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            That millions of strange shadows on you tend?
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  PART I




  Noon




  





  ON THE WAY TO THE FIELD





  As often happens when snow falls, the morning was mild, but around eleven the wind picked up, snow and ice fell together, and the temperature went below zero. Even though they

  gave me no time to bring anything with me when they came, I regretted I didn’t grab my cap with the furry ear-flaps that hung from the coat hanger by the front door. Simple: just grab, it

  would have taken a second. Now my ears were sore and swollen and I had all the seconds in the world to feel it.




  The snow fell heavier as noon approached. It stuck to the track that led to the field as I marched in front of another man and two soldiers. We slogged along as if we were out for a walk on a

  winter’s day, and our boots sliced into the snow. I stepped into a hollow, and clumps of it slid down my heel and cold water pooled under the arch of my foot. We passed under pine trees that

  showed green under the branches like coloured light under a white lampshade. I suppose I could say it was a beautiful day, but we said nothing to each other.




  The man caught up with me, lit a match and then his cigarette, quickly returned his free hand to his coat pocket and hunched his shoulders as he pulled the cigarette until it glowed.




  My ears went numb, but that numbness hurt somehow and penetrated into my spirit; I felt lifeless. The crunch of steps could have been my heart. I looked back at the soldiers. Three steps behind.

  I thought I might make a run for it. Leave the whole mess behind me and reach the forest and then freedom. Frozen air ballooned from my lips as I took deep breaths and prepared myself. My feet,

  however, refused to move faster. My legs shook.




  I wouldn’t make it, anyway. They’d see me make the break, snap out of their own misery, unsling their guns and spray fire until I dropped to the snow and leaked onto it and died.




  This far north, sometimes days can’t lift themselves above the horizon, can’t get down to the door and open it for the sun to shine in. Since dawn very little extra

  light had filtered down through the clouds, though the snow reflected what light there was. I thought how the time of day seemed perfectly disguised. Twilight? Dawn? Noon? Some days don’t

  ever get going at all.




  The field was about a hundred yards ahead. I knew it well, I played there as a child. Eleven acres of flat grass, a small farmhouse, and a barn in one corner that used to house two ponies. The

  owner was dead, the property claimed in back-taxes by the town. A pine forest bordered on three sides; on the fourth, a wall ran alongside the track. I smelled the forest, tasted the sharp tang of

  bark on the air.




  As we passed the first of two gates into the field, I heard a mumble and looked around. One of the soldiers had raised a hand and I glanced to where he pointed; I nodded, trudged over to the

  second gate, and waited as the man stood to one side. The younger soldier swung it open and motioned me in.




  We entered the field, I first, the man behind me, the soldiers behind him. The soldiers sat down behind a gun emplacement. The man and I crossed to the middle of the field to a section where the

  snow dipped about a metre deep in a rectangular cut, about six metres by two. I knew when the man stopped half way to the hole because his boots no longer crunched in the snow. The next part of the

  journey was mine alone.




  I looked up at a pickaxe as it flew through the air. It landed a few feet ahead of me. One of the soldiers threw a shovel that dropped and skidded between us. I picked it up and walked to the

  edge of the depression, took a deep breath, looked around me once more, and stepped in.




  





  THE HOLE





  I grew up in sight of this field. I played here as a child on my way home from school, though usually on my own, because I was never that popular, for reasons I now understand.

  My impulse was to be alone, and by my sixteenth year I no longer played with the other schoolboys at all, not even football, not even in warm weather. Instead, I read books over there by the wall

  or under that tree. The field inclined from south to north so that in rainy times a pool gathered at the south end where in autumn migrating geese landed to rest. They cackled so much the field

  itself seemed alive. In summer, the ground softened under rain and felt like brown flesh with grass for skin, perfumed with all the flowers that found their way through the surface. In winter it

  was a hard field, not made of flesh at all, not made of anything except the hardness that stops your boot from sinking for ever into the snow, a hardness that says, Ground.




