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         Scorching salt sprinkled onto a healing wound – that’s how the wedding of his young neighbour felt to Petko. A vital, necessary thing. No grief, however intense, should stop the flow of life, just as a boulder thrown into a river would not turn its current. The water would move around it and keep flowing, as was preordained.

         A year ago his wife, the woman from the Lamdo clan, not quite old, had departed into eternal night. Now there was no one to set the family tea table in the morning, no one to mend the boots, to start the fire. When a woman dies, she takes half of life with her, and then you begin to understand that the one with whom you have shared your days also takes away a part of your soul.

         Their tent – poles and reindeer hides – was placed on the sledge and left near the Three Trees, as the Nenets called the spot where even centuries ago they would leave sledges that were no longer needed. As for Old Man Petko, he began living in his old friend Vanu’s tent, on the vacant side. Living across the fire, old people would have said: in other words, not in one’s own tent.

         Somewhere, in some settlement or other, he had two daughters. The eldest had gone away a long time ago, Petko 8couldn’t even remember when, but the youngest would visit often. How he and his wife had loved their daughter’s summer visits. Like two old birds, they admired her from each side. Just as bird-parents clean the feathers of their only chick, he and his wife had dressed her in the best furs their sledge carried. But the daughter always left, like a fragile bird that fears winter and flies off to warmer places.

         The Lamdo woman died in winter, on a very cold day. Maybe that’s why their bird-daughter did not come to her funeral.

         To think how their young neighbour, the one who was getting married today, had admired their bird-bride. They had played together as helpless children, they had grown up together, and once he, the father, even saw them rocking a toy cradle made from an old swamp boot.

         He remembered something else, too. During one of the visits, in spring, her bed had stood empty for a whole white night, and when she came back, her cheeks were as scarlet as ripe red cloudberries. Mother and father didn’t ask her anything. They didn’t dare, they felt ashamed to ask.

         To think of the pain in Alyoshka’s eyes every time he touched the back of the sledge on which their daughter would journey far.

         And now an inexplicable, heavy resentment clung to Petko all the days that the small camp prepared for the wedding – although it was difficult to call what was happening a wedding. This was not how people married. There had been a time when family pots rang with emptiness and life did not allow 9for games. The old man remembered weddings rich and poor. In all of them, guests were sacred. The more guests, the better. The more kind words were said, the more happiness would befall the family which was born anew.

         No guests at this wedding, that’s what the young neighbour had wanted. No word about the wedding was sent to any other camp, and no relatives, close or distant, were invited. Though it was a sin not to do so, they hadn’t even sacrificed two reindeer calves, one from the groom’s camp, another from the bride’s; they did not sanctify the sacred sledge with their blood. And there was no wedding ceremony in the bride’s tent, either. Everyone just sat down at the table, as though they were having ordinary tea, and downed a glass, without a good word spoken. They had brought the bride to the groom’s camp as though she was not a woman, not the mistress of the tent and of life, but a cart of firewood. Without song, without joy, they were weary and irritated by Alyoshka’s baffling stubbornness.

         Alyoshka’s mother, who had recently grown much older, lived through those strange days as though in a dream. The woman could make no sense of what was happening. Was this a wedding? Or had these grey-haired old men and women turned into mere puppets at her son’s will, into children’s rag toys he was free to treat as he pleased? The bride’s parents, sensing that something was amiss, cited the long journey and did not go to the groom’s camp. And when the sledge caravan with the bride was about to leave, Alyoshka’s mother, holding the driving pole at the ready, turned back to look at the bride’s 10mother, a woman her age, and suddenly wanted to get away quickly, to run off like a beast with its prey, before someone could snatch it from her. And while they were travelling, she looked back often.

         Is that how it used to be? And is that how it’s supposed to be? thought the woman. Her secret thoughts caused her to mistrust the Great Life, but one had to keep living, so she kept moving, didn’t turn back, like an old she-wolf with hungry, skinny cubs waiting for her in the den.

         And when they got back, and needed, at least for appearances’ sake, to perform the sacred ritual of bringing the new mistress into her new tent, into a life that is easy to enter but hard to leave, the woman held her young daughter-in-law’s hand tightly, more tightly than necessary, and froze before the entrance flap. She was overcome by soul-scalding fear: was this a good omen? Would this girl be happy in her tent, with her son? Shouldn’t they come to their senses? Maybe her son was right? He was not sixteen after all, he was twenty-six, a fully grown man, who by this time of his life should already have not one but two or three children in every corner of the tent. After all, he too had a head, not a hummock, on his shoulders. Maybe the truth of their old, often hungry life had died, as everything dies? And some new, entirely other truth had been born? Each time has its own face, and therefore its own truth. But the woman pulled herself together: to think too long is to stay too long in one place. It’s too late to think. The truth of life is the same, and its meaning remains this: to live and to work, honestly.

