
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Breath of Nature

	


Book One

	Faith

	


Prologue

	The seasons, though they had shifted, still gave way to one another as before: in this, at least, the planet’s order had not been broken.

	Now it was autumn’s turn.

	It burst into the city with its full arsenal — rains and gale-force winds — sweeping in like an invader determined to give the inhabitants no chance to recover and fight back. It drenched the streets; for a couple of weeks now it had flooded some districts so badly that people were forced either to find other routes or to wade knee-deep to wherever they were going, shoes off and slung over their shoulders.

	The wind drove in black storm clouds, and the air turned electric. Everything went still, waiting for the storm.

	 

	Erik had gone still too, right there on the courthouse steps — a vast, concrete-gray building thrown up a hundred years ago without the slightest regard for environmental codes. He should have turned up his collar and hurried for cover from the coming rain, but he noticed nothing around him. The case was lost; she had refused to appeal; the sentence took effect tomorrow. Erik swept the courthouse with a hateful look: here and there the plaster had crumbled away, and the place reeked of neglect, as though the institution of justice itself were now a burden, just like the criminals.

	It seemed to Erik that a giant had set one huge, filthy foot on him; a little more and it would crush him without even noticing. He had to find a way out from under that weight — to outwit the giant, to thumb his nose at it.

	The sky cleared its throat with a growl, quietly at first, testing its range, then the rumble swelled, then came a roar, and a blessing descended upon the earth: torrents of water watering the fields, washing the houses, cooling the air. In a single instant Erik was soaked to the skin, but the cold water only freshened his mind a little and got him moving. He took shelter under a young birch that opened its arms to him graciously.

	A yellow electric car rolled slowly past him down the birch-lined avenue. It fit the autumn scene perfectly, and its bright green plates all but shouted that it did nature no harm — that it longed to merge with her, that it was one of her own, almost a steed, only better. A car on the move was a rare sight, and one this clean and new was beyond extraordinary; but Erik was so consumed by grief that he paid the beauty no attention.

	The car slowed and reversed slowly, stopping across from him. The window came down, and a woman’s voice rang out:

	“Get in, I’ll give you a ride.”

	Erik had no wish to talk, to get acquainted, to apologize for his wet clothes. But he couldn’t ignore the offer either — he hadn’t been raised that way.

	He leaned toward the window, and cold water ran down the back of his neck.

	“I don’t have any money. None at all now.”

	“I’ll survive. Get in. It’s dangerous to stay out on the street right now.”

	Deciding there was no point arguing, he opened the door and got in. Once inside, Erik understood how a sea creature must feel when poachers have just hauled off its mate, and out of sheer grief it leaps after them onto the boat, where it’s dry and cramped — the very place you’d want to die. Beyond the window the birches swayed their branches, saying goodbye to Erik — or perhaps forgiving him?

	“You’ve got something here…” The woman plucked a little yellow leaf from his wet jacket. She lifted it to her face and studied the cobweb of veins. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

	Erik didn’t answer. He wasn’t looking at the woman; she didn’t interest him. He didn’t even notice how melodic her voice was, tender and clear. Had he listened closely, he would surely have recognized it.

	“I’d better leave it here,” the woman said, and tossed the leaf out the window. “Where can I take you?”

	Erik wondered whether there was any place on the planet now where it wouldn’t be so hard for him. Could he run away from the torment in his soul?

	“To Garden Street,” he said at last, surprised that grief hadn’t locked his throat so tightly he couldn’t speak. His voice came out muffled, but otherwise ordinary — calm and reasonable.

	The car pulled away smoothly, leaving behind the courthouse and the birch, but carrying off all of Erik’s sorrow and pain with it. Who would have doubted that a man grieving in such a place had suffered a tragedy?

	“When it rains, it pours, doesn’t it?” The woman looked straight ahead, and Erik couldn’t tell whether she meant the weather or his own private drama. “Will you tell me what happened? Maybe it’ll make things easier.” She kept her eyes on the road, though the traffic was light. The rain had washed away the bicycles and scooters, and a car was a luxury — only a handful were on the road now. Erik didn’t turn toward her; he didn’t care who she was or why she’d stopped. His thoughts were not in this car; his whole being had stayed behind in the courtroom, living through, over and over, the tragedy he had witnessed.