  I took the shovel and heaved to the side the snow that had fallen on the partially dug hole, all under the disinterested gaze of the man who stood six metres away. He plucked another cigarette

  from a silver case, tapped it, and placed it between his lips, never took his eyes off me, his left hand snug in his pocket.




  Hardly a day for momentous events, and anything written in the book of history about today would be erased by fat grey clouds that shed cold crystals everywhere and anywhere,

  on the pine trees, on the lights and spires of the town visible a mile away in the dim morning light. This was a day to hide things in. The gusty wind found every footprint and filled it, along

  with its direction, and our presence in the field would leave little impression and even less evidence. In fact, that November 25th offered nothing to the senses to distinguish it from any other

  winter day in earth’s rotation and the rotation of air through every pair of lungs or under every pair of wings. But it’s well known that all events have to occur in a day of some

  kind.




  Although a baker by trade, today I was a digger. I shovelled for maybe twenty minutes and alternated with the pickaxe to loosen the hard clay. A good rhythm. The man went through three

  cigarettes. In no hurry, I scraped a thin film of snow with each swing and spread it wide in the air to give the illusion of volume and so keep myself busy longer. After I hit clay I did the same.

  The man made no move to correct my method, if he did notice anything. With each upward movement I took stock of my surroundings. A tractor with mud frozen on its wheels stood in the doorway of the

  barn, along with forks that hung from the beam, and the stable for the ponies that hadn’t been seen since the day before yesterday, when the soldiers first came to the town. Snow on the barn

  roof, on the fence that circled the barn, dropping off the branches in the rising wind.




  I shovelled to keep warm, to keep my heart beating, yes, my heart beating. I repeated these words in time with my dig and swing: Ice and snow, wind. Ice and snow, wind. Stay alive. Stay

  alive.




  We were in the middle of nowhere, we had a baby blizzard growing bigger, and, despite my attempts at delay, I was already a metre down into the hole.




  





  WHEN GENIAL MEN COME





  It’s remarkable how quickly you can get into trouble.




  The war had come to our town and left it in the space of two days. Some smoke still rose from shelled-out buildings in the town; otherwise a vast silence lingered in the air. The battle sounds

  of the days before had grown distant. I guessed that our neighbours in the next town, fifteen kilometres down the road, must be in the middle of it now. They’d die like most people do, in a

  panic, one hand on their children, the other to their god, if they believed in one, or in a fight to the end if they didn’t.




  After the fast battle for the town had ended, and the blackened soldiers had moved on or been put in hospital or buried, I noticed a new breed of men filter from the main approach road into the

  town streets. They wore pullovers and caps, and one of them even smoked a pipe. Could have been a hunting party or a golf crew. A few at first, they went through the town pointing at important

  buildings and getting in and out of nondescript cars. Then some hours passed and more came in, better dressed. They set up headquarters in the beer hall. These men were genial. I heard they liked

  wine and dined at the local restaurant. With a detachment of green-uniformed soldiers following them in jeeps and on foot, they went through the town’s records, consulted tax documents,

  property lists.




  By eight o’clock that evening, they had drawn up a different kind of list, written, I was told, in pencil and in capitals. My name must have been near the top of that list, because they

  came to my house that night, directly from the beer hall.




  





  THE TEACHER





  When I noticed him, it was too late. The man almost on top of me. Caught me off guard as I dug. He walked up to the edge and looked into the hole in the winter field, not far

  from thick woods and a wall that trailed like a child’s aimless scribble across the cold blade of that November day.




  I let the shovel drop and spat a piece of glass onto my gloves and rubbed them uselessly together for a little warmth, as I’d often done on chilly spring mornings when I was still the town

  baker and I eased the door shut behind me as dawn rose above the rooftops behind my bakery. There, I could work in peace among the empty ovens lined up for the poultices of flour and water and oil,

  on my own, the way I was used to. I could work in peace then because I was noticed less than I was now.




