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1994/Nura  

She looked at the sky. Through a dense layer of clouds, she recognized a painfully 
bright circle. She sensed that ultimately, behind that glaring white, if only she 
managed to stare for long enough, if only, she managed to persist, with her retina on 
fire, she would discover red-hot bones. Instead, she turned her head. The sky had 
darkened again and the clouds drove the fog into the canyon.  
Once again, she was met with disdainful looks and whispers when she stepped onto 
the market square. Old hags followed her with their sticky yellow lizard eyes burning 
her skin. She knew they were judging her viciously for walking through the village 
without a scarf on her head.  
The heavy fog gathered above the canyon with uncanny speed. Silently, it had crept 
into the villages and had swallowed all people and things with its infinite gaping 
mouth. It was a struggle to recognize even the nearest objects. 
The fog and the damp cold were making people even more tense and thin-skinned and 
the atmosphere that had been somewhat frosty to begin with was almost unbearable. 
The women were going about their business quietly, practically tiptoeing, while the 
men had formed small groups and retreated into the backrooms acting thoughtful and 
secretive.  
Soon winter would fall upon the canyon, merciless as it was in this region. The people 
steeled themselves and got ready for the frosty starlit nights and the icy morning 
winds. Yet, there was something else in the air, lurking almost. She was unable to put 
it into words, she had never felt it, all she knew was that it spelled trouble.   
But she refused to let herself be paralyzed by fear and worry like the rest of them. She 
wanted to look forward to the first snow like she did every year. She wanted to have 
snowball fights with little Asma, she wanted to ride the sleigh with her – despite her 
mother’s lamentations that this kind of behavior was no longer acceptable, not for a 
young woman her age.  She wanted to feel the crunch of the snow beneath her feet, 
wanted to shake the white blankets off the thin branches of the mossy green fir trees 
and laugh mindlessly, she wanted continue doing all these things, just the way she 
always had. After all, the whispering of the old hags was nothing new, she knew their 
condemning looks, she was used to it and even now, despite the icy atmosphere, 
despite the threat she was unable to put into words, she would not be fazed by them, 
she would not take a detour to get to the mill where she had been sent to pick up the 
pre-ordered flour.   
She would not bow her head. All she had to do was to close her eyes for a second and 
imagine Natalia Iwanowna’s thin, breathy voice that whispered to her in her delicate 
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Russian: »What kind of posture is that? Is that how a proud Caucasian woman walks? 
Straighten up! A woman with her back bent, a crouching woman will never be able to 
assert herself! That’s more like it, very good! Just like a Bolshoi ballerina. There we 
go! Well done, Madame! And now, let’s work on you Osanka!« 
Nura had always loved the way Natalia had said that word, stressing each syllable. 
Even though it meant nothing but posture, saying it like that gave it another, deeper 
meaning. It was easy to recall Natalia Iwanowna’s voice, after all, it had been her who 
had taught her that magic spell, the word that made all adversities, every nuisance, 
every infamy life brought her way, more bearable. Her voice was as vivid in her mind 
as if they had parted ways just the day before and something told her that it would 
stay that way for the rest of her life. With those words in her ear, Nura hugged her 
pride tightly and crossed the market place with her head held high and bolt upright 
Osanka.  
»You have to focus! The imagination does not tolerate randomness or even worse 
carelessness. You have to be very precise with the things you imagine! « The fog was 
embracing her like a fur stole and for a moment she believed it was Natalia 
Iwanowna’s doing, her sorcery that protected her from the resentful looks and the 
whispers that were sure to be hurtful.  
The canyon was slumbering, rocked to sleep by the fog. The mountains seemed to be 
holding their breath. Again and again, she pictured herself leaving the village one day, 
maybe forever. The inevitability of it seemed to have inscribed itself into her body 
and her thoughts. Yet, at the same time, something inside her withdrew from the idea. 
And it was not for the sake of the people, no, it was the presence of the mountains, 
this proximity to the sky that held her here.  
Here, it seemed that all she needed to do was stretch out her hand if she wanted to 
touch the clouds, here, she could feel the sky or at least inhale it. Once she’d been 
taken into a city, in fact it had been the only time she’d ever seen one – a proper one, 
not one of those backwater towns that surrounded the village. Back then, she had been 
overwhelmed by the realization that neither the sky nor the stars were visible there, in 
fact, the sky had seemed fake, as if a bad painter had tried his hand at it and failed 
miserably.  
Back then, she’d been ten years old and as she’d walked the broad streets hand in 
hand with her father, she had heard the cars tear past them. And though it had felt 
peculiar, strange and unfamiliar, it had been a wonderful, an exhilarating feeling, a 
completely new taste on her tongue that she had not been able to name at the time. 
Now, she did have a name for it: freedom. Though possibly, this new taste had been 
intensified by the fact that she’d been there with her father, just the two of them, 
without her mother and her dos and don’ts. Her father had seemed like a different 
man, so cheerful and at ease, so childlike and playful, so light. It had seemed like a 
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heavy burden had been lifted from his shoulders. But that was long ago and even the 
memory of him as a cheerful and happy man seemed almost surreal to her now.   
Avlan, the owner of the mill, wiped his hand on his apron and gave her a wide smile. 
Then he asked about her mother’s health and inquired about her sisters. Actually, he 
cared only for Malika, the eldest of the three. But it was hopeless. Malika was already 
married to another man and even Avlan knew how futile his longing was, but he just 
could not give it up entirely, was unable to reconcile himself to his fate. Nura had 
always pitied him. It had been a foolish longing, Malika would never have accepted 
him as her husband and above all, the Gelajew family would have objected to such a 
union. He was seen as too soft and effeminate for the mountains, collateral damage 
for the Taip, inevitable and of minimal use, not even a drop of warrior blood in his 
veins which meant that he was not a real Nochtscho. For Malika, who loved to be told 
what to do, there was something akin to erotic ecstasy in submitting to a man. 
Therefore, a marriage with Avlan would have been doomed from the start.   
– The best quality, very fine flour, just like your mother ordered, perfect for 
Chepalgaschi. She really is a true mistress when it comes to making them. I tried her 
Chepalgaschi once, on your grandfather’s birthday, and I can still taste them. Just 
heavenly!  
She asked herself whether he was exaggerating because he wanted her on his side or 
whether he was truly convinced of what he was saying. Her mother really was a good 
cook, but so were most women in the village. She smiled at him, then looked outside. 
The fog had become even denser, gray walls in the middle of the streets of the Aul.  
– Nasty that fog, isn’t it? Avlan pretended to be shaken by a shivering fit and smiled 
stupidly. She would have liked to give him a hug, but she knew that the two men who 
were having a conversation by the entrance were keeping a close watch over them and 
since she did not want any additional trouble, she suppressed the urge but at the same 
time she was frustrated with herself for showing such restraint.   
– And how is good Malika, is she doing well? Does she visit you every now and then? 
Avlan was much less restrained.  
– She’ll come back for the Feast of the Sacrifice at the latest, I’m sure of it. And I do 
hope she’s well.   
She really hoped so. Malika had gotten married almost a year ago and had moved to 
Urus-Martan. They did not know whether she was happy, at the very least, she had 
made her mother very happy. The groom’s clan was a strong one, his father owned a 
soap factory in Urus Martan, and while they were said to be assimilated, they were no 
bootlickers, so it was a dream come true and an elevation of rank that not only Malika 
but the whole family would benefit from, especially after the disgrace that the father 
had brought to the family. It was outright redemption, a peace treaty.  
Mother had always counted on Malika. First of all, she was the most obedient, second, 
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she was a »proper« girl with »proper« girl-dreams that revolved entirely around a 
strong and powerful man, and thirdly, she was the prettiest. Asma was too little, there 
was no way of knowing whose footsteps she would follow in. And her, Nura, the 
second-born, oh well, let’s not even talk about that.  
Malika did turn out to be her mother’s trump card, and when her plan had worked out, 
her mother had seemed almost at peace for a moment – with herself, the world and 
most of all the past, but this feeling did not last very long. A matchmaker from the 
next village had arranged the marriage and mother kept repeating how lucky they had 
been that Malika had such a pretty face and that Urus-Martan was too far away for the 
news of the disgraceful disappearance of her father to have much impact.  
Malika agreed before she had even seen the groom, because it meant moving to the 
city and having a husband with a German car. So, there was a wedding. She moved 
away. Since then, Nura had seen her sister only once when Malika and her parents in 
law had passed through the Aul at the height of summer on their way to visit the 
Nihaloyskie waterfalls since the falls were said to improve fertility. She was now 
wearing a scarf on her head and an ankle-length dress, just like a married woman 
should.   
But now as she was talking to Avlan Nura really did asked herself whether her sister 
was happy. What would Malika’s happiness even look like. Would it be visible? Or 
was Malika’s happiness color- and odorless, quiet and inconspicuous, blurry like this 
fog? That one time she’d passed through, she had been very quiet, quieter than usual 
and she had seemed a little scared or insecure, as if she had forgotten how to act 
around her mother and her sisters, here in this village that was so different from the 
city. Or maybe she had unlearned to be herself or had adopted a front and was afraid 
that they might see right through it.   
– Her family gets along with the Russians, don’t they? This question astonished her. 
Avlan had never seemed particularly interested in world events. She was certain that 
he would not even leave this place, this village, unless he was practically chased away 
from it.  
– I don’t know. Why are you asking me that?  
– Well, don’t you go watch television at the Gasujews?  
– Sometimes.  
– There was a coup, the Russians want to install their people here, to rule over us. 
We’ve shot down their combat helicopter.  
– We?  
– Yes, our people.  
His choice of words surprised her. Surely, he spent a lot of time in the former 
Komsomolclub where recently a lot of young men had been gathering talking about 
»important issues« as her mother put it, meaning politics. Probably Avlan had been 
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there too and had adopted those foreign words to impress. 	
 
