. I need to figure out a way to get Emi to the hospital when she gives birth.

			I set down the chicks I’m carrying and stop at the window, glancing out. From it, you can see the WRA offices and Main Street.

			I freeze.

			It’s Violet. She’s walking along the firebreak, a pencil tucked behind her ear and a bag so large in her hands it can only be laundry. My stomach drops like I’m on a roller coaster. I feel sweaty and gross, and she looks as pretty as a newly sprung flower.

			Then someone else appears. That officer who bothered Violet before. What does he want with her? James and Kai, noticing me linger, come and peer past my shoulders.

			“That mucky-muck is Boser,” James says. “Everyone says he wanted a prestigious government job because his daddy is high up the chain, but he got stuck here. Must be a grade A screwup.”

			I believe it. The guy is a loser. I watch as Boser speaks to Violet, who drops the bag of laundry. He picks it up, says something. She holds out her hands for the bag. He motions for her to follow him toward the back of the warehouse. My heart races, some crazy mix of rage and hate. She follows him.

			James lets out a disgusted growl.

			“Traitor girls are the worst of all,” he declares. “They spread their legs for the officers to get steak dinners in Bishop, whispering our plans into their ears—” Whatever he’s going to say is cut off when I give him a straight-armed shove with my left hand. He should be happy it isn’t a right hook with what he’s accusing Violet of, and it would’ve been if I didn’t have to get to her as fast as possible. I push past him and stride across the warehouse. The sweetly innocent chirping of the chicks follows me, a strange contrast to the fury building deep inside me.

			I burst out the back door and head straight for Boser and Violet.
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Chapter Eight

				Violet

			
			
				Dear Otōsan,

				I don’t know when any of our letters will get mailed because we are still waiting for the post office, but I’ve resolved to keep writing you. That way, you’ll know everything that’s happened. We are doing well! Mama got a job sewing and I’ve started classes. College has been postponed indefinitely, but I’m still determined to graduate on time.

				I’m learning it’s best to keep busy. It’s something I never fully understood. Back home, we were just busy. You know how it was. We were simply…living. And it was beautiful. I had school, hung out with friends, helped you fulfill orders, went to church with Mama, spent too much time drawing instead of doing homework. But here it’s different. Life has just stopped, in such an unexpected, horrible way. So we must keep busy until it starts again for real. Otherwise, we’re just waiting, waiting, waiting.

				Though funnily enough, amid all this waiting, something happened. Something I never expected. You’ve always told me about the gods. You say their magic is like the air. We need it for life but hardly notice it, unless it acts up and carries our hats down the street. Well, I think I encountered it. There’s a man. He can do things—command water and glow like the moon. I wish you could see him. I remember you saying that if you ever met a god, you would ask it for flowers to give to Mama and me. It makes me think…so many stories from mythology involve gods granting mortals gifts. I already know what I’d ask for. You, safe with us.

				By the way, I met a friend. Or someone who I think might make a good friend. I’m hopeful. I could use a friend.

				Love you always,

				Violet

			

			As I watch Mr. Boser charge off with my laundry, I don’t know what to do.

			My plan seemed promising this morning. After seeing the man at the creek, I knew I had to find him again and decided I should enlist Ren’s help. I told myself teaming up with him was the best option for success—but, if I’m being honest with myself, I also want more time with Ren. As much as possible.

			I planned to go to his barrack after class and I did our laundry, but when I was at the washroom, someone mentioned the Hamadas and said Ren had gotten a job at the warehouses. Eager to see him again, I headed off to find him, laundry in hand.

			And ran straight into Boser.

			“You’re doing your laundry?” he asked as I dropped the bag, startled. He swooped in like a seagull waiting for a sandwich on the beach and slung it over his shoulder. “We have automatic washers and tumble dryers in our bungalows. Come with me.”

			“No thank you,” I said, but now he’s already striding away. I glance around, terrified someone will see him holding our laundry. Bad things are said about people who associate with guards—even worse things are said about girls who date them. But I can’t let him go with our laundry. Aside from the clothes Mama and I are wearing today, all the rest are in that satchel. “Mr. Boser, stop, give me my laundry.”

			He continues around the corner of a warehouse. I hurry behind him, mind awash in fear and frustration. The brisk, bustling camp disappears as thick shadows claim us, the warehouse creating a tall wall. We’re behind it, far from everyone, and my throat tightens in panic. I’m alone with him.

			I’ve already seen that there isn’t much recourse for women and girls who are harassed. And since everyone is suspicious of the authorities, incidents are mostly unreported. Mama never lets me go to the latrines or showers alone, especially after a man was caught peeking through the slats. Rumors fly everywhere about molestation, even rape. No one would take me seriously if I accused an official.

			Mr. Boser turns unexpectedly, dropping the laundry satchel in one swoop while looping an arm around my waist. Terror fills me. There’s a playful smile on his face.

			“Ever kissed a guy like me before?” he asks abruptly. The sketching pencil I’ve tucked behind my ear falls to the ground. “I’ve never kissed a girl of your kind before, but I’ve always wanted to.”

			Stubble brushes my cheek. His breath is thick on my neck. I twist in his grip.

			“Let. Me. Go.”

			I haul back my fist. I don’t think. I simply act.

			I punch him in the nose, my knuckles colliding with soft cartilage. Bright red blood spurts from his nostrils. He staggers back, cupping fingers over his nose. Horror descends on me. I’ve struck a WRA official. I’ll get arrested.

			“You—you hit me!” Mr. Boser gasps. His blue eyes swim, watery from the blow.

			A door bursts open.

			I look up.

			It’s Ren striding from the warehouse exit. I hardly recognize him. He moves with purpose, his body eloquent with rage and determination. His sling is nowhere to be seen. Swiftly, he steps between us. Mr. Boser sputters something unintelligible.

			“Get away from her.” Ren’s growl is deadly and low. I’m shocked it comes from him. Mr. Boser lowers his hand, and blood runs over his lips. His mouth twists. He’s about to say something when his attention changes. Lowers. It fixates on Ren’s fox hanging around his neck. He draws himself up and it’s like watching him transform from one role into another.

			“Is that a relic from Japan?” he demands, snuffling slightly around the blood. He steps closer. “Looks old. Is it from the Edo period? Did you get it from your family?” Ren doesn’t respond, but he also doesn’t back up. Mr. Boser pauses, glancing around. “Give it to me. It’s contraband.”

			I suppress a gasp. My hand almost flies into my pocket to touch my deer. It’s still hot, the heat soaking into my thigh, distinct from the day’s warmth. I glance around, searching for help. But nothing can stop Mr. Boser. He is the authority, and we are subject to his command. The full weight of the United States government stands behind him. If Ren has to give his pendant to Mr. Boser, I’ll never forgive myself.

			Slowly, as though he has all the time in the world, Ren tucks the fox into his shirt with his good hand.

			“I made it myself,” he says smoothly. Mr. Boser’s face tightens, his lips pressing together. He frowns.

			“I’ll ascertain that.” He holds out a hand.

			“Big fan of arts and crafts?” Ren asks. I don’t know how he’s able to sound so unafraid and caustic. A sneer crosses his lips, even as his eyes remain dark, glinting with anger. Mr. Boser takes a step forward. He hauls back his arm and slaps Ren across the face.

			Ren doesn’t do anything to avoid the blow. His head snaps to the side, and I let out a cry of fright. I’ve never seen someone slap anyone else outside of the movies. When Ren straightens, a red mark stains his cheek, and a muscle flexes in his jaw. At his sides, his hands are fists, but he doesn’t raise them. Terror thickens in my throat. Maybe Mr. Boser will arrest Ren now. Maybe both of us. Maybe he’ll forcibly take Ren’s fox.

			The warehouse door bursts open, and five other guys come bounding out. One seems about Ren’s age. I recognize him from school. Kai, I believe his name is; I’ve heard he has a Hispanic mother. The other four are a little older. They spread in a semicircle behind Ren. Rabid energy writhes through them—in fact, some of them even look excited. They are turbulent while Ren is as still as stone.

			“Hey, what’s going on?” Kai demands. Mr. Boser takes them in. Nervousness crosses his face. It makes Kai grin in glee. “What’s wrong, hijo de puta? You look worried.”

			The door opens once again and a guard comes out, reeking of cigarettes. I think he’s going to be angry when he sees Mr. Boser’s bloody nose. Strangely, one corner of his mouth lifts in a quickly passing smile, and he crosses his arms.

			“Lost?” he asks. “Offices are right outside.”

			Fury sparks in Mr. Boser’s expression, but then he takes a sharp breath and the fury disappears behind a layer of control. He draws himself up, as though striving to be as tall as possible.

			“I was just heading there,” he says abruptly. He sniffs through the blood still running over his lips. He glares at the guard and then, without another word, turns on his heel and leaves. The guard takes a box out of his pocket, knocks it against his open palm, and shakes a cigarette out.

			“Guy thinks he owns the place,” he mutters. Glancing at us, he sticks the cigarette in his mouth and says, “He’s an odd duck. Avoid him so I can smoke in peace, got it?”

			Then he turns to head back into the warehouse, cupping his hand around the cigarette as he raises his lighter to it.

			As soon as the door swings shut behind him, the guys burst into cheers, as though they were the ones to evict Mr. Boser. Quickly, I snatch up my drawing pencil. I put it in my pocket with my hands shaking, not daring to put it behind my ear, where I usually have it. I need to keep it safe. I don’t have very many.

			“That’s what I’m talking about!” one of the boys howls, throwing an arm around Ren’s neck and jostling him. He has a tattoo, I notice. Shock punctuates my already overwhelmed mind. Are these Ren’s friends? “You put that bastard in his place, Ren. Now just imagine us doing that but on a larger scale.” Ren roughly shoves him off, but Kai pounces, grabbing his good arm and lifting it like Ren has just won a boxing match. He shakes him off, too.

			“See, J-man,” Kai says to the tattooed one. “Ren is a fire-breathing dragon! I’m telling you—he did time in the slammer and hasn’t been afraid of anyone ever since.”

			Time in the slammer.

			Jail?

			Shock pours through me. I stare at Ren, unable to hide my disbelief. He doesn’t deny it. He stares back at me, face bleak, verging on empty. I sensed he had a hard past, but jail? Is he a member of the yakuza? Are they all? I’ve misunderstood everything. I can’t team up with Ren. I stumble back but then dart forward to grab my laundry satchel. Before I can, Ren steps in and picks it up.

			“Wait,” he says, so softly that only I can hear.

			“I don’t think I will,” I say. “Give it to me.”

			“It’s heavy.” His voice is still low, as though shame has dragged it to the ground. “Let me carry it for you.”

			Anger crashes over me. Ren is a criminal. I grab the strap and yank, hard, just as he lets it go. I stumble at the sudden redistribution of weight. Quickly, he steps forward and grabs my elbow so I don’t fall. His hand is strong and calloused, but his touch is gentle. Despite my panicked thoughts, my skin warms underneath his touch. I viciously try to stop it. As soon as I’m stable, he releases me.

			“Sorry,” he says, apologizing even though he’d been stopping me from tripping. He pauses, eyes stricken, then says again, “Sorry,” and it seems to encapsulate so much more—as though he’s apologizing for shocking me, for having gone to jail, for existing. “Will you please let me carry it for you?”

			A strangled note in his voice surprises me. I wonder if he wishes to explain. I think about sitting with him on the rock and how close I felt to him.

			“Very well.” I cross my arms and tap my foot. Ren ducks his head and easily picks up the satchel. If it hurts his injured shoulder, he doesn’t show it. He slings it over his good shoulder without so much as a wince.

			“Ren’s in trouble. His girlfriend is mad,” Kai says, and the others laugh. Has Ren told his friends that we’re a couple? I look sharply at Ren, but he’s turned toward the others. Redness, though, rushes up the back of his neck.

			“Shut up, Kai,” he grits out. “She’s not my girlfriend. Never said she was.”

			His protestation makes the young men laugh even harder. The mischievous grin on Kai’s face grows. He’s handsome in his own right, but unlike Ren he tosses around charismatic smiles with the ease of a football. “Don’t worry. Your other girlfriends will never know.”

			Yet another wave of shock comes over me. I never considered whether Ren was with someone, but why wouldn’t he be? He’s tremendously handsome and brave. Some girls might even find his illicit activities alluring.

			“Let’s go,” Ren mutters, not meeting my gaze. We head back toward camp, but while we’re still in the shadow of the warehouse, he stops and faces me. Finally, he looks at me. Dejection lurks behind his eyes, as though waiting to pour out and dissolve him in the process. “I didn’t tell them you were my girlfriend.”

			I slowly nod. I believe him. Ren might have his faults, but he isn’t the sort to give false illusions about himself. In fact, he wears who he is with resignation, like it’s something he couldn’t shake off even if he tried.

			“And I don’t have a girlfriend.” He awkwardly shuffles, satchel still perched on his shoulder. “Also…are you all right? Is your hand okay? And your pencil didn’t break, did it?”

			I glance at my hand. My knuckles are grazed and white skin peels back, revealing pinkish-red ovals underneath. It aches, every joint illuminated in pain.

			“He slapped you.” I shudder, remembering Mr. Boser’s arm around my waist and his cheek against mine. He’s gone, yet the moment is alive in my mind, clear and terrifying. “Thank you for helping me.” I clear my throat and straighten, as though I can force away the memory of what happened. “Though it wasn’t necessary. I can take care of things myself.” Ren stares at me and then his mouth twitches up in that same unimpressed smile from before. “It’s true!” I insist. “You don’t need to get involved in my affairs.”

			“Whatever you say, slugger,” he replies, that irritating grin still on his face.

			“What did you call me?”

			“Slugger,” he says with a shrug that’s somehow careless yet pointed. “I didn’t realize Manzanar had its own featherweight champion. I’ll keep that in mind next time you get into trouble.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means you’re pretty cocksure, but you don’t get it.”

			“Get what?” I demand, taking a step closer to him, daring him to say I’m spoiled and sheltered.

			“You don’t get how bad life can be.”

			“And you do? Because you’ve been to prison? Were you—are you—in a gang?” The galling smirk disappears from his lips. All the emotion drains from his face again and even the strange, lurking sadness is gone.

			“You mean jail.” He speaks coldly.

			“What?”

			“I was in jail for a few days, not prison. There’s a difference between prison and jail.” He’s proving his point again, showing once again how innocent I am in comparison to him. Angry heat rushes to my face. “And no, I’m not in a gang. Never have been.”

			“Shockingly, I’m not familiar with the distinguishments of incarceration,” I retort, irritation growing despite my relief he isn’t in a gang. “Were you…” Now that the topic is raised, I can’t help myself. “Were you wrongfully accused?”

			He lets out a sharp, scoffing laugh.

			“No.” Satchel still balanced on his shoulder, he leans against the warehouse wall, his relaxed posture a contrast to his lifted chin and flashing eyes. “So now you know. I’m not the sort of guy you should be hanging out with.”

			“Is that so?” I risk taking another step closer. He may have more life experience, but he doesn’t know me at all, and he certainly isn’t going to tell me what to do again.

			“Yeah, it is.” The shadow of the smirk returns. There’s a hint of a dare in his voice. My heart answers, winging away in my chest, a sparrow trapped in the birdcage of my ribs.

			“Your poor cheek,” I murmur, and I reach up to touch his face. He’s rigid but he doesn’t pull away. In fact, his head turns slightly, accepting the curve of my palm as my fingers brush the crimson stain. The satchel falls from his shoulder to the ground. I’m going to kiss him, I realize. I’m going to kiss Ren Hamada right here and now.

			A scuffling sound comes from behind me. Immediately, I whirl around, face blazing, unsure who’s crept up. Being here has put me on my guard. I also certainly don’t want an elder seeing me kiss anyone. I’m torn between confusion, alarm, and desire so intense that I feel it in every fiber of my being.

			But there, standing much too close for comfort, is the man from the creek.
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Chapter Nine

				Ren

			
			What the…

			All I can think is that I better not move or breathe because I’ll wake up and realize this is a fantasy. Because it doesn’t make any sense. Violet found out I’ve been to jail, and instead of staring at me in disgust, she…Is she going to kiss me?

			If I kiss this girl, it’s going to wreck me. I’m going to be in that kiss forever and, once we leave here, she’s going to traipse off to a four-bedroom in the suburbs with a white picket fence and a guy who hasn’t been to jail. But holy shit. In this moment, I’ll let her wreck me good.

			Then someone swoops in behind Violet.

			The man from the creek. I’ve been wanting to find him, but this is when he shows up? What’s more, he’s staring at my fox like it’s the only thing in existence. Violet looks over her shoulder in surprise and steps back. Immediately, my fox goes dead. The man blinks. He turns, as though to leave.

			“Hey,” I say, my tongue tangling. My brain is still going haywire. “Hey, wait.” The man lets out a huff and starts walking. My emotions, already wildly heightened, rise even more, confused and disordered. “Stop. I want to talk to you. I’m the one who saved your box.”

			It works.

			The man freezes in place, his back to us. Then, slowly, he turns around. He comes over to us. Violet takes another step away as he approaches. The crack running down his cheek seems wider than it did at the creek. It cuts deeply into his skin, flaying it open to reveal red muscle and tissue. It’s a grisly sight and a sudden wave of nausea runs over me. He peers closely at me. It’s the first time he seems to register that I’m the owner of the fox.

			“You’re the mortal who saved my box?” he asks, and there’s reproach in his voice, as though I’ve confessed to stealing it.

			“Yeah,” I say with a shrug. “I did. And I’ve seen you since. Makes me wonder who you are.”

			The man’s lips tremble with great emotion. Next to me, Violet exhales sharply. Redness gathers in the man’s face behind its glow. He mouths two words. Then, as though they are being yanked from him by a fishhook, he chokes out, “Thank you.” Immediately, he clamps his hands over his mouth, eyes wide with horror. His gold earring flashes and swings rhythmically like the pendulum on a grandfather clock.

			“Oh.” I’m startled. It took this guy so much effort to say the words, you’d think he was going to tell me I’m his long-lost son or something. “Uh, sure thing.”

			“I’ve debased myself,” he whispers. “Oh, how far I’ve fallen.” He turns his head to the sky and lets out a howl, the same one he did at the creek. We’re tucked back on the side of the warehouse, but people passing by the front glance over in alarm.

			“Hey, calm down,” I say. The general modus operandi of everyone here is to keep our heads down—myself especially. This guy, however, begs for attention at every turn. “I just want to know who you are…and what you can do.”

			“Tea.” He turns to me, eyes suddenly as eager and bright as headlights. “I shall serve you tea, and this torturous dance you’ve begun may end.”

			“Torturous dance?”

			“You helped me. You saved my box.” This guy is as unpredictable as a coin flip, mood changing every few moments. “I must give you something. Tea it is. Please keep it a secret.” He looks suspiciously around and steps close to me. I don’t like him crowding me, but I refuse to show any weakness. Fishy breath mixed with something sweet hits my nose. I wince. “If word ever got out that I was beholden to a mortal, I would be the laughingstock of the cosmos. Even more than I already am.”

			“Laughingstock of the cosmos?” Violet asks. All her attention fixes on the man in a mixture of curiosity, shock, and hesitation. But there’s something else, too. A sort of pointed focus like she has a plan. “You’re a yōkai, aren’t you?”

			Delight dances through the man’s face, so sudden that it chases away the anguish.

			“I am more than that.” He casts his head back and strikes a commanding pose, inviting us to gaze upon him. “I am a god.”

			So it’s true. I’ve known magic is real ever since Papa gave me the fox and it came alive in my hands shortly after he left. I’ve worn it around my neck, clutched it too hard. Guess I’ve never doubted it, but I also never considered if there was, well, more of it.

			“You must be shocked.” The man continues to hold his theatrical posture, like we’ll start worshipping him or something. “All you mortals are when you learn who I am. You look the same to me, but there are certain ones I like.” Abruptly, he drops his pose and slinks toward us. “Ones who are like the ocean, always moving, never still, no matter how tepid the day is. Their minds hop like birds from one thought to another and their hearts are jittery, as though full of—What is that mortal drink called? The eternal waking brew?”

			“Coffee?” Violet supplies helpfully, still sounding breathless.

			“Their hearts are jittery, as though full of”—the man pauses for emphasis—“coffee.” He makes it sound like coffee is a sacred tonic, not mass-produced by Folgers. “I stir these sorts of mortals up so they are fully themselves.” His eyes slice over to me. “You are one of them. Perhaps that is why you saved my box.”

			“Don’t think so,” I say sharply. I don’t like people telling me what I am. I don’t need anyone else’s opinion on the matter. “I was cooped up from being on the bus, went for a walk, and picked up the box on the way.”

			“You lie,” the man hisses. “You were injured on my behalf.” I glance sidelong at Violet. I’m surprised to find she’s staring at me, not this one-ring circus in front of us. I can’t tell what she’s thinking, and it makes me uneasy. “Oh, this is outrageous. A god never needs the help of an impertinent mortal. I was merely napping. I would’ve fetched the box before we left, no help needed from you.”

			“Napping, huh?” I ask. “Since when do naps start with a blow from a billy club?”

			“Since when do stupid immortal boys think they understand a god’s slumber?” To his credit, the guy sufficiently mimics my tone, adding a singsong note that makes it extra-insulting. “Now. I shall give you tea tomorrow.”

			“Sounds great,” I say. “Tea it is.”

			I wonder if things are actually shaking out in the right direction somehow. This guy—god—seems to think he owes me something, just as I hoped. Well, tomorrow I’m going to tell him it’ll take more than tea to make us square.

			“Wonderful,” Violet interjects. “We’d love to have tea.”

			Apparently, she’s joining us. She bows deeply in reverence. I’m not sure what her angle is, but holy shit, I can tell she has one. I wonder if she has the same plan I do. She needs her father here. Maybe this guy can help us both…and then maybe we can pick up where we left off before he showed up as the God of Pleasure Prevention.

			“You’d be most welcome, wise mortal girl,” he says. “Perhaps you can teach your companion how to act in the presence of the divine.”

			“I’ll try, but it might be difficult,” Violet says, and her gaze falls on me. Her eyes flash deviously, and I realize she’s teasing me. I shuffle, hating how she always seems two steps ahead of me. All right, if I’m honest I kind of love it. I think what I really hate is knowing her attention is a time bomb. It’s just a matter of when it detonates and she decides to have nothing to do with me.

			“Come to my chambers tomorrow,” the god says.

			“Your chambers?” I eye him doubtfully. “You got the penthouse suite here?”

			“Not quite.” His lips purse in a pout. Dolefully, he says, “Block three, barrack two, apartment four. I shall give you tea. Once I do, our entanglement shall be dissolved.”

			With that, he turns on his heel, his black hair swaying with every step. Yeah, I’m going to want a lot more than just petits fours and Earl Grey from him.

			“Wait!” Violet calls. He doesn’t stop. “What’s your name?”

			“You may call me Akira.” His words are carried on a hot breeze as he stalks away, disappearing around the warehouse’s corner.

			For a moment, we stare after him. Then we look at each other. I feel the same awe I see in Violet’s eyes. The guy is a god. We’re going to have tea with him tomorrow.

			“Akira…” Violet repeats his name. “Can you believe it? He’s a god, Ren. A god.”

			“Maybe you’re thinking the same thing I’m thinking,” I say. “There’s gotta be a way to get Akira to help us, right? Make sure Emi is okay. Get your father here.”

			Violet leans toward me, as though we’re in some sort of conspiracy together. Her eyes were flashing with wonder but now they flash with an intensity that steals my breath.

			“Yes.” Her hand is suddenly on my arm, her fingers insistent and present. I almost glance down but she’s so close, I can’t tear my eyes from hers. I also can’t seem to fully breathe. “Maybe if we help him or give him something, he’ll help us in return. He doesn’t seem like the type to give blessings easily.” I think about Akira’s distress at being indebted to me. My hand travels to my fox, recalling his fixation on it. If he wants it, then maybe I have everything I need. Violet glances at the sky. “Oh, for the love of Sam Hill. I didn’t realize how late it’s gotten. I need to hurry back. Mama gets upset if I’m not where I’m supposed to be.”

			“I can walk you over,” I say. “Carry your laundry.”

			For a moment, she hesitates. I wait, wondering if she doesn’t want her mother to see us together. I think about the kiss we almost shared. What in the hell did it mean? Did she just get carried away? One minute she was angry at me for implying she was innocent—which is exactly what I was implying—and the next she had the devil’s glint in her eye and a hungry look on her face, one that knocked the sense right out of me. She’s a slugger in more ways than one. If she ever gives me that look again, she’ll have me down for the count.

			“Thank you. I’d appreciate it if you did” is all she says.

			I nod and bend down to grab her laundry satchel. It’s way heavier than ours ever is. I don’t mind, though. I lift it back onto my good shoulder.

			She leads the way into the main part of camp. It’s loud around us, with mess hall bells ringing for dinner and hungry, hot, irritable people streaming down the firebreaks. Her block is toward the west. We pass the Children’s Village along the way, an orphanage that spans three barracks. It’s a happening place. Groups of kids and teenagers shout and laugh while nuns guide them to dinner. Several of the nuns carry babies.

			If there’s any proof this whole evacuation thing is a farce, it’s here. Almost all the kids are American-born, and there’s no convincing anyone that orphaned infants are spies for Hirohito. I shudder slightly. Everyone knows that several of the babies are from unwed mothers whose families made them give them up. In another scenario, Emi might’ve been forced to do the same. I’m glad she’s able to do what she wants. Being a Hamada isn’t easy, but it does give you a strange freedom to choose your path. Violet smiles at the chubby-cheeked babies and waves at the little kids. Once we’ve passed them, she takes a breath.

			“So, you didn’t fall,” she says.

			“What?”

			“You told me you hurt your shoulder falling.” Considering she’s accusing me of lying, she doesn’t sound offended. I stiffen, hand tightening on the satchel. The rough canvas stings my palm.

			“It’s my business.” I’m determined to stare straight ahead but I break. I look at her. I’m met with her full, open gaze. I keep expecting her to judge me, but mostly she just seems to be curious.

			And maybe that makes sense. I’ve noticed she’s curious about a lot of things. The god. Art. Successfully sneaking out. How to skip a stone. Makes me wonder what it’s like in her head—to see the world and want to know more, not less.

			“What really happened? And don’t tell me the went-for-a-walk-found-a-box nonsense.”

			“What’s it to you?” Bitterness creeps into my words despite myself. I don’t get why she cares or why it matters.

			“Because I want to know about you,” she says.

			“But why?”

			“Good Lord, we’ll never get anywhere if you answer every question with another question.” Exasperation fills her voice, but there’s gentleness to it. And maybe a touch of pleasure, as though she likes watching me squirm. “You’d think you were being interrogated by the Spanish Inquisition. How did you actually hurt your shoulder? I should know. It might tell us more about the god.”

			We walk a few more feet. She’s waiting for me to speak, and I suspect she’ll wait a long time if necessary.

			“It isn’t much of a story. That Akira guy dropped a wooden box while we were waiting on the bus to leave Santa Anita Racetrack.” I fuss with the edge of the laundry bag, wishing I could switch it to my bad shoulder and hide my face. At the moment, it creates a barrier on the left side of my head, blocking out part of the camp. Leaves just…her. I’m staring straight ahead again but she’s right there. Couldn’t tell you what was in front of me if my life depended on it, but by God, I could tell you every shade glistening in her hair from the sun. “So I got it for him.”

			“Your storytelling abilities are magnificent,” Violet says dryly, and I know from her tone she’s gonna press the issue. The girl is a determined sort. Reminds me of Mama and Emi, in a way. “How did your shoulder get hurt in the process?”

			“We weren’t supposed to get off the bus.” My shoulder twinges. Brings back the turmoil of that day. No one knew where we were going, Emi wasn’t feeling well, and the bus rattled like a worn-out washer down the road for hours and hours. My stomach hurts just thinking about it. “Soldiers thought I was causing trouble and threw me against the bus. Shoulder popped right out.”

			Violet makes a soft, horrified sound. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “That must have hurt terribly.”

			“Naw,” I say curtly. “Our neighbor Mr. Nomura was there and he popped it back in place with the help of Nurse Rose. It wasn’t bad.”

			Another lie. But I had a good distraction. Thinking about Violet standing outside the window like an angel or a mirage eases the tightness in my chest. She doesn’t know it, but she was the only light during a dark day.

			Up ahead, someone scurries toward us.

			“Violet?” It’s Violet’s mother, Mrs. Aratani. Immediately, I straighten up and swallow hard, feeling guilty even though I haven’t done anything wrong. For once.

			“Mama! You didn’t need to come look for me. I was on my way back,” Violet exclaims. Mrs. Aratani frowns. She’s a tiny woman with soft, round shoulders and black hair pulled into a no-nonsense bun. Looks like she’d make a good angry librarian. Her eyes zoom from Violet to me and the laundry satchel, fast as greased lightning. I can see her adding everything up in her head. I can also tell she doesn’t like what it equals.

			“What’s this?” she asks. She doesn’t sound like an angry librarian—she sounds more like a cop about to make a bust. I immediately lower their laundry bag to my feet, resisting the urge to step back and put my hands in the air for good measure. “Why does he have our laundry, Violet? Where were you?”

			“It’s nothing,” Violet protests quickly, but her cheeks turn pink. “Ren saw me walking with the laundry. He came over and offered to carry it for me. He was being nice, that’s all.”

			“But the laundry isn’t done.” Nothing gets by Mrs. Aratani. Her gaze pins me in place, but she only speaks to Violet. “Were you spending time with this boy?”

			“No, of course not,” Violet replies. She toys with the ribbon on her dress. “The laundry room in our block is broken so I looked for another, and he came running up to me to help.”

			My throat locks up at her response. But then why would I expect her to tell the truth? I wait, standing there like a dope while they discuss me.

			“Hand it to me.” Mrs. Aratani addresses me for the first time. She holds out her hands for the laundry, like I’m not even good enough to carry it for them. I bend down, pick it up. Give it over, eyes on the ground, jaw tight. “Come along, Violet.”

			They leave. Violet doesn’t say goodbye, nothing. You’d think she didn’t know me. She just hurries after her mother. I’m left planted to my spot.

			At the last moment, Mrs. Aratani glances over her shoulder at me. Her frown is a dagger aimed straight at me, and the message is as clear as day.

			Stay away from my daughter.
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			By the time I get back to my block, the sun is at the mountain ridge and I’m angry. I clutch my fox. Reopens the scab, so a bit of blood blossoms. I don’t care.

			Up ahead, I recognize our barrack mates, the children who live beyond the sheets with their mother, Mrs. Wozumi, and their baby sibling. I saw them head out this morning to school with combed hair and clean, pressed clothes, but now their hair is messy, and their clothes are dirty. The oldest brother, Jace, holds a wood sword while the younger brother, Ethan, and their sister, Abigail, try to get it.

			“Ren!” they chorus when they see me. They surround me like a pack of overeager puppies and talk at once, telling me something about a pirate ship and lost treasure. I swallow down my hurt and try to focus on them.

			“That’s a nice sword, Jace,” I say. “Where did you get it?”

			“He borrowed it from the Children’s Village!” Abigail says. “It was lying outside.”

			“Borrowed it, eh?” I raise an eyebrow at Jace.

			“Just for the day,” he immediately says. “Besides, those kids don’t need it. They get all the good toys.”

			“And cookies!” Abigail adds. “People from outside bring them cookies because they feel bad for them. But they should feel bad for us, too. We don’t get any cookies.”

			“They should feel as bad for you as for the kids in the orphanage?” I ask. They’re an amusing bunch, even if I’m still hot under the collar from Violet acting like she doesn’t know me from Adam. “You might not have cookies, but you have parents.”

			“I want parents and cookies.” Abigail is unrepentant.

			“I don’t!” At first I think Jace is more sympathetic to the kids in the Children’s Village than his sister, but I’ve overestimated him. “I want gold! Pirate gold!”

			“Gold is always a good investment,” I say. “You know, I’ve heard Bluebeard hid his gold doubloons before he died.”

			“Before he was hung!” shouts Jace. “He was hung by the neck till dead!”

			The pronouncement makes Ethan and Abigail crow. They shake their fists and say, “Arrgh!”

			“But did you know Bluebeard didn’t only hide his doubloons?” I ask, capturing the attention of the motley crew. “He buried them.”

			“On a deserted island!” chorus the children.

			“Naw…” I pretend to ponder. It’s nice to talk to the kids. They don’t judge me. Not like Mrs. Aratani. I wonder what she said after she had Violet out of my earshot. I wonder if Violet will obey. “That isn’t quite right. Not an island or a cave. Let me see…where was it?” I lower my voice, and they gather close, eyes flashing with excitement. “A desert. A desert called…hmm…Mowens Alley? No, that’s not right. Bowen Sally?”

			“Owens Valley,” Abigail cries. “Bluebeard buried his gold here! At Manzanar!”

			“Let’s go find it.” Jace hoists his sword in the air like a rallying knight.

			“Wait, wait, it’s late.” I’ve riled them up, so I do my best to stop them from running headlong into the camp. “Your mother is probably waiting to take you to dinner. Come on, let’s head back. The doubloons won’t go anywhere. You can hunt them down tomorrow.” The kids sigh dramatically but obey. I notice Abigail lagging, her steps shorter than her brothers’. “Want a ride?”

			She nods happily. With my good arm, I swing her onto my back. She’s lighter than Violet’s laundry. Her hands close around my neck. I worry about the kids in the heat. Days get over a hundred degrees but then at night it drops all the way down to the forties. Wind doesn’t help anything. It’s either Lucifer’s hot breath or the Abominable Snow Monster’s cold one, blowing into your face, kicking dust in your eyes. On top of that, it’s dry as bone. Nurse Rose goes around the camp armed with tissues because bloody noses are so common.

			“How old are you guys?” I ask.

			“Eight and three quarters,” Jace says proudly.

			“Six!” Abigail chirps in my ear. I look at Ethan. He’s shyer than the others, I realize.

			“I know how old you are,” I tell him. “You’re twenty, clearly. Older than me.” They are an easy audience. The joke sends them into uproarious laughter. Ethan holds up four fingers, a smile on his grimy face. “Four, I see. Well, I was close.”

			Mrs. Wozumi is holding the baby, Akiko, outside the barrack when we arrive. She wags her finger at her older children and shakes her head, upset at how dirty they’ve become. She thanks me for bringing them in and herds them toward the mess hall, but they morph from playful puppies to stray cats, not watching where they’re going and heading in different directions. I don’t envy her. She’s probably about thirty and alone with four kids because her husband was arrested, just like Violet’s Otōsan. At least the Wozumi kids seem to be having fun with their newfound freedom. For them, it’s probably like summer camp, the adults’ fears playing out far above their heads. But I know they miss their father something fierce. I hear them asking their mother all the time about when he’ll come back.

			I rub the back of my neck as I head into our barrack in a futile attempt to ease the locked muscles. I’m exhausted. I try to focus on the fact that maybe I’ll get help from the god, but right now I’m just pissed off and worn out.

			Emi, at least, is awake and reading in her bed. Dr. Suzuki comes by every day to check on her. He’s been pleased with her progress and even says she can get up and occasionally go to one of the gardens or the mess hall for a change of scenery. She’s not in the clear, though. The biggest challenge, he says, will be the labor and delivery in about two months. It’s a tough thought, one that follows me everywhere. Makes me feel like we’re crossing off calendar squares to the Day of Judgment or something.

			Mr. Nomura sits on a crate, making more origami flowers. Mama is next to Emi’s cot on another crate, her face blank. I know, though. She’s scared for Emi, so scared she’s basically watching her like a pot waiting to boil. We all are.

			“Why don’t you two go get dinner?” I ask. “You haven’t been out in a while, Emi.”

			“Are you up to it?” Mama asks Emi. “It isn’t far.”

			“Yes, I think I could use the fresh air,” Emi replies. She lowers her book and grimaces at my sweaty hair and clothes. “Or perhaps I should say hot air. Did you go swimming, Ren?”

			“No, but I did work in a warehouse without air-conditioning. See if you come back any different,” I retort as I push my sweaty hair back, grateful that she’s herself again.

			Mama stands, does a few stretches in her slip dress. A lipstick appears out of her pocket. She puts it on without needing a mirror, slicking it over her chapped lips. For a moment, she wavers, looking at me. We’ve spent more time together here than we did in the months before the bombing of Pearl Harbor, but it’s like we don’t know what to say to each other. Or how. Only that we hold the same knowledge. Emi is sick. The fancy politician’s wife wants her baby. We’re as screwed as we’ve ever been. Finally, all she says is “We’ll bring you back some food.” She offers Emi the lipstick and she takes it, puts it on with the same proficiency. Then, with matching red lips, they interlace arms and leave.

			I sit down on the edge of my bed, realizing with alarm that I’ve been left alone with Mr. Nomura. I’m grateful he’s helping us, but my nerves are already frayed and I feel the way I did at my court dates, standing before the glaring judge in his black robe. Mr. Nomura should make a club with Mrs. Aratani, Mr. Bowerstone, Dr. Suzuki, and the judge so they can all talk shit about me.

			“You need to take care of your arm,” Mr. Nomura says sternly.

			“Yes, sir,” I say. As if in agreement with Mr. Nomura, my shoulder twinges in pain, and my anger returns. I’m angry at Mr. Nomura. I’m angry at Mrs. Aratani. I’m angry at Boser for slapping me and the fact that I couldn’t sock his lights out in retaliation.

			Most of all, I’m angry at Violet.

			I mean, she could’ve told her mother we were friends. Something. Anything. Instead, she portrayed me like a love-starved puppy desperate for her attention.

			Damn it. Maybe that’s why I’m so angry—because it’s too close to the truth. I did want her attention. I wanted it a lot. And she knew it.

			“Staring and doing nothing isn’t good for chi,” Mr. Nomura suddenly says. He motions to me. “Come. Sit.” Between two fingers, he holds an origami rose. “Make.”

			“Make origami?” I’d rather put my fingers in the mouth of a snapping turtle than sit across from Mr. Nomura, much less learn anything from him.

			“Hai, hai.”

			I pause. My hand drifts to my fox. I think about how Boser looked at it. Wanted it. I hadn’t thought about it before, but maybe the fox could be a bargaining chip. Both Boser and Akira seem pretty interested in it. I could play both sides and pray to high heaven one of them works out.

			“Okay if I try something else?”

			There’s a dinner knife atop Mama’s suitcase that she smuggled in from the mess hall. I pick it up. One of the crates has a loose board. I splinter it off. Mr. Nomura watches but doesn’t say anything. I settle down on my cot and start whittling. Hurts my shoulder, hurts my hand. Don’t stop, though.

			“What happened to your face?” Mr. Nomura suddenly asks.

			“My face?”

			“There’s a mark.” I don’t answer, and he doesn’t press it. Instead, he says, “Dr. Suzuki asked about Kai. He’s worried about him and his new friends.”

			“Yeah?” I focus on driving the blade around the hunk of wood. If Mr. Nomura thinks I’m about to tattle on Kai, he’s got another think coming. I agree with Dr. Suzuki—Kai is hanging out with the wrong guys and being an idiot—but no one will ever hear it from me.

			“Maybe you should go to school. Keep an eye on Kai for Dr. Suzuki.”

			“Like a snitch?” I snap. I’m surprised when Mr. Nomura’s mouth twitches in a smile. He nods, like I’ve made a fair point.

			My gaze tugs to his uniform. I wonder why he’s still wearing it. Only people who see it are us. But I heard he was nominated as our representative for the JACL or something. Probably because he looks so official.

			He gets up, walks to the table we’ve pieced together out of more crates, and puts the origami rose atop it. Carefully, he begins another origami. We sit in silence. It’s strange. I’ve always avoided Mr. Nomura, but as we work with our hands together, I think he might be on to something. I focus on my blade sliding through the wood.

			It’s almost enough to ease my anger at Violet.

			But not quite.
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Chapter Ten

				Violet

			
			
				Dear Otōsan,

				Today was terrible. I tromped all over the camp looking for a working washroom for our laundry. My dresses are depressed, dusty, and dirty. I’m determined to revive them. After a good amount of time, Mama found me and was terribly annoyed that I hadn’t gotten the laundry done. She’s been in rare form. Remember the friend I told you about? His name is Ren. But don’t worry! I haven’t fallen head over heels in love or anything ridiculous, which is what Mama accuses me of. Honestly, she treats me like a child, but I’m not a child. I don’t think anyone is, here. Even the children don’t seem to be.

				Goodness, I’m sounding melancholy, aren’t I! It’s just been a long day. Oh—remember the man in blue? Well, it’s confirmed. He’s a god, Otōsan. His name is Akira. It’s funny, I always knew the magic in the deer was real, but somehow as I got older its realness dimmed. How strange that I feel as though I’ve grown up, yet the presence of magic has brought me back to my childhood. Maybe that’s the growing up you always talked about. Learning you don’t know anything.

				I’m going to have tea with Akira tomorrow. Maybe he can help me, us. If he can, best believe I’ll make certain he does. I won’t ask for flowers. I’ll ask for you.

				Love you always,

				Violet

			

			I’m walking next to Mama toward our barrack, but all I see is Ren’s face. It was so stricken when I—well, when I’d lied. I hadn’t anticipated the hurt that swam through his eyes. It’d been there only briefly before his face quickly fell into its usual somber, guarded expression, but now I realize he didn’t even say goodbye. And neither did I.

			“Violet, don’t spend time with that boy.” I glance sidelong at Mama. She’s upset. “You need to focus on school. What’s more, you’ll give him the wrong idea.”

			“He’s just a friend, Mama.” I try to sound flippant, but my heart clenches in my chest, as though testifying that this, too, is a lie. It makes me think about touching Ren’s face when he leaned against the barrack, how close I got to him, his nearness intoxicating. Everything in me tightens at the memory, my body viscerally reacting to it. He’s not just a friend to me. He never has been. “He was being nice.”

			“Being nice.” Mama snorts in disbelief. Oftentimes, I feel like Mama doesn’t know me at all, but maybe that’s not it. Maybe she knows me well and doesn’t understand me, why I do the things I do. “He wants to nicely kiss you.”

			“Mama!” I gasp, but the word kiss sparks a forbidden fire inside me, and I’m right back in the shadow of the warehouse, Ren’s eyes flashing in a silent challenge as I came closer.

			We are quiet until we get to our barrack. The laundry will have to wait until tomorrow. I think our silence might continue until morning, but Mama picks up a garment and holds it out for me to put on. It’s an olive-green coat. She’s gotten a job in one of the factories and spends all day cutting up khaki and green sacking into pieces and sewing them onto meshing. The netting is sent overseas and used to disguise armaments and military positions. Perhaps the netting will encounter my nylon stockings along the way. I wonder if she got the fabric from work.

			“Isn’t it a little hot for a coat?” I ask. But it’s new. I haven’t gotten anything new since arriving at Manzanar.

			“It is right now,” Mama says. “But it’s going to be winter soon. We need to be prepared. Try it.”

			I slip my arms into the sleeves and look down. It’s an ugly drab color and the fabric is wool yet rubbery, as though it’s been weatherproofed. I prefer jewel tones and soft fabrics that move with my body, neither of which the coat has. However, its details mesmerize me. A fabric belt cinches the waist, the collar is formed from two perfect triangles, and mirroring rows of brass buttons run down the front. I fasten the buttons into their hand-stitched holes. Each circular surface is imprinted, and words coil snakelike around the edges, along with stars.

			“US Army,” I read aloud.

			“Military surplus,” Mama says. “From the Great War. It got sent here to keep us warm in the fall. Things like coats and caps…but it’s all so big! American men are huge.” She clicks her tongue. “Nothing fits anyone. Everything must be recut and remade, so they are having us do that for a bit at work. Mrs. Ito helped me. I told her, ‘My daughter is fashion, fashion, fashion,’ and she knew what to do.”

			“It’s beautiful.” I run my fingers over it. If it wasn’t for the buttons and the color, you’d never know it’d been a man’s military coat. Somehow, Mama and the other seamstress alchemized it. Mama nods, pleased. Then she motions for us to leave for the mess hall. I think our silence from before will return. However, she suddenly says in an awkward voice, “Tell me about your day.”

			I almost miss a step.

			Otōsan would say the same thing to me after school. “Tell me about your day, Violey-chan.” Homesickness grips me so tightly that I can’t breathe.

			“School’s good?” Mama asks.

			“Yes, it is.”

			“The teacher is nice?”

			“She is.” I realize it’s hard to break patterns. Our conversation is stiff and forced. I don’t dare tell her how I truly feel—that I hate how there’s no seating at school or that I’m mixed in with a bunch of young kids and that it feels pointless.

			“Good, good,” she says.

			“How was work?” I try switching tactics.

			“I like it.” I’m suspicious because Mama has always hated mending, but I know she’ll never complain.

			“Good,” I say before realizing I’ve copied her response.

			I’m relieved when we finally get to the mess hall. It’s loud and stifling, three coal burners radiating heat from the kitchen. Japanese mixes with English. Babies fuss and little kids throw tantrums amid the clatter of aluminum everything—aluminum trays, aluminum dishes, aluminum cups, aluminum forks and knives. Mama and I carry our trays to servers who glop hunks of a casserole that’s been dubbed Weenie Royale onto our plates. It’s a concoction made from soy sauce, chopped onions, eggs, rice, and weenies. Rationing restrictions and the desolate location of Manzanar always does a number on the food. The proteins are the cheapest versions available—hence the weenies, often Spam, offscourings from butchers—and most of the vegetables are dead upon arrival, so the chefs boil them into mush and have nothing to season them with.

			I long for Mama’s dishes. For green beans, sweet potatoes, and white fish enrobed in crunchy tempura. I long for sukiyaki served in the donabe, its delicious marbled beef, mushrooms, and lettuce simmering in sweet dark broth, just waiting to be slurped up. I long for Hershey’s milk chocolate bars with their squares that neatly break off and chewy, stringy fruit-flavored saltwater taffy sold in barrels on the boardwalk. I even long for the scents and sensations of food—for the buttery smell of movie theater popcorn and the grainy residue it leaves on your fingers, for the pillowy soft way mochi melts on your tongue and the coolness of red bean paste, jelly, or chocolate oozing from its center as you bite it. I’m about to eat dinner, but I already know I’ll be left starving for the food we left behind.

			Mama and I carry our trays to Masonite-topped picnic tables. They are full of unfamiliar faces bobbing over trays. The younger generation uses forks and knives with ease, but I see the elderly woman who ran away from her daughters staring at her fork in confusion. No chopsticks are provided. Some people brought them from home, but most didn’t.

			We sit. Snippets of conversation fill my ears.

			“He’s not even Japanese! He’s a Chinese fellow hiding here because he broke the law.”

			“My sister at the Poston camp got deported before us. We got a letter from her while we were still home saying they served cow tongue. It had taste buds and skin still attached. Made everyone sick. I thought we’d have to eat tongue here every day.”

			“Jiji, you were right about the geta. Keep my feet above the dirt and clean, especially after showering.”

