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A NOTE ON NAMES

The main characters in this book are American and Japanese. Upon second reference, Americans are referred to by their first names, and Japanese by their family names, in keeping with Japanese tradition. In some sections where multiple people share the same Japanese surname, first names are used instead for clarification, or because of their own personal preference. Any derogatory names or terms that appear in the text are quoted from original material.







PROLOGUE

HIROSHIMA STATION, JAPAN / MARCH 13, 2023

The train pulls away from the station at exactly 8:22 a.m., as scheduled. Japan’s high-speed shinkansen network knows no other way. I’m in car 6, seat 14B, next to my husband, on the Sakura-line train bound for Kurume, a city of roughly three hundred thousand on Kyushu, the southernmost main island of Japan. I’d only learned of Kurume recently, in preparation for a moment I did not think would ever come.

Back home, it is Sunday evening, the time difference having changed overnight from fourteen hours to thirteen with the start of daylight saving time. It is March 13 on this train and March 12 in the United States, and the Academy Awards are about to begin, and it is also Selection Sunday for the NCAA basketball tournament. But on this sleek bullet train, I’m not thinking about either of those things, nor does it register that the small latte I ordered at the station had been significantly cooled by the chill on the open-air platform while we waited.

Instead, I hope that the man we’re traveling to meet has not forgotten we’re coming. Even if he did, Kurume is not a big place, and I’m sure we can track him down. I feel an uncharacteristic sense of peace that I usually do not possess in moments like this, when I’m more often dominated by stress and making a mental run-through of every possible scenario, most of which are worst-case. Today, it seems the third member of our travel party, Kozue—part translator, part research assistant, part friend, all godsend—has taken up that post. She realized she did not save the man’s number in her phone, and now the call history has bumped it out in favor of more recent numbers. She should have confirmed, she said earlier on the platform as my coffee cooled, and she’s sorry, and she’ll call his son’s office at 9:00 while we’re on the train, which feels like a more respectable time to start cold-calling people on a Monday morning.

Yet I am not worried. Again, uncharacteristic. Perhaps it is because I have actively kept my expectations low for today, have anticipated at every turn that he would cancel on us, that—still living in a pandemic—one of us might get sick before we arrive at our destination. Or, simply, that he would change his mind.

This is not the first time we’ve tried to meet him. I’ve known about this man for more than twelve years now. By supplying a list of questions I’d wanted him to answer to a Tokyo-based colleague in 2011, I had, in a way, interviewed him from afar. I’d read the bulk of his memoir, translated from Japanese. I’d seen photos of him, and videos, in particular a documentary by NHK, Japan’s national broadcaster, that followed him in 2004, and I’d read news articles using an imperfect internet browser translation. But we had never met in person. And when Kozue had asked on my behalf in 2017 and then again a year later, both answers were the same, and a bit gruff, and rather final: Thank you, but no, I am done talking about this.

So I was at peace with the outcome, having had five years of practice in thinking this would not happen.

And yet.

We are on a train. He is supposed to pick us up at the station at 10:00. I feel hopeful and grateful to be here in this country, doing this work. This story is important. He is important. And our earlier visit to Hiroshima was a good reminder of what’s at stake when we lose sight of the things that are most important. 

Two days prior, my husband, Patrick, and I were on another train, the 8:29 a.m. Hikari 565 shinkansen from Kyoto Station bound for Hiroshima, in car 9, seats 16A and B, the last row. It was largely empty on a beautiful Saturday morning. The countryside flew by, as did the ride, and we arrived at 10:31. I felt anxious, and I was also looking forward to this visit. I would catch myself forgetting what we were about to see, and then would suddenly remember and sense the gravity of the day. In many ways, it did not feel real.

Our first impression was that Hiroshima could be any city in the world. The lack of traditional Japanese architecture was striking, especially after our having come straight from Kyoto. But soon I remembered why that was. We had made reservations at the Sheraton adjacent to the station, so we did not have to go far when the train arrived. It also meant we didn’t have our bearings at all, that we had seen almost nothing of the city other than what passed by the train window. The station was huge and filled with people: international tour groups following guides hoisting colorful flags on poles, people in suits although it was a Saturday, individual tourists, and a large number of people wearing red. The Hiroshima Toyo Carp baseball team, which plays in Japan’s professional league, hosted a uniform-unveiling event at the stadium that day, and the closest train stop was Hiroshima Station. The place was crawling with Carp fans, who wore hats and shirts bearing the red C logo that appeared to be a replica of the Cincinnati Reds’ logo from Major League Baseball, the influence undeniable. America’s pastime so beloved here in a place America had once demolished.

Our hotel room not yet ready, we left our luggage with the bellhop and tried but failed to prepare ourselves for the day ahead. Around noon, we exited one of Hiroshima’s legendary streetcars at the A-Bomb Dome stop. That’s the name: “A-Bomb Dome stop,” and aptly so—it was right there, across the street.