– Yes, and many of the bootlickers have been arrested.  
It was hard not to notice a certain pride in his voice, his eager patriotism surprised her 
and the look of enthusiasm in his eyes immediately had him drop several ranks in her 
personal list of nice people.  
– I really have to go now, mother and Asma are waiting for me …  
For the first time, she had felt uncomfortable in his presence and she was eager to 
leave. As if woken from a doze, he shook his head, laughed in his winning manner 
and handed her the flour sack.   
She bid him farewell with a nod of the head and stepped outside. The fog embraced 
her instantly like a warm coat. A few steps down the road she almost ran into fat 
Gülnaz and her shapeless son.   
Gülnaz was a real village matron and since her husband had some cows and just as 
many wives – the latter being a source of quiet dissatisfaction for her – she felt 
authorized to make decisions in matters of the community and get involved in just 
about everything. If gossiping made you fat, she’d be weighing a ton already, Nura 
had once said to Asma, immediately breaking into laughter over that vivid image she 
had come up with.   
The child, no longer a child, really, but still far from being a grown-up, held on to 
Gülnaz’s hand and stomped along behind her, his steps sluggish and heavy.  
– Oh Nura, it’s you! You gave me quite a fright!, she screamed and her gold teeth 
were clearly visible even through the thick layer of fog between them.   
– Yes, it’s me, aunt Gülnaz, excuse me! But the fog is so very dense today … 
– My brother said that it’s the Russians. Yes, don’t give me that look, they say the 
Russians are using some kind of gas to slowly poison us, in order to take revenge 
before we even notice … 
– I don’t quite believe that, aunt Gülnaz!  
She took a small step ahead, trying to convey to Gülnaz that she wanted to move on, 
but the woman blocked her way, because she had more things to say, but mostly 
because she wanted to be sure that she had not missed out on any gossip. 
– So, what is your poor mother doing now?  
– What do you mean, aunt Gülnaz?  
She had no idea what this backstabber was getting at.  
– Well, being at home all by herself with two girls and in such uncertain times …  
Her insides tightened. She would have liked to scream, to spit in her face and run off. 
Gülnaz was feeding greedily off other people’s pain. So much Schadenfreude was 
hard to bear. How could anyone be so frustrated, how can they live like that, she was 
asking herself as she forced a smile. 	
 