	“The verdict came down? That one?” Curiosity slipped through the woman’s clear voice, however she tried to hide it.

	But to her surprise, this didn’t scare Erik off — if anything, it heartened him. For two long months he had tried to draw attention to the case: he had worn down the witnesses’ doorsteps, posted on social media, forced himself on anyone and everyone, slipping into the skin of a sociable, regular guy who loved company and chattered nonstop. He hated the role, but most people have no use for sad, silent introverts, so he had had to pretend. At some point Erik realized that people had begun to avoid him — some inner instinct had caught his pretense — that no one wanted to listen to him anymore, and that many were afraid to show sympathy for fear of being taken for accomplices. And so, with relief, Erik slipped back into his usual self, withdrawn and silent, relying from then on only on himself and devoting every spare minute to the search for a solution.

	The trial had shown that he’d failed. But why not tell her? It was a long drive, and maybe, by speaking the sentence aloud, he could come to terms with the loss he could not escape. After all, the only thing left to him now was to accept it as it was and try to go on living.

	“They read out the sentence today,” he said. “That one. The cruelest of them all. And I don’t know who’s being punished more — her or me.”

	The woman gripped the wheel so hard her knuckles went white. How it gnawed at her, this curiosity! She had never known anyone given such a sentence — had never even known anyone connected to someone who had. And yet by now it was part of the fabric of their society, an inseparable feature of their new culture, a new custom embraced by the majority. How often this sentence was discussed, how much speculation swirled around it, how it stirred the citizens’ minds. But to find such a criminal, to talk with one, was no easy thing — least of all in her circles.

	“My name is Martha,” she said, expecting that now, at last, her passenger would recognize her. She straightened up, fixed her usual thin smile on her face, and prepared to pretend she was still embarrassed by her admirers’ adoration. But the man gave no reaction. Without taking his eyes off the road, he answered:

	“Erik.” He fell silent, struggling to master himself, forcing his voice not to tremble. “Tomorrow, when they carry out the sentence, she’ll forget me forever. I’ll cease to exist for her.”

	Martha braked smoothly before a crosswalk where a ragged man and woman of indeterminate age were crossing. Despite the downpour and the wind, they were grinning from ear to ear, proudly carrying old plastic bottles on a threadbare, moth-eaten blanket. A sudden gust snatched up one of the bottles and hurled it at the windshield. There was a dull thud; Martha flinched, and the man, handing his end of the blanket to the woman, dashed off after his property.

	Plastic bottles were no rarity — the sea still cast them up in great numbers — but the number of people hunting for them grew by the day now, because the bottles could be sold or traded for food.

	Martha was afraid the scene would distract her passenger from the conversation that had begun between them. She licked her parched lips and turned to Erik.

	“And what will you do, Erik?”

	“I’m going to look for her,” he answered firmly, and felt the stone lying on his heart shift a little to the side, letting the blood flow back. His heartbeat hadn’t fully returned, but it had steadied, and the blood ran a little faster through his veins. He felt that he was still alive; he discovered that he was sitting in the car (a car!) of a strange woman, soaked through. Water dripped from his hair onto his worn jeans, plastered to his legs. He could feel that even his underwear was wet, clinging to his body. His shoes — worn through a couple of years ago — couldn’t take even the slightest damp, and right now he thought not about the water squelching in them, nor that he could easily catch cold, but about the fact that he couldn’t afford new shoes. He reproached himself for his carelessness: water was the sworn enemy of his battered shoes.

	Martha fidgeted in the driver’s seat, impatient for the details. Erik thought this woman might be his chance. She was rich — her car and her new clothes proved it. And she was curious. Could it be that she was softhearted, too? Could he tell the story in such a way that by the end she would be weeping and begging him to take her money and all her connections besides? Erik drew a deep breath. He was an even worse storyteller than he was a life of the party. But why not roll the dice? These were strange times; they were all living in a new age, when the future was too murky to cling to money. If there was one thing they had all learned in recent years, it was that the future was unpredictable, that their time on the planet was temporary, and that all material wealth could cease to exist in an instant.

