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“I’m in awe of Alma Katsu’s uncanny ability to take historical fiction and infuse it with something so dark and otherworldly. I read this book in two sittings and during the night in between, I dreamt about it. A supernatural story with true heartache.”


—Jamie Ford, author of The Many Daughters of Afong Moy and Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet


“Katsu weaves myriad perspectives into a powerful historical horror novel centered on the internment of Japanese Americans during WWII. … The meticulous and compassionate portraiture, placed against the backdrop of what evils humans do to one another, creates a horror that renders even the creepiest spiders merely decorative in comparison. Horror readers looking for sharp social commentary should snap this up.”


—Publishers Weekly


“The Fervor is set in 1944, but it’s about the world we live in now—and that’s terrifying.”


—Stephen Graham Jones, author of My Heart is a Chainsaw


“The Fervor is heartbreaking, beautiful, and unputdownable. It turns the mirror of the past on the present, showing us what we could become if fear is allowed to defeat sense. It’s a masterful accomplishment which will stay with me for a long time.”


—Catriona Ward, author of The Last House on Needless Street


“Is there anything the brilliant Alma Katsu can’t write about? The Fervor is an utterly compelling combination of the historical novel, the medical thriller, and the supernatural scarefest. It’s also a hauntingly moving meditation on prejudice and suspicion that feels like it has as much to say about our present moment as it does about the past. This is sure to be considered one of the best, most original novels of the year.”


—David Bell, author of Kill All Your Darlings


“Masterfully written. Rich in historical detail and packed with complicated, compelling characters, The Fervor is a frightening reminder that those of us in the present are always on the cusp of repeating the sins of the past.”


—Riley Sager, author of Lock Every Door


“A haunting, harrowing slice of historical horror conjured by a masterful storyteller.”
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THE FERVOR




WASABURO OISHI’S JOURNAL


MAY 1927


The island is windy and perpetually damp. Nothing but stone and tree and ocean, everywhere you look. Harrowing. You wouldn’t know it’s right off the coast of Shikotan, a bigger island broken off the northern tip of the country. It’s so completely isolated, it feels like the end of the world.


We arrived only yesterday and already the cold sea air has seeped into my bones and softened the pages on which I now write. You shouldn’t have come, the locals tell me. You shouldn’t have brought your wife and child. It isn’t safe.


Yuriko and Meiko have not complained, though this place could hardly be considered a vacation destination. They know the importance of this sabbatical from the Central Meteorological Observatory to further my study of the jet stream. This is my last chance, my superiors said when they approved this research trip. They are not convinced that the winds I have discovered are of any importance. Other scientists have ignored my work. The world has not taken notice of my papers.


It is not too late to take up some other research topic. “You are still a young man,” my supervisor told me before I was to leave. “You can find something else with which to make your mark.” They want me to stop making my measurements so they can use the money to pay for other work. I know that my discovery will prove to be important one day. My work on the jet stream will be my greatest contribution to mankind, I feel the truth of this in my heart.


Shikotan Island is my last chance to prove that there is something to “Wasaburo’s Winds.”


We have discovered that Shikotan also houses a colony for undesirables, the mad and the deformed, the people that society does not wish to see. They are sent here to this lonely outpost—to be studied and cared for, in theory. In reality, there is no other place for them to go. This is the place they are sent to die.


Because I am a scientist, I was expected to pay a visit to the hospital. But beyond such obligations, I was curious, hoping to understand what afflicts these patients, and how it may connect to the terrible lore of this place. I wanted to see them for myself. All the patients I encountered were distracted or deranged. Many violent. The sounds of their wailing and the rattling of their doors carried on the wind.


The man in charge said that everyone seems to get worse very quickly after arriving. He speculated that it had to do with the isolation. Even the attendants themselves tend to descend into a kind of madness here. For that reason, few leave the hospital alive.


But this year, he told me, things have gotten inexplicably worse. New arrivals have plunged rapidly into madness. He has no idea what is causing it. He advised me to send my family back to the mainland immediately and to stay as briefly as possible myself.


The island, the locals say, is cursed.
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OUTSIDE BLY, OREGON
GEARHART MOUNTAIN


NOVEMBER 19, 1944


“WELL GOSH DARNIT, WOULDN’T YOU JUST.”


Archie Mitchell gripped the gearshift of his 1941 Nash 600 sedan, but he could feel the loose spin of his tires over mud.


The late autumn rains had softened Dairy Creek Road into little more than a dark rivulet woven through the dense ponderosas and junipers blanketing the mountainside. Uncertainty spun in his gut. They should have known better than to take these logging roads this time of year.


“The kids, Arch,” Elsie warned from the passenger seat. Her blond waves, her pink lips. Hazel eyes darted to the rearview mirror. In its reflection: an assortment of brown and green plaids and corduroys, jumbled knees and slipping socks. The Patzke kids, Dick and Joan, plus three others—Jay Gifford, Edward Engen, and Sherman Shoemaker—made up the entirety of the field trip. All of them with their hair combed tidy for Sunday. Whispering and humming tunes. Dick Patzke pulled on his teen sister’s ponytail in the back seat.


“Are we stuck?” asked Ed.


“Everything’s going to be just fine,” Elsie assured the kids. “The Lord has brought us a little trial by nature is all.”


