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Author’s Note

I am a granddaughter of the Spanish Civil War, a member of a very long-lived family. As a baby, I was rocked to sleep by two great-grandparents, and I have been able to have mature conversations with two great-grandparents and all four grandparents. From such direct and vivid testimonies, I understand to some degree the fear of losing one’s life, the tragedy of killing a brother, the hunger and the chaos that follow a bombing. One of my earliest memories is an image: in Toledo, when it rained, red rivers flowed down the paved slopes, the rain mixing with the blood of neighbors, the baker, the teacher, who from one day to the next went from being friendly when they met one another on the street to being mixed in the flow of the same water pouring downhill. For me there was no Snow White, no Little Red Riding Hood—the stories my great-grandmothers told me were their own dramas: their husbands were soldiers who got drunk to ease the weight of their consciences; their children lay in the common graves of Spain without names on their tombstones.

When I think of the circumstances that make up this prehistory of mine, I consider the fact that I’m here right now, writing this note, to be a miracle. That all of my great-grandparents fought and survived the war in the most troubled areas of Spain, that of all the children they lost, none of them were the grandparents who had to survive to make me possible, is enough for me to confirm that my existence was improbable. And yet here I am, not only born but also having written this novel that has so much to do with the longevity of my elders. Although The Story of H confronts war, it moves away from the war in Spain in part as a result of that collective consciousness my grandparents gave me: I’m not just me, but the memory of all those who survived to make my birth possible. I therefore consider that writing about a war that wasn’t of my land, my blood, my flesh, is to accept that every war is everyone’s war.

If a girl in Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, hadn’t managed to survive the postatomic radiation after the explosion reduced a large part of her school to ashes, along with her teachers and classmates, I might never have become a writer, since I began to approach writing by the hand of one of the bomb’s descendants: a Japanese professor who, like me, like anyone, is a product of the miracle of surviving all of our wars.

It was that professor, a professor of art history at the Sophia University in Tokyo, who made the kintsugi technique my philosophy of life through writing. Just as pieces of broken pottery can be put back together by covering their cracks with a varnish of gold dust, so could I both in my day-to-day life and in what I write try to protect the historical and aesthetic value of scars. When I see a wound, I admire it because there, and not in our unbroken flesh, do I find the nature of being human: its vulnerability, but also the enormous energy that it requires to pick up our pieces from the ground, reunite them, and be born again. We are born as many times as we are capable of recovering. Only the belly button is a scar that proves that a woman gave birth to us. All other scars show that we are the ones who, so many other times, had to give birth to ourselves. We are all mothers when we fall, the mother who gives birth to us in each of those golden cracks that unite the mud that forms us but that has broken so many times, to be put together again, perhaps with a function more suitable to our own being, according to those desires that we weren’t able to fulfill before our fall.

My relationship with Japan is also a consequence of history: my family, on my father’s side, comes from Coria del Río, a town in Seville where Japón is a common last name, ever since the samurai Hasekura Tsunenaga was chosen in the seventeenth century to lead a diplomatic mission to the then-powerful Spain, which reached through the Guadalquivir River. A drop of that blood must remain in my family, and in myself, since I have felt a very special attraction to that country for as long as I can remember, an attraction not due to an interest in a culture that, in theory, is exotic for a Westerner. As a child, my family used to remind me that my ancestors came from Japan, and the attraction that I have always felt toward the country has been a literal, physical one, a kind of call that signifies, more than a trip, a return. When I went to Japan for the first time, on my first trip, I felt exactly that: that this wasn’t my first trip, but instead was a return to a home of sorts. Later on I heard someone on TV from Coria del Río say that, unfortunately, his father had died with the sadness of not having been able to return to Japan . . . even though he had never set foot there. Maybe that’s why my look toward Japan can’t be one of exotic distance. When I was a child, my mother told me Japanese legends as she fed me, until I was old enough to discover for myself—with the help of Spring Snow and the great Yukio Mishima—that Japanese literature was the one that most corresponded to my transformation from adolescent to woman, with its eroticism of change. This novel also deals with eroticism—with bodies and transformations.

And so, finally, I want to mention that, in parallel to the evolution of her atomic wounds, the protagonist of this novel lives out a biological drama, a drama of a sexual nature that has enslaved her in her body from the day she was born, when her parents decided that her sexual organs—debated as being those of a male or female—should be, for the rest of her life, those of a man. And they were wrong. They were so wrong in determining the sex of their daughter that only an event with the forcefulness of an atomic bomb could allow her a sort of redemption, given the particular circumstances of her case. What chance was there for a victim of the nuclear attack to express that, of all her relatives and close friends, only the bomb was able to recognize her as the person she really was? It seems a paradox that the victim of a massacre unprecedented in history comes to be grateful for some of its consequences, considering them of greater benefit to her than what was granted by the peaceful society into which she was born, a peacefulness that silenced her more than the war. In that way, the paradox is just an appearance of one. This is a novel that underscores the reality that in all acts, even in the most terrible, you can find a residue of hope, the opportunity to build a second life amid the rubble of the last bombing.

I hope you enjoy reading my story, and I’m grateful in advance for life and for those readers who, I trust, know how to desire peace between the lines of battle and of light.