	But what was property compared with the values of the spirit — moral, personal? And those, too, could now be lost, leaving you in a state where everything you held dear, everything you knew, the whole foundation of your being simply vanished. Forever and beyond recall. And you were forced to build it all again, hunting for the cobblestones to lay the base, fitting them to one another, binding them with homemade mortar, hoping it wouldn’t crumble a second time. Such was the present reality.

	“But how will you look for her?” Martha’s eyes went wide. How she wished she weren’t behind the wheel just now, but settled somewhere cozy with Erik, savoring his story to the full without the distraction of the road.

	Erik only gave a soft grunt in reply, and Martha, afraid he might slip away, offered:

	“Come back to my place? You’re soaked through; I’ll give you dry clothes and something to eat. You shouldn’t be alone at a moment like this.”

	“But why would you do that?” Erik heard the distrust in his own voice and tried to soften his tone. “You don’t know me at all. Doesn’t it seem dangerous to you — inviting a strange man into your home?”

	“Oh, nonsense.” Martha waved him off, letting go of the wheel for a second. “I’ve lived long enough to trust my intuition. I want you to tell me everything; I need it. Please,” she added.

	“As you wish.” Erik shrugged.

	Martha immediately changed lanes and switched on her turn signal; she couldn’t wait to get home. They spent the rest of the way in complete silence.

	When Martha turned onto an abandoned street in the private sector, Erik finally showed a flicker of curiosity: such a wealthy woman, and she was taking him to some kind of slum. On both sides of the road stood half-collapsed fences enclosing the mansions of once-prosperous people. But many years ago this district had emptied out; people had abandoned it, moving into high-rises where life was far cheaper.

	“You live on this godforsaken street?” Erik asked.

	Martha smirked.

	“Exactly! Godforsaken! How aptly put.”

	She slowed and turned into the driveway of one of the houses. The black clouds had blotted out the sky and the street had gone fully dark, so Erik couldn’t make out the house they had pulled up to. In the gloom only its outline loomed above the fence, and Erik concluded that the house was quite large.

	“Will you help me open the gate?”

	“Of course,” Erik agreed.

	They stepped out of the warm car into the rain. The shrieking wind nearly deafened them; small branches flew like arrows from the trees at their heads. The puddles were already ankle-deep, and the rain showed no sign of letting up.

	Martha took out her keys and opened the wrought-iron gate.

	“Hold this side!” she shouted. “I’ll pull the car in.”

	Erik obeyed. As Martha drove into the yard, the headlights let him see the house. It was a handsome two-story mansion with no sign of decay. He noticed the wrought-iron grilles on the windows, the white-stone balconies, and the yard paved with large slabs of natural stone. Keeping a house like this in good repair clearly cost a fortune. It was beyond Erik why anyone would live so far from people, in an abandoned district. She probably didn’t even have electricity out here…

	“One moment, let me just plug the car in to charge. I always forget, and then I’m sorry for it,” Martha said.

	Erik didn’t object. He watched Martha’s movements, which clashed sharply with his whole picture of the world. So much for an abandoned district. It turned out someone lived in places like this, drove a car, had their own charging station, and maybe didn’t even know that most of the planet’s population now lived below the poverty line.

	“Come along,” Martha said, and, as if afraid Erik might bolt, took him by the arm and led him toward the house.

	The key turned softly in the lock; the door swung open without a sound. Martha stepped confidently into the darkness, a switch clicked, and warm light flooded the room.

	“Come in, Erik.”

	Erik stepped into a spacious hall, all but empty save for a round freestanding coat rack. Martha took off her wet jacket and tossed it carelessly onto the rack, nodding to Erik. He followed her lead.

	It was chilly here: cold breathed up from the stone floor, and the bare walls threw back an echo.

	“I’m rarely in this house,” Martha explained. “That’s why there’s so little furniture. Let’s go upstairs — it’s much cozier there.”

	Erik shivered. A strange sense of unreality settled over him and bound his movements. He was badly chilled, and the huge empty hall pressed down on him, stirring up uncertainty and a sense of his own insignificance.

	“Don’t be shy, Erik. Take off your shoes.”