Trial by nature. Archie smiled. His wife was right. He ought to have watched what he said. It’s no wonder she had been the star pupil at Simpson Bible College, unlike him. Somehow, despite his many failings, God saw fit to give him Elsie.


He hit the gas again and this time the car lurched forward, a river of putty-gray slurry slipping out beneath them as the tires regained traction.


“You see, then?” Elsie patted his knee. He tried to feel comforted, but the bad premonition, the nervousness that had been ratcheting through his chest all morning, wouldn’t go away.


Which was precisely why they were here. This trip to Gearhart Mountain had been Elsie’s idea. She and Archie had been cooped up indoors, him fretting over her well-being all the time; they needed a change of pace. It was too easy to go haywire without a little fresh air, and it wasn’t natural for a young, happy couple in their prime. Besides which, she’d heard the Patzkes had just lost their eldest boy overseas. Surely it was the duty of their pastor to step in and offer a kindness to the family in grief. It didn’t hurt that a pair of avid fishermen in the congregation had told him the trout were still biting at Leonard Creek.


“My ever-hopeful fisherman,” Elsie had teased him later that night, when they were lying in bed together under the yellow glow of their matching bedside lamps. “Wouldn’t that be a nice thing to do for the Patzke kids? A little day trip some Sunday? The Patzkes could use some time alone to grieve, don’t ya think? And besides, I could use the practice if I’m to be a mama soon.”


She was trying to draw him out of his thoughts . . . and it worked. Archie rolled over and kissed his wife’s round, taut belly. Five months and counting. This time it would all go perfectly. There was no need to worry. A healthy son was on his way—Archie reassured himself of it by the glow in Elsie’s cheeks.


He’d whispered yes into her nightdress, and now some Sunday had become today.


The woods thickened around them, the sky a blissful blue. Only a few wisps of cloud lingered from yesterday’s storm. Still, as they drove up the ever-steepening road, Archie could feel the knot of tension in his chest coiling tighter. He rolled down his window, taking in the crisp mountain air. It was cold enough to carry the scent of winter—and for a moment, he blinked, thinking he’d just seen a snowflake. An eerie feeling moved through him, as if he was in a room in which a door had suddenly blown open. But it was just a tiny seedling, some minuscule bit of fluff held aloft on the wind.


The kids sang hymns again as Archie maneuvered the Nash onto an even narrower service road. It was bumpier than Dairy Creek and he watched Elsie with a worried eye. She had one hand on her belly as they bounced over ruts.


He braked slowly, not far from an abandoned little cabin the fishermen had told him about. “Maybe it would be better to walk the rest of the way.”


Elsie reached for the latch. “How about if I take the kids down to the creek? Maybe you can get a little further in the car. That way you won’t have to haul the picnic things as far.”


She was right, as usual. “You sure you’ll be okay?”


Her smile was like sunshine. It filled him with something more than love, a thing he could not name, for it would insult God to know it. How he worshipped her. How he’d lie down on the mud and let her walk across him like a bridge if she asked. How he sometimes feared God had been too generous in giving him Elsie, feared what lengths he’d be willing to take just to make her smile, just to feel her gentle hands on him in the darkness, her curious little kisses that set him on fire with shameful thoughts. With Elsie, he was powerless.


“Of course,” she said now. “You know you must sometimes tolerate letting me outta your sight.” Another smile, and then he watched as the kids scampered out of the car like baby goats let out of the pen.


“I’m gonna catch the biggest fish,” one of the boys crowed.


“No, I’m going to . . .”


“I’m gonna catch a whale!”


“That’s stupid. There ain’t no whales in a creek,” the first boy shouted back. The voices reminded Archie of when he was a boy, fishing off a bridge with his friends. Children happy to be children, let loose to play. He wasn’t hardly thirty years old but he felt like an old man already.


“Last one down to the creek—”


. . . is a rotten egg, Archie finished to himself. Some things never changed.


They ran down the trail, goading each other to run faster. Elsie brought up the rear with the Patzke girl. Joan Patzke really was a good kid, Archie thought. Considerate. She knew enough to stay with Elsie, made sure she had company and a hand to hold.


If only every family in his congregation was as nice as the Patzkes . . . If all the parents in Bly could be as good as these children, everything would be all right, he thought. But still somehow, the thought failed to ease the tightness in his chest.


Once the baby was born, he’d be able to breathe again. The doctors all assured him that five months was well and good enough along to stop worrying—but they had said that the last time, too.


* * *


HE PARKED AS far off the trail as he could, but the Nash took up most of the road. There was no way around it. The trail was too narrow.


He opened the trunk and was enveloped in the aroma of chocolate. Elsie had decided that, if they were going on a picnic, they needed a chocolate cake. She baked the layers yesterday, setting them out on racks to cool last night. She’d made the frosting this morning, beating the butter and sugar by hand with a big wooden spoon. Elsie only baked chocolate cake once or twice a year, and the thought of it made his mouth water. He lifted the cake carrier and slung the wooden handles over one forearm, then hefted the picnic basket with the other. Inside were turkey sandwiches. A thermos of coffee for the adults and a jug of cider for the kids.


He put the basket on the ground and was closing the trunk when another tiny white seedling, no bigger than a snowflake, landed near his nose. He brushed it away, oddly unnerved by it. That feeling again: a wind surging right through him. He shivered and slammed the trunk.