  My hands froze to the shovel. Nothing could warm my fingers now, not even fire, I thought. I looked at him with a sideways swipe of the eyes then, since he made no effort to greet me or shake my

  hand, just stood at the hole. His long coat fit him, herringbone tweed perhaps, but too thin for this type of weather, the hat expensive, made to measure, I suspected. His glove drew out yet

  another cigarette from a silver box he flipped open expertly.




  Those things would kill him.




  I struck a match for him inside his cupped hands and then lit mine. The stubble on his hard jaw worked as he sucked deep into his lungs. Our eyes met through the smoke.




  I have always presumed that a well-dressed person is educated. Look in any clothes shop, any library. One chooses and then wears garments as wisely as one selects a book and

  reads the words. A cotton shirt, ironed smooth, should lead the eye down to good tweed trousers, just as a crafted and cut sentence blends into a second thought as it finishes with the material of

  the first.




  I read a lot, you see. You learn to do that when you have no friends. It hurts at first, but books never let you down. I have learned a lot from books. This man had yet to speak a word, but he

  had the gait of learning about him. The educated can be silent better than most. I hate that in them. The young schoolboy in me always wants to talk them into oblivion with all the words I’ve

  mastered and can say, just so I can be alone.




  I eyed him some more for the one detail that would give him away. Yes, now that I examined him properly, I was fairly certain I’d seen him in town. Yes, many times,

  though he’d taken better care of himself then. Something about the way he stood. Now I was sure I knew him, even though his face did not register. I puffed at my cigarette. (I have learned to

  be silent at times like this. Let the other fellow make the first move, that’s what I say. I’ve often regretted making the first move, and that’s a fact.)




  Finally, he pointed his cigarette at the hole and said, ‘Are you finished with that?’




  I looked at my feet, where he was pointing.




  ‘Finished with what? What?’




  ‘The hole. Are you done with it?’




  He shivered and drew his collar up and took another pull. I stared at the hole and then I took a step toward him. He had asked a good question, to the point but not simplistic. He glanced at the

  shovel spotted with snowflakes.




  Closer. I knew him.




  ‘I’ll bet you’re the teacher, the history teacher,’ I said.




  ‘Correct.’ He snapped a smile at me and arched one eyebrow. ‘The hole?’




  ‘That’s a good question,’ I said. ‘Of course you would ask, being a teacher. When is one ever finished with a hole?’




  I took the shovel and slammed it against a rock to crack the ice off it. The teacher did not flinch. I suspected he didn’t like me, thought I was above my station because I talked to him

  like that instead of a quick answer and a tip of my hat in politeness to my better and superior fellow citizen. But it was too cold a morning for that, and I’d dug hard, outpaced a sky full

  of relentless snow with a gang of clouds lined up all the way to the rim of as far as I could see. Sorry, no civility today, come back tomorrow and we’ll see. He sensed my anger and must have

  felt sorry, or sorry for me, because he spoke again in a softer tone.




  ‘Digging a hole on a day like this, you might as well plug a dam with peanuts,’ he said. ‘It can’t be done. Today you are Sisyphus.’




  I stepped out and took his second shuffle of a cigarette. He gazed into the hole and seemed to measure it with puffs of smoke, tracing a finger around its dimensions until he came to the mound

  of white-capped clay to the side. He was a man of many thoughts, buried in his subject. He had taught my brother at the local school, and my brother often came home and told me the stories the

  somewhat nervous teacher told his students to prove his theory that all history was a cycle. Despite the brutal cold, I wanted to ask the teacher now what sissy pus was, whether a condition of some

  sort, or an honorary title. It didn’t ring well. It sounded like a disease, an appearance of something on the skin, a wound. And I didn’t like the way he just threw the word out, as if

  I was supposed to know these things, a little riddle in the middle of a snowstorm. He made my answer into a needle to stick me with. I took the shovel and jumped into the hole and hacked away at

  the ground for a clever answer to stab into his jugular. My digging had put me at eye level with his thighs. He made no attempt to move as I swung at the ground like a pendulum.