	Erik wasn’t shy. He pulled off his wet shoes, noting with annoyance that the sole had begun to peel away after all, unable to survive the rain. Martha took hers off too, left in thin socks on the stone floor.

	She went ahead, beckoning her guest after her, and Erik noticed that she had gotten her right foot wet. Behind him, meanwhile, trailed wet footprints, as if he were some swamp monster that had crawled to the surface and made its way into the mansion to devour someone.

	Martha led him up a wide staircase into a cozy sitting room. A thick carpet lay on the floor here, and Erik sank his frozen feet into it with pleasure.

	His hostess vanished, but soon came back with clothes for Erik — a shirt, jeans, and socks.

	“They’re donations — humanitarian aid. I think they’ll fit you.”

	Only now did Erik look at the face of the woman who had invited him in. Until then he had only listened to her voice, and it was so clear and melodic that he had been certain Martha was very young. He was wrong. Before him stood a woman of about forty-five, with sharp features and lively, deep-set eyes. Their eyes met; Martha was sure that now he had definitely recognized her. He hadn’t — or pretended he hadn’t — and, only mumbling his thanks, asked where he could change.

	“Change here. I’ll leave you for a little while; I need to tidy myself up too.”

	Erik gladly parted with his wet clothes and put on the borrowed ones. In the new jeans and the shirt — so soft it might have been washed many times, though it was in fact brand-new — he felt remarkably comfortable. Erik wondered what sort of person could donate such valuable things to humanitarian aid.

	Martha came back. She wore a warm trouser suit, and she had let her hair down to dry. She switched on an electric fireplace that mimicked flames, and the room filled with a warmth so rare at this time of year. No one in Erik’s circle heated their homes before the first frosts. Erik settled into an armchair facing the fireplace and gazed, spellbound, at the artificial flames. Would you look at that, he thought, the fire is just like a real one. I’ve never seen anything like it.

	“I’ll leave you for a few more minutes. I’ll brew some tea.”

	“All right.” Erik nodded.

	Martha slipped out of the room without a sound, and after a while came back carrying a tray. On it were a handsome teapot and cups, savory snacks and sweets, a sugar bowl, and little silver spoons. His hostess set everything out on a small table before the fireplace, settled into the armchair opposite, and invited Erik to help himself.

	“Help yourself, Erik. But I beg you, don’t stay silent. Tell me.”

	Erik looked doubtfully at the dainty refreshments; he had never even tasted such things before. Martha seemed to him a devil, tempting him with things once beyond his reach on the very day he was at his most vulnerable and weak. A warm room with rain beating insistently at the windows, a stranger gazing into his eyes, a table laden with delicacies. He must have passed out in the courtroom during the sentencing and was now delirious. There was no other explanation for what was happening.

	Erik picked up the cup of tea and took a sip of the hot drink. The tea was delightful, with a faint hint of mint and some other herbs, as if specially made to relax a tense man, to warm him and give him the strength to withstand his troubles. Erik sighed and said:

	“All right, Martha, I’ll tell you. But in return I’ll ask the same of you.”

	Beyond the window a clap of thunder rolled.

	“What do you mean, Erik?”

	“I recognized you, Martha. And who wouldn’t?” Erik smiled sadly. “And since fate has brought us together today, I’d like to hear your story too.”

	Martha calmly set her little cup on the table. She said:

	“Fair enough. It seems fate is telling us both to speak our minds. But we’ll begin with you.”

	Erik nodded.

	“Then listen, Saint Martha.”

	 

	I. Erik

	Without quite meaning to, Erik stood and walked to the window. Rain was falling, just as it had on the day he and Faith met. Today’s rain would hardly grow into anything destructive. Most likely it would stop in a few hours — by now they could sense such things, somehow, by instinct. Back in his childhood, though, even clouds merely thickening in the sky had sent parents into a panic, and the children were herded indoors with strict orders not to so much as poke their noses out. A sudden storm that turned into a flood, sweeping cars off the road or drowning the tunnels, was all too common.

	“She and I had one childhood between the two of us,” Erik said, breaking the silence, and Martha gave a start and dropped her teaspoon.

	“What’s her name?” Martha asked, almost in a whisper.