A woman stood in front of him.


He jumped in surprise, but she remained perfectly still, observing him. She was a young woman and beautiful. She was dressed in a kimono, a nice one from what he could tell, but she was disheveled. Her shiny black hair was falling down in wisps, the ends of her obi fluttering in the breeze.


Where had she come from? There hadn’t been anyone on the trail or in the woods—Archie was positive. He’d been paying extra close attention as he navigated the mud.


Funny for someone to be roaming around the mountain in such fancy dress. Though Archie had seen Japanese wearing traditional garb in Bly—years ago.


No Japanese left in town anymore.


The strangest part was the look on her face, the way she smiled at him. Cunning. Sly. It stopped the questions forming in his throat. Kept him from doing anything except stare.


More of the white seedlings drifted between them, swirling playfully. She lifted a finger and gestured toward them. “Kumo,” she in a voice barely above a whisper. Archie didn’t know the word but he was pretty sure that was what she’d said. Kumo.


The sound of children yelling broke his concentration, and Archie looked away. Little Edward—or was it Sherman?—was shouting something in the distance. Had to be sure Elsie was okay, that the kids hadn’t gotten up to some mischief . . .


And when he turned back, the woman in the kimono was gone.


For a moment, he paused, confused. He looked down at the spot where she had stood, and there were no footprints. The mud was untrampled.


A chill ran down his spine, followed by a tremor of guilt.


But then the boys yelled again, in high-pitched, excited little voices, and Archie was forced to let it go.


“What’s going on?” Archie called out, picking up the food items again and beginning his trudge toward the tree line. He got closer, and the voices became louder.


“Whoa!” That was Joan’s voice.


“Honey?” That was Elsie now. “We’ve found something. Come look!”


He could see their forms now, through the trees. The creek in the distance, black and twisty as a snake. Something light and large in a clearing, covering the ground like alien moss.


“What is it?” Archie called out, hurrying.


He wasn’t at all sure what to make of the shape in the distance: it could be a piece of a banner come loose from a building or warehouse, or even a bedsheet escaped from a clothesline. It was weathered, grayish, and sprawling—unnatural in all this wilderness.


“Some kind of parachute?” Elsie shouted over her shoulder.


A knife of panic. He dropped the basket and the cake. “Don’t touch anything!” There’d been a news story a few months back. Something about a parachute falling out of the sky and catching fire on the power lines at a power plant near Spokane. Whole plant could’ve gone up in smoke but for the generator cutting off. The newspaper had called it a parachute, but onlookers didn’t agree. Some feared it was an unmarked weapon of war.


He ran toward them now. “Did you hear me?” His voice came out ragged, breathless. “I said be careful and don’t—”


Archie choked and stopped running. Something drifting on the wind caught in his throat. It looked like snow, but it couldn’t be. Too early for snow, though not unheard of this time of year. Another seedling—or maybe something else. Maybe it was ash. He saw loads of it in the air now: bits of white fluff, like dandelion seeds but smaller. No dandelion seeds in November. He froze, momentarily mesmerized. He lifted a hand to catch one but the wind carried it away.


His hand was still suspended in the air when another bit of white caught on his eyelashes. It was so close to his eye that at first, it was just a semitransparent orb. A mote.


But then, as his eye attempted to focus on it, it moved.


It moved strangely, like it had arms. The arms wove left and right, up and down. With cold clarity, he knew what it was.


A tiny translucent spider.


His shock was cut through with a thundering boom.


And then: he was blown backward, as if from cannon fire.


* * *


WHEN ARCHIE WAS just a kid, there’d been a terrible accident on his parents’ farm. His uncle Ronald had gotten trapped in the grain silo when a fire broke out. It was a nightmare, the inside of the silo a whirling tornado of flame. No one had been able to get to his uncle and drag him out, no way to get water in to douse the flames. He remembers his parents’ panic, the shock of it, farm hands running and shouting, everyone helpless.


It was a terrible accident. Everybody said so.


Later, when neighbors came over to console Archie’s parents, Archie supposedly in bed but listening on the stairs, he remembered how his father had insisted that his brother had brought it on himself. “He was probably drunk,” he’d said bitterly before Archie’s mother had shushed him. But in that moment, it all made sense to Archie (or maybe he was just grasping at straws): how Uncle Ronald had just shown up on the doorstep one day, no mention of where his wife was. How he slept on the couch and Archie would find him in the morning reeking of alcohol. “He was a sinner. And believe you me, those who sin will meet the fire of Hell in the end,” his father had said that night.


And the terrible feeling Archie had had, feeling that he was somehow responsible for it. His mother dismissed it as Christian sympathy. Because you are such a good boy. A good Christian soul.


Archie sometimes looked back on that night as the start of something. A fire lit inside him. For years he tried to be good. He would refuse temptation, not give in to sin. He would be above reproach.


All the while, however, he carried a terrible secret. A guilt that he couldn’t allow himself to acknowledge and snuffed out as soon as it came creeping back to him.


And then, at last, he found Elsie. Because she was so virtuous, so clean, he found it easy to be good around her. The mistakes of the past were behind him forever, he thought.


But he was wrong.