         11All will be well. In vain do they, the old men and women, weep like stupid loon birds on the lakeshore before rain. There will be no rain, the sun will peek out.

         Not letting go of the embarrassed girl’s hand, the woman walked through the entrance first, almost dragging her inside, and stopped for a moment before she could find the strength to say the old words that had once been said to her by her own mother-in-law:

         “This is now your tent. This is where you will live.” Not letting go of the girl’s hand, she led her to the bed and sat her down, understanding with her sensitive heart how alien and cold the tents of strangers can be, and that however gently a mother-in-law’s words may be spoken, young people understand them in their own way.

         Quickly and skilfully, the woman kindled the fire and cut up some meat. Filling a black, soot-stained pot to the brim, she hung it over the flame. All this time, while the hands did their usual work, the heart and the mind did theirs. Her mind, argumentative and nagging, whispered:

         “How the people of the tundra will laugh at the wedding of your son. Women will caw like crows, and the word-worm will crawl across the snows as fast as the wind: the groom’s mother cut up the meat for the pot herself, kindled the pure fire of new life with her own sinful hands. She did everything herself, like an errand girl, who, at normal weddings, scampers from one task to the next like a nimble mouse. Neither the bride nor the mother of the groom can or should be working. That is a sin which brings no honour to any wedding, poor or rich.”

         12“Let it be…” the heart objected cautiously and timidly, “never mind the shame, at least you’ve married off your son. Is that so bad? You won’t have to thrash around in anguish like a mother bird over a ruined, empty nest. The family nest won’t be empty, it will begin a fresh, thriving life, and the same women who now wash their tongues with their own spit will, in time, come and sit at the table of your daughter-in-law and your son.”

         When the meat was cooked and her son entered the tent, she slipped outside and ran to the neighbouring tent, afraid that he would hear. Neighbours had to be invited to the table. He was not a stranger to them, and they were not strangers to him, and maybe her son’s heart would soften. Not outsiders, no – beloved elders who would bring the bride, the woman with whom her son would not play games but live a life, and sit her down by her husband’s knee.

         The elders were expecting her. They sat side by side, sniffing tobacco, quacking softly like avlik birds, and talking quietly. She lowered herself to the edge of the floorboards near the entrance flap, and after the period of silence that befits a woman, she requested:

         “Come, let’s sit the children down,” and left without waiting for an answer. She was certain that they would come, and together they would convince her son that this was how it should be. This is what the Nenets had always done. The woman would sit down by the man’s knee, becoming a part of him. In this lay the truth of life.

         The elders did come. Alyoshka threw them a dark look but did not say a word. The adults seemed to him like stubborn 13children who did not understand the gravity of the game they had begun. He had been silent for a few days now. Words, the loudest or the softest, are empty just the same. No word will – no word can – express love. Words are dust. If people spent more time being silent, then how well and how long they would love. In silence, there is a special tenderness and suffering. In suffering lies the blood of love.

         Her hands trembling, the mother led the bride through and sat her down in the place where a Nenets woman sat only once in a lifetime. Beside the groom: not on the floor planks, where she would have her eternal place for all the days of her life, but on the bed. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed her son’s lips quivering with disgust, and once again she began to fear for this wedding.

         Without showing her feelings, she poured tea for the elders and sat down at the table, but immediately jumped up and began throwing more dry, brittle branches on the fire. It seemed to her that the moment she stopped moving, her birdson would surely stand up, spread his shoulder-wings, push the table away with his strong hand, and firmly say: “Enough, I was just kidding… I don’t want to marry.” He’d stand up and she’d have no strength to make him sit back down.

         Neither the thick, hot tea, nor the tasty meat, nor the downed vodka could enliven the sombre wedding. The elders, although they sat like two imposing crags that had grown into each other, were feeling just like children, unable to understand anything. And they were silent like autumn birds, afraid to call misfortune to their nest.

         14They had some thick broth and drank another glass, not daring to raise the cup as custom required on a day like this. Alyoshka took a drink too, staring straight ahead, as though he was surrounded not by human beings but by the shades of those who had died long ago. To expect any word or to speak himself would be ridiculous and absurd. Helpless malice was flaring up within him. Oh, to stand up, to overturn the table, to drive away the respected elders, to topple the tent and everything that people had invented to hide the squalor of life and soul. Could he?… A man who enjoyed playing along with their old life? This was a funeral, not a wedding. Today he was burying the dearest, purest thing he had known in all his years. It had lived within him in secret from the people. Lived sweetly, bringing him torment and joy.

