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This book is dedicated to my parents, Mr. Shinji Mikamo and Mrs. Miyoko Mikamo, and my beautiful children, Seira and Andrew.


I am Shinji, and I am 19.








Blue Sky, Red Sky


Hiroshima, Monday, 6 August 1945

There were many things about this morning that were just like any other. My father woke me around 7 a.m. We ate our breakfast at our small kitchen table, our legs crossed beneath us on the floor. We ate a meal that had become typical for us, in those food-rationed wartime days: millet and barnyard grass porridge. Over the past several years, as Japan had moved from war with China to the war in the Pacific against the U.S. and Allied forces, food and essential supplies of all kinds had grown increasingly scarce. Rice was heavily rationed and had almost entirely disappeared from our diet. Sugar and sweet fruits had completely stopped coming in from Southeast Asia. Supply lines to and from Japan had been seriously disrupted, as our nation’s enemies routinely sunk our cargo ships. It seemed we’d been at war forever and that we would always be at war.

Our government had for years been waging a tenacious campaign to mobilize the spirit of Japan’s entire people in support of the war effort. “Doing Without Until Victory! Waste Is The Enemy!” These slogans and rallying cries did nothing to quell my hunger, or to make the thin gruel in our bowls that morning taste better.

My father applied his typical sarcasm and razor-sharp humour to our difficult circumstances. I once heard him say to a neighbour about our food-rationed lives: “Well, I wake up early nowadays because I’m being fed bird food.” This was always followed by a stretch of his throaty laughter.

The sun was not yet high, but already a sign of the hot pall of August engulfed us. Hiroshima in summer was suffocating. The tufts of air that wafted through the red clay walls over the bamboo frames and wood and paper doors mocked us. We knew that in a very short time, the temperature and humidity would be oppressive.

This morning, we did not move into our day with our usual discipline. Instead, we lingered, in a shared but unspoken hesitation. For there was something about this particular morning that was far from typical. Today was the day my father and I would finish preparations for the demolition of our home.

Many months of air raids by enemy forces in cities across Japan had caused tremendous damage, with millions dead and whole swaths of cities destroyed by fire. The relentless bombing and its destruction had led the Japanese government to issue building evacuation orders in Hiroshima and other cities throughout the country.

The government demanded the demolition of homes to help control fire in the event of an air-raid bombing. The authorities believed that demolishing the paper and wood houses that flourished throughout the crowded streets of Hiroshima would help to prevent a fire from rapidly spreading if, like most other cities, we were bombed by the Americans. Air raid drills that rang out at all hours of the night throughout the city were a constant reminder that it was less a question of if, than when.

Our family home was located in a demolition zone. We were to pick up whatever we could gather in the house and prepare for the structure to be torn down. Dozens of homes in our section of the city were being demolished in the same way. Our government did not concern itself with where we would go, once our houses had been destroyed. That was left to us to figure out. Fortunately, a family in our neighbourhood had provided us with a place to stay. The Tanakas, who lived nearby and whose property had been spared demolition, had a small guest house that they had offered to us. We felt badly about imposing on the Tanakas. And yet we had no choice but to accept. We were not allowed to leave the city. Only elementary school-aged children and sick people were allowed to move to the countryside with government-issued permits.

Amid the frustration and anger of losing our home, we considered ourselves fortunate to have a place to go, and kind neighbours willing to help. I knew this was because of the great respect that the Tanakas, like so many people in our neighbourhood, had for my father.

My father and I had worked long hours the previous day to complete the work preparing our house for demolition. But we hadn’t finished. So, instead of going to my civilian job with the army the next morning, I stayed home so we could finish the last of the labour. I was reluctant to ask for the day off, and walked nervously to my superior’s office to make the request. I had no choice. At 63, my father was too old to manage the preparations for the demolition of our house on his own.

Like so much else related to the long, drawn-out war, these evacuation and demolition orders didn’t make much sense. My father and I found the government’s plan to be baffling and misguided. We grumbled about it as we finished our morning soup. “It makes no sense,” growled my father.