In trembling shock, Archie climbed up from the roots and mud, staggered to his feet, lumbered toward a thick and billowing smoke. It was as if the spot where everyone had been standing had suddenly opened up, gone volcanic. He choked; smoke burned his eyes. Where was everyone?


The colorful shapes he’d seen just a minute earlier—Elsie’s white cardigan, the Patzke girl’s blue dress, the Shoemaker boy’s plaid shirt—were gone from his field of vision. Or no, not gone. Strewn across the ground. Like laundry thrown carelessly in the air.


Writhing.


Screaming. Had the sound ripped from his own throat?


He was running again, climbing over two of the clothes piles—one flailing and shrieking, one eerily still. He would trample a hundred burning children to get to Elsie. It was his greatest sin, this worship of her. It was the bit of Hell that burned inside him.


She was screaming. Thrashing. Inhuman.


The next thing he knew was that he was kneeling in the mud beside her—this creature who was his wife transformed. Transmuted by fire and chaos into something else. He whipped off his coat and tried to smother the flames, holding her down. Let me help you, he screamed.


But her face was no face, it was all gash: red and pulpy, an open wound, skin seared off flesh. Her lips moved but he couldn’t make out what she was saying.


There was moaning all around him. He was paralyzed by shock. This wasn’t real. He had plunged backward through time to the night of that fire, only this time, it wasn’t his uncle but Archie himself, at the center of the flames, burning alive.


He didn’t know how long he knelt there, panting, choking, screams tearing his throat raw. Coughing up smoke and blood, flapping in vain at his wife’s burning body, even when she had begun to go still.


Finally, hands fell on his shoulders—dimly, he was aware of two road workers they’d passed on the way up Dairy Creek Road. The strong hands dragged Archie along the forest floor, away from the blast, away from the still-burning pyre the mysterious parachute had become. Away from the children.


Away from her—his life, his future, his everything.


Just before losing consciousness, a thought came to him. This is my fate. My punishment.


For the terrible thing he did.


He’d thought he’d outrun it, but all this time Hell had been waiting for him with its mouth wide open.
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CAMP MINIDOKA, IDAHO


THE BIG TRUCK LUMBERED slowly through the camp gates, the ruts in the dirt road making its wide body roll like a swaybacked cow. Something unusual about it caught Meiko Briggs’s eye. Trucks came to the internment camp all the time to make deliveries, but they were always civilian. This one was painted a dull olive green and tattooed with u.s. army and strings of white numbers all over its flanks. The cargo bed was tented.


Meiko had been walking her daughter Aiko to school that morning when the truck arrived. Her eye followed it down one of the rarely used roads toward a big barn. no internees beyond this point, the sign read. Most of the buildings at Minidoka were used by camp residents, but that one was the domain of the administrators. Lately, there had been a padlock on the doors. Guards stood waiting to close those doors as soon as the truck pulled in. They didn’t want anyone to see what was inside.


She could not help but wonder what that was about. The military had not bothered with the camp before.


The gate to the camp swung shut, too, though Meiko could barely see the need. It might as well stand open, and it wasn’t as though it was ever locked. The executive order that had forced her and the other ten thousand residents to Minidoka two years ago was on the verge of being rescinded. That the residents would be freed from their prison was the talk of the camp lately. A few residents were making plans to leave—prematurely, some grumbled—but most were not. Even as they followed the drama being played out in the Supreme Court, the residents of Minidoka were quiescent. What kept them in the bare-board dormitories, overstuffed in tiny, dust-filled, lice-infested rooms, was more powerful than guards with rifles.


It was fear of what was beyond the fence: the hatred of their fellow American citizens.


They’d all heard stories of Japanese returning to their hometowns only to be threatened, then beaten if they didn’t leave. Not to mention finding their homes and businesses bought out from under them. There were cases where neighbors with whom they’d left belongings, neighbors who had promised to save it all until this had blown over, had instead sold out, deciding that the rightful owners would never return.


Friends and neighbors had turned their backs on them, in three short years. The change was chilling.


The appearance of the truck was unusual enough for Aiko to notice, too. She watched with her whole body, it seemed, even rising to her tiptoes to get a better look as it disappeared.


This was not a good sign. The girl had been acting more and more strange lately, seemingly frightened by everything. Not unexpected for a child who had been through as much as Aiko had—living two years in what was no better than a concentration camp, her father off fighting in a war. Lately, however, it had gotten almost too much to deal with. Nightmares, bizarre stories. Claiming to hear voices and see apparitions. “Nothing to worry about. All kids go through it,” Mrs. Tanaka had told Meiko one afternoon, as they had been hanging their wash on the line. “It’s a phase. You’ll see.”


Meiko hoped her neighbor was right.


“What are you looking at?” The voice beside them was as sharp as the point of a bayonet. With a pang of concern, Meiko recognized the speaker. He was called Wallaby, or something like that: as a rule, the guards didn’t share their names. None of the residents liked this one. He would pull his eyelids sideways and throw slurs at them in a singsong voice, called them “little yellow men.” He plainly thought the residents were inferior, not just different from whites but altogether lacking somehow.


Since coming to America, Meiko had come to see that this notion was pure nonsense. It wasn’t as though the belief that one race was superior to all others was alien to her—it wasn’t, because Japanese were raised to believe that they were better than others. But in Japan, where there was effectively only one race, one people, you could at least see how that notion had happened. Whereas America was made up of so many different kinds of people, you’d think they’d have gotten used to each other by now. How exhausting it must be here to hate everyone who was different.


