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EPILOGUE


THE WAR BRIDE

Where Love Burns, Book 1

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The Mavka mythology referenced in this novel is drawn from real Ukrainian folk tradition. The nine o'clock silence observed daily across Ukraine is real. The war is real. The displacement is real.

The love is real when two people decide to stop being careful and start being present.

For everyone who came home.

And everyone who kept the place warm while they were gone.
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PROLOGUE
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The forest remembers everything.

It remembers the names of every boy who walked into its trees and came out a man. It remembers the girls who danced barefoot at midsummer, flowers in their hair, laughing too loud because they were young and the night was warm and nothing had broken yet. It remembers the old women who came to the tree line at dusk and left bread and salt and whispered words that were not prayers, not exactly, but were offered upward just the same.

The forest remembers what it agreed to.

Three years ago, on a night in late February when the sky over the eastern horizon had turned orange with fire that had no business being that close, the oldest woman in the village of Kryvorivnia came to the tree line alone. She carried a candle in a glass jar. She carried a cloth soaked in spring water and wormwood and something else, something she had not used since her own mother was young. She stood at the place where the village ended and the wild began, and she called a name that was not a human name.

And something came.

Not in a shape you could describe easily. More like the feeling of a shape. More like the forest exhaling.

The old woman made her case. There was a boy, a man, really, twenty-eight years old, but she had known him since he was four and he would always be a boy to her, who was being sent east in the morning. She had felt things about this. She had felt the specific cold weight of knowing that the odds were against him. She was not a superstitious woman by nature. She was practical. She grew her own vegetables and fixed her own roof and had no patience for nonsense.

But she believed in the forest. She had her whole life. And so she asked.

The thing at the tree line was quiet for a long time.

Then it said yes.

The old woman blew out her candle. She walked back to her house. She did not tell anyone what she had done. She sat by her stove with a cup of tea that went cold without her noticing, and she thought about the girl who had left two weeks before. The girl who did not know what she'd left behind. The girl who was in Warsaw now, probably, telling herself she had done the right thing.

Come home when it's time, the old woman thought, in the direction of Warsaw. The forest will need you to.

She fell asleep in her chair.

In the morning, the boy got on a bus heading east. He looked out the window as the Carpathians shrank behind him and did not know that something small and ancient was already walking beside him.

He would not know for three years.

By then, it would almost be too late.

✦
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CHAPTER ONE
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Darya

I heard the silence before I understood it.

One second the street was full of the normal sounds of a city trying to be normal, shoes on cobblestones, a tram rattling somewhere close, two men arguing over a delivery cart, a woman laughing on a phone call with a laugh that was almost too bright, the kind of laugh you perform so people won't ask if you're okay. I know that laugh. I have used that laugh.

And then it stopped.

All of it. At once.

Like a hand had come down over the city.

I stopped walking. Not because I understood, I didn't, not yet. I stopped because my body understood before my brain did. My feet just quit. I stood there in the middle of the cobbled square in Lviv with my bag on my shoulder and my coffee going cold in my hand and I looked around and every single person had stopped too.

The delivery men. The woman with the too-bright laugh. The tram driver, visible through the window, hands in his lap. A child, maybe seven years old, who had been kicking a stone along the gutter. Now standing perfectly still. Not frightened. Just, stopped.

Nine o'clock.

Every morning at nine o'clock, Ukraine stops.

For one minute.

For the ones who didn't make it.

I knew this. I had read about it in Warsaw, on Ukrainian news sites I checked every day with the specific sick compulsion of someone who can't stop touching a bruise. I had seen videos of it. Streets going silent. Squares going silent. Markets, airports, train platforms: all of it, once a day, one minute, held breath.

But knowing about it and standing inside it are two entirely different things.

In Warsaw, nobody stopped. The city moved like cities move: continuous, indifferent, enormous. I had spent two years in that movement and I had told myself it was fine. I had told myself that keeping moving was its own kind of coping. That living my life was not the same as abandoning anything. That I had left because I had to, not because I was afraid, although I was afraid, deeply and specifically afraid, and I had spent a lot of energy not examining the difference.