– It’s all good, aunt Gülnaz. Do not worry about us.  
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– Don’t give your mother a hard time, you hear me?, the Gülnaz said and her voice 
had an almost threatening undertone as she bent towards her, exposing Nura to her 
nasty breath that smelled like eggs and something fatty. – She’s been through enough. 
Oh, how much Nura wanted to slap her.  
In moments like this, Natalia Iwanowna’s absence pained her most. Previously, after 
such incidents, she had run to her barn and raged like a thunderstorm, releasing her 
anger and condemning them all to hell, until she’d regained her calm and confidence. 
But now, well now she had to swallow the bitterness, the rage, she even had to force a 
smile as she was doing so.  
– Goodbye!, she murmured instead of a response and continued on her path through 
the fog. The boy, who had been standing next to his mother apathetically, suddenly 
stuck out his tongue and blubbered a word. At first, she didn’t understand what he’d 
said but after a few steps, the word took shape in her head. »Whore« was what he’d 
said. Gülnaz must have put her hand over his mouth because the yelling stopped 
abruptly and the complete silence surrounding them was restored.     
She could not lose her grip. She had to make sure not to give those hicks another 
reason to gossip about her and her family. »Just continue breathing, breathe deeply 
and steadily« – Natalia Iwanowna was whispering in her ear again. How terribly she 
missed her! »Breathe and then change the filter!«    
That was what she did when the world around her became too narrow, too tough, too 
uncomfortable. She switched off reality, changed it like a color filter. And that was 
not hard at all. All she had to do was close her eyes and, using all her senses and 
utmost focus, put herself into a different reality, where everything was different. She 
became a different person, she became whatever she was able to see in her mind, she 
became what her imagination allowed her to be.  
And with every day, every month, every year, she became more daring and bold. 
Before, all she had dared to imagine had been becoming a doctor somewhere in a big 
city. She imagined the city like a carnival, full of beautiful parks and attractions, 
colorful and bright, full of music and joy and then herself, in the midst of it all, 
rushing home from work, important work, surgery preferably, life or death kind of 
work and she’d be wearing a beautiful dress with her hair down, looking victorious, 
as life had prevailed once again over death and with her help. She saw herself 
laughing and eating ice cream, walking past the carousels and the market stands 
offering cotton candy.   
She discovered that she could train her imagination like an obedient horse and the 
stories she imagined became bolder, more extravagant and adventurous over time. If 
she didn’t want to exert herself too much, she was just a princess, that took almost no 
energy at all.  
Not any princess either though, but a Japanese one. (In the old village library that was 
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full of Socialist propaganda, she had once discovered a tattered fashion magazine, 
written in a beautiful foreign language in Latin letters. The images had shown 
beautiful, well-dressed women and one smart looking young woman had caught her 
attention. She had turned out to be a Japanese princess, who bore the exotic, 
wanderlust inducing name Michiko – that much she had been able to decipher.) She 
wore chic costumes and waved at her people from an emperor’s golden palace.  
But recently, she turned herself into María most of the time. The beautiful María from 
the Mexican telenovela Simplemente María that she watched with the other women of 
the village on the Gasujew’s television every night. Due to the great number of people 
watching, they had moved the device into the courtyard, using an extension cord 
attached with tape so that there was space for everyone. The story revolved around the 
plain village girl María who managed, despite all adversities and obstacles, to become 
a renowned fashion designer. The young woman overcame all social barriers to her 
success, though she was unable to live her love for the rich Juan Carlos del Villar 
Montenegro. It was nice to be María.   
And María’s life was easy to borrow, since the colorful Mexican reality was not only 
rich and detailed but also dubbed. She had a precise image of the rooms María walked 
through, the dresses she wore, the things she touched and the rest, well, the rest she 
completed in her head. The taste of Juan Carlos de Villar Montenegro’s lips for 
instance. And even though her love was an unhappy one, even though they were not 
meant to be together (she was not entirely sure of this yet, there was still hope, after 
all, there were one hundred and twenty-two episodes left to watch), she was beautiful, 
mysterious and exciting – just what she herself longed to be instead of the girl she had 
to be in her actual life.  
She had found out that the actress who embodied María, was called Maria Victoria 
Eugenia Guadalupe Martínez del Río Moreno-Ruffo and she had memorized the name 
just like one of the many patriotic poems she had been made to learn by heart in 
school. How magical and enticing that name sounded! Maria Victoria Eugenia 
Guadalupe Martínez del Río Moreno-Ruffo – it melted like cotton candy on her 
tongue and left a taste that induced a longing for more.  
The world of Maria Victoria Eugenia Guadalupe Martínez del Río Moreno-Ruffo was 
exactly what the world should be if one was lucky enough to be alive in the first place. 
Was it too much to ask that life and one’s environment allowed for the world to be 
just like that? Was it? Was it wrong to want more? More than what a woman deserved, 
as her mother kept saying? The old women on the marketplace certainly thought so 
when they were eating her up with their yellow lizard eyes, abusive and reprehending. 
To them, the mere fact that she was young and her body unaware of the mysterious 
promises it contained, was insult enough.   
Did she have to apologize for being as sleek and graceful as an animal living in the 
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wild?! Did she have to apologize for trying to dream herself away from here? For the 
fact that this village just was not enough for her, and the villagers even less so? 
Behind those mountains, behind the giant canyon, behind the angry river, there was a 
world that contained so much, that was so diverse, so colorful. That was where she 
wanted to go. She had to go there. She had to make it. The idea that one day she 
might lose her magic powers, lose the ability to transport herself into a different 
reality, because the actual reality would have etched through her imagination like acid, 
was paralyzing.  
It was precisely this power that kept her alive. It gave her confidence, helped her to 
endure a life that, while not being unhappy, was still the opposite of happy. For a long 
time, she had lacked the right word to express the essence of this condition.  
»Is it not the saddest thing, Nura, that most people long for nothing but mediocrity? 
Mediocrity in life, mediocrity in everything. There is nothing I fear more than just 
that.«   
Suddenly, she saw Natalia Iwanowna. Standing by the window, her back turned 
towards her, a cigarette in her left hand. [...]  
»My husband and I, we were fighting it constantly, it was our entire purpose. And 
after so many years, I’m wondering whether that might have been a mistake, whether 
we just failed miserably. Yes, if you ask me, mediocracy is the curse of mankind. It 
wasn’t the snake that brought sin into the Garden of Eden, it was mediocracy…« 
Natalia Iwanowna took a drag from her cigarette (for a woman in Nura’s world this 
was a scandalous offence) and for a moment, Nura considered sneaking up from 
behind, hugging her, consoling her and letting her know that she was the most 
remarkable human being she had ever met.  
»But some people, very few of them, really, they do succeed ... They manage to 
overcome the curse ...« Abruptly she fell silent, as if she were waiting for something, 
some verdict that was still in the making. And then, after she had stubbed out her 
cigarette on a saucer turned ashtray, she delivered that verdict: »Maybe, yes, maybe 
you could ... succeed, Nura ...« Never in her life had anyone given Nura a bigger 
»Yes«.  
But she would have to fight for this »Yes«, like a lioness – that was the next thing 
Natalia Iwanowna had taught her. Otherwise, she would end up being one of those old 
women on the market square, with a woolen scarf around her head, her hands folded 
in her lap, with sticky, yellow eyes and caustic words releasing their toxins in her 
mout. If she did not go away, if she did not escape these mountains and this river with 
their treacherous beauty, she would become one of them.    
Or worse, she would be like her mother, wallowing in self-pity, begging with every 