The remains of the dome defied both logic and gravity. The structure had become a symbol of the city itself: how it was, improbably, still standing when everything else was incinerated the morning of August 6, 1945; how it was, impossibly, still standing today, almost eighty years later, a shell of its former self. Bits of exposed rebar lurched midair, grasping at nothing. Are those dark stains scorch marks, or dirt in need of a pressure wash? We assumed the former, which is to say, the worst.

I felt sad and overwhelmed. I tried not to cry; that seemed like too much too soon. But then I’m not sure there was any right or wrong way to feel. We had come there, after all, to feel. Haunted, frightened, humbled. We spent some time taking in the building from all sides. Another couple sat just behind us, along the water’s edge, eating lunch in the incomplete shadow of the hollowed-out dome. Everything was made all the more jarring as it was a picturesque day worthy of a postcard photo shoot.

We crossed a small bridge over the river to the other side of Peace Park and made our way to the memorial museum. We passed the eternal flame and then the arched monument with the names of the victims, designed in the shape of a traditional burial mound. A large Japanese flag on a white flagpole flickered in the breeze at permanent half-staff.

A small crowd had gathered in front of the memorial, each person taking their turn to get up close. We offered 500 Japanese yen into a little box and stepped forward to pay our respects. Guilt crept in around the edges of my consciousness as those waiting their turn behind us watched.

Yes, we are Americans, I wanted to say. Yes, we know. Yes, we feel sorry.1

Yes. Yes. Yes.

Behind us loomed the museum, with an adult admission fee of 200 Japanese yen ($1.47) each. The museum was daunting—dark and intense and also beautiful. I felt my brain trying to distance itself from the exhibits, speeding through the placards, the photos, seeing but not seeing. I had to force myself to slow down, return to the present.

We spied some mentions of Korean conscriptions and victims, including American prisoners of war, and a few points on Japan’s entry into the war, even one brief mention of the Nanjing Massacre in the last section, on the history of Hiroshima, but if you blinked you’d miss it. A section was dedicated to the United States’ development and use of nuclear weapons. A plea for the end of nuclear arms: “No more Hiroshimas.”

There were many small children in the museum with their families. A sign before you entered said to keep an eye on their reactions. It was pain and horror and sadness. Images of human bodies ravaged beyond recognition. I remember being glad we hadn’t eaten before our visit. The pictures were harrowing. Charred flesh and blistered skin. Dead bodies. Torn and burned clothing in tatters. It seemed impossible to imagine the being that wore them. So many kids’ clothes. A tiny rusted tricycle. The preserved steps from outside a bank, a human shadow seared into the stone. The before-and-after of the city. Even seeing it, my brain could not comprehend. It was warm in there, which did not help. The feeling of guilt worsened; our anxiety levels rose. My KN95 mask, still strongly recommended to wear in public during the COVID-19 pandemic in Japan, felt hot and claustrophobic.

We spent roughly an hour inside. Afterward, we sat on a bench in the shade just beyond the exit doors, listening to trees in the breeze, decompressing. Patrick disassociated by looking at his phone. I wrote the notes that would become this Prologue. It was 1:41 p.m. The weather was almost unbearably nice considering our surroundings. My smartwatch said it was 69 degrees. There was a haze on the horizon but no clouds.

Before we left, I took a lap through the small gift shop. On impulse, I purchased a little porcelain, origami-shaped crane. I suppose buying it was about the message of peace and the reminder of what we are capable of doing to each other. I can’t otherwise explain my need to commemorate being there, but making the purchase felt important in the moment—my own souvenir of a macabre event.

Outside the train window on Monday morning, Hiroshima behind us as we continue speeding south down the spine of Japan, we cross through some of the country’s forty-seven prefectures, passing what look like industrial areas, until we’re in Fukuoka, the prefecture that houses Kurume. Then we’re at the station, which is much smaller and quieter than Hiroshima’s massive transit hub, from which we had departed less than two hours before.

Kozue is on her cell phone, and I can pick out a few words—hai (yes), arigato gozaimasu (thank you)—and two names, Martin Connor-san, the man who started this, and Shiokawa-san, the one we’ve come all this way to see. I try to gauge Kozue’s demeanor: positive and hopeful, or disappointed and worried, but I cannot quite read her. After a few moments, she hangs up. “That was his son’s office,” she says. “They are going to tell him to call me.” We mill around in the arrival area of the train station. A breeze comes through, warmer than in Hiroshima; the southern air has a slight humidity.

Kozue’s phone rings.

I hear the same words, minus Shiokawa-san, his name, and hope that means it’s him on the other end. Again I cannot tell how it’s going. She hangs up.

“He forgot we were coming,” she says. “But he’s on his way.”
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