         He was burying love. No one dares to rejoice or laugh at a funeral. No one! And it was no one’s business how he celebrated his funeral-wedding. It was his life and he was free to do whatever he liked with it. Nothing could tell him how to get married, neither ancient custom nor human language. Alyoshka wanted to cry, so that hot tears would run down his cheeks, scalding his soul. Not to get pity… just to help himself somehow. He was alone now… Just as people trample on the earth’s flowers, not noticing broken stems and crumpled petals, so do they fail to notice that they themselves murder love. One moment of cowardice, a measure of self-deceit – and love is dead.

         The elders stayed for a little while longer. Only once the woman had cleared the table did they start getting ready. They 15took a sniff of tobacco, to delay leaving the poor woman alone with her son for as long as possible. Vanu was the first to get up. Turning a stern face towards Alyoshka, he stopped at the flap, but then just waved his hand and left. Petko hastened after him.

         And while Petko fumbled, Alyoshka looked at his helpless bent back. He suddenly wished that the father of the one for whom his heart ached would not leave but stay. Maybe he’d sing a song about his daughter to spite Alyoshka. They’d get drunk together, and together they’d have a cry about what had happened. Alyoshka was getting married without love, while Petko’s daughter, the only person who could warm his remaining days, had not come back home to him.

         Petko couldn’t find the flap with his faltering hands and kept bumping his head against the poles. When he figured it out, he looked back, and reproach flashed in his eyes, as though he were saying to himself, very quietly:

         “Oh, Alyoshka.”

         Alyoshka clenched his teeth. Many days and years would pass, but those eyes full of unfallen tears would be a reminder of this night. His head was spinning from the drink and his blood hummed loudly in his ears. Falling back on the pillows, Alyoshka just lay there. He couldn’t understand how to go on, what to do. He lit a cigarette, trying to avoid looking at the girl who was sitting by the fire. Her back, turned to him, was bent, and crawling down it were two long black braids, decorated with antique beads and copper adornment.

         16Just sits there, thought Alyoshka spitefully, feeling no pity for her inside himself, as she sat frozen in the eternal pose of the Nenets woman, indifferent to what had happened. It was as though they’d already lived a long, difficult, loveless life together, had both grown tired and jaded, and, at the end of bitter days that no repentance could make right, she was sitting by the fire that had never warmed her soul, burying her anguish and lack of love for him in the ashes.

         He needed to calm down and think everything over. Calmly, soberly and, most importantly, without anger. On such a path as life, malice is an unreliable walking stick. What had the people of the camp, who were his closest kin on earth, ever done to him? Nobody was closer. They’d survived more than one winter together, more than one hungry spring, they’d pulled through; and, of course, they’d helped him live through more than a few sorrows, even his father’s death. And just because he was marrying without love, the sun would not refuse to rise in the sky tomorrow morning. He needed to understand their truth, too.

         A month ago, over morning tea, his mother had said with a firmness unusual for a woman:

         “Son, I’ve grown old.”

         Alyoshka kept quiet and leaned over the plate, and his broad shoulders narrowed. The mother understood that it wasn’t only her son’s shoulders that shrank from pain, but still she continued:

         “People have never lived alone. So you, too, need a woman! Even a plain one, as long as her hands and legs aren’t crooked, 17as long as she can kindle the fire, get the boots dry, fix a hole in a mitten. If she can do all that, you can live with her.”

         Had his mother finished talking just then, Alyoshka wouldn’t have attached any special meaning to her words. Last year, she had given the same speech, just a little shorter. But this time, it seems, his mother didn’t want to speak in vain, and that’s why, after a moment of silence, she added:

         “And then… you yourself know…”

         Alyoshka cast her a glance and froze. She also fell silent, realising that her son had a hidden wound, and it was cruel to strike him there.

         “You’re wasting your time waiting for Old Man Petko’s daughter. People like her don’t come back.”

         Her son had anticipated these words. One day someone was bound to say this to him. And still, even from his mother, he had to hide how much it hurt. Who cares about women’s talk? Lots of people talk just so they don’t have to stay quiet. Putting aside his saucer and cup, he leaned back, feeling the familiar ache, which had become part of his soul, rise to his heart. The pain that long ago had grown into a strange sickness. Love turns into a sickness of the soul, and there are no remedies, apart from death.

