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The Angelus Bell at Urakami Cathedral in Nagasaki was found in the rubble. Each day it is rung in memory of the bombing in 1945. Every morning at 11:02, the bells ring over Nagasaki.

Keiko had heard them her whole life and never once needed to be told what they meant. Her grandmother had explained it only once, when Keiko was seven years old and asked why Obaachan always stopped what she was doing at that exact moment, stopped mid-sentence, mid-stitch, mid-breath, and stood very still with her eyes closed.
"Because at 11:02 on August 9, 1945," her grandmother had said, "the world changed. And someone must remember."

Obaachan's name was Fumiko. She had been born in Hiroshima, not Nagasaki, and so she was a different kind of survivor, one of the hibakusha, the bomb-affected people. A word that sounded, to Keiko as a child, almost gentle. Almost like the name of a flower.
Fumiko was twelve years old on August 6, 1945, standing in a schoolyard when the sky turned the color of something that had no name. "A strong orangey flash," she once said, her voice careful and slow, choosing words the way a person picks their way across ice. "Much brighter than summer sunshine. And then everything became muddled and chaotic. Darkness surrounded us for a moment. I was thirsty, and it was hard to breathe."
She said it only that once. Keiko had been careful to memorize every word.

What Keiko pieced together over the years, from books, from her mother's whispered conversations, from the archive she eventually found at the peace museum, was this:
The bomb called Little Boy had fallen at 8:15 in the morning. It had exploded six hundred meters above a hospital in the heart of the city. Ninety percent of the doctors and nurses were killed or injured within hours. Forty-two of forty-five hospitals were instantly vaporized. Seventy percent of all buildings were gone. By the end of 1945, one hundred and forty thousand people were dead.
Sixty-five percent of them were children, women, and the elderly. Most of them died without anyone beside them. Many were burned beyond recognition without ever being identified.
Keiko read these numbers so many times that she stopped being able to feel them as numbers. They became like the air, something that surrounded her, something she moved through.

What Fumiko never spoke about directly, Keiko came to understand through silence.
There were the years after the bomb when Fumiko could not find work. The years after the bomb: no work, and a man whose family had broken the engagement without saying why, though the reason was never in question. She was hibakusha. They never told her outright but she understood completely. Some neighbors crossed the street. When people spoke of radiation as though it were a kind of plague, transmissible by touch, by breath, by blood. When Fumiko's children, Keiko's mother among them, grew up under a shadow that was not their own but which they inherited nonetheless.
The government never told the public what radiation truly was. And so, the hibakusha became something to be feared, avoided, contained. Settled into districts that came to be called atomic slums. Kept at a distance from the life that continued, improbably, around them.
What Keiko found hardest to sit with was this: the American commission that came to study the survivors, who summoned them to clinics, who measured and documented and classified them. But they never offered treatment. The hibakusha were research subjects. They were observed. It was not until 1957, twelve years after the bomb, that any formal medical support arrived.
Twelve years was a long time. By then tens of thousands had died.

There was a man named Tsutomu Yamaguchi who had been in Hiroshima on a business trip when Little Boy fell. He was three kilometers from the hypocenter. The blast ruptured his eardrums, blinded him temporarily, covered him in burns. The next day, impossibly, stubbornly, he took a train back to Nagasaki, because Nagasaki was where he lived, where his family was, where home was.
Two days later, he was in his office describing the Hiroshima blast to his supervisor when the second bomb fell.
He survived that one too.
He spent decades afterward speaking at schools, at conferences, before committees. Near the end of his life, he said: The reason that I hate the atomic bomb is because of “what it does to the dignity of human beings”.
Keiko had written this sentence on a small piece of paper and kept it in the front of every notebook she owned.
Fumiko died when Keiko was nineteen, in early spring, with the plum trees just beginning to open outside the hospital window. She had been in her late seventies and had outlived most of the people she had known before August 6, 1945.
At the memorial service, Keiko's mother said very little. She had grown up in the shadow of a story she was never fully told. Many hibakusha had kept their silence within their own families, afraid that the weight of it would transfer, that whatever marked them might mark their children as well. The silence was its own kind of wound, passed down in the absence of words.
Keiko understood, by then, that Fumiko's stillness at 11:02 each morning had been an act of extraordinary will. To stop. To stand still. To insist, in the privacy of her own body, that the moment not be forgotten, even when the world around her had done everything it could to make forgetting easier.

Keiko is a teacher now. She teaches history to teenagers who were born decades after the bombs fell, who know Hiroshima and Nagasaki as chapter headings, as photographs in textbooks, as the before-and-after of a war they have only ever read about.
Every year on August 6, she asks her students to sit quietly at 8:15 in the morning. On August 9, she asks them to sit quietly at 11:02.
She does not make them read statistics, though she teaches those too. She reads them testimony. She reads them the words of a twelve-year-old girl standing in a schoolyard when the light came. She reads them the words of a man who survived two bombs and still chose, at the end of his life, to speak out against nuclear weapons.
As of this 2025, fewer than one hundred thousand hibakusha remain. They are mostly in their eighties and nineties. Soon, not soon enough for those who are tired, and too soon for those of us who need to listen, there will be none.
But the bells still ring.
Every morning, at 11:02.
And Keiko still stops what she is doing, mid-sentence, mid-thought, mid-breath, and stands very still.
Someone must remember.