fiber of her being for protection by the Aul, striving for the community’s approval of 
each and every one of her actions and decisions. Ever since her father had left her, she 
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had been floating through the galaxy like a helpless creature, fearful and intimidated, 
insecure down to her very core and losing herself in mindless efficiency. 
No, she would never let a man be her purpose in life, not even a man like Juan Carlos 
del Villar Montenegro. She would be the sun in her own planetary system. She would 
not conceal anything, she would wear the most beautiful and colorful dresses that 
would show her ankles as well as the cleavage that had developed over the last two 
years between her two firm, round breasts. And her apartment! It would be beautiful, 
with flower patterns on every tablecloth, handwoven carpets, porcelain vases and soft 
couches, just like the haciendas in the telenovela.   
Maybe she would –  and surely this dream was the most thrilling, foolhardy, crazy 
and possibly, for exactly that reason, her favorite dream of them all – maybe she 
would become a worshipped actress, one that everyone would fall in love with, one 
that won all kinds of awards, one that walked around in the most precious gowns. The 
kind of actress that would blow kisses into the crowd below the stage, her eyes wet 
with emotion. An actress just like Maria Victoria Eugenia Guadalupe Martínez del 
Río Moreno-Ruffo! [...] 
Natalia Iwanowna had come to the village about four years ago. A Russian woman 
who had married a Chechen and had moved to Grozny with him. Both of them used to 
be teachers but then – for reasons unfathomable to Nura – they had opted for a life on 
the road, traveling through the remotest villages of the northern Caucasus in order to 
teach the children there.   
They did not go into the schools of the villages, they offered their very own education 
in the classrooms they improvised in their private quarters. They supported 
themselves through donations and alms from grateful parents whose children had 
come home thrilled by the lessons they had received. It was their goal to offer »food 
for thought beyond the dominant norms«. They brought a whole trunk full of books 
and – another wonderful thing: a television with a VCR and whole bunch of video-
cassettes with hand-written labels. A magical world opened up for the children who 
came in droves. They had everything – from old Chaplin movies, pirated and 
therefore blurry, to Visconti’s films, loud action movies from Hollywood and even 
Bollywood movies.  
Before each screening, there was a lecture about the given movie and a discussion 
afterwards. In this lecture, the kids learned about how and why the movie had been 
made, about the actors, the given era and what was going on around the world at the 
time. After the screening, the kids were to share their impressions. And it was not 
enough to say, whether they’d liked or disliked the movie, they had to argue and enter 
into a debate amongst each other. There were no criteria, no doctrine of good taste, 
they were allowed to think and say whatever they wanted. Many felt overwhelmed by 
this exercise.  
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Never before had they been allowed to voice their own opinion. Their lives were 
regulated by the Adat-laws. Parents, grandparents, the party and the imams told them 
what to do and what was forbidden. And here came two sorcerers who whisked them 
away into a magical reality where everything seemed possible. [...] But the two would 
move on and the kids would return quietly to their sparse and carefully regulated 
everyday lives. That was the law of the mountains, the law of the ancestors, this 
region was dominated by the century-old laws of the Vainakhs.   
In this case, everything was different. The seeds settled into more than fertile ground. 
A great misfortune turned out to be very fortunate for them. Natalia Iwanowna’s 
husband died of a heart attack, very suddenly after a mere few weeks in the Argun 
canyon. They had rented a small abandoned wood barn off the main road and one 
night, before Nura had even had enough time to remember his name, he just dropped 
dead.  
Natalia Iwanowna grieved for a long time. Her grief was different from the grief, the 
women of the Aul tended to exhibit. The villagers were talking about it but no one 
intervened. She was not a Nochtscho, she was a foreigner, a godless Socialist from the 
north, how would she know anything about the kind of grief the death of a husband 
warranted? Yes, the people from the city were degenerate, they had lost their path, the 
communists had corrupted them, but suddenly there was hope. The elders had begun 
whispering about it recently, ever since the Russian giant had collapsed like a sick 
elephant. After the declaration of independence, the Vainakh Democratic Party had 
been founded which had people entertain hopes that Allah and his blessings would 
return to the region.   
Very hesitantly, the foreign woman who did not wear a headscarf, returned to the 
dusty roads of the village, like a bird separated from the rest of the flock, she 
wandered aimlessly, buying nothing but a little food for herself. Nura watched her 
from the window when she walked past their farm and heart felt like it was torn apart 
from the inside.  [...] 
Once, she secretly followed her through the high snow that was so provocatively 
white and swallowed all sounds around it. She was fascinated by the woman’s aura, 
she exuded something she could not quite put into words, something she would later 
call self-sufficiency. This woman seemed to depend on no one, wanted for nothing. 
She was full of something, something invisible but tangible nevertheless. She was just 
sad, because she had lost a loved one and Nura longed to learn about this love, wanted 
to know whether her husband had been the same way, without a need in the world, 
someone who did not see her as a necessity but as an enrichment of his life. [...] 
Natalia Iwanowna stayed in the canyon for a long time. Longer than she had ever 
stayed anywhere and this turned out to be a blessing for Nura, a saving grace. Her 
husband’s death led Natalia Iwanowna into depression. It was as if nothing else 
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mattered, as if she was unable to find any meaning in what she was doing without him. 
They had lived a nomadic life, complementing each other, depending on no one but 
their students. She could have returned to Grozny or to Machatschkala, maybe to 
Tiflis or Jerewan but somehow, she felt tied to the Caucasus like Prometheus, about 
whom she had told Nura one day while they were having tea with honey and a thin 
slice of lemon. She had lost all ties to Leningrad, known as St. Petersburg these days, 
where she had been born and raised. There was nothing to lure her back.  
The mountains had become her home. Traveling in their light blue Lada Niva, they 
had pursued a vague longing, some kind of hope maybe, driving across the Caucasus 
and along the military road. And now there was no place for Natalia Iwanowna, no 
longing strong enough to have her fold up her tents and continue through the vast 
landscape. Her goal had become blurry and dull.  
And there was something else that led her into seclusion, something that made her 
reluctant to go out into the mountains – it was the nationalism that had returned with 
the proclamation of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria. Ever since Ingushetia had 
joined the Russian Federation, while Chechnya refused to take this step, the situation 
had become increasingly dicey for her. All over the Caucasus, the world was split into 
two camps. There were friends and enemies, nothing in between. An enemy was 
anyone who did not want the same thing your own group wanted. People wanted to be 
amongst themselves again, they had endured the presence of unwanted guests for such 
a long time and now that the Soviet Republic was crumbling and the Russian giant 
was traipsing blindly through the darkness, it was finally time for them to leave. [...] 
During their first meeting, surrounded by knee-high snow, they spoke very little, 
every word was uttered quietly but to Nura it felt like an initiation, like being inducted 
into a world of sorcery. Once again, Nura had snuck up to the barn and had circled the 
house like a stray cat hoping to be discovered. And one day, she was indeed 
discovered.  
– Why don’t you come on in, you seem to be drawn magically towards my sparse 
abode!  
That was the only thing she said to her as she opened the door. Natalia Iwanowna sat 
at a small side table where she also took her meals, a steaming cup of tea in front of 
her. Her light blue eyes were fixed on a colorful cube. Nura had never seen such a 
thing. A pair of glasses sat on the tip of Natalia Iwanowna’s nose and her expression 
was one of utmost focus. The cube seemed to be a toy for grown-ups.  
– What is that?  
– That’s a Rubik’s Cube, in other words: a puzzle in the shape of a cube. Don’t you 
know it? 	
 