         She won’t come… He had known it himself long before these words were uttered. It wasn’t seven days that had passed since Ilne left, but seven long years. And seven hopes, brightest and purest, had died within him. Each spring, the seven hopes would be revived. Autumn would come, leaves on trees and bushes would turn yellow with age, pain would subside. 18But Alyoshka couldn’t help it. He kept believing that an autumn would come when, in defiance of the laws of nature, leaves wouldn’t die, wouldn’t wither. And the one who took his heart and didn’t give it back would return. And suddenly he was told to get married, find a woman who was very simple, as long as her eyes weren’t on the back of her head and her arms and legs not too crooked.

         Left alone, the mother stood motionless over the fire for some time. Life had taught her to be a man when necessary. Her husband had died, but he hadn’t taken the hungry children with him, and the fire had not gone out the moment the tent’s master was no more. The man also left behind the kind of work that could not be done with an axe or a knife, nor shot with a rifle – the work of sustaining the flow of life, so it did not spread too wide and dry out like a spring puddle, but ran like a river, maintaining its banks and its current.

         At twenty-six her son was not a man, although the skin beneath his nose had darkened long ago. Manly responsibility would enter his head and soul when a birchbark cradle appeared in the woman’s corner, and every now and again a demanding, implacable cry filled the tent: iiya, iiya. When children start stretching their little hands towards the table every morning, that’s when a man becomes a master. Her son needed to be married off, even kicking and screaming. The heart doesn’t count. The human heart is stupid.

         That’s what the old woman decided, and only afterwards, pushing the glowing coals together, did she fan the fire. The decision she’d reached, the correct and only possible one, 19gave her the right to meet the gaze of the Great Ruler of human destinies, which, in her mind, had always been and would always be Fire.

         What remained now was to communicate her decision to the Soul of the tent. She stepped away from the fire, which brightly illuminated the soot-covered, smoke-cured reindeer hides with their many patched and repatched holes. She lovingly stroked the three thick, mighty poles, one after another. They were sacred. Not only did they carry the weight of all the other poles and reindeer hides, they carried the weight of the past. The older a person is, the dearer their past is to them. And they, these old poles, silently guarded the shadows and the souls of the departed, like some secret. And after her death, they would guard her own words and thoughts, and therefore her soul.

         Today they knew her decision. From now on, during long nights of snowstorms, they would no longer feel anguish before death. Her son could not fail to take charge of the fate of his tent. Time would pass, and he’d understand this himself, he just needed to be married off. In the evening she went over to the neighbours’ place, and by the next day, the old people’s camp was occupied with one thought only: which end of the tundra to travel to and in which camp to look for a woman. A woman was needed that was neither expensive nor too cheap, one that wouldn’t arrive bare naked, one whose hands would be not lazy but quick and deft. One who wouldn’t have to do the same job three times over, and whose hands would sew boots and coats with stitches that didn’t look like crow’s feet. Where could such a woman be found?

         20On the morning of the next day, Vanu, cheerful and animated, approached Alyoshka and asked him without ceremony:

         “Where shall we look for a woman? What do you think?”

         Alyoshka smirked:

         “Let mother do it. She’s the one who needs a woman, not me.”

         Vanu frowned – then smiled. He decided that it would be best not to notice the smirk.

         “There are many good women in the tundra. There have always been good and bad women, but there are more good ones.”

         Once again, Alyoshka only smirked against his will. Adults were like children: for them, a woman who could not sew or kindle a fire was a bad woman.

         “What shall we do? Where shall we look for a woman?” Vanu repeated his question with the same open and innocent smile, sniffing tobacco off his fingernail with satisfaction.

         Alyoshka didn’t answer. He extended his hand towards his neighbour’s tobacco tin and took a small pinch, making it clear that he shouldn’t be pressed to speak. He’d seen more than once how old Nenets men did the same, delaying their response or showing respect for others. And the man standing before him did merit respect, though right now he shouldn’t be smiling like a silly child. Alyoshka himself wanted to let out a deep sigh, like an old man, to sit down in the snow and to tell this man, without holding anything back, what an overwhelming burden he had carried in his heart from year 21to year, and that the longer it lasted, the harder it got. And Vanu would receive his confession – his pain – like a man, sternly. And afterwards, moved in his soul, brought close to Alyoshka, he wouldn’t ask so naively where they should look for a woman.

         “You’ve been quiet for a long time.”