	“Her name was Faith. What she’ll be called tomorrow, I don’t know.”

	Erik sighed bitterly and came back to the table.

	“I was ten when Faith saved me. I was born in the years when most women were afraid to get pregnant, because global warming had stopped being a scare story told by scientists and environmentalists and had become reality. The Earth’s temperature had risen by that critical two degrees the scientists had warned about for years on end. The butterfly effect had set in, and no one could predict where it would lead. And we still can’t, can we?” Erik wasn’t expecting an answer, and Martha had no intention of giving one.

	“My childhood was like every other kid’s. When I was in first grade they brought in mandatory survival lessons — which, by the way, we all simply adored. You probably never had that subject?” Erik glanced questioningly at Martha. The woman only shook her head, and he went on:

	“Father explained that survival lessons had replaced the dreary old gym class and that, in every parent’s opinion, they did a world of good. The lessons were taught by military men, and not once did I see anyone disobey or goof off. We all felt how important the subject was in the world where we were now forced not to live but to survive. From early childhood we learned to give first aid, to react fast in strange situations — to run, to hide, to help however we could — and, above all, to keep an eye on the weather. They taught us to swim from infancy, even in regions where flooding was considered unlikely. We sat oral exams too, so we knew by heart how to escape an avalanche or what to do in an earthquake. What else?.. Knowing how to handle a rescue bracelet was mandatory. Do you know what that is?”

	This time Erik wasn’t waiting for an answer. He’d gotten so caught up in his story that in his mind he was back there again, in childhood, puzzling over the new device the government had developed for every schoolchild. Pausing only to take a sip of tea, he continued:

	“Those first rescue bracelets were fairly simple. Nowadays they improve them every year — adding functions, making them sturdier. I once saw a schoolkid with at least four different bracelets. I think it’s better to have several than one with an absurd number of gadgets a child will only get tangled up in when things go wrong. My bracelet back then had nothing but a rope, a rescue float, a screwdriver, a glass-breaking tool, and a strap-cutter.”

	At the end of each year we sat a survival exam, and those who failed went to remedial training all summer. They say they were put through their paces as if being trained for the special forces. I think even at that young age we were all far better versed in survival than our parents.

	And when they let us rest, we played. Outside, we played rescuers and victims; at home, simulators. The latter, by the way, were free, even though they were developed by the best programmers. Hm… Our grownups were genuinely alarmed, and they did everything they could so that children would be able to hold their own in the struggle against natural disasters.

	Even so, day after day we heard that someone had died. More often it was adults: the homeless, or rescuers, sometimes someone’s parents — but every now and then a child. Then the schools would declare mourning, tighten the safety measures, and drum it into us a hundred times a day that we had to be careful and always stay on guard. And we could see that the adults were afraid. They were far more afraid than we children were, because we couldn’t grasp the full scope of the consequences, the grief, and the even greater changes still to come.

	Our childhood was a stressful one, but we were children all the same, and no threat to life could keep healthy boys and girls cooped up safely indoors. The utilities did a poor job of coping with the aftermath of the hurricanes and floods, so the city was full of intriguing places — the ruins of a great mansion, for instance, from which, rumor had it, came the groans of people who had never been pulled from under the rubble. Do you suppose we could resist going there to investigate?

	And what about the flooded tunnel, where several cars had been trapped and the people had drowned? The dead were recovered and buried, of course, but the ghosts surely stayed on to live in that tunnel, eh? And the abandoned, half-collapsed high-rises? Why, it was a regular Klondike for kids hungry for thrills and itching to put into practice everything they’d learned at school.

	That day classes let out early, because the meteorologists had forecast rain and gale-force winds. They cut each lesson down to thirty minutes and sent us all home at noon. And what, do you suppose, would make children stay home when so much free time had suddenly dropped into their laps? Certainly not a forecast of bad weather. Maybe somebody hurried home, afraid of getting wet, but definitely not me.

	I felt free, almost euphoric at it all. I don’t know why, but I was never afraid of the elements — most likely just because no one in my family or among my friends had died because of them yet. It all happened somewhere out there… far away. But what did I know in those years? Later I learned what the pain of loss was.

