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Hiroshima Boy
By Naomi Hirahara
1. Have you ever been to Japan? How is the Japan described in
Hiroshima Boy similar to your experience and how is it
different?
2. Although Mas Arai spent his early years in Japan, he still
feels like an outsider at times in Japan. In what ways do you
feel his sense of displacement?
3. Many times detectives in crime fiction are outsiders. In what
ways does Mas’s American status help him to solve the
mystery and in what ways does it hinder him?
4. What do you think about Mas’s mission to bring some of his best friend’s ashes to
his sister on Ino Island? If you’ve never read any of the Mas Arai mysteries in the
past, how are you able to understand Mas’s relationship with Haruo?
5. As described in the novel, the people of the fictional Ino Island and Hiroshima in
general have more nuanced or repressed emotions rather than overt negative
reactions toward the US and Americans—in spite of what happened during World
War II. What sort of stereotypes, suspicions and idealism about America do you
see reflected in the Japanese characters in the book?
6. Besides Mas, what character do you feel most connected with? Who do you feel
most ambivalent about? Why?
7. Sora is never alive in the book but the reader learns a lot about him from his
parents, especially his mother. What do you think of his decision to solve the
problem of his and his mother’s living situation?
8. Although Hiroshima is a modern, completely rebuilt city, it is still strongly
connected to its past. In what ways do you think such connections are healthy and
in what ways can they be harmful? What examples of each can you find in the
book?
9. Do you feel that Sora and his parents, especially his mother, are still suffering
from the atomic bombing in some way? If so, how? How are the book’s other
characters still dealing with what happened in 1945?
10. What do you think about Ayako’s reaction when finally receiving her brother’s
ashes? Do her actions shock you or did you anticipate them?
11. Through this trip to Hiroshima, Mas is able to bring peace, restoration or closure
to both himself and people around him. What scenario was most meaningful to
you? Why? What was most disturbing or unresolved for you?

Author Naomi Hirahara on Hiroshima Boy
After I launched the third Mas Arai mystery, the Edgar Award-winning Snakeskin
Shamisen, in 2006, I planned the arc for the rest of the series. I wanted it to span seven
novels, with the last one set in present-day Hiroshima. Mas, an American atomic bomb
survivor who had lived in Los Angeles for 50 consecutive years, had to return to
Hiroshima in the final installment.
As an American born and raised in Pasadena, California, I had no idea how I would
achieve this goal. Even though I had traveled to Hiroshima with my mother as a child and
teenager and later studied in Tokyo for nine months after graduating from college, I
didn’t feel completely comfortable writing a whole novel set in Japan. I had taken a
three-week trip to Japan to help with tsunami recovery efforts and visit relatives, some in
Hiroshima, in 2012, yet I still didn’t feel that I could adequately or authentically describe
daily life in contemporary Hiroshima. As a working writer, I didn’t have money coming
out of my ears, so how was I going to infuse important concrete details into my writing?
Yes, there’s the Internet, including Google maps, but there are certainly disadvantages to
virtual travel.
Luckily, I didn’t have to rely on the Internet or entirely my imagination to recreate
present-day Hiroshima and its neighboring island, Ninoshima, which serves as the
inspiration for the fictional Ino Island. A nonprofit in Los Angeles, the Aurora
Foundation, enabled me to spend three weeks in Japan to do research for the mystery. I
traveled to western Japan in its hottest and most uncomfortable season, summer,
specifically August, when temperatures can reach close to three digits by 9 in the
morning and humidity is at 80 percent. That didn’t matter. I was in Hiroshima during the
anniversary of the atomic bombing and was able to attend not only the big
commemoration in the city, but also on the island of Ninoshima.
As it turns out, I was aided immensely by my own family’s connections. My relatives
manage and work at a home for seniors on the island of Ninoshima. It’s only about a 20minute ferry ride from the port of Ujina in Hiroshima, yet it’s a world away. There are
only about 1,000 residents and only a small ryokan, or inn, for visitors. Most people
come to the island for a day to hike Aki no Kokuji, which is called little Mount Fuji.
There’s also biking and water sports that attract outdoor enthusiasts and youth campers.
But for the most part, Ninoshima is little known, even among people in Japan and even in
Hiroshima. (To learn more about the real-life Ninoshima, read an online article I wrote
for Nippon.com http://www.nippon.com/en/column/g00381/)
In Ninoshima, I found a perfect setting for a Mas Arai mystery. There’s currently no
police officers stationed on the island; therefore, there’s room for an amateur sleuth such
as Mas Arai. It’s both beautiful and treacherous, with literally bones of the atomic
bombing still being discovered in its ground. Finally, I could actually write my version of
the secluded UK island mystery, only my characters were Japanese.

Of course, Hiroshima sits at the core of the novel. As my first mystery, Summer of the
Big Bachi, deals with Mas’s guilt over having survived the blast and abandoning those
who had died or were hurt, I wanted Hiroshima Boy to be more about restoration, closure
and healing. Mas, now 86, goes to a 21st century Hiroshima, with completely rebuilt
gardens and modern shopping areas. There he encounters young boys who are about his
age in 1945. Does he have anything to share with them? And are they willing to listen?
Some loyal fans of Mas Arai have expressed dismay at the ending of the series. For me, I
wanted the series to end well and appropriately. And since many of the books are built on
flashbacks, I view the series in a circle and not in a chronological line. If you are new to
the series and starting with Hiroshima Boy, don’t feel that you are starting with the last
book. It’s the beginning of your friendship with Mas Arai, a both extraordinary and very
ordinary man who in the end always manages to rise to the occasion.