			“I swear to God! Before we left, my handicap was eight.”

			One conversation catches my attention. A woman talks about openings for workers in the kitchen. The white chefs are going home, and we will replace them.

			“You love to cook, Mama,” I say, poking at casserole. The wet hot dogs make it watery. “And you never enjoyed mending. Maybe you should work here.”

			Mama doesn’t respond. I think maybe she didn’t hear me over the clatter. Then she looks around. Her eyes travel over the chaotic assembly of people getting food, eating, and busing their dishes. They fall to her plate with its hunk of Weenie Royale casserole.

			She shakes her head.

			I spear a round slice with my fork. Cooking is Mama’s soul. Every meal came to life beneath her enchanted spoon and then was dished up and served with love to Otōsan and me. All the love she can’t express is in her food and it nourished us, inside and out.

			I understand why she doesn’t want to work in the mess hall.
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			After, Mama reads her Bible as always, and I sketch. My drawing doesn’t come as easily. I find myself sketching the camp but putting it underneath the ocean with the shadow of a Bake-kujira in the distance and the barbed wire disintegrating into red nori. As I draw, it seems all wrong. The camp isn’t underwater. I’m the one underwater. I can’t escape it, not even in my mind. Only one person has made it bearable, and I hurt him to save myself from Mama’s disapproval. Even though paper is scarce, I crumple it up.
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			Later, I lie in bed, listening to Mr. Kimura’s snoring and the couple, who aren’t fighting or loving but rather deciding on the names of their children, though they have none yet. They come up with twelve names, which seems excessive.

			Tomorrow, I’ll leave school early to meet Akira for tea. The thought of it should be exciting and hopeful, if not a little scary to be in the presence of a god. But my thoughts travel to Ren.

			I hope he’ll understand. He doesn’t know how intense Mama can be.

			Still, even as I stroke the deer, it takes me a long time to fall asleep.
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Chapter Eleven

				Ren

			
			“You can go ahead,” a secretary calls to me from the front of the WRA administration offices, where I’m waiting once more. My neck is empty without my pendant.

			I nod, steel myself, and go into the office.

			He’s there, sitting behind a desk. Boser. He looks up. Recognizes me and immediately looks sour. I tend to have that effect on people. I close the door, face him.

			“Can I help you?” he asks.

			“Yeah.” My caustic tone makes his lips tighten. “You can. My sister is expecting a baby and hasn’t been well. Dr. Suzuki is worried she’ll bleed out during labor and delivery. There’s people who’ve been sent to Los Angeles County Hospital for care. I want her to be one of them until she gives birth.”

			Everything on Boser’s desk is orderly. His pens are in a precise row, his nameplate sits right in front of them, his papers are in a perfect stack. Pisses me off. If everything is so organized here, why can’t the administration be organized enough to authorize a ride for Emi to the hospital?

			“Fill out a request form, have a doctor sign it, and give it to the secretary.” He dismissively rattles off the protocol.

			“We’ve already done that, and no arrangements have been made.” I grit my teeth, thinking about how form after form has disappeared into the black hole of Manzanar’s file cabinets, never to be seen again. The forms would be better used to wipe my ass.

			“What do you expect?” Boser asks. He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “Everyone claims they deserve to get out. Thousands of forms have been filed, and I’d wager at least half are bogus.”

			“How about you look into it for my sister?” I ask. Carefully, I reach into my pocket. My fingers loop around the leather cord that usually hangs from my neck. I pull it free, hold it up. “Remember this?”

			“The relic,” Boser says. His gaze fixes on the pendant swinging from the cord. I swing it casually, back and forth like a metronome. Fascination fills Boser’s eyes, followed by something akin to a dark, deep desire.

			“Yeah,” I say. “And you were right. It’s from the Edo period.” I’m making shit up, but he seems to buy it. “I inherited it from my father. It’s yours, if you want. You know what I want.”

			Boser does want it. He wants it so much he’s practically spellbound by it. With effort, he lifts his eyes from it to me.

			“Are you trying to bribe me? I’m authorized to confiscate suspicious items or anything that symbolizes loyalty to Japan. Give it to me.”

			“I don’t doubt it but…” I reach into my pocket and dig out Mrs. Ross’s envelope. I set it down on Boser’s desk. He frowns at it, reading the return address. “I might have to let Mr. Ross from Pasadena know.”

			“Who the hell is Mr. Ross?” Boser snatches up the thick, fancy envelope and flips it over to where it says Ms. Nanako Hamada and Ren Hamada in Mrs. Ross’s looping cursive.

			“A former senator. His wife…knows us. She writes all the time and sends the letters and packages by courier. Last one had a sachet. If the Ross family is invested enough to pay for dead flowers to get here, I imagine they’d be invested in Emi’s health. If anything goes wrong with her delivery, it might come back to bite you. Especially since Dr. Suzuki says she should be in a hospital.”

			“A former senator…” Boser’s frown deepens into a scowl. His grip tightens on the envelope until it crinkles. Of course, I’m pretty sure Mrs. Ross is sending the packages behind her husband’s back, but Boser doesn’t know it.

			“Yep. A G-man, just like you. Only, one who’s a little more”—I draw out my words, enjoying Boser’s growing frustration—“prestigious. If he thinks you’re not doing your job, maybe they’ll fire you, send you someplace even worse than here.” I remember James saying Boser only got this job because of his daddy. Guy’s a screwup. Of course, I’m one, too, but not quite in the same way. “It’s up to you. You can also just have my fox and arrange for Emi to be transferred until she has her baby.”

			Boser sets the envelope down. Then he picks up one of his pens.

			“What’s your sister’s name?”

			“Emiko Hamada.” Boser holds it up so I can see it. I nod and drop the pendant onto the desk. It makes his pens roll in different directions. He scrambles to gather and reorganize them. I nod, ready to leave.

			“Stop,” he says. I remain nonchalant, but the hair on the back of my neck stands up. Being in the same room with this guy makes me want to crawl out of my skin. “What are the instructions?”

			“Instructions? Pretty sure it’s easy to understand—you just put the cord over your head and wear it.”

			Anger spikes in Boser’s eyes, the same I saw right before he slapped me outside the warehouse. Makes my own rise in response. My hands ball into fists.

			“No.” His voice is cold and unrelenting. “Your father gave it to you, correct? What did he teach you about it? How did he use it in worship? What types of powers does it have?” I’m not prepared for Boser to mention my father. It startles me, makes my mind go blank. I stare at him as though I’ve lost my ability to speak. His impatience grows. “Well? Tell me the sacred knowledge he passed on to you. He must have. Hardly anyone has these nowadays. Those who do care about their lineage. Don’t play dumb.”

			Boser’s words buzz in my ears like a strange, desperate mosquito that has gotten into my eardrum where I can’t get it out. Because I don’t know jack about the relic, never have beyond what it’s shown me itself. Just like I don’t know jack about my father.

			“It’s good luck,” I finally say, and then shrug because that sums it up. It’s all I know. There was never anyone to teach me what to do with it. “You just…light a candle to your ancestors and say a prayer.”

			“Which prayer?” Boser asks. “A chant? A sutra? A mudras?”

			Damned if I know. Damned if I’ve ever known. I cross my arms over my chest, my nails digging into my skin. He seems to know more about it than I do. It kills me as I stand there.

			“What’s it to you?” I grab on to the only response I can think of. “You’re American and work for the government. Most of you guys don’t even know what chopsticks are. I don’t think you’re supposed to be interested in our stuff. Might make someone think you’re a sympathizer or something.”

			That’s enough to shut him up. He goes quiet and just stares at me for a long moment. Then he says flatly, “I’m doing my job. I’m confiscating Japanese paraphernalia and categorizing what it is. No one would believe you if you imply otherwise.”

			“Maybe no one here, but Mr. Ross might.” I can’t resist giving him a self-satisfied grin as he glares at me. Then I remember to add something. “One other thing. Violet Aratani. Mail the letter to her father.”

			At the mention of Violet’s name, Boser’s face tightens. Redness pigments his neck. The guy has got it for her bad. I can’t feel too superior because I do, too…and reality kicked me in the teeth because of it.

			“She’s your sweetheart?” he asks, taking great care to sound unemotional. I think about Violet acting like she hardly knew me. Sweetheart? She couldn’t even acknowledge we’re friends. I swallow down a mocking laugh. Still, if it’ll make him stay away from her…

			“Yeah, she is.” I feel haunted as the words leave my lips. “Leave her the hell alone.”

			With that, I leave.
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			Once I’m outside and away from the administration offices, I put my hand in my pocket. My fox awakens at my touch. I’m relieved my ruse worked. Nice thing about carving a counterfeit relic out of cheap crate wood is that it drinks in liquid like a sponge. I soaked the fake relic in my coffee ration to make it look old. Boser, the idiot, had no idea.

			Shouting rings out. Startles me. Sounds like it’s coming from a council meeting, which is being held in one of the mess halls. I walk over to the door and glance in.

			Adults sit at the picnic tables. Humidity fattens the air and draws everything out—makes faces glow even more bright and angry than they might be. Mr. Nomura is at the front, along with a few other men and women. A WRA official is there, too, along with a lady who looks like a secretary and one of the guards. There’s been all sorts of talk about how we’re supposed to have our own self-governance here, but it definitely doesn’t seem to be happening. Lady is taking notes like her life depends on it, probably transcribing every single word to send right up to our overlords so they can know what we’re saying and thinking.

			While the adults are sitting, there are a bunch of teens and young people standing between the rows. Kai is one of them, I realize with a start. I step inside and stay by the back wall.

			I look up and blink. For a second, I think I’m seeing things. Akira’s not here, but his shadow is. It looms across the rafters, forming to his silhouette. Then it morphs and creeps outward into an amorphous blob, almost covering the entire ceiling. Holes appear in the shadow, each one the exact shape of an eye. Then the shadow just…hangs there, drifting with the hot breeze coming in from the open windows and door. Every now and then, one of the empty eyes blinks.

			Kai speaks.

			“We demand to know where the sugar shipments have gone! My father is a doctor. He’s been using the sugar to help underweight children.” The passion in his voice reminds me of the stirring speeches he’d give us during games when we were down and needing to rally. “The guards are stealing it!”

			“Hey now!” the WRA official blares. “None of these rumors are true. Anyone disseminating them may be subject to investigation.”

			Mr. Nomura rises and says, “Calm, calm. Everyone needs to stay calm.”

			“You calm down, traitor!” James yells, standing next to Kai. “You’re eating out of their hands! That’s how you got elected!”

			Everyone begins to speak at once. Tempers flare and it’s like I can see it, anger stoked hotter and hotter. Makes it seem like something has to happen, like camp is a water glass on the edge of a counter, so precariously placed that it’s going to plunge to the floor and shatter. Makes me cold to my center while everything else is so hot.

			I notice the shadow above has grown. With every shout, it swells. More eye holes appear and then, suddenly, they all start blinking furiously. I have no idea what’s going on with Akira’s shadow, but I’m not an idiot. I can tell it’s bad.

			Suddenly, Akira appears in front of me, springing up like a monster from under a kid’s bed. I recoil instinctively as he reaches for me. I hit the wall, hard. His hands settle on my shoulders. He pulls me toward him. Feels as though I’m held by a skeleton. His fingers are bony, bloodless, thin.

			“Two o’clock.” His gaze is as sharp as a knifepoint, but he doesn’t seem to see me, even as he speaks to me. The crack in his cheek is worse. It’s livid and revolting and makes me want to puke. Its edges have started to separate even more, curving up toward his eyebrow. The red meat of his cheek glistens inside it. “For tea.”

			Then he releases me and strides out the door. By now everyone is shouting. The guard steps forward and raises his rifle. It sends the WRA officials and secretary scurrying out the door, pushing by me. People begin to stream out. I go with them, stumbling out into the bright sunshine.

			“Hey, Dragon!” Kai spots me. “Did you see? We shook them up.”

			James and the other guys circle around each other. They are excited and agitated and look like they want to smash something. I grab Kai’s arm. He’s as jittery and jolty as a car driving down an unpaved road.

			“Hey, calm down, buddy. Let’s go for a walk.”

			The adults talk tersely among themselves, and some go back inside. I notice Mr. Nomura scowling in my direction. I pull Kai away. We walk through camp and stop when we reach a bunch of benches, which are going to be used in an auditorium.

			I can’t help but notice the benches are really nice. Furniture has been popping up everywhere lately. Carpenters have been repurposing crates and spare lumber into tables, sets of drawers, and chairs so families can function in their barracks. Materials are cheap as dirt, but the craftsmanship is incredible—I saw a set of drawers with mortise-and-tenon joints and consistent grain patterns the other day. It’d been sanded, making the plywood as smooth as glass. Kai props his foot up on one of the benches. I lean against its side.

			“So, you said you were going to break up council meetings,” I say, taking a long and measured breath. “That’s what you were doing?”

			“Yeah.” Kai’s face is flushed with excitement. Reminds me of how he gets at the key moment in a baseball game, when the bases are loaded and he knows he’s gonna crank the ball to the stands and bring his teammates home. But this isn’t a baseball game. “You know what the guards say about our council? They say it has no more authority than a high school student government. They think we’re a joke.”

			“Okay. But what does busting up the meetings do?”

			“It proves they can’t control us. It sends a message to the traitors who support the authorities. You know there’s guys brownnosing the officials so they can be block managers? Power handed out like candy! Like we’re nothing more than a bunch of kids!”

			“The traitors…You mean anyone who complies with the authorities? Kai, no one wants to be here. Some people are just trying to make everything run smoothly.” I want to knock sense into that thick head of his. He doesn’t get it. He never has. Why won’t he wake up? If something pops off here, everyone will be in danger. “Mr. Nomura is there. He’s no traitor.”

			“Who? The veteran who wears the uniform? The one who’s always giving you a hard time for getting locked up?”

			“Yeah. Him.” Life has twisted everything up, and somehow, I’m defending Mr. Nomura. What’s next for me? Getting coffee with Dr. Suzuki? “The guy has a broomstick up his ass but he’s only trying to make things better for us.”

			“Make things better for us?” Kai’s voice gets higher and angrier. “Ren, he’s part of the JACL. They got us sent here!”

			“You think the JACL got us sent here?” My own temper sparks. I want to shake Kai. Anything to get his head screwed on right.

			“They stopped us from banding together and rising up. Told us all to go. To sell our stuff off for pennies, pack our bags, and report like good little doggies.”

			Hurt swims through Kai’s eyes. I’m shocked by how raw his expression is. Then again, he’s never had to hide his emotions. If he’s angry, he lashes out. If he’s happy, he smiles. I get it and accept it about him. Hell, I envy it.

			But not here. Not now.

			I inhale deeply. Try to treat Kai like I treat Mama when she’s drunk. De-escalate everything, keep things calm.

			“Look. Maybe you’re right.” Kai must think I genuinely mean it, because some of the anger leaks out of his face. “Just try not to stir things up too much, okay? Especially with Emi being unwell. There’s lots of people here, you know? Kids and elders and all that. Maybe take a page from the elders’ book and calm down?”

			“Shikata ga nai?” Kai asks. Elders say it all the time, so much so that I understand what it means. It translates to a sort of “it can’t be helped.” I understand it now. Some adversity must be faced, endured, weathered so that it shapes you into something new, like water carving crevices through stone over centuries. For the first time, I realize it’s good for me to say, too. Shikata ga nai. I can’t change who Kai is, so I must reason with him and not try to manually beat sense into him.

			“Exactly, Tiger.” It’s about time for tea at Akira’s barrack. “I got somewhere I need to be, but stay out of trouble.”

			“I will…for now.” Kai is fully restored to his usual upbeat, cocky temperament. “A caged tiger can only be peaceful for so long. Though I think there might be something worse than a caged tiger.”

			“Yeah? What’s that?”

			I’m already turning away when he answers.

			“A chained dragon.”
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Chapter Twelve

				Violet

			
			It’s hard to focus at school. We’ve been moved inside but we still need to bring our own seating, and the classes are all mixed. White teachers will be sent in the fall, but in the meantime a willowy Japanese woman named Mrs. Hata oversees my group. She’s as elegant as a ballerina and dresses nicely every day, despite the dusty conditions. She majored in library science and was a director for the Los Angeles City School District libraries back home, credentials that she enjoys reminding us of.

			“I’ve opened a library in my barrack,” she says. “I hope to see you students there often, especially the upperclassmen.” She eyes me. I’m the only upperclassman in her charge at the moment, but she talks as though there are ten of me. “Everyone needs to buckle down and study hard. Textbooks will be arriving, and the classrooms are getting outfitted with linoleum and a stove for heating, so you can expect to be learning even as the cold sets in. It’s important for everyone to stay on track, and I hope you all take personal responsibility for doing so.” I stare at her. School has never felt more pointless. I’m not even certain what I’m working toward, since college admissions are closed to us. She frowns at me. “I expect happy faces.”

			It’s a bit ludicrous considering the stern look she’s giving me, but I obediently neutralize my expression. As she talks, my mind wanders. I’ve tied a green ribbon in my hair today for my meeting with Ren. Before, when I thought about seeing him, my heart would flutter. Now I just feel anxious.

			I cut out of class early when Mrs. Hata has her back turned and hurry to Akira’s block. Ren is there, ahead of me. He strides down the firebreak, very much not waiting for me or looking for me. My deer heats at the sight of him, oblivious of our divide. I notice that he briefly touches the fox around his neck. He must know I’m behind him. But he doesn’t slow down or even glance over his shoulder.

			“Ren!” I call. At that, he comes to a stop. He casts a quick look at me and tucks his hands into his pockets, even though I imagine it must make his shoulder hurt. I thought he might walk over to meet me halfway, but he doesn’t move. Everything about him is as stiff as an ironing board.

			“I thought you might not come until later,” he says, his voice as stiff as his body.

			“Why not?” I try to act normal. “Akira said two o’clock.”

			“Because you had to miss school.” It’s a simple enough statement, but he says it caustically, mouth twisting up at the corner. He squints down the firebreak in the other direction. Without another word, he starts walking again, his steps fast.

			“As a matter of fact, I did have to leave school early.” I hurry after him, but he’s so tall, it’s difficult. “I’ll make up the schoolwork later this week.”

			“Rough life,” he mutters under his breath as I finally catch up to him. He slows his pace just a bit.

			“What did you say?” I demand, irritation spilling over me. He meets my gaze directly as we walk, his attention so intense that I almost stop mid-step.

			“Rough. Life,” he overpronounces.

			“I didn’t say it was rough.” My irritation grows. “I just said I’ll have to make it up. Slow down. You’re practically running away.”

			“Well, maybe you should stop chasing after me.” Ren speaks so evenly that I’m caught off guard and left sputtering. He’s infuriating and…and obtuse. Can’t he understand that I only wanted to keep peace with Mama? For heaven’s sake, I’m the one who must deal with her every day, not him.

			Abruptly, he stops while I’m still walking. Suddenly, we’re close. Closer than ever before, even yesterday when we almost kissed. Sunlight gilds his brow in white dashes of light. It shines upon him like a favored son, but still he seems obscured. It’s fitting because I think, implicitly, that his true nature is hidden deep where sunlight cannot reach. I’m in awe. I’m filled with desire. He sucks in his breath. I understand. I wish to draw in mine, too, but I can’t because it’s gone.

			I want to touch his jaw.

			I want to intertwine my fingers in his hair.

			I want to pull his face to mine.

			I think he knows, because he suddenly whispers, “Don’t.”

			There’s a low, raspy note to his voice. My breath is restored to me. I inhale sharply. “Ren, I—”

			A door flings open.

			“Join me, mortals!” Akira is framed in the doorway. I remain where I am but Ren steps back immediately, as though he’s been freed from a spell. “You may enter my chambers.”

			Akira’s hair tumbles down to his waist, and he’s in the process of tying the obi of his blue kimono. His gold earring shines in the light, dancing from his lobe. The crack in his face snakes up to his eyebrow and it gives his appearance a jagged, frightening look. Despite Akira’s magnificence, I long to glance at Ren again.

			Akira steps aside. Still not looking at me, Ren gestures for me to go first. I do, but my throat is tight. I hate the rift between us. I want to tell Ren I’m sorry. I want to make things right.

			In my pocket, my deer glows hot again—but this time it’s a pulse, like a combusting spark plug or bursting light bulb. It pushes me forward, as though I’m merely the vehicle meant to take it where it wants to go.

			I step into Akira’s barrack.

			While everyone else shares accommodations, the man has the barrack to himself, and it’s fully furnished. A low table is set with tea, but it’s the least of the room’s magnificence. Delicate, sheer screens printed with flowers and leaves create dividers throughout the space. Huge porcelain pots, veined with thick rivers of gold and printed with blue pastoral scenes, sit in an elegant row, housing bonsai trees. A bed sits on a low wood frame and is covered in fine linens. I must blink to convince myself the next element is real, even as my mind opens to accept the magic around me—it’s a long, wide basin. Somehow, reeds and willows grow along its sides, and koi fish, their brilliant orange, black, and white scales glimmering beneath the surface, languidly swim along. Then, just as the trout did, they slip above the water to swim through the air. Their gills calmly open and close in midair, and their fins and tails fluctuate. There’s a mirror in an ornate wood frame, a ghastly, helmeted samurai face looming inside it.

			Ren enters behind me. Somehow, he commands my attention as much as everything else I see. I stare openly at him as his gaze shifts about the room, passing over everything but me. Shock fills his eyes. I understand. I’m shaken to my depths.

			But he doesn’t glance at me. Not once.

			Akira closes the door, folds his hands, and watches us with smug delight. Reverberations of awe, countered only by Ren’s distance, dance through me. I face Akira.

			“How?” I ask, so stunned it’s hard to speak.

			Akira smiles. It’s an unnerving sight, narrowing his lips to thin slivers. I’ve never seen such a terrifying smile. It makes him look hungry, lustful, carnivorous. I almost take a step back. He claps once. Everything inside the barrack disappears. It’s now the same primitive space that everyone else has: low metal cot, straw mattress, oil lamp, sagging dresser. Except there isn’t a single personal effect. You’d think no one had moved in yet. Only the man still testifies to the magic of the place.

			“How did you do that?” I ask. “You can make the entire place appear and disappear?”

			At this, Akira’s skin glows brighter. Pleasure swims to the surface of his eyes, bobbing there like a bottle released from the bottom of the sea to the surface. He claps again, and the dull, dreary barrack is once again filled with magnificence. It’s so bewildering that I reach out to touch the tapestry to make certain it is real. Fine silk and thick embroidery meet my fingertips. As though in confirmation of their existence, the koi fish flap their tails and water droplets strike my cheeks. My mind races.

			“Of course I can.” His tone is haughty despite how pleased he appears. “I am a most powerful god and my abilities are vast. You and the rude mortal boy can see aspects of me no one else can. Others can’t even see this barrack at all.”

			“Are they?” Ren asks. I turn to him. Despite everything around us, my attention jolts to him in the way lightning jumps to conductive metals. His arms are crossed, and the same caustic smile he gave me outside is back on his lips. It’s like he’s returned to the boy he was when I first met him—distrustful, sullen, withdrawn. The thought is devastating. I want to cry.

			“Are they what?” Akira bristles at Ren’s sarcasm.

			“Are your powers vast and limitless?” Akira stares resentfully at Ren, and the samurai in the mirror is aghast. Ren continues. “I’m just saying…you’re here with us. Seems like you might be a little stuck. Which, conversely, doesn’t seem very powerful.”

			It’s a fair point, which Akira doesn’t like.

			“I’d like to see you do better,” he sniffs. “Now. Take your tea.” He commandingly nods to the table. I’m the first one to move. Two zabuton sit by a low table with glazed ceramic cups of green tea, and I settle on one cushion. After a moment, Ren joins me.

			As I take a sip of tea, earthiness washes over my tongue and warms me, inside and out. Ren stares at his cup for a moment as though it’s personally affronted him. Finally, he picks it up. His elbow grazes mine. I feel the touch like fire. Out of the corner of my eye, I see his fingers clench the cup. His jaw is so tight I’m surprised the tea can get past his lips.

			“Akira-sama.” I use an honorific, which makes Akira smile his terrifying smile again. “It is very odd that you’re here, as Ren says. Will you tell us why?”

			While he enjoyed the honorific, he certainly doesn’t enjoy my question. His face darkens, so much so that I’d almost prefer his rapacious smile.

			“Wherever did you find these irreverent children, Oda?” Akira mutters, scowling at the samurai mirror face as though it’s responsible. Oda glares furiously—but not at Akira. Rather, he glares at us. “Gods do not explain themselves to mortals. You should simply be happy I’ve deigned to join you. Mortals these days have no respect. In the past, if I visited a village, I’d be worshipped and revered. They would paint beautiful icons of me in tempera paint with gold. They would erect a torii gate and a shrine, inscribed only for me. But no one worships me here. It’s foolish of you mortals! I bequeath divine favors for offerings, after all.”

			There it is.

			Exactly what I hoped to hear.

			“Divine favors?” Suddenly, Ren comes alive, setting down his teacup hard enough to make the liquid slosh over his fingers. He doesn’t seem to notice. “So, what kind of offerings? Something like flowers or food?”

			“Of course, I do appreciate any gesture of reverence, but a divine favor requires an offering of magnitude.”

			“Magnitude…” Ren pulls out his fox from his collar. His motions are so assured that I can tell he’s already considered it. “Would this count?”

			Akira’s pupils flicker into a vertical slit. Lust fills his face, flashing like a dime in the sun. Even though the deer is light in my pocket, I still feel it. Should I take it out and add it to Ren’s fox?

			“Why yes,” Akira says. “Very good, mortal. That would do indeed.”

			“Kinda hard to do business when you don’t know who someone is,” Ren says. With precise movements, he tucks his fox into his shirt. “Why would we worship you when we don’t know anything about you? And what were you doing at the council meeting?”

			“I don’t think that was me,” Akira replies.

			“Is there another guy here who looks like he’s been dipped in silver and has a terrifying shadow? You pushed me against the wall.”

			“Well, perhaps it was me. Did I look particularly ravishing? If so, then there’s a chance it was.”

			“What did you do? When everyone got upset, the shadow got bigger.”

			Akira is about to say something when he blinks. It’s as though his glow is being switched on and off like a lamp. His eyes widen in terror. The blinking intensifies. The barrack shakes. The koi fish dive back into their basin. The bonsai trees tuck their branches around their trunks. Oda hides behind the mirror’s frame. Fear fills Akira’s eyes and his features begin to distort.

			“What’s happening?” I ask, rising to my feet. Our tea knocks over. It splashes onto the floorboards and soaks into the zabuton. Ren reaches for me, his arm encircling my waist. I turn in his grip, embracing him as the supports groan and cracking sounds pop through the air. He holds me close, stabilizing me against the shaking. Terror alternates with awareness that I’m pressed against Ren, so tightly that I can feel the dip and rise of his body, even as fear shoots through me in sharp flashes.

			Then Akira’s headless shadow leaps up, twisting free from him. I watch in horror. Several grasping hands emerge. They arch into the air above Akira as though about to pounce, fingers formed into horrifying claws. I think they’ll descend on us, and once they do they might, I don’t know, kill us or melt us or dissolve us. Suddenly, they disappear.

			I gasp. I’m not certain if it’s from relief or lingering terror. Akira collapses onto the floor. Ren releases me. He steps back quickly, as though he can’t get away from me fast enough. Everything becomes still again. I straighten my dress. My pulse calms. As it recedes, my skin buzzes where Ren held me. Everything is coated in desire and fear, turning me weak and lightheaded as I try to sort out my emotions and what we just saw.

			With a gasp of his own, Akira gets to his feet. He pushes his hair back from his face and struggles to collect himself.

			“No, no, no,” he cries, limping across the barrack toward us. “It’s getting worse!” He scrambles inelegantly the last few feet to the mirror and stares at his reflection. The crack in his face has reached the center of his forehead. He pinches it, as though trying to close it.

			“What—what happened?” I ask. “Akira-sama, what was that shadow?”

			“Nothing. It was nothing,” Akira gasps, but the crack in his face indicates otherwise. Weakly, he goes to the basin and plucks a wet leaf from it. He plasters it over the crack. It clings to his skin, but it can’t cover the full length. “Does this look obvious?”

			“Well, it is a leaf on your face.” I pause, attempting to force away thoughts about Ren and focus only on Akira. “Are you in trouble? Maybe we can help.”

			“You could.” Akira’s voice rises and falls, the volume changing. My ears pop in response, as though his voice is water, and it’s filled my eardrums. It makes me want to paw at my head. “As I said, you could give me your relic as an offering. In return, I would give you a gift from the heavens.” Slowly, his gaze shifts between the two of us and then to Ren’s neck, where his fox hangs. His low, multitoned voice drops to a whisper and slithers through the barrack like a snake. “Don’t you know? A divine favor can change everything.”
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Chapter Thirteen

				Ren

			
			Bullshit.

			It’s what I want to say to Akira. Yeah, he’s magical. My heart pounded as I watched him change reality with a toss of the hand. But something else is going on. His shadow likes to go rogue and become something out of a horror novel. Then there’s the fact that my fox played dead until I showed Akira that I had it. It doesn’t like him, not one bit.

			But maybe none of that matters. If there’s some way a divine favor can help Emi and the baby, then by God I’ll take it and shine his damn shoes while I’m at it. Still, I have to make sure I don’t get screwed in the process. I scowl, making myself focus and not get distracted by how it felt to have Violet in my arms a few seconds ago. She lingered, too, like she would’ve let us stay that way. I was the one who forced us apart and I’m glad I did. I’ll be damned if I let her get under my defenses again, especially right now when I need my wits about me.

			“What can a divine favor do?” I ask, trying to figure out the parameters of the god’s powers. “Make Manzanar disappear?” Akira crosses his arms and taps his foot. With a huff, he turns away, sulking. “Well?”

			“My abilities are vast, mortal, and you worry about particulars,” he says.

			“Okay, so that’s a no. Figured as much since you seem to be stuck here. Well, then…” I take a breath. I finally say exactly why I’m here. “My sister is about to have a baby and has been sick. Could a divine favor make sure she and the baby survive the birth?”

			“How unwell is she?” Interest sparks in Akira’s eyes, followed by dark excitement.

			“There’s a tear in her placenta. The doctor is worried she’ll hemorrhage.”

			“A tear in the placenta…Ah, she has a wound! Like one received from a katana during battle!” His voice makes my skin crawl. “This I can help with. Injuries, especially to one who is young and healthy, interrupt a lifeline. Nature wishes to mend those things and, as such, so can I, should I dispense a divine favor.”

			I close my hand around the pendant. It fits perfectly against the patch of raw skin on my palm.

			What the hell? I’ve worn it almost all my life, but I’ll give it to him if there’s any chance this’ll work. I’ve handed over most things in my life. It seems unsurprising that I should give this over, too. At least this time it’s for something more important than anything.

			Akira faces the mirror but observes me in its reflection. His gaze travels down to my fist, where I grip the pendant. By his sides, his hands tense and his nails sharpen and lengthen, like the claws of a cat. A chill runs through me. I think he’d cut my throat for my pendant, if he could. I feel like I’m about to make a deal with the devil.

			“Well?” Akira doesn’t bother to hide his impatience, and there’s a low hiss to his voice, like air seeping out of tires that have just been stabbed. “Do you wish to secure the divine favor or not?”

			“Is there any fine print?” That’s one thing I’ve learned. There’s usually a catch—especially if something seems good. “You take my fox, and my sister is healed and everything is hunky-dory? There’s no…I don’t know, side effects? Possible consequences?”

			The fox quakes in my hand. Suddenly, I can’t imagine handing it over. I feel protective over it, like I need to keep it safe, as I always have.

			“Hunky-dory?” The god tries out the phrase. It sounds ridiculous in his strange, ancient diction, but he likes it. “Yes, give me your relic and everything shall be…hunky-dory.”

			“So what’s the return policy? Do I get it back after?”

			“It’s an offering. A gift of devotion to a god most powerful, honorable, and worthy. No, you would not ‘get it back after.’ ” Akira mimics my tone. For a guy who desperately wants something I have, he’s not very nice about it. “Nor should you wish to. Sacrifices are precisely sacrifices because you surrender something precious to you.”

			With a toss of his hair, Akira takes a step closer to me. Slowly, arrogantly, he holds out both his hands.

			All I need to do is drop it into his grasp. Get something real from the pendant, not just a cheap homework extension. Papa gave it to me, but all it’s been is a splinter. It’s the lack of him, trapped under my skin, driving me mad and unsure of who the hell I am. Splinters need to be yanked out. Even ones you’re used to, even ones you’ve formed scars over.

			Why, though, is it so hard to let it go?

			“You don’t have to do it.” Violet sounds far away. I look back at her, confused, my mind thrashing through a muddy soup of thoughts. She stares at me intently. “Only if you’re sure.”

			Akira, who has been a fan of Violet, glares balefully at her. Then he takes a deep breath and looks at me. With great intentionality, he smiles. I think he’s trying to beguile me, but the sight is awful. His pointed teeth click together, forming bars between his lips, a moist, blackish tongue pressing against them. The crack in his face is so deep, the skin on either side of the crater trembles.

			I release the pendant so that I’m only holding the cord.

			The fox continues to swing away from him. Trying to get back to me.

			I think about Emi reading to me in the closet when we were little. About how it was the only haven in the world, even as it smelled of mops. I’ve never had much, but I’ve always had her and she’s worth anything.

			I open my fingers.

			It isn’t so hard after all, not with her and the baby in my mind.

			The fox falls into Akira’s hands.

			He spins away from us, kimono spiraling around him. Holding it aloft, he lets out a triumphant howl. The barrack responds. The koi fish dive in and out of the water. Oda smiles. The bonsai tree, fancy tapestry, and panels shake in pleasure.

			“I shall be free of this wretched flesh! I shall shake off these pointy bones!” Akira cries. “The stars and winds and clouds shall be mine again!”

			“Whoa, what’s going on?” I ask. Violet looks as alarmed as I feel. “What are you doing?”

			“You wished to punish me, oh divine parents, but you have failed,” Akira cries, shouting to the ceiling. He gestures at us. “Stand back!”

			He rushes to the bed and removes his box from underneath it, the one I saved, and flung open its top. Dark blue light streams from it, like he’s just unleashed the night sky. I’m stupefied. He holds the fox in the beam and speaks in Japanese, his cadence chant-like. The magic flickers on and off in the barrack, dousing us in darkness and then bringing us back into light.

			The fox trembles in his hands, and suddenly one of its ears twitches. I’ve lost my breath before, but seeing that little creature come alive makes my heart stop. Awe fills me, so intensely it’s almost painful. It’s like watching a sparrow hatch after checking on its egg every day on your porch—like seeing a life that’s been tucked inside a shell.

			Akira continues chanting. His eyes are closed, and his head tilts back. I think the fox will continue to awaken but it doesn’t. The koi plop back into the basin, and the pots, bonsai, panels, and tapestry become still. Oda winces, as though feeling awkward.

			With a growl, Akira stops chanting. He opens one eye and shakes the pendant. Nothing happens. He opens the other eye. Turns the fox upside down. Taps on it in the way you do to see if a melon is good. For a moment, he doesn’t move. Then, in a blink, he’s in my face, so close that I choke on the smell of rotting fish. His eyelids draw so close together that I can see only flashes of furious vertical pupil between them.

			“Irreverent boy!” Akira is practically sputtering. “The magic is weak and ineffectual. How dare you bring this drained trinket to me?”

			I turn my head askew, heat rising to my face. I’m not sure what he’s saying, but he’s so close and yelling so loud that I’m two seconds away from decking him, god or not. Violet must sense it because she steps forward, drawing Akira’s attention away from me.

			“What’s wrong?” she asks.

			“This relic is useless!” Akira keens. “The magic hasn’t been cared for, and it isn’t strong enough. I shall not be delivered. I must watch my own decay, unable to stop it as time brings me to an ill fate.”

			Pathetically, he staggers through the barrack. My face is hot, and my body is rigid in comparison to his boneless, dramatic movements. He shuts the box with a snarl, cutting off the light, and sinks to sit on the edge of the bed in despair.

			“What do you mean, it isn’t strong enough?” Violet sounds innocent but her eyes are narrowed. It isn’t a casual question. I have to give her credit. “What were you trying to do with the fox?”

			“I was trying to—” Akira’s words come out in a rush, but then he cuts himself off. He scowls furiously at her and shakes his head, as though she’s gravely mistreated him. “My ways are divine and not subject to your knowledge.”

			“Wait,” I say, trying to calm down, even as my thoughts run headlong in different directions, making me feel like I’m being ripped apart as I stand there. “Did it work? I gave you an offering. You took it. Will my sister be okay?”

			“You come with honeyed talk of offerings, present me with a relic practically drained of its magic, and then have the impudence to ask if it worked?” Akira twines the cord of the pendant around his fingers. Then, abruptly, his hand closes around the fox, hiding it from view.

			“Yeah,” I say angrily. “That’s the whole point, buddy. That was the whole deal.”

			“It most definitely will not work,” Akira thunders. “Not in any way that is meaningful to me.”

			It takes everything inside me not to punch the wall. Every muscle in my body locks and jams, needing release, not finding it. I take a long, slow breath through clenched teeth. I make myself loosen up, as hard as it is.

			“Fine, then. Can I have my fox back?” It takes a lot of effort to relax my hand enough to open it and hold it out. It’s my left one, the one with the imprint. It’s like that hand belongs to the relic.

			“Did I not tell you?” Akira responds. “A gift of devotion to a god most powerful, honorable, and worthy cannot be returned once presented.”

			“Yeah, but you don’t need it,” I say.

			“I couldn’t give it to you even if I wished to.” To demonstrate, Akira opens his fingers, where the fox sits on his palm. I try to take it. A sharp jolt zings through my hand, but I don’t pull it back. I keep reaching for the pendant. The jolt comes repeatedly until my hand spasms and burns. Fingers appear out of nowhere and gently pull my hand away. Violet. I don’t look at her. I drop my hand to my side, where it stings and aches. “It’s your own fault, mortal. Did you take the relic to the holy festivals? Did you have it purified every third full moon? Did you bathe it in water, sprinkle it with salt, and run it quickly through a flame? A divine gift requires attendance. Otherwise, age sets in. Rust. Patina. Petrification. You’ve neglected it. Its magic is but a whisper inside it, so soft even I cannot hear it.”

			“I don’t think Ren knew he was supposed to do all that,” Violet says. Without thinking, I turn desperately to her. Her gaze meets mine, open and full, and she gives me a slight, reassuring nod. What am I doing? I snap my eyes to the ground. Slowly, she turns to Akira. “I…I have a relic, too. My Otōsan was arrested and has been in prison. Do you think you can use it to bring him to us and to make sure Ren’s sister and her baby are all right?”

			I’m shocked she’s included my family in her petition. Didn’t think she’d care enough to after she dismissed me as her personal laundry service. Slowly, she removes the deer from her pocket and holds it out to Akira. He surges forward like a rabid dog and hovers over the deer. He angles his head back and forth and sniffs the air. Then he recedes back with a furious screech.

			“You detestable mortals!” he cries. Oda, who has been hopefully observing, throws himself against the mirror frame in matching devastation. “You tease and tantalize me with worthless hope. I should summon thunderbolts to smite you both for torturing me so.”

			“This is my father’s relic, and he took very good care of it.” Violet’s voice rises. “I’m certain it’s full of magic. I’ve felt it myself. I know it’s real.”

			“It is full of well-tended magic,” Akira says. He paces up and down. “But the owner is not present. I cannot make use of the magic unless your father gives it to me himself.”

			“There must be some other way for you to help us,” Violet says, and there’s a panic I’ve never heard before her in voice.

			“Free me,” Akira says. It sounds half like a command and half like an idea that has just struck him. “Free me from this place. My powers will be restored, and I could give you a divine favor in return.”

			“All right…” Violet falters. “Do you have any idea how we might do that?”

			“If I did, I would’ve already told you.” Suppressed rage mounts in Akira’s voice. “I’ve never been bound to a place before.”

			Something gnaws at my mind, chewing it to tatters. Without realizing it, I lift a hand to my head and press it against my forehead. A ragged thought slowly develops in my mind.

			“Hey.” I take a step forward with so much force that Violet’s eyes widen. “What you just said earlier—what does that mean? About the relics…you only get the magic once the first owner is dead, and you inherit it?”

			Akira is too upset to hear me, but I glance at Oda. The face gives one single nod.

			Yes.

			For a moment, I can’t move. I feel like a vital organ has been knifed out of me or I’ve lost too much blood.

			He’s dead.

			My body acts before my thoughts catch up. I turn and get the hell out, pushing past the tapestry and through the door to the camp. Vaguely, I hear Violet coming out behind me. She says something, but I don’t hear it.

			My mind flounders madly all over the place. Papa.

			Maybe it doesn’t matter.

			Dead.

			Gone.

			Same thing, right?

			Mama had to have known. I’m not surprised. I’m sure she thought she was helping in some messed-up way by keeping bad things to herself, shouldering them so Emi and I didn’t have to.

			But damn.

			My ears ring and the sense of madness I felt in the barrack only increases. I try to figure it out. If Papa being dead is better or worse or the same or…I don’t know.

			“Ren.” Violet’s voice pierces my fog. “Ren, what’s wrong?”

			My jaw tightens so hard my teeth ache. I give a sharp nod, not trusting myself to speak. I rub my hand roughly over my face. Violet is quiet.

			Finally, I gather myself enough to say, “My father…I just—”

			She gasps, the connections clicking together in her mind. “Oh, Ren.” So much compassion fills her voice that I don’t know what to do. It puts me in a state of fight or flight, like I have to get away from the feeling or destroy it. But apparently there’s a third option. Freeze, which is what I do, standing there dumbly. Violet takes a step toward me as though she’s going to embrace me. It’s enough to free me. I jerk away, and then she’s the one who freezes. “Are you all right? Do you need anything?”

			A crazy thought crosses my already scrambled mind. It might be okay to let her in. Hell, I feel like I’ve just been dragged over rocks. I’ve never felt so alone in my life, which is saying something. But I have to keep my head on straight. I have to remember who I am and who she is, so she can’t screw me up any more than she already has.

			“I’m going to go,” I say.

			“Oh.” She speaks barely above a whisper. “Of course. I understand.” Her hands fold together. Then she asks in the same tone, “Will I see you again? When you’re ready?”

			Yes races like forbidden fire to the tip of my tongue. And not just one yes, a thousand yeses.

			But I don’t say a single one.

			Instead, I half shrug, half shake my head. She takes a breath. Then she crosses her arms. There’s a shift between us. I shove both my hands deep inside my pockets, hiding the pain it causes my shoulder. I should go. Except I can’t.

			She leaves instead.

			She leaves and I’m the one rooted to the dirt. The fire of the yeses floods down to my feet. They burn my soles, desperate for me to run after her. I don’t move. I watch as she gets smaller and smaller. Right before she disappears around the block, she pulls the ribbon from her hair.

			I turn the opposite way.
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Chapter Fourteen

				Violet

			
			July 1942

			
				Dear Otōsan,

				Everything works differently here. I don’t think I understand any of it. Last I wrote, I was hoping I might find a way to bring you home to us. Well, it didn’t work, at least not right now, but I’m going to keep trying. I won’t bore you with the particulars. Just know I’m trying to figure things out.

				I guess everything has seemed so drastic here that I forgot I’m still just myself under it all. And I hoped I’d be better by now. A more mature and stronger sort of girl. I know you’d say, “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Violey-chan.” In fact, I can practically hear your voice. I can’t wait until I hear it for real. I miss you, Otōsan.

				The drawing on the other side of this letter is of the god, Akira. For once, I drew him true to life without any ocean or exaggeration—not that he needs it! I’ve always drawn to escape life, but lately I don’t feel like I can. So for the first time, I wanted to draw in order to…I don’t know…face myself. Who I am. And who I hope to be.

				Love you always,

				Violet

			

			“Konnichiwa!” I’m greeted by a chorus. I’ve reached my barrack after leaving Ren in the firebreak outside Akira’s apartment. My hair ribbon dangles from my hand. Mr. Kimura is outside with Mrs. Kimura, and they greet me. Mr. Kimura is nailing the lids of cans over the bigger knotholes in our barrack.

			“Konnichiwa,” I say, struggling desperately to hide how upset I am. I leave them behind and go inside, heart heavy and steps slow.

			Mama is sitting in a chair.

			Terror replaces everything else. Mama never just sits.

			“Mama? What’s wrong?”

			“Violet.” Mama’s voice is thick with emotion. “Violet, we have letters from Otōsan!”

			“What?” I rush forward and fall onto my knees next to her. Several envelopes are in her lap, covered in Otōsan’s handwriting. I almost cry at the sight. I throw my arms around her waist, and she holds me with Otōsan’s letters crushed between us. We pull back, laughing with happiness. In my pocket, the deer becomes warm and delighted. “There’s so many! Did they all get delivered today?”

			“It’s a miracle,” Mama says. Her eyes are gems in her face, shining like sunlit obsidian. “A staff member brought them to me. Apparently, a lot of mail for the camp was waiting to be sorted at the Lone Pine post office branch and an official ordered someone to pick it up. I was waiting for you to open them. Here, here, sit.” She motions for me to sit at our makeshift table. “Wait, I have some food and drink.”

			Mama bustles around. Plates appear by my elbows bearing rice cakes soaked in soy sauce, pickled fish, and tofu made from bean paste. I marvel. I saw Mama buy fish from the fish market held every other week in the laundry rooms and trade mending for homemade soy sauce, but I didn’t realize why. She was saving the treats for this very moment.

			The letters sit on the table amid the dishes. They might as well be a dish, too. We might as well be having Otōsan’s words for dinner, because they will sustain our souls in the same way. Mama sits down and takes my hands. She prays over our food and thanks God for the letters. My hands are so antsy with excitement. I can hardly keep myself from snatching up the envelopes and tearing them open. Somehow, Otōsan figured out where we are.

			Finally, the prayer concludes. Mama picks up the first letter. Her hands shake. She opens it and abruptly rises to her feet, a hand over her heart.

			“Mama!” I say. “Mama, what is it? What does it say? Is he all right?”

			“He’s been cleared, Violet. He’s been cleared to come home. Thank you, Jesus.” Her eyes don’t just shine. They dance. I know mine are, too. I jump up, unable to sit still, and we embrace again over our table. My heart brims with happiness. I feel as though there’s a wave at my back, cresting me forward, my body unified with the frenetic force of nature.

			A heartbroken thought passes through my mind. I’ve received joyful news about my father just as Ren has received devastating news about his. It tempers me, knowing he’s suffering.

			“Sit, sit,” Mama continues. “We must see when he’s coming. Maybe he’s on his way already.”

			We return to our spots still holding hands, our breaths coming fast and enthusiastic. Mama lifts the letter again. Her face drains of joy. Her fingers briefly tighten on mine.