I’d seen first-hand the destruction that the enemy air raids could do. It was just a few months before, in late May, when I had travelled through Tokyo. I was making my way back to Hiroshima from Sendai, a city located to the north, where I had stayed for a month to work as a trainer at their new armoury. I passed through the capital city on the day after Tokyo had been bombed. That 24 May bombing was Tokyo’s fourth major air raid since March. Other cities had been bombed as well, but nowhere had been hit worse than Tokyo. Our capital city had been subjected to more than 100 air raids. On 9 March 1945, hundreds of B-29s carpeted the city with bombs from 11 o’clock in the evening, through the long night until dawn. When the raid was over and the damage tallied, more than 100,000 people had died and half the city was destroyed. Even though many of the very young and very old had been relocated to the provinces, many women, small children, and adolescents were killed. Others remained in underground encampments, living like gutter rats with very little food and water every time there was an air raid.

It was pitch dark as my train approached Tokyo from the north. Then, with still two hours to travel before we reached the city, we saw the red night sky hanging over Tokyo, aglow with fire from the bombs. The sun rose before we arrived in Tokyo. Residual flames and smoke were everywhere. Most of the buildings were burned into ash and rubble.

This was why my father and I knew that these demolition orders were ridiculous. How could the government not realize the purposelessness and futility of demolishing houses in Hiroshima? Having seen the fierce power of those bombs, I knew there was nothing that would prevent destruction if our city were raided by a fleet of B-29s carpeting the sky with bombs.

Despite our profound regard for our Living God, Emperor Hirohito, my father and I had begun to lose faith in the Japanese government’s policies and procedures. The demolition orders seemed absurd, and the austerity measures were tiresome.

We all wanted an ending to this prolonged war, believing that the ending could only come by winning. Though it seemed increasingly illogical, we were still being made to believe by our government and military leaders that some miracle would happen, and Japan would win the war in the Pacific. Our nation had a long and storied history of overcoming more powerful enemies. In 1905, during the Russo-Japan war, Japan overcame impossible odds to defeat Russia, a large and powerful country with military forces almost ten times the size of our own. Centuries earlier, when Mongolia had beaten and conquered China’s Song Dynasty in 1281, and then tried to invade Japan, a big typhoon came with hurricane-like winds that prohibited the Mongolians from being able to manoeuvre their warships through the Sea of Japan. Thanks to these miraculous winds, Japan was able to successfully defend against the Mongolian invasion. These miraculous winds were later called kamikaze or God’s wind. Our leaders told us we must continue to believe in the divine right of Japan to victory. They invoked those miraculous winds as inspiration. The Imperial Navy had named its suicide attack special forces Kamikaze, hoping for similar miracles to beat our latest, more powerful and more resourceful enemy.

I had a growing seedling of doubt in my unconscious mind about the likelihood that Japan would win this war. We were massively outnumbered in ships, soldiers, weapons, and munitions. We were overmatched in air power, and certainly in money. All civilians were expected to do their duty and had dedicated nails, pots, and pans to the war effort. Even a high ranking Buddhist temple’s big bell and a former Prime Minister’s bronze statue had gone to the forge. Anything made of metal was to be melted and turned into munitions.

The Imperial Navy and Army government led by Admiral and Prime Minister Honourable Hideki Tojo bombarded us constantly with its propaganda: “The Americans are evil! The Japanese are winning! The Japanese took Singapore, the Philippines, Hong Kong, and more and more!” These headlines in the newspaper and across the airwaves no longer resonated with me.

The seed that had sprouted my germ of doubt had been planted during my earlier days when I held an electrical apprenticeship at the army armoury, prior to being transferred to my current job at the General Second Army Headquarters. One of my responsibilities at the armoury was repairing short-wave radios. All short-wave radios were prohibited. Broadcasts across short-wave frequencies can travel long distances, and the military did not want transmissions from other nations, especially enemy nations, reaching its citizens. If a civilian were caught listening to the short-wave radio, it would be confiscated, and the person would be jailed, or worse.

When infantrymen or government workers returned to Japan after an overseas stint, short-wave radios were confiscated at customs, or the radios were modified, so they wouldn’t work for short-wave broadcasting used by the military. It was my job to modify and repair them.

One day in early 1945, a colleague and I were tinkering with a short-wave radio when suddenly it spat out the following:

(chuck, chuck, chuck, chuck … the sounds of many people in wooden getas walking on a busy street) a woman’s voice in perfect Japanese:

“Hello, everybody in Japan! Do you know what these sounds are? They are the sounds of people walking on a busy street in Ginza (a major shopping and entertainment district) in Tokyo back in the days before the war started. Do you remember how life was enjoyable back then? Back then, you had chocolate in stores. The produce stores used to display plenty of sweet bananas, not a few rotten tangerines like now. Don’t you miss them? Don’t you miss the fun times back then? Don’t you want to go back to those days? This broadcast is coming from a ship very close to you! It would be so much better if Japan stopped fighting, and we end the war. Why don’t we go back to the peaceful time?”