  I had read once in a science book that when you are anxious you can see better out of the sides of the eyes than straight ahead. You can’t read well when you are anxious

  for that reason. The body has learned through countless ambushes that attacks usually come from the side, the trees, the high grass. How true: the shovel and the pickaxe were just a blur in front

  of me as my sense of sight pooled its resources in the corners of my vision, and I observed the rhythm of his breath shimmy up in ropes from his parted lips, a cold sore on the lower, and observed

  it with remarkable clarity.




  He kicked at the snow.




  ‘So, my friend. Here we are, you and I. Yes, indeed. It’s a fine hole you’ve dug. I’m sure the pre-Socratics would solve our problem of the hole.’




  He looked down at me and said, ‘The philosophers. You know of them? Theories of construction of the universe?’




  My heart pounded, but I answered without delay. ‘I am a baker. I construct loaves. Talk a language I can understand.’ It was a knee-jerk reaction, to blurt out a wisecrack. It came

  out even though I didn’t mean to say it. I was a schoolboy again, being taunted and whispered about, and now, as then, I snapped when I was vulnerable. True, I was frightened, but my best

  choice was to act smart and clever, as if I wasn’t afraid. They’d respect that, me not giving an inch.




  He continued, ‘Well, look at it this way. Is the hole the space you’ve dug or is it made of the clay and snow you’ve dug out?’




  I shovelled faster, a boil of nonchalance.




  His cigarette traced the red line of his thoughts in the air.




  ‘Nietzsche nailed it, of course. Real philosophical enquiry died with the arrival of Plato.’




  I pressed the shovel blade with my foot. ‘Why?’




  ‘Because,’ he said, ‘Plato said the answers lay elsewhere, in the heavens. Don’t trust what you see. That was the beginning of the great lie.’ He chuckled.

  ‘It’s obvious. And then you have heaven, which is nothing but a hole in our thinking.’




  He made an arc with his arms and I saw his neck veins bulge as he looked up into the snow-laden sky. ‘Look at it,’ he said. ‘Ridiculous, a place full of angels and a little

  honey and milk. Isn’t that the biblical description? What a hell of a place to spend eternity.’




  I thought then that he might be delusional. It was one of those sudden thoughts that crop up in the mind and you don’t know where they come from, how far back into the memory of time and

  survival. But you learn to listen to them. Oh yes you do.




  He gripped his coat, caught in a fierce surge of wind like a thousand thrown knives. I ducked and the hole protected me; the gust blew over my head.




  ‘How far are we from town?’ he shouted into the wind. ‘I’ve lost my bearings in this mess.’ His words chattered.




  ‘A little over a kilometre, same as it always was.’ No going back now.




  Wrapped in the coat, he composed himself and beat his sides with his fists. He smiled and said, ‘Do you know that early medieval man lived most of his life within a day’s journey of

  his village? Did you know that?’




  I dug deeper and shafted mud and ice in huge thrusts. Now that this man had warmed up to himself, I was probably in for an earful.




  ‘Such forests everywhere,’ he said. ‘Villagers got lost easily. And if they went off to war, and survived it, they often failed to find their home afterwards. Hundreds,

  thousands of men, gone astray in the dark. It was a fact of life.’




  I stabbed a difficult root. ‘Your point?’ I said.




  ‘I am practically lost here, in the place I grew up,’ he said, and glanced around in a shiver, ‘and I’m sure I could see my chimney stack if the day were clear. Imagine

  if this were all dense forest. No sun, no paths but a few trails for hundreds of kilometres. That was Europe. Most hardly knew what decade it was, let alone the time of day. But I grew up in this

  town. I should really know where I am.’




  ‘Will there be a test after this?’ I asked. ‘A sort of history test?’




  He laughed and stooped to clap me on the back. I flinched at the intimacy.




  ‘Very good. No test, not today. Keep digging, if you will.’




  ‘I will.’




  And I did. I had talked back, and I was still alive.




  





  THE BATTLE





  Two days ago the war came to our town.




  The border tension turned into a skirmish and then, inevitably, a battle, and, of course, a war. You can set your watch by human conflict. It matches self-interest to the nearest second.