– No. 	
 
– Well, maybe that’s a good thing. I’m having a tough time with this stupid thing.  
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– Why? 	
 
– It just doesn’t work. No matter what I do, I just cannot get it right. My husband used 
to laugh at me. He said I looked like I was trying to solve the mystery of life itself but 
I’m just fascinated by it. Still, it just doesn’t work. Maybe you’ll succeed, she said, 
and handed Nura the colorful cube.  
It was like coming home. It seemed familiar even though that was impossible and 
illogical. There was sorcery in everything. And every night when she came home to 
the angry looks of her cousins and the avalanche of her mother’s accusations, she 
wondered how she had survived without all this knowledge and all these skills. [...] 
She adopted a more conciliatory attitude towards the past and practiced forgiveness.  
Yes, she had to forgive him, her father, a word she had not used since he’d left for 
fear it might burn her tongue. The word had been erased from their lives, it was as if 
there had never been a father, even though her mother spent every single day 
mourning his disappearance and the entire village had been gossiping viciously about 
him for months. And sometimes she resented herself for missing him and she was 
afraid that his legacy was running through her veins and that it would turn out to be a 
curse. [...] 
The years prior to his disappearance had been a succession of embarrassments. Like 
that disaster about the sheep! When mother had realized that his »idiosyncrasies« had 
come back, she decided to give him a million tasks to do, so he would not have time 
for any »eccentricities«. Never before had they owned sheep. Horses, yes, chickens of 
course, but never sheep. So, she decided he should shepherd a herd up to the high 
plain, where he would find very little distraction and few things to break. Initially, he 
did not respond, a reaction that filled her with optimism, but a mere two weeks later, 
most of the sheep had gotten lost on the high plain and some had even fallen into the 
canyons. His response to the widespread outrage had been that it had been the 
animal’s own free will. That had been the beginning of the end. Up until the day he 
vanished, one embarrassment followed the other for her mother. She even considered 
finding him a younger woman, an unofficial but tolerated contributor to his happiness, 
but it was not meant to be. He took off and left her with her memories and her 
suffering. And those memories were not easy to erase, those years she had spent by 
his side, the three children she had borne him, none of that could be undone. She had 
to live with the constant worry that he might have passed some of his craziness on to 
his children, that they too, would go “crazy”, that they would fall silent for days or 
spend weeks in a mountain cave. She herself had always obeyed the Adat laws, she 
had always gone to pray even during the reign of Socialism and the era of collective 
farms. Yes, she was one of those people who feared what her middle daughter desired 
most of all in the world, even if it meant to fall into disfavor with the community. [...] 
Worst of all for her mother, she had now become the pariah of the Aul, she stood 
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emptyhanded after all that she had endured. All of her sacrifices her angelic patience 
and her practically superhuman perseverance, none of it had paid off. This injustice 
kept her awake at night after his quiet and sudden disappearance and over time it 
turned into a confused and helpless kind of anger.  
The fog descended further onto the canyon. Like a snake it coiled itself around the 
rocks. Hopefully she would make it home before darkness fell. The night would be 
freezing. The frost would come after the fog but it would come and it would be 
merciless. She had just stopped in front of the Osmajew’s house when she heard some 
rustling behind her and she turned around frightened.  
– Weren’t you the courageous one? How come you’re peeing your pants now?  
It was Musa, the troublemaker. She took a breath of relief, yet at the same time, her 
entire body tightened. He moved in closer than the ancestral laws allowed, it was the 
fog that made him so cocky. They had been in school together. And somehow, he had 
always been out to get her. Every paper ball he had ever thrown had been directed at 
her, every time he had pulled a pigtail, it had been hers, every joke he’d made about 
girls, he’d made while she was not there, every prank he participated in had had to be 
witnessed by her. Ever since they had been little and had played together at family 
get-togethers, he just couldn’t leave her alone.  
He was quick and eloquent, she was sure that he would be considered a good catch, 
especially since his father owned the largest dairy farm in the entire canyon and had 
amassed a lot of money since the privatization. Musa had grown tall. Taller by a head 
almost, he stood in front of her, strong and full of zest. Every part of him seemed to 
be in constant motion as if there was some kind of turmoil inside of him that 
prevented him from standing still. His torso was rocking back and forth and he kept 
shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Nura found it unnerving and confusing.   
– Don’t worry, you wouldn’t scare me into peeing my pants. What are you doing out 
here? Don’t you have things to do besides ambushing girls?  
– I am not ambushing anyone. You’re in front of my house, I can do what I please 
here.  
He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and took out two at once, something he 
would not have done in front of grown-ups and dared to only because the fog gave 
him cover. He stuck one of them behind his ear, the other between his lips. The flare 
of the lighter created a brief illusion of comfort and warmth which she enjoyed.  
– I have to go home, she said, more to herself than to Musa. She had quite a hike 
ahead of her and the sky had already been swallowed up by the fog.  
– I should accompany you home if you’re so afraid, shouldn’t I? Make sure no one 
kidnaps you, he added laughing. His laughter was loud and cackling and it always 
sounded like he had something forbidden in mind.  
– No, thank you, that’s not necessary.  
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– Now come on, these aren’t good times for a girl to be walking around by herself so 
late in the evening.  
– Why is that? 
On the one hand, not having to walk all the way through the darkness by herself was a 
comforting thought, on the other, having Musa so close to her made her 
uncomfortable. It was only in the glow of the cigarette that she realized that he had 