Here, everyone stopped.

And I felt the stopping go through me like cold water.

I felt it in a way I did not expect to feel anything ever again, because I had been careful for two years not to feel too much. Feeling too much when you are far away from the place that is hurting is its own kind of violence. You feel it and you cannot do anything with the feeling and it just sits in your chest getting heavier and eventually you learn to keep it at a certain distance. Arm's length. Like holding something hot.

I had been holding Ukraine at arm's length for two years.

One minute of silence in a square in Lviv and it rushed in like water through a cracked wall. Two years of keeping it at a distance and it was suddenly right up against me, pressing.

The minute lasted forever. The minute lasted no time at all.

Then a tram bell rang. Someone coughed. The child went back to kicking his stone. The woman with the laugh said something into her phone and this time the laugh was quieter and more real. The delivery men picked up their argument exactly where they'd left it.

The city started again.

I stood there for another full minute after that. Just breathing. Just letting the cold of the square come up through my shoes and the cold of the coffee seep through the paper cup into my palm. Just being in it: in the city, in the country, in the specific weight of being back inside something I had been outside of for so long.

My grandmother's letter was in my coat pocket. I had folded it and unfolded it so many times in the past week that the creases had gone soft, the paper nearly splitting at the folds. I didn't need to take it out. I had memorized every word three days after it arrived.

Darya, it said. Just that. Just my name first, like she wanted to make sure she had my full attention before she said anything else.

Darya. Come home. The forest is tired. I am tired too, but the forest first. You will understand when you get here. Don't bring too much. You won't need much. Just yourself. Just you, malenko. Just come.

Malenko. Little one. She had been calling me that since I was four years old and I had spent most of my adult life insisting I was not little, not in any sense that mattered. But when I read it in her handwriting, shaky now, the letters bigger and less certain than they used to be, the pen pressing harder than it needed to because her hand had stopped cooperating the way it once did, I had sat down on the floor of my Warsaw apartment and cried in a way I hadn't cried in two years.

Not the controlled crying. Not the careful, managed kind I allowed myself sometimes in the shower, the kind with a time limit. The other kind. The kind that doesn't care that you have plans. The kind that takes you apart a little and doesn't apologize.

I had booked the bus to Lviv the same night.

Now I was here. In the square. With my cold coffee and my shaking hands and two years of distance dissolving under my feet like sugar in rain.

I picked up my bag. I found the bus station. I got on the coach heading west into the mountains.

The Carpathians rose up through the window as we left the city, and I watched them come the way you watch something you thought you'd forgotten and discover you remember perfectly. The way the forest climbs the lower slopes in dark unbroken lines. The way the peaks appear and disappear in low cloud like something playing a game. The way the valleys fold into each other, private and deep, and you understand that the mountains have been here so much longer than any of the things happening at their edges. Wars. Borders. People making enormous decisions that feel enormous to them and are nothing to the mountains.

I had a window seat. I pressed my forehead against the cold glass.

I thought about what I was going back to.

My grandmother, smaller now, in a bed by the stove.

The village, half-empty, I'd heard. People who'd left and not come back. Dark windows. The specific quiet of a place that had lost people without ceremony, without goodbye, just the gradual subtraction of presence.

And other things I didn't let myself think about directly. Things I approached from the side, careful, the way you approach a dog you're not sure about. Things I had spent two years not thinking about and had thought about almost constantly anyway.

One thing specifically.

One person.

I pressed my forehead harder against the glass.

Don't, I told myself. You don't know what you're going back to. You don't know anything about it. Don't build the feeling before you've seen the fact.

The mountains got taller. The bus got slower. The driver put on a radio station that played old folk songs mixed with pop music and someone two rows back fell asleep and snored gently and the woman next to me offered me a piece of dried apricot from a plastic bag and I took it and said thank you and we didn't speak again and it was one of the most comforting human exchanges I'd had in months.