	The rain was light, and a good rain slicker kept me dry, so I was in no hurry at all to land in the embrace of my grandmother, who would have packed me straight off to do my homework. So the way home was a long one, because I loved to take the long way around, turn down to the Embankment, and launch my radio-controlled motorboat. Our Embankment was lovely: weeping willows everywhere, semicircular benches, and little humpbacked bridges. The river itself was calm, the current barely noticeable, and the water only knee-deep on a ten-year-old. I often walked home along the Embankment and arrived muddy and soaked, which always earned me a scolding from Grandmother; I knew every stone and little waterfall there, and to me, back then, there was no more beautiful place in the world.

	But that day our river surprised me. It had swollen and overflowed; the water had turned murky and now ran fast. But could that stop a child eager to test his motorboat? On the contrary, the sight so inspired me that I forgot all caution and, trembling with delight, set my little craft on the water. I wanted to see whether it could stand up to such a violent current. For a while the motor managed, and I dashingly steered the boat around branches and stones, completely absorbed in piloting my vessel. After a while the battery began to die, and my boat was caught by the current. I ran after it, heedless of the path, forgetting everything in the world, imagining myself the captain of a foundering ship. I’d never had such a thrilling adventure. But then the boat lodged in a snarl of branches and debris that had piled up against a large stone in the middle of the river. The motor stalled, and the voyage came to an end.

	I should remind you that by those years the tax on polluting industry had already been raised twentyfold, and a great many things had gone from affordable to luxury. That boat had cost a fortune, and Grandmother had given it to me for my tenth birthday — she’d probably spent every last bit of her savings on it. Losing the boat was out of the question, because a new one was not even worth dreaming of; the taxes climbed just as steadily as people’s inability to buy new goods. And the shame of facing Grandmother would have been so great that I’d have been afraid to go home at all. So of course there was nothing to think over — I took off my shoes, which also, by the way, had to be looked after, rolled up my trousers, and jumped into the water. I was used to its being knee-deep here, but when I leapt so recklessly into the river, I found myself waist-deep. What’s more, the current had grown so violent that it nearly knocked me off my feet, which I hadn’t expected at all. I’d never believed a current could be so powerful that a person couldn’t resist it, and of course it had never crossed my mind that our little river was capable of such a thing. The bottom was slick and silty, and my feet kept sliding out from under me, but once the first shock had passed I pulled myself together and went after the boat. It was only an arm’s length away — barely ten feet, just a few steps!

	I reached the motorboat, started clearing away the branches, and by levering out the biggest one I freed my toy. Nudged along by the water, it floated forward. Out of sheer frustration I lost all caution and lunged after it. I could swim, I wasn’t afraid of the water, and I had nothing left to lose, so I decided to chase down my boat on the swim. It was right there, after all. Meanwhile the rain came down harder, the river kept rising, churning with muddy filth, carrying off sticks and bottles, and when I tried to stand I realized I could no longer touch the bottom. Now there was no need to paddle — I could simply give myself up to the river, and it would carry me where it was carrying the boat; but thank God it had snagged again in a clot of debris, and as I drifted past I managed to grab hold of it. Seizing the toy, I clutched it tight and swore to myself never to let it go, even if it cost me my life. About three hundred yards downstream there was a fairly large waterfall, usually picturesque and musical, but just then it terrified me to think what would become of me if the river carried me to it. I tried to paddle toward the bank with one hand, but that, as you can imagine, was a hopeless effort. I think that even with four hands, in that current they’d have been no use to me. I did, however, manage to grab the branches of a weeping willow that hung down to the very water. Those branches are incredibly strong; I grabbed several at once and felt that they would hold me. But they were slippery, the current was fierce, and I had only one hand. I wouldn’t last long. The rain lashed from above, the muddy water dragged from below, the wind rocked the willow as if trying to shake the boy off like a beetle. The elements had turned against me, set on taking the life of yet another child, whatever the cost.