  For a week the shooting stayed at the border. Reports from there suggested an even match and a possible deal. But the fight wouldn’t quit. I could hear it from my bedroom, rumbles, the odd

  flash across the wall. I woke one night when the background noise became foreground noise, the gunfire definitely louder, probably on the approach road to us from the border town. Must have been a

  breakthrough. Our people couldn’t hold them.




  Then the explosions. The ground shivered.




  It was barely daylight. I got out of bed and crawled on my belly to the window and put my eye in one corner. My heart locked in fear and thumped to free itself from my blood. Instead of a

  rhythmical de-dump, de-dump, it said, Get out, get out.




  The gunfire got louder, then went through the roof, and the war introduced itself with barely so much as a nod. First soldiers in black uniforms, the defenders, ran through

  town with as many guns as they could carry. The skirmish lasted five, ten minutes at most. The soldiers in black retreated too fast to defend the town. Surprised by an assault, probably.




  They ran and turned, fired a shot. Ran and turned, fired a shot. Clearly hadn’t been able to establish a position. And this: how metallic the guns sounded! The whole event was heat and

  steel and no human sounds at all, it seemed to me. Nothing like that. Might well have been robots fighting. Screams, shouts, not a thing. Cordite, oil, the smell of cabbage from an upturned bin on

  the road where a cat froze between eating and fleeing and ran into the bin when bullets ricocheted around the street in a furious tap dance of erupting sparks. That’s all I heard of anyone.

  Shadows ran, flames darted from the dark like blowtorches.




  Then a sound like an organ grinder bashing empty cans.




  A tank.




  It clanked around the corner and braked shrilly in the town square. The engine rumbled my house to its foundations. What a terrible sound, that rumble. My house was paper, my skin water, my life

  transparent all of a sudden. I thought, I am going to die.




  They kill everyone, you know.




  The black uniforms turned and shot at the tank but the tracers glanced off the hull and scored the houses instead. The tank’s gun creaked higher and spat yellow smoke: two hundred yards

  away a tower lost its upper third in a dull brown explosion of brick. The turret swung, the forward machine gun fired in short bursts. And then around the tank, as if given birth from it, men filed

  in green uniforms. Their guns blazed at the black uniforms. One of the attackers stayed in the open instead of along walls and houses, confident perhaps because of the tank, but a tracer cut him to

  a hop and he let go of his gun, knelt on both knees, fell forward into the mud, and did not move.




  And like a spring rain shower, the fight passed through the town. The metallic blasts faded, hollower, thinner. Then silence for an hour or so. No one dared come out onto the

  streets. The sun rose. Then more soldiers in green uniforms arrived in trucks, better dressed, less battle-weary – or maybe they looked better because the light made their skin fleshier. Less

  like ghosts. Of course, they were alive and the sun shone. No one looks like a ghost in those conditions. And when the sun was higher I saw three more dead, one with his leg stuck in the air and

  his foot hanging by an ankle ligament. The other two could have been snoozing after a day at the harvest. I was mildly disappointed at the sight of my first battle dead.




  The green soldiers wasted no time. House to house, evicted everyone.




  They came for me too.




  





  WINTER





  One thing you learn about deep cold, it has a cousin called silence that follows it in the door whenever it comes to visit. Even the strike of a shovel against stones

  doesn’t long survive cold. Nothing does. Your breath is caught and frozen in flight, your speech splits open a second out of the throat, your words break in the cocoon of your sentences.




  As the brutal wind whipped across the field, my head went down and my mouth shut tight. My lips pressed against each other with a cold blue tongue between them. The snow laid itself across my

  shoulders, drifted in my lungs, inches of it on my heart, metres of it on my eyes, knives of it between my toes, hells of it in my pores, rivers of its icy melt down my sweaty back.




  Like the perfect parasite, snow is a genius of obstruction, a firm pressure against your will; no matter how balanced your temperament when you set out on your journey, it bullies away your

  resistance, gets you swearing. Sucks your energy away through the soles of your boots. That’s winter here. It will not be ignored. Not fought with. Not chased away with sticks. It comes in

  late October, baring teeth. You bow before it for five months. It leaves. You recover.