—Marina Perezagua





Translator’s Note

This novel, Marina Perezagua’s first after two highly acclaimed story collections, announced the emergence of an audacious and original new voice on the literary scene in Spain. The novel is an extension of one of the stories in her collection Leche, whose protagonist, Marina said, wouldn’t let her go. As you read The Story of H, you will doubtless come to appreciate the truth of that. H is precisely the type of character who finds a spot in the imagination and makes herself very comfortable. She’s willful, a survivor, coy and brash all at once, a seductress, and exasperating and compassionate and so full of love. She’s all in one. You can almost hear Nina Simone in the background—“Ain’t Got No . . .”—crooning in her gritty, complex voice how she ain’t got no schooling, no home, no perfume, no uncles, no aunts, no love, not even a name. Then the song shifts and Nina chants, powerfully now, the “all” she does have—a body, a nose, her ears, her toes, her boobies, her sex. And finishes with “I’ve got my freedom. And I’ve got life . . . And I’m gonna keep it.” This is the song Marina Perezagua goes to when life becomes overwhelming. And in a way it is the soundtrack of this novel that narrates how, against all odds, an intersex child who survived the bombing of Hiroshima, who lost absolutely everything in that devastating detonation—family, home, even sex—finds, at great cost, meaningful love and a family. H abides, even without a name.

The Story of H is an outcry for love and compassion from the center of a profoundly disturbing sensorial world, a barbaric yawp straight from the lungs of a writer for whom imagination and water are inseparable. As a vehicle for metaphors, water is a shifting mirror. It’s the fons et origo that precedes all form. It’s present not only in Marina’s name and in the fluid, incantatory intensity of her prose but also in her free-diving record of lasting five minutes underwater. So saying there’s a breathless quality to this novel is fairly close to a literal description. It’s in the intensity of its conviction, its urgency, its fluid nature, and its constant transformation. While writing The Story of H, Marina trained in the Mediterranean every day and finally swam the Strait of Gibraltar. In four hours.

WATER SYMBOLIZES DEATH and rebirth, purification, eternal return, the ring. In The Story of H, structurally, Marina draws a magic circle, an ouroboros, a serpent biting its own tail. It’s an ancient symbol and archetype, the basic mandala of alchemy. It signifies the assimilation of the opposite, something that is constantly re-creating itself. The construction or creative impulse from destruction, the all in one, is like a school of fish or a conspiracy of ravens. And I write this hoping to persuade readers of the fact that, though Marina’s novel is powerfully creative, oceanic, and visionary in its gallery of images at once horrific and stunningly beautiful, it is not of the magical realist tradition. All that is written in Spanish and is not of a realist bent does not of magical realism come. Marina is first of all an art historian, schooled in the power of ekphrastic expression, how the written description of a visual work of art can become vivid and charged with energy. Time capturing space, describing it vividly, mapping it and bringing it to life, creating polarized opposites that spin and create a frame. She works, as Roberto Bolaño did, in reviving symbolist and surrealist techniques of pictorial imagery in the subtext of her work and in the juxtaposition of magnetic opposites like pain and pleasure or life out of death or salvation amid cruelty and corruption, empathy before a bloodthirsty world driven by violence and kitsch. “Perhaps universal history is the history of a few metaphors,” Borges wrote in the opening of his story “Pascal’s Sphere.” He closed the story with the same sentence, slightly altered: “Perhaps universal history is the history of various intonations of a few metaphors.” In between, he traced a metaphor to give a holistic idea of the universe as atom and globe, primordial form, whose center is everywhere and its circumference nowhere.

* * *

The epicenter of this novel is the sixth of August 1945, when we see the first atomic bomb, Little Boy, plunge from the Enola Gay straight at us there, sitting in class, with H, her schoolmates and teacher, and the hundreds of thousands of civilians in Hiroshima. An angel of death dangling above the city in the form of an American plane. But our H, an intersexual child whose parents choose to see her as a boy even though she identifies as a girl, survives, the only student left alive. “When I came to,” she relates, “the whole school had become a big playground, a playground without monkey bars, a gaping expanse open to a gaping city. [ . . . ] I watched a naked lump approach me in what had been the bathroom. It asked for water. I was frightened. Its head had swollen to three times the normal size. Only when the lump said her name did I realize it was my teacher. I ran away.”

Through H’s story, Marina individuates History back down to the level of the human, to the pathos, to what it means, the tremor in the collective unconscious at the sudden murder of tens of thousands of people. The heat of the human told with enough imagination to melt the freezing effects of quantification. A poetics of beauty even in horror. Through History and Science, The Story of H pins the narrative to a specific time and place, to reality, like a butterfly to a board. But the imagination is set free—it is revolutionary, boundless. The oneiric world tries to make sense of all that has happened, all that has been broken by violence and war. H confesses to a murder. And the question hovers: does a society that is capable of unleashing an atomic bomb have the moral grounds to judge a woman who has murdered to defend life?