She knew better than to say this to this guard, however. “We’re going.” She noticed that guards were prodding other residents who had stopped to look at the army truck, too, telling them to move along.


What made the truck more notable was that there had been an influx of government people lately, too. They’d started arriving at the camp a few weeks earlier. And it was obvious that these men weren’t locals. They seemed more sophisticated. They dressed better than the Idahoans, were better spoken. They came in fancy new cars at a time when it was hard to get one because production had been halted for the war effort. If they’d made the trip special, then obviously they had come to Minidoka for a reason, but that was a mystery. They avoided the residents and were escorted by camp officials, who, when asked, said the men were just accountants sent to make sure that the camp was being run efficiently.


How would they explain that truck? Meiko wondered.


The makeshift school wasn’t so far from their dormitory block but Meiko walked her daughter there whenever possible. At Minidoka, the school was nothing more than homemade tables set up in an outbuilding. A couple of the residents had been teachers before internment, but most of their instructors were camp residents pitching in to teach whatever they could remember from their own days as students: English, history, math, science. The parents worried that their children were falling behind in their educations, that they would never be able to make up these lost years. Education was important to Japanese parents. They feared their kids wouldn’t be able to get into college. That there’d be an invisible asterisk in their records for their years in the camps.


Her daughter had mentioned once that she always walked to class alone whereas most of the children walked together in little groups, and that tugged at Meiko’s heart. There were a lot of perfectly ordinary reasons why this might be—her daughter was naturally shy—but Meiko could think of a couple unkind ones, too. Her daughter was only half Japanese, whereas, for most of the kids in camp, both parents were of Japanese descent. Japanese could be very snooty about racial purity. Aiko also didn’t like the things that other kids liked—comic books and radio shows, for example. She wasn’t fixated on movie starlets and crooners.


Then there was her incessant drawing. Even Meiko had to admit Aiko drew pictures like a child possessed. It was hard to get her to stop, even for meals. And the creatures Aiko drew! Meiko could only imagine what the teachers must think. Aiko had started out with animals and fairies and princesses from whichever fairy tale her father had read to her that night. The usual stuff. But since coming to the camp, she’d started drawing creatures from the bedtime stories Meiko had told her, the ones Meiko had learned from her father back in Japan.


The drawings were getting scarier and scarier. Anyone who saw them would question whether these were unnatural subjects for a child.


Meiko crouched so she was eye level with her daughter. She straightened Aiko’s collar, which had gotten twisted. “Have a good day. Study hard. And”—she hesitated over whether she should add the next part—“try not to draw too much. It makes the teachers think you’re not paying attention to them.”


“I am paying attention. But the demons . . .” Aiko trailed off.


Meiko knew what her daughter was going to say. But the demons want me to pay attention to them, too.


Her daughter said the demons followed her. They sat in the corner and giggled at things the teacher said. They told her which residents did bad things when no one was watching, which children stole coins from their mother’s purse, and which parents waited until everyone else had gone to bed to beat their children.


The demons, Aiko said, knew everything.


Aiko looked at her mother, stricken. “Mama, I know you don’t want me to talk about the demons but . . .” She wriggled, bound by conscience.


She is trying. She really is a good kid. With a sigh, Meiko said, “What is it?”


“Mama, that truck we saw on our way here? The demons say we have to stay away from it. They say there’s something bad inside it.”


This was new. Aiko had never exhibited any anxiety about the camp, the guards, or the administrators, the others who ruled their lives but generally—blessedly—left the children alone. No, Aiko’s stories had all been about the other Japanese and her social anxieties, the kinds of things that made sense for a child to be worried about.


“What do they say is inside it?” Meiko asked. She couldn’t imagine it was anything out of the ordinary: surplus office equipment, maybe, or run-of-the-mill supplies. Maybe getting Aiko to explore her anxieties would help.


“They didn’t tell me, they just said we shouldn’t go near it. That whatever’s inside can make you very, very sick.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “They told me things are going to get worse soon. They said we won’t be able to escape because they’re going to make us stay inside the camp. Because they want us to be trapped.”


Meiko’s stomach twisted. “Who wants to trap us inside the camp?”


But Aiko’s expression begged not to make her say any more.


Meiko felt the color drain from her face. She could hardly believe it was her child, her normally cheerful and obedient daughter. In Japan, her father had told her scary stories once upon a time, when he was trying good-naturedly to frighten her. But then he’d tickle her, or do something to break the tension, and she would know that it was all make-believe.


Here, there was no one to help with her daughter. She did not even have her husband, Jamie, the one who normally dispensed the tickles and kisses and reassurances.


At that moment, one of the teachers stepped out, ringing the big silver bell, calling the children to class. Aiko ran off to join the other children before Meiko could think what to say to her.


* * *


MEIKO WENT TO the kitchen next. She had a shift that day. She went to her usual station, where someone had already deposited a load of vegetables from the garden to be prepped. Potatoes, turnips, and carrots. How they managed to grow anything in the hard prairie soil was a testament to the skill of the farmers among them, men and women who’d run big commercial farms in Oregon and Washington State. It was a miracle they were able to coax anything to grow on a couple rocky, arid acres.


