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Of all the things that happened there, in that place full of enemies and dust and spies and sadness; of all the things Margot said to me—the calculations that sounded like friendship, the casual shattering of my life—out of all those things, I am grateful for only one: that I never loved her. If I had loved her I couldn’t bear any of it, and so I am grateful for this lack of love, this one remaining thing I can bear. Because even if it’s a terrible thing to have, if I didn’t have that, I’d have nothing.
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If Haruko said that, she was lying.


She did love me. I loved her too.
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HARUKO



“I WISH WE WERE ALL HOME NOW,” TOSHIKO WHISPERS, AS IF I’LL have a different response than I had the last time she said the same thing. She pokes my side to get my attention, which she knows I hate. But I stay serene because it’s part of our unspoken pact, my sister and me, that we’re polite because we’re too afraid to be anything else. And because we promised our mother.


“Your little sister is not your enemy,” Mama told me the last time Toshiko and I argued, which was the first time I learned about Texas. “I know that,” I said meaningfully, and then I didn’t say anything else because I didn’t want to talk about who the real enemy was.


Now my mother sits across from us, wedged beside our stack of suitcases, keeping her back straight so her hat doesn’t get crushed against the seat of the Pullman car. Her eyes are closed. I can’t tell whether she’s sleeping or train-sick, a kind of sick I didn’t know existed until we got on the train and people started making retching sounds into the paper bags provided by the guards patrolling the aisles. For more than a thousand miles now, that hat has been pinned to my mother’s head. Everything else in the car is wilted: her dress, my dress, my sister’s entire body, pressing against mine as I decide not to respond to her last statement. Instead I lean my forehead against the window. Brown grass. Brown dirt. Dirty horses, ridden by men with bandannas over their noses across land that is unbearably flat.


The last time I saw Denver, the sky was clear enough to see all the way to the tops of the mountains.


“Haruko.” Toshiko pokes my side again, below the rib cage.


“Helen,” I correct her.


She rolls her eyes. “Everyone here is Japanese. They can pronounce your real name.”


I will myself to keep looking out the window instead of glaring at Toshiko. “My friends call me Helen.”


“About five people ever called you Helen.”


We’re becoming testy at the edges, not just my sister and me but the whole train, exhausted by three days of politeness and stale sandwiches. My head is pulsing with the screaming rhythm of the train’s motion. It aches in my jaw, in my teeth; my nostrils are filled with oil and smoke. I cover my nose and try to take fewer breaths.


“Helen.” Poke, poke. “Can I look at the letter again?”


I want to tell her no, not because I’m trying to provoke her but because I hate the letter. My mother has heard Toshiko’s question, though, and opened one watchful eye to make sure I do what I’m asked. She loves the letter; they both love the letter.


The letter has an official stamp and a return address explaining the people who sent it are from the Department of Justice of the United States of America. I take it out of my handbag and hand it to Toshiko, who unfolds it reverentially. What does she think will happen if she tears it? They won’t let us in? The whole point of the letter is that they won’t let us out.




Dear Mrs. Tanaka,


You are informed that your application for reunion at a family internment facility with your husband, Ichiro Tanaka, has been approved. Please be informed that the only individuals accommodated through this agreement are Mrs. Setsu Tanaka (age 44), Miss Haruko Tanaka (age 17), and Miss Toshiko Tanaka (age 12). Arrangements will be made for such a reunion at Crystal City, Texas.






Crystal City. We are going to a place called Crystal City. I’d put faith in the name at first, because it leads you to believe you are going somewhere beautiful. A place where there might be a reason to pack nice things. My best dress. My new handbag. My bottle of Tabu perfume.


The train has other families on it, and we’ve gotten to know some of them.


Mrs. Ginoza and her little daughter, from Los Angeles. Old Mrs. Yamaguchi from Santa Cruz. Families with stories that sound exactly like each other’s except for a few details. My mother still politely listens to everyone else’s even though she must know by now how they will end: And then we got on this train.


We were sitting down to dinner; the FBI men didn’t let him finish the meal.


They said it was because we were hiding Japanese correspondence. But it was letters from my mother-in-law that we saved in a hope chest. How could that be hiding?


We knew an attorney, but he said there was nothing he could do; it’s all legal. President Roosevelt issued a proclamation.


Even now, I can hear my mother retelling our own story to the bride across the aisle, the one whose husband was taken two days after their wedding.