That's what it had been like in Warsaw. Surrounded by people, starving for exactly this: a dried apricot, a small kindness, something offered without needing anything back.

I hadn't known I was starving until I tasted it.

We climbed higher. The valleys below us were already filling with the blue early-evening shadow that comes down off the peaks fast this time of year. I watched a village pass below, wooden houses, a church steeple, a road that wound along a river, and I felt something open in my chest. Like a room I had locked and forgot I'd locked. Like something that had been held shut with both hands was, very slightly, letting go.

I was afraid.

I want to be precise about the kind of afraid, because there were several kinds in me at once and they were not the same.

There was the ordinary afraid, the small practical fear of change, of arriving somewhere unfamiliar even though it was familiar, of not knowing what to expect. That fear was manageable. I had always been able to manage that one.

There was the afraid of seeing my grandmother diminished. Of seeing the distance between the woman she'd been and the woman she was now and having to hold both images at once. That fear was bigger. More specific. The kind that lives in your throat.

And there was the third fear. The one I hadn't named yet. The one that had my hands pressing flat on my thighs and my breathing just slightly too controlled.

The afraid of seeing him.

Mykola.

I said his name in my head and felt it the way you feel a word you've kept in your mouth too long: worn smooth, changed by the holding, no longer quite the shape it was.

I knew he was back. The village network of information, which travels faster than any internet connection and with perfect reliability, had reached me even in Warsaw. He was back. He had been back for four months. He was living at the edge of the forest in his family house, alone. He was, and this was the word they used, the neighbor who had told my grandmother's friend who had told my grandmother who had written it to me in a different letter, the first one, not the one in my pocket, not quite right.

Not quite right.

I had read those three words and I had put the letter face down on my kitchen table and I had walked to the window and stood there looking at the Warsaw street below without seeing it, my hand pressed flat against the cold glass.

Not quite right.

I knew what that meant. I knew what it covered. I had read enough, in my two years of keeping track from a distance, to know exactly what kind of not-quite-right they meant. The kind that comes home from the east in a soldier's body and lives behind his eyes in a room he won't always let you into. The kind that flinches at sudden sounds. The kind that sits with his back to walls. The kind that is, physically, fully present, and somehow somewhere else entirely, a part of him still in a field or a trench or a checkpoint where something happened that he can't stop being inside of.

I had not let myself feel everything I felt when I read that.

I was allowing it now, in pieces, as the bus climbed.

He had survived four battles that his unit's records listed as catastrophic. I knew this because I had searched. I am a translator and a researcher by training and I had used every skill I had to find scraps of information in places scraps of information lived. I had found his name. Alive, every time. Alive in the particular way of someone who should not be and cannot explain why.

I had felt things about this. About the surviving. I had felt enormous, complicated, contradictory things that I organized into neat boxes and kept shut and now, in the dark of a bus climbing into the Carpathians, the boxes were all open and everything was out and I was just sitting with it, breathing.

He was alive.

He was back.

He was not quite right.

And I was going home.

The bus driver turned off the radio. The sleeping man stopped snoring. The woman beside me folded up her apricot bag with a small rustling sound.

Out the window, in the last of the light, I could see the shape of the valley I grew up in. The river. The church steeple, its small gold cross catching the last sun. The dark line of the forest above the village, thick and impenetrable and, this is the only word I have for it, and I know it is not a rational word, watchful.

The forest looked like it was waiting.

I pressed my forehead against the glass again, hard enough to feel the cold against my skull.

I'm coming, I thought. At the forest. At the village. At my grandmother in her bed by the stove.

At him.

I'm coming. I don't know what I'm going to do when I get there. I don't know what I have left to offer or what you have left to give or whether any of the things we almost were can survive the distance we've put between them. But I'm coming.

The bus turned the last bend.

The valley opened up below me like a hand.

I was home.

✦

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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Darya

The village was smaller than I remembered.

I know that's not possible. Villages don't shrink. The houses are where they were, the road is where it was, the river is the same river it has always been. But something about the way it sat in the valley felt reduced. Like it had lost volume. Like you could look at it and see the spaces where things used to be.