H HAS NO OTHER NAME but this letter. In Spanish, the letter H is silent. In English, this voiceless glottal fricative, as the H sound is called in the parlance of phonetics, can be silent, but it can also be aspirated. These are the felicities of translation, when a detail like this can open a new level of meaning—in this case, the sound captured in a symbol that has been culturally determined over time and historical circumstances. We have hour and honest, which are words from the French and so are silent. There is messiah from the Hebrew, or rhapsody from the Greek, silent by derivation. Or shepherd or exhaust, silent by elision, which in linguistics means merging or shortening a sound. But other words from the French have slowly acquired in English an aspirated H, as in horrible, host, or human. And of course, Hiroshima. Thanks to some strange inner mathematics of sound over time, the aspirated H shows up again in these words. So, readers, our H and her story jump into the English-speaking world and your imaginations outfitted with additional metaphorical possibilities. An aspirated letter for a breathless novel. There’s H, who free-dives with the amas, the Japanese pearl divers whose tradition goes back thousands of years, and nearly succumbs to the narcotic effect of diving into the abyss, and there’s the author, who swims all the way across the Gibraltar while writing H’s story. H wanders the earth like an oni, a Japanese ghost born of destruction and sent into the world to take vengeance, like a gasp of noxious atomic wind sent whirling and churning across the planet, haunting and hunting what was taken from her—the future, the daughter, her love, her penis like a blind lizard stalking her in nightmares. But not her body: “I’ve got life, and nobody can take it away from me.”

H CAN BE SILENT, or H can be an aspiration. The constellation of words in my thesaurus tells me that aspiration is synonymous with desire. Hope. Longing, yearning, urge, wish. It even says fire in the belly and dream. Keep those correspondences in mind when you read the novel. These are the joys of translation: not what’s in a name or even in a word, but what’s in a sound or the lack of it, spinning like a needle in that tiny little letter in the center of a magical circle. You see? You haven’t even started reading yet, and already H is colonizing her space in your imagination.

THE GREAT SPANISH ART HISTORIAN and symbolist poet Juan Eduardo Cirlot, who was close to the surrealists, once wrote about an encounter with a woman in a letter to André Breton: “I am still spellbound by the moonlike pallor of her leg and her semitransparent silk stockings that allowed me to glimpse the features of her flesh and its delicate shadow of very fine down, like the seabed as seen through water, the algae and the urchins. I understood how this gray transparency, like a veil or misted glass, expressed the principle of true mystery, that it’s not a matter of seeing or not seeing, but of glimpsing.”

This novel is about the mystery of sexuality—its fluidity, identity, compulsion—an exploration of the dark, broken places where sexuality manifests itself and its capacity for healing, the body as the center of everything, since without the body, the soul cannot exist. Full of the tension of its juxtaposition of disturbing, sublime images, The Story of H pulls the reader into a maelstrom of passion, pain, and perseverance. Cirlot, in his Dictionary of Symbols, writes in the entry for scars: “The author once dreamed of an unknown damsel (anima) whose beautiful face was marked by scars and burns which in no way disfigured her features.” They didn’t take away from her attractiveness and perhaps even increased it. “Moral imperfections, and sufferings (are they one and the same?)[,] are, therefore, symbolized by the wounds and scars caused by fire and sword.” Ah, H.

BREATHLESS, FEROCIOUS, UNCONVENTIONAL, RAW, a primal scream from the depths of what is human, Marina Perezagua dives into the subconscious while her lungs compress to the size of raisins. Water is a conduit—our brains react and shift chemically when we are near water—and dopamine, serotonin, and oxytocin levels rise, while the inducer of bad moods, cortisol, drops, in the same way as when we are reunited with someone we love after having been separated. Even the sound of water causes a chemical reaction in our brain. Ishmael knew that, of course, before there was scientific proof. And H, like Ishmael, launches on a quest to find the whiteness of the United Nations whale in the shadows of the Congo. If all voyages are a homecoming, then could it be that water made humans as a way to transport itself? Are we the damp, spore-like vessels colonizing the world for it? What if our brains react to the sound, the sight, of water because, on a molecular level, water is recognizing itself in us? With H, you are in for the plunge of your life.





Prologue

Sir:

The pages that follow constitute my declaration, which focuses primarily on the circumstances that led me to the crimes for which I will be judged, acts I do not regret.

This is not a confession. A confession is nothing but a weapon for people in power to coerce someone into betraying him- or herself. I won’t be the one to give my own self away. You’ll see that I’ve done everything possible to resist the powerful. If I was tarnished in any way, it’s never been in their defense.

Neither is this a justification.

What you are about to read is the mark of a firebrand on a mule’s rump, or a groove in a rock eroded by rain, or even a tree that’s been warped by strong winds. That’s right, what you are about to read is my story, the coherent reaction of a sensitive nature. A story penned by me, but set in motion by a fate that was woven on high.

As you read on, you’ll see portraits of certain colleagues of yours, perhaps a relative, maybe even you yourself. If you don’t like what you see, you can go ahead and break the mirror or burn the pages, but you’ll never be rid of the infection, the rot that pollutes the rivers, seas, wombs, and fields. And you’ll never be able to take from me the joy I’ve finally come to feel.

I call myself H because I’ve never been given a voice, and a Spanish man once told me that h is a silent letter in his language. So this letter will be my name, seeing as it’s a name I share with many other mute people who might discover their voices here.