  That’s my philosophy of winter.




  





  THE TEACHER’S LEFT HAND





  For obvious reasons, I had kept a close eye on the teacher’s left hand. When he lifted it out of his pocket I expected some sort of handgun, an antique one as a kind of

  gesture, a derringer, a Webley, a Mauser. Nothing of the sort. The cigarette hand moved from his mouth and his delicate left hand tipped a hip flask to his lips. He raised it to me in salute.




  ‘Good whisky.’




  The pickaxe glanced sparks off a stone and gouged the packed clay.




  I said, ‘I don’t drink.’




  He smiled, ‘Don’t know what you’re missing.’




  ‘What time is it?’ I asked.




  ‘You’ve dug for thirty-five, forty minutes. That makes it about twelve forty.’




  Left hand back in the pocket. What else was in there?




  ‘Do you want some water?’




  I ignored him. That way he couldn’t lord it over me with any more questions. Besides, I faced a logistical problem with the hole. At just over a metre deep, I needed to widen it as well as

  dig deeper. Should I dig all the way down in one place first and then widen it? That way I’d be out of the wind for a while. After some thought I decided to widen it and work my way down

  evenly. This would keep my swings steady and even and keep my eyes longer on the teacher and the soldiers behind him.




  If it came, I wanted to look it in the eye.




  At around one o’clock, the sky darkened. The hole was no deeper, but I had achieved the correct length and width and besides built a nice wind block around the hole with

  the clay and snow on one side.




  The teacher, who had never left his spot by the hole, asked me if I wanted a break.




  ‘Would you like to talk about why you’re here?’ he said.




  I didn’t fall for that one. No confessions, no heart-to-heart, man-to-man exchanges.




  ‘You know it’ll get worse,’ he said.




  I froze.




  He said, ‘I mean the weather. We could be here another couple of hours, and we should really talk while you work.’




  He shifted his head in the direction of the soldiers at the gun emplacement.




  ‘Those two wouldn’t be much company for me. You, on the other hand, must have quite a lot to say that would be of great interest to me.’




  I said, without looking up, ‘I am a baker by trade. We can talk the bakery trade if you like. I wouldn’t have much else to say to you or anyone else.’




  He didn’t like that and retreated a few steps, turned his back. And then, if you can possibly believe this, the wind changed direction and cold air swept under a black cloud. I cursed it,

  cursed the useless wind block, and dug faster, shivered and sweated at the same time. I was now in a race with the weather and with my enemies, and the only way to buy time was to dig myself deeper

  into a hole in the ground.




  





  THE CITY





  I cut the next layer of earth out with the pickaxe. This far down I found rocks I couldn’t split, so I pried them loose first and then shovelled them or threw them over

  the top. No help from the teacher; he sat himself down on one of the bigger rocks I heaved up. Lit another cigarette, of course. Did the man have lungs left at all?




  As I worked, I remembered that my brother, when a student in the teacher’s class at the local school, often complained at home about the intense man with the big stories

  and the strange theories, the massive amount the teacher required them to read, the speeches they had to give pretending they were this or that leader.




  He even made them read classical Latin poetry and medieval war epics, said if he had his way that everyone would learn how to fence and play chess, said that poetry was as much a part of history

  as facts and dates ever were. Well, according to my brother, the teacher was the only one in the school who talked like that. Even his colleagues said he was ‘a bit different, but

  that’s okay’.




  Now this same man looked down at me in a hole on the deserted edges of town. It was a harder day than it needed to be.




  My brother said that one morning the teacher walked into the classroom and announced, ‘It is the thirteenth of February.’




  But it was not the thirteenth, and not February. He walked into class in the month of October. No one had a clue what he was talking about. Eight months off with his date. My brother said the

  teacher spoke in a strange tone, and what happened next is mostly what my brother related to me. The rest I put together to keep my mind occupied while I swung the snow and dirt away from me.




  (Know thine enemy. And if you can’t know him, imagine him.)