The bus let me off at the crossroads. The driver handed down my bag from the luggage compartment with the specific care of a man who handles other people's belongings fifty times a day and has made a quiet decision to treat each one as if it matters. I said thank you. He nodded. The door closed and the bus reversed and disappeared around the bend and I was alone on the road with my bag and the cold coming down off the mountain and the sound of the river somewhere below.

Four houses on this road had dark windows.

I knew all four families. The Melniks, left to Lviv in March 2022, never came back. The old Bondar couple: she had died in 2021, before everything, and he had gone to his daughter's in Ternopil and I think he was not coming back either. The Savytsky house, which had been empty since their son was, no. I wasn't going to catalogue it. I wasn't going to stand here in the road and count what was gone. That was not what I was here for.

I picked up my bag and walked.

The village felt strange under my feet. Familiar the way a face is familiar in a dream, you know it perfectly and it keeps being slightly wrong. The smell was right: pine and mud and wood smoke and the particular green coldness of mountain air, the smell that had been living in the back of my throat for two years like a word I couldn't quite say. The sound was right: the river, a dog somewhere, the creak of someone's gate. But the quiet was thicker than I remembered. The kind of quiet that comes when a place has grown used to fewer voices.

I was three streets from my grandmother's house when I heard him.

I didn't see him first. I heard the axe.

A steady rhythm, the crack-and-split of wood being divided with efficiency and no waste. A sound that has a person inside it, you can hear how someone holds an axe, whether they're angry or at peace or somewhere else entirely, just going through the motion because the motion keeps them going. This axe was the third kind. Mechanical. Present. Not angry. Just moving.

I came around the corner and stopped.

He was twenty meters away, his back to me, in the yard of the Kovalenko house. Jacket open despite the cold. The wood pile beside him was enormous, far more than any house needed, even for a Carpathian winter, and for a second I thought he must be chopping for the whole village, for everyone, and then I understood that he was chopping because he needed to be doing something that required his whole body and made a loud sound and had a clear result at the end. A log that is split is split. It is done. There is no ambiguity.

I had not seen him in three years.

He was bigger than I remembered, but that wasn't what struck me. It was the way he moved. There was something careful about it. Something deliberate. Like he had made a conscious agreement with his own body: I will keep you moving and you will keep quiet. I will ask nothing of you that you cannot give. Just keep moving. Just keep splitting the wood.

I stood at the corner and I looked at him and I felt something move through me that I did not want to examine.

The feeling was big and old and complicated. It was not simple the way some feelings are simple. It was not a single emotion. It was more like, all the emotions, stacked. Grief for the version of him I had known before the war. Fear of who I was going to find when he turned around. And underneath both of those, something warmer and more stubborn, something I had been managing from a distance for three years, something that had refused, despite my best efforts, to be managed.

He raised the axe. Brought it down. The log split cleanly.

He reached for the next piece.

And then he went still.

He hadn't heard me. The axe was too loud for that, and the wind was coming from behind me. But he stopped, both hands on the axe handle, and his head tilted very slightly to one side. Like something else had told him. Like a different sense had spoken.

He turned around.

I want to tell you I was ready. I want to say that I had prepared for this in Warsaw, on all the nights when I lay on my back in my apartment staring at the ceiling and imagined this exact moment, seeing his face after three years, and practiced not reacting in ways I would regret. I had practiced being calm. I had practiced having a normal expression.

I was not calm. I did not have a normal expression. I had, I think, the expression of someone who has just received news they already knew and are feeling it for the first time anyway.

His face.

I will try to describe it and fail, but I will try.

Three years had done things to his face. Not aged it, exactly, he was thirty-one, the same age such things don't show much. But changed it. The particular openness that I remembered, the kind of face that did not guard its expressions, had closed. There were walls now. Not the walls of cruelty or coldness, I have known men with those walls and this was different. These were the walls of someone who had learned, in very specific conditions, that certain feelings were not safe to have in the open. So he had moved them inside. All of them. And left a face that was very still and told you very little.