“What’s wrong, Meiko? You look like you saw a ghost.” Mayumi Seiko was chopping radish to make pickles. She was the most plainspoken of the kitchen crew, uncharacteristically blunt for Japanese. But then, Meiko had to constantly remind herself that most of these people were Nisei, born in America, not Japanese natives, Issei, like herself.


She slid the carrots in a bucket of water. “An army truck just arrived at the camp.” She didn’t mention what Aiko had said. A few of them already thought she was a little strange.


“Maybe they’re sending soldiers.” Patsy Otsuka pushed back a curl that had fallen over her forehead. Every morning she carefully curled her hair to look like Betty Grable’s. “Or it could be medical staff to help with the outbreak.”


The outbreak. That was the only name they had for the illness that was sweeping through the camp the past couple weeks. No one knew what it was, though the best guess was some kind of flu or ague. It hit people differently—some had fever, some had chills and sweating, others complained of headaches so debilitating that they couldn’t stand noise or light—but it was undeniably virulent. Entire dormitories seemingly came down with it overnight. An entire dorm block would get sick and then it would spread to the blocks on either side in just a matter of days. Mostly, people took to their beds shivering and vomiting, but it had affected tempers, with some turning belligerent and argumentative, then violent. Fights were starting to break out among residents, sometimes even with guards. Heads were cracked by truncheons, men dragged to the makeshift jail.


Before the outbreak, they hadn’t needed one.


People were frightened by the mystery illness. No one wanted to catch it.


No wonder Aiko said the demons were warning her that people were going to become very ill. No one had died from the outbreak yet—not that Meiko had heard—but it was all around them. The kids probably talked among themselves, scared to death that their parents might be taken from them. It was probably all they could think about.


The poor kid was probably overwhelmed. Swamped with fear.


“If they’ve sent medical help—well, hallelujah. It’s about time,” Hiroji Kubo muttered. He was butchering chickens at a table in the back, out of sight. The cleaver came down on the chopping block with a decisive thwack. “The camp doctor, he’s been useless. No help at all. They don’t care if we get sick because we’re Japanese.”


“They act like it’s our fault.” It was Mayumi again. “I actually heard one of the guards say, ‘What else do you expect from a bunch of dirty Japanese?’” They’d all heard such things said about them, even back in Seattle. Even though you could eat off the floors in most Japanese homes.


Not that people outside used the term “Japanese.” None of the internees could bring themselves to say the word “Japs.”


“It’s not like the guards haven’t gotten sick, too,” Patsy muttered. She was cubing turnips, eyes trained on the knife as she made perfect little squares. “But they whisk them away, as soon as they start showing symptoms.”


“It’s to keep from spreading disease.” It was Rei Sugimoto. She had been standing in the back, quietly salting fish fillets. Rei was an appeaser, like many of the Japanese women. She never spoke badly of another person. She’d been trained to seem, at least, that she only thought the best of other people.


“Oh, please.” Mayumi rolled her eyes. “When it’s one of their own, they take care of them. When it’s one of us—tough luck.”


Meiko picked up a paring knife and began peeling carrots. “I’ll ask Ken about it. Maybe he knows something.”


The room fell silent, and Meiko knew she’d made a mistake. A couple of the women snuck sideways glances at her. Kenzo Nishi was one of the leaders inside the camp, elected to represent them to the administrators. She could argue that it only made sense to go to him, but everyone guessed there was something more between her and Ken. Even though they both were married to other people, Ken’s wife with him here at Minidoka, Meiko’s husband, Jamie, flying with the U.S. Army Air Forces in the Far East.


If they knew the real connection between her and Ken . . . Ken, at least, was a respected figure in camp. She, on the other hand, was already despised for being married to a white man. There were people who gave her a wide berth whenever they saw her coming. Shot her dirty looks in church. They assumed she thought herself better than the rest of them. If they knew what had really transpired between her and Ken, they would hate her even more.


* * *


IN THE AFTERNOON, once all the prep work had been done for the evening meal, Meiko left to meet Aiko at home after school.


It was late, with the sun starting to sink on the horizon, when she crossed the road that led to the barn with the army truck. People were starting their evening routines, heading indoors. Many of the administrators had already left for the day, returning to their homes in nearby Jerome. There was almost nobody about—including guards. The few people still outside were hard to make out in the gathering dusk. If she were to sneak over to the barn to take a look around, she doubted she would be seen.


All afternoon, she’d been thinking about sneaking a peek at whatever was in the truck. Then she could reassure Aiko with authority that the demons were wrong—and, really, that there were no demons, that these anxieties only existed in her mind. They were all her own. The residents were getting sick, yes, but it was a perfectly natural course of events and that didn’t mean anyone was going to die. Maybe that would help the poor girl with her nerves.


At the moment, it was the only comfort she could give her daughter.


The door was padlocked, but the building had windows. She picked one on the north side. She peered in first to make sure there was no one inside, but there were no lights on, either, so she felt pretty sure that it was empty. She tried to lift the sash. It budged slightly but stopped after an inch. She almost gave up but decided she shouldn’t throw in the towel so easily. She would try a second time. If it had moved that much, it probably wasn’t locked on the inside, only jammed, perfectly understandable given the harsh cold. After a few minutes prying, she was able to lift it high enough to squeeze through.