I’m sure they’ll find me before long. I won’t resist, as this story is what stands as my resistance. Whoever is coming to arrest me will see the same brown river I’m gazing out at now from my African refuge, a place that has allowed me to transcribe my testimony over these days. Perhaps my captor is so near that he’s watching the same hippopotamus as I am right now, in the same position, with the same bird on top, drying off in the sun as if there were no such thing as hell.

I penned this last note after narrating the story that follows. I’m weary now; maybe that’s why you’ll find in these last words that my tone has grown colder. Don’t take it personally. Love has always prevailed in me. I love and have loved as if I had been born for it. If you pay attention, you’ll see how love stands steadfast behind every deed. Judge me according to your laws, but consider this as my last wish:

Once you too have taken my voice away, if ever you should have the chance to speak in my name, don’t employ the vocabulary of death. When you raise my head with your fist, everyone will know that I’ve killed. So if anyone ever asks, please remember H’s last words were these:

“God knows I stood for life.”

H

The Democratic Republic of the Congo





Zero Gravity: 1942

We Who Carry the Bomb Inside of Us

The refugee camp’s main tent was on fire before us. Hungry flames engulfed the tarpaulin as if it were synthetic fur. I stretched my hand out to clasp Yoro’s. I noticed she was trembling and that her tremors seemed in sync with the roaring fire. As if they provided the flames with something more than sound alone: substance. Yoro and the blaze were like the sternum and spine of a single creature, two integral parts of a whole, a drum and its stick. Through her, my hand was able to perceive the swan-song hiss of a tin cup, of the metallic tubes that held the tent up. I was absorbed in these subtle details, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t feel for the people and things being consumed right there, though I’ve trained myself to resist the instinct to flee in dire situations, and not to sob or try to find a solution for something beyond my control. I tried hard to keep from blinking. Blinking too much is like hyperventilating. A steady movement of the eyelashes saves oxygen, energy, and helps keep my knees from buckling. That’s how I could remain standing. That’s how I could fix my gaze. Of course I was scared. Of course I felt compassion. But I held myself in check, not only because if I fell, others would come to consume me, but also because I promised never to move a muscle out of rage or despair. Not a single one. I had promised Jim that. Dwelling on these thoughts helped me keep my promise, observing from a distance the heat so close it was like my own skin. I found serenity in my own way, tugging at a string of memories to find some experience that would help me sustain my composure. I found it. The string was the death of Quang Duc, the seventy-six-year-old monk who immolated himself in front of me and a host of fellow monks on a street in Saigon. He torched himself for freedom, incinerated himself without varying his meditative lotus position; even when the flames enveloped him, he did not move a muscle. The other monks and I, we sobbed over him without opposing his will; others begged for help, wishing to rescue him, for his sake but against his will, because he had to burn in order to end persecution, to achieve peace for his brothers and sisters and others like me, who had to avoid blinking while facing a fire. Eventually I found serenity. The heat of the flaming tarp carried me to a distant place, far from the here and now, and rekindled the heat of the monk I saw immolate himself in Saigon, and the more the refugee camp’s tarp burned, the further away I slipped, motionless, toward the instant of Quang Duc’s death. Just as Yoro’s trembling seemed to give flesh to the sound of the flames, so the sobs of we who loved the monk seemed to give sound to his silence, because the man who burned himself alive said nothing, not a moan, not a hiss to express complaint or pain or reproach.

THE FIRE CULMINATED A PURSUIT that had begun when I met Jim, exactly fifty-five years ago. Jim’s story is my story. It’s not that his story is linked to mine, it’s not that my love for him has had a bearing on my life, it’s that without him I would never have become, since becoming, to me, is that moment when I first dared to open my eyes and see myself for what I was. I could finally know, I could finally be—that’s what I owe to Jim. I said goodbye to the skinless me, the me who lacked the body’s biggest organ—the epidermis—the me who’d never claimed a right to the only hide ever offered freely. Slowly but surely I became the hunterly me tracking the prey that had been ripped from my teeth, the racing lion me pouncing, fighting to take back the stolen flesh, the lion’s own flesh, not zebra or antelope, not the flesh of some other lion, but its own. I became the lioness stalking her own self. That’s how I became the me that I am now—intact, golden, menacing. Jim’s hand was the first to see and to stroke the earnest skin my mother delivered me in, skin that gave me back the natural protection that belonged to me. I’ve become; I see myself now as being so strong that even naked I still feel dressed in armor. Long gone are the times I used to wake up trying to fit into someone else’s skin, so that by the end of the day I went to bed distraught and with throbbing joints. How wouldn’t my bones grow misshapen, trying so hard to fulfill other people’s expectations? But it doesn’t hurt anymore. Thanks to Jim, my fingers stopped deforming by endlessly picking fruit grown for other people; thanks to Jim, my legs began straightening out once I stopped following the curves of landscapes that didn’t matter to me; and thanks to him, in my dotage my back is even straighter today than it was when I was twenty.

I reckon I knew Jim’s significance from the beginning, so I started scribbling a few notes, and naturally the writing accumulated over our years together. I never realized the material might come in handy later, maybe today, for reconstructing the story that gives the fire meaning. Guided by the notes, then, I’ll try to articulate the long journey, which I suspect is now reaching its conclusion.