			“What’s wrong?” The question comes slowly from my lips. Everything is supposed to be okay. We’ve gotten the best news possible. I don’t want to know.

			“It’s…” She trails off and wordlessly hands me the letter. I grab it, desperate to read it. It’s lengthy but the only thing I see is tiny rust-colored dots staining the page. Otōsan must’ve been coughing while he wrote to us. “Pneumonia,” Mama whispers. “It’s back. Look, read this part. He isn’t well enough to travel. The doctor says the trip will be too dangerous. He’s in the prison hospital and must stay there until he’s well enough to leave.”

			“He says he’ll be all right and that he’s already on the mend,” I say, scanning the letter, so panicky for Otōsan to be okay that I believe what he’s written—that he’s slightly unwell, only missing us terribly.

			Numbly, I set the letter down. Mama picks it up. In an even tone, she reads it aloud. I listen. Otōsan’s love pours from it, and I can hear his voice in the phrasing of each sentence. But worry hangs heavy between Mama and me, coating the letter with our fear. After we finish reading it, we read the others. Every envelope is a treasure chest, and every word is a jewel. From them, we are rich. Or we should be.

			Neither of us says it.

			We know he’s very sick. Nothing would keep him from us otherwise. I put my hand in my pocket and hold the deer. I’ve asked it to bring Otōsan home. It hasn’t. In my mind, I ask again. The question doesn’t seem to come from my head. It comes from my soul.

			But, deep inside, I know. It’s up to me. The only thing I can do is find a way to free Akira so he can grant me a divine favor.

			It’s my only hope.

			

			
				
			

			That night, my mind races, my thoughts diving around Mr. Kimura’s slow, loud snores like a horse around barrels. I think about Akira. I must figure out how to free him.

			I wish I knew more about him. Otōsan told me many stories about the yōkai, but none involved any characters called Akira. I sit up. My cot creaks loudly. Summer moonlight streams into the barrack window. I reach for my sketch pad and flip it open, positioning it toward the light to see. The graphite shines as moonlight catches on the thin lines. I stare down, looking at the different images. Each one contains a sea. Each one contains a monster. But none of the stories jog my memory about how you might free a god. Slowly, I close the sketchbook and lie down. Straw prickles my skin through the ticking.

			Eventually, sleep comes for me, and I surrender to it. When I dream, though, I dream only of Ren.
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			The next day at school, I dig through a box of books, which have been brought by a Quaker named Mr. Nicholson. They are donations from Vroman’s Bookstore and will be taken to the library, which Mrs. Hata runs. There’s a total of seventeen books. Seventeen books for ten thousand people—and two of them are Farmers’ Almanac. I sigh in frustration. A child bumps into me, making me sigh again. I can’t wait until the formal school opens in the fall and the classes are properly segregated. I’m supportive of little kids learning their colors, but I’m most definitely not okay with hearing them do so while I work on calculus.

			“Is there something you’re looking for?” Mrs. Hata asks, watching as I frown at the different covers.

			“Oh…” I feel like she wants me to say I’m looking for some sort of great literature. “I was wondering if there’s a book on Japanese yōkai.” I’m a bit self-conscious. I can’t imagine monsters populating her imagination. She stands primly near me, leaning over my shoulder in teacherly fashion. I try to give it an educational spin. “I like mythology.”

			However, Mrs. Hata doesn’t seem displeased. “Japanese yōkai…Hmm, perhaps I might ask Mr. Nicholson if he can find one for you. It might be easier for him to locate one on Greek mythology. A lot of cultural myths have similarities, though. Perhaps you’ll still enjoy it.”

			It’s true. Just as there’s the myth of doomed Orpheus trying to save Eurydice from the underworld, there’s the equally tragic myth of Izanagi trying to do the same for Izanami. It doesn’t help me, though, because I need specific information. “Mrs. Hata, out of curiosity, is there any lore you know of about freeing a god who has been trapped somewhere?”

			“Well now, that’s a fascinating question, Violet.” Mrs. Hata is intrigued. “I would think it would be through a ritual or correlating cure of some sort. When Prometheus was bound with chains by Zeus and pecked at every day by an eagle, Heracles had to kill the eagle to free him.”

			“I suppose the ritual would depend on the god,” I slowly deduce.

			“I suppose it would,” Mrs. Hata agrees.

			So I need to learn exactly who Akira is. He’s told us his name, but that’s all I have. Most gods have titles—Akira didn’t share his. He’s so proud, I would think he’d love to.

			“Have you ever heard of a god or spirit named Akira?” I venture.

			“Akira?” Mrs. Hata asks. She frowns. “I must say, it doesn’t ring a bell for me. It’s not a name I’ve ever heard of in folklore or mythology. Though, of course, there are millions of yōkai. It would be impossible to know all their names.”

			I’m more confused than ever. Is Akira not truly his name? But then, why would he hide his true name? Akira wants me to free him. It wouldn’t make sense for him to obscure helpful information. Unless…there was a reason.

			“Do you know any lore about learning a god’s true identity?” I imagine I must sound very strange to Mrs. Hata, but she seems to enjoy the conversation.

			“I can’t say there’s any off the top of my head, but it does make me think about a fairy tale, which is similar to a myth,” she says.

			“Which one?”

			“ ‘Rumpelstiltskin.’ Do you know it? The miller had to learn an imp’s name to save his daughter, and Rumpelstiltskin said it every night around a fire in the woods. Learning his name was powerful and binding.”

			“Yes…” I trail off, pondering. “It is similar.”

			“I’ll let you know if I think of any others. By the way, I have an opportunity for you,” Mrs. Hata says. “I could use help in the library, and it might be good experience if you want to get a part-time job while you’re at college. Would you like to volunteer there after class?”

			“A part-time job at college?” I pause. “Even if I graduate high school, colleges aren’t accepting students like me.”

			“Have you heard of the National Japanese American Student Relocation Council?” Mrs. Hata is undeterred. “It’s a newly formed organization that’s exploring options for Japanese American students who wish to pursue higher education. I suggest staying the course so when the time comes you’ll be ready.”

			When the time comes. People talk all the time about when we’ll get to go home, and the adults are always desperate for the newspapers so they can track the war. Some men in the kitchen have secretly wired a shortwave radio to get signals, and word of the broadcasts spread like wildfire. But even the best predictions say we’ll be here for another year or so. We’ve already been here for two months.

			Time here is different. Minutes, hours, days. They take longer. A year back home would pass quickly, in tempo with life’s fast rhythms. But there is no rhythm at camp. There’s only one static note, and it stretches on and on.

			“Yes, I’d like to volunteer at the library,” I say, and Mrs. Hata gives a nod, pleased with my response. I’m not just doing it to build work experience. I’ll do it to pass the time.

			Class concludes shortly after, and I pick up my crate to carry home. My mind returns to Akira, Rumpelstiltskin, and rituals. Then I see someone I recognize. It’s Ren’s friend, the one with green eyes.

			I can’t help myself. I catch up to him as he steps outside.

			“Kai, right?” He’s in a different group than me in school, but I’ve heard others saying his name. He grins, as though he likes the sound of it. I’ve noticed that he sometimes wears a bandanna tied around his forehead, but he always takes it off for class.

			“That’s right. You’re Ren’s girlfriend.” The grin becomes mischievous, and I have the sense he’s teasing Ren in absentia.

			“Not quite.” I think about Ren’s sullen, sad eyes and how awful it was when he realized his father was dead. He seemed so angry, but it was a trapped anger, as though it had nowhere to go. “I was wondering how he is.”

			“Oh, you know Ren,” Kai replies with a shrug, as though that explains everything.

			“I’m not sure I do.” I think about how I messed everything up. I don’t know if Ren will give me another chance. I don’t think he gives them easily or often, if ever.

			“Hey, you should come to the Star Festival tonight. Ren is going to be there.” I’m immediately excited. Otōsan loves Tanabata, and I do, too. Growing up, I always loved hearing the tragic and romantic tale behind it—about two lovers, Orihime and Hikoboshi, doomed and separated for eternity. They are only able to see each other once a year, when their stars align and they use the Milky Way as a bridge to reach each other. I could use a magical bridge just about now. One I could cross to find Ren on the other end.

			Nervousness conflicts with desire. Kai continues, “He’s not the most festive type, but his sister is feeling better, so he’s gonna walk her over.”

			“Emiko?”

			“Yes.” His tone has an odd note, enough to make me survey him closer. There’s a defensiveness to it. He reminds me of Ren, who’s always protective of Emi and ready to shield her from any judgment. I like Kai more than I first did.

			“I’m glad she’s feeling better.”

			“Me too.” The grin returns. He doesn’t seem like the sort to ever stay down for long. “Main party is held at San-shi-en Garden, but some of the guys and I are gonna make a bonfire in the firebreak across the way. You in, Miss America?”

			I smile, too. “I’ll see you then.”
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			San-shi-en Garden is one of the most beautiful spots in Manzanar. At this point, I dare say it’s more impressive than Griffith Park. Green grass runs up and down graduating slopes and a waterfall pours into the pond. Several festival lanterns light the area. Colorful streamers hang from young, newly planted saplings, and a bamboo wish tree is erected in the middle. Wishes, cut like tags, are tied to it.

			Children, up past their bedtime, run around and adults laugh and talk. I told Mama I was going to the festival with a girl my age. After demanding the name of the girl—a generic name I made up on the spot—and making me promise to be home by ten, she finally agreed, and I felt like I could breathe.

			Music fills the air. Instruments thrum. A guitar, a koto, a violin, a ukulele, and a shakuhachi play together. It sounds beautiful. Dancers perform the Tanabata Ondo on the grass, their movements graceful and their hands and heads moving in perfect unison.

			I turn in a slow circle, mesmerized.

			The light from the watchtower crashes through the area, but otherwise you can’t tell we’re imprisoned here. You’d almost think we were all home, celebrating in the streets of Little Tokyo.

			Across the way, I see Kai’s bonfire. It’s paltry—nothing more than a small, very contained fire in a makeshift circle of rocks. I’m sure the guards would snuff out anything bigger. Everyone is terrified of fire because of the climate, and the wooden buildings are the equivalent of dry tinder. Back home, we used to have bonfires on the beach. The boys would feed it until it was a beacon of fire, reaching over eight feet tall. It would flicker and crack like a hungry, angry monster while the ocean roared, the flames licking the night sky and the waves forming ragged tendrils on the wet sand. I always felt so wildly alive there and protected, as though the fire monster could ward off the ancient beings deep within the sea.

			I make my way over to the firepit. Kai sits on a crate. A girl is next to him, wrapped in a blanket despite the heat. It must be Emiko, who I’ve only seen one other time, when we first arrived. They’ve found her a chair. Ren sits on her other side, but from the angle of my approach his back is to me, and I can’t see him properly. It’s like he’s always obscured, the world for once helping him be exactly as he wishes. Unobservable.

			A few other guys and girls sit and stand by the fire, and a flask is being passed around. Its reflective surface flickers red in the firelight as hands reach for it and heads tilt back to drink. Kai takes a long swig and holds it out to Ren. He shakes his head no.

			“Hey, Violet!” Kai spies me. He nudges Ren. “Scoot over. Let her sit with you.”

			Ren looks up over his shoulder at me. Our eyes meet. I’ve seen him in many lights—moonlight, daylight, even drenched in the searchlight’s beam. Each one transforms him. It’s like seeing the same subject painted with different colors. Firelight is no exception. Red and orange mixes with thick black, warping his features into a dynamic, flickering mask. He’s startled I’m here. Surprise makes the shadows jump and twist across his face. Instead of scooting over so I can sit with him on his crate, he stands, steps to the side, and stares down into the fire. Most would probably think he was being chivalrous, but I know better. I sit down, unable to tear my eyes from Ren.

			“You warm enough, mi amiga?” Kai asks, unaware that I don’t want space. Or at least not space from Ren.

			“I am,” I say, and then glance at him with curiosity. “Your mother is Hispanic, right?”

			“Sí!” Kai flashes a broad, confident smile. “I bet I’m the first conquistador samurai you’ve ever met.”

			“Do you speak Spanish?” I ask, intrigued.

			“Sí!” Kai repeats with the same gusto.

			“All he speaks are a few curses,” Emi tells me with a laugh. Her face is drawn, but her eyes sparkle, as alive as the spinning stars overhead. “Otherwise he just adds ito or ita onto words.”

			“That’s not true, señorita liar…ita,” Kai protests. “I also know how to ask where the bathroom is.”

			“Dónde está el baño?” Ren interjects, speaking for the first time. Even though he’s joking, my heart tightens at the sound of his voice. “Yeah, everyone knows that.”

			Kai pointedly ignores Ren and turns to me.

			“Manzanar Manhattan, mi amor?” Kai holds the flask out to me. Sweet, pungent fumes lace Kai’s breath and rise from the flask. I wince.

			“That smells like it could kill a horse. No thank you.”

			“More for me, then!” He takes another long drink and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“Remember you’re going to have to walk home,” Emi says, glancing at me, and shakes her head in exasperation.

			“And remember your dad is going to be there when you arrive,” Ren adds. He still hasn’t looked at me. I try to gauge how he’s doing simply from his face, but it’s impossible. Kai, sufficiently frightened by Ren’s reminder, screws the cap on the flask.

			“Kai’s father is a doctor,” Emi tells me in a conversational voice. “Which means, if things ever go back to normal, Kai is going to be a doctor, which is”—she gestures to Kai, who sways in place—“concerning for the future of public health.”

			Emi reminds me of my old friends. Sophomore year, Bertha, Annette, and I decided to wear blue every Tuesday to school. Soon, even the teachers said they knew it was Tuesday by the trio of girls in blue. We called ourselves the Bluebirds. The memory catches on me, like a stitch in my side. I wonder if Bertha and Annette miss me. I didn’t say goodbye. I couldn’t handle it. It was too mortifying.

			I always knew I was different from them. The boys in my school would date me, but I knew they’d never marry me, just as I knew I was expected to wed a boy from our community. It was easy to pretend my white classmates and I were the same, though. Until it wasn’t.

			It was another possession I lost, one I didn’t know I had until it was gone. The illusion that I was a girl, nothing more, nothing less.

			“But I’m not!” Kai lifts the flask in a salute to no one, staggering slightly. “I’m not going to be a doctor. Even if things go back to normal and they let us into college again. Everything is changed and I am, too!”

			“Does your father know?” Emi asks, rolling her eyes.

			“I’ll tell him! I’ll go home right now and tell him!”

			“Whoa, Tiger.” Ren puts his arm around Kai’s shoulder and steadies him. A hint of a smile twists over his lips. “Here, take a seat.” He guides Kai to a crate and plops him down. “How about you make your career decisions tomorrow?”

			“That’s the thing.” Kai cradles the flask with both hands and stares contemplatively into the fire, as though he’s a philosopher pondering humanity’s greatest existential questions. “It’s never been my choice.”

			“Wow, getting deep, are we?” Humor brims in Ren’s voice, but he pats Kai sympathetically on the shoulder. I think he understands his friend well.

			“I don’t want to be a doctor. I want to be…” It’s clear Kai hasn’t decided an alternative career, because the sentence trails off. Then he smiles gleefully. “A mechanic.”

			“I support you, buddy, I really do, but you realize you could never get Delilah working?” Ren says.

			“Delilah was Kai’s true love,” Emi explains to me. “She was also a Cadillac.”

			“You’re right. She was my true love.” Kai lets out a deep, mournful sigh. “I should get James to tattoo her name on my arm with his pen.”

			“Your father would surgically remove your arm himself if you got a tattoo,” Ren points out.

			“He’d kill you, for sure,” Emi adds. “And then bring you back Dr. Frankenstein–style just to lecture you and kill you again.” She waves a dismissive hand at Ren and Kai and leans toward me. Swathed in a blanket, you can’t tell Emi’s about nine months pregnant. She might as well be me, a young girl on the cusp of adulthood. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m Violet. I go to class with Kai and I…” The words trail off, and I’m not sure how to finish. Inextricably, my gaze latches on to Ren. No matter what I do, I keep looking at him, and no matter what, he refuses to look back. “I’ve met your brother.”

			“That dope?” Emi asks.

			“Yes, that dope.” There. Finally, Ren meets my eyes. I dare to smile at him.

			It isn’t a friendly smile. It’s a flirtatious, audacious smile, one that rises to my lips almost of its own accord. He might be annoyed at me, but I’m not going to stay without us acknowledging each other.

			It has the intended reaction. A sleek line of orange flinches across his cheek as his jaw clenches. He stares at me directly, nothing hidden away. Rawness and desire fill his eyes, the two emotions much brighter than the embers spiraling through the air. Then he looks away again. I’m almost relieved that he does. It’s like his gaze slipped under a defense I didn’t know I had up and went straight to my heart.

			I turn to Emi, awkwardly clearing my throat. “Ren says you like to read. There’s a library where I’m going to volunteer. You should visit sometime while I’m there. Though the current inventory is woeful. There’s not nearly enough books…though strangely there’s four copies of the Farmers’ Almanac.”

			“Really? That’s amazing. Farmers’ Almanac has been at the top of my to-be-read list,” Emi deadpans.

			“Mine too,” I say, and we giggle. “You know, there’s a man who brings book donations. Are there any you’d like to request?”

			“Oh, yes.” A smile breaks across Emi’s lips and her face becomes dreamy, as though she’s talking about her favorite thing in the world. “Anna Karenina. I had a secondhand copy back home, but I had to leave it because it was one of my heaviest books. Choices had to be made.” She’s joking, but sadness tinges her voice. Everyone in camp, no matter who they are, has winnowed everything down to essentials for survival and essentials for the soul. For me, it was my sketchbook and drawing pencils, and for Emi, from the sound of it, it was books.

			“I had to read that book for school,” I say, thinking about how I struggled to wade through the giant tome. “Only practical thing I could think to do with a book that big was squash spiders.”

			“Squash spiders? With Anna Karenina? I don’t think we can be friends,” Emi deadpans again, and we burst into another peal of giggles. Ren glances at us, and I notice his face soften at his sister’s laughter.

			“Oh, but you must,” I say. “You can’t abandon me to only be friends with these dumb boys.”

			“Dumb boys?” Kai asks indignantly. “Hey, I’m a gentleman and a scholar, and so is Ren.” He wobbles, contradicting his point. Ren remains impassive.

			“It’s true.” Emi grimly shakes her head at her brother and Kai. “I can’t abandon you to be friends with these dumb boys.”

			“Good. I’ll hold you to it,” I say, angling toward her. “I hope you can come out again soon. Ren…mentioned you haven’t been well.”

			“I think the worst is behind me.” Emi’s hand goes to her stomach, and I finally see the convex curve of her midriff underneath the blanket. “All I want is for the baby to be in my arms. I feel like a powder keg about to go off, and everyone watches me like one, too.”

			“Do you have a name for the baby?” I ask.

			“I don’t have any boy names, so it must be a girl.” She speaks so confidently that I can’t help but think she must be right. “I like the name Cosette.”

			“Cosette?” I’ve never heard it before.

			“It’s French. From the book Les Misérables. Cosette is the daughter of a girl who…I understand. It’s one of the heavy books that made the cut. Ren trucked my books from Los Angeles to Santa Anita Racetrack to here for me, even after he hurt his shoulder.”

			“And it damn near killed me,” Ren cuts in, overhearing. “I thought I was going to be crushed to death and a giant book was going to be my headstone.”

			“What? Use one of my books as a headstone? Never. I’d have to mark your grave with a soda bottle.”

			“Don’t worry, Ren. I wouldn’t let her do that,” Kai joins in. “I’d mark your grave with a wrench in honor of my future career.”

			“You’re not going to be a mechanic,” Ren and Emi chorus together.

			“Violet believes I will, don’t you?” Kai hiccups and turns to me in supplication.

			“Sure, Kai,” I say with a grin. Ren and Emi groan while Kai puffs up in victory.

			“Thank you, mi amiga. Your belief is noted. I’ll give you a discount. But you two”—he gestures toward Ren and Emi—“not a chance. Sugar in the gas tanks for both of you.”

			Our laughter mingles with the music drifting over from the Tanabata festival. It’s nice to be sitting by a crackling fire under a giant star-freckled night sky. For a few moments, the fence with its razor-sharp burrs wrapping around camp isn’t present. Only the heat from the flames and the beauty from the stars is.

			I realize Ren is looking at me again. The fire is warm, but his gaze sends shivers down my spine. This time, I can’t smile. I can’t look away. I’m held by him and the unyielding focus in his eyes.

			“I haven’t written a wish to hang on the tree,” I say, and I try to sound flippant, but I know I don’t. “Would you go with me, Ren?”

			Kai and Emi glance at each other and then at us. Ren shifts. He doesn’t say anything, but he nods, one stiff dip of his chin. We leave the fire and head to the grassy knolls. Slips of paper, ribbons, and pencils are set up next to the bamboo wishing tree. I pick up a slip.

			I write, Please heal Otōsan and bring him safely home to us. I fold the paper, kiss it, and use a green ribbon to tie it to the tree. Ren watches.

			“Is green your favorite color?” I’m surprised he speaks first. His voice is unexpectedly husky.

			“It is,” I say. “How did you know?”

			“You—” He cuts himself off and stares bleakly at me. “Your hair ribbon is always green.”

			My hand goes to the strip of satin binding my hair back.

			“It is. I…” I waver, unsure if I should tell him the truth. He shuffles awkwardly in place, as though torn between staying and simply walking away. “I wear it when I know I’m going to see you.”

			At that, he blinks. The vacancy in his expression disappears, dominated by a much stronger emotion. Longing. I keep going. “I—How are you doing? Since you realized your father is…is gone? I’ve been thinking about you.”

			Once again, his jaw tightens. Everything about him is so tense. I wish I could touch him and ease some of the strain so he can simply be. But I don’t think such a thing is possible for him.

			“It makes sense he’s passed. It’d been so long.” He shrugs, as though that’s that. I nod slowly. Then he adds, “I mentioned to Emi. Asked if she thinks he’s dead. She says she always assumed there was a chance, so she wouldn’t be too upset if he was. Makes me wonder why I—why it never occurred to me.”

			“You were so young when he left,” I say, trying to figure out how to continue. “I think it makes sense. You merely believed what you were told. And…maybe…”

			“What?” The question is flat, but he leans slightly toward me, rapt.

			“You received the magic in your pendant very soon after he left, right?” I say slowly. “He must’ve died shortly after leaving. Time changes people. Sometimes for good, sometimes for bad. He didn’t have any. Who knew what might’ve happened eventually? Maybe he would’ve contacted you, at some point. Or maybe not. But it’s an unknown and in its own way, it’s a hope, don’t you think?”

			“I think—I don’t know what I think.” His voice is brisk, as though his guard is rising.

			“I understand,” I say softly. “I never know what to think, either. We—we got letters from Otōsan. He’s been cleared to join us, but he’s too unwell to travel. I don’t know whether to be happy or sad.”

			“That’s great he got cleared.” For once, Ren simply sounds sincere. He’s happy for me, even after everything. “I bet he’ll heal up quick. He has a good thing waiting for him. His family.”

			I’m silent for a moment. The parallelism between our fathers haunts me. It feels forbidding, like a portent.

			“I hope so,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about Akira, the divine favors, and how to free him.” I pause, peering up at Ren, wondering if this might be the bridge I use to reach him. “We still need his help. We teamed up before. Maybe we should again.”

			“Team up?” Ren asks, and the flatness from before is back in his voice.

			“Yes, I think it would be a good idea.”

			“Yeah?” A shadow of a smile crosses Ren’s mouth but it isn’t a happy one. “I think I’d rather figure it out myself.”

			“Two minds are better than one,” I say. “And why wouldn’t you want to work with me? I know the most about mythology, after all. How do you plan on freeing Akira if you don’t know any? We should do it together.”

			“What about your mother?” he asks, and the shadow of a smile grows into a condescending grin. It infuriates me—and, bizarrely, the strange confidence beguiles me. Which, of course, only serves to infuriate me more. “Wouldn’t you need a permission slip from her?”

			“Oh, please. I don’t need a permission slip from my mother!” I exclaim indignantly.

			“Could’ve fooled me,” he says deliberately, crossing his arms as he stares down at me, face stubbornly set.

			“Very well,” I say. “Figure it out for yourself, but don’t come asking for help when you realize you need it.”

			I turn abruptly to go, but my dress snags on a branch of the wishing tree. The tree trembles and the tags swing. I attempt to yank it free, but the fabric is caught, and it makes the tree sway perilously above my head.

			“Oh, for the love of Sam Hill!” I exclaim.

			“Stay still,” Ren says, and I’m surprised by the confidence in his voice. He kneels down at my feet and carefully works to free my skirt. His knuckles ghost across my bare leg and his touch sends sparks across my skin. Suddenly, I’m glad I don’t have any stockings.

			For a moment, he hesitates and looks straight up at me. Our eyes meet. I have the sudden desire to bend down, grab his hair, and kiss him while he kneels at my feet. I think he sees it in my face because he goes very still. The quality of air changes between us. Then he lowers his head, breaking the electricity binding our gazes together. Determinedly, silently, he wrests the fabric free. He holds the hem of my skirt and his hand brushes my ankle once more. The sparks I felt before spike across my flesh and spread up my leg. Then he releases my skirt. He rises to his feet, towering over me again.

			“Are you sure you aren’t asking for my help because you’re the one who needs it?” he asks, and his voice is gravelly.

			“No—I mean, thank you.” I’m usually quick with words but I can’t find any. I can only think about the touch of his fingers on my ankle and the wanting look in his eyes when he stared up at me. “For freeing my skirt.”

			Ren’s eyebrow arches, even though he seems as breathless as me.

			“Anytime,” he says.

			“And while I don’t need your help, I would appreciate it.”

			“I’ll think about it,” he replies smoothly.

			“Very well.” I hold out my hand. “Deal, then.”

			He frowns.

			“Wait, what? What’s the deal?”

			“That you’ll think about it,” I say. I feel silly, but now I must commit to it.

			He takes my hand. He doesn’t let go and neither do I. We stare at each other. The caginess in his eyes gives way to something else. Something bright, pulsing, building.

			I’ve never seen him look this way, ever.

			“Come with me,” I whisper, and I’m shocked at how exhilarated I sound.

			Ren’s grip tightens on my fingers. There’s a mutual melting in us. It’s a relinquishment, resistance given so suddenly over to surrender that it stuns me. I intended to lead him, but he leads me, pulling me away from the festival. There’s a part of the park that’s still being landscaped. Two trucks sit side by side, their flatbeds holding potted saplings, their branches budding with delicate blossoms.

			Ren guides me between them, and we leave the world behind and enter a new one. Leaves whisper against my face and run through my hair. My skin is alive, every nerve tingling and sensitive. I let go of Ren’s hand and move past him, down the tree-lined aisle. I stop and lean against one of the truck’s curved fenders. The metal is shockingly cold, yet it seems like it must be, that everything in this moment must be hotter, colder, intensified to the greatest degree. I reach out, inviting him in. He wavers for only a moment. I see the briefest struggle in his eyes, as though he’s doing something against his better judgment.

			Then he comes eagerly, and his hands settle at the base of my neck. They travel upward, skimming the length of my throat to my face. I’m shocked at the ease with which his hands mold to me. He bends over me, and I lean back. I form to the truck’s fender. Its rounded shape heightens my own curvature, as though this new world is made just for us, just for this exact moment, just for this exact kiss. One of my hands tangles in his hair and the other slips beneath his shirt, finding its way up to his chest. My fingers spread open against his skin, my hand stretching so I might feel as much of him as possible. His heart beats wildly against my hand and his skin radiates heat. My heart responds, our own language for our own world.

			Our lips meet.

			I’m nothing but the beat of his heart and the curve of the truck and the pinpricks of stars overhead, which I suddenly see through the branches because my head has found its way back. While his hands traveled up my neck, his lips travel down it, following the path of my throat. The truck is frigid, monolithic, metallic behind me while Ren is the opposite, all shivering breath, racing pulse, hot skin.

			“Violet!” I hear my name from afar. At first, it’s nothing but an alien sound in my ear—invasive, annoying, vague. “Violet Aratani!”

			Jarringly, I’m thrown back into the present.

			It’s Mama. She’s calling me. She’s here. Dismayed, I push him back, rising up from the fender like a demented corpse bride from a coffin. He stumbles, sucking in his breath so abruptly, it makes him choke slightly.

			“It’s my mother,” I breathe. I hurry out from the space between the trucks, praying to God that she doesn’t see me emerging from a secluded place with Ren. She’s across the way at the festival, head twisting like an owl. I swear she’ll suddenly develop the ability for it to twist all the way around and she’ll spot me. I sprint from our spot. Ren staggers out behind me.

			“Violet Aratani.” She says my name again, but it’s no longer an inquiry. It’s a summons. Fury fills her eyes as I walk over. Only once do they flick behind me to take in Ren before fixing on my face again. My heart, which was racing moments before, plummets.

			“Mama, what are you doing here?” I ask, bewildered and horrified at the same time.

			“No, Violet,” she says, and there’s nothing but steel in her voice. “What are you doing here with him?”

			“I was spending time with him, Mama.” I won’t make the same mistake again and pretend like he’s no one to me. “We’ve been getting to know each other.”

			“Getting to know each other?” Mama grabs my upper arm and pulls me forward. “You lied to me. You told me you were hanging out with another girl. Listen up and listen well. You are not to see him anymore, not ever again.”

			She marches me away and I don’t dare look at Ren. Instead, I struggle to keep up with Mama, my mind whirling, my lips still burning from our kiss.
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Chapter Fifteen

				Ren

			
			I think I’m in a daze. Or maybe I’ve been hypnotized. I don’t have a single thought in my mind, except that one of my deathbed memories is going to be of Violet leaning back against the fender like she didn’t have a bone in her body.

			I just kissed Violet Aratani. Damn if I know what it means but damn if I have the mental capabilities to sort it out now. All I can do right now is bask in the afterglow, even as Violet and her mother rush away from me, while I bite my lip as I think about kissing my way down her neck.

			“Hey. You. Hamada.”

			I’m so far gone that I almost don’t understand when I glimpse Boser cutting across the grass. Then he gets close enough for me to see he’s seething like a shaken soda bottle and I’m back inside myself. Instinctively, my hands gather into fists, and my weight shifts to the balls of my feet. He notices my posture and slows his pace, coming to a stop only inches away. The glow of the festival lanterns turns cold in the icy, reflective gleam of his eyes. Tension spikes between us. He speaks quietly. “The relic you gave me is fake, a counterfeit. I took it to get it appraised.”

			Maybe I should be scared, but I’m not. I hate this guy too much to be scared. I can’t resist. I smile mockingly at him.

			“Fake as can be. And you thought it was as precious as the Hope Diamond.” Boser grabs the front of my shirt. He drags me roughly around the trucks so we’re on the far side of them, away from the festival. He shoves me hard against the closest truck. I turn awkwardly to the side, trying to protect my shoulder, pressed against the unrelenting metal.

			“I’m the wrong person to cross,” Boser hisses. “Where’s the real one?”

			“Don’t have it.”

			“It can’t be true.”

			“But it is.” A harsh laugh leaves my lips. “I gave it away. Can’t get it back.”

			Boser stares at me, hard. I laugh again. He leans in and I think I’ve done it. I’ve pushed him over the edge.

			But he just grabs and yanks me around to face the truck, one hand anchored hard between my shoulder blades to pin me in place while the other roughly rifles through my pockets to search for the pendant. Memories of the cops frisking me rise in lurid flashes. I jerk free, turn around, ready to slug him if necessary. He steps back but then speaks tersely, quietly, like we have important business together.

			“Get it back. I want a real one.”

			“Impossible.”

			“No, it isn’t. Until you do, the arrangements I’ve made for your sister will be on hold.” My body responds on its own. My arm cocks back. Now he’s the one smiling at me. I’m going to punch him in the mouth and watch his teeth drop like autumn leaves, and I won’t stop until his face isn’t a face anymore. “Think it through, hotshot. I can do more than cancel your sister’s ambulance ride. I can also have you arrested.”

			It takes all my will to lower my fist. Even as I do, it shakes, nerves zinging up and down my arm. I take a long, desperately deep breath, anything to calm down so I can think my way through this, but I can’t even feel the breath.

			“Yeah? And how about I contact the Ross family?”

			“About that.” There’s too much cunning in Boser’s voice, too much confidence in his smile. “I called downtown to find out more about you. You were arrested for petty theft, jailed for a few days, got off on a technicality. Now, you just don’t seem like the kind of company a respectable family would keep. When I rang up Mr. Ross at his country club, he had no clue who you were. His old lady was writing your family in secret. I reckon those letters will stop now.”

			I’m shaking, useless rage writhing through me. It’s all I ever have, all I’m ever left with, and it gets me nothing.

			“Get the relic,” he continues. “Until then, no help is coming for your sister.”

			With that, he stomps away.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“What’s wrong?” Emi asks, glancing sidelong at me as we walk back to our barrack.

			“Nothing. Everything is fine.”

			“Nothing my ass.” She’s never been easy to fool. “You look like you could kill a man.”

			“I could,” I mutter under my breath.

			“What was that?”

			“Nothing,” I say again.

			“Is it her? Violet?” The memory of her sends a sudden, different type of heat through my body, making me feel all twisted up. “If you fought, just say you’re sorry.”

			“Naw. We didn’t fight.” I think about Violet against the truck in the moonlight as I kissed my way down her throat. It turns the fire in my veins into liquid. “But wait—if we did, why do you assume I’m the one who needs to apologize?”

			“Boys always need to atone,” she says in a sage tone as though she’s offering a universal truth. “I’m glad you didn’t fight, though. Violet seems nice.”

			“Yeah, a little too nice.” It’s been a minute since I’ve been able to just walk and talk with Emi. I try to slow the blood beating away drumlike in my ears to savor it.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean she might like my attention, but that’s probably it. She wouldn’t ever want…me. And I don’t know if I want to be her dog following her around until she gets tired of me.”

			“Oh, Ren. I don’t think she’s that type. I think she’s genuine. You two could run off into the sunset and never read books. I can see it now.”

			“Hey, we can’t all be bookworms like you.” It’s nice to talk to Emi. I’ve forgotten how easy it is. “I have to focus on being the muscle, you know? It’s important work, being a physical specimen.”

			“A physical specimen? Maybe one that God drew with his left hand.”

			“I’m pretty sure God is ambidextrous,” I say, and it makes her laugh. I love hearing it.

			“Give Violet a chance. I want you to be happy, Ren.”

			“That’s a pretty tall ask.” I wouldn’t know happiness if it slapped me in the face.

			“I know. But I’m pregnant, so I automatically get my way.”

			“If you’re happy, Emi, then I’m happy. That’s all that matters to me.” She smiles, genuinely touched. “But I just want you to know—you’ll never have to worry. I’m going to make sure you and the baby are taken care of, no matter what.”

			“Thank you, Ren,” she says, and her eyes are soft in the moonlight. “I want things to be different for this baby, you know? Different than they were…for us.”

			I know exactly what she means. For us, love ends in fleeing to another country to leave your family behind or in glassware hurled at your latest dead-end fling while your kids hide in the closet. Abandonment or anger, crushing silence or shattering glass. But I don’t doubt Emi will change that for her baby. She’s strong like that.

			“They will be,” I say. “You’re gonna be a great mother, Emi.”

			“I hope so.” Her smile returns. “I have plans. I’m going to read to the baby every day so she can grow up on stories.”

			“Lucky kid.” I know the baby won’t have a silver spoon in its mouth but damn. If the baby has Emi as a mother, it’s already won. We’ve reached our barrack. “Go on in. I’m going to do something real quick.”

			Emi nods and glances at my face. She sighs.

			“That look is back.”

			“What look?”

			“The ‘I could kill a man’ look.”

			“Don’t worry,” I say as I help her climb the stairs. “I’m not going to kill a man.”

			And I’m not. But if I need to, I’ll kill a god to save her.
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			I have Mama’s knife in my pocket from when I was carving. Problem is that it’s a dull-as-hell dining knife meant for buttering toast, but it’s all I have. I move silently through the noisy camp. Strains of Tanabata music reach my ears, along with laughter. There’s the distant rumble of trucks, too. With a start, I notice Akira’s shadow, up in the sky. It hangs over the camp in a sheet, almost too thin to be seen, but definitely there. It ripples continuously, like a pebble keeps getting dropped through its watery surface. I shudder.

			When I reach Akira’s barrack, I take the knife out. This isn’t the first time I’ve broken and entered, but it’s the first time I don’t feel guilty about it.

			I cautiously open the door, step inside, and peer around the tapestry. Everything is quiet. Oda’s eyes are closed, but the mirror glows an incandescent green, creeping me the hell out. Akira is sitting up and his eyes are open, which almost gives me a heart attack until I realize he’s in some sort of daze. His mouth hangs open to where his sharp teeth are visible, and his lids are at half-mast, the vertical slits of his pupils shining through. The crack on his face now arches onto his forehead, and the slick layer of muscle inside reflects the green light.

			The sight is horrifying. Is this how gods sleep?

			My fox hangs around his neck. Slowly, I inch my way forward. I hold my breath and step as quietly as possible. Then I reach for the cord.

			The same zinging jolt runs up my hand, making me feel every single branching vein. My skin thrums with pain. I clench my teeth and try again. It’s so close. It’s right there. It’s Emi’s salvation.

			It doesn’t work.

			Desperately, I take the knife from my pocket. Maybe if I use something else to reach for it, it’ll trick whatever magic is protecting it. I extend the blade to see if I can slip it around the leather string.

			This time, I see a bright white flash. It’s like I’ve been struck by lightning. I’m knocked off my feet, onto my ass. Oda awakens and bellows in Japanese, making my ears ring. I blink and then suddenly Akira is over me. His hands close around my shirt and he straightens, lifting me up off the floor. I’m tall but he’s taller, and he lifts me like a rag doll. I choke, unable to breathe around the noose of my collar, and claw at his wrists, but he’s much too strong. My feet kick pathetically in the air. He stares at me with no recognition in his eyes. I have the bizarre and sudden fear that he’ll bite me and devour me like a wolf.

			“Master!” Oda suddenly roars. “It’s the mortal boy. The one who wants to free you. Let him go!”

			Abruptly, without any change in his expression, Akira’s hands open. I drop to the ground, hard, coughing violently. He arches back and howls. I stagger to my feet and out the barrack. Only once I’m in the firebreak do I stop and look back. As Akira howls, the shadow hanging over the camp thickens, the concentric ripples coming closer together. I stare in shock and confusion. Then I turn and limp back toward my barrack.
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			Two figures sit on the steps when I return. Mama and Mr. Nomura. They share a cigarette. It’s late, but they are both naturally nocturnal. Mama squints at me as I get close, her gaze hooking around my neck.

			“Don’t worry,” I say, drained and trying to hide the hoarseness in my voice. “It’s gone.”

			Immediately, she knows what I’m saying. She takes a long draw of the cigarette and then dips her chin in a harsh nod.

			“Good.”

			“Yep.” I move to step around them. She catches my hand. I startle, like I’m going to jump out of my skin. Whenever she touches me, it’s to grab or slap or push. But she’s calm tonight. She simply holds my wrist, looking up at me.

			“Good?” she repeats, but this time it’s a question. I stare back. Part of me longs to say no, I’m not good, and demand to know why she hid Papa’s death. But I’m too exhausted for that right now.

			“Yeah, Mama. It’s fine. Everything is fine.”

			“Did you lose it?”

			I think about Akira holding me by the collar, my pendant hanging around his neck. Hell, maybe I should’ve just given it to Boser in the first place. Instead, I’ve lost it in every way you can lose a thing.

			“Must have somewhere.”

			Mama nods once again. She gives my wrist a little shake. I think it’s supposed to be comforting for once. Smoke streams out of her mouth and nose. Her necklaces sparkle around her neck in the dark. She releases me, stands, pushes past me into the barrack to fetch another Lucky Strike.

			“Bad chi to lose something,” Mr. Nomura says contemplatively.

			“Well, it’s worse.” It’s all I can do to sound calm. “I didn’t lose it. I think I gave it to the wrong person.” That’ll prove he’s right. I’m surprised when Mr. Nomura looks up, intrigue in his eyes.

			“Gave it away?” He doesn’t say it disapprovingly. “Ah, giving away something precious is different from losing it. Might be dangerous. Might be okay. You’re like a fisherman with a line in a pond, dragging up things when others would leave them undisturbed. Maybe you’ll pull up something good.”

			“I don’t think so.” I hate the despair and frustration in my voice.

			“No, no,” Mr. Nomura responds. “Too early to tell.”

			I notice he’s wearing civilian clothes. It’s weird. I’ve gotten so used to him wearing his military getup.

			“Where’s your uniform?”

			“Drying,” he says. “I washed it. Tomorrow, I’ll iron it. Day after, I’ll wear it.”

			“What’s the point?” I mumble under my breath.

			“Eh?” he asks. I don’t say it louder, but he already knows. “I’m a fisherman, too, Ren. I drag up things when others leave them undisturbed. I wear the uniform to remind every guard and WRA official, over and over, who we are. I wear it to remind us, too, in case we begin to forget.”

			“And who are we?” My tone is sharp, but Mr. Nomura remains unfazed.

			“Americans,” he says simply.

			The barrack door opens, and Mama sticks her head out. She’s holding Les Misérables.

			“Emi can’t sleep. She wants you to read.”

			“Okay.”

			We go inside. Emi is sitting up in her cot, much happier now that she’s gotten out for a bit. I settle on a crate and pick up the book. As I read, the story captures us in its spell. But part of me goes elsewhere. Not to despair or rage. It goes to the space between the trucks, where leaves brushed my neck and I kissed Violet.

			It settles there, for a good while.
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			Before work the next day, I see Akira’s shadow in the sky again. It drips down toward the dirt, like stalactites in a cave. Every tip looks razor-sharp. I eye it warily as I stop by Violet’s barrack, trying to move quietly. I know Mrs. Aratani would have me hung, drawn, and quartered if she caught me near her daughter again. Carefully, I set an origami swan, filched from Mr. Nomura’s pile, on her windowsill. I’ve written on the wing I need your help. —Ren. Then, I leave for the warehouse.
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			Violet is standing outside the warehouse after my shift ends. She has a green ribbon in her hair. It’s pretty. She’s pretty. God, she’s so pretty it makes my eyes hurt from looking at her. I swallow hard, tell myself to get a grip.

			“Tell Violet she was wise not to drink any Manzanar Manhattan,” Kai says as he walks out with me, his face almost as green as Violet’s hair ribbon. He skipped school and only came to the warehouse to hide the fact that he’s hungover from Dr. Suzuki and his mother.

			“Hey.” I glance up at the sky where the shadow still hovers, its pointed pillars hanging down like knifepoints. I think I already know the answer, but I have to ask him. “Do you see anything in the sky?”

			Kai looks up and then lets out a hiss as a single ray of sun makes it through the strange layer.

			“Mierda! Are you trying to kill me, Ren?” he asks pathetically. I suppress a laugh. “I mean, it’s overcast, aside from that unnecessary ray of sun.”

			“Get some rest, Tiger,” I say, clapping his shoulder. So Kai can’t see Akira’s shadow. I’m disappointed but not surprised. “Feel better soon.”

			“I’ll try,” he says as he pitifully hobbles away.

			I walk over to Violet.

			“You came,” I say.

			“I got your message, but I don’t have a lot of time. Mama is…well, she’s mad at me.” Violet pauses. I think she might be upset, but instead she smiles. It’s bold, almost like she’s daring me to kiss her again. Her throat beckons me. For a moment, my blood races and I want to bury my face right there, where her neck curves into her shoulder.

			“Yeah, last night was…” I pause. “Something else.”

			“Something else?” she asks, and there’s a coyness to her voice. I rub the back of my neck. She falls into an exaggerated stance, one hip jutted so far out that it makes me bite the inside of my cheek. Her smile turns almost devious, pleased at my reaction. I bow my head in case I lose my mind. Forget compliments and praise. I’m ready to worship her.

			“Something good,” I say weakly because my mind is far too gone to come up with a better adjective.

			“I thought so, too. We should do it again sometime.”

			“Anytime, slugger.” Even though I try to keep my cool and sound unaffected, I can’t fully keep out an incredulous note. Mercifully, she changes the topic.

			“So, you got wise and realized you needed my help after all.” She’s practically delighted that I’ve changed my tune. I can’t help but smile. She keeps me on my toes, that’s for sure.

			“I did,” I say humbly, knowing I’ve done a complete reversal from last night. “Are you still okay with us working together? I mean, I figure you are, considering how desperate you are to kiss me again.” I wink at her. I’m pushing my luck, but I can’t help but try to reclaim a little dignity. She gives a gasp of outrage. I love the sound. I find myself fixating on the slope of her neck again.

			“You’re incorrigible!” she exclaims, but her delight doesn’t seem to have diminished. She glances worriedly around at the sound of the mess hall bells. Her mother will probably be expecting her soon. “What inspired the change of heart?”

			“You said freeing Akira could get us divine favors—ones we for sure know will work. Boser…well, he wants me to give him my relic, but I don’t have it.”

			“Mr. Boser?” Violet’s brow wrinkles in worry. “Has he threatened you?”

			“It’s more that he won’t help Emi. So I’ll do whatever I can to make sure she gets transferred to the hospital.”

			“We can try.” There’s a decisiveness to Violet’s tone. It reassures me. Makes me think we’ll actually do it. “I’ve come to think we don’t really know who Akira is. He never told us any titles. Most gods have special titles and connections with the creator gods. Akira is very proud. I can’t imagine him leaving it out—unless there was a reason. If we find out who he truly is, then I think we can figure out how to free him.”

			“Yeah? How’s that?”

			“Because when a god is held captive in mythology, the key to freeing him often has to do with his transgression. If we learn who he is and what he’s done, we can sort of work backward.”

			“Sounds good to me.” I pause, thinking about Akira lifting me by the collar like a dog by the scruff of its neck. My throat is still sore today. “Only he doesn’t seem to do anything he doesn’t want to. So how will we get him to tell us who he is?”

			She smiles, as though she’s excited to share her plan with me. There’s this beauty to Violet—she’s always ready to learn, to strategize, to figure things out about the world.

			“I have an idea.”
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			I head back to my block. We’ve agreed to meet up at midnight, when Mrs. Aratani is asleep. I don’t allow myself to feel hopeful, but I also don’t feel entirely despairing, either, now that we have a plan.

			Akira’s shadow has mostly dissipated, and I can see the sun hovering on the mountain ridge. I’ve always lived in Los Angeles, but being cast out here has turned me into a damn Eagle Scout. I’m starting to tell time from the sun as it moves through the sky. I even recognize the different types of shrubbery: sagebrush, rabbitbrush, antelope bitterbrush. I have a theory they all end in brush because God made them purposefully to scratch the hell out of us.

			“Ren! Ren!”

			Jace, Abigail, and Ethan bounce up to me. Jace hasn’t returned the sword he’s borrowed from the Children’s Village, and the other two are now armed with sticks. Their weapons whip dangerously close to my face. They speak at once.