There wasn’t a lot inside the big building besides the truck. There were shelves along one wall stacked with metal cases and wooden crates. The crates were nailed shut and the lids painted with the warning dangerous goods. It made her wonder what was inside. Poison? Explosives? What dangerous materials would they send to a camp with children?


The metal cases weren’t locked but kept shut with simple latches. She opened one to find gas masks. Gas masks. Maybe poison wasn’t so far off, after all. A second one was packed with surgical clothing and pair after pair of white cotton gloves. Others held gauze and cotton wool, bottles of rubbing alcohol and ether. Medical supplies, for the most part. Maybe it was medical help. But if that were the case, why hadn’t they distributed supplies already? Why hadn’t they set up additional hospital units? And why would they send gas masks?


Maybe there was a reason they didn’t want the residents to see what they were bringing into camp, a reason for guards and padlocks.


She went to the truck next. It had California license plates and u.s. army and serial numbers spray-painted in white on its side. It was dusty and looked like it had been driven a long way. The bed was high off the ground and Meiko was not able to pull herself up, so she dragged a box over so she could climb up over the tailgate.


It was fairly dark inside the barn, so she threw the tenting back as much as possible so that she could see what she was doing. Surprisingly, the cargo bed was mostly empty, with only what appeared to be a tarp spread out on the floor. She dropped to her knees to examine it. Feeling the fabric, she knew right away that it wasn’t a tarp. It wasn’t made of canvas. It reminded her of something from her childhood, something she’d used all the time in Japan: washi paper. Only it was stiffer and heavier than the stuff she’d used to make cards or fashion kimonos for dolls. It felt cruder, too. She had no idea what paper like this would be used for.


It was weatherworn. She couldn’t see well because there were few windows in the barn and the light was fading fast, but she could tell it had been exposed to the elements. It also was charred in places, as though it had caught fire. This big piece of washi paper, bigger than any she’d ever seen, seemed to have survived a contradiction of conditions. She racked her mind to think how that possibly could have happened. She was about to climb down from the truck when she saw what looked like writing on the underside of the paper. It was too dark to make out what it said but she thought it looked like Japanese characters. The formal block printing reminded her of official government documents she’d seen among her father’s things. They had the same distinctive, square shape.


A troubling feeling passed over Meiko. It’s just seeing the lettering, she told herself, seeing something that reminded her of Japan. But she felt, too, like she’d forgotten something and this thing on the floor, whatever it was, was reminding her of it. It tugged, trying to unearth something in the back of her mind, but all she had was the ghost of a memory.


And it was bad, this feeling. Just like the demons had said.


She tried to shake it off. There were no demons, only a little girl’s shattered nerves.


If this did belong to the Japanese government, how had the U.S. military gotten hold of it? It could’ve come from the war zone, of course, but if that were the case, why bring it to an internment camp in the middle of the prairie? Wouldn’t they keep it on one of the dozens of army bases along the coast? It made far more sense that they would keep it somewhere secure, somewhere they had the people trained to analyze such things.


She left the mystery inside the truck reluctantly, climbing through the window and dropping to the ground. She knew she couldn’t stay any longer: Aiko would be home from school. She didn’t want her daughter to be left on her own any longer than was absolutely necessary.


She found Aiko sitting on her bed, a notebook open before her. Luckily, the girl was good on her own. Maybe it was the by-product of being an only child.


“How was school today?” Meiko asked as she hung up her jacket, her exploration in the barn put out of mind.


“Fine. We worked on multiplication tables.” Math wasn’t Aiko’s favorite subject but she was good at it. Then again, the girl was good at many things. Languages, for instance: she’d picked up Japanese, a hard language to master. And art: fantastic Japanese demons notwithstanding, Aiko could reproduce any photo or painting from memory. As proud as Meiko was of her daughter’s talents, however, she wanted the girl to push herself. Drawing would not pay the bills when she got older. Meiko wanted her daughter to be employable, to be able to support herself and not depend on a man to put a roof over her head.


That was how Meiko had been raised, and look what it got her.


“Do you need to get started on your homework?” They had a few hours until dinner in the mess hall. A Japanese meal and an American one, for the Nisei children who didn’t like the weird things their parents ate.


“I have a chapter to read for history.” American history was, ironically, the only history they taught in the camp’s makeshift school. Not world history and, God forbid, nothing about the country of their ancestors, of Aiko’s grandparents. The country we are at war with. Meiko pushed the last thought away: she was tired of struggling with this reality, the unfortunate turn her life had taken. Never did she guess, when her father had sent her away years ago to marry in America, that the two countries would be at war.


“Get started now, while the light is good.” The illumination here wasn’t good for reading: bare bulbs suspended from the ceiling. When they were being rousted from their homes and herded into railcars and buses years ago, no one had thought to bring lamps with them.


Meiko did her housekeeping while Aiko read. It was an endless battle in the camp against the dust blown in from the prairie. It crept through cracks in the hastily built walls, constantly depositing a fresh coat of fine, pale sand all over everything. Meiko methodically moved through their room, shaking out the neatly folded clothing and dusting shelves made of board and cinder block.