BEFORE WE MET, before ever acknowledging my role in his life, Jim had been one of the American soldiers in occupied Japan. For a long time, his days came and went, shorn of significance; he was simply an officer occupying the territory of his commission. There were only minimal assignments undertaken to help the country recover, and as a result, the changes were also minimal. There was nothing to give purpose to a soldier’s life, neither in humanitarian aid—which in those days hadn’t yet been defined as such—nor in terms of personal or national self-interest.

Jim didn’t know at the time that these were the months when our union really began, before we ever met, when the base gave him custody of a baby in May 1950. He told me the baby had been delivered unannounced, given like any other order, like his assignment to occupy the region. At first he rejected the infant, but they bonded very naturally by the end of the first day, when he realized this almond-eyed baby just might be a catalyst for the reconciliation he’d sought for the past six years, since the Japanese shipped him off to Manila with sixteen hundred North American prisoners. Everything Jim had suffered on that ship and the misery of his captivity prior to that turned to benevolence when he felt the delicate heft of the baby in his arms for the first time. He’d never completely overcome the lasting ache of what had happened to him, but this tiny girl, this victim of the United States, was like a piece of fruit placed in a weighing dish that struck a balance in the division of cruelties perpetrated on either side.

The ship where Jim had been confined was built in Nagasaki in 1939, and was initially intended as a Japanese passenger cargo ship. It was christened with the name Oryoku Maru. The ship was later repurposed as a floating prison, earning the moniker “Ship of Death.” Jim never liked to talk about what went on there—his memories were too disturbing—but a few years ago, some of the accounts General MacArthur had tried to destroy came to light because George Weller, the author, had stored carbon copies in his trunk. They were recovered by his son, who delivered them for publication. They helped me fill in some of the gaps in Jim’s testimony.

The Oryoku Maru, then, was intended to transport hundreds of Japanese civilians. The American prisoners would be confined to the hold. The voyage, which the prisoners expected to take some ten days, ended up lasting seven weeks. Jim said if he had known what was in store, he would have let the Japanese soldiers run him through with one of the bayonets they used to herd the soldiers into the ship. If so, if Jim had ended his life then and there, I would have grown to be a timorous woman, obedient and gloomy, a twenty-year-old cadaver waiting forty, sixty, seventy years for someone to come and lay me to rest. But Jim couldn’t imagine what was in store, and so he made it through. Of the sixteen hundred and nineteen prisoners, only some four hundred survived (the exact number is unknown). A hundred of them arrived so far gone already that they perished before being turned over to the authorities on land, and as many died in Japanese work camps. It’s believed that only around two hundred of the initial sixteen hundred and nineteen actually survived through liberation in 1945. Jim was twenty-nine at the time, and one of the survivors. I give thanks for it still, every day of my life.

I MET JIM IN NEW YORK on April 27, 1960. There are four medieval cloisters in the northern part of the city, in Fort Tryon Park, brought over from France stone by stone. The gardens are carefully groomed—then as now—in the tradition of Romanesque horticulture. That day the skies cleared up for the first time after weeks of rain, and I walked from cloister to cloister following the movement of the sun. I’d emptied my mind of thought; all I wanted was to keep warm and abandon myself to the simple pretensions of a sunflower, when someone said, “The sun makes for strong bones. You need it if you spend winter in the city.”

I glanced over my shoulder and there was Jim, sitting on the ground with his back against the stone wall. He was looking at me. His words must have been directed at me. I drew closer and he said, as if picking our conversation right back up from where we had left off, that according to Herodotus the Egyptians already knew the sun was good for the bones, which they reckoned was why the skulls of their dead withstood so much more than did the skulls of their Persian enemies, which could be crushed artlessly with a simple rock. Egyptians knew not to protect themselves from the sun as children, while the Persians wore turbans that blocked it out, not allowing it to strengthen their crania. The stranger said his name without asking for mine, and gracefully segued from Persian and Egyptian bones to pointing out the park’s variety of indigenous birds and flowers. I was amazed at how many different species he could name when for me the world was divided in only two: plants and animals.

A few hours later in a nearby café, still chatting with the same fluid grace, he said that like me, he too was searching for something. The context of the search was the same, World War II; he had lost something in the war, while for me something had been won. The crucial word for both of us was daughter; for Jim it was about his missing daughter, while for me it was about a daughter that I’d never conceived. As we left the café, I could detect the velvety touch of synchronicity, an inkling that the relationship between both of our explorations might meld our two paths into one.

I found my answer as to how almost immediately, when he told me the story of his heartache. The more I learned about the daughter who was taken from him when she turned five, the more I identified his missing girl with the child I wasn’t able to deliver myself. Every time Jim shared things about her, the desire to find her grew stronger in my mind and heart, and eventually in outward ways too, as in my breasts, in whose swelling came the proof that hope, under special circumstances, can produce milk just like gestation. My milk ducts reacted with a pasty liquid that dried up a few weeks later, probably obeying the messages relayed from my brain warning that the nine months of a normal pregnancy would have to extend over a much longer period of time in a case like this.