been growing a beard which was not quite as dense as he might have hoped. She had 
to smile to herself.  
– Well, recently, there’s been all kinds of trash hanging around in the area.  
Infidels and blasphemers. These words sounded foreign coming from his mouth. She 
remembered that mother and her cousins had been talking about how active Musa had 
been recently in the community center. There had been talk of a new mosque and he 
had been campaigning for that. His father, they said, would contribute most of the 
construction costs. She was unable to see a god-fearing, pious Muslim in the reckless, 
silly and fidgety boy she knew.  
She started walking, annoyed with the fact that she had not listened to her mother who 
had told her to bring a flashlight. There were no stars to light her path. Everything 
seemed to have vanished all of a sudden, swallowed by the thick fog and the darkness 
that had descended so suddenly. Somewhere in the distance, a dog was barking. The 
air was filled with an unfamiliar tension and she found no other explanation for it than 
the weather. Musa followed her wordlessly.  
– Really, thanks a lot, but I prefer walking by myself…  
– I have to walk you home, I owe it to your mother.  
– Why is that now?  
– She’s been through enough!  
That sentence had a bitter and frosty aftertaste. She wanted to respond, but she did not 
have any energy left for that. She did not want to justify or explain, she did not want 
to come to anyone’s defense.  
She did not care what had happened in the past, she did not care what kinds of 
problems her father had, she did not care where he went, she did not care how 
humiliating all that was for her mother. She did not want to look back any longer, she 
wanted to look ahead, she wanted to let her gaze wander beyond the edge of this 
world. Wordlessly, they walked past the community center and the former Gastronom. 
The silence was eerie, the damned fog seemed to eat up every sound, even the sound 
of their breathing, as if it just couldn’t get enough, wouldn’t be done before it had 
eaten up the entire world.  
– You should consider getting a scarf soon, he said, still a few paces behind her, and 
she felt caught somehow, as if he’d seen something that wasn’t for him to see. 
Sheepishly she fiddled with her coat.    
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– What is going on with you?  
She could not contain herself any longer, the reproach that turned out louder than she 
had intended, just scurried across her lips.  
– What do you mean, what’s going on with me … I … I …  
Suddenly he started stammering as if he’d choked on his own thoughts. She turned 
around and looked at his face. She guessed more than she saw, nevertheless, she could 
sense his fear, smell it almost. Or was it something else, was it shame? And then he 
bent his head and brought his face so close to hers that she froze with shock. No boy, 
no man, had ever come so close to her, this too was forbidden by ancestral law and 
she did not know what he was up to. She was torn between curiosity and disgust. 
Would he dare to follow through? Would he put his wet mouth, his full lips onto hers, 
and would he taste just like Juan Carlos del Villar Montenegro? Did she even want 
this? Did she want to receive her first kiss from Musa Osmajew? Had she not always 
dreamt of something more exciting? Then again, everyone had to start somewhere, 
even María had started somewhere. She stayed put, expectantly. Her stomach turned, 
it felt like riding a merry-go-round. Then, at the same moment, she heard the heavy 
wings of a large bird cut through the air and recoiled.   
Musa had his head turned towards the sky and it was obvious that he had wrestled his 
most precious longing to the ground, that he had tamed it and now they would 
continue walking wordlessly. Maybe it had been a griffon-vulture. Or maybe a 
foreign black bird who could sense misfortune like the birds in the stories the old 
people liked to tell. There was always a black bird in those stories that entered the 
picture when something sinister was going on, as a kind of warning that no one ever 
noticed except the narrator who was doomed to stand on the sidelines.  
– Musa ..., she said his name and all of a sudden it had a different ring to it, 
threatening almost. All of a sudden, those four letters seemed hard to pronounce. 
– So ..., he began, quickly moving away from her, as if from now on there was a 
certain measure of distance that had to be kept. So, when the mosque is finished, I’m 
going to start building the house.  
– Which house?  
She started walking, that made it easier. He was walking behind her.  
– Mine.  
– Oh, really?  
– Yes, down by the river, right at the edge of the hillside. It’s the most fertile ground. 
Remember where the old Pankow used to live?  
– Where did he go?  
– Never mind.  
– No, I would like to know; now that you mention his name I remember him, I 
haven’t thought about him in such a long time. Do you remember how we used to 
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climb across the fence to steal pears?  
–Yes, of course.  
– Such a silly thing to do, we had pears in our own garden, but his just tasted 
particularly good, at least that’s what we imagined, right?  
–Yes, somehow they did.           	
 
Suddenly, the lightness of those days returned, she could feel it in her body. How 
much she wanted to share it with Musa, how badly she wanted to stick out her tongue 
at him, push him, race him down the path. But in recent years, she had learned to 
approach the world with suspicion. No longer could she act on impulses, that seemed 
to be the price of growing up.  
– And how good he was with animals. He was able to heal all diseases in them.  
– Oh well.  
– No, really, he was the best vet in the region. And do you remember how much he 
wanted to dance the Lesingka but never really got the hang of it?  
– Russians can’t dance the Lesingka, it’s not in their blood.  
– Why do you say that?  
– What? 	
 
– I mean, he was so nice to us, why do you belittle him? 	
 
– Never mind. I wanted to say something else ... 	
 
– No, I do mind! You should not belittle him. 	
 
– I don’t. Calm down. 	
 
– No, you do. And that’s also why Natalia Iwanowna left. Because everyone stared at 
her like she was a leper. 	
 
– You mean the crazy Russian from the barn? 	
 
– She wasn’t a crazy Russian, she was my friend! 	
 
– She was weird. 	
 
– You didn’t even know her. 	
 
– It’s ok, now calm down. 	
 
– No, I don’t want to calm down, I’m sick of it ... How do you always know? Why do 
you always think you know what’s right and what’s wrong, what is good and what is 
bad? Don’t you ever doubt your judgement, don’t you ever consider being wrong? 	
 
– Why would I? 	
 
– Because you’re only human. 	
 