	Need I say that the Embankment was deserted in such weather? There was no one to shout “Help!” to, and I would surely have drowned that day. But I didn’t lose hope, and I swung doggedly from side to side, dangling from the branches of the weeping willow. At some point it dawned on me that I was very cold — my teeth had begun to chatter, and my lips had surely turned blue. My hand was already cramping, and I could feel that any moment now it would unclench on its own, no longer obeying me. I decided that if that happened, at least I’d activate the rescue float and let the river carry me to the waterfall — I wouldn’t drown.

	And suddenly I heard voices. A man shouted:

	“Faith, get back here this instant!” There was a sharp note of irritation in his voice, which told me the girl wasn’t listening to him and that he’d repeated it many times already, to no effect.

	“I’m just going to look at the river,” the girl answered, and then shouted, “Dad, come here! There’s someone hanging in a tree!”

	Her words stung me; I felt like one of the hanged men I’d seen in history books. I couldn’t bring myself to call for help. As strange as it sounds, I was ashamed.

	After an agonizingly long moment I heard the man’s voice — a loud obscenity that pleased me no end. Then the man shouted:

	“Hang on, kid, we’ll think of something!” That breathed strength back into me.

	Out of the corner of my eye I could make out only the outlines of figures on the bank, but I understood that the man was trying to reach the branches I was dangling from. He couldn’t — they were too far and too high. While the father pondered how best to proceed, the girl said:

	“Dad, take my bracelet. There’s a rope in it.”

	“Good. So your lessons are paying off after all, eh, Button?”

	The girl snorted.

	“Hey, boy, I’m going to throw you the rope — you have to catch it. But you’ll have to let go of the boat,” the man shouted to me.

	I shook my head furiously, like a spaniel, scattering droplets. To my surprise, the man didn’t insist. He only said:

	“I get it. You won’t part with it.”

	Calmly he tied one end of the rope to the wrought-iron railing, looped the other around his waist, and, without a second thought, climbed into the water — though first he took off his shoes, while the girl on the bank shouted:

	“Come on, Dad, come on!”

	The water churned, but my rescuer reached me without trouble, grabbed hold of the willow, and looked me in the eye.

	“You okay?”

	I couldn’t answer; my jaw had locked from the surge of feeling and the cold.

	“I’m going to take hold of you, like this” — and he grabbed me around the waist — “and you let go of the branch and hold on to me.” He shot a quick glance at the motorboat. “With one hand, but tight — deal?”

	I nodded and, with difficulty, pried loose the fingers gripping the willow. The water tried at once to drag me away, but the man held me firmly, and I clung to him. At that moment the river, like a living creature deciding to assert its will, churned harder than ever; its level began to rise before our very eyes, and the man found himself up to his neck in water.

	“Hold on. I’m going to let go of you now — I’ll need both hands to haul us ashore,” the man warned. In reply I only clutched him as tightly as I could. The moment he let go of the willow, the current threw itself at him, but the rope around his waist kept the water from carrying us off. The flow was so strong that the man hadn’t the strength to fight it. He might have managed to pull himself out alone, but a ten-year-old kid was hanging from his neck, and I weighed seventy-three pounds.

	“Dad, hold on!” the girl shouted from the bank.

	And I saw her, for some reason, taking off her rubber boots and sitting down on the parapet. I was horrified, certain she meant to jump into the river. I barely held back a furious yell: she was the last thing we needed here!

	But she did something very strange. Having taken off her boots and socks, she simply lowered her feet into the water and went still. The murky water swallowed her thin, pale legs, and then it seemed to me that the waves surged toward the girl, churning around her feet and nearly washing her off the parapet. Around us, on the other hand, the current eased, dwindling almost to nothing; the man got a firmer grip on the rope and, hauling himself hand over hand with his strong arms, reached the bank in a matter of seconds. I could see that the girl had gone very pale. She sat with her eyes closed, her hands clamped to the edge of the concrete railing.

	“Faith, get out of there, now,” her father told her.

	She opened her eyes and, throwing us a quick glance, pulled her feet out of the water and stood up. I noticed her sway a little, but she quickly recovered.

	They saved the boat first, placing it in the girl’s safe hands. And only then, with both hands free, was I finally able to climb out onto the bank, my rescuer right behind me. My teeth wouldn’t stop chattering; I was shaking from cold and overexcitement.

	“What’s your name?” the girl asked me.