“They came on a Saturday morning when Ichiro was still at work and they sat in my kitchen until he came home,” Mama is saying. “They wouldn’t let me telephone him, in case I used a code to tell him to stay away. We had to wait for hours; my husband was staying late to help a guest arrange a hiking tour. He was always staying late to take care of things. The men said he was using his job to pass information between guests traveling overseas.”


She leaves so much out of this story. She leaves out the fact that the Albany, where my father was a night clerk, was the nicest hotel in the city. That some of the guests were Japanese, but most of them were white, and they liked my father, and sometimes brought us gifts from places they’d traveled. Paper fans from Paris, a snow globe from New York City. She leaves out the fact that the governor came in once, and that my brother sold his secretary an orange soda in the hotel’s pharmacy, and I gave her the straw to drink it with. Governor Carr’s secretary told me I had lovely American dimples, and Kenichi and I spent the next week elaborately reenacting this scene as we mopped the floors at the end of the day. “Am-er-ican dimples are fine, I suppose, if they’re all you can get,” Ken would say. “Though I prefer my dimples to come from France.”


Somewhere in the telling of this, when we imitated the secretary we started giving her a posh accent that she didn’t actually have. “Did I say American dimples? Heavens, I meant American pimples.” Nobody else thought it was as funny. Nobody else ever thought our things were as funny as we did.


On the day the agents came to our apartment, I wasn’t helping out at the soda fountain. Ken had left to become an American war hero by then. Papa and Mama didn’t want me to work there alone.


What I was doing was putting on my volleyball uniform because I was going to meet some of the other Nisei girls from the California Street church. My mother called me out of the bedroom to translate for her; I still had rollers in half my hair. It took a while for me to figure out how to explain what the men wanted. Some of the terms I didn’t have translations for. What is subterfuge? I asked one of the agents, who thought I was being cheeky.


When my mother tells the story, what she leaves out is my whole life.


A little while after the letter from the government arrived, a separate one came from my father, addressed to my mother but written to all of us—in English, I was sure whoever monitored his mail had insisted it be in English, so I had to be the one to read it out loud. There is a beauty salon, he wrote. A grocer’s. They are building an American school and a swimming pool: one hundred yards in diameter with a diving platform! People can have jobs, for extra money, but everyone receives housing, and tokens for food and clothing, whether they have jobs or not. You will like it.


The least my father could have done would have been to refuse harder, to tell my mother he forbade us from coming to Texas. Instead when she insisted we were coming, we got cheerful snippets that sounded like a vacationer’s postcards, with exclamation points that my father would have called vulgar if I’d used them myself: So many Japanese people! Movies shown for free in the community center! Haruko, tell your mother that the hospital is looking for volunteers, and also that some of the women have started a tofu factory, right in camp!


This is how my father tried to make us excited about the barren desert of Texas. A tofu factory.


I did tell my mother about the hospital, and I watched her light up. My mother, who graduated from the Tokyo Women’s Medical Professional School, who never officially became a doctor because instead she moved to America to marry the stranger-son of a family friend, and who never became fluent in English, and who instead made it her profession to worry about the length of my volleyball uniform.


Personally I would worry about a place that allowed a woman twenty years out of medical school to volunteer as a doctor, but my mother lit up and so I said nothing. Serene.


Toshiko jabs me with her elbow. The train has slowed and the brakes are creaking. “I think we’re stopping,” she whispers to me. “I think we’re picking up more people.”


“Maintenance break,” I whisper back. “Window shades.”


If it were an actual station, the guards would have told us to pull down the window shades. They do that at every stop, though they haven’t said whether it’s because they don’t want us to be able to see where we are, or because they don’t want people in the towns to see us.


But no, it turns out this time Toshiko and I are both wrong. The train car has stopped, fully stopped, without anyone making us pull down the window shades and without any new people standing outside waiting to board. The train is finally quiet, and the quiet is heaven. We all press our faces against the hot glass and nobody yells at us.


The short, pale guard walks the aisles, counting our heads, murmuring the numbers under his breath. When it’s clear he has the number of people he’s supposed to have, he tells us to line up. Keep orderly, no need to rush, leave the suitcases, someone will bring them.


I feel the shove of the heat as soon as the train door opens. It can be hot in Colorado sometimes, but this is hot like putting your face in front of an oven. It feels unnatural and stagnant and rolls thick into the train. I watch as every person ahead of me pauses at the door, swaying against the force of the heat, before they step down.