			“Slow down, slow down. One at a time,” I implore. They fall silent and then, assuming their siblings will remain quiet, begin talking over each other again. I hold up my hand. “Did you find the doubloons?”

			“Better!” Jace cries. “We found real treasure. It’s even better than the matches Mama took away from us.” I wince. If a fire blazed through here, the entire camp would light up like a Christmas tree.

			Jace is unconcerned. “Show him, Ethan!”

			We look at Ethan and he hesitates, shy as always, but his eyes twinkle. He holds up a black arrowhead. I pick it up, impressed. Its surface is faceted, with a sharp point. I prick the tip against my finger.

			“Ow!” I dramatically wave my hand, making the kids squeal in horror and delight. “This is some treasure, pirate captains.”

			It’s true. The arrowhead is large. Makes me wonder how many tears have fallen into the dirt under my feet as those people were pushed out. Now we’re here, adding our own tears after being forced out of our homes, too.

			Jace snatches the arrowhead from me and hands it back to Ethan. Ethan seems to be the appointed beast of burden for their treasures, because his pockets bulge. Who knows what else they have been pilfering. They run off into the camp, pointing their weapons at people and shouting that they’ll make them walk the plank. The elders shake their heads, and I hear one murmur, “Wild children. No manners. No good.” If I was their age, I’d be a menace, too.

			When I reach my barrack, Mama charges out the door, face tight. Her pink jacket flaps around her like an extension of her anger. I freeze and my stomach churns. She pushes past me as though I don’t exist.

			“Nanako!” Mr. Nomura calls entreatingly after her. She doesn’t stop. Fury replaces my anxiety. Has Mr. Nomura upset her?

			“What’s going on?” I demand, closing the distance between us. Mr. Nomura is startled. He puts a hand on my shoulder, but I roughly shake it off. “What did you say to her?”

			“Hush, hush, your sister is resting.” Mr. Nomura steps out of the barrack and shuts the door. With great calm, he settles down onto the steps where he often rests with Mama at night. “Sit.”

			I’m not about to sit next to him. I keep a wide stance, glaring at him.

			“What’s going on?” I ask again.

			“Your mother is upset because I’ll be going on a trip to Salt Lake City.”

			“A trip?”

			“Hai. It’s the JACL national meeting. I’m going to recommend that the government allow nissei to serve in the war.”

			My mind stops and starts. I thought Mama and Mr. Nomura had gotten into some sort of dumb fight. I wasn’t expecting this.

			After Pearl Harbor was bombed, the government wanted just about everyone to enlist except us. You want to die for your country but you’re Japanese? No thank you. You can go rot in a camp.

			“Why does my mother care?”

			“Because of you.” He says the words simply, as though it’s obvious.

			“Because of me?”

			“Hai. She’s afraid you’ll join up. Leave. She says you’ve been wanting to leave for a long time now and this’ll give you the excuse.” Mr. Nomura watches me carefully. “But I told her. You aren’t the sort to run away from things.”

			My arms fall limp at my sides.

			“Don’t worry,” Mr. Nomura says, even though I haven’t said anything. “Everything will be all right.”
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			Violet and I meet at midnight and go to Akira’s barrack. But when we knock on the door, there’s no answer. I tiptoe inside to see if he’s in his stupefied sleep state—not eager to find him that way again—but his barrack is empty.

			“The creek!” Violet says. “Maybe he’s there?”

			I’m not happy to put Violet at risk again by sneaking out of camp, but I also know that arguing is futile. We clamber under the fence and make our way to the stream. It’s even thinner now, nothing more than a pane of water shimmering over rocks. People have visited this spot often. There are a couple of dented fishing boxes, and a chair fashioned from sticks. Some of the rocks are graffitied in different handwriting, the sentiments scrawled together. Kanji mix with other words: Beat America, J & E Forever, Block 12, Groovy Baby, 357 Boyle Heights, Death to Japan, I’m the Dark Knight.

			“Doesn’t look like he’s here,” I say.

			“Let’s wait. He didn’t show up right away last time, either,” Violet replies. I realize I’m jittery now that it’s just me and Violet alone. I pick up a rock and send it skipping across the water. “Show-off. Let me see if my skills have improved.”

			Violet snatches up a pebble. She employs the techniques I’ve shown her, and this time the rock hops twice before sinking.

			“Masterful,” I say, and she smiles, pleased at her success.

			“I’m very adaptable,” she replies. “And in more ways than one. I’ll have you know that last time I snuck out to meet you by the fence, I knocked over a bucket. This time, I made it without so much as brushing it.”

			“Good. If your mother realized you were out here, she’d probably go under the fence herself and drown me in the creek.”

			“Yes, she probably would.” I was joking, but Violet sounds so serious that I think Mrs. Aratani might actually do it. Violet picks up another pebble, but she stops, turns it over in her hands. “Mama and I have always butted heads, and it’s even worse without Otōsan to mend things between us.” She takes a breath. “I’ve been wanting to say…I’m sorry I acted like I didn’t know you when you were carrying our laundry.”

			“You don’t have to do that,” I say immediately. I can’t remember the last time someone apologized to me. Somehow, it feels more intimate than kissing, and it scares the shit out of me. “It’s fine.”

			“No, it wasn’t.” She watches me in the moonlight. “I don’t ever want to hurt you, Ren.”

			Now that’s something I’m definitely not prepared to hear. Even after our kiss, I tried to tell myself I hadn’t gotten myself in too deep with Violet. But it’s another one of my lies. Damn things grow like weeds, watered by my fears. The truth is, I’m not getting out. Or, at least, not without a great deal of pain.

			“It’s fine,” I repeat.

			The pebble drops from her hands. For a moment, the only sound is the running creek and the nighttime desert.

			“Oh, Ren,” she says, and there’s such understanding and heartbreak in her voice that I don’t know what to do. Maybe I should comfort her, but my throat is too tight to speak. She’s quiet for a bit, too. Then she says, “It must be nice that your mother gives you so much freedom. She must trust you.”

			I’m relieved she’s changed the subject, even though the topic of my family is rife with its own land mines.

			“Naw, it’s more that she has a lot going on in her own life and not a lot of room left for anything else.”

			“I’m sure she loves you, though,” Violet says. “In her way.”

			“She does.” I think about her charging past me earlier, pink jacket dramatizing her exit. “ ‘In her way’ is a good way of putting it. It’s a brutal kind of love. Can’t blame her too much. We have a long and proud family tradition of shocking the neighbors. And anything Emi and I did wrong got heaped onto her, too…and we’ve both done a lot.”

			Violet moves to sit on the rock and motions for me to join her. I go, slowly.

			“She should be proud of you,” Violet insists, and I’m surprised at how convinced she sounds.

			“Why?”

			“You take care of everyone,” she says. “Even when it isn’t easy.”

			“Yeah, well, I often make a mess of things along the way.”

			“Like…getting arrested?” Violet hedges gently toward the subject, but there’s no horror in her voice. She sounds straightforward, like my arrest isn’t some terrible thing that must hurt me every time it’s mentioned. Still, my hands go clammy, while my throat is dry. I’ve been conditioned to my shame. “What happened?”

			I’m so stiff on the rock, I might as well be made from the same granite. Violet leans back, body as fluid as the water rippling past. Reminds me of her curving against the truck hub. Hell. Violet compels every story from me.

			“It was thievery. Stupid stuff like stealing car parts and copper wiring from apartment buildings. An older guy showed me how and then would sell the stuff and give me a buck or two. I think…I wasn’t thinking. I was fourteen and angry all the time. We needed money. It also seemed like a way to, I don’t know, hit back at a world that always seemed to hit me. Didn’t work. Learned something valuable, though. The world wins every time.”

			“How long were you in jail?” Violet asks, her question somehow unobtrusive.

			“Few days.”

			I used my phone call to ring Mama, but I knew it was pointless. She couldn’t afford to bail me out, and she was so pissed at me that even if she could she would’ve left me for dead. It was Emi who took a loan from a bondsman in Van Nuys and got me out. Loan had horrible interest, and I worked my ass off for the next two years to pay it off.

			Emi was waiting outside the jail when I was released, stumbling out of the building like a blinking owl in daylight. She lectured me and then hugged me and told me to never leave her again.

			“Was it frightening?”

			“Just a little cold.” Everything in jail was steel, turning the place into a damn icebox. Steel benches, steel brackets anchoring the benches to the floor, steel handcuffs clanking from the officers’ belts. Steel bars. It was April in Southern California, so I didn’t need a jacket that day, but by nighttime, cold had settled into my bones. Combine that with how anxious I was, and I was trembling like a leaf. “It’s where I saw the postcard for Santa Fe. Kinda got into my mind and never left.” I think about Mr. Nomura saying I’m not the type to run away. I shift on the rock. “So, all that to say, I don’t plan on ever going back.”

			“Good,” Violet says. “I’d miss you too much if you ever did.”

			“And I’d miss you, too,” I return softly, even though my mind races. “But look—I’m a fast learner. I got locked up with you this time around, slugger.”

			She lets out a surprised laugh.

			“I suppose you did! Very cunning, Ren.”

			“You can have the school smarts, and I’ll have the street smarts,” I boast, making a muscle. She rolls her eyes, but her grin grows at the same time. “I still haven’t seen any of your drawings,” I dare to say. I really want to. I’ve been curious ever since she mentioned them.

			“I draw on my letters for Otōsan,” she says. “I have one in my pocket. I haven’t written it yet, but the drawing is done.” Carefully, she removes a folded piece of paper and holds it out to me. I take the paper, unfold it, and hold it up. The moon and stars are bright overhead and provide just enough light.

			A figure with long white hair and skeletal features is submerged underwater. Coral entraps it. Shafts of sunlight cut through the water, reaching toward it, and the figure’s limbs are translucent. You can see through the skin straight to its skeleton. Every bone notches neatly together and decay seeps from the joints, drifting away in the current.

			“It’s a yūrei.” Violet speaks in a rush. “A ghost. It’s not quite right. Something about the shading is off.”

			“Damn, it’s great.” By God, she’s Leonardo da Vinci. I’ve never seen a black-and-white image look so alive, so…colorful. Violet has created every gradient of black, gray, and white. Not only is it technically strong, but it’s beautiful, eerie, and grotesque. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more compelling image in my life. I raise my eyes from the sketch to her face, as though I need the one to understand the other more. “It’s really great, Violet.”

			She hesitates, like she’s about to point out more deficiencies. Then, a slow smile blossoms across her lips. I think I’m seeing part of her I haven’t before. Like she’s trusting me in a way no one else has. I’m so taken by her and the moment that everything fades around us.

			There’s only Violet.

			Nothing else.

			Maybe it’s been this way ever since I saw her outside the bus. And God help me, I don’t think it will ever change.

			I almost don’t hear it when the god’s whistle cuts across the water.
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Chapter Sixteen

				Violet

			
			Rotting fish. Alkaline. Pond water.

			I smell it before Akira materializes out of the brush farther up the creek, wearing his brilliant-blue kimono. He approaches the water and his reflection slides across it as though it’s window glass. Ren and I go silent, watching him, though my mind thinks only of Ren. It’s like my thoughts are a sunray shining through a crystal, its facets bending everything toward him. Then Akira begins to speak. I lose my breath, listen hard, wait. In my pocket, my deer swells with warmth. It seems to wait, too.

			“You are beautiful,” Akira says to his reflection. “Even with this abomination.” With trembling fingers, he touches his cheek. The horrifying crack forms a semicircle around his face. If it continues, I wonder if his face might detach entirely. It’s a terrifying thought. Dramatically, Akira lifts his head to the moon. Then he holds his hands over the creek, just as he did the first time. The fount rises immediately beneath his fingers.

			“Rise!” he cries. “Rise from Yomi and attend me!”

			A shape shifts through the water. I think something might indeed be rising from the underworld through the temporary geyser, and Akira must, too, because his eyes flash triumphantly. Then a fish pops out. Its flopping body sprays Akira with droplets and then it plops back into the creek. Akira gnashes his teeth in frustration. The wisp of his shadow rises from him, and he swats at it like a fly. It subdues only to come back, stronger. I grip Ren’s arm. He radiates warmth. It steadies me as my pulse pounds.

			“Let’s go.”

			We slip from the brush and approach. By the time we get there, Akira is attempting the spell again, but this time the fountain hardly gathers.

			“It’s you two!” he cries, spying us drawing close. “You’ve ruined my focus.”

			“Hello, Akira-sama.” I ignore his accusations and bow in veneration. He pretends not to notice, but satisfaction spreads across his cratered face. “We were hoping to find you here.”

			“Have you found it? A way to set me free?” Rudeness gone, Akira rushes toward us. His earthy smell billows around him and envelops us, as though he creates his own atmosphere wherever he goes, one made from standing water and crushed rose petals instead of nitrogen and oxygen.

			“No,” I say apologetically, and Akira’s face falls.

			“You shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up,” he says, pouting. “It isn’t nice to play with an immortal’s emotions.”

			“However will you recover?” Ren asks acerbically.

			“However will I recover?” Akira has perfected mimicking Ren’s voice, always adding a mocking note. “I shan’t!” He cups his face delicately, feeling the crack. “You mock me as my condition deteriorates. Go find a way to free me. Otherwise, leave me in peace. I’m trying to fix this.”

			“Fix it?” Ren asks. “It’s only gotten worse.”

			“It’s a very difficult process.” Akira turns back to the water and stares at his reflection, angling one way, then another. “There!” He freezes in place. “If I stand in this precise way, with the moonlight in this position, you can’t see the abrasions.” A passing cloud changes the light source and illuminates the holes even more. “No!” Akira wails and he slashes angrily at the sky. “Stay still, you shifty fluffs!” Attempting to re-create the lighting, he holds his hand up to shadow himself, but it isn’t nearly as effective.

			“I’ve been researching you,” I say, taking a step forward. Akira abandons his quest to hide the crack and turns to me, twirling his fingers through his hair. His earring sways in circles beneath his ear.

			“I’m most happy to regale you with tales of my wonders. I’ve done many. Poems and tales about my deeds are recorded in the celestial halls, and all who visit beg to read them.”

			I take a breath, more scared than I thought I would be.

			“You don’t need to. I’ve figured out what you are.”

			“What I am? You already know what I am. A most powerful god,” Akira says commandingly.

			“Oh, I don’t think so.” My words come out in a nervous rush. “You’re a Haragetti.”

			“A Haragetti?” Akira growls. “You think I’m a Haragetti?”

			“You must be,” I continue. Rage gathers in Akira’s face. Fear washes over me, but I can’t stop, not if this is going to work. “And it makes sense you’re ashamed. No one worships those hairy little vermin, after all. They aren’t deities. We won’t tell anyone.”

			The vertical slits in Akira’s pupils dilate, and his hair stands on end. When his hands slash at the empty air, his shadow rises around him, leaping high into the air. Then it descends, bursting into thick smoke. I choke and cough, stepping back in horror. It doesn’t help. The smoke floods the bank. Ren grabs my hand and uses it to pull me close, tugging his shirt up to cover my mouth and nose. I flinch against him, getting as close to him as I can, terrified.

			“You call me a Haragetti, mortal?” Akira is hidden by the smoke. Bolts of light shoot through it. When they flash, they illuminate peculiar faces in the smoke, each one with an expression of discontent—anger, disgust, sadness, guilt, disappointment, heartbreak. Then the flashes die, and the faces are gone. Ren coughs and gags but keeps his shirt over my face, protecting me. Wildly, I gasp against the fabric. It pulls taut against my mouth and nose. It smells like Ren, his alluring, distinct scent cutting against the acridity of the smoke. “I am a sacred being.” Akira’s voice comes from within the cloud, ominous and low. “A deity, a god, a divinity. You are impulse ticking down to death, but I am the force of nature itself. I am the world around you. I am the trees, the dirt, the sky. I am the utter mystery of everything. I am the Nameless Faceless God and you will know me as thus.”

			The Nameless Faceless God. It’s him. I’ve drawn versions of him before, trying to give an image to the mysterious deity. I’ve mixed a wani with an obake to create him. Another time, I gave him unkempt hair and a furious expression like Susanoo. Akira, though, flouts everything I’ve ever drawn of him.

			“Nameless Faceless God,” Ren chokes out. “Got it.”

			The silhouette of Akira in the smoke goes very still. His arms lower, his hair limply falls across his shoulders, and even his earring freezes. The smoke dwindles and re-forms into his regular shadow. His lips part as though to speak and then close again.

			Ren still holds his shirt up around my face to save me from the smoke, his bare abs pressing against my side. His stomach muscles contract as he coughs. Gently, I pull free so he isn’t restricted by me. He leans forward and anchors his hands on his knees for the last few violent coughs. I put my hand on his back. He stiffens but his eyes close at the same time from my touch. For a moment, he’s still beneath my hand. Then he straightens, shrugging me off and not looking at me. He faces Akira. I do, too.

			“How is that so?” I dare to ask. “I know about the Nameless Faceless God. But you can’t be him. You might not have a name, but you certainly have a face.”

			Suddenly, Akira collapses onto the dirt and turns onto his back. His hair spreads out in long black tentacles around his head, and his kimono pools around him like a silken puddle. He stares at the sky, arms and legs limp, as though all his will is gone and he doesn’t have the strength to even lift a finger. His despair leaks into the creek. The reeds wilt. The running water takes on the sound of a lament, along with the crickets. The twitching, slithering lizards and snakes in the brush become still and the shadows of fish swimming downstream stretch long and sad.

			“You horrid mortal girl,” he whispers pathetically. “You force me to shame myself.”

			“Oh, come on.” Ren stares down at Akira, uncomfortable with the display. “It can’t be that bad.”

			“What would you know of it?” Akira pushes himself up to glare at Ren. Then his face melts into tragic grief. “I am the Nameless Faceless God and I am in disgrace. This is…not me.” He holds up his arms. The long sleeves of his kimono billow around him like wings. “I know I am most estimable and worthy of worship. I did indeed anger the creator gods by trying to bring spirits out of Yomi to worship me. I was merely trying to plan for the future like a responsible god. No one worships me, so I thought I might train spirits from Yomi to do so. Even though I begged for mercy, my celestial parents punished me and bound me to the form of an old man.

			“At first,” he whispers shakily, “it wasn’t so bad being trapped inside a mortal. Of course, I missed my beautiful islands of Japan. My parents were cruel to place me within an American mortal. But I enjoyed the Los Angeles. The weather is like spring in Shikoku, full of temperate breezes and blue skies. In this mortal body, I gorged myself on oranges and the wrinkly brown Los Angeles fruit that is green inside—the avocados. I even prowled about with bobcats in the park called the Griffith and walked along the boardwalk at the piers, scaring the nasty mortal children with their ice creams. Then my nature began to torture me. I needed to fly. To move. But, alas, I was rounded up by the mortals in their matching costumes and pushed into a horseless cart, which brought me here. Now I am trapped in this dry body with its pointy bones and terrible shoes and every day I grow weaker.”

			“So you are truly trapped here,” I breathe.

			Akira nods mournfully.

			“You’ve been bound to an old man’s body, but Ren and I see you as a young and beautiful god,” I say. “How so?”

			“Because it is how I appear within the heavenly court and in the mind’s eye of my celestial parents. You and the boy are the only mortals to see my true essence. It’s most harmonious, with perfect division between features…well, when I’m not being afflicted thus.” Akira sighs heavily. “This mortal body frightens me. It is weak. It needs food. It needs water.” He holds out his hand to me. I’m alarmed and then realize he’s seeking comfort. Cautiously, I take his hand and pat it. It’s light as a whisper, as though his skin is butterfly wings woven to membrane, no weight to it at all. “Now that I’m bound here, I’ve begun…cracking.”

			“We’ve noticed,” Ren says.

			“Well, you should do more than notice, mortal boy,” Akira says, lashing out. “You should help me get out. That would be very hunky-dory indeed. Find a way to free me. Trouble shall befall this place otherwise.”

			“What trouble?” Ren asks. His voice is quiet but sharp. “I’ve noticed your…shadow. It was on the ceiling at the council meeting, and then yesterday it hung over the entire camp.”

			“I wouldn’t know,” Akira says. “I do nothing but roam, seeking my freedom.” His fingers tighten around my hand, and I almost pull away. He draws close to my face, so close that I can stare straight into his eyes. My breath is gone but my heart throbs, my body responding instinctively to this divine creature. When Akira speaks again, his voice is dreamy. It comes from above, even though he’s right in front of me, like he’s speaking from the heavens. “It isn’t natural or right for me to be here. You, mortal girl, know that. You, mortal girl, must find a way to set me free.”
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			For someone who doesn’t enjoy reading, Mama reads me like a book. It’s the next day, and I’m getting ready for school, thinking about Akira, while she prepares for work. The weather has gone from mild to chilly. The days are shortening and the mountains’ shadows contract around us earlier rather than later every night.

			Since Otōsan is unwell, Mama inquired about us traveling to him so we can be together. Other families have managed to be reunited in such ways. But because he fell ill in the prison hospital far from any camps and isn’t strong enough to move, there’s no place for us. The only option is to wait and pray he gets better quickly. It makes us snappish with each other, irritability growing.

			To add insult to injury, some of the latrines have backed up beyond repair. New ones were constructed in horrible locations, oriented with the wind. When it gets particularly gusty, everything reeks to high heaven.

			It’s also the second day of Akira’s shadow hanging above the camp.

			“Violet, I want you to be honest with me,” Mama says, and I immediately know she’s onto me and my illicit nighttime actions. “Your dress is dusty. Did you go somewhere last night? Somewhere with him?” She’s never asked Ren’s name, as though he can remain an existential concept out in the ether rather than a flesh-and-blood human.

			“No, Mama, I didn’t,” I say with a heavy sigh. My mind is distracted by Akira and when I can see Ren again. I remember how his scent filled my nose as his shirt pressed against my face. I can smell it—him—now. “Now, we need to hurry, or we’ll be late.”

			“Listen to me.” Mama stares hard at me. “You are to stay away from him. I saw the way he looked at you at Tanabata.” There’s a full pause, like a dark storm cloud rolling in over a gray ocean. “He loves you, Violet.”

			I think I gasp.

			Or maybe I say, “What?”

			I’m not certain.

			My thoughts scatter. I don’t know what they are, only that my head is light and my face is hot. The thought of loving Ren is like the negative space around my sketches—surrounding every line drawn onto it by my hand. It’s everywhere within me, unthought and unsaid, because I know the cost of love. I know it is the easiest and hardest thing in the world. I see it with Mama and Otōsan, how their souls share one set of wings, how they can only fly because they have each other. It’s passion so deep that it’s crippling, desire so strong it’s transmutative of every other desire you’ve had. It’s seeing flecks of blood on a letter and reading an envelope that says North Dakota and saying “He’s cold” and going to your knees to beg God to bring him back to you. Mama and Otōsan love each other, and their love is pain and anguish because the world is dark, and its waves drive you apart, but it’s also an unalloyed center of pure gold split between two.

			I know, deep inside, I want this with Ren.

			And I know, if I get it, I’ll never be the same again.

			“If you continue to see him, you’ll get his hopes up. It’s unkind to him.” Mama puts on her own jacket made from the military surplus, her actions methodical as though she hasn’t just stricken me to my soul. “Stay away from him. I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.” She waits, but I don’t respond. She shakes her head. “I’ll meet you here before lunch, and we’ll go to the mess hall together.”

			With that, she leaves while I stand there, winded even though I haven’t taken a step. I realize, vaguely, that Mama said Ren loves me. But she didn’t say I love Ren. She thinks I’m having fun with Ren while knowing and accepting my duty. That I’ll go to college, if possible, after we get released, to become a teacher, eventually marry a local Japanese boy from a good family, and have children so I might give back to the community that has built me.

			But she’s gotten it wrong.

			Not entirely.

			I want the outline of the life she expects from me. I do want to go to college, get married, and have a family of my own. Except I want it with Ren.

			Because I think I might love him, too.
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			Mrs. Hata tells me that Mr. Nicholson found a book about mythology for me. She put it in the library, so I can get it when I have my first shift there today.

			I nod. I say thank you.

			All I think about is Ren.
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			The library has moved from Mrs. Hata’s barrack to an empty room off the rec center. It’s small, but shelves run along the walls. They’re freshly made by carpenters in the camp, and they smell sweetly of new wood. The book collection has grown, bit by bit, and is already categorized by the Dewey decimal system. A box of new books from Mr. Nicholson sits by a makeshift desk. It’s remarkable he still comes. Last time, angry locals in Independence shot at his truck, and Mrs. Hata said he might not return. But the gentle Quaker has not been deterred.

			Mrs. Hata tells me to write down the titles and authors of the new books in a thick ledger and organize them on the shelves. My book from Mr. Nicholson is on the top—The Definitive Encyclopedia of Yōkai. Eagerly, I snatch it up and set it aside. Emi’s book is there, too. Anna Karenina. It’s even thicker and more formidable than I remember.

			Soon, Mrs. Hata begins setting up folding chairs for a community council meeting. Most council meetings are held in mess halls, but since the library is now open, it’s a better venue. It doesn’t smell like the remnants of Weenie Royale, there’s no clatter of dishes as chefs cook, and there’s less need to finish before the dinner rush. I keep working on the list, mind deliriously lost as I dwell on Ren, so much so that I accidentally start writing his name. Members enter and take their seats, along with WRA officials and one of the guards. Then I’m pulled from my reverie when Mr. Boser appears. He carries a notepad.

			“I haven’t seen you for a bit, Miss Aratani,” he says, coming over. He squints down at the encyclopedia. I ignore him and reach for a book to put on the shelf. He takes it from me under the guise of putting it on the shelf for me. “Do you know about such things? Japanese folklore?” His voice is demanding. I remember his interest in Ren’s pendant and combat the urge to touch the deer in my pocket.

			“No,” I say. “It’s for a school essay.”

			“Is that so? You don’t happen to know about…” He hesitates and then leans forward to speak directly into my ear. I cringe and lean back, but I’m met with the bookshelf. “Relics? Your boyfriend had one. Do you know where it went?”

			“He lost it,” I say, trying to protect Ren. “And he never told me anything about it.”

			“Mr. Boser.” We both turn to see Mr. Nomura, Ren’s neighbor, stepping inside. He gestures to the circle of chairs. “The meeting is starting.”

			Relief courses through me as Mr. Boser goes to take his seat. I catch Mr. Nomura’s eye, and he nods to me.

			I listen to the meeting as I sort the books. Discussions about wages, rations, censorship of our community newspaper, and a pending JACL trip to Salt Lake City unfold. But my mind keeps turning over a single phrase: your boyfriend.

			Seeking distraction, I thumb through the entries of my encyclopedia. Extensive passages expound on the most prominent deities, like Amaterasu, Susanoo-no-Mikoto, Izanagi and Izanami, Inari, and the Seven Lucky Gods. More passages recount Raijin, the kami of lightning, and Fūjin, the kami of wind.

			Finally, I find it. A tiny passage under The Nameless Faceless God, a minor deity. My heart stops as I read.

			The Nameless Faceless God is full of natural agitation and moodiness. He seeks worship but cannot find any, as he is immaterial, having no voice by which to speak or body with which to visibly manifest to mortals. When he comes to villages, he cannot leave, and his restless energy, seen in shadows, feeds off any unhappiness present in the villagers. His shadow feasts and grows so much that darkness falls over the village. Eventually it combusts, causing huge fires and often burning villages to the ground. Only once the fires have burned out can the Nameless Faceless God move on to the next village.

			You will not be able to know for certain if he is in your village, but if you sense that he is, bring all magical relics to a torii gate in offering. Only the most powerful combination of relics can send him on his way and stop his shadow from bursting and destroying your home.

			I’m broken from my horrified trance when the rec center door flies open. It’s Kai and the boys from the warehouse, their fists lifted, chanting, “Traitors, traitors, traitors!”

			I gasp. The members of the meeting have risen, their cheeks reddening. Mr. Boser leaps from his chair.

			“Silence!” he shouts at Kai and the boys. “I order you to disperse.”

			Kai steps forward and shouts even louder. Mr. Boser yanks the rifle from the guard, pushes him aside, and lifts it, pointing it directly at Kai’s face. I scream. I cover my ears but not my eyes, not knowing what to do, just trying to block everything out and make it stop.

			“Do it, you bastard!” Kai cries. “Pull the trigger and see what happens. Watch us rise up!”

			Mr. Boser and Kai face each other, and I think he’s going to pull the trigger. But then the guard intervenes, grabbing Mr. Boser’s shoulder. He thrusts the rifle back into the guard’s arms.

			“Watch yourself,” he says to Kai, but he’s breathing hard and there’s fright in his eyes. “Watch yourself or I’ll have you arrested.”

			I’m relieved when he pushes past Kai and the others, until Kai’s gaze falls on me. My chest seizes. He doesn’t look anything like the carefree boy from the fire. I realize I haven’t seen him at school lately.

			“What are you doing?” he demands.

			“What do you mean?” I ask, immediately defensive.

			“You’re going to the meetings now? Trying to work with them?”

			“What if I am?” I bristle, my heartbeat kicking back up. He scowls at me. Then he shakes his head and leaves.

			I grab the encyclopedia and the book for Emi and rush out, too. Still shaken, I look up. The shadows have risen into the sky again, lingering in thick, almost orderly bands. Heavy and present.

			I hurry back to my barrack.
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			I dream that night about Akira stalking around the camp until he meets barbed wire. With a cry of rage, he turns and stalks the other way. Again and again. In the dream, dust stirs. It lifts and spins. It becomes the ocean, arching up into cresting waves, which crash across the ground. Color becomes the flinty graphite of my drawings.

			A knock startles me awake. It’s a panicked fist pounding hard against our door, loud enough to make Mr. Kimura’s coughing snores pause, and the chatty couple falls silent. I sit up in bed as Mama gets up.

			“Who can that be?” she asks.

			It’s past midnight. Creeping, nocturnal shadows play across the floorboards. I don’t think I’ll ever see shadows the same. These ones lengthen, trying to free themselves from the corners as the searchlight blazes through our barrack. Mama holds out a hand for me to stay back and wraps herself in a sweater. She opens the door just an inch, then the rest of the way.

			Another shadow falls across the floorboards to join the others. Only this one isn’t formless and frightening. It’s long, lanky—human. Ren.

			He is framed in the doorway, a backlit silhouette. Starlight shines on his shoulders and hair. For a moment, I almost think he’s become something else, something eternal, something like Akira. A drop of liquid runs down his wrist and pitters onto the floor. My heart lifts at the sight of him, but I’m confused. Why is he bleeding? Why is he at our barrack in the middle of the night?

			“What’s wrong?” Mama gasps.

			“It’s Emi.” Ren’s voice is so weak and hoarse that I almost don’t recognize it. “She’s gone into labor and—and—she’s hemorrhaging. She needs blood. We’ve given everything we can, but she needs more. She’s A negative. Please, can you help?”

			Before Mama can respond, he lists forward, lurching into our room. Mama catches him as his knees buckle and wraps her arms around his waist.

			“Violet! Come help me get him to the bed.”

			I jump up, the straw tick mattress crinkling from my panicked movements. I rush to Ren’s other side. His skin is cold and he’s shivering but drenched with sweat. A small, round incision on his forearm bleeds freely. He manages to stand again and take a few more steps before collapsing headlong onto my bed, unconscious.

			“Ren!” I cry, terrified.

			“He’s fainted from giving too much blood.” Mama takes a washrag and ties it around his arm. She puts my pillow under his head and yanks my blanket over him.

			“We need to give blood,” I say, but Mama is already pulling on her coat, not even stopping to change out of her nightdress.

			“I will. You stay here with the boy. He’ll wake up soon. Give him water when he does.”

			“No,” I protest. “I’m coming with you. Emi might need more.”

			“You’re B negative.” Mama speaks to me like I’m a stupid child as she puts on her shoes. “You aren’t a match. I’m O negative. Stay with him. He’ll be confused when he wakes up.”

			“But Emi is my friend! I—”

			“No. Listen to me.” She pauses. A scuttling cloud reveals the moon through the still-open door. Just as it illuminated Ren, it highlights Mama’s face as she stands sidelong in the threshold. Every feature is set, but I see it, hidden behind her strength. Fear. “Please, Violet.”

			Mama never says please. Not to me. I take a breath.

			“All right. But if there’s anything I can do to help, promise you’ll come get me,” I say.

			“Hai,” Mama says.

			She leaves, and I’m alone in our room with Ren.
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Chapter Seventeen

				Ren

			
			I think I’m dreaming. I think I’m awake. I think…I can’t think. Fog fills my brain. Makes me think I must’ve been clocked in the head—no, that’s not right. No one’s slugged me…this time.

			Emi calls me. Which is strange because she used to wake me up for school, but since I’ve taken the job unloading fruit deliveries before school, she isn’t up early enough to get me going.

			Slowly, I open my eyes.

			“Are you all right?” Violet leans over me.

			Everything rushes back in a single moment, like a mudslide crashing down Malibu Canyon Road that will either bury me or sweep me away. I’m in the Aratanis’ barrack. I came here after Emi went into labor. We’d hurried her to the hospital, passing cots arranged outside. Dr. Suzuki was there and he washed his hands in a basin because there’s no running water and I wanted to scream because while I don’t know anything about childbirth, I do know this isn’t right. Worry filled his face, and he sent Nurse Rose to the WRA offices. An ambulance was called from Independence, but then things…they progressed. Badly. Dr. Suzuki said it’d be too risky to move her but that she needed blood. As much as possible.

			Mama wasn’t a match.

			I gave as much as I could.

			Mama got Mr. Nomura. He and Nurse Rose were willing, but they weren’t matches, either. Dr. Suzuki sent for Kai, and he gave blood. I told them to take more of mine. Told them to take it all, if they must. I was frenzied. Dr. Suzuki was grim. They’d finished taking my blood but hadn’t removed the needle. I grabbed the rubber tubing attached to it and yanked it out. Blood spurted. Mr. Nomura shouted gruffly at me. I didn’t stop. I rushed out into the camp. Went to the only person who I thought might help us.

			Violet.

			Must have made it because I’m in her barrack. Violet sits next to me on a crate. I sit up. The world spins and bends in and out at the same time.

			“Emi…she needs blood…Violet…” Words tumble deliriously from me. “Please, can you help?”

			My hand gropes through the empty air. Violet grabs it tight, like I might collapse if she doesn’t. And she’s right. I might.

			“It’s all right,” she says. I grip her hand too tightly. I’ll hurt her. I need to loosen my hold, but I don’t know if I can. I need help. I need Violet. “My mother is a match. She went to give blood. She can help Emi.”

			“Okay.” The breath behind the word is faint and confused. I try to push the blanket back, but Violet puts her free hand on my chest and pushes me down.

			“You’ll faint again. Let me get you some water.”

			She doesn’t understand. Emi needs me. I’m all right, but Emi isn’t. I struggle to get up. Everything swims. I take a step forward. Or, I think I do. But somehow, I’ve fallen back into the bed and the world is wavery and…
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			The memory is fuzzy and doesn’t make any sense.

			I know I stumbled back to the hospital with Violet supporting me, her arm tight around my waist. I heard a shriek. It was Mama, who only shrieks when she’s drunk, but she’s not drunk right now. Mr. Nomura’s face was haggard and sad. He took my arm and sat me down and told me something crazy. Something that can’t be true.

			He told me Emi was dead.

		

	
		
			
				Part Two

				Dark

				暗い
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Chapter Eighteen

				Ren

			
			A baby squalls and I’m holding it.

			I’m reinserted into my body. I’ve been somewhere else. Maybe in the closet where Emi reads to me. It’s the only safe place we know. She’s protecting me. She wants to change the world around us and can’t, so she turns to other ones, ones inside books, and she finds a way to get me inside them, too. She casts spells so strong as she reads to me that she saves me, over and over, so much so that the sound of drunken arguments, drunken screwing, drunken sobbing can’t touch me.

			But there’s no closet.

			Emi is gone.

			A strange, red-faced, tiny, soft human is cradled in my hands because Mama won’t look at it and it’s a girl and I think I might vomit because Emi’s daughter is here, but she isn’t, and I can hear Emi saying, “Ren! Why are you holding my baby like a baseball glove?” only she never said it and never will because she’s…she’s…My mind refuses the word in the way the stomach refuses food when it’s ill or the lungs refuse air when you’ve been punched.

			Dead.

			I make myself think the word. Make myself say it. Make myself know it.

			But still, I don’t believe it.
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			Kai goes to the administration offices. Gets baby stuff. Comes back with yellow cans of instantized powdered milk for the baby, three white cotton diapers, two glass nurser bottles, and two steel safety pins. Everything is confusing. Too loud. I want to hear Emi’s voice one more time. Mama lies in Emi’s bed. Won’t talk to anyone. Mr. Nomura sits next to her. Mrs. Wozumi shows me how to swaddle the baby, Akiko perched on her hip and waving her arms.

			“Be careful with the diapers. You only have three,” she says. “I wash them in the laundry room. Don’t use the latrines. They aren’t hygienic. Remember you need to have time for the diapers to dry between use. Oftentimes, I must wait to change Akiko because I don’t have a dry diaper for her. It causes rashes, though, so I try not to wait too long. Be careful with the pins.”

			“All right,” I say.

			“Now, you need to sterilize bottles between uses. You can go to the hospital or the laundry room to do it. Oh, and get a hot plate for heating bottles. If you have a baby, they let you have one in your room. You’ll unplug your overhead light and use the socket for it.” She looks from me to the baby to Mama curled on the bed. “Do you want me to take the baby for tonight?”

			“No thank you.”

			“Have you named her?”

			Cosette. Emi wanted to name the baby Cosette, if it was a girl, because of the book. The big one, Les Misérables. My eyes travel to Emi’s stack of novels, Les Misérables on top. A piece of paper sticks out from the middle, showing where we left off. How can Emi’s books be here when she isn’t? Life has always been a bad joke to me, but Emi’s death has taken me somewhere I never knew existed. I’m stupid with grief. It has stunned me, like I’ve been in an explosion and my ears are whining, my vision is bleached bright white, and my body is broken. But, somehow, I’m walking. I’m talking. I’m holding a baby.

			“Cosette,” I tell Mrs. Wozumi. “Her name is Cosette.”

			“Collette?”

			“No, Cosette.” Mr. Nomura speaks up from Mama’s side. “It’s French. From a book.”

			“Ah, lovely. Well, I need to go put Akiko down for her nap. But come get me if you need me.”

			I thank her again. She disappears behind the curtain. At some point, I vaguely think about Akira and the divine favor. A bitter laugh leaves my throat. What a joke. Cosette fusses, so I start pacing. I don’t know how long I pace. Her screeches are desperate. I think she’s looking for Emi. Between squalls, she whimpers. After a while, with her snug against my chest and her sounds leaking into my shirt, I feel like there isn’t any difference between us. We are searching for the same person. Cosette’s cries are mine. Nothing can comfort us.
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			We have a funeral for Emi. A Buddhist minister sings the sutras. Mama is rigid. I rock back and forth, holding Cosette. I’ve put the baby hat Mama made on her bald head and tied its strings under her soft, fleshy neck. Mama hasn’t said a word since Emi died aside from when we were asked if we’d like her remains cremated or if we’d prefer to have her buried.

			“Cremated,” she said. “It’ll release her soul.”

			“Would you like to wait three days?” Mr. Nomura asked. We’ve never been devout, but it’s customary in Buddhism to wait a few days to cremate a loved one, because their spirit lingers close to their body. Once they’re cremated, they go. Leave. Don’t come back.

			“Seven days,” Mama said, and I knew she didn’t want Emi’s spirit to leave, not yet. “We will wait seven days. But don’t bury her ashes here. When we go home, we will take her remains and bury them in a cemetery, not this place.”

			For the funeral, we’re taken outside the camp to an old peach orchard. The official who escorts us says a farmer planted the orchard two decades ago. Then the city of Los Angeles took over the water rights to make an aqueduct, bought the land, and stopped watering the orchard, letting the trees die. A single white flower grows on a branch. Water redirected from the reservoir to Manzanar has given the trees their first drink in years. I hold Cosette up to see the flower as the minister sings. It’s the first time she’s been outside barbed wire. My shoulder only twinges when I lift her. It’s healing, and the gouge on my hand, without my relic to hold, is scabbing, mending itself.

			People tell us the same thing about losing Emi. It’ll get better with time.

			The vicious desire to punch something and reinjure my shoulder grips me because I need to prove it isn’t true. Because no matter how much my body heals or time passes, I’ve lost my sister. I can’t get it, won’t get it. It isn’t a wound. It’s a damn amputation, a part missing and always missing.

			“Now for the Namu Amida Butsu,” the minister says. We’re supposed to chant this sutra together, but Mama has forgotten it, and I never learned it. We limp along, our voices dragging behind the minister.

			There are only five of us: Mama, me, Cosette, the minister, and an official who watches from several feet away. First funeral here was for an old man with no family and hundreds attended as he was buried, death setting him free from the fence. But Mama has insisted it only be us. I glance worriedly at her. She’s wearing every necklace and bracelet she owns, along with her pink jacket. Sunlight streaks off the glossy fabric and the fake jewels, making it look like her outfit cries shiny tears. But Mama doesn’t cry. She has the stiffness of someone who’s been stabbed and the blade hasn’t been pulled out yet. Later, eventually, she’ll be angry. I already know. Irrationally, I think that if Emi was here and standing next to me, we’d exchange glances and sigh and work together to manage Mama. But she isn’t.

			Instead, I hold her daughter. It makes me want to let out a manic laugh. It’s always been us three—Mama, Emi, and I. Yeah, we’re three again. Cosette has remade our trio. But it wasn’t supposed to be this way. Emi’s death has split my life into two, like a snake cut through the middle. Both halves bleed and wriggle. What a joke it all is.
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			Later that night, Kai knocks on our door. Cosette is sleeping. So is Mama. In the darkness, Kai’s eyes are red like he’s been crying, and he sniffs. But when he sees me, he struggles to hold back his emotions.

			“Hey.” He has a baseball bat on his shoulder and a net of baseballs hanging from his hand. It’s startlingly familiar. I’ve seen him this way thousands of times after school as we headed to baseball practice, back when I went. Back home. Back when Emi was alive. “Let’s go.”

			We go to the baseball field. The packed clay is springy beneath my feet. I take the baseballs to the pitcher’s mound and Kai goes to home. I grab one. Stop for a minute, the red stitching aligning with my sore palm. Kai nods encouragingly. I wind up. Release it. The pitch is a red-hot line between me and Kai. It cracks against the bat.

			I send another. And another. And another. Till all the balls are gone. Once they are, I think I might fall to my hands and knees or that I might punch the ground. Sweat drips down my face. It stings my eyes, like my body is crying because I can’t. Kai walks over to me. His face is pinched as he fights to hold back tears again.

			“If only we had you pitching against Hollywood Hills,” he chokes out unexpectedly, and bizarrely it makes us laugh.
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			The next day, our barrack is busy. Mr. Nomura is there with Nurse Rose, Mrs. Wozumi, and Akiko. Nurse Rose is worried about Cosette and thinks she’s allergic to powdered milk. After Cosette eats, she screams and spits up. Nurse Rose says she might do better on canned milk, but we haven’t been able to get any because of rationing, not even through special order at the cooperative canteen that has just opened on First Street, along with a barber and beauty shop and shoe repair shop, and the camp newspaper, the Manzanar Free Press.

			Mrs. Aratani and Violet arrive. I didn’t expect them to visit. When I see Violet, the strange, confused, panicked feeling I had when I woke up in her barrack the night Emi died comes over me, like I’ve gone back in time. I blink, thinking she might disappear.

			Instead, Violet comes to me. Touches the back of my hand. I feel the realness of her fingers against my skin. I want to shiver.

			“I’m so sorry, Ren,” she whispers. I nod, swallow. Nurse Rose takes Cosette from me and coos at how pretty she is in her baby hat. I step off to the side of the room with Violet, our shadows long yet wispy against the sheet partitions. “I didn’t know Emi well, but I know we would’ve been good friends. She was so smart and pretty and, good Lord, an impressive reader.”

			I’m silent. Violet talks so easily about Emi, like grief isn’t something to kill inside you. Like grief is a house—an old one, the one you were a kid in—and you can walk inside, spend time, and maybe find the person you lost. I don’t trust myself to speak. I think my voice will break if I do. I might even cry. I cross my arms tightly across myself. My jaw clenches, hard, and I hold stiff against the softness of Violet’s voice.

			“Thank you,” I finally choke out. I’m thanking her for talking about Emi and seeing Emi and knowing Emi was one of the best people to ever live. But I don’t trust myself to say Emi’s name. I say, “Both of you. Your mother gave blood, and you helped me…that night.”

			“Of course.” Violet almost sounds surprised, as though such acts are common, expected. “Would you like to sit outside on the steps?”

			I glance around. Mr. Nomura and Mrs. Aratani are folding Emi’s things. Mama slept in her necklaces and bracelets after the funeral and is carefully taking them off, as though it’s much more important than packing away Emi’s possessions. Every now and then, she glances over and gives stern directions. At least she’s talking. Nurse Rose rocks Cosette while waiting for a bottle to heat on the hot pad. She catches my eye and nods.

			We head outside and settle side by side on the steps. A warm breeze gusts over us, but it’s not strong enough to kick up dust.

			“I learned more about Akira,” Violet says softly at last, and I can tell she’s trying to distract me. Pull me out of my thoughts. I turn to her, and I’m surprised at how closely she’s watching me.

			“What did you learn?” I ask, trying to sound causal and failing miserably. My voice is so raw, it doesn’t sound like me.

			“Well, apparently his shadow builds up over time. Gets more and more restless as he does. And then, well, it combusts.”

			“Combusts?” I croak. I hate how weak I sound.

			“Yes.” She’s collected as she talks, though there’s awareness to her gaze, like she’s trying to measure me, make sure I’m okay with the distraction. ’Course it’s a fake distraction. Can’t really be free of my grief, but I can listen and it’s helpful in its own way. “Which isn’t great.”

			“Doesn’t sound like it,” I say awkwardly. There’s a moment of silence. Violet gently touches my hand. I yank it away. “You don’t have to,” I mutter. The last thing I want is some kind of pity sympathy. I’m not about to lap up her attention just because I’m suffering.

			“Ren,” Violet begins. “I—”

			The door swings open. Mrs. Aratani’s shadow falls over us. Her face is slightly less dour than the last time she hurried Violet away from me, but it tightens as she surveys how close we’re sitting together.

			“We need another crate, Violet,” she says. “Please, go fetch one from the Kimuras. They said they’d be willing to help in any way. And, Ren, I think Nurse Rose is having trouble with the hot plate. Maybe you can come help?”

			I know she’s sending Violet away on purpose, but what else is new? I go inside and fiddle with the hot plate, both Nurse Rose and Mrs. Wozumi hovering over me, trying to help. I listen to their suggestions and their fretting. I wonder what Violet was about to say to me on the steps. Mama sits on Emi’s bed, holding her pillow. Across the way, Mr. Nomura picks up Emi’s books one by one. Carefully, almost reverently, he puts them in the crate. Mama snaps, “Not that one.”