	“E-E-Erik,” I barely managed to get out.

	“Cool name,” she said.

	“Faith, get your shoes on, quick,” her father said. “Do you live far, Erik?” he asked me, pulling on his own shoes.

	“Not too far,” I answered, and trudged off on stiff legs after my own shoes, throwing horrified sidelong glances at the river raging beside me. The water kept rising; a little more, and my shoes would have been carried off to the waterfall, where they’d either be caught in an endless whirlpool or float on, downstream, all the way to the Sivash.

	After tipping the water out and shoving my feet into the wet shoes, I felt better, as if only now I’d set foot on solid ground. I couldn’t wait to get back to the sidewalk, to move away from the water, even though the rain kept pouring.

	“My name is Roman.” The man held out his hand.

	I shook it reverently.

	“Erik,” I said. “Thank you for pulling me out.”

	“Don’t mention it.” He smiled. “Now Faith and I will walk you home, all right?”

	I nodded. We walked through the rain, not minding the puddles, at a brisk pace, without speaking, but in that moment I felt a kind of bond with these two people. They’d saved my life, and yet they hadn’t lectured or reproached me. I stole glances at the girl. She was still pale, and a deep crease had settled between her brows. Roman frowned, looking at his daughter, but said nothing — he only ran a finger tenderly along that little crease. Faith smiled at him with the corner of her mouth.

	“Do you live here?” Faith asked when we reached my house.

	“Yes.”

	“And we’re over there.” She pointed at the neighboring single-story house. “We moved in a week ago.”

	“Awesome.” I was amazed. What a coincidence.

	“Well then, Erik, since we’re neighbors now, I’m sure we’ll see each other soon. And now we should all get home and change.”

	“Could you… not tell my family… you know, about this…” I mumbled.

	“About what?” Roman looked at me in surprise. “Let’s go, Button. Bye, Erik.”

	Roman and Faith left, but in truth, that day they entered my life. For good.

	
	

	Erik fell silent so abruptly that Martha nearly cried out in frustration. She hadn’t taken her eyes off her guest, but he, lost in his memories, had evidently forgotten she existed. Martha cleared her throat impatiently. Erik came out of his daze and gave her a faint smile.

	“You’ve stopped at the most interesting part, my dear Erik.”

	“My throat’s gone dry. Now it’s your turn, my dear Martha,” Erik answered, matching his hostess’s tone.

	“Here’s what we’ll do.” Martha leaned forward. “The thing is, I’ve written a book. A sort of memoir. No one has read it, and no one even knows it exists. I doubt I’ll ever want it published in my lifetime. There’s too much that’s personal in it… But you’ll be my first listener — and critic, if need be.”

	“What a strange day this is,” Erik murmured. “I can’t shake the feeling that I’m dreaming.”

	“Then wake up.” Martha bored into him with her stare. Erik saw in her now someone altogether different from the woman she pretended to be to everyone around her, and had it not been for the tragedy that had happened that day, he would have been frightened of her. But just now he didn’t care. He’d have been glad to die today, right now…

	“I’ll listen, Martha. Maybe this book will help me understand you.”

	“I’ll go and get it.” Martha rose from her chair. “And you, Erik, eat a cookie. I doubt you’ve ever had any like these.”

	Martha slipped out of the room, and Erik took a cookie. It had real chunks of chocolate in it. If I could, I’d take it to Faith, he thought, and a tear rolled down his cheek. When Martha came back, Erik brushed the tear away, and Martha pretended not to notice.

	In her hands was an e-reader: an old Kindle, its paint chipped at the edges.

	“Ready?” Martha asked.

	“Of course.” Erik leaned back in his chair and crunched into the cookie.

	II. Martha

	Martha’s childhood was far from typical, though she grew up in a perfectly ordinary provincial town. She was born into a religious family. At first her parents turned their cottage into a prayer house, where a couple of dozen people gathered every day to pray and discuss the troubles of the poor; and a few years later they gave the house over to the parish church altogether and moved into the summer kitchen themselves, becoming hangers-on on their own land. Her father worked at an auto shop, and her mother devoted her life to serving God and the church.

	Little Martha grew up amid constant prayers and penitence
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