We’re at a station. Or, really, more of a stop because there’s no station building, just a sort of gazebo: rusty beams supporting a metal roof with a bench in the middle of the open space. A hanging sign: CRYSTAL CITY.


After we’ve all finally gotten off the train and been counted again, there’s confusion. A bus was supposed to be here to take us to the camp, but apparently it’s broken down in the heat and now we’re stranded. The man who delivers this news, a Caucasian man in a suit with sweat at his temples, is apologetic about this “development.” He keeps telling us that if we’re willing to be a little patient and wait—


If we’re willing to be a little patient and wait, I translate for my mother.


“Then another bus will come,” the man says. He has thinning hair and a round face; he’s tall and blocky looking. I can tell that he’s a boss of some kind. He has a clipboard; other people who look like employees scurry over and whisper things while he makes notes.


Then another bus will come.


Here’s what’s around us: A post office with an American flag. A tiny weathered restaurant. A boardinghouse I wouldn’t want to stay in. Low one-story houses, standing far apart from one another. In Denver we lived on the upper floor of a duplex. In Denver you were never more than a flight of stairs away from borrowing a needle or a tin of shoe polish.


While I’ve been orienting myself, other passengers have been talking. The more vocal ones, like Mrs. Ginoza, who persevered in asking for extra water for her daughter while my mother told Toshiko and me to swallow our own spit, have decided they don’t want to wait for the bus. Somehow it’s been decided we’ll walk to camp: What’s one more mile after the thousand we’ve already traveled?


The sweaty Caucasian man doesn’t like the way it looks to have a bunch of tired women and children marching in their best traveling clothes, but we’re already doing it. Mrs. Ginoza has spotted a sign so we follow her out of the tiny town, which has no glass buildings, nothing resembling crystal. Past some fields, which the man says are spinach. “Crystal City is the Spinach Capital of the World” is actually what he says, like he can regain control of the situation if he pretends it was his idea to be a walking tour guide. “We’re very famous for our spinach here; we have a statue of Popeye the Sailor,” he says, and I’m almost embarrassed for him. The sun is directly overhead and my dress is damp with sweat, first under my arms, and then as we walk farther, all of it, clinging to my legs and my waist.


And then, when my tongue is so swollen from thirst that there is no more spit to swallow, we’re standing fifty yards from a gate. Behind it, a swarm of faces, the reason we’re all here to begin with.


Our fathers and husbands crane their necks. They must have been told we were coming; a few hold up a welcome banner. Vaguely, through the sweat pouring down my face, I am aware of a brass band playing, and even more vaguely I see that it, too, must be part of our welcome ceremony.


At first I think my tired eyes are playing tricks on me, but it’s true: A few of the men in the background have light hair and Caucasian features. German prisoners. Something else Papa told me about the camp. We’ll share our space with Nazis.


“I don’t see your father,” Mama whispers anxiously.


I scan the crowd, landing on a fence post. A girl sits on it, frizzy blond hair, bony knees balancing a notebook in which she’s recording something. She looks official like a camp employee but too young, close to my age. I should have realized that the German detainees would bring their own children. She scans the crowd, too, gawking at the new arrivals, and her eyes lock on mine for a brief moment before she bows her head and writes something else. I raise my eyebrows in annoyance. I have had too many people with notebooks check me off their lists. Too many noting when we’ve eaten, slept, used the bathroom.


“Haruko! Haru-chan!”


It’s my father. My father. I haven’t seen him in five months. My heart jumps before I remember that I’m not sure how I feel about seeing my father now, that the last time I saw him was strange.


He seems thinner, gray at his temples, standing near one of the other fence posts and waving a handkerchief over his head like a flag. I hear him before my mother and sister do. When he catches my eye, the handkerchief falters and I see something in his face that looks like uncertainty. “Helen,” he tries again. It’s not uncertainty, it’s hopefulness, willing me to look in his direction. Toshiko was right. Only the other popular girls at school called me Helen. My family never did. He is trying so hard. I should be so happy. “Helen, I’m over here.”


I nudge my mother. “There’s Papa.” My mother’s eyes scramble until she finds him. Then she breaks into a smile and, with my wrist clamped in her hand, she rushes toward the entrance gates, toward the fence.