			It’s Les Misérables. Mr. Nomura nods, sets it aside, and keeps going. Mrs. Aratani suggests we put the other books in the library for people to read and then take them home with us when we leave. Cosette might want them someday. It’s a good idea. I nod in agreement, as does Mama.

			Inside, though, I hate it. Books belong to different owners, but the words inside don’t. They belong to whoever reads them. I know it’s true. Emi herself would agree. Until the books are opened again, she was the last one to read them. If I close my eyes, I can see hers, flying over the sentences like a falcon in dive.

			She didn’t have much in the world, but she borrowed those words. Made a home in them. A shelter. And I’m not ready for it to be given back.
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			Before Emi died, I was so tired, all I wanted was rest. Now I can’t sleep. Not at all. If Cosette isn’t needing me to hold her and pace so she can fall asleep or waking up for a bottle, I’m apprehensive that she soon will be. My body is always alert. Sleep doesn’t get me until I’m past exhausted, and then I hear Mr. Nomura telling me Emi has died and I bolt up on my cot to find Violet next to me—only I haven’t woken at all, I just think I have. Then I wake up for real and stare into the dark, my heart racing and sweat drenching my sheets.

			It’s daytime now. I’ve been up all night. I check on Cosette. She’s down and, if she follows her routine, will be for another hour.

			While I can’t sleep, Mama does nothing but sleep. I’m worried about her, but Mr. Nomura brings her food and sits by her. He folds origami from lined paper. The medical book disappeared after Emi’s death. Mrs. Wozumi says she saw Mr. Nomura burn it in a trash can using Mama’s lighter.

			I get up. Head out. I pass several gardens. Walking paths and bridges weave around waterways and are surrounded by lawns and flowers. A bit farther on, I pass several coops and brooders sitting just outside the barbed wire. Chicken Ranch, it’s called. It’s home to those white leghorn chicks I’ve spent the past months unloading. Workers are allowed outside Manzanar to feed the chicks and plant coop lawns. Because apparently while we don’t get lawns, the chicks do. Supposedly hogs are going to get added, too. Everyone is busy. Life streams around me, fluid, responsive, agile, splashing up like cold water on my face and leaving me shaking with rage.

			Soon, I find myself standing across from the hole in the fence, the one with the wire pulled aside to gain access to the streams. People have gotten a lot bolder, and many have started to go under during broad daylight. For the most part, the guards have gotten lax—but, at the same time, you never know what hand you’ll get dealt. Only recently, Mr. Nomura and Mrs. Wozumi murmured about an old issei man who was walking his dog along the fence over in the Topaz camp in Utah and got shot and killed for no reason at all.

			But I’m so tired that caution is a mere passing thought. Doesn’t have any power over me. I look at the closest watchtower stretching to the sky. The guard isn’t looking my way, so I go. Fast. The grayish dirt blurs past my vision as I dive down, slip under the fence, and scramble to my feet on the other side. As quickly as I can, I press into the brush and scrabbly trees, toward the stream.

			I could sit on the rock I’ve always shared with Violet, but I don’t. Instead, I settle next to the creek on the ground. I turn my aching head to the sky. It’s a pure, bright blue, unlike the drab gray it was when we arrived. Kinda like the sky back home. Makes me think about how Los Angeles is only about four hours from here, even though it feels like it’s worlds away. Makes me think about the quirks of home—the rubbery sound dried fronds make on the sidewalk after they’ve fallen from the palm trees, the buzzing of the neon-light signs on the diners, burlesque theaters, and cinemas up and down Main Street, the curving art deco molding wrapping around most of the windows. It’s all vivid yet hazy in my mind at once.

			I smell something.

			Old fish, gross water. And rose petals. I look up the creek. Akira wades around the bend. He’s impressive, his blue kimono swirling around him, tugged along by the water. His hair tumbles down and floats on the surface. His kimono and hair spread out from him as though they’re branches, and he’s their tree. He wears my fox around his neck.

			“So, your shadow could break out into fire, huh?” I say without bothering to greet him. “Violet read something like that in a book.”

			“What else is it supposed to do?” His face gathers into a scowl.

			“I don’t know…project a shape onto the dirt like everyone else’s?” My voice is heavy. I find myself staring at my fox hanging around Akira’s neck. If only I’d known to care for it. If only I’d given it to Boser instead of Akira. Both thoughts torture me because if I’d done either, maybe I could’ve saved Emi.

			“Oh, stop staring,” Akira snaps. “It’s insulting that this trinket, practically drained of magic as it is, is my only offering. If I could give it back, I would.” Dramatically, he wades ashore. I think he’ll stand over me so he can be commanding and godlike and all that. I’m surprised when he collapses to the ground. Rolling over onto his back, he stares up at the sky. One hand reaches up, the nails growing—only instead of lengthening into claws, they delicately stretch like creeping vines. “To be up there,” he whispers. “Tell me, sad mortal boy, will I ever be free again?”

			“Why would I give a damn?” I ask, tearing viciously at the weeds poking through the dirt. “Go screw yourself. You’re a god. You could’ve saved her. You could’ve—” I’m choking on grief. Tears flood my eyes in a violent rush. I haven’t cried since Emi died. I won’t let them fall. Not here. Not with him. Akira stares at me, blinking.

			“What do you speak of, mortal?”

			“My sister. I gave you my relic and you took it. I didn’t get anything back. She died. She’s gone. She died.” I’m ranting, repeating myself, sounding crazy.

			“Oh, so that’s why you look so grotesque,” Akira says, his head tilting to the side as he watches me. “Those circles under your eyes are not becoming of one who possesses such a beautiful face.” Almost flippantly, he adds, “And, of course, the divine favor worked. It saved the baby.”

			I feel like I’ve grabbed a live telephone wire. I stare at him, my chest heaving. “The divine favor saved Cosette?”

			“It is so. Both were meant to die. Your relic, weak as it was, saved one.”

			“What? But how—how did it decide who to save?”

			“There is no answer to such a question,” Akira says. “It’s like asking why you are tall while another mortal is short. Such things are decided by luck and, at the same time, by preordainment from the gods. The two exist at once and are a holy mystery.”

			“It’s bullshit.” A sob wrenches my voice, and my mind is a curtain, cut from top to bottom, the halves snapping in the wind. When I asked for the divine favor, did I make the request in a way that condemned one and saved the other? Could I have saved them both somehow?

			“No.” Akira’s voice is hard. I don’t know if he can read my mind or simply guesses what I’m thinking. “You could not have saved them both. But you saved one, even though she was doomed.” He sighs impatiently. “I am most glad I am not mortal.”

			“Yeah, you should be,” I say bitterly, burning with rage yet empty at the same time.

			“Indeed.” Akira’s neck stretches and his face almost reaches mine. He ogles me, loathing and curiosity mixing in his glassy eyes. “Your years are short, and your lives are sand draining out of an hourglass from the moment you are born. And then your ridiculous passions lead to even more ridiculous anguishes and losses. You were meant for sweat, tears, and blood. I don’t understand the point.”

			My mind hooks around Akira’s description of mortality. I stare into his endless eyes, seeing tiny copies of myself reflected inside them. They are voids. I think there’s nothing behind them—that if you were to stab one, the blade would never strike bone. Akira’s been around since creation. He is ancient, ageless. He’s seen more than I could ever imagine. He’s never lost anyone and never will.

			Something in me breaks. Everything about him is strong and immovable and it makes me more of what I am: human, weak, anguished, gone. I don’t want it anymore. I want to cut out this grief inside me. I want to tear out the frailty that makes people love and lose each other. The tears in my eyes spill. I dash them away with the heels of my hands. I choke down sobs. I uselessly strike the dirt with my fist. Nothing stops them from flowing down my face.

			Akira’s head angles and he watches me even more closely. His lips part as though to say something, but he doesn’t speak. One cheek twitches. Sitting up, he whistles a tune. Doesn’t sound like a whistle. It’s sort of like the strain of a violin, verging on a human voice. The melody is soft and mournful; a song tuned to my pain. He holds out a hand and the water swirls and gathers under it. Begins to dash and splatter in time to the music. It doesn’t babble. Not anymore. It runs like tears.

			And it feels like I don’t weep alone.
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Chapter Nineteen

				Violet

			
			
				Dear Violey-chan,

				How joyful I am that our connection has been reestablished! Getting a backlog of your letters and art made your old man’s heart swell. Things have been fine. They have me in a prison hospital even though I’m no longer classified as a prisoner. As soon as my lungs are strong enough, I’m blowing this joint straight to you and Mama. Until then, I can rest and hear my own thoughts. No more endless questioning. Best of all, no more young men sitting across a steel table accusing me of things I didn’t do. They loved to shout, those young men. I think they liked hearing their own voices even more than mine. Shouting at me was their favorite thing to do, and anytime I hear anyone speak louder than normal, it makes me jump.

				Now that I can hear my own thoughts, they of course speak of my girls, you and Mama. I am excited to hear you’ve met a god! I’ve always wondered if one would ever cross my path, and it’s confirmation of everything I’ve believed now that I know one has crossed yours. Be wary of him. You never know with a god. As soon as I’m with you, I would love to meet him and see some magic for myself firsthand.

				Though I’m most interested in meeting your friend. Ren, right? I’m sure Mama is wary of him and I, of course, feel protective, but I’m glad you have someone special. You are an extraordinary girl, so I know, if he’s caught your attention, he must be extraordinary, too. Though don’t tell him that. Let him be scared of me.

				Keep your head up, Violey-chan. I know things have been confusing and hard. I also know, though, that you are my American-born girl and that you see things differently than everyone else. I can tell from every one of your drawings. I want you to remember something. Love always casts a light. Not always very far in dark times, but always ahead.

				As soon as I can, I’ll get better and come home to you and Mama. One day, we will walk on the beach together again. It will make Mama mad, because I shouldn’t exert my lungs, but I plan to swim out into the waves, too. The ocean will mend us. It always does.

			

			It’s heart-wrenching to be at the library after Emi’s death.

			I have her books to put on the shelves for other people to read. Since the Hamada family wants to take them home when we leave, Mrs. Hata tells me to write their surname in each one. I sit on the floor in the corner with Emi’s books around me and open the first one. I mean to write Hamada inside, but I pause. My fingers flip through the pages. Pressed flowers, advertisements for new dress patterns, receipts, and even buttons are tucked inside. I look at each item. The book tells one story, but the ephemera tell another. It seems Emi treated the book like a diary, trusting it with her memories and special things. Tears gather in my eyes. I blink them away and carefully remove the items. I’ll put them in an envelope for safekeeping and return them when we leave. Picking up the pencil, I take a shaky breath and write Emi Hamada inside each one. They were her books, and they still are.

			“Violet,” Mrs. Hata says, startling me. “I was wondering if you’d like to design an invitation for a town hall we will be holding. It would run in the Manzanar Free Press. You can draw it out and add some illustrative elements.”

			I lower the pencil. I know the camp’s dynamics. Many resent the community council. Still, I’ve listened closely to the meetings. It seems like the council just tries to make things as best as they can for us, especially Mr. Nomura. I’ve never been asked to draw anything before, much less anything that will be seen by many—and I’ve certainly never been asked to draw anything that matters or has a point of view.

			Otōsan always tells me to be my own woman. If I think it will help, then I’ll help. I give Mrs. Hata an affirming nod.

			She passes me a few sheets of paper and lets me sit at the table. I come up with a couple of different designs, but as I sketch American flags rippling in the wind and California poppies growing amid desert rocks, my pencil slows. I think about Otōsan being locked up in a jail cell and accused of betraying the country he loves.

			“Don’t you resent them?” I ask quietly, half afraid Mrs. Hata might disapprove.

			Mrs. Hata, who is surveying our small collection of books like a general inspecting his rookies and finding them tremendously lacking, turns to me. Lately, she’s been wearing different headscarves, and today’s headscarf wraps intricately around her hair. Combined with her perfect posture, she’s like a ballerina costumed for the stage. Her gaze falls on me, and I almost don’t dare to continue, but I’m unsettled, deep inside. “The administration, I mean. They say they give us freedom, but it’s all an illusion. Even the Manzanar Free Press isn’t free, even though freedom of the press is in the Constitution. The WRA approves everything that’s printed.”

			“The government is made from people, and people get things wrong.” Mrs. Hata speaks briskly, unemotionally. “They get them wrong all the time.”

			“That’s true,” I say, but it doesn’t make anything better. Mrs. Hata seems to notice my reticence because she pauses her work and comes to stand by my table.

			“But never forget that wrong things can be made right.” Though she still sounds firm, her voice is slightly gentler. Slightly. “I think one day people will realize what happened to us was wrong. However, it’s a realization that must happen over and over. Did you do well in American history?”

			Her gaze becomes steely, as though she suspects I didn’t.

			“Well enough,” I say.

			“Then you know these violations have happened before. Think about slavery in the Southern states. Think about President Jackson’s Indian Removal Act. Human nature is always itself, isn’t it?” She stops and glances at her wristwatch. “Anyways, it’s about time for dinner. Perhaps you’ll take your sketches to the press before supper?”

			I nod. She pauses and then suddenly adds, “Always ask questions, Violet. Ask them of everyone. It’s a good thing to do.”
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			I stop by the warehouse before going to the newspaper office. Ren and Kai are just getting off. Sadness grips me when I see Ren; I haven’t seen him since we sat together on the stairs. His clothes are wrinkled, and new bluish-purple shadows form half circles under his eyes. He looks like he hasn’t slept in decades.

			He notices me and for a moment he pauses, blinking furiously, as though he isn’t certain whether he’s awake.

			“You look terrible,” I say gently. One thing I know about Ren Hamada is that he loathes pity.

			“You look beautiful,” he responds without any guise at all, as though he’s too worn down to filter his speech. I’m not expecting it. He’s always so quick-tongued, but this rawness is new.

			I can’t help it; I thrust the drawings at Kai and wrap my arms around Ren’s neck, resting my head against his chest. I feel him catch his breath and he hesitates. I think he might pull back, but then, as though nothing on earth could stop him, his arms enfold me, and he grips me tighter than he ever has before. I’m crushed against him, but I don’t care. If I could, I would hold him forever, just like this.

			“Hey,” Kai interjects. I pull back from Ren and we both look at him. Forcefully, he holds up one of the drawings. “What’s this?”

			“It’s an advertisement for a town hall.” I grab for the stack, but he pulls it out of my reach, inspecting it. I know Kai and his friends loathe the community councils, but I also don’t think Kai understands. I think about Mr. Nomura running the meetings while delicately working around Mr. Boser, and about Mrs. Hata saying wrong things can be made right. Everyone is trying, and there are more ways than one to do so.

			“You support them?” Kai demands. His eyes flash in a dark, sleek luster. His hand tightens around the drawing, wrinkling it.

			“It’s none of your business,” I snap. “Give it back to me.”

			“Did you know this?” Kai turns to Ren. “She’s a traitor—”

			He doesn’t get to finish the insult, because Ren pushes him against the side of the warehouse, his arm bent at the elbow and his forearm lengthwise across Kai’s neck. I’ve seen Ren in violent situations before, but I’ve never seen him respond with aggression of his own. He’s always just taken it. But now he’s shockingly swift, a coiled spring finally releasing.

			“Don’t” is all he says to Kai, but the single word rings with emotion, falling between rage and something close to despair.

			“What the hell, man!” Kai shakes free. Ren lets him.

			They face each other. Kai’s eyes are full of spite and confusion, but Ren just stares at him. Then Ren says, “Give me Violet’s drawings.”

			Kai looks down at the sheaf of sketches. He grips them so tightly that his hand shakes. I think he might tear them in half. Then, abruptly, he thrusts them at Ren, shoving them hard against his chest. “The council supports the administration. And the administration let Emi die, Ren. Remember that.”

			I gasp. Ren’s face drains white. I think he might kill Kai. Or at the very least strike him.

			Kai’s face is white, too. He breathes hard while Ren is so deadly still, you’d think he was a statue. The drawings flutter like white leaves to the dirt.

			“Get out of here.” Ren speaks so low it’s practically a growl.

			Kai wavers. Then he pushes by Ren and me, cutting briskly into the camp. Wordlessly, Ren bends down and gathers my sketches. He offers them to me. I take them but catch his hand with my other one. Tremors run up and down his arm and into his fingers. He shakes his head once, twice, and stares down at the dirt.

			“I’m sorry,” I murmur, and I am. The last thing I want to do is drive them apart. Frustration comes over me. Kai and I want the same thing. We want to go home, and if that isn’t possible right now, we want our families to be safe until we can. But somehow we’ve found ourselves staring each other down from opposite sides.

			“For what?” Ren’s tired stare shifts onto me.

			“Kai is your friend. I’d never want you to fight on account of me.”

			“Kai is an idiot,” he says.

			“Emotions are running high.” I tighten my grip on his hand. “Don’t worry about him. I’m sure he’s upset with everything that’s happened.”

			“Naw, he shouldn’t give you a hard time,” Ren replies. Wearily, he rubs his free hand over his face, brow so furrowed that he almost looks like he’s in pain.

			“If he ever does, you know I’ll give him one back.” I try to sound lighthearted, anything to ease Ren’s tension. It works. He smiles, just the tiniest bit.

			“He wouldn’t stand a chance against Manzanar’s featherweight champion.”

			“It’s true,” I assert. “I would win, no problem.”

			“All the smart money would be on you, slugger.” I’m still holding Ren’s other hand. Abruptly, he draws it in, pulling me into him, the action almost clumsy with desperation. His arm goes around my shoulders, and my cheek is pressed against his chest again. His heart pounds. I feel the thunderous pulse of dying rage and rising desire inside him, the one emotion eclipsing the bright flare of the other. I want to kiss him.

			I lift my head and whisper, “Take me somewhere.”

			Everything in him tightens. His eyes turn hungry and dark, and I think he might simply pin me against the warehouse and kiss me out in the open. His hands grip my hips and suddenly my world tilts. He’s lifted me up and easily holds me above the ground with one arm notched beneath my knees. It puts me at level with his face. His jaw clenches and from my vantage point, I can see the muscle that runs all the way to his collarbone. I want to trace it, as though it’s a topographical map of him and I might find new ways to navigate to his soul.

			Then he’s walking, his strides long and decisive, toward the warehouse. With his free arm, he shoves the door open. It’s expectant in its emptiness and silence, waiting for us.

			Several trucks are parked inside. Some are delivery trucks with the names of grocers and dairies on the sides. Others are green military trucks canopied in canvas, which are used to pick up shipments. He carries me to the closest vehicle. With the same hand that he used to open the door, he reaches around the tailgate and unlatches it. It drops open like a mouth. He lowers me so I’m sitting on it, and I inch backward into the truck’s bed. Furniture lines the sides—chairs, tables, a rolltop desk, and a brass bed frame glisten in shades of mahogany, cherry, oak, and shiny metallic gold. A lamp blossoms next to them, its base reminding me of a stem and the colorful stained-glass shade reminding me of petals. Oil paintings in intricate frames are partially obscured by thick blankets and secured to the sides of the truck, but the blankets droop, revealing moody landscapes.

			The drawings fall from my hand. When Ren dropped them outside, they drifted like leaves to the dirt, but this time they catch against the air and rise before they fall, as though they have wings. Ren follows me into the truck. I lie back. The khaki canvas canopy droops overhead. He drops to his knees and then crawls forward, coming to hover above me, our limbs interlacing. I wrap my hands around his neck and pull his face down to mine.

			Our lips meet. I think I’ve discovered a new emotion, one I’ve never felt in my seventeen years of life. It’s something like ecstasy, but it’s tempered by knowledge—knowledge of what our kiss means—and somehow that makes it even more powerful, a bizarre mathematics in which smaller exponentials are more powerful than greater ones. I say the three words that have been trapped in my head and my heart, the ones that have needed expression ever since I first thought them.

			“I love you.”

			Ren jerks back as though I’ve stabbed him. He’s just above me, arms anchored on either side of my shoulders, staring down at me. He’s silent, wary…and underneath all that, I glimpse it, hidden away. Want, so deep and so intense it steals my breath.

			“What?”

			“I love you,” I say again. I think I could say it ad infinitum and never tire of it. A sudden, primal relief crosses his face, as though he’s been walking past exhaustion and has finally glimpsed his destination. But then his eyes flicker, doubt setting in.

			“What do you…” He trails off, sounding disoriented. He licks his lips and tries again. “What do you mean?”

			“Exactly what I’m saying.”

			“You love me…” He stops, jaw clenching so hard I fear it might break. I stare at him. I think vaguely that countries are at war, but so is Ren.

			“I love you and I always will.” I want him to hear it and know it.

			“You—you don’t know that,” he says thickly.

			“I do,” I whisper. I am young, but in this moment I feel like a holy mystic or a wisewoman and I think that, very rarely, you can transcend time and age and simply know something in the part of you that never changes, no matter how old you get. And I know this. I love Ren. I will love him forever. “I do, Ren.”

			He goes stock-still, barely seeming to breathe. Only his eyes are alive, and they flicker with every emotion he always hides.

			“I love you, Violet.” There’s not even the tiniest inkling of hesitation in his voice. I don’t think he was ever afraid to tell me he loves me—I think he was afraid to hear me say it to him. To open himself up to that hurt.

			We remain as we are for a few more moments. I think I’m a wave, skimming up onto shore, nothing more than solvent and salt summoned by gravity. He bridges over me, arm muscles engaged so that if I’m a wave, he’s a rock. Then, in a single instant, I arch up to him and he comes down to me, and our lips meet again in furious abandon. One kiss builds into another and another and my heart breaks, not with grief, but with beauty. It’s split open and I know it’ll never be mine again.

			The chime of a bell, positioned close to the warehouse, crashes through the truck. It’s as definitive as Cinderella’s clock striking midnight. The mess hall bells. They peal through the warehouse, unrelenting and clamorous. I recoil, yanked viciously back to reality.

			I haven’t met Mama for dinner.

			“What—” Ren’s chest heaves and his hair is slick with sweat. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

			There’s no point in rushing to meet her now. I’ll have to face her later.

			“Everything is all right.” I smile at him, taking in his face, trying to imprint his image in my mind so I’ll always remember him just like this: eyes bright, hair tousled, face open for once. My fingers itch to make it permanent. To capture him in pencil and leave no part of this memory to the toll of time’s forgetfulness.

			My attention is too much. He lowers his head and rolls over to lie on his back next to me. Our fingers interlace and we lie side by side, staring up at the khaki tenting.

			“It’s a house,” I murmur, and it’s true, a house with a canopy roof, fine furniture, and oil paintings swaddled in blankets, their textured surfaces gleaming where we can glimpse them.

			“Belongs to some WRA official’s wife,” Ren says, voice still husky as though he hasn’t caught his breath. “She comes from wealth, so her parents sent this stuff out here for her. I should move it into your barrack.” I laugh at the thought, and a wistful expression enters his eyes. “I would if I could,” he whispers, and it sends shivers through me. “I would give you everything if I could.”

			“Would you give me what I want most of all?” I ask.

			“Yes. What is it?”

			“You.”

			At that, the fervor flares in his eyes, a lit match head exposed to gasoline.

			“You’ve had me for a long time, slugger.”

			Emotions tumble over me. I’m taken to the shore again, but this time instead of being a wave, I’m simply me. I’m in the ocean with my white shells, and the ancient being who I always think is displeased has surfaced. He’s as I always imagine him—monolithic, made from deep sea rock and petrified coral, streaming saltwater tears—but this time he isn’t forbidding. This time he’s given me more than I could ask for, and he wonders why I’ve always feared him.

			“Will you tell me everything?” I ask softly. I draw my fingers along Ren’s brow and down his cheek, outlining him with touch alone. “Everything about you?”

			At that his eyes lower and when they lift again there’s no wariness, simply a tender vulnerability. I think it’s an expression only I’ve ever witnessed.

			“I will,” he chokes out. “If you want.”

			“And will you let me do one other thing?” Suddenly, I’m shy. “Will you let me draw you?”

			“Why would you want to draw me?”

			“Because you have the only face I’ve ever wanted to sketch.” I lean over and kiss him. “Because you’re the most fascinating person I’ve ever met.” I kiss him again. “Because I don’t ever want to forget this moment.” I kiss him once more. “And because you also happen to be one of the most handsome boys to exist.”

			He takes a shuddering, yearning breath. Then he nods. I pluck my pencil from my sock and pick up one of the sketches I did for the council. This one won’t ever make it into the newspaper.

			It’ll be for me.

			At first, he sits up so I can see him clearly. Then, as I draw, his arm wraps around my shoulders and his fingers stroke my neck. I tsk at him because it’s hard to draw him when he’s so close, and he reluctantly pulls away. His hand, though, remains on my ankle. I’ve never sketched anyone while they touch me, but I love it.

			As we sit in the truck bed close to the lamp with its colorful mosaic of glass, it seems like we aren’t just in a house. It’s our home.

			Everything is all right, and I fear nothing.
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			Mama is waiting for me when I return. She sits at our table with some stew in a thermos and a hunk of bread. She’s brought it for me from the mess hall, I realize. Our barrack is cold because she hasn’t lit the stove. When I enter, she motions for me to sit and, once I do, says, “I know you were with him.” She sounds more tired than angry. I don’t deny it. There’s no point. “Violet, don’t you understand? One day there will be time for love, but not now.”

			My heart pounds. Cold settles in my lips, making them numb so that I don’t feel the words they say.

			“What’s so wrong with Ren, Mama?” I ask. “If he was from a well-respected family, you’d be thrilled. You know his mother drinks and Emi was pregnant out of wedlock and it’s all you see.”

			“You think it’s all I see?” Mama doesn’t back down. “It isn’t what I see. It’s what I know. Life is hard. It is harder if you’re with someone who doesn’t know how to love. Even more, it is harder if you’re with someone who doesn’t know how to fight. During marriage, you will do both. You will love and you will fight. You learn how to do these things from your family. Who taught that boy to love? His father who left them? Who taught that boy to fight? His mother who drinks when she’s angry? No, Violet. This is not for you.” She takes a breath, and this time adds spaces between her decree: “You. Are. Not. To. See. Him. Anymore.”

			Cold flees me, replaced with the heat of anger. Mama says she knows things, but she doesn’t know Ren. She doesn’t know that he defies everything I know about people, about love, about life.

			I straighten up and face her—and she’s doing the same. We’re preparing to battle, to lock against each other like old foes. Her eyes are steely, and her mouth is set.

			But then I notice how weary she looks.

			I take a quick, harsh breath of the icy air. It stings my lungs and steals the heat of my anger. I know she’s trying to protect me. In fact, I know there’s wisdom to what she’s saying, even if I don’t agree. Just as she tries to protect me, I’ll do the same for her.

			“Don’t worry, Mama. I don’t have any plans to run off and get married…After all, I wouldn’t get very far before running into the fence.” She doesn’t smile but she does at least nod. Her shoulders sag a little in relief. I get up and light the stove with oil from the can for warmth and sit across from her. “Though if you’ll recall, you were younger than me when you met Otōsan.”

			“Hai.” The sliver grows into a real smile. “I was sixteen.”

			“And you saw him at the library.”

			“The East Los Angeles Library. I kept going because it was new and smelled so good. He was browsing books on philosophy. I told him he didn’t need them. I told him he needed books on engineering.”

			“Because you thought he was handsome and wanted to make sure he had a good job.” I know the story nearly as well as she does.

			“Yes. I had plans.” Mama’s eyes sparkle and I can imagine her as a girl my age, noticing an attractive boy and wanting to whip him into a promising marriage prospect. “Only, he had plans, too, and they weren’t for engineering.”

			At that, we laugh. Otōsan has always been our common ground. He’s the person who loves both of us best and helps us understand each other. Even when he’s miles away.

			I lean back in my chair, listening as Mama talks about their first date. I suspect they kissed, but Mama vehemently denies it. If she’s to be believed, they didn’t kiss until they were at the altar getting married—and maybe not even until the day after, she’s so determined to convince me of her good behavior to ensure mine.

			I think she knows I’ll still see Ren. I won’t tell her about it, and hopefully she won’t worry too much. We’ll dance around each other, as we always have. As we always will.

			

			
				
			

			Before it gets too late, Mama and I get ready to shower at the latrines, putting on the bathing suits she ordered us from the canteen. Finally, we can shower without exposing ourselves to strangers. I’ve gotten one of the trendy new bathing suits—a two-piece that shows a bit of my midriff. Fabric shortages have led to their rise in popularity, much to Mama’s horror.

			“You might as well be wearing lingerie,” Mama huffs.

			“It supports the war effort,” I say. “I’m being patriotic.”

			We wrap ourselves in towels and put our soap and a comb in the wire basket we use to transport our toiletries to the latrines. Then we put on our jackets. It’s freezing outside and we immediately begin to shiver. I wonder how we will manage when it starts to snow.

			Camp is in the eerie transition from day to night. I look up and see Akira’s shadow settling above us. It’s always changing, and tonight it’s a thick black cloud with red dots spiraling through it like embers. My stomach twists in dread, and I glance around.

			Men stand in knots, passing around cigarettes and alcohol. A shouting fight breaks out between them. Parents, hurrying their children past to use the bathrooms before bed, glance around in worry at the shouts. The old lady with her daughters becomes particularly active at night and is getting worse. She scurries along, yelling that strangers are chasing her. Her daughters beseech her in soft voices, trying to herd her inside. The disturbance spreads, as though it’s airborne. Someone gets knocked down.

			With every new angry voice, the shadow overhead fattens, and more embers swirl through it. A chill runs up my spine. If Akira’s shadow eventually combusts, we’ll be locked in our own inferno. I think about Ren, Cosette, and the Wozumi kids, about Mama, Mrs. Hata, and Mrs. Hamada. I think about Mr. Nomura and Kai.

			We hurry into the latrines. Recently, partitions have mercifully been installed between the toilets. But no matter what, my stomach curls as I hear several showerheads running at once, the water striking wood slats, and the flushing roar of toilets with primitive plumbing. It always takes me back to how things were when we first got here.

			More shouting rings out and it’s close, coming from the men’s latrines. Mama and I pause and look outside. Other women who’ve come to shower do as well, peering over our shoulders.

			Several young men burst out of the men’s side of the showers. I recognize Kai’s friend James. He hoots and hollers with the others. Angry men stream out after them, shaking their fists and cursing in Japanese and English. One of them has a bloody nose.

			“Not good,” Mama murmurs, and we retreat back into the latrine. Even as the showerhead spits water down over my head, I hear shouting. My eyes travel back to the sky.

			Akira’s shadow has grown.
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			As soon as I step outside the next day, the world around me seems overcast. I hurry to get to the Manzanar Free Press office to drop off the drawings before classes start. At the very least, school is more official now with schedules broken into semesters and students segregated by grade. Thank the Lord. It’s a slim silver lining. If I ever have to study calculus again sandwiched between a first grader singing the ABC song and a third grader rattling off states and capitals, I’ll lose my mind.

			As I survey the sky for the hundredth time as I walk, the mountains catch my eye. They tower, rising above Akira’s shadow. The sight of them is reassuring amid the uncertainty. I used to think they felt like a fortification, a second layer of defense, another wall keeping us in. But I’ve learned their names. Mount Whitney is the tallest, and the issei often muse that it reminds them of Fujiyama. It’s nestled between Mount Hale and Mount Muir. The morning light softens their three granite faces, and snow crowns their heads. They seem more like witnesses than sentinels, observing our lives, our losses, our loves. I feel as though our pain isn’t simply whisked away by the icy winter wind and is carved into those mountains somehow, engraved deep into their crevices so that our presence will remain long after we leave.

			Just in the way Ren is engraved in my soul.

			The Manzanar Free Press office is in one of the more sizable buildings. When I go inside, I stop near the threshold, unprepared. There’s a printing press, a type case, rolls of newsprint, and bottles of ink. I feel like I’m caught in a warm wave on a sunny day from my childhood, a poignant swell of sweet nostalgia and painful homesickness washing over me, memories drying in my mind like salt water on sun-kissed skin. For a moment, I’m at Aratani Print.

			I take a deep breath and step forward. A newspaper cutout is pinned on the wall. It reads: “We want to repeat again that the Free Press belongs to the people of Manzanar, that, instead of being merely the mouthpiece of the administration, it strives to express the opinions of the evacuees in the solution of immediate and foreseen problems.”

			It’s strange to read. Nothing belongs to us here, not even the heavily censored newspaper. Still, it doesn’t stop the editors and reporters from producing quality—albeit authorized—articles.

			“Can I help you?” a man asks. I vigorously clear my throat and tell him I’ve been sent by Mrs. Hata, then give him the drawings. He nods admiringly at them. “One of these will work great.”

			Near the press, a couple of editors talk among themselves. I hear one say, “I wonder how the Salt Lake City trip will go.” I know he’s talking about Mr. Nomura and the other representatives who are trying to secure the ability for nissei to serve in the war. Even though it could result in a draft, Mr. Nomura is adamant that we be treated like all other Americans. I wonder, suddenly, if Ren would want to enlist. Or if he might even be drafted. Immediately, I push the thought away. I do not want to contemplate life without him. I won’t even consider it.

			“The younger crowd is getting very agitated,” a woman adds. “They’ll be furious if the draft is instated here.”

			“A bunch of hotheads,” the man agrees. “Lately there have been fights, and they aren’t just scuffles between friends. Things are getting bad.”

			I leave. I don’t want to hear any more. I should go straight to school, but instead I go to Akira’s barrack. I’ve been thinking about Mrs. Hata’s story about Prometheus and the eagle. If Akira was put here by incorrectly seeking worship, perhaps some sort of reverse of it might work, if I could just figure out what. Perhaps I could provide him with sincere worship—but how?

			When I walk up the steps, they vibrate, a strong force coming from inside. The vibrations pulse through me and turn my vision double. Unlike last time, I try to knock, but there’s no response. I step inside, and my heart skitters to a stop.

			Everything is a blur. Shadowy hands dance inside the mirror. They pin Oda against the surface, knocking off his samurai helmet, his face contorted in fury. They pluck at the bonsais’ leaves and scoop great handfuls of water from the basin, splashing it everywhere. They shake the panels and toss the cushions. Koi fish swim panicked through the air, and the crane dives into the painted reeds for shelter on the screen. At first, I don’t see Akira. Then I realize the shadowy hands scrabble and swarm over a figure against the wall in the way ants swarm pastry dropped at a picnic.

			“Akira!” I scream. At my voice, the hands startle. Then, together, they disappear.

			But their havoc remains. Water spills across the barrack and gushes through the knotholes. Koi fish plop down with great splashes while the bonsai trees bend over their shorn leaves. Oda shakes himself like a wet dog. Akira stumbles forward. His hair stands up in spiky tufts, his clothes are askew, and the crack in his face now cuts across his brow and down to his left cheek. I’m so fearful, it’s hard to breathe.

			“Who disturbs me?” he demands, glaring balefully at me. He doesn’t seem aware that the crack has grown.

			“Akira. It’s me.” My breath punches out of me all at once. “We have to stop this. Your shadows—they’re getting worse. You’re in danger. We’re in danger.”

			His chest heaves, but something belligerent crosses his face. “And what do you expect of me?” Akira demands. “I don’t bring restlessness with me like a bag or a hat. Every soul has its discord, its tingling, itching, crawling, and throbbing. It is not my fault.”

			A desperate longing for Otōsan comes over me. I wish he was here to protect us, to keep us safe. He would never let anything happen to us.

			“I’m trying to figure out how to free you,” I say. “You were punished for seeking false worship from the spirits in Yomi. What if I offer you correct worship? What might work? An icon maybe?”

			He softens. “I’ve always longed for an icon—a gilded one done in tempera paint, perhaps.” Then woefully he says, “I imagine it must be an offering from the times of the gods, when they walked among mortals and were known. And whatever the offering is, it must be imbued with divine magic.”

			My heart sinks. Fear rises like a tide swirling around my ankles, trying to tug me out to the sea. Relics seem to be the only solution. They are already rare, but are probably even rarer here, with few daring to bring anything so undeniably Japanese. Where might I find one?

			Akira seems to understand my worry. His hand flaps through the air toward me as though he’d like to soothe me but is unsure how. The crack on his face widens, just a bit. Desperately, he paws at it, lips parting in horror. A shudder works through him.

			“Please, mortal girl,” he whispers, “don’t let the shadows devour me.”

			Raw terror fills his eyes. It’s unlike any expression I’ve seen on his face before. It’s a primal terror, the sort humans feel because we can perish.

			“I won’t,” I say, but the fear I see in his eyes swims through me, too. My mind grasps for solutions, moving too fast to form any coherent thoughts before jumping, panicked, to the next one. Then, finally, a single thought demolishes the others. I can’t vanquish it.

			What if I can’t fix this?

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				


			

	


Chapter Twenty

				Ren

			
			It’s evening and I’m sitting in the apartment holding Cosette with Mama, so tired my eyes are begging to slam shut. My mind feels like a weight, and I try to think about Akira and the shadow and freeing him but my thoughts always end up in the back of the truck with Violet beneath me, her eyes so big I could get lost in them forever.

			Mr. Nomura is off on his trip to Salt Lake City. Before he left, I helped him set up partitions using the same pine the barracks are made from. Actually feels like we have rooms with privacy, instead of those damned sheets that turned us all into shadow puppets. But the rest of the barrack has been buckling and separating, so none of it fits together right. Wood, I’ve learned, is about as alive as anything else, affected by the weather and changing with time. It complains all the while, creaking and moaning around us.

			Glass shatters on the floor. I hear the Wozumi children squeal in alarm. Jace says by rote, “It isn’t my fault!” even though it sounds like he wasn’t holding whatever broke. From what I can tell, it’s Mrs. Wozumi who broke the plate or cup. She speaks, but she isn’t upset. Her voice is trembling and full of joy.

			“Sotaro!” she cries.

			“Mary!” a man responds.

			“Papa!” scream the children.

			Mr. Wozumi is back. Mama and I listen as the children stampede their father. He laughs aloud. There’s scuffling as he flings them high in the air, one by one. He tells Jace he’s proud of him for being the man of the house. He tells Abigail she’s beautiful and looks like her mother. He tells Ethan he’s grown a foot and exclaims that he’s missing his front teeth. He kisses Akiko and laughs and fights back tears and says she looks like a chubby sumo. Then he kisses Mrs. Wozumi and the children groan and say “Ew” but their parents ignore them.

			I’m happy for the gremlins.

			Mama and I look at each other. There’s happiness on the other side of the board. There’s a family. Our part of the apartment is quiet. Cosette waves her arms. I lean over and kiss her nose. Mama holds out her hands for Cosette. She only holds her when she absolutely must, so I give her over.

			“Looks like her father. Looks white,” Mama says, examining Cosette like a fruit. We haven’t gotten any more letters from Mrs. Ross. Not since Boser was so thoughtful as to alert her husband to our existence. Fine by me. I’m glad they’re leaving us alone. “A white Pasadena baby with a French name.”

			“But her eyes belong to Emi,” I say, and Mama doesn’t disagree. She holds Cosette out for me to take her again. My heart sinks. I think Mama is going to fall silent and surly again, but she reaches for her drawer in our dresser. She opens it and removes a ball of white yarn and her crochet hook, same one she used to make Cosette’s baby hat. Slowly, she begins to work again on the baby blanket she abandoned after Emi died.

			Relief fills me.

			We are not like the Wozumi family.

			But I am trying to make us one, and from what I can tell, Mama is finally ready to try as well.
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			I have to take off work for the rest of the week because Cosette’s stomach is so upset that she needs to be rocked all the time. The only solace is when Violet stops by, though she’s always in a rush because her mother might catch her. When I finally return to work, I let out a low curse. The shadow is as thick as pea soup in the sky. Today it looks sort of like a mountain range. Strange lights beam at the top of each cloudlike crest, scanning the camp. My throat clamps shut.

			I’ll do what I can to try to calm things down, but those shadows are ominous as hell. My mind runs through my emergency plan. I’ve filched a spare fire extinguisher from the warehouse and put it in our barrack, along with wire clippers to widen the hole if we need a quick escape. Hopefully it will be enough…so long as the guards don’t shoot.

			I haven’t seen Kai since he grabbed Violet’s drawings. He’s at the warehouse, along with James and the others. Today’s work order is to unload the woman’s fancy cargo, which has just been sitting there in the truck. Each item seems to have a halo, a shiny gloss from my memories of Violet.

			Kai acts as though things are normal. I’m relieved. Last thing I want is a problem with my childhood friend, but if he ever lashes out at Violet again, I’ll knock him into next week. Today, he’s practically cheery.

			“Eh, Dragon,” he calls to me as he picks up the lamp, “remember when we broke my mother’s lamp? I think it was the same one!”

			“How could I forget, Tiger? Last time I ever pitched indoors.” I tossed him a baseball because we were going to play catch at the park, and Mrs. Suzuki’s lamp became collateral damage. “We tried to hide the pieces under the couch.”

			“And my father figured it out.” Kai shakes his head. “There was hell to pay.”

			“It was your fault,” I say with a smile. I was scared out of my mind. I thought Dr. Suzuki would beat my ass or tell Mama, who would also beat my ass. Or worse, make Mama pay for it. But Kai never told him I was involved. “It was a flawless pitch. You bungled the catch.”

			“It’s because I’m the home run king, not an infielder.” Kai sets the lamp down to swing a pretend bat and puts a hand to his eyes to shield them from a pretend sun, tracing the path of a slammer. He cockily pops an imaginary collar and acts out strolling to first base.

			“Hey, pick up the pace,” the guard calls to us. For once, he isn’t off smoking or jerking off or whatever he usually does. There’s a moment of silence. James and the other guys glance sidelong at each other and then at the guard. He frowns. “You heard me.”

			Leisurely, Kai sidles over to the lamp. The whole time, his eyes don’t leave the guard.

			“Do we have a problem, Suzuki?” the guard asks. I grab the lamp by its neck and thrust it into Kai’s hands.

			“No,” I respond for us all. It’s not that I like submitting to this prick. But with tensions in the camp reaching a boiling point and those shadows hanging over us like God’s judgment, I’ll be damned if I let things escalate.

			“So, it’s like that,” James mutters. He’s talking about me. “Some dragon, Kai. Your friend is a chickenshit.”

			“You want to say that to my face?” I ask in a low, even tone. James looks at me and then at Kai. He pats his pocket and grins.

			“No, but when the time comes, you better take a side. The right side.”

			I pick up a chair and follow Kai outside. Once the warehouse door closes behind us, I stop and turn to him, setting the chair down hard.

			“What’s going on, Kai?”

			“Nothing,” Kai replies, but I know him too well. He tries to walk around me. I block him, yanking the lamp from him and setting it down on the chair. “Fine. Some of the guys are getting ready.”

			“Getting ready. Making weapons?” My mind races. I think about Akira’s shadow and the sort of violence an uprising would cause while we’re all trapped. “Kai, what’s wrong with you? Don’t you understand? If there was a rebellion, it would be doomed. With a snap of their fingers, the authorities could send the LAPD, the military, Captain America, whatever they needed. Forget getting sent to Tule Lake. They’ll kill you.”

			For a moment, Kai hesitates. Then resolve settles in his eyes, the sort that comes from someplace so deep inside, there’s no getting rid of it. It’s the kind I saw during our champion baseball game sophomore year, back when I was on the team, when Kai sprained his ankle so badly, he was limping. Dr. Suzuki insisted he sit the game out, but when we needed a pinch hitter, he hobbled up to the plate. Even though he could barely walk, he socked the ball to the stands.

			Dread fills me. I want to shake him. I want to punch James. I want to punch every officer and guard and, while I’m at it, President Frankie D. And Akira, too, for bringing his damn shadow.

			Instead, I pick up the stupid chair and Kai picks up the stupid lamp and we carry them to the rich lady’s bungalow.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Violet comes by my barrack before dinner. She always only has a few minutes before Mrs. Aratani will come looking for her. I join her and we step outside.

			There’s commotion to one side of the barrack. Mr. Wozumi is digging a hole, and the three older Wozumi children gather around. It’s going to be a pond, one made especially for his kids. He says it’s so they can have fun and feed fish. Mrs. Wozumi, though, has told me it’s because Mr. Wozumi used to install them in fancy homes back in Salinas and they had one of their own in their backyard. They had to leave the pond behind, along with their dog and parakeet, so he wants them to have a piece of home here. Every night, he returns from his construction shift with rocks from the Inyo Mountains piled high in a wheelbarrow to line the hole.

			“Look at my pond!” Jace says.

			“Papa says it’s all of ours,” Abigail protests.

			“Hey, hey,” Mr. Wozumi says, and it’s enough for them to stop bickering. Since his return, they’ve been half less wild, spending more time in the barrack as he tells stories and jokes and Mrs. Wozumi reads them books from the library. Jace follows his father closely, as though afraid he might disappear again if he lets him out of sight. Even Akiko recently took her first steps, as though she was waiting for him, and Mrs. Wozumi gets to take long-overdue naps on the weekends.

			Of course, not everything is right as rain. Mr. Wozumi works on the pond in the middle of the night because he can’t sleep. He doesn’t say what happened to him in jail, but whatever it is, he tries to bury it by digging until dawn. Makes me think about Violet’s father, being locked up for so long and now so close to coming home but still so far.

			“What are you going to fill it with?” Violet asks, peering into the hole.

			“Water!” they chorus at once.

			“And fish,” Ethan adds shyly.

			“Anything else?”

			They frown, looking at each other in confusion.

			“I think you can fill it with lots of other things, too,” Violet says. “Maybe planets? Oh, and magic! Of course, you’ll also want to pour in some adventure and courage.”

			Their eyes light up, and they jump up and down. Jace, who still has his pirate sword from the Children’s Village, waves it.

			“I’ll fill it with sharks!” Jace cries. “And big strong cannonballs.”

			“No, I don’t want sharks. I want mermaids with teeth,” says Abigail.

			“I like all the ideas,” Violet laughs.

			We leave them and sit down under a tree. It’s as withered as the ones in the orchards outside, but it’ll come back to life in the spring. I think we’ll sit side by side, but somehow my head finds its way into Violet’s lap, and I feel the warmth of her thighs through her dress. Her fingers tangle with my hair, her nails grazing pleasantly against my scalp.

			“Akira is getting worse,” she says. “But I think I have a plan.”

			“What is it?” I don’t tell her, but lately I’ve been feeling like we might not be able to free Akira—we might just have to deal with the fallout. Every few hours, I find myself running through my plan and telling myself the fire extinguisher, wire clippers, and extra knives I’ve smuggled from the kitchen will be enough to save us from whatever happens when those shadows explode.

			“You know how you tricked Boser with a fake relic?” she asks. “I wonder if we might make another one—only, a real one. Akira was punished for seeking invalid worship from spirits in Yomi, but I think we can give him an offering he’s never had before. An icon with his image. He’s the Nameless Faceless God, but we are the only mortals who can see his true face, the one his celestial parents see. If I draw him, can you carve an icon panel?”

