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Chapter 1

According to my mother, even the sky was smiling when I was born. I have a bit of a problem with this, but I had to ask her what exactly she meant by it, because to me it is glaringly obvious that the sky cannot smile; at most, it overcasts, or in better cases, clears up—as for smiling, let’s leave that to human beings. My mother explained her statement with the positioning of the clouds, which were billowing, or doing whatever the hell they were doing, when I decided to enter the world.

It all started at home, which is hardly surprising since I arrived nearly two months ahead of schedule. Leaping from his armchair, my father dashed off to fetch a doctor—in his panic, he jogged barefoot all the way to the not-so-nearby Hope Hospital, where he stammered out his story about the terrifying change in his wife's condition—while my mother was being tended to by my brothers, who were six and eight at the time. This, of course, amounted to nothing more than laments of "Oh, Mommy, what’s happening?" and "Oh, Mommy, please tell me everything will be okay," yet back then, the presence of her two sons gave my mother strength. At least, that is what she told me when I asked her about those smiling clouds fourteen years after the fact.

Shortly after, an ambulance arrived with sirens blaring. Its three-member crew presented the news—with surprising calmness, or as my father described it: stony-faced and with sluggish movements—that this joyful event would require an immediate C-section. Long story short, I lightened my mother’s belly by one thousand six hundred and twenty grams after sliding, wailing, into the world, straight into the blood-reddened hands of the delivering doctor. I was a beautiful baby, or so said my parents' parents and their friends who came to the hospital to marvel at the newborn. In all this sudden joy, I was also quite fortunate, given that despite my premature status, I was born with fully developed lungs, meaning there was no need for hospital—and in particular, manual—respiration, which, like myself, was very much in its infancy in the early nineteen-hundreds. Here, there must have been a long blackout, because no matter how hard I rack my brain searching for memories, I can tell you absolutely nothing about the early years of my growing up. As a guide, I have the data from my mother’s Baby Book: Heiko eats eight times a day, is gaining weight beautifully, but gets rashes from goat's milk, so we stuck to scalded cow's milk. Coos at three months, rolls over at four months. Utters his first word at six months—dada—and so on, and so forth. Also to be found in this Book is a lock of hair, a print of my hand, a print of my foot, etc., etc.

So much for the childish years, those truly carefree days when the greatest nuisance was getting dressed. I shall gloss over my broken bones, the bouts of sickness that followed immoderate gluttony, the painful but inevitable vaccinations, and the adolescent acne, because what I truly want to focus on, what I want to remember, are the events unfolding around me.

I do not know how it began; all of a sudden, we just found ourselves in the middle of it.
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Deafening, and at the same time, terrifying.

It preys on the subconscious, sending a single message: run. Engineers and God knows what other kinds of oddballs perfected it until it became just that: fear. When I heard it for the first time—truth be told, I had heard about it a thousand times through word of mouth, from the refugees sweeping through the town, whose arrival the propaganda still heralded as the homecoming of heroic soldiers—I felt nothing but curiosity. I had nothing to fear; the City was intact, and the church steeples thrust proudly toward the sky. On the First Day of Sirens, it rained. It fell in fat drops, making my tangled curls stick to my skull, but I didn't mind it one bit: the rain brought relief in the stifling, sweltering heat. It hadn't rained for forty-two days, leaving everyone irritable and rushed. We were at war with our neighbors; blood and agony lurked within the pages of the newspapers, and the drought only compounded—perhaps even framed—it all. I was pedaling home from the milk shop, nibbling on the bread crust I’d received from the Old Maid, riding straight-backed and hands-free. I was great at that; the boys called me the Master—capital M, with reverence. I saw it at school when Olli wrote in his essay: My best friend is Heiko, who rides his bike perfectly. Hands-free: he is the true Master of it.

The Old Maid was on my mind: that blonde bun with the black bow, her lake-mirror blue eyes, her heaving bosom. Unlike my family, I actually liked the Old Maid, because something stirred inside me whenever I heard her laugh. The Old Maid was thirty-six years old, though she didn't look it. She looked seventy—"Hey, kid! What the..."

A bearded old gentleman in a bowler hat stops on the roadway with a startled expression. His grey cane points menacingly at me, but his torrent of abuse never reaches my ears because I lean forward, grab the handlebars, and with a few powerful strokes, leave him behind to fend for himself as best he can. The houses close in above me; I weave through narrow alleys, enjoying the jolting vibration of the uneven asphalt. This requires close attention, unless one wishes to bite their tongue off, and I had no intention of doing so. I pedal with clenched teeth, my tongue pressed against the roof of my mouth. The blood beats loudly in my ears. Homemade diapers, hung out to dry, dangle above my head—which seems both pointless and futile in the rain. Standing up on the bicycle frame, I might even be able to reach the nappies—or "angel-pee catchers," as my mother calls them—but that would count as stealing, and God would surely scold me. So, my sinful thought vanishes, much like the flock of pigeons scattering in fright at the rattling of my bicycle.