The chain-link fence surrounds the camp on all sides. Ten feet tall, topped with barbed wire, and the corners that I can see are occupied by guard towers and soldiers with guns.


My father didn’t mention this in any of his letters. It must have slipped his mind. Here in Crystal City, Haruko, we have outdoor movies, a tofu factory, and jagged, sharp fences guarded by men who will shoot you if you try to leave.


It’s funny the things you can leave out. It’s funny the way you can paint a picture that is both completely true and the falsest thing in the world.


My father doesn’t come out to greet us because he lives inside this fence. He brought us to this fence. And even though I know that I’m supposed to be excited to see him, I can’t help but think that when my mother said, Your sister is not the enemy, what I wanted to ask was, Is my father?


Suddenly, my left arm wrenches. While my mother is trying to move us forward, Toshiko is pulling my other wrist back, her mouth a wide O of panic.


“Stop it, Toshi, you’re hurting my arm.”


“I don’t want to go in.”


“Don’t be silly, you’ve been talking about it for days.”


“Now I don’t want to,” she shrieks. I can feel her about to cry.


“Toshiko, stop it. If you want to see Papa, you have to come this way.”


My mother is still trying to press us forward. Through the crush of bodies, her hat tips forward; a sprig of blue petals bobbles like it might come loose. I turn back to my sister, who is still a mule in the mud. “I wish we were all home now,” Toshiko says. “I wish we were picking up Papa, and then we were all going home.”


She’s crying, wet and sniffly, and as she tries to enlace her fingers with mine, I jerk my hand away. Without meaning to, I pull that same hand back and slap her across the face.


My fingers sting at the contact with Toshi’s soft baby skin. Her mouth falls open and she reaches to where there are four white finger-shaped lines appearing on the side of her face. “Haruko—” she starts, because I’ve never hit her before, and because I did it hard.


I’m breathing heavily, we both are, and the regret I feel is mixed with a nauseating kind of relief, because slapping my sister feels like the first true thing I have done in months.


“This is home now,” I tell her, as she gulps back new sobs. I pull out a handkerchief, waiting while she wipes her face. “No more wishing. This is home.”
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MARGOT



August 24, 1944


Arrivals:


Women: 44


Children: 63 (girls—37; boys—26)


Total arrivals: 107


New total in Crystal City: 3,368


ALL THE NEW DETAINEES ARE JAPANESE THIS TIME. I PUT THAT IN MY notebook, too. Total Japanese detainees: 2,371. Total German detainees: 997.


Within my totals, there are subtotals: German-born prisoners who have come from Costa Rica. Japanese-born prisoners from Peru. America has agreements with those countries, saying that Crystal City will house their enemies of the state in addition to our own. One of these girls has a Betty Boop decal on her handbag, so they must be American.


I check my notes from the last arrivals. This is the smallest group since I’ve been here. Smaller train? I write. Not enough housing for more people?


All the new detainees are inside the gate now. The fathers who have already hugged their families proudly introduce them around. One of the camp nurses, in a white uniform, funnels people through the medical tent for vaccinations and exams. Whooping cough. When my group came, fifty-four of us had whooping cough.


Mr. Mercer, a head taller than anyone else and looking upset, has taken off his suit jacket. There are circles of sweat under the tan of his shirtsleeves. His shoes are dirty. The bus must have broken down.


Is this shipment smaller because the country is running out of Japanese people to put into camps?


“Good morning, Margot.”


I swivel to a man’s voice, shielding my eyes against the sun. Thin lips, dark hair, a little older than my father. He starts to raise his right arm. “He—”


“Hello, Mr. Kruse,” I interrupt, because I can tell how his greeting was going to end, and I’m still not used to it.


“Keeping an eye on everything for us?”


“Staying occupied. School will start soon,” I say, though he probably knows that already. He has a daughter. “There was a delay, I guess, but they finished the buildings.”


“The German school for you, correct?” When I shrug instead of respond, he raises an eyebrow. “Not the German school?”


I wonder if I should have nodded. The camp’s chapter of the Bund advised German parents to send their children to the German school instead of the federal school. It’s been published in Das Lager, spread among housewives. But Federal High School will be certified, with American teachers, like every other school in the United States. The German school will use a curriculum the Bund decides is appropriate. Mutti and Vati would never make me go to the German school.


“Heidi will be disappointed,” he says. “She still talks about you. I’ll send her to visit sometime, if she won’t be a bother.”