			“Yeah, for sure.” It actually sounds like a pretty legitimate idea. “I’ll start tonight, if I can get Cosette to sleep.”

			“The biggest problem is how to imbue it with magic,” Violet says. “I suppose we’ll figure out that part when we get there? The drawing has been a bit tricky. If it’s going to work, I know it must be the best sketch I’ve ever done—and so far, I haven’t gotten it right.” She stops abruptly, and her fingers gently touch my brow. “You’re exhausted, my love.”

			My love. The term of endearment startles me. I stare up into her eyes and take a breath to respond, to tell her I love her and that I know she’ll get the drawing right, but she notices and gently lowers her head to kiss me, silencing me. Then her fingers trail to my neck and I quiver with her touch.

			She’s right. It all hits me like a wallop as I lie here. Everything is going to hell in a handbasket tied to a rocket ship, but right here, lying with my head in Violet’s lap, my soul quiets down in a way it never could back home. We’ve always managed to find places just for us.

			My eyes are heavy. I fight to keep them open, but Violet leans over and plants a kiss on my temple and whispers, “Rest,” and so I do.
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			I manage to carve a panel out of birch that night. It’s about four inches by seven, the size of a postcard. My mind races, everything coated in panic and exhaustion. It feels like I’m being tortured or going mad or maybe both.

			I have to skip work again the next day. Cosette is so fussy from her upset stomach that I’m scared to leave her. I pace with her and when she finally falls into a fitful sleep, I set her down on Emi’s bed. Mrs. Wozumi suggested putting her there, just in case she can smell Emi on the blanket. Mama dozes nearby on her cot.

			I sit down at our table. I’m going to write Mrs. Ross and ask her for canned milk. It’s unnerving—I’ve been relieved she’s stopped bothering us—but I don’t know what else to do. Cosette has hardly grown and is more miserable with each passing day. I bite my lip, hoping I’m doing the right thing inviting her back into our lives. I quickly scratch out a letter and stuff it in my pocket. I’ll get a stamp from the canteen and mail it while Cosette sleeps.

			Before I leave, I pause. Mr. Nomura’s origami lines a shelf he installed for Mama. I pick up one of the flowers—a rose—and grab another sheet of paper. Unfolding the rose, I’m able to see how it’s made. Carefully, I refold it and put it back. Then I make one of my own. I feel dumb but I scrawl A flower for you on its underside, remembering how Violet’s dad said he’d ask this of a god and hoping it makes her feel special.

			On my way to the canteen, I leave the rose and carved panel on Violet’s windowsill. Then I continue on, eyeing the sky like it’s my enemy. Today the shadow mountains have morphed into the vague shape of hulking elephantine monsters. I swallow hard. I wonder what Kai and James are using for weapons. They have access to tools. But what’s a hammer in the face of a machine gun?

			A hand grabs my shoulder. I startle, jerking away, preparing to defend myself. My shoulder, which has been much better, spasms.

			It’s Boser. He looms behind me, blue eyes as ominous as the sky above our heads. Without a word, he grabs the envelope from my hand and reads the address.

			“What the hell?” I try to snatch it, but he steps back. My chest heaves and I want to piledrive him to the dirt.

			“I’m revoking your mail privileges,” Boser intones, mouth set and face grim. He tears it open and glances at the letter. “No more letters, especially not to the Ross family.”

			“On what grounds?” I demand.

			“I don’t have to justify myself to a resident,” Boser returns. Guards are passing by, and he arches an eyebrow in their direction, threatening me with their presence. One word from him and my ass is grass.

			“I was asking her to send canned milk.” I can barely speak, I’m so angry, but I force out the words. “Because my niece needs it.”

			“For someone in a desperate position, you certainly aren’t working very hard to help your family.” Boser sounds snide. I stare at him. Desperation? Desperation is swirling around the camp and painted in the damn sky up above, and it’s going to bite him. Suddenly, I think I understand Kai. An uprising can’t succeed, but hell, if I could put Boser in the hospital, I wouldn’t mind in the least. “You haven’t gotten your relic back.”

			“Told you before. It’s gone. Not sure what you don’t get.”

			Boser crosses his arms and stares hard at me. I meet his gaze, scowling, waiting.

			“Very well. Here’s the thing. I’ve seen you with that old man, the one who dresses in traditional clothing.”

			“Yeah? What of it?”

			“I know he’s…” For once, something akin to life brightens Boser’s eyes. My breath catches—how could he know who Akira truly is?—but lets out in a gust when Boser continues: “A practitioner of ancestral magic. Is he training you in the old ways?”

			“Training me in the old ways? Aren’t you a little old to believe in magic?” It isn’t hard to sound disdainful.

			“Not if it’s real. And I know it is.” He sniffs, and I stare in disbelief.

			“Then go talk to the old man yourself,” I say, thinking about Akira lifting me off the floor as though I weighed no more than a kitten. “I don’t know anything about him.”

			“I think you do.” Boser has the self-satisfied smile of a guy who already knows he’s won. “I’ve approached the man several times. No matter what I say, he won’t talk to me. Then I noticed something around his neck. Your relic.”

			My throat goes dry. If Boser has seen Akira wearing my relic, then he for sure knows we have some sort of connection. Still, I can’t admit it.

			“Yeah? He must’ve found it after I lost it. Like I said, why don’t you ask him for it instead of me?”

			“I did,” Boser says. “He said I’m not…” Boser stops, struggling for the right word. “Worthy. But I’m trying to make myself so. I’ve been meditating every day.”

			“In your heated bungalow?” My lip curls as I stare at him in disgust. “Maybe it isn’t a good idea to use incarcerated people for your spiritual enlightenment, ever think of that?”

			“You don’t understand,” Boser says. “If anyone is unworthy, it’s you. You’re a criminal who knows nothing about who he is or where he came from.”

			“And you’re a pathetic asshole,” I say.

			Boser steps forward, his hand lashing out and gripping the back of my neck. His fingers dig into my skin, forcing my head down. My face is parallel to the dirt and level with his knees. Good. I grab his leg and upend him, but he doesn’t release me, so we both go down, hard. Choking dust puffs up around us. Skin scrapes off my knees and hands. Immediately, we scramble to our feet, facing off. He’s breathing hard, and I am, too.

			“You attacked me. I can arrest you right now,” Boser says, and there’s a smug note in his voice, like I’ve played right into his plan.

			“Sir? What’s going on? Do you need help?” a guard calls from across the way. Boser holds up his hand, telling the man to stay away. But at any moment, he can drop it. He has me right where he wants me. Sand grits in my teeth. I spit. More is in my eyes, and I drag my forearm across them, trying to blink it out.

			“What do you want?” I ask, willing to tell this lunatic whatever he needs to hear.

			Boser bends over, brushing off his dusty knees and elbows. When he straightens, he’s more composed, even though his chest still heaves. “I’ll give you a little time to work with the man. Learn a ritual. One that lets you…summon a spirit. Then meet me at midnight behind barrack twenty-seven’s latrines in two weeks. You’ll show me what you’ve learned right then and there—nothing counterfeit, no faking. If you don’t show up or try to do a fake spell that doesn’t work, you’ll be gone. Get it? Away from your precious niece and your girlfriend, on a transport to Tule Lake.”

			Boser straightens his collar and strides away. I watch him go, hands stinging. My palm has mostly healed but the delicate new skin is scraped away from our struggle. Damn him to hell. I force myself to take long breaths and clear my head. Luckily, there’s more than one way to send a letter. I’ll ask Violet to mail one. So much mail comes and goes from this place, there’s no way it’ll get flagged.

			I head home, passing several trucks loaded up with Guayule seedlings. They’re being tested out as a substitute for rubber. Their leafy heads nod one way and then another as the trucks jerk over the dirt. Someone plucks one of the leaves.

			Akira.

			“Hey!” I follow him. I think I’m going to have to chase him down, but he unexpectedly turns to me, arms outstretched, staggering toward me.

			“Look at me!” he cries. I do. It’s kinda impossible not to. The crack runs nearly all the way around to his chin in a disgusting semicircle reminding me of a can opener slowly rotating around a can. I could peel his face right off, if I wanted. He sits down on the grass, then grabs my wrist, pulling me to sit next to him. “Is it bad?”

			“No, I don’t even notice the giant crack.” My sarcasm is lost on him because he nods seriously, agreeing. “By the way…are there any…minor spells or rituals you can teach me? Something that summons a spirit?”

			“Why?” Akira’s eyes narrow.

			“Just…wondering.”

			“You’ll forgive my suspicion. When a mortal begins asking to be taught spells and shows interest in summoning spirits, it’s rarely good.” I think about Boser and his straight row of pens. Maybe he wants to command more than just writing utensils. “And no. I can’t summon spirits even for myself, as you may have noticed.”

			“How about a less complicated ritual? Like making…sparks fly or something like that?” I know it’s a reach, but if Akira can teach me some harmless magic trick, maybe I can satiate Boser.

			“Make sparks fly?” Akira snorts. “Certainly not. Though…sometimes, very rarely, I do like to do this.” He lifts his hand and gently waves it. Glimmering particles, similar to dust motes, whirl through the air. They are caught by the hot breeze and rise, hovering between the dirt and that terrifying cloud. They dance around a group of kids playing with a mix of shoddy donated toys that they’ve checked out of the toy loan. The particles settle on them.

			Suddenly, for a brief moment, the toys come alive. The rickety rocking horse shakes free of its rockers and gallops in a circle around the kids. The ball becomes a balloon, rising and floating right above them. The dolls blink and move their arms. The kids stop for a moment, their eyes as big as saucers. Then they scream in delight. Akira watches, silent, curious, distant. The magic lasts for a few moments before the toys are back to the way they were before, but the kids are ecstatic. “Not all restlessness is bad, contrary to what you mortals think,” Akira says. “It’s energy that needs a place to go. And when everything aligns, it can be”—he casts a long look at the delighted, laughing kids—“magical.”

			It’s rare to see happiness here. I run my hand gently over the grass. It’s soft and low, newly grown. Akira, though, pulls at the blades, tearing them out. I smack at his hand, earning a growl. We’re silent for a few moments. I find myself staring at my fox around his neck.

			“Stop staring unless it’s me you’re going to admire,” Akira commands.

			“Is it…” I hesitate. Not sure what I want to ask.

			“Speak, mortal.”

			“My fox warned me about you. It was terrified when I gave it to you.” Guilt makes my words pour out in a rush. “Makes me feel like I betrayed it.”

			Akira makes a flippant sound. He wraps his hand around the fox, like I did for years.

			“Worry not,” he says. “You didn’t betray your trinket.”

			“I didn’t? But I didn’t listen to it.”

			“This meager slip of divinity was merely scared because it’s been in mortal hands for so long. Mortal hands rub off, you see. They take wonderous things and tarnish them over time. The fox was like a baby before birth or a mortal before death.”

			“So it’s—it’s happy?” I ask, needing to know.

			“More than happy,” Akira says, and his tone is ponderous and soft. “It’s free.” His gaze is glossy, as though he’s seeing something I don’t. “It will always remember you, its last owner. When you cross, it will be waiting for you in its true form. You held it so tightly for so long, and while it wasn’t how you were supposed to tend it, it was its own sort of reverence.”

			My throat is thick. My eyes burn. Why am I reacting like this? I cough roughly to clear my throat.

			“That’s not so bad,” I mumble.

			Thankfully, Akira is unaware of my emotions. He leans back. Looks up. Above us, the angry knots of shadow monsters are parted a bit by a breeze, and a little blue sky gets through. I think his lips are stretching in a grimace, but they aren’t. He’s smiling, an actual smile. I lean back and look up, too, at the small slip of clear sky. For a few moments, we’re okay.
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Chapter Twenty-One

				Violet

			
			December 1942

			
				Dear Otōsan,

				I miss you terribly. Please, please, please rest and don’t worry about anything. Mama and I are taking care of each other, and we can’t wait until you’re here with us. Only write back if it doesn’t exert you too much. All we care about is that you get better.

				In other news, I’ve become what I’ve always wanted to be. An artist—and a paid one at that! I’ve been doing different sketches for the community council meeting ads. The newspaper pays me a tiny honorarium out of its budget. They’ve had me illustrate logos for the sports teams, an announcement for the mess hall Christmas decorating competition, and plans for a big Oshōgatsu party to celebrate the turn of the year.

				You may have heard things are tense here, but I don’t want you to be concerned about anything. I do worry about Ren if the draft is reinstated. I really do think you’ll like him, Otōsan. He’s not like the other boys I used to date. He reminds me of you. He’s brave, he’s loyal, and he protects his family. And me.

				I love him, Otōsan.

				I imagine this is a tremendous thing to read in a letter from your daughter, but I’ve always told you everything and I always will.

				Love you always,

				Violet

			

			Otōsan hasn’t gotten better. I see it as his letters get shorter and his writing, which is always so precise, shakier. Mama does, too. But we don’t say it. We simply watch, wait.

			Just like everyone else.

			Today, though, is different.

			I sit in the library, sketching. I’m supposed to be working on a design for the newspaper right now, but instead I’m drawing Akira while Mrs. Hata nervously looks out the window. This is my fifth attempt. I know, deep down, that this might not succeed, just as I know that if there’s any chance that it will, it must be my absolute best work.

			But time is running out.

			“Do you see anything, Mrs. Hata?” I ask.

			“No, but everything will be all right, I’m sure.”

			Neither of us believes it. The Salt Lake City JACL members returned this morning. There was supposed to be a meeting today in one of the bigger mess halls, but it was canceled. The WRA officials thought there was too much tension in the camp to safely hold it.

			“It’s been so overcast lately,” Mrs. Hata murmurs.

			Fear cuts through me, and I get up and look out to see the sky again. This morning, when word spread about the JACL members returning, it simply went dark. It’s close, I think. The breaking point. It makes me want to run, even though I don’t know where. The shadows are desperate, antsy, ruinous, absorbing our unrest like carbon absorbs light.

			I hurry back to the desk. Akira’s face lurks in my mind, and I try to turn it into lines on my page. My hand is shaky. My breath is short. He appears slowly, lines layering on top of each other. I’ve spent days working on this sketch. It’s one thing to portray the silken black plume of his hair, the glistening gold of his earring, and the decadent sheen of his blue kimono. It’s another to portray him. He’s so much of everything that he is—mischievous, proud, vain, dangerous, curious—and the combination makes him nearly uncapturable. I keep thinking I’m finished, yet the drawing demands more from me, so much so that I see it even when I’m not working on it.

			The door flies open. We both pull back, terrified. Then Mrs. Hata gasps, “Joe?”

			Mr. Nomura steps inside and closes the door behind him, ducking down below the windows. He’s wearing his uniform. He’s been traveling since this morning, but you can’t tell. It’s perfectly pressed, bars straight. He looks dignified…or he would if he wasn’t slinking down to sit on the floor.

			“What’s happening?” I ask.

			“Eh, nothing, nothing.” His steady gaze meets mine, making me feel silly, like I’m the one hiding beneath the windows. “People are a little tense.”

			“What can we do?” Mrs. Hata asks. She glances around helplessly. There are no curtains, because we aren’t allowed to cover the windows. None of our buildings lock aside from the hospital, since it has valuable equipment and narcotics. Every area is porous, which feels particularly terrifying right now.

			“Go home,” Mr. Nomura says. “I’ll stay here tonight. I don’t want to bring trouble to anyone in my barrack.”

			“Will you be safe?” I ask. It’s a stupid question, considering he’s hiding.

			“Hai,” he says so confidently that I almost believe him. “Sleeping among books isn’t the worst thing. I’ve slept in much worse places during the war. Now, please head home. Don’t talk to anyone. Go straight there and stay there until everything calms down.”

			We do as he says. Mrs. Hata and I walk together until we reach her barrack. She repeats Mr. Nomura’s instructions to me: “Head home, don’t talk to anyone, go straight there.”

			I walk as quickly as I can until I pass barrack 22’s mess hall. A crowd streams out. I gasp, shrinking back until I’m pressed against a barrack. There must be hundreds of people. No, thousands. They overflow into the firebreak. Some shout, some argue, some gesticulate furiously. Their words cut through the air.

			“They’re gonna get all the men drafted and sent to the front to be killed so America can get rid of us!”

			“First they don’t let us enlist. Then they put us here. Now they want us to serve? And leave our families behind, locked up?”

			“No, no, no, it’s equal treatment. The JACL only wants equal treatment.”

			“Hunt them down. All of them. Get that Nomura fellow and the rest. Show them what happens to traitors.”

			My heartbeat thunders in my throat, thickening with every breath I take. I change paths, weaving between the barracks.

			I need to get home.

			I need to finish the icon.

			And then I need to take it to Akira before disaster strikes, either in the form of fire or violence or both.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

				Ren

			
			The hospital.

			Gotta get there.

			Dusk falls fast around me, Akira’s shadow making everything darker. Cosette is bundled against my shoulder in a blanket, and I’ve wrapped my jacket around her, too, so she’s as warm as possible. Nurse Rose has told us she’s more likely to get sick because she’s so frail and unable to gain weight. These past few days, she’s gotten weaker and weaker, the lack of nutrients catching up. Her sleep periods have gotten longer, her eyelids and fingertips are blue, and it’s hard to rouse her. Every time I see the glimmer of her eyes, I want to weep with relief. Every time they close again, I want to say her name, make a racket, anything to make them open again because I’m terrified that one of these times they won’t.

			At first, I don’t notice the odd number of people out—or how they all head in one direction. By the time I’m halfway to the hospital, I realize Mr. Nomura never showed up at the barracks today. I look up at the sky again. The shadow is just…there. It spreads over the sky like a blanket, dark, silent, watching. I pick up my pace, keeping my head down.

			The hospital has improved since the last time I was here, with Emi. At least, there aren’t any cots outside. I reach for the door. It’s latched. I knock.

			“Who’s there?” I recognize the voice. Nurse Rose is on duty. She’ll help us.

			“It’s me, Ren. Cosette is sick.”

			The latch flips back and the door creaks open. Nurse Rose quickly motions me in. I enter and she closes it, latching it once again.

			“What’s going on?” I ask. Nurse Rose is always calm, but her hands twist around her white apron, and worry, bordering on fear, fills her face.

			“The guards came by and told us there might be a riot,” she says. “They wanted us to go home until tomorrow, but there are patients who need us.”

			A riot. I think about Kai and James and all the rest like them and Akira’s shadow hanging quietly in the sky. I glance around the hospital. Military cots mix with iron and pop-up camper beds. They ring the perimeter of the room, sitting atop a checkered linoleum floor. Farther down the barrack, there are sections curtained off for operations. Dr. Suzuki talks to a mother whose sick kid is in one of the beds. His face is as controlled as always. He glances at me, and the flint in his gaze shifts, just a bit. Coming over, he asks, “What brings you here?”

			“It’s Cosette,” I say. “She’s really weak.”

			Dr. Suzuki takes her. Gently, he examines her. Déjà vu comes over me, along with a wave of dizziness. Last time I saw him here, he was trying to save Emi. The chair where I sat giving blood is against the wall. My arm tenses. I feel it, right now. The way the needle punctured my skin, the sight of my blood shooting through the plastic tubing as it was sucked out of me. It wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough.

			Carefully, Dr. Suzuki does his examination. He says, “Nurse Rose, we need an infusion.” Addressing me, he says, “It’s good you brought her. She’s dehydrated and malnourished. She’s unable to take the powdered milk, correct?” I nod. Dr. Suzuki and Nurse Rose get to work. Their hands are quick and deft and Cosette doesn’t even make a sound as they slip a needle into her vein. I wince. I can take pain, but knowing she’s in any makes me want to strangle someone. “She’ll need to stay here,” Dr. Suzuki says. Unexpectedly, he asks me, “Have you seen Kai lately?”

			“No, sir,” I respond. “I haven’t been at work. I’ve been taking care of Cosette.”

			“Understandable.” Briskly, Dr. Suzuki reaches for a chart.

			“Do you want me to go look for him?” I ask. Dr. Suzuki pauses. Then he turns to fully face me and regards me silently for a long moment.

			“No,” he says. “It isn’t safe.”

			“I’ll be fine,” I reply with a shrug. I’ll make sure Violet and Mrs. Aratani are safe, too. “Need to check on some people anyway.”

			A soft, subtle knock comes from the door. Nurse Rose speaks to whoever is on the other side and then opens it. A man stumbles in. His hand is pressed to his head. Blood leaks between his fingers, down his wrists, and into the cuffs of his sleeves.

			“Mr. Nomura?” I say. Dr. Suzuki and I hurry to him. A red gash cuts across his forehead, surrounded by swelling skin. Blood trickles down his uniform, blending in to the navy blue wool. “What happened?”

			“I was hiding in the library.” I’ve never heard his voice so ragged before. He shakes his head slightly, like he still can’t believe what happened. “Masked intruders came looking for me. They beat me, and I barely escaped.”

			“Here, here.” Dr. Suzuki guides him to one of the beds. Weakly, he sinks onto it.

			“I don’t want to bring trouble here,” Mr. Nomura says to Dr. Suzuki. “Give me a Band-Aid and I’ll leave. They’re still looking for me.”

			“A Band-Aid? Nonsense.” Dr. Suzuki doesn’t hesitate. “If they come, we’ll turn them away. You’re in no condition to be moving around. You need stitches, and I need to see if you have a concussion.”

			“They’re coming!” Nurse Rose exclaims, peering out the window. The mother on the cot pauses and then keeps smoothing the hair back off her kid’s forehead. “People are coming this way!”

			Dr. Suzuki and I rush to look out. Forms appear out of the night, clutching weapons. Axes, hatchets, wrenches, shovels, sticks, and hammers. Faces, lit from below by flashlights and lanterns, are all twisted and strange. I try to count how many people approach. I lose track at thirty.

			“Quick!” Dr. Suzuki snatches blankets off the unoccupied cots. “Hide him.”

			Nurse Rose hurries to help. They guide him to one of the beds with curtains. Dr. Suzuki motions for him to lie flat. Without a word, he goes down. Together, they drape the blankets over him. He disappears fast under the layers. Glass shatters, skittering across the hospital floor. Someone’s thrown a rock through the window.

			I pick up that chair, the one I sat in to give blood. If they breach the hospital, I’ll fight to the death to protect Cosette. It’s a clear thought in my mind, one distinct from the rest of me. Aside from it, I’m nothing but blinking nerves, coiled muscles, and gritted teeth.

			The door rattles in the frame. Faces appear in the broken window. No one shouts. In fact, no one says anything. Everything progresses in silence, bizarre in its order.

			“Go away!” Nurse Rose says through the door to the attackers. There’s a pause. Finally, a voice comes.

			“Nomura. We’ve come for Nomura.”

			“He’s not here! Leave us alone. There’s only sick people, and you’re disturbing them,” Nurse Rose says. Another pause. The rattling begins again, this time much more forceful. There’s too many of them. They’re going to break the door down.

			“Let them in,” Dr. Suzuki says, voice as placid as if he’s giving directions to mop the floor. We stare at him. “Show them he’s not here.”

			We turn to look at Mr. Nomura’s bed, our attention strung between it and the mob. Something splinters in the door. It won’t hold much longer. They’re going to bust in. We won’t be able to stop them. I hold the chair, ready. Nurse Rose unlatches the door. Several men stampede across the threshold, reminding me of silvery fish dumped on the pier, flopping and wriggling about, unsure where to go. Some of them have bandannas tied over their noses and mouths, revealing only slivers of their faces. Others are dressed in work coveralls, like they don’t want to get their clothes dirty.

			“He’s not here,” Nurse Rose repeats. The men stop and peer around, lowering their weapons.

			“It’s true,” Dr. Suzuki says. “They took Joe Nomura to the hospital in Independence. Look.”

			Methodically, he pulls back the few curtain partitions. He gets to Mr. Nomura’s curtain. I swear he wavers, but he yanks it back. We stare at the cot. Only a few layers of wool separate Mr. Nomura from his attackers. I think about how he must be holding his breath, trying desperately to be still. To me, his form is undeniable. My eyes seek out the unnatural humps and depressions of the blankets and trace them like hills on a map. Dr. Suzuki drops the curtain and keeps going.

			Movement to my left makes me swivel. Someone is flanking me. One of the rebels meets my gaze. I only see his eyes above the taut bandanna, but he’s young, about my age. He glances at the chair I hold and tenses in response, as though I’m the aggressor, not him. A man calls, “They got him out. Took him to Independence. Who’s next on the list?”

			They traipse out the door. When the last one is gone, I drop the chair with a thud. My shoulder and hand, which don’t hurt much anymore, throb. I’ve been taken back in time, my old aches returning.

			“They’re going,” Nurse Rose breathes as she watches from the broken window. Icy air streams in. She fetches a broom and dustpan to sweep up the shattered glass. The shards shine against the uneven floorboards. Cold air swishes across us.

			“I gotta go,” I say to Dr. Suzuki. “I’ll find Kai.”

			As far as I’m concerned, Dr. Suzuki is only capable of one facial expression. The guy always looks stern—so much so that you’d think his face was stuck that way. But when I speak, the sternness cracks and reveals a depth of fear I’m not prepared to see. I glance away. All Dr. Suzuki says, though, is “Arigato, Ren.”
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			Warily, I leave the hospital. One or two men mill around, but most of them have moved on, searching for their next victim. I walk as fast as I can.

			Violet. Cosette. Mama. Kai. Their names repeat in my head. Somehow, even Emi’s name flashes through my mind, as though she’s alive and I need to keep her safe with everyone else. Everyone I love is in danger. You’d think the realization would fill me with rage, but it does the opposite. Drains me of everything. My mind clears. My hands don’t shake. My senses calm. I’m empty. But it’s an eerie emptiness, a precursor, a quiet so gentle it feels deadly.

			Mess hall bells ring. More glass shatters. Guards run by. The searchlight doesn’t skim the camp. It jolts and jerks. I cross a few firebreaks.

			I go to Violet’s barrack first. The barracks in this area are silent, families hiding inside. No lights shine. Everyone inside wants the danger to pass them over. I can almost hear the desperate prayers, the panicked breaths, the shushing as parents try to get their kids to be quiet. I briskly walk up and down the firebreak, making sure no one is around. Violet and Mrs. Aratani will be safe. Now I need to go check on Mama and then find Kai.

			I make it to my barrack. Mama jumps up from her cot as I enter.

			“Mr. Wozumi says a riot’s broken out. I didn’t know where you were,” she says, sitting down on the bed she’s just risen from. “I thought maybe you’d run off and joined the fight like the other bakatare.”

			“No. I was trying to get back here.”

			“I can take care of myself.” Her back is ramrod straight and her foot taps impatiently against the bed frame, making it vibrate. Doesn’t matter if there’s an uprising raging outside. Here she sits, a mix of will and annoyance. I smile, just a little.

			“I know you can,” I say. “In fact, if we let you out into the rebellion, you’d make quick work of it.”

			“Bah, stupid boy,” Mama says, but her tone isn’t angry. It’s worried. I make my way over to the partition and knock quietly on it.

			“Mr. Wozumi?”

			“Hai?” He steps into our portion of the barrack. I almost don’t recognize him. His face is hard and firm, like a man set unrelentingly to a task, one he won’t allow himself to fail at.

			“I have to go find my friend. You’ll guard the barrack?”

			“Of course.” He lifts a baseball bat. I hear the Wozumi children whispering together and Mrs. Wozumi shushing them. He has a lot to protect. “I’ll make sure your mother is safe, too.”

			“Thank you.”

			Outside our barrack, I hear shouting, followed by scuffling. The violence is like the winter desert wind. It howls. Makes our walls shake and our windows rattle. Mr. Wozumi returns to his family. I head for the door.

			“No.” Mama jumps up, steps in front of me. She pushes me hard in the chest. “You’re not going out there.”

			I move around her.

			She catches my wrist and clings to it with both hands. I twist it free, making my skin burn in the process. I keep moving. She grabs my shirt. The fabric stretches. Tears. Mama is silent now. She doesn’t say no anymore but, before I can touch the handle, she gets between me and the door. Her hand flashes at me and I think she’s going to slap my face, but she stops at the last moment. Vaguely, I know we’re doing it again. The awful struggle we’ve always done, the same one we did in the living room of our old apartment when she wanted to destroy my fox.

			Everything has changed. Nothing has changed.

			“Don’t run away,” she says. I stop and look her in the eye.

			“Kai is out there.”

			She tries to protest. I don’t wait. I head out again.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

				Violet

			
			Mama is frightened.

			Her factory closed early today. Everyone senses the changing, furious tide. It’s receded from shore, exposing jagged driftwood, long-buried buckets, and broken silver dollar shells. It’s shown us what’s there, but it won’t stay away for long. It’ll surge, rise, flood. It’ll sweep things away with it, take them out to sea, drown them.

			I can only pray my plan will work.

			“What are you doing?” Mama asks as I reach into a box where we keep odds and ends. The Buddha icon that the Kimuras gave us is there, wrapped in a cloth. I glance at her. The last thing I want is to scare her or make her feel unsafe. I force myself to slow down and smile.

			“Oh, just seeing if there’s anything I might use as a hair ribbon.”

			“A hair ribbon? At a time like this, Violet?” She clucks her tongue and shakes her head. “At least our section of the camp is quiet, thank Jesus.”

			“It’s true. No one was headed in this direction.” I try to sound as calm and reassuring as possible. “I think we’ll be just fine. Why don’t you nap, Mama? If anything changes, I’ll wake you up.” I lift the icon out, pretending to only be interested in the fabric. Convinced I’m only intent on crafting accessories, Mama plods over to her bed and sits down. I watch her through my peripheral vision. She’s always in motion, bustling about from dawn to dusk, so when she finally stops, she collapses. It happens now. Her body sinks onto the cot. Her eyes close.

			I’m glad. She needs rest. And I need to focus.

			Carefully, I inspect the icon. Expensive icons have gold leafing and painted images. This one has gold paint to imitate leafing and a print, which has been glued onto the plaque. Age has already caused the print to begin separating from the plaque. Slowly, I work it off, mindful not to tear the print. Then I scrape off the remnants of adhesive sticking to the plaque. It’s the only thing I have for glue. I pick up Ren’s icon board and press the gooey bits on, then I grab up my sketch. Akira stares back at me, captured in pencil. I’ve drawn the wind swirling behind him like the ocean, his head cast back, fingers spread. I press it onto the plaque. The glue is more tacky than sticky but it holds, barely.

			It’s just missing one thing—magic. Ancient, divine magic.

			I take out my deer, which nestles in my hand. I almost don’t know if I can do it. But I must. Slowly, tediously, I work a small splinter off the bottom of its foot with a roofing nail. Usually, I feel its magic, but as I rub the nail against it, it becomes completely silent. I hate it. Then there’s a gentle swell, as though the deer is helping me, offering itself, allowing me to make a sacrifice of it. It reveals a patch of rich, natural cherry underneath. I never realized how much patina the deer has. Time has turned its exterior into a dark, muddied hue. I whisper, “I’m sorry,” as I detach a splinter and put it back into my pocket.

			Then, trying to stay quiet, I use a roofing nail and one of my slingback heels as a hammer to create a hole in the side of the plaque. Mama doesn’t even stir. I slip the splinter into the hole. There. I don’t know if it’s enough magic or if it will even work, but I must try.

			I’m scared. Danger surrounds us. I hear it, slithering through the camp like a sea monster through seawater, and I see it, above my head, Akira’s shadow pressing down. A few blocks over, I encounter men running toward the police post. I wait until they pass, hiding in the shadows. Where is Akira? I pause for a moment, lost, frightened, alone.

			But I’m not truly alone. I haven’t been, not since Otōsan gave me his relic. I draw it out, still thrumming with warmth, and whisper into its ear, “Take me to the Nameless Faceless God.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

				Ren

			
			I head toward the fray.

			It feels like the violence is waiting for me, setting a trap I can’t escape. The police post is up ahead. It’s a hive of activity. People hurry toward it, some alone, some in groups. The shadow has descended even farther. I lift my hand, as if I can touch it.

			A bizarre screeching makes me whip my head around.

			A vehicle appears out of the darkness, its rubbery tires turning across the dirt. Moonlight dashes off its sides and top. Several men push it, forcing it forward, aiming at the police post.

			Dread grips me.

			Officers are outside the building. They hold rifles, but the threat isn’t stopping anyone. People rush toward them, like they have nothing to lose. Or maybe it’s the opposite. Maybe they have so much to lose that they’ll do anything to protect what’s left.

			“Ayyy, Dragon!” A hand lands on my shoulder, and I almost jump out of my skin. Kai. His bandanna is tied around his forehead, as it always is, but out here, amid the uprising, it looks like a sign of war. Excitement wells in his eyes. “I knew you’d come!”

			“What the hell, Kai?” I’m torn between slugging the damn fool in the jaw and hugging him in relief. James and his buddies mill about me in frenzied circles, red ants whose hill has been kicked, ready to swarm, attack, bite.

			“Hey!” James steps close to me, squaring up. “You’re either with us or you’re one of the traitors. Which is it?”

			I take a shallow breath, trying to be calm. James and his minions are jumpy and wired—I’m not about to bring their wrath down on me.

			“Leave him alone,” Kai interjects. “He’s here to help.”

			“He doesn’t have it in him,” James accuses.

			“Ren has always had it in him.” Kai grins like we’re kids again and this just some sort of mischief we’re going to get into. “He doesn’t need to release the dragon, because he is the dragon.”

			“Sure. Whatever. I’m going home, Kai.” I take a step forward. “You’re coming with me.”

			“No,” he says. For once, there’s no humor or bravado or wildness in his voice. I stare at him. “I know what I’m doing, Ren. Don’t worry.”

			He flashes the smile that always gets the girls swooning, but his eyes are as clear as a glass of water. He turns away from me, heading toward the skirmish. He’s always claimed to be a tiger, and never has he seemed more like one as he stalks forward through the desert. But I’m not leaving without him.

			“Kai!” I shout. “Come on. Stop.”

			Something whistles through the air and lands with a thunk. Gray clouds explode in plumes. My eyes burn. My throat spasms. A horrible stinging sensation spreads across my skin. I smell…pepper. Tear gas. I take a panicked breath. Makes things worse. Drags the sting deep into my lungs. My nose runs, my eyes weep. Feels like my brain is melting and leaking out of me, draining down my chin and onto the front of my shirt. I stumble forward. Something bright bursts through my vision.

			Something else flickers overhead. I look up. Red bolts shoot through the looming shadows, connective points of electricity. I see my hand, floating just ahead of me, reaching for Kai.

			But when I break through the smoke, he’s not there.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

				Violet

			
			The deer guides me to Akira’s barrack.

			I hesitate, almost too scared to keep going. Up ahead is the police post, and everyone converges on it. Whistles cut through the air and gas canisters explode in the dust, sending up plumes of dirt and noxious, stinging clouds. I cover my nose and my mouth with my hands, but my eyes burn. More and more people join in, running down the firebreaks to attack the police post. There’s a flash. I look up and almost cry out. Red spikes of lightning shoot through the dense clouds.

			It’s happening.

			I sprint the final distance to Akira’s barrack. Immediately, I know my deer is right. The barrack shakes. Every plank rattles. Thick shadows rise from it and flicker up toward the night sky. If they weren’t woven from darkness, they’d look like flames.

			Suddenly, the deer quivers in my pocket. A panicked energy exudes from it. It flows in one direction, as definitive as a pointing finger.

			Ren is out there.

			The four words are so clear in my mind, I almost think I’ve heard them out loud. Ren is in the fray? Desperately, I stare down the firebreak at the mob. Men push a car straight toward the police post. Everything is doused in red light from Akira’s shadow. A voice screams from a loudspeaker, “Disperse! Disperse, or we will fire!”

			Ren is out there.

			And the only way to save him is to get to Akira’s barrack and stop this.

			I rush up the shaking stairs and burst inside. When I enter, I let out a cry. It’s like I’ve stepped into a demon’s mouth. Everything inside the barrack is suffused in red angry light. Hot, panting breath twists through the room, but I can’t see where it comes from. It gushes sourly against my face, in and out, in and out. Or maybe it isn’t breath. Maybe it’s a heartbeat, one pulsing so hard and fast, it’s about to explode.

			At its center is Akira. The shadowy hands claw at him, disappearing into his chest and emerging from his back like blades running him through.

			The box. I need to put the relic I made inside his box. It’s on the bed. I stumble toward it. Suddenly, impossibly, the barrack jerks. Everything is fixed in place except me, and I’m sent tumbling violently against the wall. With a scream, I force my way forward again. The shadows leap from Akira to me. They subsume me, fill my lungs like liquid, and then shoot straight to my heart.

			Restless is too small a word to encompass the agitation I feel, yet for once I understand the depths of the word completely. I think I must fight or flee or jump or claw, and if I don’t, I’ll die. My heart pounds faster and faster until a new hue of red tints everything. I have to keep going. I have to reach the box.

			My fingers brush the glossy wood, and I flip open the lid.

			A bright spike of blue light shoots up. It sears my eyes, bleaches my vision. The barrack tilts again, threatening to send me falling. I scream. My toes grapple with the barrack’s floor as it drops away beneath my feet.

			With every bit of my strength, I thrust the relic into the box.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

				Ren

			
			Pop, pop, pop.

			I startle at the crisp, evenly spaced sounds. I’m nothing but dripping fluid, but suddenly my mouth is dry as bone.

			Pop, pop, pop.

			The staccato bursts ring through my ears. All along, the commotion outside has been one stew of sound: running, shouting, battering. It changes. High-pitched screams pierce the night. Thundering footsteps change direction. Akira’s shadow flares bright red. People turn and flee.

			But not everyone.

			Others push forward, toward the gunshots.

			Ever since the hospital, I’ve been empty.

			I haven’t been afraid.

			I haven’t been angry.

			I’ve only known my tasks—get Cosette to safety, make sure Violet and Mrs. Aratani and Mama are out of harm’s way, find Kai. Even the tears and snot running down my face haven’t been mine, but the result of the tear gas. The gunshots change everything. It’s like standing beneath the voice of God. It blades through me, wakes me up when I didn’t know I was asleep.

			Suddenly, I’m afraid.

			Suddenly, I’m angry.

			I’ve wanted none of it. None of the rebellion. But if I was caught out here with Cosette, the bullets would still fly. There are no illusions. No fancy fake talk of evacuation or safety measures or self-governance. We’ve said we aren’t the enemy. We’ve said we are Americans. You shoot at the enemy, and they are shooting at us.

			Rage spills through me. Kai said I’m a dragon. Maybe he’s right, because I’m desperate to breathe my rage out in fire. They’ve demolished us. Not just now, not just tonight, not just with these damn bullets. But all along. Rounding us up. Dragging us out here. Dumping us behind barbed wire when we’ve committed no crime. I’ve known it, been living it. Hell, they killed my sister.

			Hearing gunshots makes me face it, hear it, feel it, know it. Been avoiding trouble for a long time. That stops now.

			I run forward.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

				Violet

			
			The relic cuts into the blue light. It hovers in the air for a single moment and then, like a floating flower finally submerged, sinks into the box. It descends gracefully, slowly, magically. At the same time, a series of bangs punctuates the air. The relic goes gently, even surrounded by chaos. The bangs are mechanical, loud, unrelenting.

			The shadow hands gather together. They mount into the air above me. I cower, covering my head with my hands, feeling like, at any moment, they’re going to descend and vaporize me.

			Then, suddenly, they disappear. The red light does, too. The glow of Akira’s lanterns returns, along with the tranquil sounds of the koi splashing in the basin and the crane’s wings flapping through the air. It’s like I’m sheltered, even as the terrible, violent sounds penetrate from outside.

			I rush to the window and look out. Akira’s shadow over the camp—it’s receding. The red spikes of lightning become smaller and smaller.

			“Akira! Wake up!” I hurry to his side and shake his arm. He blinks at me. “I’ve given you an offering.”

			Akira’s hand comes up to his face; then he rushes to the mirror, Oda dropping out of the way. I watch as the crack ringing his face begins to fill with new, radiant flesh. Then it’s gone. Akira dashes to the box. The relic I made floats up to the top, where it gently bobs. He plucks it up. “You made this.”

			“I did. It worked, right? Please tell me it worked.”

			Akira stares at it, and when he looks at me, his eyes are misty with tears. For an immortal who claims not to know human emotions, he suddenly seems as mortal as me, as possessed by grief, hope, and everything in between. “You’ve given me a most astounding offering, clever mortal girl. I think…I think if I just add this, it shall be enough. I shall be free.”

			Slowly, as though he almost doesn’t dare to hope, he removes Ren’s fox from around his neck. He holds it over the box with the icon I made. Then he drops them inside.

			A zing runs through me.

			One pure, wordless note resounds in my ears. It’s soprano—a note that’s shockingly human yet so clear and crisp, I think it must be an angel. Goose bumps rise and fall on my flesh, making me aware of every inch of my skin.

			Looking around, I almost cry out. Everything in Akira’s barrack is as it was, but for the first time in my life, I see. Not with my eyes, but beyond. Oda, the koi fish, the bonsai trees, the tapestries—I know their truest essence, and it’s glorious. I know their most important characteristics, the truth of what makes them what they are, and it is glorious. The sensation builds. I feel Oda’s honorable peace embedded in the heart of every samurai. I hear the delightful gurgle of bubbles from the koi fish and feel the sublime fluidity of water passing through their inner chambers. I see every shiny, feathery leaf on the bonsai trees, every intricate layer of cork bark, every tentacled and tangled root coiled in the dirt.

			In my hand, the deer stares at me. Its gaze holds pure knowledge, as though it sees all and accepts all and knows all. I never want to let it go.

			A crow of triumphant laughter fills my ears. It’s Akira, but his voice has changed. It’s airy and whistly and has the pure sine wave of a flute. Wind rushes around me and playfully tousles my hair.

			I am Nameless, Faceless. I am fleet foot, fire spirit, fearsome foe! No more sleeping in this horrid bed. No more sleeping, ever. No more wearing skin and a cage of bones. No more eating human swill. I shall present myself to the creator gods and beg their forgiveness and I shall…I shall go home.

			I am free.

			“Akira-sama?” I ask. I hold out my hands and wind rushes through them, streaming through my fingers and pushing my hair back from my face. It’s like standing in the power and might of a wave as it crests and thunders through you. The wind spins tighter and tighter around me, but it’s tender and playful. It doesn’t slash or claw. It soothes and whispers.

			Kansha shimasu, Violet Aratani, he says. You have helped a god. You served an immortal, just as your family did generations ago. Centuries from now, I shall remember your face, just as you gave me a face to be worshipped by. Serve me. Make icons of me so I may be remembered, and I may be venerated. And, when you are ready, ask your divine favor of me, and it shall be granted. The wind wraps silkily around me and winds around my legs like a cat. I think I shall miss you.

			“I’ll miss you, too, Akira-sama,” I whisper.

			The wind whips up again. It dashes about the barrack and encircles Akira’s treasures. The basin with the koi fish, which joyfully twitch their whiskers. Oda, who nods fiercely at me as he whirls past within the mirror. The bonsai trees, the tapestries, the screens. Then, in one tremendous roar, it disappears into the box.

			The lid snaps shut. The box disappears. Only a metal cot and straw tick mattress remain. I hear one final parting from Akira—

			Tell Ren everything is hunky-dory.

			And I know it in the depths of my soul—Akira is free.

			Akira is gone.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Ren

			
			I drive forward.

			Another sound reaches me. I can’t place this one—it’s like thunder or a rockslide. Comes from behind me. The ground tremors for a moment and suddenly, a huge gust of wind courses down the firebreak and then up to the sky. Reminds me of…an exhale.

			The light changes, moonlight peeking through the clouds, and I look up. The shadow over the camp contracts, grows smaller. Then there’s a sudden red firework of light. It splits the sky. Then it’s gone entirely.

			There won’t be a fire tonight.

			Or at least, not one from Akira.

			But the one inside me is glowing hotter than ever.

			I charge toward the police post. Guards have fired over our heads. I’m not stupid—it’s a warning. Then I spy Kai. The car has been abandoned, but he’s crouched next to it, reaching inside to mess with the gears so it can push forward again. Uncanniness comes over me. I’ve seen him this way tons of times before, bent over Delilah outside his house. Bullets are flying but here he is, working on a car. I run up to him, breathless and sweaty. A string of Spanish-laced profanity falls from his lips in a furious tirade.

			“Maybe you should be a mechanic after all, Tiger,” I call, coming to his side. He looks up, sees it’s me, and smiles, even amid the deadly chaos.

			“Right?” he asks triumphantly. “Help me push this sweetheart into the bastards. For Lila!”

			“Disperse!” the officer blares again into the loudspeaker. A few men run off, but most stay, undeterred. “We will fire. I repeat, we will fire.”

			I go around to the other side of the car and anchor my hands on its cold, metallic sides. Then Kai shifts the car into neutral. I look up.

			Almost in slow motion, I see their rifles rise. They are fingers of death, ready to blast us away. Everything is still so slow. Everything but my mind. It grabs at every thought in the world, as though these are my last minutes. Gotta atone or forgive, I’m not sure, maybe both. Then all those scattershot thoughts become one.

			Violet.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

				Violet

			
			I fall to my knees in the barrack. An old man is there, looking around confusedly, though without alarm. He must be the human Akira possessed. He’s dressed plainly in a fisherman’s attire.

			More gunshots riddle the air outside. Ren. There’s no time to say anything to the man. I cry, “For my divine favor—” My mind is a wash of fire. My deer burns inside my pocket. The searing heat comes and goes, as though it’s speaking in Morse code, warning me. “Save him. Save Ren.”
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Chapter Thirty

				Ren

			
			I’m staring right down the barrel when he pulls the trigger.

			The rifle that’s gonna blast me straight to kingdom come. There’s no time to duck. The officer doesn’t hesitate.

			Click.

			For a moment, I think it’s happened. I’ve been shot and am already dead, I just haven’t realized it. Then the officer yanks his rifle back. It’s jammed.

			I don’t have time to process it. I duck down, yank open the door of the car, and dive inside. Kai jumps into the other side. Bullets strike the front, making the whole thing shake. The windshield shatters. Glass splinters over us. Steam hisses from beneath the hood, sending up a white angry cloud. Don’t understand it. Can’t.

			“Tiger,” I gasp, “you okay?”

			“Yeah! You, Dragon?”

			“I’ll be better if we get out of here.”

			Staying low, we clamber into the back seat and then out the passenger doors. We run down the firebreak at full sprint. Men race alongside us, trying to escape the bullets. I realize we’re passing Akira’s barrack. Someone emerges from it, slamming the door behind them. I careen to a stop. Shock fills me.

			Violet.

			Time stops. I must get to her. I must get her out of here.