What I didn’t know was that my so-called psychological pregnancy would initiate a journey that began in Japan and would end in Africa. Here was the speedy head of a spermatozoon—the atomic bomb of Hiroshima—and over there its little tail—a fire in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Thousands of victims of the first atomic bomb on this side; a few deaths by fire on the other in a land where cadavers pile one on top of the other daily from hunger, from slavery, from illness, until their number matches the number of victims of the bomb. From wartime Japan to contemporary Africa, a seventy-year span outlined by this sperm-comet whose current flows from the Japanese genocide to where I am now in this African land, sweeping me along with it together with shrapnel from the bomb itself. I take in the view here of life spread across the continent where the first human was born only to die, over and over again.

* * *

I once heard a forestry expert say that woodland trees are not individual beings, but units that together form an organism that exchanges carbon dioxide and nitrogen underground through bulbs, mushrooms, and roots. The breath of one tree comes from the lungs of another. A tree’s quality of life and longevity depend on the others around it. My life is rooted in Jim’s story, and his life bears the marks of mine. Jim and I were—are—part of the same rhizome, trees connected through the first atomic mushroom. The weapon planted us in the same forest when it was christened seven months after they boarded Jim on the Oryoku  Maru, changing history, touching my life in such a peculiar way that today it’s still hard for me to describe things from the distance I read in historians’ accounts. They don’t move me in their writing; they don’t affect me. There’s no sting when I read a history book, and I find it difficult to understand how anyone can try to explain a war without its causing heartache or provoking empathy. Historians like to say it’s being impartial, but pain can be communicated from impartiality too. I call it indifference, which means being partial to the victors, doing them a service. Doing you a service. Just a few pages into my testimony and already I’ve forgotten that I’m writing mostly to you.

Well then, allow me to explain why I don’t like history books, since this story on the whole is about history. At some point you’ve no doubt heard an eyewitness to some great historical event say things on the order of “I was born to bear witness for other people.” History with a capital H could be said to have imbued his or her life with a sense of purpose. Well, sir, that is not my case. I didn’t survive Hiroshima to bear witness. I survived Hiroshima because it was my duty to survive; this is why my mother brought me into this world, to observe what is in front of me, whether it be a bomb or a flock of sheep nibbling some peaceful green pasture. So simple, and yet not everyone can admit it. People need spectacular missions. Someone born in a tiny village in Provence decides it’s a tedious place. What kind of mission is it to wake up and see the same rocks every day? So he or she decides to study the Spanish Civil War. Then come a few trips to Spain and conversations with survivors. The tender small-town soul can’t abide such cruelty and a tear spills over a cheek, so she reads more books, let’s say several books, and the rest of her life is devoted to writing paragraph after paragraph from the lens of the side she has chosen to champion. She found her source of meaning. Research. Spread the word. Maybe that’s the historian’s ambition after all, to act as a messiah of information. And that’s all well and good, sir, it’s needed.

But let me tell you something else. This kind of so-called history isn’t worth a plugged nickel if it isn’t written from the emotion of universal pain. A war is much more than statistics, body counts, lists of atrocities. A war is a gaping wound in a human being’s sense of dignity; it’s a defect, a congenital deformity that expresses a failure of humanity. The historian who hasn’t lived through the episodes he or she is narrating should be writing from feelings of shame and compassion. Of course I could write a chapter on Hiroshima, not because it’s my birthplace, but because even as a child I could sense this human defect stealing into everyday life until it detonated into a Hiroshima, a Vietnam, or another tributary of the mighty river of war. I swear to you: a tree is not a single being. One tree’s breath comes from the lungs of another. Until a historian realizes this, his students appropriately will go on hating his classes, and what’s worse, forgetting them entirely. So I’ll try to give my own account, far removed from the detachment of a library-writing historian, as I lived through the events in the trenches, so to speak. I’m not sure whether I was on the winning or the losing side, and frankly I couldn’t care less. What I do know is that I lived my time in the first person, which gives me an advantage over those who find themselves in the dusk of their lives believing they participated in their time on earth because they read the Sunday paper.

As I said, a few months after Jim was boarded onto the ship, the history-altering baptism took place. It was August 6, 1945. The creature had no hands to bear arms, yet annihilated more than two hundred thousand lives that day; no mouth and yet it blew houses, trees, and factories to oblivion in a single breath. Conceived outside of any human warmth, it melted steel, cremated parks, pets, and pigeons. They hadn’t given it a gender either, but they did give it a name—Little Boy—and at 8:15 on a cloudless August morning, they unleashed that device over Hiroshima.

Before it was born, before it was christened with its name, Little Boy was no more than an abstract pattern in the brains of countries competing against one another to decipher it. It was so powerful and it changed my identity so drastically that for a long time I thought of it as a living being, and not of the men who created it. I imagined its gestation, how it could perceive the brain waves moving to and fro among the rival scientists racing to finish it. How it let itself be carried along the electrical currents, gliding through the neural pathways of the era’s most brilliant physicists. Often I fantasized about using the image of a CAT scan in which sections of the successful brain were illuminated, the one that discovered the formula, won the race, the sharpest of them all: J. Robert Oppenheimer’s. And I imagined how his little organic lantern, his firefly, must have stimulated the pleasure circuits in the satisfied physicists’ brains, whose intelligence had impregnated North America with Little Boy, its favorite son (or daughter?), the atomic bomb that defended the Allies in those difficult hours and, crucially, allowed them to win the war.