“Of course not, I like Heidi.” She and I came on the same train; she’d been staying with an aunt until her parents sent for her. I helped unwrap her sandwiches; I told her stories about a girl from the Swiss Alps who shared her name.


Over by the fence, the newly arrived women straighten their children’s collars and smooth down hair. After vaccinations, the next part of orientation is a family portrait. Every family is given one to hang in their Crystal City hut. Nobody ever expects it.


“What has your father been up to?” Mr. Kruse takes a cigarette out of his breast pocket and lights it, turning his head to blow the smoke away from my face. It’s so hot it’s hard to tell the difference between his cigarette vapors and the wavy lines of heat on the horizon.


“He keeps busy,” I say neutrally, but his question has put me on alert. “Mutti got permission for a garden but she can’t be on her feet much. Vati’s building planter boxes.”


Mr. Kruse looks amused. “Spending money on seeds when the US provides food for free? I wouldn’t. Might as well take advantage of this prison. Drain their resources.”


“Wer rastet, der rostet,” I say automatically.


Mr. Kruse bursts into laughter. “He who rests does grow rusty. I’m glad to hear young people speaking German. Listen, have your father come find me. We could use another man at the swimming pool, especially with his training. We never see him at meetings. Tell him that, too. And your mother if she’s up for it.”


My insides tighten. Now the conversation has officially changed. Mr. Kruse will never see Vati at meetings. One meeting brought us here. He would never go to another. Why did I not just say I was going to the German school? I pretend to look for something in the crowd.


Straight ahead of me, a shock of bright blue. It’s the flowered hat of a tired mother. She is tucked into a tall man’s arm, and her younger daughter is wrapped around his waist.


But she has an older daughter, too, lean and pretty and athletic-looking in a lavender dress. The older girl’s shoulder-length hair is pinned back in a style I could never get mine to behave for. She hangs her arms stiffly by her sides, while her father tries to pull her close.


Don’t be rude. Look away, I tell myself, but I can’t.


While I watch, a piece of blue falls to the ground: a few of the fabric lilies. They land by the lavender girl’s foot, silky and cool against her dusty shoe. She looks down but doesn’t pick the flowers up. I would. We don’t see beautiful things here. I would pick them up and bury my face in them, the way I used to with flowers on our farm. The girl’s dress isn’t quite the same color as the lilies, but almost. Another cool, beautiful thing dropped in the dust. I swallow.


The girl’s cheek is now pressed against her father’s sleeve, and a look flashes across her eyes. Something lonely and defiant that her family isn’t meant to see, that nobody is meant to. Only, I am seeing it. The way her muscles tense. How she keeps her weight on her own feet instead of leaning in to her parents. In the middle of this dust, in the middle of these chaotic arrivals, I feel like I am watching a secret.


I shouldn’t let myself think like this. Not about the girl, not about how much I miss home, not about any of this, so instead I make myself count the lilies on the ground.


Eight lilies. My lips are so dry. It’s so hot.


She pulls away from her father, scanning the camp, and stops when she sees me. She’s noticed me staring. My face flushes red and I quickly look down.


I don’t understand what it would feel like, to finally be reunited with your father and refuse to acknowledge him. On my arrival day, I was sobbing. Vati, too. Only my mother was not, because she was still too hollow to cry. It had been six months since the two of us had seen my father.


I can’t understand not wanting to hold on to your family and never let go.


Mr. Mercer has peeled himself away from the crowd, clutching his clipboard, searching for someone until he spots me and decides I will do. “Miss Krukow, isn’t it? Could you do me a favor?” He wipes sweat from his forehead as he approaches, hesitating when Mr. Kruse coughs next to me. “Am I interrupting?”


“No, you’re not.” I stand and brush off my skirt, relieved that he’s blocking the awkward stare of the lavender girl, relieved to have an excuse to leave my conversation with Mr. Kruse. “I mean, pardon me, Mr. Kruse. I don’t mean to be rude.”


“It appears we’ve had a bit of trouble with the arrivals,” Mr. Mercer says. “The luggage is stranded, and meanwhile there was an outbreak of nausea. We need a spare set of clothing.”


“Do you want me to get some from the commissary?”


He’s already producing paper from his breast pocket and writing something down. “Here’s permission for one skirt and a set of underthings. I think a women’s size medium.”