Except for the eyes.

His eyes told me everything.

I don't know how long we looked at each other. Long enough. Long enough that the silence between us had a shape, a presence, the weight of everything we'd said and not said in three years. Long enough that I felt the whole length of the distance I had put between us, like a rope you haven't measured finally pulled taut.

I should say something. I was aware that I should say something. I am a translator: I speak four languages, I work with words all day, they are the primary tool of my entire life. And I could not find a single one.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

The axe was still in his hands. He lowered it slowly, without taking his eyes off me. Set it against the wood pile. Straightened up.

He took one breath. I watched it, the deliberate rise and fall of it, the specific breath of someone who has taught themselves to breathe on purpose because breathing on purpose is how you stay inside your own body.

Then he walked to where I was standing.

Not quickly. Not slowly. Just walked. And on his way he noticed the three logs I had dropped, I had dropped them, at some point, I hadn't noticed doing it, they were just on the road at my feet, and he crouched down without a word and picked them up, one at a time, and straightened up and placed them in my arms.

Then he looked at me again.

I looked back at him.

He gave one short nod. The nod of a person who has nothing to say that can be said out loud. The nod of someone who is acknowledging something enormous by barely acknowledging it at all.

Then he walked away.

I stood in the road holding the wood.

My arms were shaking. Not from the weight.

I stood there until he had gone back into his yard and picked up the axe and the sound of splitting wood had started again, steady, mechanical, deliberate, and then I turned and walked the rest of the way to my grandmother's house and knocked on the door with my elbow because my arms were full.

I thought about a lot of things in those three minutes of walking.

I thought about how I had told myself, in Warsaw, that coming back would be the hard part. That once I was here the hard part would be behind me.

I thought about how I had been wrong.

I thought about the nod. The one short nod. What it had contained. What it had refused to say out loud. What it had said anyway.

I thought about the three years I had put between us and how they had looked, for one moment, like nothing. Like no distance at all. Like the kind of gap you could step over if you decided to, if you just lifted your foot and put it down on the other side.

I thought about whether I was going to be able to do this, be in this village, this small village, where he was twenty meters away every day, and keep myself from feeling things I had not given myself permission to feel.

I thought about how, in the thirty seconds we had stood looking at each other, I had not managed it even slightly.

The door opened before I could knock again.

My grandmother looked up at me. She was smaller than she'd been. She was in a cardigan I recognised from my whole childhood, grey-green, the left elbow slightly worn through. Her face was folded with age in a way it hadn't been three years ago, and her hair was fully white now. But her eyes were exactly the same. Sharp and warm and knowing, and, this is the only word for it, satisfied. Like I was a problem she had been working on for a long time and had just solved.

"You look," she said, "like you ran the whole way from Warsaw."

"I took a bus, Baba."

"You look like the bus ran too."

I stood in the doorway. I was trying not to cry. I was failing.

She reached up, she had to reach up now, I was taller than her, I had always been taller than her but not like this, not with this gap, and she put her hand against my face. Her palm was cool and dry and rough from sixty years of work. She held my face in her hand and looked at me for a long moment.

"Come inside," she said. "I'll make tea."

"Baba, you don't need to make anything—"

"I am dying, Darya. I am not dead. I can make tea." She turned and shuffled back to the stove. "Close the door. You're letting the cold in."

I closed the door.

I put the wood down. I took off my coat. I stood in the warm kitchen that smelled of wood smoke and dried herbs and something baking, she was dying, she said, but she had apparently baked, and I let the house close around me and I breathed.

Outside, faint but audible, the sound of the axe continued.

Split. Split. Split.

Steady as a heartbeat.

I sat down at the kitchen table and pressed my palms flat on the worn wood and told myself I was okay.

I was not okay.

But I was here.

And here, I was beginning to understand, was the only place where any of this could get better. Or worse. Or the specific kind of both-at-once that comes when something frozen starts to thaw, painful and necessary and real.

"Baba," I said, while she put the kettle on. "The forest. What did you mean in your letter? About it being tired?"