			“What are you doing?” I shout, running to her. I don’t wait for her response. I sweep her right off the stairs and into my arms, clutching her to my chest. She bundles into me, small and shaking. Her hands grip my shirt. I hold her, and with Kai next to us, we run.
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Chapter Thirty-One

				Violet

			
			Dawn spills through the sky by the time Ren and I get to my barrack, Kai just behind us. Ren is drenched in sweat. I can see his pulse throbbing in his throat. His eyes are dilated, verging on feverish. They rove all around, seeking threats. He’s the embodiment of my drawings, of the things that dwell fathoms-deep in the sea, never touched by sunlight. And I’ve never felt safer.

			“We should go in different directions,” Kai says to Ren. “They’re gonna start rounding people up and arresting them. I’ll go home. You should, too.”

			“I will,” Ren says, but he doesn’t move. I peer at Kai, resentment flooding me as I think about Mr. Nomura hiding in the library and the fear in Mrs. Hata’s eyes. They’ve only tried to make things better, but their own community hunted them down and tore this place apart with everyone trapped inside. Kai meets my eyes. Fury turns my gaze hot. He lifts his chin and stares back at me, unflinching. There is no remorse in him, not one bit. Only last month we sat by the fire together, and we were the same.

			Not anymore.

			“Better hurry.” He speaks only to Ren. Then he runs off.

			“You’re hurt,” Ren murmurs, and his worried voice is a contrast to his ferocious appearance. I realize my elbows and knees are scratched, the skin torn right off. I must’ve bitten my lip at some point because blood tangs my tongue. “What happened?”

			“It worked,” I say shakily. “The relic we made. He’s…he’s gone. So is his shadow.”

			“Damn,” Ren says brusquely. “It worked. We survived.” I’m surprised when his voice twists. He sounds almost panicked, even though he’s safe now. “There was a moment when there was a rifle pointed right at me and…”

			“You’re safe,” I say, and he nods. I shudder. Ren is okay. He survived the night. He wasn’t shot. But I wonder if he was supposed to be. Akira said an hourglass had been turned and everyone’s actions were draining toward their end. Somehow, there was enough magic in the divine favor for Ren’s fate to catch, to cling to the glass, to not let go.

			I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him down to me. This kiss is different than before. It’s ragged. It tastes of peril and fear. It tastes of sweat and blood and burdens we didn’t know we’d carry. I realize he isn’t going to let go or leave me. But he has to.

			“You need to get home,” I whisper. He nods. Even then, he clings to me, almost like a frightened young boy. I press my lips to his hair. I taste the salt of his sweat and the blood from my own split lip. He trembles and I press my body against his, drawing him into the rhythm of my breath. Then, slowly, I extricate myself. “I’ll see you soon,” I whisper. “Go home.”

			“I’m going to the hospital,” he replies, stronger now. “Cosette is getting infusions. Dr. Suzuki and Nurse Rose will vouch for me if anyone asks where I’ve been.” He pauses and swallows twice. “You know, I joined in. I went to find Kai, and, somewhere along the way I became so angry, even though I knew it was doomed. I don’t support them. Not when they hurt Mr. Nomura and put everyone in danger. But when the guards were shooting at us like fish in a barrel after putting us here in the first place, I think I became the guy I used to be, a guy I’ve tried to kill for a long time now.” There’s a quaver to his voice and he stares at me, hard, head angling as though waiting for my judgment.

			I touch his face gently and I say, “Perhaps you need your old self every now and then. Maybe you don’t have to kill him. Maybe you just need to know he’s there.” Overwhelm courses through his eyes, through his body. For once, I witness all the grief and hurt he carries, and it steals my breath with its magnitude. Sirens wail. They cut through the camp. I grasp his hand. “Now, you need to leave.”

			He kisses the back of my hand, and then he’s gone.
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			An hour later, martial law is declared. I change and hide my torn clothing. The mess hall bells continue to ring, and countless sirens blare as more military police arrive. It wakes up our barrack. The Kimuras, the couple, and the restless sleeper peer around the partitions and shake their heads, and everyone murmurs about the riot before going back to their sections. Mama paces and prays.

			I sit at the window. Droves of military police sweep through the camp. Almost everyone stays inside, only going out to get food. Word travels that there’s a body in the firebreak by the police post. More news comes. Several have gunshot wounds and other injuries. I wonder if Mr. Nomura is all right. I hold my deer. I run my fingers over its ears and down the curve of its back, thinking about last night. The patter of running is constant. Sometimes it’s the military police and guards, other times it’s small bands of men, but most often it’s one person, sweaty and scared, head swiveling around as though they aren’t certain where to go.

			A bit after noon, I watch as men are marched out of the camp, under arrest. My heart is in my throat. Ren isn’t among them. Neither is Kai, but I recognize James, their coworker from the warehouse. There’s a lull, so Mama goes to find us food, refusing to let me out. Little does she know that I was there during the worst of it. I stand sentinel at the window.

			Women and children carrying bags appear. Military police accompany them, and they tell them to wait. They’re families of the men who were arrested, I think. They huddle close together. It reminds me of our evacuation—how we left home with only what we could carry. But this is a reduction of even that. These women and children were forced out of their homes into this shell of one at Manzanar. Now this shell has cracked, and they fall through it, forced to leave, once again, with whatever they carry. They must’ve acquired things while being in camp: newly sewn clothes, handmade furniture, shoddy hot plates they’ve learned how to make work by positioning the cord just so. They made this home because they had to and now even that is stripped away.

			I shudder. I don’t want to look at them, but I feel I must. I have to witness what is happening and remember and someday tell others what I saw.

			I recognize a face in the group. As quick as I can, I throw on my coat and run out.

			“Mrs. Hata!” I call. The librarian turns in surprise. Everyone startles easily after last night, and right now no one wants to be known. “It’s me, Violet.”

			Mrs. Hata stands next to a floral carpetbag. She’s wearing two sweaters underneath her coat and two pairs of gloves, her normal style sacrificed for luggage space, I’m guessing. A colorful silky scarf binds her hair, a single nod to her usual elegance.

			“Where are you going? What’s happening?” My voice is pleading, desperate.

			“It’s a good question,” Mrs. Hata responds in a teacherly tone. She takes a sharp breath. Her shoulders slump, just a little. “I understand I’ve been classified as a refugee. I’m being moved for my own safety. There’s another camp nearby called Cow Creek. I can’t say it sounds like the most erudite place, but it’s where I’ll be going. My brother will, as well.”

			“You have a brother?” To me, Mrs. Hata is the heart of the library, almost more so than the books. My view of her is almost childishly myopic. I realize, for the first time, that I’ve never seen or even thought of the husband who gave her the title Mrs., much less a brother.

			“I do,” Mrs. Hata says. “He’s a block manager who was targeted last night. The rioters had the decency—or, perhaps, the chauvinism—to leave me off the list, but the officials think it’s best I go. Which is just as well. My brother is my only relation here.”

			“What about school?” I don’t want her to go. The same childish lens clicks back into place, refusing the obdurate wall of reality. “What about the library? Mr. Nicholson just brought all those new books and we still have to classify them. I’m not organized. If I do it myself, the A’s will end up in the S’s.”

			“Violet.” Mrs. Hata gives a heavy sigh. “The system is numerical.”

			“Exactly! The library needs you. We need you.”

			“The library will need someone, you are correct,” Mrs. Hata says. “I’m certain they’ll appoint a replacement, but I hope you’ll run it until they arrive. And, once they do, guide whoever it is. Oh, and please tell Mr. Nicholson where I’ve gone.”

			“I will,” I say, but bitterness blooms in me. “It’s ridiculous you need to leave. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“No, I don’t believe that I did,” Mrs. Hata agrees. “Everything that happened perplexes me. I wish we understood each other better. If you understand only your own side and cannot grasp the other, I fear you can’t say you know either one, yours or theirs.” Mrs. Hata notices me shivering, and she pulls my coat tighter about me. But I’m not shivering from the cold.

			A guard comes over, ready to escort the group out of the camp. It’s happening so quickly. I don’t know if I’ll ever see Mrs. Hata again. She bends down and rummages through her carpetbag. Most of it is books, carefully wrapped in sweaters, skirts, and camisoles. “This is my favorite novel, Violet. Take it.” Mrs. Hata hands me a book. It’s gold with blue flowering vines and opulent starbursts pressed into the hardcover. It’s elegant, soft, and pretty, and nothing like this horrid, bewildering place. “There’s a line that has always helped me throughout my life but especially here. It is ‘I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a free human being with an independent will.’ As you grow, you’ll learn people want to put you in cages. Sometimes, they are real cages, like right now. Other times, they are figurative cages, but you’ll find those can be just as confining. Whichever they are, remember that your soul holds the key to every one. Do you promise?”

			“Ma’am?” the guard interrupts her. “We need go now. Trucks are waiting.”

			“Violet?” Mrs. Hata prompts, ignoring him.

			“I promise,” I say. “And I promise I’ll return your book one day.”

			“I look forward to it,” Mrs. Hata says with a genuine smile that isn’t teacherly, just sad and sincere at once.

			I don’t move until Mrs. Hata is out of sight. I hold the book with both hands. Jane Eyre. I’ve had it assigned for school, but I only read the parts for my essays. When I flip it open, faint pencil markings greet my eyes. Mrs. Hata has made orderly notes in the margins. I put the book into my pocket and place my hand over it. One day, I’ll give it back to Mrs. Hata. After all of this is over, I’ll find her and visit her. Maybe we’ll meet at her house for tea or a café for brunch and I’ll know her exactly as she is, in the real world.

			Mama will be back soon, but I suddenly want to see Ren. I think he’ll be back at his barrack with Cosette, but if he isn’t, I’ll leave a note. If he isn’t there, I’ll leave a note. I grab one of my sketches and a pencil, just in case.
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			When I arrive at Ren’s barrack, I knock.

			Mrs. Hamada opens the door, startling me. Usually, she’s in the back shadows of the apartment, taking care of the baby, smoking, or sleeping. Today, she’s wearing a silky, lacy slip and holding a crochet hook and a baby blanket. I think suddenly that there are many different women within her, and perhaps I’ve only noticed one.

			“Hello, Mrs. Hamada,” I say. “Is Ren here?”

			“He’s not,” she replies. Her eyes narrow and she scans behind me, as though looking for him. “He’s at the hospital with Cosette.” Someone else might tell me it isn’t safe to be out right now, but she stares blankly at me.

			“Can I leave a note for him?”

			She shrugs and steps aside to let me in. “You come here often and never stay long.”

			“My mother doesn’t like me out, but I come to visit Ren,” I say, not having expected the comment. Mrs. Hamada nods and she glances out the door again, as though still looking for him.

			“He’s a good boy,” she says, so forcefully that I pause.

			“He is,” I agree.

			“A good boy.” She repeats it again. “But a stupid boy. And you’re a smart girl.” Her face is so empty that I cannot read it. I can only hear the catch in her voice, a snag where her worry betrays her.

			“I like Ren,” I say. “I like him a lot.”

			Stiffly, she fiddles with the crochet. Her shoulders arch and she stares at me as though I’m beneath her. Then, abruptly, she walks away into the apartment.

			“Did Mr. Nomura come back last night?” I ask. “They were after him yesterday. He came to the library to hide.”

			“Don’t know.” Mrs. Hamada acts like I’m asking after a stranger.

			I abandon any hope of establishing a rapport with her and cross to Ren’s bed. I’ve sat on it with him many times before, but I’ve never been here without him. My eyes catch on his things, which are arranged atop a dresser. Everything is placed with intention, as though each possession is a treasure to him. Emi’s Les Misérables is there. A bookmark bisects the pages. The bookmark has never moved, not since Emi died. There’s also the cord from which his pendant once hung. He’s draped it across the corner of the book, like a rosary or a string of prayer beads.

			Mrs. Hamada clears her throat.

			I’m taking too long. Quickly, I pick up a pencil and remove the sketch from my pocket. It’s the one I did of him. I always meant to keep it, but I’ll draw another one. I write,

			
				I came by and wanted to say I love you. Also, keep this sketch. I finally finished shading it, and think it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever drawn. Particularly because I had such a handsome model. I’ll see you soon. Stay safe.

			

			Hastily, I say goodbye and leave. Outside, Mr. Wozumi stands with the kids, letting them get a little fresh air after being cooped up in the barrack. They bound about while he stands like a sentinel, scanning around every few minutes for trouble. The kids call me over to the pond, which was finished a few weeks ago. I’m usually rushing by to see Ren, but today I stop to quickly admire it, knowing I need to get back.

			It’s lined with rocks, and ice crusts over the water. Deep below, perch, minnows, and carp nestle, protected from the cold. Three islands rise from the pond, and I know from the kids that below the surface, there are fish tunnels and water lily boxes. Mr. Wozumi is planning on ordering Japanese water vegetables and water lily seeds to plant next spring.

			“It’s a fish mansion,” Jace declares, gesturing to it with his ever-present sword. “Biggest and best one you’ve ever seen.”

			“I think you’re right,” I say.

			“What are you going to fill it with?” a soft voice asks. Ethan is near my elbow. He’s so quiet, I didn’t hear him approach. “You said we can fill it with anything. What are you going to fill it with?”

			I look from his sweet brown eyes to the pond, remembering how I told the children they could fill it with courage and bravery. But what would I use? Especially after last night? I smile at him.

			“That’s a good question, Ethan. I’ll think on it, and I’ll be certain to tell you once I figure it out.”
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			Rumors fly. The death tally is elusive at first and changes throughout the rest of the day. None dead. Twenty dead. A child dead. Then, before nightfall, it clarifies. One dead and one likely to die, both rioters. Our own. A young man hovers on death, likely to succumb to his injuries. Nine others were shot.

			I know the victim who died. He went to Mrs. Hata’s classes and was in my grade. He was gunned down in the firebreak. He was only seventeen.

		

	
		
			
				Part Three

				Dawn

				夜明け
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Chapter Thirty-Two

				Ren

			
			It’s the day after the uprising. Black bands appear on arms in honor of those killed and hurt, even though it’s risky to wear one. I walk across camp to the hospital after stopping in to see Mama. A group of officials appear ahead of me. I stand stock-still.

			“You, boy!” one of them shouts, spying me. “Come here.” Part of me wants to flee, but that’s the thing about this place. There’s nowhere to go. I head over to him, wary and unwilling. He looks me over. “Name?”

			“Ren Hamada.”

			He flips through a huge, alphabetized roster. Several names are underlined in red. He gets to my name.

			“You turned eighteen last month,” he says. Taking a quick mental count of the months, I realize, with a start, that I have. I completely forgot about my birthday. “Where were you last night?”

			Suspicion fills his voice. A lot of the rioters last night were my age.

			“I was at the hospital with my niece,” I say, trying to sound calm and measured. “You can ask Dr. Suzuki and the others there.”

			“Is that so?” the official asks, and doubt fills his voice. “We’ll need more proof than that.”

			“I know him,” someone interjects. For a moment, I think maybe it’s a good thing—someone is going to vouch for me. Then I see who it is. Boser. “He’s clear.” The group moves on, but Boser remains. Normally, he doesn’t carry, but today he has a pistol strapped to his waist. “Come, Hamada,” he orders.

			I’m reluctant to follow him, though I know I must. All he has to do is say the word and I’ll be rounded up with the rioters. He motions me between two barracks, where no one can see us. Blood already pounds in my ears.

			“Everything is a little chaotic right now,” Boser says. I blink back at him, memories of our last conversation coming back to me in pieces. The spell. The threats. “But I haven’t forgotten.”

			“Don’t you have bigger things to worry about?” I’m so keyed up from last night that I’m thrumming with rage. “This whole place went mad because your administration is crooked, and you still care about magic tricks?”

			“You owe me a ritual,” Boser says, stepping close, crowding me against the wall.

			The blood pounding in my ears must have spread to my eyes because my vision goes red. What the hell? Last night comes over me in a tide and I’m there, awash in the salt-slick sweat, the throat-burning tear gas, the heart-stopping fear as bullets buzzed by our heads when they tried to take us—living, breathing, goddamn Americans—and put us down like enemy dogs.

			And this guy still wants to play at being a god? He wouldn’t recognize the divine if it spit in his face.

			“Rot in hell,” I hiss.

			“I swear to God, Hamada,” he snarls. His breath is hot on my face, his hand on his pistol. “You don’t deserve to be Japanese.”

			With a start, I realize that the guy is jealous of me. A bitter, mocking laugh leaves my lips. He wants my heritage, my girlfriend, my existence. What the shit?

			Boser gathers himself. He pats the gun on his belt one last time, and when he speaks, his voice is nearly monotone. “Once everything settles down, you better have something for me or your ass is out of here.”

			With that, he charges away, leaving me shaking with rage.
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			After more infusions, Cosette is finally well enough to go home. Dr. Suzuki helps me wrap her up, and it reminds me of origami, calming me after my encounter with Boser. Across the way, Mr. Nomura sits up in bed. Dr. Suzuki wanted him to put on a hospital gown, but he still wears his uniform, even though it’s stained with his blood. Military police guard him. Once he’s well enough, he’s going to be sent away to a different camp for his safety.

			Both men have never liked me. When I glance up, though, I realize neither regards me with disapproval. In fact, they look at me with…hell, what? I’m not even sure. I’m an ace at sniffing out judgment. But there’s none of that. Not right now.

			“Thank you for finding Kai last night,” Dr. Suzuki says as he ties off Cosette’s swaddle. “I’m not sure he would’ve made it home to us if you hadn’t.” He hands me Cosette. Then he bows deeply to me. I don’t know what to do with that. Not at all. My mind swims and my face grows hot.

			“Sure,” I mumble, and Mr. Nomura slightly shakes his head at me. It isn’t with the disapproval from before. It’s more like guidance. I straighten up and look Dr. Suzuki in the eye as he rises. “You’re welcome,” I amend. Dr. Suzuki reaches out and shakes my hand, and for a brief moment I think I’m a man, not the lost boy I’ve always been.
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			I carry Cosette home. No one else bothers me, but my head is on a swivel, and I keep a sharp eye out. When I get there, Mama takes Cosette and says, “She was here.”

			Immediately, I know who she means. Violet. There’s a folded paper on my dresser. I open it, read it. A smile crosses my face, even as drained and angry as I am. I flip the note. I’m staring at…myself. Grainy, silvery pencil curves across it, catching the sunlight like trout scales. Uncannily, it’s me. Only not quite. She’s drawn me staring at the viewer, eyes alive, head straight. Waves form around my collar and hair. Usually, I hate seeing myself. This is different. It isn’t like looking in the mirror at all. In it, I’m everything I hope to be. Strong, brave…unashamed. Is this how Violet sees me?

			I hold the edges tight. Unlike the pendant, I can’t grip the sketch. If I do, I’ll crush it. I’m forced to hold it gently, with care. With…love.

			All I’ve ever known is a love that makes you hang on so tight that you bleed.

			But not with Violet.

			The thought surges in my mind, like some sort of hidden knowledge. I used to treasure the fox, but now I will treasure this. I’ll treasure the idea that I can be who she thinks I am. Even more, I’ll treasure it because Violet drew it and she loves me, just as I am.

			Cosette squalls and I glance up. Mama rocks her, humming a nightclub tune under her breath. It’s hardly child-appropriate, but I smile to see it. I’m about to go over to her, but something catches my eye.

			There’s another piece of paper on the dresser. I pick it up, bewildered. Words, painted in black ink with a bristly brush, fill it.

			
				To the mortal boy who asked if there was a spell he might perform_there is one. I didn’t plan to tell you because you are most irreverent and rude. But when the mortal girl freed me, your fox whispered your request to me. I care not what a poorly tended relic says, but I am a most beneficent and wondrous god, so I decided to leave you this note.

				Be aware that it calls whichever spirits are closest, and those are often the sleep devils who make dreams or nightmares come true. I’ve tried working with them before to see if they’d be my attendants. It did not go well. They should’ve been honored I even considered them!

				Do with this spell what you will. I am much too busy being glorious and hunky-dory to care.

			

			I stare at the letter, the instructions for the spell detailed below his note. The words move a little as I do, like they’re floating on water or some other unstable, drifting surface.

			My heart still racing, I tuck the note into my pocket for safekeeping.
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			Mr. Nomura comes and gets his things the next day. It’s goodbye. He’s leaving for Cow Creek, and then he’ll be sent to Gila River. He talks quietly to Mama. She’s upset but pretending not to be.

			Then he comes to me.

			“I made twenty origami.”

			“Yeah, I noticed,” I reply.

			“But you took a swan.” I’ve forgotten the swan I stole to leave Violet a note on her windowsill. I’m surprised he noticed and never said anything. “So there are now nineteen. Bad number. It has a nine in it, so it’s ku.”

			“Ku?”

			“Associated with suffering. You must make at least one more for good energy to replace the one you took. Otherwise, the whole block might have bad luck.” He speaks gravely and I nod. Normally it’s hard to make things right, but this is simple. I’m happy to do it.

			With that, Mr. Nomura holds out his hand and looks me in the eye, just like Dr. Suzuki did. I shake his hand. And then he’s gone.
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			Next week, Mama and I are told to come to the WRA administration offices. We head off, passing shops with old-timey-style wood signs swinging sideways from the buildings, like we’re in the Old West. Every door has a small garden of rocks, cacti, or flowers in front, a yard of sorts. Most of the barracks do, too, now. I duck into the offices, passing the staff victory garden, which has been covered in mulch for the winter. Everything is busy, which is strange considering bullets were whizzing less than ten days ago.

			“Ay, Dragon!” a familiar voice calls as I enter the administration building. Kai sits in a chair, lounging back. Mama heads up the hall, but I stop, dread filling me.

			“Hey…why are you here?”

			“I got pinched,” he says, and his smile disappears. “They booked me a vacation to Tule Lake.”

			“You’re—you’re leaving?”

			“Yeah.”

			“There’s nothing your dad can do to stop it?”

			“Naw. But he and my mom and brother are coming, too. My parents won’t let me go alone.” Guilt and regret swim in his eyes. I get it. It’s one thing to bear hardship yourself, but to bring it on others…there’s nothing like it.

			I swallow hard. We grew up side by side. Wreaked all kinds of havoc and got away with half of it. He knew me as a boy, knows me now. Knew Emi. I reach out and clasp his hand.

			“Kai Suzuki?” a guard says sternly, entering with a rifle. “Your transport is here.”

			Kai’s hand tightens. I know he’s scared to go. It’s another unknown, another loss, a punishment for lashing out at the injustice of it all. I’ll miss him. I’ll miss him a lot.

			“Dragon and tiger forever, right?” he says, and his bravado can’t cover the panic in his tone.

			“Dragon and tiger forever,” I reply.

			It sure as hell isn’t easy to watch him leave, the armed guard shoving him along from behind. You’d think maybe I’d be getting used to goodbyes at this point.

			“Mrs. Hamada? Ren?” a WRA official calls to us from inside his office. We go in. I barely manage to suppress a curse when I see Mrs. Ross standing there. Same pearl necklace. Same fearful yet polite expression stuck on her face. Different handbag, though. She’s also wearing a fur coat that makes her look like a Pomeranian.

			“Good afternoon, Hamada family,” she says, her voice turning up too much at the end of her greeting. She shakes Mama’s hand and reaches for mine. I pause, but Mama nudges me. I grasp it, and when I meet her eyes, she gapes at me. “My, you’re even taller than last time.” She addresses Mama. “Whatever are you feeding him?”

			“Nothing,” Mama responds dryly, as though Mrs. Ross is infinitely stupid, which she probably is. “They provide the food.”

			“Now, I do forget why I’m here. Silly me.” Mrs. Ross’s high-pitched voice rings through the office. “Mr. Ross calls me a birdbrain for good reason. My thoughts just fly away, flitter flutter!” Her fingers jump to her pearl necklace again, tugging on it. “I understand the baby was born? I received a letter from here, sent on your behalf. It requested canned milk.”

			She must be referring to the letter I rewrote and asked Violet to mail for me. But all I wanted was her to mail canned milk, not show up.

			“Hai,” Mama says. “She was.”

			“A granddaughter,” Mrs. Ross whispers almost to herself. She addresses us again. “And she’s…in good health, aside from the allergies? No infirmities? No polio or anything like that?”

			“She needs the canned milk,” I say. “She needs it badly. The powdered milk bothers her stomach.”

			“But she’s well,” Mama interjects sharply. “Very healthy, very fat. Looks white, too.”

			What’s Mama doing? Mrs. Ross beams as though she’s won at baccarat. Mama’s eyes are narrowed, her mouth is tight, and she’s lying like her pants are on fire. Cosette is skinnier than a wet alley cat and it kills me every day.

			“Wonderful! You’ve…named her?”

			“Emi named her,” I say before Mama can respond. “Cosette.”

			The way it’s going, Mama will probably tell her the baby is named Mary Sue.

			“Cosette?” Mrs. Ross sniffs in confusion. Her fingers twist the pearls on their string. I wish it would break. I wish those damn white pearls would bounce all over the office floor. “Oh, my. I was wondering if the name might be…foreign…but I wasn’t expecting it to be—now then, what exactly is that?”

			“It’s very fancy,” Mama says. “It’s very elegant. It’s French, from Les Misérables.”

			“Cosette Ross,” Mrs. Ross tries out the name and it almost makes me choke. Ross. Cosette’s last name is not Ross. It’s Hamada. Or is it? My mind stumbles. I’ve never thought about Cosette’s last name. Because she’s Emi’s baby, and as such she’s ours. “I would certainly love to meet her. To be frank, I would like to take her home.”

			“Home?” I demand.

			“Mr. Ross can ensure it. He was terribly upset to learn I’d been communicating with you, but I’ve worked on him, and he’s warmed to the idea. We have a room perfect for a nursery in our house in Pasadena. I don’t mean to be boastful, but Cosette”—she can’t help but wince at the name—“will want for nothing. We have a huge backyard with gardenias and a tree for a swing. When the time comes, she’ll attend the finest private schools. Did I mention Mr. Ross went to Harvard? As a legacy, she’ll not only be able to attend but would meet a husband of the highest pedigree. I’m getting ahead of myself. I only wish you to understand.”

			“We understand plenty.” I don’t bother keeping the harshness out of my voice.

			“I would compensate you,” Mrs. Ross says quickly. “You’ve lost everything and will need money after the war. It’s the least we can do. We are prepared to offer a very significant sum.”

			“We don’t want your bribe,” I scoff.

			“No, no. It’s not a bribe. It’s merely a token of gratitude and an attempt to cover the time and effort you spent caring for her until this point,” Mrs. Ross says. She pauses, and her hand closes entirely around the strand of pearls before releasing it again. Each one reflects a pinpoint of light. Looks like a pupil. Makes it seem as though Mrs. Ross and her pearls are watching me.

			“We will think about it,” Mama says. Fire blazes through me. Her arms are crossed. Long, fake gold earrings swing from her ears and gold bracelets encircle her wrists, her armor on full display.

			“Ah, well. Please do let me know. We’d like to fetch her as soon as we can.” Mrs. Ross trails her gaze over to the window and the barren, wintry camp outside. “This is no place for a baby, you must agree.”

			This is no place for anyone, I want to retort.

			When we leave, Mama walks fast. With my longer legs, I easily keep pace with her. I’m burning with anger.

			“What’s wrong with you?” I demand. “Why do you want to give Cosette away when Emi did everything she could to keep her?”

			“Think, Ren.” Mama is emotionless. I’d think she didn’t care a bit if not for her pace. “Mrs. Ross is right. America is going to win the war, and we’ll get out of here. Then what? We have nothing, don’t you realize that?”

			“We don’t have nothing. I’m working. I have a job.”

			“That lady and her family are wealthy. Cosette’s life will change if she’s with them. She’ll be white. Do you know how valuable that is?”

			“She won’t be white,” I protest. “You can’t change what someone is. She’ll always be us, too. We can’t let her go.”

			“Stupid boy. It’s best for her. We must do what’s best for her and for us. She can go live a happy life and won’t think twice about it.”

			“Mama…” I come to a stop. I think Mama might keep charging on. That she’ll leave me standing here.

			Everything is upended. Mr. Nomura and Kai are gone. Mama wants to give Cosette away, and I don’t understand why, and I’ve never understood anything. My head hurts. My thoughts are agitated. We’re both upset. I take a breath. Might be bizarre reasoning, but if I’m ever going to ask her about Papa, I might as well do it now, when she’s already pissed off. “Mama?”

			“Nani?” she stops but her eyes are stony, like they only see a blank wall, nothing more.

			“Papa is dead, isn’t he?”

			“Hai.” There’s no hesitation or guilt in her response. Her voice is as stony as her eyes. My stomach tangles in knots and there’s a lump in my throat.

			“Why didn’t you tell Emi and me? We thought he might come back.” I thought he might come back. My mind created a million scenarios where he did, and every time I left the scenarios it hurt. I’m not shocked Mama kept it a secret. Hell, she wants to pack Cosette off without knowledge of who she is or where she came from. Mama buries her hurts, hides her scars, swallows her secrets.

			“It wouldn’t help.” She gathers her coat around herself and raises her chin. One hand dips into her pocket and she pulls out the Lucky Strike box. Her bracelet slips in and out of her sleeve as she knocks one out, puts the box back, lights it. Takes a long drag. Lifting her head, her eyes are no longer stony but bright, as bright as the fake glass jewels she wears. Kai calls me a dragon but she’s the true dragon. Breathing smoke, covered in jewels, fearless no matter what. I don’t know if she’s the strongest person I’ve ever known or the most hurt—or if there’s not much difference between the two.

			“It’s all right, Mama,” I say. “And it’s going to be all right. We aren’t going to give up Cosette. We’re her family. She needs us.”

			There’s a sudden break in Mama’s face, the sort you see when the rare Los Angeles rain clouds crack open like eggs to mist the streets. I think she might cry. She takes another long drag on the cigarette.

			“I’m not a good mother,” she says. Her eyes flash with brilliant defiance. Like Kai at the doomed uprising. Like Emi when Mama told her to get rid of the baby. Like Violet finding her way through every defense I put up to find me under all the layers of bullshit.

			“Hey, I’m proud to be your son.” I mean it. We Hamadas are a mess. We always have been. But we’re stubborn and can handle getting kicked while we’re down. Not many can say that. We do what we can, in the ways we know how. “All you have to do is try. If you can’t always try, it’s all right. But just try sometimes.”

			Mama is still. Then she gives a nod, the cigarette perched between her dry, lipstick-stained lips.

			“As long as she doesn’t call me Obāsan,” she says. “I look too young to be a grandmother. I don’t want people knowing. We will say I’m her aunt.”

			I let out a laugh. Mama smiles.

			We walk on, and she doesn’t rush anymore.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Canned milk arrives a few days later, sent from Mrs. Ross. We write back. Tell her we aren’t letting her take Cosette. I imagine she’ll stop sending the milk. But, despite what I assume, packages of canned milk postmarked from Pasadena continue to arrive.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

				Violet

			
			
				Dear Miss Violet Aratani,

				I’m Nurse Mary Beth Wilson and have been caring for your father. He’s too unwell to write today, but he made me promise that when this time came, I would write on his behalf. Miss Aratani, not a day has gone by when he hasn’t talked about you and your mother. Truly, he is the most dedicated family man I’ve ever met. I’m sure he’d want me to tell you that he loves you—but I have a feeling that you already know that.

			

			I oversee the library in the wake of Mrs. Hata’s departure. I spend the week reviewing our inventory, seeing which books are checked out the most, and making lists of which ones we still need. I find beauty in each book, enjoying the designs on the covers, the way the spines crack, and the different fonts, which remind me of Otōsan’s collection of movable type. As I organize the books, Emi’s always cross my path, somehow finding their way from shelf to shelf. I wonder if her spirit lingers. If it does, it’s warm and friendly, like a cat padding around a shop. I hope she’s able to enjoy the books. Sometimes, when I’m certain I’m alone, I talk to her. I think she hears me.
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			I step out of the library to go home and reach to pull the door shut.

			Then I stop.

			In chemistry, I remember learning about absolute zero cold and critical point hot, temperatures that go far beyond the conventional properties of hot or cold. I think that must be what I’m feeling now, as I touch the vibrating deer in my pocket. It’s indescribable. It seems like touching the deer should liquify or incinerate me, but it doesn’t. It doesn’t hurt me at all.

			I stumble against the doorframe. All around me, the world transforms. The mountains smile at me like wise elders, the howling wind knows my name, and the dust waits sweetly for my bones. Everything seems to crash around me, not in destruction but in revelry, the world rising and falling in dancing waves. I collapse to my knees, gasping. I let go of the relic, and it falls from my fingers to the dirt. The world returns to normal with the severity of a flipped light switch.

			I stagger to my feet. Horror presses upon me. Everything shifts. The ground isn’t steady beneath my feet any longer. A sound comes from my throat, half a gasp, half a cry.

			Otōsan is dead.
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			Everything is a blur. I go to my barrack, but there’s only a note from Mama that we’ve been summoned to the administration offices. I don’t know if I walk or run or stagger, but somehow I get there. Mama waits, sitting in a chair, holding her Bible. She says, “They told me to come here. They told me to come here.”

			If I want, I can touch the deer and see straight to Mama’s soul, but I don’t. I already know. Mama knows. Her heart is filled with tears, ones that haven’t been shed since we arrived. They’ve risen to the very top of her heart, but she won’t release them. Not until she’s heard.
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			I was raised and taught by the ocean. I know its ways. How the tide hurries up to submerge your feet before tumbling away, how your heels sink into wet sand, making you feel as though you’re moving backward. The world is huge there, as huge as the unbroken horizon. It is also small, as tiny as specks of sand in your eyelashes. I always put my white shells down in a circle. A line. A heart. When the waves would recede and leave my offering, I’d think something ancient in the ocean’s depths didn’t want it.

			But then Otōsan would come next to me.

			He’d notice I was worried and would help me pick up the shells. He’d swing me onto his shoulders and wade far into the water so I could release them to the depths. We’d linger, the waves lapping at his chin and my knees. There, the world was neither big nor small but just right for a girl who is safe with her father.

			And he’d carry me back.
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			Ren comes, but Mr. Kimura turns him away. I know Mama can’t handle him being here. I want to see him. I need to see him. But I must take care of Mama.

			Tonight, on the other side of the wood partitions, everyone in our barrack is silent. The couple doesn’t fight or talk. Mr. Kimura doesn’t snore. The restless sleeper doesn’t toss and turn or make their bed creak.

			Only we can be heard.

			I lie in my bed. I’ve cried for hours. But for now, I listen to Mama. She’s weeping and praying. As I let her words blanket me, I understand part of the Job story from the Bible. After losing everything, Job’s friends want him to curse God. I want Mama to curse God, too. God has taken Otōsan from her, from us. Anger cuts against the endless painful gulf inside me, if only for a few moments. I embrace it. But like the tide, it pulls away. I think I might follow it. I might walk into the waves until they are over my head. Maybe I already have. Everything is far away, and Mama’s voice is muted, refracted, and my ears are full of water.

			But then I leave my bed.

			I go to Mama.

			I hold her, and she holds me back. Somehow, eventually, my head is in her lap, and she strokes my hair. My tears run crossways over the bridge of my nose and down the side of my face. Mama keeps praying. She begs for peace that surpasses understanding. She isn’t asking it for herself. She’s asking it for me. I listen, and as the sun finally rises, I start to pray for her, silently, in my head. Eventually, fitfully, she falls asleep.

			I pull on my coat. I need to see Ren. I open the door, close it quietly behind me, and prepare to hurry through the camp.

			“Hey, slugger.” Ren’s voice is soft. I turn. He’s leaning against my barrack, shoulders hunched against the cold, arms tightly crossed. Everything in me dissolves at the sight of him. I fall into his arms, and he holds me tight. His skin is icy against my feverish warmth. He must’ve been standing out here all night, keeping watch. I start to weep again. My legs turn to jelly and my heart gushes pain.

			I can’t stand, but it doesn’t matter.

			Ren holds me up.
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			Word spreads about our loss. Mama doesn’t leave our apartment, and I stay with her. We grieve together. Our pastor, Pastor Phillip, visits often. Women from church, Mama’s job, the newspaper, and my classmates’ mothers bring cakes of tofu, canteens of hot miso, soft-boiled eggs and tamagoyaki, and fish caught outside the camp and blackened over open fires. The Kimuras greet them and take everything inside for us. We make them keep most of it. Neither of us can eat.

			Rage strikes me all the time. Otōsan loved America. He never did anything wrong but the government locked him up. Why? What threat was a man who loved his family? Whenever I say anything like this, Mama tells me I need to forgive them. I nod because I won’t worry her but inside I vow I never will.

			Every morning, there’s a new piece of origami on my windowsill from Ren. Swans. Flowers. Trees. Even a little bench. He leaves them on his way to work without fail. It reminds me of kissing him in the truck, where the furniture formed a house for us. If the truck was our house, the origami is our garden, and I always find solace in the thought, even just for a bit.

			Plans are made. Mama arranges for Otōsan to be cremated in accordance with his Buddhist beliefs and for his remains and personal effects to be sent to us. We can have a funeral for him, but Mama refuses, saying, “He will be a stranger in a strange land.” We will keep his ashes in our barrack, and when we go home, we will have a funeral for him there.

			His ashes arrive in a cardboard box, and it’s brought to us by Pastor Phillip. Mama is shaking too hard to take the box, so I do, and then I think I might faint or vomit. Because how can Otōsan be inside this cardboard box? I have the surreal urge to splash water on my face so I can wake up. Everything is surreal—it’s like I’m living in one of my drawings, only it’s been drained of meaning. Just strange, disturbing shapes and ghastly images void of hope, a netherworld from which I’ll never wake.
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			Eventually, we return.

			Or, at the very least, we physically go to the places we’re supposed to be. Mama goes to work. I go to school and the library. Ren continues to leave origami on my windowsill every morning and stops by the library on his way home from work. Today, we sit on the floor of the library, leaning against the wall. The light cuts through the windows at an angle, and the bookshelves form long shadows on the floor. They fall across us. My head is nestled on his chest, and my legs are intertwined with his. One of his hands rests on the arch of my hip and the other gently strokes my hair.

			“I’ve been thinking about Akira, and I don’t understand,” I murmur.

			“Yeah?” Ren asks. He waits for me to keep talking. One thing Otōsan’s death has shown me is how patient Ren is. He waits for me in every regard. To tell him what I need. To share. To let an unexpected bout of tears or rage pass. It’s like he knows that grief is slow and fast all at once. That he will wait for me forever to find my way and, when I can’t, help me look for it.

			“When we learned Akira was here, I thought he was the key to making things right again. After all, what were the odds that he was trapped here, and we were the ones to find him?” I ask haltingly. “It felt like a miracle, something divine sent to help us when nothing else could. Only, it’s cruel. It’s—mystifying. It saved Cosette and it saved you during the rebellion, but it didn’t save Emi, and it didn’t save Otōsan. Why give us glimpses of magic and miracles when their shadows are as dark as they are bright? Why take some loved ones from us but leave others and…” The surreal sense falls on me again. I don’t know what I’m asking. Or perhaps I know exactly what I’m asking and can’t face the answer.

			“Maybe it all works out in the end,” Ren says softly, his breath fluttering above my head.

			“What do you mean?” I whisper. His hand tightens on my hip, and his fingers are still, my hair interlaced between them. Those points of contact become my equilibrium, as though the force of my grief is stabilized by the opposing strength of his touch.

			“Maybe we don’t know everything, and those glimpses of goodness are real. Maybe later, when we’re on the other side, it makes sense.”

			“I hope so,” I say, and my voice breaks. “I miss Otōsan so much. I think he must miss me, too.”

			“Yeah.” Ren speaks heavily. “I feel the same about Emi. But for all we know, time is different…where they are. Maybe by the time they realize we aren’t there, we’re already arriving ourselves. Or maybe distance is different. Maybe it’s far for us, but for them it’s only up the hall or down the street.”

			“I don’t know,” I say brokenly. “I don’t know anything.”

			“You don’t have to,” he says, and he holds me tight.
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			Time unravels around me.

			Christmas comes and goes. The Wozumi children are adamant that the Japanese Santa is not the real Santa Claus, but they’re delighted by the gallons of ice cream brought in and appoint themselves unofficial judges of the mess hall Christmas decorating contest. There’s a massive New Year’s Oshōgatsu party with mochigome rice, simmered chicken, and sweet black beans. I start drawing for the newspaper again. I see the old man Akira used to possess pottering about camp, often with a fishing pole. Sometimes he whistles Akira’s tune. When I can, I spend time with Ren and find myself falling more and more in love. The pain from losing Otōsan is sharp and fresh, but somehow the two poles exist, side by side. Happiness with Ren. Anguish over Otōsan. I’ve never experienced life in such a way. I’m struck by emotional eclipses, hope obliterated as my grief passes through the center of my thoughts, and then, a few moments later, I find light again.

			For a while, the outside world seems far. Even the war. The interlude is like Otōsan’s suitcase. Waiting, waiting, waiting…

			Ren and I walk to his barrack, and I’m shocked to find Mama there. She’s sitting at the table with Mr. and Mrs. Wozumi, Mrs. Hamada, Nurse Rose, and the Kimuras. I notice Jace Wozumi lying on his belly, his head sticking around the wood partition, listening.

			“Mama? What are you doing here?” I ask, bewildered.

			“Violet, hello,” Mama says. I think she’s going to say more but instead she squints at a piece of paper she’s holding. I realize, with a start, that everyone is holding an identical paper. Mrs. Hamada wordlessly hands one to Ren. We sit together on his bed.

			“What’s going on?” he asks.

			“We just got these. There’s one for you, too, at our barrack, Violet,” Mama says. Ren and I peer at the paper. It’s an official document with lots of blank lines for write-in answers. Across the top reads: Statement of United States Citizen of Japanese Ancestry. “It’s a loyalty questionnaire.”

			“Loyalty questionnaire?” The phrasing immediately upsets me. I stare at it, trying to read it all at once. A sentence jumps out at me. Are you willing to serve in the armed forces of the United States on combat duty, wherever ordered? “Everyone has to answer this?”

			“Everyone over seventeen,” Mrs. Hamada says.

			“Joe Nomura got his wish,” Mr. Wozumi says bitterly. “Some federal court somewhere ruled we can serve now.” He wads the questionnaire into a ball. Mrs. Wozumi takes it from him and spreads it out, worry etching her face. “After separating me from my family for a year, they want to draft me? And Mary, too?”

			“Women would serve in the auxiliary,” Nurse Rose interrupts, carefully reading the tiny writing. “I think they’re after the young men. Someone at the hospital was telling me that if you sign no, you get in trouble because it means you aren’t loyal to America. If you sign yes, you’re agreeing to join. Basically volunteering.”

			My heart lurches. A moment of heavy silence falls on us, and everyone looks at Ren. He continues to stare down at the form.

			Mrs. Hamada is the first to move. She sweeps over to the mirror and starts fixing her hair. Her movements are fast, too fast. I understand; my thoughts are just as frantic. Do they want to force Ren to enlist? Will they send him away if he doesn’t?

			“What else does the questionnaire say?” Mrs. Hamada asks, as though she can shake off our fears of Ren going to war by redirecting our attention. The silence persists a second longer, everyone pulling themselves together.

			Only I can’t. I’m scared. I need Ren here, with me. His fingers suddenly interlock with mine, and I wonder if he’s scared, too. When I look at him, his gaze is steady, but his grip is tight on my hand.

			“Here’s another doozy,” Mr. Wozumi responds, looking at the form over his wife’s shoulder. “It says: ‘Will you swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of America and faithfully defend the United States from any or all attack by foreign or domestic forces, and forswear any form of allegiance or obedience to the Japanese emperor, or any other foreign government, power, or organization?’ ”

			“Oh, that’s an easy one. We aren’t loyal to the emperor. We write yes,” Mama says almost proudly.

			“But it presumes we’re loyal to the emperor in the first place.” Mr. Wozumi reads it again. “How can we forswear allegiance when we’ve never sworn allegiance in the first place?”

			“Well.” Ren speaks up for the first time. “Nothing about them has been logical. At least they’re consistent.”

			I stare at him, unable to smile.

			Nurse Rose frowns, leaning over her questionnaire and analyzing it like a specimen for dissection. “Since I wasn’t born here, I’m unable to become a citizen. If I answer yes, I’ll be stateless. But if I answer no, what will happen to me? I’ll be stateless. We could get deported to Tule Lake…or even Japan.”

			“I’ll sign whatever they want to hear,” Mrs. Hamada says, gaze still fixed on her reflection. She delicately touches under her eyes. “Yes, no. I need to get out of here. I need better access to eye creams.”

			“But the very question is unconstitutional!” Nurse Rose exclaims. I stare down at the form, feeling as though I’m fenced in by the questions and the lines demanding answers.

			“Mama,” I say, “you aren’t a citizen.” I look at Nurse Rose. “What does that mean, being stateless?”

			“It means you have no rights, anywhere,” Nurse Rose says.

			“Now, now,” Mama says briskly. “Everything will be okay. I’ll sign whatever keeps me with Violet.”

			We’ve lost everything, and yet there is more to lose. There is no end to our losses, no final limit where we cannot sink any lower. Our Earth is round and so are our lives—we sink through them and when we reach the other side, it rotates to send us plummeting again.

			The thought is both livid and dull at the same time.
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			The next day, Ren and I stand beside the Wozumis’ fish pond. Spring is coming, and the ice, ribbed with frozen ripples, is melting. Our breath forms clouds, and mine comes heavier and hotter than Ren’s breath, my panic exhaling visibly into the cold air.

			“I need to tell you something,” he says, and I stop breathing altogether.

			“Don’t,” I say. He stares at me, eyes stricken. “Please. Please don’t.”

			Ren embraces me. His arms settle around my shoulders, and his fingers curve around my neck. I close my eyes and press my face against the hard muscles of his chest. I will stay like this. I won’t move even an inch. There will be seconds, minutes, days. Months, years, probably, before he’s home again. But if I don’t move, if I don’t even breathe, I can freeze time.

			“Will you let me?” he asks, and his tone is sober and sad. I can’t stop it. My longing only makes every moment faster, time sucking me forward like a riptide tunneling deep into its mother ocean.

			“Yes.”

			“I’m joining up. The aim of the questionnaire is pretty clear. They’re going to start drafting us, soon. I’m going to go on my own terms. Before I’m forced.”

			I’m nodding. I know I am, but I don’t know why. Maybe my body has been schooled in tired acceptance of losses, big and small. My heart, though, has not.

			An image rises in my mind. I’m home, at the print shop, and Otōsan is setting his suitcase by the register. He wanted to leave on his own terms. And he did. He left our home the same way he built it, with love and dignity, and those deputized men in their suits were made tiny by his bravery. Ren is doing the same thing. The United States government demands proof of something they never should’ve questioned in the first place. Ren is loyal and true, he always has been, and he always will be—and he won’t let them force his hand. I know all of this but even still, I don’t want it.

			“Please,” I say, “just wait until they draft you.”