When he leaves, I realize I forgot to ask him which commissary. The Japanese have one, the Union Store, and we have another. Ours, the General Store, has cigarettes, dry goods, American soft drinks, and German beers. The Japanese store must have mostly the same things, but I’ve never been inside. I’ve also never been inside one of the Japanese houses, or even on one of the Japanese streets, not after four months here.


In the German store, I show the clerk Mr. Mercer’s note instead of the cardboard token I would normally use to buy things. They used to hand us clothes, based on sizes we wrote out on slips. Then they decided that shopping would be good for our morale. Now we get choice, but not too much. Curtains, dresses, tablecloths, all sewn from the same few fabrics. When a new pattern comes in, a line forms halfway across camp: women pushing homemade wooden carts, desperate to look at something new, anything new.


By the time I get back, the lavender girl’s family is gone. The clothing I’ve just purchased is meant for an exhausted young mother. Her skirt has a blotchy stain and a sour odor rising from it. She dabs at it, embarrassed, with a wet towel.


“Good. Lovely,” Mr. Mercer says, as I hand the woman the brown paper parcel. “Thank you, Margot, I’m sure that Mrs.”—he checks his clipboard—“I’m sure Mrs. Menda will be relieved to be out of her soiled clothes.”


After he leaves, the woman holds up the skirt I’ve brought her and looks at me.


“The nurse can probably show you a place to change,” I tell her, realizing too late from her confused expression that she doesn’t speak much English. “The nurse, that way.” I point toward the vaccination tent and keep pointing until the woman heads in that direction.


“Margot!” a voice says, and my insides curdle a little. I didn’t realize Mr. Kruse was still around. “Did we make sure to be very helpful for the camp director?”


“It was just a small errand.”


“Of course. We’re all looking for ways to be useful. You know, I was thinking that if I brought Heidi around for a visit, I might also talk to your father myself about coming to some of our meetings. Do you think that would be a good idea?” He winks. “I’m asking you, because I know if you have a daughter’s ear you have her father’s.”


A drop of sweat trickles down my inner arm, past the dusty crease of my elbow and the fold of my wrist before falling to the ground. Do I think that would be a good idea?


I’m not good at this. I’m not good at saying one thing and meaning another, at knowing how much I can disagree with Mr. Kruse, my elder, a man in an elected position.


“That’s a lot of trouble for you,” I say.


“It’s no trouble at all. So could you tell him that? That I’ll stop by? Wonderful.”


And then he clicks his heels together, raising his arm parallel to the ground and poker straight. The gesture makes me sick. Even when it’s not accompanied by words, which, thank God, it’s not. He waits expectantly, but I can’t return the salute. I can’t look at it. I bury my face in my notebook again, hoping I can pretend I didn’t see it.


“Good day, Margot,” he says.


“Good day, Mr. Kruse.”


I stare down until I think he will be gone. Mr. Kruse has that kind of voice, where even when he’s not speaking very loudly, you can hear it from a distance. When I hear it, it always reminds me of the time when Vati took me into the empty grain silo and had me close my eyes and guess where he was, by the sound of his voice. It was a lesson about acoustics, he explained. Curves can amplify sound, making them seem closer than they are.


Here in Crystal City, I can always hear Mr. Kruse. It doesn’t matter if he’s shouting or whispering. His voice arrives to me like it’s carried on the curved walls of a silo. By now he must be yards and yards away. Still, I can hear his words.


“Heil Hitler,” he says to every man he passes, the greeting invented to honor a dictator who lives halfway around the world, but who is why we are here.


“Heil Hitler,” Mr. Kruse says again, but this time it might be amplified in my imagination. Heil Hitler. Heil Hitler. Heil Hitler.
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MARGOT



“BOOKS?” MUTTI ASKS AS I WALK IN THE DOOR. THAT WAS THE original goal when I left two hours ago: checking whether the books we requested came into the camp library.


“How are you feeling?” I say, pretending it doesn’t drive her crazy to be asked all the time.


She waves her hand dismissively. “Books?” I give her the volume from the top of the stack I’m carrying, Texas Gardening, and she flips through it. “Good news and bad. Good news: Your mother is not batty. No wonder I couldn’t get flowers to grow from the seed packets I bought here. This climate is all wrong.”


“That’s the bad news?”


“No, dead flowers are not bad news, just bad luck. The bad news is this confirms that the clerks ordering for the General Store are incompetent boobs. Maybe we should have yards full of spinach instead of trying to grow anything useful, or God forbid, pretty.”