  ‘Today is the thirteenth of February,’ the teacher said, and placed his briefcase on the table. ‘And on this date, a war has twelve weeks left to run. The place, a medieval

  city undefended, a place of parks, a zoo, a choir, dolls, and china, famed for its architecture. The city produces china, and its nineteen hospitals house the war wounded. The city has no military

  value. The city’s men are away fighting at the front. The lesson, saturation precision bombardment. I will use three breaths only, one for each wave of bombers.’




  Three breaths? The whisper went round the class. He’d lost his mind. Maybe some boys should run to the office and tell the headmaster that the history teacher wanted to choke

  himself. A pillow over the head without the pillow. Suicide by talking. In silence behind their rows of desks, they sat and waited. (I have learned that most bystanders do nothing anyway in an

  emergency.)




  Standing at the head of the class, the teacher closed his eyes.




  ‘I will speak initially only for as long as one breath lasts, since those not burned in the city suffocated, and today we must relive that in their memory, to know what it is to

  asphyxiate.’




  My brother said he caught himself holding his breath, trying to imagine how bad it was, could hold it only seconds because his heart was beating too fast, let it go, tried to last with his

  breath out, gave up fast, and hoped no one saw him do it.




  On that morning in class, the teacher closed his eyes and took deep draughts and droned. My brother remembers most of it because he was in the front row: the drone was like aircraft, he said,

  and the drone was like words that hadn’t formed yet. The boys wondered what was next, sat uneasily in their rows of seats, and the pressure of the teacher’s steady monotone got to them.

  Then the drone formed into words, and he spoke faster, every word part of the drone and yet every word separate and clear.




  ‘Women, children, over a million people, half of them refugees from the east fleeing the Russians, reported to be only ninety-five kilometres from the city. The train station filled with

  refugees, people sleeping on the freezing streets, suffering from stress and hunger. Because it was Shrove Tuesday, a few girls paraded in costume, and the circus played to a full house. People

  walked in the great park.




  ‘The attackers’ plan was to land incendiary bombs in tight sectors across the city, ignite hundreds of fires at strategic points. In theory, the fires would rush together and

  incinerate the city. The first wave, which arrived shortly after 10:00 p.m., consisted of two hundred and fifty bombers. The second wave brought five hundred bombers a few hours later, catching the

  firefighters and survivors in the open. The third wave of two hundred Flying Fortresses appeared at 11:30 a.m. the following morning, accompanied by fighters that strafed the roads around the city.

  Now I will begin.’




  ‘We thought you already had,’ someone said.




  The teacher took a deep breath.




  ‘Fighter planes marked the city with green flares. Bombs fell on the train station, burned three thousand people. Bombs crashed into the circus. Timber houses in the old

  town caught fire, and the blistering air whirled into a violent updraft. A firestorm was born – so intense that it whipped any available oxygen into itself, vacuuming cars and buildings and

  trees and anything loose into the flames. Women’s bellies tore open with the compression and the unborn burst out of them. People tore off their burning clothes in the streets, passed out

  from lack of oxygen, and then caught fire, shrunk to cinders the size of babies.’




  My brother says that even the tough boys swallowed as they listened to the strained voice of the teacher dredge the end of that first breath.




  ‘The second wave viewed the city from eighty kilometres away, a scorch in the night sky. The bombers flew in so low that the crews could see people’s faces in the

  streets, and they saw some of them flying through the air, screaming, into the fires. The bombers released their payload, starting hundreds of small fires. Sucked by the firestorm at the centre,

  the small fires converged across the city. In the cellars, people boiled and turned to liquid. In the great park, the flames raced across the grass and consumed thousands who took shelter

  there.’




  At that point, the teacher paused, breathed rapidly, inhaled, and held it.




  ‘When the second wave was done, those still alive in the cellars suffocated because the firestorm removed all the oxygen from the air. Those who ran into the street couldn’t breathe.