			“I’m going for you.” His voice rings with conviction. I’m pressed against him, and his words mix with the beating of his heart. “And for my mother and Cosette and your mother and everyone else. The sooner the war ends, the sooner we’ll go home. I’m going to fight for us. I’m going to fight for our freedom, so we can get out of here.”

			For me. For us. For our freedom. My heart warms, but it’s painful, like drinking too fast when you’re severely dehydrated or warming too quickly when you have hypothermia, leaving you hurt by its salvation. I hate saying goodbye to him every day when I go back to my barrack. How can I say goodbye to him knowing he’s going to war?

			“You can’t.” My voice breaks. “Why give them the satisfaction when they’ve taken everything from us?”

			“Because,” he says with a shrug, “it’s how we prove them wrong. Prove we believe in the exact same things they took from us. Kinda hard to argue with someone willing to bleed for you.”

			“We shouldn’t have to prove anything,” I protest. “We didn’t do anything wrong. None of us did.”

			“Yeah, that’s true.” Ren sighs and rests his head on my shoulder. “But maybe this will change things. They tried to make us the enemy. We won’t let them. And someday they will realize what they did.”

			We don’t say anything else. We don’t need to. We stay in each other’s arms, and the time I wish to freeze rushes by in the shape of the sun traveling toward the mountains, plunging us into darkness.
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			The next day, I skip school. I cut through the camp, unsure where I’m going or why. I move on impulse. I’m no longer mind or heart. I’m just disembodied instinct, seeking escape.

			Suddenly, the barbed wire fence appears before me, the hole waiting. I duck down, slipping beneath it. Brush scratches my legs and claws at my skirt, but I don’t stop. I run to the stream and sink down by the water. It runs fast, swollen with melting snow, flotillas of white foam racing by. I know it’s returning home, to the ocean from where it first came. I wish it would take me with it.

			My heart aches. I take out my deer and hold it, tight. I think about how it guided me to Ren. I pause and lift the deer in my hands, closing my eyes. Then, almost not daring to hope, I whisper into its ear, “Otōsan?”

			Fireworks burst across my vision. A symphony fills my ears, and even with my eyes closed I know where each note originates. The stream laughs. The patches of snow let out their low, sonorous snores. The brush tingles with the electrified senses of a cat’s whiskers. The mountains stretch and groan in pleasure. Everything is alive. Everything is magnificent. Everything is balanced in perfect harmony, as though held in the palms of divine hands and watched with delighted eyes. Nothing will fall through those fingers. They are sure and strong. Wonder rushes through me despite my grief as I’m confronted with beauty. It sings a song I’ll never forget, a song upon which the world turns, a song that is a sacrament. And it sings of us.

			Within the song, there’s a tune.

			A whistle.

			Otōsan’s whistle.

			I hear his voice.

			“Violey-chan.”

			“Where are you?” I cry.

			“Here.” The breeze becomes material—it’s gold, as though created from the sun. It pours down and splashes against someone, immersing them in light. Slowly, band by band, the gold drains away.

			Otōsan is there.

			His hair has no gray, and the only lines on his face are from laughing and smiling. The deer is there, too. It bounds around him and comes to stand at his side before melting away. I let out a cry—pain laced with disbelief.

			I try to throw my arms around him, but when I do he wavers, like heat dancing above pavement. His face is familiar and warm.

			It takes me home.

			“I’ve missed my girl,” Otōsan says.

			“Can you come back?” I beg. “Please, come back to us.”

			“I can’t,” he says. I think I see every man’s sorrow in his eyes, as though he carries the heart of every father who’s had to leave a daughter. I know it’s true that he can’t come back. I know because if there was a way, he would’ve found it. “I’m only allowed here to say goodbye.”

			“No,” I say. “We need you.”

			“I know,” he says. Behind him, the deer reappears. It bounds around the desert before coming to nuzzle his hand. He strokes its back and scratches behind its ears, as though he knows exactly what it loves. “But you are strong, Violey-chan. You are my American-born daughter. You are your own woman and always have been.”

			“I don’t want to be my own woman,” I protest. I take a step forward, my emotions rushing faster than the winter-swollen creek. “I only want to be your daughter.”

			“You are both,” he says, and he lifts his hand as though he wishes to stroke my cheek. His image wavers. I cry out again and glance around in a panic, as though I might find something to bind him here. “Sit.” He gestures to the rock. “Tell me about your day.”

			I settle onto it, and he sits next to me. His arm is around me. I can’t physically feel it, but seeing it there makes me think I can.

			I tell him about my day.

			I tell him about Mama.

			I tell him about the fish pond.

			And I tell him about Ren.

			All the while, the deer reappears and disappears, coming and going in bounds. Somehow, everything changes. I smell Mama’s cooking in our kitchen. I see our shop, glowing in the setting Los Angeles sun. The green lamps are on. The type is half put away. The stack of the day’s orders sits on the counter. And I hear Otōsan’s whistle, strong and clear as it harmonizes with our radio.

			Then, dust, leaves, and brush rustle around us. Otōsan’s image wavers. Gold light shimmers around his feet. It’s bright at first but begins to darken, turning to burnished amber. His face is sad, but there’s peace in his eyes, peace I don’t think I’ll understand in this life.

			“I must go.”

			“Where?” I cry. “Where must you go?”

			His smile is gentle, as gentle as his voice.

			“Nowhere far,” he says. “When you were a little girl, I showed you as much about the world as I could. Years from now, when you join me, I’ll be there to show you the next one, too. I love you, Violey-chan.”

			“Wait!” I scream. “Don’t leave—”

			The gold rises over him and suddenly it seems to come from him, too, as though there’s a great light inside him. I don’t want to look away, but it’s too radiant. The light makes my eyes burn, sears them. It is as pure and bright as the center of the sun or a star or the divine itself.

			Then Otōsan is gone.

			I hear his whistle still. It’s there, woven into nature, a sound as indelible as the hum of the sea, the wind’s whisper, the beat of my own heart. I think about Otōsan carrying me out to the waves on his shoulders so I can release my shells. My mind re-forms my memories. He’s taken me back to the sand. He’s set me down safely on my towel and returned to the waves. Wading out until they are at his waist, he dives forward and surfaces, swimming.

			The waves carry him away. They know him. They accept him, and they are gentle.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

				Ren

			
			Telling Violet I’m going to join up was the hardest thing in the world. But maybe that’s not right. Maybe loving her is the hardest thing in the world.

			Because it isn’t enough.

			Love, that is.

			I can’t save her from this place and what it’s doing to us. I can’t undo being torn from our homes. I can’t bring her father back or stay here and keep her safe. My ever-present rage turns to despair, because even though I’d do anything for her—stab a man, stab myself, stab reality—it can’t save anyone, change anything, stop anything. My love for Violet is so big, it can’t fit into words. But if love is so big and strong, why does it make me feel so damn weak?

			The next day, I walk to work, an origami flower in my pocket. I’ll set it on her windowsill, as I always do, and then see her later at the library. But just as I set it down, the door opens.

			Violet steps out.

			She’s wearing a dark green dress and her feet are bare. The wind runs through her hair. Sends it this way and that. She looks like a goddess and a girl at once and I could stare forever, if I wasn’t so worried about her getting hypothermia.

			“What are you doing? It’s freezing.” I shuck off my jacket and hurry to wrap it around her. I bundle it close about her shoulders, but her feet and legs are still bare. Her toes turn pink as she stands on the planks. “Aren’t you supposed to be at school?”

			“I skipped yesterday. Brace yourself—maybe I’ll be late today.” Her face is tired, but there’s a bit of light in her eyes that I didn’t see yesterday. “You’re supposed to laugh.”

			“What?”

			“Remember? You laughed at my delinquency back when we first met. I thought I was rebellious.”

			“I remember.” Even wrapped in my jacket, she still shivers. I can’t handle it. I swoop her up in my arms, right off the ground, and hold her against me, trying to warm her as best I can. I start walking, but I don’t know where I’m going, only that I need to keep her warm and near. She folds into me, knees drawing up, face buried in my neck. I’m still walking, only without the foggiest idea of where I’m going.

			“The library,” she whispers, pointing over my shoulder. I follow her directive, and we go inside. No one else is there. A new shipment of books has arrived. They’re on the shelves, in stacks on the floor, in boxes. Several are on a table. I set Violet down in the one clear spot on the table because I don’t want her bare feet to touch the cold, rough floorboards. Without thought, I take one of her feet in my hands to warm it. We weren’t outside long, and she’s wrapped in my jacket, but her toes are freezing.

			Suddenly, she draws her knee in, reeling me to her. She leans back on her hands and her leg hooks around my waist. My arms come down roughly on either side of her, my balance thrown off. She’s beneath me, a vision, a fantasy, a dream, liquid and lounging back, eyes burning into mine. I hardly manage to steady myself with the body that I suddenly can’t feel because I’m just all fire right now and nothing else. The long, sloping line of her leg presses me tightly to her. It drives me mad. I shift my weight onto one arm and reach back with the other, running my hand along the length of her leg. The arched surface of my palm fits perfectly against the curved indentation of her thigh. I’m on fire and fire needs oxygen, but damn. I don’t have a single breath in my lungs right now.

			“I love you, Ren.”

			“I love you, too, Violet. I love you so much. I—I—” My mind is slipping. I don’t know how this beautiful girl is before me and saying she loves me. It’s the most stunning confusion I’ve ever experienced, maybe even more so because I believe her. I’m not afraid of it. Not anymore.

			Our mouths meet. One kiss builds into another. Books tip over and fall off the table. I lean over her as she lies on the table, and she bridges against me and Lord help me, I don’t know if I’m up or down, inside or out. Stupidly, I lift my hands to cradle her face but since I’m bent half over the table, I topple forward. I manage to fall to the side, half on the table, half off. She turns her head to me. Her body is shaking. I don’t understand for a moment and then I realize.

			She’s laughing.

			I start laughing, too. We lie among the books, and our laughter fills the library.

			It’s only a few minutes before she needs to get back so she can go to school, and I need to get to work. I carry her to her barrack. Then I’m walking to work, but it sure as hell doesn’t feel like it. I’m floating. Not sure how I’ll leave her when the time comes. I try not to think about it. I try to only stay in that kiss for as long as I can.
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			Hell must’ve frozen over, because I’m willingly seeking out Boser. He’s been busy dealing with the fallout from the uprising—all sorts of new protocols have been handed down from the powers on high—so he hasn’t had the time to harass me. Or maybe he’s extra-wary because there are more eyes on him right now and he’s biding his time. But I’m taking matters into my own hands.

			Fact is, I’m leaving.

			I won’t be able to protect Violet from him when I’m gone. So if I have to go, so does he. Akira wasn’t super-clear about the ritual, but he said it summons sleep devils and that they don’t like to be controlled. Well, Boser likes control more than moths like sizzling themselves on the bare light bulbs hanging all over this place. Maybe if I arrange an introduction between the two, Boser might just screw himself.

			I hover near the administration offices and watch people come and go. I’m on edge and sweating by the time Boser steps out.

			“Hey, Boser,” I call. He blinks, startled, and then motions me to the side, away from everyone else. There’s as much of an asshole expression on his face as ever before.

			“Hamada,” he says. “It’s been too long. Does this mean you have a spell for me? One that summons a spirit?”

			“I do, but I can’t show you, not out here.” I hope I’m doing the right thing. If this backfires, he’ll be more pissed than ever and that won’t be good for Violet. But it’s my only chance. “I’ll meet you behind barrack twenty-seven’s latrines tonight. It’ll be worth your while.”

			Boser smiles, and I swear it’s the first genuine smile I’ve ever seen on his lips. It makes my skin crawl.

			“Tonight. I’ll see you there. And you better not screw with me, Hamada.”

			“Me?” My grin is as fake as a three-dollar bill. “Never.”
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			Mama knows I’m joining up, but she hasn’t said a word about it, not even tonight as I gather my few things together into a duffel bag, compliments of the administration. I’ll be leaving in a few days for a training camp in Shelby, Mississippi. Cosette watches from her crib, which the Wozumis gave us when Akiko grew out of it. Cosette is doing so much better now that she has the right milk. Hardly fusses at all and is actually developing some chub. I’ll miss that gremlin so much.

			“Here.” I look up. Mama stands behind me, holding something out. “It’s from Joe. He said to give it you when you left for the war.”

			I take it. It’s a long strip of fabric. Red stitches march across it. Joe Nomura is embroidered in red against white fabric, along with black Japanese characters of a Buddhist chant.

			“What is it?” I ask, staring.

			“A senninbari,” Mama says, lingering. Her earrings quiver from her lobes, tiny blue gemstones set in silver. Recently, she’s taken a propagation class and glass bottles with stems are everywhere. She gets annoyed they aren’t growing fast enough. “I guess mothers make them for their sons when they go to war. Joe’s mother gave it to him when he joined the Great War. It’s supposed to protect soldiers in battle.”

			“When did Mr. Nomura give it to you?” I ask, perplexed. We weren’t eligible to join when he left.

			“Before the riot. I was angry, because I told him you’d run away to the war if you could. You’ve always wanted to run away.” I take a long, slow breath, trying to think what’s best to say. I don’t want to leave on bad terms. “Joe knew you’d join up, but he told me it wasn’t because you were running away.”

			Abruptly, she turns to Cosette, who coos in her crib, and picks her up. She doesn’t say anything else. I stare at the senninbari. Then, slowly, I fold it up and put it in the duffel bag.
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			Night comes fast. There isn’t much artificial light behind barrack 27 latrines, but the moon is a big yellow eye. It stares unblinkingly down from a field of winter stars as I round the corner, body stiff, jaw so tight it aches. Flushing toilets, running showerheads, and voices filter through the latrine. Boser is already waiting.

			“I heard you enlisted,” he says by way of greeting. I notice he has a pistol strapped to his waist, the same one he wore after the uprising. He spits at my feet. “You’ll be off somewhere in Europe, getting shot at like the good old American boy you truly are, instead of an inheritor of divine magic. Why’d you do it?”

			“The dental care,” I snap, not about to have a heart-to-heart with the guy. “Do you want the spell or not?”

			That gets him focused. His eyes flash in the darkness, coming alive with excitement.

			“You say it summons spirits?” he asks. “Ones that are…malleable?”

			“Yeah. They make dreams come true and shit like that.” I’ve folded the letter Akira gave me into an intricate origami triangle. I take a deep breath and recite the instructions the god wrote under his message. “You cut yourself and bleed on this. Then you say okirō.”

			Boser snatches the letter from my open hand. I turn to leave, but he grabs my shoulder, intentionally reaching across to get my bad one. His fingers pry into the muscles, sending nauseating waves through me, awakening old hurt. I’m stunned by the pain. He grips me for a moment and then shoves, as hard as he can. I hit the latrine, my head smacking the wall with a loud whack. Dots dance in front of my eyes. I don’t know what I want to hold more—my shoulder or my head—but I won’t give him the satisfaction. I force myself to straighten up, but it’s about all I can do. I lean against the latrine, not trusting myself to take a step yet, and by God I’ll die before I faint in front of Boser.

			“Sit back and relax, Hamada,” he says. “You think I’m going to trust you after last time? You’ll stay until I say you can go.”

			Boser pulls out a pocketknife. Its pinkie-length blade glimmers as he unfolds it. He opens his palm and wavers, as though suddenly unsure now that he has to make himself bleed. My head and shoulder pulse in twin points of pain, but it doesn’t stop me. I let out a jeering snort.

			He glares at me and slices the blade across his palm. Apparently my disgust is motivation enough. A few drops, black in the night, drip onto the origami. He puts the pocketknife back into his pocket. Then, taking a deep breath, he does a traditional bow.

			“Okirō,” he says in a Japanese accent much better than any I could do, “Okirō.”

			My heart jumps to my throat. Akira lied to me before—what if this is just another trick?

			There’s silence. We both wait as the seconds tick by, nothing happening. Boser crushes the delicate triangle. He turns on me, the moonlight catching on the sharp rage glinting in his eyes. Injuries or not, I get ready to either block a punch or give one.

			Then, cutting through the night, guttural sounds rise from the dirt. It makes Boser freeze. They whistle, rattle, gurgle, and rumble with pauses in between. Snoring. It’s snoring. Chills run down my skin, rousing me from the pain, blocking everything out but the sounds.

			“It’s happening.” Boser’s voice is laced with awe and something darker. He grabs the front of my jacket and yanks me close. He almost presses his face to mine as he says, “And you would give this all up to assimilate and be American, when the divine waits at your fingertips.” He throws me violently against the latrine again, making dots wink in and out of my vision once more. “Come, spirits, I summon you.”

			The symphony of snores abruptly stops, and mouths appear out of the darkness around us. They are sets of lips but nothing else. Most of them yawn. A few grind their teeth. One or two sleepily chew and drool a little. Then, together, they stop. I watch. My heart is in my throat.

			“Who wakes us?” Dozens of low, furious voices speak as one, and a form detaches from the dark, bringing a single mouth with them. A few pairs of red eyes blink into focus, and sleep-tousled hair crowns the form’s head. They wear a loose white kosode that billows around them, disturbed by an unfelt breeze.

			“It’s me,” Boser says, and he extends his arms to the figure. “I’ve awoken you.”

			“Our slumber is sacred,” they say, and the form takes a single, menacing step forward. “You dare disturb us? You dare open our eyes when we are busy in our sleep, eating the nightmares of children who cry out to us in the dark? You have called us from our hallowed feast of nightmares into the realm of the waking?”

			Boser nods, but he hardly seems to listen. He’s too excited to be wary that the sleep devils approach, their red-rimmed eyes burning in the night like blistering coals. I hold my breath and shrink away, frantically hoping they don’t notice me.

			“I have,” he says. “You make dreams come true…you fulfill desires.” He pulls himself up and his voice rings with command. “I order you to do as I say. I want you to possess everyone in this camp—inmates, guards, officials—put them in a trance…wait! Even better. A dream. Make them obey me without thought or resistance. I will rule with your ancestral magic and turn this camp into my nirvana on Earth.”

			“Obey you?” the spirits ask. The words come from behind clenched teeth. “We don’t know you. We don’t know this place. All we know is that some of our children are here and their nightmares are filled with men who look like you, ripping them from everything they know to bring them to this dusty place.”

			“No—no, you misunderstand,” Boser protests. Frustrated anger taints his voice, undermining the command. “I revere you. I want to use you as intended—to bring your people into enlightenment. Most of them here have forgotten you and the other officials…and my father…laugh at the thought of you. But not me. I know what you can do and what we can make this place into under my command. Now, do as I order. We will be glorious together.”

			At that, Boser lurches forward, hands reaching as though he can grasp the ungraspable and use brute strength to submit the devils to his will. Immediately, the form’s fingernails protract and their teeth bare. Their head casts back and then lurches forward, latching on to Boser’s cheek. They bite, hard. I shudder involuntarily. I think blood will gush from the wound but none comes. Boser screams and claws at his face. He tries to flee but falls to the dirt. They pull back, watching with intense curiosity as he drags himself to me. Boser’s hand strikes out and locks around my ankle like a shackle. He doesn’t say anything. His eyes meet mine. The desperation in them twists into spite, even now, and his fingers tighten into bars of iron on my ankle, as though he wants to drag me down with him. He’s made my life hell. I don’t care that he’s in one. I’m about to kick him off me, but I don’t need to.

			The form attacks again. There’s still no blood, no visible wounds. I don’t see anything on the outside, only the terror in Boser’s face. He cries out as his grip is torn off me and his body is dragged across the dirt. The form releases him. They step back, chewing. The motion becomes slow and languid. They yawn. They stretch. Their red eyes blink, growing heavy and slow. Their eyes close for a final time and they disappear into the fabric between this reality and whichever one they dwell in.

			Boser staggers to his feet and his hands are outstretched. He stands motionless for a moment and then an ear-piercing shriek tears from his throat. Voices beyond the latrine reach me, along with footsteps rushing toward us. Quickly, I merge into the shadows and make my way along the wall as guards and curious bystanders come around the corner to investigate Boser’s scream. I glance back only once, just in time to see Boser collapsing in their arms, sobbing as gibberish spills from his lips.

			My head and shoulder throb, but I hardly feel the pain. I think about Akira. I don’t know if he can hear me or how any of it works, but I say quietly, “Thank you,” and steal away.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

				Violet

			
			I stay up late, drawing with the weak light from the bulb. I listen to our barrack’s ballad, all of it accompanied by the wind. It’s familiar to me, now. I hear Mr. Kimura’s great, thundering snores and Mrs. Kimura’s interjections. She speaks in Japanese, but I’ve learned that she says, “Breathe!” “Wake up!” “Stop snoring, old bear!” Beyond them, the couple talks and the woman says, “If your mother gets transferred here from Poston, I’ll commit harakiri,” to which the man says, “Oh, come on, she’s not that bad. She’ll help with the baby when it comes.” The restless sleeper sighs and hums and counts to one hundred in English and then in Spanish.

			Ren leaves in two days.

			Mama sits up with me, reading her Bible. I tell her about seeing Otōsan, adding our own voices to the ballad. Mama says she’s not surprised.

			“God let him come,” she says. “He knows you needed to say goodbye.”

			“But what about you?” I ask.

			“You needed it more,” she says, and I know her love is sacrifice. She would give me everything if she could and keep nothing for herself. Her love is made from the same thing as Otōsan’s light.

			I set my pencil down. I think about Mama asking how my day was when we first arrived, trying to re-create my tradition with Otōsan. It’s hard to change, but she loves me enough to try. Maybe I need to try, too. I’m learning how to be my own woman, and part of it is being brave enough to decide how you want to live your life. If the time comes, I will pursue art. I won’t ignore the call of my own heart. Not in regard to this. And not in regard to Ren. I take a breath.

			“Mama?”

			“Hai?”

			“We never talk about it, but we both know.” She lowers her Bible, waiting. “I love Ren. I want to marry him someday. I don’t want to keep it hidden from you, and I want you to get to know him, once he comes back from the war. I know you are worried that he won’t know how to love me well. But, Mama, he already does, every day.”

			Mama closes her Bible. There’s no disapproval in her face, only a strange distance, as though she’s wrestling with something within herself.

			“You never knew my parents,” she says. It’s true. Her parents died when she was a teenager, and she never speaks about them. “My father was a harsh man. Very harsh. I always feared love until I met your Otōsan. I thought that because I was hurt, I would hurt others. I would hurt him. And, sometimes, I did. I only want the very best for you, Violet.”

			“But you were the very best for Otōsan,” I say quietly, and I know it’s true. He would have married her every day if he could, and she knows it, too. “You made your own choices to be different from your father, and so does Ren. Trust me, Mama, and trust Ren.”

			Mama is quiet again. Then, slowly, she reaches out a hand and gently brushes my hair back from my face and says, “You are a gift, Violet. I don’t tell you often enough.”
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			The next day, as I walk across camp to meet Ren, there’s a commotion near the administration offices. An ambulance has been called. The siren is off but its red light flashes and the rear doors are ajar. Several men wheel someone out on a gurney. The man is strapped down and shrieking. I freeze, clutching my deer to my chest.

			It’s Mr. Boser.

			His eyes are huge and unblinking. He jerks wildly against the straps buckling him to the gurney. Suddenly, his crazed gaze catches mine, boring a hole into my chest where I hold my relic, and his slurring screams become words.

			“You’ve had one all along, Miss Aratani? You’ve had one and you never told me?”

			He lets loose a cackle that makes my skin go cold. I quickly slip my deer into my pocket. A man in a white jacket sticks Mr. Boser with a syringe and he goes limp against the gurney.

			I hurry on my way. I don’t think I’ll ever see Mr. Boser again.
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			“Hey, slugger,” Ren says when I greet him outside his barrack. “You okay?”

			“Of course,” I say, shaking the thought of Mr. Boser from my mind. I don’t know what drove that man mad, but at the moment, I cannot bring myself to care. All I can think about is the fact that Ren will be leaving in six hours.

			The truth is, I already miss him, even though he’s right next to me. I’ve lived seventeen years without knowing him, yet I can’t imagine life without him. It’s like my composition has changed since we met. The tempo of my heartbeat, the rise and fall of my chest, the pulse in my neck—it’s all quicker, happier, attuned to life. He makes me move to music only he and I hear. He makes me dance steps only he and I know.

			But the music is about to stop. I’ll be left standing there, stuck to the floor after flying across it.

			“Here. Take this one.” He removes the sketch I did of him from his pocket and hands it to me. “We don’t have photos and all that, so I want you to have it.”

			I carefully put the drawing in my pocket and take out my deer.

			“And you take this.”

			He pales. “Violet, no. What if something happens over there and I lose it? It’s from your father. You need to keep it.”

			“I’ve already decided,” I say. “I’ve whispered in its ear every night that it must keep you safe.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“More than sure.” Slowly, carefully, he slides it into his pocket. His reaches for me, holds me. “You better come back to me,” I say. He’s been so strong, but suddenly I see the enormity of his future in his eyes. He’s going to war. Who knows what he’ll see or what he’ll have to do. “I swear, I’ll kill you if you die over there, Ren Hamada.”

			In one motion, Ren envelops me in his arms. I hear his heart hammering beneath his shirt, and I close my eyes.

			“I will, Violet,” he says. “I promise I’ll come back. We’ll get married and we will never be apart, ever again.”

			My heart is breaking again. When I learned Otōsan died, it shattered. I wanted desperately, violently, to go home—while knowing I never would. Now my heart breaks in a different way. It has the same desperation, but it feels like searching—like I’ll be looking for Ren everywhere and my eyes won’t find rest until he’s safe and back.

			“Everything is going to be okay,” he says, clutching me.

			“How can everything be okay when we’re apart?” Agony fills my voice.

			“Because this—me going away—is how we’ll get there, Violet. It’s how we get to a world where no one can ever tear us apart. We’ll get there, and then we’ll leave them all behind. We’ll forget them and what we had to do because we’ll have each other, and damn it, it’s all we’ll ever need.”

			War is a horrible thing. I know this. But I’ve learned something.

			Some people go to war out of hate. But some people go to war out of love. As I stand in his arms, I think that the government tried to take everything from us. They took our homes and our shops. Our futures and hope. They took Otōsan and Emi. They called us the enemy and put us behind barbed wire. But there’s something they can’t take away: how I feel when Ren takes my hand in his and whispers “I love you.”

			Shakily, I pull free and wipe my eyes.

			“I—I need to go,” I say. “Mama has to register the answers to her questionnaire tomorrow at the mess hall. I told her I’d help her get ready.” I pause. Life and the rest of its worries scramble to claim my mind. “She signed yes to the allegiance question. She’ll be stateless.”

			“But she’ll be with you, and that’s what she cares about most,” Ren says, and it’s true. I think about Mr. Nomura fighting for our rights. After the war, I’ll fight for Mama to get hers. For her to have what she’s always been denied, even as she’s poured her blood, sweat, and tears into America. Citizenship.

			Ren pauses and shifts.

			“Violet, I don’t think you should come when we leave. It’ll be too hard. So hard that I might not get on the bus. Will you do that, for me? Let this be our goodbye?”

			I think he’s doing it for me, really. I might not be able to let him go. I reach for him again, and when we kiss, it’s our goodbye.

			And then it happens.

			Time freezes.

			Rationally, I know it doesn’t. But, in a way, it does. It’s as though our kiss is one single, untouched moment. It’s like my drawings, where every detail captures movement—dripping salt water, unfurling hair, splashing waves—but the image is frozen, just as it is. Just as it was. Just as it will be.

			And that’s us. Here and now.

			It makes it easier when we do pull away. I think the kiss is something I can return to, even when Ren is a continent away.

			As I leave, I round the corner of Ren’s barrack and stumble by the fish pond. Ethan is there, floating a paper boat. He peers shyly up at me through his overgrown bangs.

			“What will you fill the pond with?” he asks. “You didn’t say.”

			I stare deep into the water, as though it’s a wishing well. And maybe it is. Maybe the pond cradles everything for us at the camp, letting us pour our hurts into it and keeping them for us so we can just be for a bit. I smile at Ethan.

			“I’d fill it with hope.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six

				Ren

			
			I didn’t think I’d leave with much when I headed off to the training camp in Shelby, Mississippi, but in the end, my pack is full.

			Nurse Rose gives me a pocket first aid kit. Mama gives me several socks she crocheted. Jace offers me the sword he stole from the Children’s Village, but I tell him to keep it. Ever since our service eligibility has been restored, he’s been pretending it’s a rifle and runs around camp shooting at Nazis. Nurse Rose, Mama, Cosette, and the Wozumi family come to see me get on the bus, even though it’s late at night. A lot of people are still pissed off about the draft, so enlistees leave under the cover of darkness to avoid riling anyone up. Violet isn’t there and I’m glad.

			I can go to war for her, but I sure as hell don’t know how to hold her close only to release her and get on a bus. It’s better she’s not here. I don’t tell myself as many lies anymore, but I need this one. That’s the thing about changing, though. Growing up. I don’t believe it, even as I cling to it.

			I kiss Cosette. I try to memorize her face. I’ve learned babies change quickly and she’ll be completely different after I get back. Mama holds her and shifts impatiently, eager to get me going so she can be free of this moment. I’m not sure what it’s like to send a son to war, but I imagine it’s not easy.

			“I love you,” I tell her, and she dips her head in a nod.

			“Do well. Come back,” she says, and it’s an order.

			“We’ll help look after your mother,” Mrs. Wozumi assures me, and the Wozumi kids swarm me with a hug that nearly knocks me over. Then it’s time for me to get on the bus.

			“Ren.”

			It’s Violet.

			She’s here.

			It’s like seeing her step out of a dream. Suddenly, I’m everything at once. I’m hot and I’m cold. I’m sad and I’m happy. I’m surprised, but I also knew she would come. I close the distance between us, only I don’t remember doing so. All I know is that I’m embracing her. I’m burying my face in the crook of her neck and holding on to her like I’m sinking, even though she’s been the one to save me, over and over. A thought drifts through my mind. I need to let her go. It’s time for me to leave.

			But damn it, I don’t know how.

			She does it for me. Pulls back. Holds my face in her hands. Lets go. Watches with everyone else as I climb onto the bus and find a seat against the window. Violet, Mama, Cosette, the Wozumi family, and Nurse Rose. I think I see Emi there, too, holding her books, waving. They make me stand tall and proud, and I realize, for the first time in my life, I’m not ashamed. I’m fighting for the people I love. They will pray for me until I come home. I can be brave and strong because of them. A lot has been taken from us, but I’ve learned some things can’t be taken away, and they are more powerful than loyalty questionnaires, barbed wire, broken hot plates, tin can lids nailed over knotholes.

			The engine coughs to life. Makes the whole bus shake like it’s on the San Andreas Fault. My heart lurches.

			I stare out the window. My hand is a fist, shut tight over the scar on my palm. Violet is there, just beyond the glass, illuminated by the headlights. The wind pulls at her skirts and tousles her hair. She’s wearing her green ribbon. My fingers open. My hand loosens. I put it against the windowpane.

			I’ve held tightly too much. I’ve balled the shame in my heart into the center of my hand. I’ve tried to scrape hope from the world with my bare nails. I’ve turned my hand into a fist to strike my shadows. But then her hand slipped into mine and she stood next to me as we watched old magic made new and desert dust turned to rich soil. And maybe that’s the thing. I can’t hold on to everything. Life’s not like that. Maybe, just maybe, I never needed to grasp and clutch and scavenge and drag myself along the ground till my fingers bled.

			Maybe I only needed to open my hands.

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Harbor City, Los Angeles

			
			August 1946

			The harbor is usually dotted with freighters full of cargo, but lately transports have glided in and out, bringing home servicemen in olive-green uniforms from overseas. If you’re there often, you get used to eager families waiting at the terminal, jumping up and down and calling their serviceman’s name. On the weekends, the USO comes with brass bands and it’s an extraordinary affair.

			Many servicemen disembark today. Most come off looking excited. Some are injured. A few have a perpetually startled look that you’ve learned from the newspapers is shell shock.

			You might notice a boy with dark hair, but you won’t know that he has a deer relic in his suitcase and two small boxes in his pocket. One box holds a medal. He never shows it off, but he knows his mother will. She’s already been going around telling everyone that her son is a hero. Hero is something he doesn’t know how he feels about, but it’s better than other things he’s been called in his past. The other box holds a ring. Unlike the medal and the word hero, he knows exactly how he feels about the ring.

			You’ll notice there’s a gravity to his face. He’s seen many horrific things while away, but his shoulders are straight, and his chin is lifted. He moves like a man who knows where he is going—which ends up being a bus stop.

			It’s a few blocks up from the disembarkation port. You’ll see a girl there, waiting on the bench. She’s wearing a waitress’s uniform, and at her feet is a valise with a sketchbook and history books. She looks tired in the way people get after a long shift, but her eyes brim with life and her hair is tied with a green ribbon. You’ll be impressed, thinking about her working and going to school at the same time. There’s a vitality to her, like a flower that’s been transplanted outside from a greenhouse, one that’s blossomed and grown despite the rain and wind.

			The boy glimpses her. He breaks into a run and calls, “Violet!” She turns, shock filling her face. She jumps up and runs to him and they meet halfway along the block. Their affection is on display for the entire street, but if you’re there, you can tell they aren’t trying to be showy; they’re simply deeply, madly in love and finally together after a long time apart. You can’t know this part, but they’ll go home. The boy will see his mother and his niece. Then he’ll take the girl somewhere special and give her the ring.

			For now, though, they stand on the sidewalk, and you’ll watch fondly. A strange, brisk wind whips around them. It’s full of leaves, twigs, balled-up newspaper sheets, rubber bands, and a few cigarette butts. Such is the debris of Los Angeles. You’ll think, Huh, that’s a lot of wind, and the preposterous thought of magic crosses your mind, but then you’ll think, No.

			Still, you’ll smile as the boy and girl hold each other, watching as the wind tightens around them and then soars away, angling out to the sea just a few blocks away. You might be tempted to think, “Ah, young love,” but you’ll also know that while the boy and girl are young, there is something not so guileless about their love. You’ll sense that their love has risen out of a great darkness and that it is the only thing lighting their way forward.

			And as you turn to leave, you’ll feel glad for having seen them. Somehow, the way they look at each other makes you think that their world will never go dark again, because they are together, and you’ll think you hear a song humming through the air. Even if you aren’t one for melodramatics, you can’t help but think the song is from the farthest reaches of the cosmos, yet also from the palm trees swaying like dancers in the breeze and the bands of sunlight forming shapes on the sidewalk, and you’ll know, deep down inside, that the song is about them.

		

	
		
			A Note from the Author

			Ever since I was a young girl, I’ve known I’ve wanted to write books.

			And, for as long as I knew that, I also knew I would someday write one set in a World War II Japanese internment camp.

			It’s an instance of my soul finding its tools of expression in words and paper and its end creation—a story set around my family history during the WWII Japanese internment—at the same time.

			I think it’s because the internment was knit into my life, a deep injustice that was never talked about with any theatrics but was always present, a memory living beyond the confines of its dates to form the backdrop of mine.

			Once, I was at an event with my husband when my heritage and the Japanese internment came up. A man said, “Well, you have to understand, at the time everyone was scared, and it seemed like the right thing to do.” Rage turned the blood in my veins to fire. My husband took my hand and immediately explained why this reasoning was faulty—which is good because I was so furious that I, someone who loves words, was at a loss for them, and if I had found them they wouldn’t have been polite.

			Because for my family, the Japanese internment isn’t simply a historical exhibit of injustice but something lived and confronted and endured, in a variety of ways, by my grandparents and great-grandparents.

			It’s why a paperback copy of Farewell to Manzanar floated from bookshelf to bookshelf in the bedroom I shared with my sisters, why on our family vacations with my grandparents and cousins we would pull over at a dusty plot of land set against the shadows of blue-white mountains, where Manzanar used to be (it’s since been restored), why I have a handful of colorful military pins from my great-grandpa’s time in the 442nd, a segregated unit that fought for the very same nation that put their wives, parents, and children behind barbed wire.

			The actual history was told to me in small anecdotes. It impacted both my nana (my grandmother—because of her Hispanic last name, she escaped internment, but she was supposed to have been interned, and her aunts, uncle, and cousins were) and my grandpa, who was interned as a child with his family. The stories surrounding the internment were usually told to me with humor or amusement or because they were generally interesting. One was about how my great-grandma Toshi kept my grandpa and his three siblings together in the Gila River camp by having them all hold on to a string, and another was about how my grandpa went fishing, a hobby he loves to this day, outside the barbed-wire gates with his uncle. Other memories are built around the US government’s reparations: $25,000 for stolen homes, property, businesses, and years of life. My grandma Toshi said, “I don’t need it and I didn’t ask for it, but I’ll take it,” while another relative humorously interjected, “Shush, we do need it. Don’t say that because they might take it away!”

			The astounding thing about the Japanese internment is that 120,000 people, 80,000 of whom were US-born and naturalized citizens, were incarcerated by their government without any due process, based on nothing but their race—in a country where the Constitution is supposed to protect our rights, especially during times of fear or uncertainty. As a direct descendant of the internment, I’ve received its inheritance: an innate distrust of the government that I feel deep inside, along with the knowledge that just because something is legal doesn’t mean it is right, and finally the perspective that this is recent history (my grandpa is alive and well today) and even when our rights are encoded into law, we need a culture that upholds them for our families, friends, and neighbors; otherwise, they can and are easily violated.

			Dignity, pride, and humor underscore my family’s reaction to the grave violation of their rights as American citizens. It’s a lesson I’m still learning—to encounter the darkness in the world, see it for all it is, and love openly and courageously in spite of it.

			But theirs is the true victory: an irrepressibility that, in its own way, is as mystifying as the evil that put them in the camps in the first place. Honor despite racism. Bravery despite fear. Hope despite injustice. If this book captures that legacy in any way, I will be truly happy. Telling this story is one of the most important things to me, and I don’t take the privilege lightly. While you read these pages, I hope you will see not only the horrific infringement of civil rights epitomized by these camps and be inspired with the conviction to stand for what is right in times of fear, but also the strength of the human heart to rise and reclaim, a strength I’ve been honored to witness in my family and hope to pass on to my children and any who read this book.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: High school yearbook photo of a young Masayuki Aratani, smiling slightly while wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and dark tie.]
				

				
					This is a high school photo of my grandpa Masayuki Aratani, and you can see it’s addressed to my nana—with lots of love! He was incarcerated at Santa Anita Racetrack and then Gila River as a child for the duration of World War II.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Historical photograph of Shigemi and Toshi Aratani sitting close together on a living room sofa. Shigemi wears a patterned short-sleeve shirt; Toshi wears a plaid dress with her hands resting on her lap, with a bookcase and household items visible behind them. They are both smiling at the camera.]
				

				
					These are my great-grandparents Shigemi and Toshi Aratani. When Grandpa Shigemi was serving in the 442nd while Grandma Toshi was at the Gila River camp with their kids, he wrote asking her to please “send gum and you!”

				
			
			
				
					[image: Historical photo of the author's nana as a teenager, taken in close-up. She has dark wavy hair pulled back, smooth skin, and wide, serious eyes looking slightly past the camera. She is wearing a light-colored collared top against a plain studio backdrop.]
				

				
					My nana was about fifteen here, and this photo was taken after the war by Toyo Miyatake, who took secret photos of Manzanar. She was so beautiful, inside and out.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of the author's grandparents as teenagers, facing each other while sitting close together on a sandy beach. The girl is in a sleeveless dress smiling up at the boy in a short-sleeved striped shirt. They are surrounded by other young people lounging on blankets, with parked 1940s–1950s-era cars and a bright sky in the background.]
				

				
					Like Violet and Ren, my nana and grandpa fell in love as teenagers. They met after the war in Los Angeles, married at seventeen and eighteen, and had four children, and many grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The strength of our family is because of their sacrifice, courage, and love.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of six young adults posing in two rows in a studio, with four women and one man standing behind two seated women. The standing man, Sam Wozumi, wears a dark suit and tie; the woman second from the left in the back row, Virginia, wears a dark dress and soft waves in her hair; and the seated woman on the left, Grace Suyehara, wears a striped belted dress and heels. The other women wear patterned 1940s-style dresses and blouses, all looking toward the camera with composed expressions.]
				

				
					These are my beautiful great-aunts, my great-grandma, and my great-uncle. My great-grandma Virginia is the second from left in the back row. She was supposed to be incarcerated, but her wedded Hispanic last name saved her and she helped her family get back on their feet once they were released. Her sister, Grace Suyehara (seated on the left), and her brother, Sam Wozumi, were interned at Rohwer Camp. This side of the family is unique in that they were all half Japanese, half Mexican, which meant they stood out in the camps. They inspired the Suzukis, Kai’s family, in this book.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Historical photograph of Sam Wozumi, a young U.S. Army soldier during World War II, smiling slightly while wearing a neatly pressed uniform with a tie, metal buttons, and an Army cap bearing an insignia.]
				

				
					My uncle Sam Wozumi served valiantly in the US Army during World War II, despite having first been incarcerated at Rohwer Camp.
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			The Gods Will Sing Our Song 
Discussion Questions

			
					
					Ren and Violet have very different relationships with their Japanese and Japanese American heritage at the start of the book. Violet doesn’t speak Japanese, but she grew up more closely tied to her Japanese culture than Ren. Do their relationships with their heritage change by the end of the book? Do you identify with or relate to Ren’s or Violet’s relationship with their culture?

				

					
					Violet says “everything is upside down” at Manzanar, that the camp is a place where “illusions of safety and civility have been peeled back.” Yet Violet, Ren, and most everyone in the camp continue on like normal as much as they can, setting up a library, building a garden, starting a newspaper. Why do you think they do this?

				

					
					While Mr. Nomura’s sense of patriotism remains despite the unjust acts of the US government, he chooses to wear his military uniform every day to remind the world that he’s American, a quiet subversive act. How do other characters show their protest through everyday subversion?

				

					
					The Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) encouraged people to cooperate with the federal government and prove their allegiance. In the book, other groups, like Kai and his friends, disagree with this and think that people should more openly resist their unjust conditions. Both groups agree on one thing: that what has happened to them is unfair. What do you think of these different views on how to act? What do you think of the consequences of their actions? Were there times in the story where you found words more necessary than actions, or vice versa?

				

					
					At the beginning of the story, Ren sees his relic as largely useless, saying that magic has never helped him out in life. Conversely, Violet draws strength from Japanese magic and folklore, like when she imagines herself to be like Yaobikuni and turns to stone when the FBI is tossing Aratani Print. How do Ren’s and Violet’s understanding of magic and myth change when they meet Akira? How does Akira’s view of his magic being a supreme force of freedom compare to or alter Ren’s and Violet’s views?

				

					
					In Chapter Nineteen, Mrs. Hata says, “The government is made from people, and people get things wrong” (p. this page). She tells Violet that “one day people will realize what happened to us was wrong,” adding that “it’s a realization that must happen over and over” and citing President Jackson’s Indian Removal Act and slavery as examples of previous violations of rights by the US government. What do you think of this? Can you think of other examples where the government may have “gotten it wrong”? Do you think the cycle Mrs. Hata describes can ever be resolved? How do you think that would happen?

				

					
					What do you think of Mr. Nomura and the JACL’s recommendation that the government allow nissei to serve in the war? Given the conditions Japanese Americans were placed in, could they be treated as equal to other Americans by being drafted? Should they have been?

				

					
					When the citizenship questionnaire is sent around, Ren’s and Violet’s mothers, along with the other issei adults, are faced with a difficult choice: forswear their Japanese citizenship and swear loyalty to the United States without a guarantee of citizenship, or refuse and be shipped back to Japan as suspected spies. In the end, both mothers choose the former option, willingly becoming stateless. Why would they make this decision? What rights do Ren and Violet have that their mothers have given up?

				

					
					Boser tries to use Japanese magic for his own personal gain, threatening Ren for his relic and telling him that Ren doesn’t deserve to be Japanese. What do you think of these claims? How does Boser’s obsession with Japanese heritage differ from the other WRA officials’ viewpoints? What does it have in common with them?

				

					
					What did you think when Ren’s mother says, about him enlisting in the Army, “Joe knew you’d join up, but he told me it wasn’t because you were running away.” Why do you think Ren decides to volunteer rather than wait to be drafted? How do you feel about his choice?

				

					
					By the end of the story, Ren and Violet have both reached newfound understandings of their mothers. Violet and her mother have started to learn how to communicate without Otōsan between them, and Ren comes to realize that he may be called the dragon, but his mother is the true dragon. How has Violet, Ren, Mrs. Aratani, and Mrs. Hamada’s time in Manzanar reshaped their understanding of each other?

				

					
					Before she leaves, Mrs. Hata tells Violet, “Always ask questions, Violet. Ask them of everyone. It’s a good thing to do.” Why is this important?
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			Appendix: Image Description

			The following image in this ebook illustrates complex ideas or contains a passage of text. Here it has been reproduced as a thumbnail and accompanied by an extended description.
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				Manzanar Relocation Camp

				Drawn by Violet Aratani

				This is a detailed, hand-drawn map of a rectangular camp laid out in a grid of blocks and barracks, surrounded by decorative borders of waves, clouds, stars, and mythical creatures. The map focuses on the internal layout of the camp, labeling specific functional areas and several individual barracks associated with named people.

				A vertical, wavy line runs down the left side of the main rectangular camp area, separating it from the decorative border. Along this line, near the upper left, the word “CREEK” is written. Near the middle left, a small ribbon-shaped label along this line reads “NORTH,” indicating direction.

				Guard towers are marked at several points around the perimeter of the camp rectangle. One is near the top center edge of the camp, one near the upper left edge, near the middle right and left edges, and one near the bottom center edge.

				Key Locations Within the Camp

				
						
						Near the top right of the camp, a larger rectangular area is labeled “HOSPITAL.” It is positioned just below the top guard tower.

						

						
						Directly below the hospital, slightly to the left of center, a labeled area reads “CHILDREN’S VILLAGE.”

						

						
						To the right of Children’s Village, a long horizontal banner-shaped label reads “SAN-SHI-EN GARDEN.”

						

						
						Slightly below the center of the camp, a rectangular area is labeled “LIBRARY.”

						

						
						Near the bottom center of the camp, a large open rectangular area is labeled “BASEBALL FIELD.”

						

						
						In the lower left portion of the camp, several larger rectangles are labeled “WAREHOUSES.”

						

						
						Near the bottom left corner of the camp, a cluster of buildings is labeled “WRA ADMINISTRATION OFFICES.”

						

				

				Named Barracks and Associated Labels

				
						
						In the upper left portion of the camp, a banner label reads “VIOLET’S BARRACK.”

						

						
						In the middle left portion of the camp, another banner label reads “AKIRA’S BARRACK.”

						

						
						In the lower left portion of the camp, a banner label reads “REN’S BARRACK.” Just below this, in smaller text within the same general area, another label reads “HIGH SCHOOL.”

						

						
						Also in the lower left area, another label reads “REN’S WORK.”

						

				

				Back to image in Map of Manzanar Relocation Camp.
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