She was quiet for a moment. Her back was to me.

"I'll tell you," she said. "But drink first. Some things need a warm stomach."

I looked out the small kitchen window. The forest was a black line above the village, dark against the last orange sky.

It did look tired.

Or not tired, exactly. Thinned. Like something that had been giving and giving and had nearly reached the end of what it had to give.

Like someone running out of time.

I just didn't know whose time it was yet.

✦
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CHAPTER THREE
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Darya

My grandmother made tea the way she made everything, without measuring anything, without asking what you wanted, and with the absolute certainty that what she produced was correct.

The tea was black and hot and slightly too strong and she put a spoonful of cherry jam in mine without asking, the way she had done since I was six years old, and I wrapped both hands around the glass and felt the warmth go up through my palms and into my arms and settle somewhere near my sternum where the cold of the bus ride had been sitting.

She sat across from me. Her own glass, no jam. She watched me the way she had always watched me, like I was a sentence she was reading, taking her time, not skipping ahead.

"You've gone thin," she said.

"I'm the same."

"You've gone thin in the face. Not the body. The face." She tapped the side of her own cheek with one finger. "Here. Where the softness lives. You've used yours up."

I looked at my tea.

"Warsaw was hard," I said. Not because she'd asked. Because she was waiting for it.

"Warsaw was not hard," she said, not unkindly. "Warsaw was safe. Safe is its own kind of hard."

That was so precise and so unwelcome that I had to look away. Out the small window, the last light was going. The village had gone the particular shade of blue-dark that comes early in mountain valleys, the mountains taking the sun before the sky is ready to give it up. A single light was on in the house across the road. The Kovalenko house.

I looked back at my tea.

"How are you feeling?" I asked. The real question. The one that had been sitting at the front of my mouth since she opened the door.

She made a small movement with one hand. A movement that meant: that is not the most important thing right now.

"I'm feeling like a woman who has been waiting for her granddaughter to come home," she said.

"Baba."

"I am dying, Darya." She said it the same way she had said it at the door: flat, practical, without drama. The same voice she used to say it will rain tomorrow or the stove needs wood. "Not today. Not next week. But the direction is clear. I have made my peace with the direction. What I have not yet made my peace with is certain unfinished business."

"What unfinished business?"

She looked at me.

I looked at her.

"I'll tell you when you've rested," she said. "You have the look of someone who has not slept properly in weeks."

"Months," I said, without thinking.

Something in her face tightened. Not in a punishing way. In the way of someone who has been worried and is now having the worry confirmed.

"Sleep," she said. "Your room is the same. I kept it the same."

"You didn't have to do that."

"I wanted to." She stood, slowly, one hand on the table for the first push-up. I moved to help and she waved me off with a look that had twenty years of I can manage in it. "Eat something first. There's bread and there's the soup from this morning. Eat and then sleep. We'll talk tomorrow."

"You said you'd tell me about the forest."

"Tomorrow."

"Baba—"

"Darya." She turned from the stove and looked at me. Her eyes were sharp and certain and full of something I could not entirely name, a foreknowledge, maybe. The look of someone who knows how the story ends and is choosing the right moment to begin it. "Some things need to be told to a person who is fully present. You are not fully present yet. You are still half on the road. Sleep, eat, rest. The forest has waited three years. It will wait one more night."

I wanted to argue. I looked at her face and understood that arguing would gain me nothing and she was probably right anyway, I was not fully present, she was correct about that, I was still carrying the bus and the square and the nine o'clock silence and the forty-seven stopped people and the sound of the axe and the nod and all of it, I was walking around inside all of it instead of being here in this kitchen.

"Okay," I said.

"Good." She turned back to the stove. "The soup is still warm. Bowls are where they always were."

I got up and got a bowl and served myself soup and sat back down and ate it. It was potato and dill and something else, she always put something else in, something that changed each time, a secret ingredient that was a different secret every time, and it tasted like being eleven years old and coming in from the cold and having someone know exactly what you needed.