While she dusted, she asked herself for the thousandth time: how had she ended up here? The military should’ve kept them from sending her to an internment camp. You would think the fact that her husband was a serviceman—and a pilot to boot, an important job to judge from the fuss made over them—meant something. To be treated with so little honor was insulting. She had heard that white aviators’ wives lived in nice houses on military bases. No such offer had been made to her, of course. It was a constant reminder that she was worth less than white women.


Now that the executive order had been lifted, she and Aiko could leave the camp if they could find someone to sponsor them. Jamie knew this yet had not offered to ask his parents. They lived somewhere in Washington State. She had never so much as seen a photo of them, let alone met them. There was bad blood there, she knew. Jamie had left home as soon as he was out of high school, but he had never shared the details with her. Aiko clung to some hope—a child’s fantasy—that her grandparents would rescue them one day, that they would suddenly appear at Minidoka, bundle her up in their arms, and whisk her off to a house with a white picket fence. Meiko understood what it was really about: the child craved security, a place where she would always feel safe. But Meiko knew instinctively that the Briggses were not coming, that they would never help them. Ironically, this security was exactly what Aiko’s grandfather in Japan would give her. He would love to meet his granddaughter, the only daughter of his only daughter. But between the war and the thousands of miles of ocean separating them, that was impossible and, in all likelihood, would never happen.


After dinner in the mess hall, Meiko shepherded Aiko along a different path back to the dormitory. She said she wanted to take in the night air, but the truth was that she wanted to check on something. To satisfy her curiosity.


They ambled slowly down the trail that led to the camp entrance, past the administrative buildings, and then on to the gatehouse. The gatehouse was closed at this hour, of course, though the floodlights were on, as always. They illuminated the road from town even though no one ever visited the camp at night. Meiko assumed they did this in case of an emergency that, so far, had never happened. Thank goodness.


But in the bright light, Meiko saw—for the first time she could ever remember—there was now a chain. It was looped between the bars of the gates, two fat coils of link on link.


And completing the picture, leaving no doubt as to the intent, was a huge, solid-looking padlock.
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OGALLALA, NEBRASKA


FRAN GURSTWOLD WOKE IN the dark, suddenly cold. Her head was hazy; she was not in her apartment. Dread tickled her throat. The air felt different, smelled of burnt leaves, smoke. For a moment, she wondered if she’d been abducted, or was in some kind of eerie, waking dream.


Then she turned and saw the shape of Richard’s sleeping body beside her, one leg strewn out from beneath the sheet. She let out a sigh. His muscled back rose and fell. Beyond him, a near-gone bottle of bottom-shelf Merlot stood uncorked, two empty glasses ringed in darkness beside it. Right. Lake Ogallala. The ramshackle old cabin they’d borrowed from a friend of a friend. Far enough out that no one they knew would hear about it. Far enough that it wouldn’t get back to Winnie.


That accounted for the the unpleasant stillness. She lay back on the lumpy, feather-stuffed pillow and breathed slowly, steadying her heart, as the earlier part of the night returned to her: the restless unzipping, the sheen of sweat, the hungry, frantic way she and Richard always fucked as though the world were about to end. They were calling this the second world war, after all. She hadn’t known the world could sustain more than one. Maybe it wouldn’t.


Her head hurt. Forget sleeping. She rolled over and reached for the flannel jacket she’d brought with her—Richard had warned her it would be cold at the lake—and threw it on over her bra, the new double-A cup with the silk lacing. She dragged a hand through her snarled hair.


Fran always thought she could have been pretty except that she had the kind of face that, as she’d been told by a foster parent once, made men want to hit it. It was the kind of thing that got said to orphans. Unremarkable eyes, a wide jaw, and an upper lip that always wanted to curl softly into a snarl. She had the most unladylike ratty hair. But the far worse liability than her face was her mind. All its morbid curiosity, its rabid focus on details. Her inability to forget anything, good or bad. Especially the bad.


And she had a bad feeling in her gut now. An empty feeling. Restless, she tiptoed through the still cabin, stopping by her purse to retrieve her cigarettes and lighter, and then went out on the porch.


She tapped out a cigarette and lit it up. It was freezing outside, away from the woodstove, and her bare legs instantly broke out in goose bumps, but Richard didn’t care for cigarette smoke, the way it clung to his clothes and tipped off his wife later. It wasn’t often they got to play house like this. Usually they met at a hotel a couple blocks away from the newspaper, but that was a huge risk. Once or twice they’d made do with the back seat of his big car, a Chevrolet Fleetline Richard had bought in 1941, right before production was halted because of the war effort.


They never met at her place: he refused to come to her apartment and it was just as well. She spent as little time home as possible, hated its forever backed-up drains, its hovering scent of emptied soup cans, the knotty array of strewn papers and clothes across the floor. Her cat, Marcel, had gone practically feral from his long days alone in that place. She felt guilty for leaving him on his own so much but liked to think he shared her preference for solitude.


She took a drag on the cigarette and leaned against the railing, still trying to calm the anxious rustle in her chest. The darkness out here was complete, full of a fresh, wintery sting, unlike back home, where there were streetlights and puffs of exhaust chugging out the backs of passing cars. The night felt alive, in a way that stirred and unnerved her. She scanned the bumpy line of trees, hardly a ripple of black against black. Anyone could burst out of the forest—would she hear the crackle of twigs before it was too late?
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