Since I was still so young and immature those first few years, I personified the bomb as an extension of my own identity, but eventually I shuffled the weight of responsibility to where it belonged: the man, the manifold who were capable of creating and detonating what is still the most lethal weapon known to humanity. But I don’t want my story to linger on these well-known facts. Allusions to the event are meant only as a backdrop over which something personal is being highlighted. If I can be so extravagant as to imagine a victim whom the bomb benefited, then I’m that victim. I forfeited limbs, whole chunks of my flesh, and my relatives, and though nothing could ever compensate me for these losses, I gained other important things. So my life is poised between grief over what the bomb took from me and celebration over something marvelous it gave me.

* * *

Morning had broken on what seemed like an ordinary day when Little Boy fell. It promised to be one of those placid, clear-skied days that lull you into thinking a place’s peacefulness extends over the rest of the planet. Same as every other day on earth, thousands and thousands of mothers were spreading their legs to give birth, bearing the pain children inflict as they make their way to the outside world. Legs didn’t open for Little Boy, though, but the bomb bay doors of a B-29. Many mothers were focused on breathing through contractions and the pain of labor while a bombardier was preparing the greatest contraction of them all: the global gash.

Little Boy was born and gave birth. It was at once deliverer and delivered, a nativity that gave birth to a colossal luminous mushroom-shaped cloud. For some, it meant total annihilation; for others, peace; and for all, it was light. A light so intense that people who saw it detonate before hitting the ground lost not only their sight but also their eyeballs. He (I can’t help giving it a personality) watched all the people looking up as he fell. He was the last thing they ever saw. Light. His father released through the gray ink of equations an eternal light that was bequeathed to the world. The formula could have been presented with the words “Behold, my son, the light of the world.” He’d never imagined it. Nobody had seen the shining until detonation, so it wasn’t until after Hiroshima that we knew our race would never be in the dark again.

Oppenheimer brought the most radical promise of light. This latter-day messiah, this higher god of theoretical physics, built a formula that could never be expunged, a weapon that outlived Little Boy, that would inseminate other countries at the speed of a rabbit, and today there are over twenty thousand bombs more potent than the one dropped on Hiroshima. Others claim there are many more than that. Whatever the case, there are at least twenty thousand rabbit-fucks and pyromaniacs who could incite a planetary inferno capable of liquidating us all in the ejaculation of a single sun, should nations get annoyed with one another. Forget Hiroshima. Little Boy’s nature is being cloned into thousands of iron-skinned brothers. As long as their creators keep them hidden, these clones will remain as lethargic as a hibernating bear, but when they are awoken, all the heat of all the summers will enter the lair, and all the caves, all the houses, all the mouths will open black as a door that wasn’t able to resist the heat when someone closed the oven. Then Hiroshima will be nothing but a piece of historical fluff. The time hasn’t come yet, so you who think of the planet as an everlasting place will think my testament outrageous. It seems outrageous to me too, but I know the world’s mechanism is being lubricated to make Hiroshima nothing more than the tangle in a strand of hair that has fallen out and been swept into the corner of that perpetually filthy house we call history.

* * *

Since my life and my transgressions can’t be separated from Jim’s story, allow me now to return to him, he who was, like me, a victim. He told me the heat in the belly of Oryoku Maru was unbearable, but this vague adjective does not really convey any true sense of the heat. You might get a better sense if I tell you that according to George Weller’s accounts, the heat must have reached nearly 130 degrees Fahrenheit. A hundred and thirty degrees Fahrenheit. Way too high, and yet approximately 10,830 degrees lower than the temperature of the earth where the atomic bomb exploded. It’s like a slow roast versus spontaneous combustion. The throats of the prisoners dried out slowly. The Japanese used panels to cover most of the hatches, so ventilation was nil. The first ones to pass out were those located at the extremes of the compartments. The only way to distinguish an unconscious passenger from a dead one was by his pulse; the heat was so intense that even the postmortem cooling process was halted. But nobody bothered to take anyone else’s pulse. The more people who died, the longer the oxygen would last. Weller recounts how the prisoners removed their clothes to breathe through their skin when they weren’t able to use their lungs. The ship’s wood absorbed the humidity of all the men piled on top of one another and oozed droplets of sweat. When their thirst became unbearable, the men would lick the little pearls of collective sweat. When the prisoners moaned because the air was so scarce, the Japanese man in charge, Mr. Wada, threatened to seal the hatches completely. Yet when the North American aviators circled the ship ready to bomb it, thinking there were only Japanese on board, Jim said, they all mustered one last morsel of energy to panic at this new threat of death—ironically, at the hands of their own. Yet the sound of the hatches rattling under the aviators’ bombs also brought hope, with fresh currents of light and air. And another thing: the Americans in the hold, delirious and half-mad by now, opened their mouths thinking it was water—or maybe they knew better—and drank the blood filtering down from the wounded Japanese on deck. Any liquid coming from the outside world was refreshing.

The accounts detail ever-increasing acts of madness as a result of the dehydration and the lack of fresh air. The Japanese finally brought pails into the hold for the prisoners to relieve themselves. But when the body breaks down, the mind adjusts its mechanisms arbitrarily, and what was once considered hideous was now material for buffoonery. Some men amused themselves by switching the pails of excrement for the pails of food—they were so alike.