To return to the Old Maid: she did indeed look older than her age, but those extra years only showed in her gaze, haunted as it was by memories of her husband who fell at the front. Out of everyone I knew—if I can count the owner of the milk shop as an acquaintance, and why shouldn't I?—only the Old Maid was in mourning, which to me fell into the category of inconceivable good luck. Both of my older brothers are serving in the army; moreover, my father's younger brother and his two children are as well, yet look at them: they are unharmed. What's more, they even send packages sometimes. A negligee for my sister Pongyola from Poland, a hand-embroidered tablecloth for my mother from Belgium, a beautifully crafted wooden mug for my father from France.

And then there is the Old Maid, whose husband, after six months of paper-shuffling desk duty, departed to the Creator on his very first day of combat. A partisan, or whatever they are, shot away half his face from an ambush, so they couldn't even hold an open-casket funeral. There is no justice on earth, and I am downright glad of it.

The rain subsides, then slowly stops, and the sun, emerging from behind the scattering clouds, strikes mercilessly, burning the back of my neck. Yet I still manage to find the puddles, deliberately riding into them; the water splashes up against my shins, cold and refreshing. I have the map of the City in my head—one right, two lefts, two more rights—I need to get home quickly because I'm meeting the boys this afternoon, and I still have to steal my father's truncheon for the upcoming gang war. The battle for the sunnier side of the embankment is raging...

In my first thought, I died, but in the second, I laugh at myself, because how on earth did I imagine an afternoon battle for the Lake when I panic in knee-deep water? Running out of oxygen in my lungs, I kick the bicycle away from me, floundering, and break the surface like a reborn Catholic. I climb out of the water, but jump straight back in with the very same momentum because three liters of bottled milk are waiting for me, tied tightly in the bicycle basket. My little sister desperately needs it—and in the end, it is what saves my life when the bombs hit the Square.

I have no words for the horror that struck the City after that whistling sound. I didn't see any dead bodies, but then, I didn't push the matter either. In my imagination, I wear blinders, just like horses do. I play a game where I only look forward, strictly forward. I am back at my school desk: don't look at the teacher, don't look, because then they will see your lack of preparation and will surely call you up to the blackboard. Don't look at the ruins, because then you will see the terror. I am soaking wet, and out of the three liters, I only managed to save one; yet I bring the two broken bottles with me anyway, as if to prove my helplessness to my parents, and by extension, my innocence. I know there will be trouble at home, because one liter isn't enough for my sister, and because my mother’s sewing money washed away in that little pond—which shakes me more than the sight of the Square I left behind. I am cold, but it is not a physical symptom; rather, I feel a chill, a trembling in my soul.

Everything around me has fallen silent—a benevolent cloak triggered in my hearing organs by that whistling sound. My head tucked between my shoulders, I push the bicycle, which I won't be able to ride until it's repaired, after I hammer the wobble out of the front wheel. I bypass this young woman whose face is bloody and whose forearm is on fire. I can smell the stench of her burned skin; I see that her mouth is open, she is probably screaming, but I hear nothing. Only a ringing, an endless ringing in my ears.
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My mother is waiting in front of the house.

I notice her before she notices me. She is standing there in the gateway, her arms crossed over her chest. She is looking to the right, even though I am approaching from the left—which makes me realize I must have lost my way heading home, since the Old Maid’s milk shop is indeed to the right of our house. Every building on our street appears intact, the windows are in their proper places, and the dull ringing in my ears is slowly beginning to fade. The outside world clears up around me, and though I am a mere two steps away from my mother, she still does not notice me. What is more, she is muttering to herself: my little boy, my little boy. When she says the word boy, she clutches her throat.

"Mom?"

My mother turns toward me with astonishing speed—astonishing, yet by no means unfamiliar to me. Her palm moves with that exact same speed whenever I venture into what she deems immoral territory. Now she stands here, clapping her hand over her mouth, and there is that radiance in her eyes which only mothers can cast upon a child they believed to be lost.

"Heiko?"

"Hi, Mom."

My mother throws her arms around me, shakes me, and then simply weeps. "Mom," I say from beneath the cascade of her hair, "I’m fine." But she does not believe me. She feels my bones, runs
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