I ate the whole bowl.

I ate a second.

She watched me eat with the quiet satisfaction of a woman who had spent a lifetime feeding people and never lost the pleasure of watching it work.

After, she walked me to my room, slowly, her hand light on the wall, and stood in the doorway while I looked at it. It was the same. That was the thing that hit me first and hardest: it was exactly the same. The same narrow bed with the embroidered quilt, red and white, geometric flowers my grandmother had made before my mother was born. The same window facing the mountain. The same small wooden shelf with its row of objects, a rock I had found in the river at age nine that was shaped like a heart (it wasn't, really, but I had believed it then and never taken it down), a dried flower from some long-ago summer, a photograph of my parents that I had not looked at in years and now could not look at without my chest tightening.

The same.

Two years of Warsaw: my clean modern apartment, my Swedish furniture, my absence of personal objects because personal objects felt like weight and I had been trying to travel light through my own life, and this room was the same. She had kept it. Dusted it. Made the bed. Left the rock and the flower and the photograph.

Like she knew.

Like she had always known I was coming back.

I turned to say something to her but she was already pulling the door half-closed.

"Sleep," she said.

"Baba. Thank you."

A pause. Just her shape in the half-open door, small and certain.

"You came back," she said. "That's all I wanted."

She pulled the door closed.

I sat on the edge of the bed. I put my hands in my lap and looked at the rock on the shelf. The not-quite-heart-shaped rock from the river. I had been nine years old when I found it. I had carried it home in both hands, precious, convinced I had found something extraordinary. My grandmother had held it and turned it over and said, with complete seriousness, yes, that's a heart, and I had put it on the shelf and kept it there for the rest of my childhood and never questioned it.

Outside, the last sound of the village settling into night. A dog. A door. The river, always the river, underneath everything.

And then, from the direction of the Kovalenko house, one last crack of an axe.

Then silence.

I lay down on the embroidered quilt without taking my shoes off and stared at the ceiling and told myself to sleep.

It took a long time.

But it came.

✦
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Mykola

I chopped wood until it was too dark to see.

This is not unusual for me. I have been doing this, chopping wood past the point of sense, past the point of need, past the point where my arms have anything left in them, since I came back. It is not about the wood. I have enough wood. I have enough wood to last three winters. I have been chopping wood because it is the one thing I have found that turns off the part of my brain that does not have an off switch.

The part that replays.

I don't sleep the way I used to sleep. I used to sleep the way the village dogs sleep: completely, without reservation, gone from the world in seconds and back in it the same way. That sleep left with the bus east and did not come back with me. What I have now is more like a negotiation. I can sleep if certain conditions are met: not too quiet (quiet means I can hear the replaying), not too warm (warmth does something to the dreams), on my side with my back to the wall and my face to the door. Like an animal.

I have stopped being embarrassed about it.

I chopped until dark and then I put the axe in the shed and stood in the yard for a moment with my arms hanging and my breath coming in clouds in the cold air. The valley was dark below me. The lights of the village, fewer than before, but still lights, still people, still going, scattered like dropped coins. Above, the sky had that particular clarity of a mountain night in early spring: the clouds gone, the stars close, the kind of sky that makes you feel very small and strangely comforted by the smallness.

I looked at it for a while.

I was aware of the light in the window of the Savchenko house. The kitchen window. I was not looking at it. I was aware of it the way you are aware of a fire when you are cold, without looking directly at it, knowing it is there, feeling its direction.

She was back.

I had known she was coming. Halya had told Olena who had mentioned it to the priest who had said something to Dmytro who had said something to me, which is how information moves in a village of this size: through a chain of people who are not quite trying to tell you but cannot quite stop themselves. She was coming. She had been in Warsaw for two years. She was coming because Halya was not well and had sent for her.

I had known for two weeks that she was coming.

I had spent those two weeks the way I spend most things now: not preparing, not practicing, not thinking through what I would say or do. Just continuing. Waking up. Chopping wood. Eating. Sleeping badly. Waking up again. I had learned
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