This was a shocking surprise. My young army colleague and I were fascinated and excited. We listened to the broadcast repeatedly. We also knew to keep it secret. If our superiors, or anyone at our post were to discover the enemy communiqué, we’d be arrested and charged with treason.

Later, I confided in my father about our illicit discovery. I told him in detail about the strange but true-sounding broadcast. Unlike me, my father was not the least bit surprised. The battles are approaching, he told me, so it made sense that the enemy would say things like this.

By this point in the war, even speaking English was banned. Our government had stopped allowing English to be taught in schools since it was the enemy language. I was so disappointed when I was about to enter middle school because I had been looking forward to starting my English lessons.

My renegade father did not stay silent. “Not learn English? That’s the stupidest thing to prohibit students from learning English. If Japan wants to win this war against America, we need to learn English all the more. How are they planning to rule the enemy country after winning? We can’t even talk to American POWs if we don’t know English,” he said. He believed in the power of Japan.

But my father was not rash. He was careful to say such comments only in our house. One never knew who might report you to a government official. We believed that most of our neighbours would have been loyal to us. But in wartime, you could never be sure who was listening and watching.

The risks of betraying the government, in word or deed, were grave. Any act of treason was matched with a death sentence. We sensed that the war was not going as the government wanted us to believe. But we kept all our doubts to ourselves. And there was no question that we would follow the government’s orders about the demolition.

We continued to linger over our breakfast bowls as the sun rose higher in the sky. As if trying to summon the energy for the task ahead, my father picked up his pocket watch from the kitchen table. He often kept it there so he didn’t need to go to the next room and look at the clock. I heard the familiar jingle of the house key that was chained to his watch and thought about the fact that, once we demolished the lovely house, the keys would no longer have a purpose.

At least it was just the two of us here to deal with this upheaval. The remaining members of our household were not with us. My elder brother, Takaji, was in the infantry somewhere in the Philippines. My mother was living in the country with my aunt. My mother was very ill from advanced cirrhosis and therefore had been permitted to travel out of the city.

When I was still small, it would have been quite unusual for me to have been allowed to stay alone with my father, without a woman in charge of caretaking the home. But it was wartime, and my father, in typical fashion, rewrote the rules: he would watch over me since my mother was sick. But he could not also care for her, so she was sent to live with relatives in the northeast in the country area, far away from Hiroshima.

This turned out to be a blessing.
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Fukuichi Mikamo, Shinji’s father, and Chiyono Mikamo, Shinji’s mother.

After breakfast, I climbed up to our wooden roof. The roof was covered with clay tiles. Since the Tanakas’ cottage did not have a lavatory, we had decided we would build one using the materials from our own house. One by one, I pried the thick clay tiles loose with my hammer.

My father worked below me on the ground, cleaning and picking things up in the backyard. At age 63, my father was slowing down. He could no longer work tirelessly for days at a time. At nineteen, I was young, and the more demanding labour was naturally assigned to me.

I gazed across our neighbourhood, which was in the Kamiyanagi-cho section of Hiroshima City. Our section of Kamiyanagi-cho was quite beautiful. There was the Sentei Garden, full of seasonal flowers. There was the sparkling Kyobashi River, which flowed clear and powerful nearby. There was the elegant architecture of the houses that belong to the wealthy, such as those owned by the former Medical Director of the Imperial Army Hospital and the former Executive Chief Editor of a large newspaper company.

We had moved to this wealthy part of the neighbourhood only a few years before, soon after I had left school and started working as an apprentice electrical technician at the army armoury. Because my father was a well-respected photographer and regarded as a wise and accomplished man, he had been invited to bring his family and live in a house that belonged to the Kake family. Their son’s family used to live there, in the house adjacent to his parents, but they had moved out of the city when he was transferred to a new job. Mr. Kake was very old, and Mrs. Kake appreciated help and advice from a wise man like my father with their family affairs. We loved this fine house and enjoyed its special privileges, such as our own private bath and a field next to our house we used for growing vegetables like tomatoes, cucumbers, and potatoes.