“I guess that could work—” I start, but Mutti sticks out her tongue.


“Joking. Don’t be so literal, Margot.” She presses her lips together as she goes through the pile. “Latin, good. Advanced geometry, good. You and Vati mostly taught yourself back at home anyway, right? That’s how you managed to place a year ahead.” At the end of the stack she looks up. “I thought Vati requested a chemistry book.”


“It didn’t come.”


“Maybe next shipment.”


“No, I mean—it’s not coming.”


It takes her a minute to understand. There’s usually only one reason for books not to come at all. “Well. You didn’t want to be a chemist anyway, did you?”


I shake my head.


She tilts her head and looks at me. “Are you excited about school?”


This time I nod, but too slowly and my mother notices.


“It will be fine.” She sets the pile firmly on the table. “At home, they were intimidated. Because you were more advanced. And too serious. That’s why you didn’t have many friends—here it won’t matter. Everyone’s new, everyone will have better things to worry abo—”


Suddenly, my mother pulls a handkerchief from her dress pocket, pressing it against her mouth.


“How are you feeling?”


The moment passes and she swallows. “More morning sickness. Which is actually evening sickness and afternoon sickness, too, as it happens. With you, I was vomiting all over the place. Remember Mrs. Loeb at church? Every week I would smell her perfume and, blech.”


With me she was sick. This time she is sick. This is a good sign. There is at least one way in which this time is not like March. Many ways, I correct myself. Nothing at all alike.


“Did you see anything else while you were out?” my mother asks. “Here, come help me.” She nods me over to the army cots she and my father sleep on, picking up the blanket. My cot is on the other side of the room, and so is my trunk, which serves as a bureau, bench, and nightstand. Between us is the table; on the table is a porcelain bowl that we use as a washbasin. Our room is sixteen by sixteen feet, in a building with three other units of the same size. We share the common kitchen facility with the other families. The smell of most cooking makes my mother vomit. At least our house has a kitchen.


“Why don’t you sit down?” I offer.


“Because I’m making the bed.”


“Why don’t you let me make the bed?”


She doesn’t relent, just looks at me expectantly until I pick up the other end of the blanket. “A new busload of people came,” I start. “I helped Mr. Mercer run an errand. And also…”


“And also?”


And also there was a girl in a lavender dress, I almost want to say, but it makes no sense to mention that; I will probably never see that girl again. “And also I talked to Mr. Kruse. Or, I guess he talked to me,” I add hurriedly.


Mutti’s jaw stiffens and she gives the blanket a violent shake. “What did he say?”


Before I can answer, the door behind me creaks open. “What did who say?” Vati removes his hat and works the door shut again. It doesn’t close right. The walls bow in a curve, something to do with the heat. At home Mutti would have had him wash off in the spigot out front before he came inside, but now he would be stripping naked in a dirt road so narrow that at night I can hear the snoring of four families.


“Margot was telling me about some new arrivals,” Mutti says breezily. “Japanese?”


Vati nods, going to the basin and scrubbing his face. “Did they have news?” The war outside moves in leaps of time since our news is so censored. When my mother and I arrived, our train got to share news of Monte Cassino, an abbey near Rome the Allies kept attacking. A few months ago, a train arrived and the people on it said thousands of American soldiers had landed on a beach in France. So it might be over soon? we wondered, but nobody let us out, so the war must not have ended.


“I don’t know if there was news,” I tell Vati. “I didn’t really talk to them.”


“Then what did who say?”


Behind him, Mama’s eyes dart in a warning.


“Mr. Kruse,” I say after a beat, because I haven’t been able to think of a lie in time. “After I got the books.”


Vati nods. “Did he happen to mention how the swimming pool was going?” He asks it in a way that could be casual, but Mutti is shaking her head, telling me not to answer.


“He—he said they’re working on it, but we really didn’t talk for very long.”


Vati sighs, sitting down at the table. “They’re not using the right material for the lining. It’s black, which makes it impossible to see the bottom. I honestly don’t think they have any engineers consulting on the whole project.”


Last year when Vati sent his first letter from Crystal City, he told us there were plenty of good, decent men, and “a few delusional Nazi sympathizers.” In his next letter, he told us, bemused, that one of the delusional men had been elected German representative. In his third, he said that, as representative, Mr. Kruse got to give out work assignments, and he chose the men who came to his meetings.