– Are you aware of what the Russians did to us? Are you aware that your 
grandmother and my grandfather were deported to Kazakhstan in 1944, along with 
half a million Nachtschi, that it was only after Stalin’s death that they were allowed to 
come back? I mean all of them, he wanted all of them gone, imagine that! For 
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centuries, they’ve been trying to wipe us out, they made us denounce our God, 
they... 	
 
– But Musa, it wasn’t Pankow or Natalia Iwanowna who tried to do that, or did they?  
– That doesn’t matter. They came here, they took what was ours, they made 
themselves at home and tried to convince us that we were second class citizens, but 
now it’s our turn. We won’t let them enslave us any longer. We’re a people of 
warriors, we have to bethink ourselves of that, we have to remember who we are and 
where we come from and then ...  
– And then?	
 
– Then it’s our turn.	
 
Like two blind people, they made their way through the darkness, they reached the 
butcher shop and turned left towards the bus stop that had not been used in years, then 
they passed the ruins of the donjon. Soon, they would get to the main road that had a 
few streetlamps that were likely to work. From there, she hoped to be able to continue 
on her own. Again, he had stopped talking abruptly as if he’d lost his train of thought, 
but she was fine with that. She did not understand him, she did not want to understand 
him, she did not want to subordinate everything to the past again, she did not want to 
hear about the Taip and Adat.	
 
– I will build my house there. And then ... 	
 
It took her a moment to understand what he was talking about, until she remembered 
that he’d been talking about fertile ground. She pressed the flour sack against her 
chest and began walking quicker. 	
 
– Why would you want to move out? I mean, your house is big enough, isn’t it, she 
asked. To be polite, not because she really cared.	
 	
 
– Because I will marry and my brothers will stay in the house.  
– Marry? You?	
 	
 
Somehow that thought seemed absurd, she could not help but see the restless, fidgety 
little boy who was always up to mischief, trapped accidentally in the body of a man. 
To her, he was still the boy who got all the other boys in the village to participate in 
his pranks and was constantly plaguing all the girls. Out of all people, this boy wanted 
to start a family? It seemed so odd to her and she laughed out loud. He stopped in his 
tracks. She had insulted him.  
– It’s ok, don’t be offended. I didn’t mean it that way. Who will be the lucky one?	
 
– You.	
 
At first, another laugh escaped her, but she stopped abruptly, her face looking like that 
of a fish on land, her mouth gaping, gasping for air. Fortunately, it was dark, 
fortunately he was a step ahead now.	
 
– My father will talk to your mother next week.	
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He spoke softly, but clearly, deliberately, as if he’d practiced these words often.	
 
– That’s completely unnecessary, she interrupted him and hurried ahead, walked past 
him and kept walking faster until she was almost running.	
 
– Hey, wait ... What do you mean by unnecessary?	
 
– I won’t marry you. I won’t marry at all. I’m moving away.	
 
– What? Where? 	
 
– First to Grozny perhaps. I just have to wait for a few weeks, until I’m eighteen, and 
then ... 	
 
– But, but ..., he stammered. You can’t do that.	
 
– Why can’t I do that? 	
 
– That’s just not done. Also, your family will ... 	
 
– That doesn’t matter.	
 	
 
She continued walking, and all of a sudden, the darkness did not seem so dangerous, 
to the contrary, it was protecting her, took her in. She ran and ran towards the main 
road and heard Musa breathing heavily as he tried to keep up with her.	
 
– Nura, wait, Nura!	
 
He used to be faster than her. The fact that he was now struggling to catch up, made 
her smile, though he couldn’t see her face. Either he had become slower or she had 
learned to keep up with the wind.  
– But I love you!, he was almost screaming now and the words kept echoing.	
 She 
stopped. Something inside her tightened. Something ripped. She felt sorry for him and 
at the same time she was happy about the gift he was offering her, even if she could 
not and did not want to accept it. 	
 
She was happy to hear him say something that came directly from him, something 
that was not learned, not predetermined by the ancestors. She felt something like 
gratitude and she came within a whisker of kissing him on the cheek, but no, that 
could be misinterpreted. The most difficult thing in life, as Natalia Iwanowna had 
once revealed to her, was the great effort one needed to put into not being oneself in 
everyday interactions.  
– Thank you.  
She did not know, why she thanked him, she also understood that these words were 
completely inappropriate in this situation and that they would annoy Musa, but she 
had not been able to think of anything better.  
– Did you hear what I said?  
Now there was anger in his voice.  
– Yes, I did and that’s beautiful, but I still, I won’t marry you. I really have to go 
home now or my mother will worry and I don’t want her to send one of my idiot 
cousins to go look for me.  
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– You shouldn’t talk like that ...	
 
– Like what? 	
 
– So arrogant. 	
 
– That’s not arrogant. That’s honest.	
 	
 
It was really brighter on the main road, even though the light of the street lamps didn’t 
reach very far, but at least now she recognized where she was, recognized the 
environment, the ground beneath her feet. She could even vaguely perceive the 
contours of the donjons. As soon as she came closer to them, she heard the squeaky 
voice of her homeroom teacher: »The Caucasian donjons in the mountain regions of 
the northern Caucasus were used as watchtowers and for the defense of family groups 
as well as a shelter when there was an attack, Mynaev, take your hand out of your 
nose, right now ...«  
The fog lifted.  
– That’s not done, he said, and his voice was trembling. He was holding back, his 
anger stemming from disappointment.  
– I know, everything that brings us happiness is not done. But I, Musa, I want … 
Never mind.  
She did not want to say anything else, it did not matter anyways, he would not 
understand her. He was a good boy, a little daredevil who did not know doubt, 
someone who did not question the world he lived in, someone who made do with 
what life offered. Except… except perhaps when it came to the Russians and the 
godlessness they had brought into the country, as his father liked to put it.  
But there was nothing to resolve between them, nothing to say. She wished him all the 
best, she wished the same even for his fierce father who was planning on talking to 
her mother in order to arrange his son’s marriage and more than likely, her mother 
would be pleased. After all, the Osmajew’s were known to be wealthy and Musa was 
a good catch, but …Yes, there was nothing to add.  
– Please turn around now. We’re close. I would like to walk by myself.  
Suddenly, like a sulking child, Musa stopped resisting, he didn’t even talk back to her, 
he stayed by the main road in the dim light of the street lamps. He was wearing a 
sheepskin jacket that he had surely bought with his father on the black market and for 
a lot of money, after all, these jackets had recently become a symbol of wealth and 
prestige.  
She continued on her path, on and on, following the rushing of the river, kicking aside 
pebbles with her feet.  
– All the best to you, Musa, don’t be angry!, she called into the darkness without 
bothering to turn around again. She would have almost disappeared from his view 
when she heard him call something after her. She had not been able to hear the 
beginning, but the last word was: – ... wife.    