When I was young, we lived in the poorer neighbourhood of Kamiyanagi-cho. At the time, my father was a photographer working for a big studio. He took family portraits, and he also took yearbook photos for colleges and universities in Hiroshima. He used to bring home piles of photos and yearbook pages to work on them. When we were young, my brother Takaji and I loved to look at these photographs.

Then, when I was in the fourth grade, the studio where my father worked went bankrupt. Japan was starting the war against China, and even college students were being drafted into the military as officers. Colleges and universities could not keep making yearbooks, and families didn’t want to take portraits without their father or son. My father was no longer able to earn sufficient money from just taking photos of neighbours and friends.


We had to accept scarcity and deprivation of all kinds. My brother and I were told we would have to give up school and go to work sooner than we’d hoped. I had been excited to continue on to high school after graduating from elementary school. Instead, because our family had very little money, my brother and I both completed a two-year higher elementary school and went to work at the age of fourteen. I was a good student, second to top in the whole class. Leaving school was disappointing, but we had no choice.

[image: Black and white portrait of a Japanese boy wearing a military uniform and cap, looking forward with a serious expression.]

Shinji, aged sixteen.

Even though he was poor, my father was admired and revered as an artist and a wise man. Everybody in our neighbourhood called him Mr. Mikamo, as if he were a teacher or the village chief. Our family name, Mikamo, was unusual, meaning “beautiful and sweet.” My father was confident and modest at the same time. He was also creative. He had a talent for finding solutions to other people’s problems. In our section of Kamiyanagi-cho, my father, Fukuichi Mikamo, fixed everything from broken gadgets to our neighbours’ secret family affairs.

It was only about 7:45 a.m., but I could feel it was going to be a hot day. There was not a single cloud in the sky. Sweat trickled down my face as I unhinged the tiles one by one with my hammer. I was looking forward to that evening, when I would meet my friend Teruo near Sakae Bridge and go for a swim in the river. Early that morning, everything was calm. The blue sky was beautiful. Under the sky, I could see some of the small hills situated on a beautiful delta that was surrounded by mountains, rivers, and the sea that made up Hiroshima. The city was crowded, with mostly flat houses, some two-story houses, and a few taller buildings. The city was filled with wooden houses like ours, some bigger, some smaller. The streets of shopping districts were thick with crowds, busy already on this hot summer morning. Both an academic city and a military centre, Hiroshima had many schools and several army installations.

My neighbours below sounded cheerful as they splashed water in a small pot to cool down the soil to make the summer heat tolerable. They happily said good morning to each other and passersby. Unlike Tokyo and so many other Japanese cities including Osaka, Nagoya, and Kobe, Hiroshima had not been the target of air raids that had brought such devastation to those cities. Maybe we had been spared for a reason. Perhaps our karma was better than those in other cities. I hoped so, and I hoped the good karma extended to keeping Takaji safe while he was fighting the war in the Philippines. I missed my brother terribly.

My thoughts were interrupted by my father yelling from below. “Shinji, stop daydreaming. It’ll only get harder as the day goes on,” my father said.

“Okay, Father, I’ll keep working,” I said. I quickened my pace with the hammer. To me, my father was a man you did not want to disobey.

“Be done by 8:30 a.m. We don’t need many roof tiles,” my father said. “We have more moving to do.” Our makeshift lavatory was going to be very small, maybe six square feet at most.

“Yes sir,” I replied.

My father went back to work in the yard, cleaning up and sorting things out. I thought of how far my father had come. He had left his home in a small village in the middle of the Chugoku Mountains in Okayama Prefecture at the age of sixteen. He didn’t believe that he could make much of his life in a rural community, so he headed for Kyoto to pursue his passion for photography. His artistic talent had been obvious from a young age through his ability to write beautiful calligraphy, an art highly regarded in Japan. And his photographs of life in the city were equally beautiful. When he was about thirty years old, he moved to Hiroshima although I never really knew why. He was always a free thinker, perhaps even a bit of a wanderer.

He did not marry until he was thirty-nine years old, which was considered quite old. Growing up, I hardly heard my father speak of his life pre-marriage in Kyoto and Hiroshima. But he would just say to me, my mother, and my older brother, Takaji, “I was poor back then, but happy. Now, I’m still poor and still happy. Ha, ha!” and he would start to laugh. This was a habit of his, to laugh at his situations, even the difficult ones. But he would stop there. My first mother, the mother who gave birth to me, was Chiyono. But the mother who raised me was not the mother who gave birth to me. My father married Chiyono, and they had two sons, my brother Takaji and me. When my brother and I were still very young, my mother became sick with tuberculosis. She died when I was two years old. I have no memory of her, only stories of her kind, caring heart, and her love for Takaji and me. The mother I remember is Nami, Chiyono’s older sister, whom my father married when I was five.