It doesn’t matter, Vati had written. As long as I have my family here, none of it will matter. But then we came here, and it did matter, because there was only so much furniture he could build for our small room before he ran out of things to do.


“So it sounds like you’ve gone there, then?” I ask tentatively. “The pool. It sounds like you’ve been spending time at the construction site?”


“I’m not going to join up with him, Margot.” His shoulders stiffen.


“I didn’t mean that. It’s—I know it bothers you to think they’re not doing it right.”


“I know they’re not. You see the furniture I built here. Did I cut any corners?”


“Right, that’s what I mean.”


“Why would you think the worst of me? Why do you act like I need to be babysat?”


Mutti closes her eyes. Not now, her face says. Please not this now.


His hand slaps the table. “The pool is inside the camp. When I go for a walk, I am also inside the camp, if you haven’t noticed. The camp is less than half a square mile. I have walked every foot of that, including the pool, on multiple occasions. I am not specifically seeking out the pool, but there are a limited number of locations where one can walk and still be inside the camp. And, again, staying inside the camp is the only way to not be shot dead.”


On the other side of the wall, I hear what sounds like someone tiptoeing, and a chair scraping. The neighbors can hear that we’re fighting. Laugh, I tell myself. Laugh so the neighbors know we’re fine, it’s an absurd joke. Laugh so my father knows everything is okay.


“Somebody should talk to Mr. Mercer about holding another vote for the representative position,” my mother says. “The Japanese don’t seem to have trouble: They’re organizing a kite-flying event for their national holiday. What is our leadership doing? Negotiating how many times they can parade a swastika around on Hitler’s birthday. Building secret distilleries to get drunk on grain alcohol.”


“I thought you didn’t like the Japanese leadership, either.” Vati sighs, the anger in his voice deflating. “The voting. Because they won’t let women vote as they’re not technically prisoners.”


“It’s a stupid rule. Not prisoners? So they’re guards, then?” Mutti says archly. “They’re camp employees? They’re Texans who accidentally wandered in through a barbed-wire fence and said, Well, this seems lovely, I think I’ll stay awhile.”


I think for a minute that he is going to yell again. Instead, he snorts. The knot in my stomach loosens as the snort turns into a laugh. At the fact that we’re all behind this fence together, but some are considered prisoners and some aren’t. “Can you imagine?” Vati plucks the air in front of him, picking up a pretend telephone receiver. “Hello, Crystal City? This is the Jones family in Houston. We’d like to make a reservation. How long? Is indefinitely available? We’d like to make sure we stay indefinitely.”


He’s still laughing when he looks down at the pile of books on the table. “I forgot that you went to the library! Did they get the newest edition for the chemistry book? I wondered if it would have curium.”


“Not chemistry,” I say finally. “There’s no chemistry book.”


“Margot hates chemistry now,” Mutti adds. “Me too. I forbid her from bringing chemistry books into the house.”


It takes my father a second longer than it took my mother. “Did the rejection slip say anything in particular?”


“Just what it usually says,” I tell him.


What usually happens is that my father requests books from the camp library. For books that aren’t in stock, the requests travel to the University of Texas a hundred miles away. Sometimes we get the books.


Sometimes the requests come back: Denied by the US Government. Those replies mean that my father isn’t allowed to read the books. Books about building things or about revolutions are considered too dangerous for enemy aliens. Books about chemistry also, apparently. “All the other books came,” I offer hurriedly. “I wouldn’t have had time to study more.”


“Anyway, it’s done. No use crying,” Mutti says, untying her apron. “I’m going to walk to the entrance and watch the new arrivals. I won’t be on my feet long,” she adds, before Vati or I can protest. “I just want to stretch my legs.”


She leaves, and my father sighs. He took the news about the book well. He seems mostly his old self again, with a fraction less happiness. An infinitesimal fraction, the weight of a feather. But I wish I knew how to quantify it. If I knew how much the happiness weighed, I’d know how much my father could afford to lose before he disappeared.


“Latin or geometry?” He straightens in his chair, shaking tension out of his shoulders.


“Are you sure?” I say uncertainly. “We don’t have to.”


“Should we do Latin or geometry?” He wiggles his fingers at me so I’ll hand him a book, the same as he has done a hundred times, until I hand him the right one. “Of course I want to, kleine Schnecke. We can’t have you fall behind, because the war can’t last forever.”
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