 

 21 

Maybe it was true and maybe Natalia Iwanowna had been right after all when she had 
developed a theory, looking for a reason for her father’s disappearance. It was the 
only time she had not heard her out, but had stormed out of the barn without saying 
goodbye. On the day of her father’s disappearance, she had gone to see Natalia 
Iwanowna with tears streaming down her face:  
– I … I … he just disappeared. He’s gone. He won’t come back, I know it, he’s gone 
… took all of his things, we’ve searched everywhere and … 
She stammered and sobbed.  
– Who? What is going on? Calm down please, sit down, I’ll make you some tea. 
Always that tea, as if there was some magic quality to that hot drink, a magical 
quality that helped you endure everything.  
– My father … He’s left us.  
– What happened?  
– He was supposed to drive to Gudermes, he had an infected tooth and was supposed 
to see a specialist there … and he didn’t come back. And then we went looking for 
him and found all of his things were gone. And my uncle and my cousins drove out to 
look for him. But he did not even go to Gudermes … he never got there …  
After she had cried her heart out thoroughly and had drank three cups of tea, after she 
had said everything that could be said two or three times, after she had retraced his 
every step on that morning, Natalia Iwanowna began to speak, looking for reasons 
why he might have left. At that moment, it had seemed like mockery. She did not 
want hear about one or many reasons, there was no reason to justify his behavior, she 
thought. There was no excuse. There should not be one. And she did not want to hear 
Natalia Iwanowna’s half-baked theories. The indulgence, the acceptance of the blank 
her father had left, came only later, in the weeks and months that followed, but on that 
day, all she wanted was to hate him. She could not forgive Natalia Iwanowna for 
failing to understand that.  
– Maybe some people can be happy only in resistance, Natalia had said among many 
other things. She had tried to explain, had tried to find reasons for his inability to 
blend in with the community that he had been born into. Back then, she had not 
wanted to hear any of it. But now, as she was following the invitation of the river, 
slowing down her pace and surrendering to the sound of the water’s rushing, now as 
she let herself go, emptying her brain of all other thoughts, she wondered whether that 
was the legacy – this need to resist, always. Something about that thought made her 
sad, but she would not give in to the sadness, she would shake all irksome and useless 
thoughts on her way home, become lighter with every step and be completely empty 
by the time she got there.  
In that instant, she heard the honking of a car then a male voice calling from the 
distance. She turned around. There was a car coming from the Aul, no, there were two. 
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Suddenly, the honking turned into one uninterrupted, annoying noise. Then there were 
more calls. She stopped and tried to make out the reason for this unpleasant turmoil, 
but it was impossible – the crowd and the noise just did not make any sense to her. 
She tried to continue her way home but there was another car, this one coming from 
the other side. It was a dirty SUV and it raced past her with excessive speed, the flags 
of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria hanging from its windows and young men 
bawling something from the backseats.  
Two old Ladas followed. They too were honking incessantly and the men inside were 
screaming patriotic slogans. Within seconds, the familiar quiet of the canyon was 
pierced by this thick and foreign noise and some hectic commotion.  
She tried to recognize the faces but it was too dark. Also, the headlights of the cars 
were blinding her. She stepped aside, hoping that the irritating caravan would move 
on quickly. By no means did they leave though: like an army of ants, cars were 
coming from all directions, racing through the canyon. She asked herself whether 
there might be a party somewhere, an elaborate wedding in the next village maybe, 
but the flags, the bawling and the fact that there were so many young men – all that 
was suspicious, none of it felt like it had anything to do with a party. Nevertheless, the 
atmosphere was electrifying, intoxicating and for a moment, she let her gaze wander: 
The way it was accompanied by the consistent rushing of the river, the bobbing of the 
headlights, the up and down of the lights, seemed a bit surreal. 
Suddenly, she heard someone call her name. She jumped with fright, then began 
looking for the caller, but there were so many cars by now, a convoy had formed, the 
cars racing each other. She squinted hard, turned her head back and forth and kept the 
flour sack pressed ever more tightly to her chest.   
– Nura, Nura!, the voice broke through the sea of motors, squealing tires, honking, 
screaming, even the singing.   
At first, she thought it might be Musa who had returned with his father’s car in order 
to take her home, but then she recognized the voice of her eldest cousin Rustam and 
she didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed. He had come in his father’s 
shabby yellow 06 and he had the window down. Incredibly, he was by himself 
without his imbecile, testosterone driven brothers and friends.   
– Get in here, get in here, quickly!, he yelled through the open car-window and 
brought the car to a screeching halt by the side of the road. Quickly, she hopped on 
the passenger’s seat and before she had even closed the door, he drove away.  
– I’ve been looking for you for more than half an hour! Are you crazy, why are you 
walking along the main road?  
He seemed agitated. He lit a cigarette, even though he never smoked in front of his 
father and this was his car. Just like Rustam, she caught herself thinking, never thinks 
before he acts. Still, she was glad for the warmth inside the car.  
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– What’s going on? Why are you looking for me? Nana knew where I was ... 	
 
– Have you not heard?	
 	
 
She shook her head as she turned on the radio. First came the familiar static, it was 
not easy to find a steady frequency here in the canyon and there were improvised 
antennas all over the place, bent and taped, put together meticulously, trying to find a 
station that would come through in decent quality.  
Two speeding SUVs came towards them. Rustam slowed down and leaned out the 
window.  
– Salam alaikum, brother!, one of the men yelled.  
– Maschallah, Rustam replied.  
– Freedom to the Chechen people!, bawled the men in the other car, whose faces she 
could not see properly.  
– Freedom, Rustam replied, slightly standoffish.   
They uttered more slogans, but she had stopped listening, as for a moment one of the 
radio stations came through and she picked up individual words from the program, 
like »invasion«, »military conscription«, »military intervention« and »President of the 
Russian Federation«. Her knees went soft. She did not dare to confront the thought 
that was suggesting itself. It was only after Rustam had stepped on the gas, turned 
from the main road to the smaller one to the left which led to their farm and which, 
thankfully, was deserted, that she dared to ask:  
– Are we at war? 	
 
– Yes.  
 
 
 