It was nearly 8:15 a.m. I had made good progress, I thought, as I lifted my right arm and wiped the sweat off my right brow against it, turning my face to the right when …

FLASH.

Suddenly I was facing a gigantic fireball. It was at least five times bigger and ten times brighter than the sun. It was hurtling directly towards me, a powerful flame that was a remarkable pale yellow, almost the colour of white.

Then … BOOM.

The deafening noise came next. I was surrounded by the loudest thunder I had ever heard. It was the sound of the universe exploding. In that instant, I felt a searing pain that spread through my entire body. It was as if a bucket of boiling water had been dumped over my whole body and scoured my skin.

At the same time, I was thrown into a pit of absolute darkness. What had happened? I couldn’t see anything. I was in total shock. I could feel nothing at all.

I finally became aware that I was buried beneath pieces of wood and poles and beams from the collapsed structure. Miraculously the only part of me that was not covered by debris was my head.

I had lost all sense of time and place. Was this real or just a bad nightmare? Was I still alive? I couldn’t move.

Some of the thick dust began to settle, and my eyes began to adjust. It was dark, and I could only see out of my left eye. I felt panic rising in my throat. Had my right eye ruptured? I reached my hand to my head and felt the space over my eye. I realized I was bleeding heavily from my forehead. I felt around me, trying to get my bearings. I wondered if I was still in my house, or if I’d been thrown somewhere else. Everything had collapsed. Fragments of broken glass and china, charred clothes, wooden beams and shredded furniture were everywhere.

I could not see or hear anyone nearby. With my one good eye, I could only see a few feet in front of me. I was trapped under so much debris that I could not move. Even if I hadn’t been buried by debris, I wasn’t sure I could get up and move. I felt light-headed and weak.

Then I heard my father shouting, “Shinji! Shinji! Where are you?”

I screamed for him at the top of my lungs. “Father, over here! I can’t get out!” My voice sounded cracked and broken, alien to my own ears. I could hear him making his way closer to me, crunching through the rubble.

At last he reached me. He tried furiously to pull me from under the weight of the debris. “We must get out of here,” he said.

For the next few minutes, we struggled to move, desperate to get out from under the ruins of our home. The whole house had collapsed around us.

With a remarkable surge of strength, my father managed to move the heavy poles and beams that were pressing down upon me. I barely managed to haul my body through the piercing maze of glass and splintered wood that covered me.

My face felt immobilized. I could barely see. Throughout my body I felt a terrible burning. I could smell the singeing of flesh burned raw.

I felt stinging heat on my leg. I looked down and saw my pants on fire. At that moment, my father tackled me and put out the flame that was surging up my leg.

My whole chest and right arm were completely burned. Horrible hot sensations covered my thighs. My skin hung off my body in pieces like ragged clothes. I looked down with my one good eye at my hands, my legs, and my belly. The raw flesh on my arms looked like a sweet yellow-powder cake my mother used to make before the wartime. I used to dream of this cake, I had longed for it so. Strangely, my skin in this condition looked beautiful. For just an instant, I felt calm. Then the reality of my situation hit me.

“Father, I can’t see out of my right eye,” I said, panic rising again.

My father took my face in his hands and examined me closely. “It’s okay,” he said. “You still have an eyeball. It’s the blood coming down from your forehead that’s covering your right eye.”

It was then that the screams began to assault us. From every direction, we heard human voices straining in pain, fear, and despair. People were shrieking for help all around us. These horrible sounds left us speechless. My father and I looked at each other, frozen.

We needed to move. I could barely walk. My father put his arm under and around me, supporting me as we took our first steps out of the rubble. The air was dark with ash and smoke, making it difficult to see. As my good eye adjusted to the semi-darkness, I froze at the sight in front of me. Everything had collapsed. In all directions, buildings were demolished, electric poles had fallen, trees had snapped and burned. Like ours, all of our neighbours’ homes were destroyed, and probably them within. The only things that managed to stay standing were some steel frames of a few buildings.

It seemed as though Hiroshima had been turned into a gigantic pit of ash and rubble as far as the eye could see.

What in the world had happened? Had the sun exploded? I wanted to vomit.

My father remained calm.