JIM COULD NEVER HAVE SUSPECTED then that his true journey would begin fifteen years later, and that he’d make it hand in hand with a compatriot of his torturers. What ran through me was pure Japanese blood, not a drop of anything else that might decontaminate it for him. But the baby was as Japanese as I am, and the two of them had already sealed a pact of reconciliation, though I think the process of forgiveness was under way even earlier, when Jim had to walk among thousands of people, homeless children, roaming spaces where bedrooms had once been, carrying buckets into which they’d thrown whatever seemed even remotely attached to the memory of a loved one. Jim said they basically collected anything that wasn’t dust. I think he realized that while he was agonizing on the Oryoku Maru, my people’s humiliation was in gestation, the most devastating the world had seen to date. Walking a few months later through the ruined city among bodies maimed by his American colleagues must have allowed him to accept his daughter and then me in peace. Jim said not even the doctors in the American occupation forces were there to help. His sole mission was to observe, to study the effects of radioactivity, and they didn’t intervene even in the simplest stages of reaction, like vomiting or infant diarrhea. Unawares, some of the victims were still being used as part of the investigation linked to the Manhattan Project.

My people’s great misfortune caught me with a thermometer in my mouth. The fever should have kept me home in bed. I was only thirteen and it was my place to obey my mother, who preferred that I not attend school that day. But I couldn’t miss recess because my friends and I had left a game unfinished the day before, and I used every excuse in the book to coax my mother into letting me go. I had no idea this little act of defiance would set in motion what a few months later turned me into what I’d always wanted to be. The thought of playing at recess, of the game, was enough motivation for me to fight with my mother, and by eight o’clock sharp, after an hour in the car traveling to school, there I was sitting at my desk. My memory of the next few days has been wiped clean. I’ve never been able to remember anything, but the victor’s version of history offers some very precise data for reconstructing the things that went on while I sat at my desk, unaware of what was being dropped from the sky above, and a few seconds later, when I was prostrate and unconscious on the floor. I know the exact second when William Sterling Parsons, captain of the Enola Gay, released the bomb, checked the gauges, and began measuring the seconds it took for the artifact to fall the 31,000 feet from the plane’s altitude to the estimated point of detonation at 2,000 feet. I also know the crew expected the explosion to happen within forty-two seconds of release, so at forty-three seconds they were starting to get anxious. Tension built to a peak as they tallied the seconds in their heads. The experiment worked with a three-second lag: when the forty-fifth second struck, I was blown into another room. When I came to, nothing was left standing; there were no walls. The whole school had become a big playground, a playground without monkey bars, a gaping expanse open to a gaping city. Of the 152 pupils in school that day, I was the only one left. I watched a naked lump approach me in what had been the bathroom. It asked for water. I was frightened. Its head had swollen to three times the normal size. Only when the lump said her name did I realize it was my teacher. I ran away.

For years I gathered details about exactly what took place in the air while those of us on the ground went about our daily lives. Knowing the facts about the airplane and the launch of the bomb made me think I might fill some of the gaps in my own story. I used the same method to piece together what happened just after the explosion, while I was unconscious. For several years it was the best I could hope for, to fill the gaps in my memory with reports written by the people responsible for those gaps, and for hundreds of thousands of casualties, for the sick who still today are passing their sicknesses on from one generation to the next. So you see, sir, I was clutching at straws. It’s a sad method to have to put myself together with what was responsible for pulling me apart, and an impossible one too. After all, how could I lift myself up with the same tools that were meant to annihilate me? But this was what I had, and I grabbed on to it as a means to scar over part of my amnesia.

Once it released the weapon, the Enola Gay enacted its escape protocol, tracing a 155-degree turnaround toward the northeast. The crew put on their dark glasses and braced for the shock waves, which came a minute later, when they were nine miles away. In my case, the data was much less precise. I had no idea how long I had been unconscious or what time it was when I left the school. I remember that all the clocks had stopped at the same time: 8:16. But I have no idea how I got to the hospital. Maybe the person who brought me there doesn’t remember either.

Details of the following weeks spent among the huddled masses of the wounded are fuzzy. Later we learned there had been one doctor per three thousand victims. And though I didn’t know it at the time, I had burns over 70 percent of my body. My eyelids stuck together after a few days. I couldn’t open them. I thought I’d gone blind. No medicines, no tranquilizers, vicious pain. My only treatment was having my position readjusted. Someone came in to turn me over every once in a while. The pain was so severe I couldn’t tell if I was being placed faceup or facedown. My whole body was red-hot, in excruciating pain—my chest, my stomach, my knees, all part of the same incandescent slab with shoulder blades, buttocks, the back of my legs. Pain made my body lose texture, as if the front and back of me had melded into a single flat, uniformly blistering griddle. The first sign of recovery came when I felt the wetness of my urine. That’s how I could figure out my position. If the urine dripped downward, I was faceup. If it came straight out and formed a little puddle, I was facedown. They cleaned my eyes and I could open them again, so when the pain subsided just enough for a slight effort, I picked my head up to view my raw skin and discovered that while the shape of my extremities was intact, the area from my lower abdomen to my thighs was an unrecognizable pulp. The area was so swollen that I couldn’t be sure, but everything seemed to suggest that the bomb had been particularly vicious with my sex.
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