  Some screamed as the howling furnace pulled them off their feet and into the inferno. High above, the planes gyrated on the unstable air as the crews shielded their eyes. Far down, in the hell of

  the city, a zoo blazed. Terrified and in agony, apes, bison, and red buffalo escaped. They ran alongside the residents who fled the flames, attacking some. The vultures flew to safety, spreading

  out over the city, but the following morning settled around the zoo grounds, because it was their feeding time.’




  The boys agreed that the teacher had breathed more than once for the second wave. They could not see how he did it otherwise. But they discussed that later, much later. For now, they said

  nothing. The blood had quit their faces.




  The teacher leaned on a desk and stared at the floor, heaving in air.




  ‘Hospital authorities dragged surviving patients to the river and lay them along the banks. The third wave caught them, and fighters strafed the wounded in the park and on the roads

  leading out of the city, killing thousands. They strafed the zoo and killed the remaining animals. People ran, gone mad, their hair on fire. One hundred and thirty-five thousand killed and I

  can’t . . .’




  My brother said the teacher’s face turned blue and his eyes bulged. He collapsed forward, gasped over his books, a strangled despair on his face. He sucked the air into

  him like a cold drink of water. He looked up.




  ‘They say one hundred and fifty thousand. Maybe more.’




  Silence. Everyone held his breath. Silence. Like the sound the dead make. Someone said later, ‘Yeah, quieter than silence.’ Someone laughed in a shriek. The teacher

  took his bags and left the classroom without another word or glance at anyone.




  The next day he wrote on the board, THEY PRAYED TO GOD IN THE CITY, BUT THE DEVIL ANSWERED. ‘Write a 500 word essay.’




  I dug.




  My brother came home and said that the people in that city must have lived more than three breaths, so on that count alone the teacher was wrong. And he cheated on the count, anyway. My brother

  also said that the teacher never lived in that city, and what if a few animals and some people died? It was war, and things happened in war. We all agreed. War is war. Most killing, ordinary. If it

  happened enough, you’d get used to it, wouldn’t stop you eating a good breakfast after a while.




  I dug.




  





  INFORMATION





  ‘It’s one-fifteen,’ the teacher said, and changed his position on the rock. He puffed on number five.




  ‘I didn’t ask you what time it was.’




  ‘You don’t look like you’ve gone any deeper in fifteen minutes,’ he pointed to his watch, ‘and I haven’t got the entire day. It’s dark soon after three.

  You need to be done by three.’




  ‘Thank you for telling me what I already know.’




  ‘You have to be done before three.’




  ‘I’ll be done, don’t you worry,’ I said.




  He said, ‘Baker, I’m not worried. I’ve got nothing to hide.’




  That one caught me. Fair enough. As long as he didn’t think I was stupid just because he was a teacher and me a baker. The worst thing a person can do is underestimate me. People have done

  that and I’m still here.




  The town I live in is one of many spread out over this peninsula that in winter faces a cold expanse of slate-grey breakers and in summer a turquoise ocean. The biggest town, a

  few miles to the north, fronts the coast with its ports and loud gulls. It’s chilly there even in July, slimy with seaweed on the brilliant blue brine that northern latitude brings. Nobody

  swims even in a hot summer because a nuclear station used to operate sixty-five kilometres away and got shut down. In the shallow but wide valley of our town, the sun warms the air better. You can

  taste the sea on the wind in a hot green field.




  In winter, though, you’re on your own.




  I learned that as a young boy. I also learned that you’re on your own not just in winter. You’re on your own in everything. At school, everyone seemed to know more than I did. Knew

  people I didn’t know. Better families than mine. Damned from birth, I was. Left out at crucial moments at playtime, in discussions at class. Comments about the way I talked, my appearance. I

  guessed then there was more of the same to come.




  That’s when I discovered friends a little bit older and a lot wiser than my mates at school. These friends lived between covers in the library, and most had some very interesting

  information to share with me. Helped me get ahead. They asked me not to divulge the fact that I had all this information. Well, they didn’t ask, but that’s the way I see it. My books

  were my best and only friends. I just kept my head down, minded my own business, and waited for my chance to put what I’d read into action.
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