“Bombs. They finally dropped them over us. They have demolished all of the houses for us. Roof. Tiles. Everything,” my father said. He offered this explanation plainly, without dramatics or hysterics.

“I guess they saved us some labour,” he added. Then he laughed out loud.

But I wasn’t laughing.

All I wanted was to escape from this hell. I looked around desperately for some sign of life, some sign of normalcy or safety. A place where we could find shelter, food, water. There was none. There was only destruction, smoke, and fire.

“Shinji, we have to get out of here. We have to hurry.” My father was mobilizing into action. He said he knew where we should go. First though, he explained, we needed to find our emergency backpack. Even in the middle of complete chaos my father remained calm.

I mumbled an “Okay.” I couldn’t help him search because of my injuries. I watched as my father rifled through the remnants of our home for our emergency supplies. He lifted broken furniture, moved fractured wooden poles, and sifted as best he could through the piles of debris.

At that moment I did not believe our situation could be any worse. Then we heard a roaring sound growing louder – a fire quickly approaching. We smelled and heard the fire before we saw it: an enormous conflagration of flame was leaping toward us.

My father stared hard at the flames. He was struggling to remain calm, now.

“Where is it? Where is the damn backpack?!”

The fire was drawing menacingly close. As it moved, it was burning everything in its path, anything that hadn’t already been burned to ash in the explosion, including people. We heard their screams as the fire caught up with them. We smelled their flesh as they burned. We tasted the ash on our tongues.

It was hell on earth.

“We can’t stay here any longer, Shinji. We must run NOW,” my father urgently called to me.

My head was spinning in fear. I had no idea where and how we could ever escape, but my father seemed to have a plan.

“Sakae Bridge,” he said and grabbed my hand. Sakae Bridge was the nearest bridge to us. A structure of concrete and steel, if anything nearby had withstood the explosion, and might offer some protection or escape, it would be the bridge.

Our house was only ninety yards away from the bridge, but it took forever to get there. Our vision was limited by the thick cloud of dust and ash that permeated the air. And I still could not see out of my right eye, as my head continued to bleed. As we fled the large flames that threatened us from a distance, we still had to dodge smaller fires that blazed all around us. We crawled under electric wires and fallen poles and stepped on the sharp and jagged debris. My bare feet were raw. So was the right side of my upper body. My entire body was in pain. Pain, however, was not my concern, nor was it my father’s. We had to get to Sakae Bridge or we’d be consumed by the monstrous fire heading our way.

Around us, our neighbours were also trying to escape, dragging their wounded bodies forward in desperate, chaotic attempts to save themselves. One man not much younger than my father carried an elderly woman on his back. She was bathed in blood, with jagged pieces of glass stuck all over her back. More people who were gravely wounded were draped on the backs of others, who struggled to carry them to some safe place.

I heard cries from the ground. “Help. Help.” “Water …”

Amid the suffering, I could also hear courageous words of encouragement, as those people who could still stand urged others to keep going.

We finally reached the Sakae Bridge. It was still standing. A crowd of perhaps a hundred had already gathered, and hundreds more were streaming toward the bridge and the river.

I tried to open my eyes wide to count the people. Wherever I looked, there were men and women covered with horrible, disfiguring burns. I couldn’t count. I turned my head away, unable to look at the carnage. But it was impossible to escape. At every turn there were wounded people surrounding us, screaming and bleeding and grasping at survival. I could barely see out of my one good eye. But it didn’t matter. The masses of burning bodies filled my vision.

“What’s happening?” I said to my father.

He just shook his head and said, “We are going there.” He pointed toward a crowd gathering on the left bank of the river. We made it to an empty spot on the left bank, behind the Sentei Garden. We were able to sit down under a tree in the shade.

But our respite only lasted a few minutes. The next thing we knew, someone screamed, “Fire! Fire is coming. Get into the river.” My father helped me stand up. I was too weak to do it on my own. He held tightly to my left arm, the only part of my body that was not burned. We inched our way to the river about ten feet away. With each inch, I felt like my whole body itself was made of steel, heavy and unwilling to move. With the help of my father, I forced myself to get into the water. I had no skin left, but I wasn’t even feeling pain anymore. I had just become numb.

[image: Aerial black and white photo showing a massive mushroom cloud rising above Hiroshima after a nuclear explosion.]

The mushroom cloud covering Hiroshima immediately following the nuclear explosion on 6 August 1945.
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