         Alyoshka looked up. His soul was ready to say the first word of a confession, but he was struck unpleasantly by his neighbour’s gaze: calm, even chilly. That’s not at all what it should be like, the gaze of a person who has resolved to accept another’s confession. A confession is always pain, rarely is it joy or happiness. It’s harder to receive pain, and as for sharing it…

         “Yes, I’ve been quiet. The Word is heavy.”

         “Heavy, that’s nothing. It won’t hurt me – unless, of course, you throw it like a rock.”

         Alyoshka was hesitating. A person’s eyes are not like the surface of a lake, where ripples reveal a storm beneath, but still… what can you believe if not your own eyes? Where do a person’s strength and weakness lie? In the eyes. And then… who said that people should live without their own pain, their soul’s secret and its sacred place, a corner hidden from even the chosen few? And why should he now tear from himself those thoughts and feelings that are so dear, so private and cherished, which would most likely burst out of him with wild agony and blood. Why give them over to another’s judgment?

         To end this drawn-out, halting, essentially useless conversation sooner, Alyoshka clumsily finished off the snuff, 22half-rose from the sledge where he’d just sat down, and said, as calmly as possible:

         “Let mother talk. Her tongue is lighter. Me, I can’t.”

         Vanu walked away, saddened by the young neighbour’s words.

         Such are the times we live in: you want to approach a person’s soul with a warm light, but instead of a light he sees a stick in your hands. The young man had not lived long, but Vanu felt as though Alyoshka had invited him for a visit, led him to the entrance of the tent, and then, when it was time to go in, sent him packing.

         So this is how it worked now: everyone would keep warm separately, not kindling fires together. But in the days of Vanu’s youth it was by those very fires that people warmed themselves so they could live. Out of small, soot-stained pots and bowls, the big pot would be filled, which saved many a family from dying of hunger.

         People get stingy around their fires. They cook hearty meals over them, then drive away those who are freezing, those who, in life’s bad weather, couldn’t keep their table full. But it wasn’t so long ago that the old Nenets would say: if you can’t warm an unfortunate person by your fire, if you don’t have a piece of meat, if the tobacco has run out, if there’s not even a pinch of snuff – don’t punish yourself, you still have a kind word, which is as mighty as fire, as nourishing as a piece of meat, and as strong as good snuff.

         As soon as children could stand on their own feet and begin to understand why the sun was in the sky, they would 23be taught to recognise and understand these commandments. But what had our children been taught? To lurk like beasts of prey. Life was not a hunt, and it didn’t seem to require the habits of a beast.

         For a while Vanu could not compose himself. No matter what he did, his young neighbour’s face would rise before him. You did not need great sensitivity or wisdom to understand a lot. Why was the neighbour’s tent, once as strong as a tree with sturdy roots, barely standing? And why did his own sons, who visited in the summer, seem to be ill with a strange bird-sickness: they had wings, their plumage was intact, but they could not fly. His son would pick up a lasso but could neither coil nor throw it properly. He’d pick up an axe, and you’d have to snatch it back at once: it seemed that instead of a tree, he’d up and chop his own two legs off.

         In the evening, the council of elders gathered for a second time, and its decision was weighty: to get Alyoshka married.

         And now Alyoshka thought back to how stubbornly they had carried out their decision. They didn’t ask him a thing, as though they weren’t marrying a person, but getting two dogs to mate for the sake of a purebred pup. He did not try to stop them, aware that this was how the Nenets had always done things. This law was not born yesterday and today was not its time to die. Crawl, clamber, stumble, but walk forward. The sledge of life, creaking, tilting, lurching over the rocks and boulders of the road, must move forward. This is why a girl-woman was sitting by the fire. 24She would give life to the fire and the tent. Alright then… The people of the camp had acted wisely. But what was he supposed to do?

         His kinfolk had a lifetime of experience behind them. And what did he have? Nothing at all, only foolishness. In the end, he simply got lost, like a fox in its own footprints, and found himself caught in a circle – no leaping over, no jumping out. And where, strictly speaking, would he jump? What for?

         The flap opened slightly, and his mother entered like a shadow. Her face was calm. Approaching him, she leaned forward and said affectionately:

         “Get up, I’ll prepare the bed for you two.”

         The bed? Oh, right… He suddenly wanted to swear, unkindly, spitefully. The bed… there is some vile secret here that makes it seem important. It’s just a bed, you can’t feel any rocks underneath nor see any sharp nails sticking out. What’s there to prepare? Irritated, Alyoshka didn’t stand up, and the tenderness in his mother’s face and voice seemed to him affected, sly.

         He leaped up and realised that he didn’t know what to do with himself. To stand there obediently and wait for his mother to finish making the bed, the grave of his love? To get to that moment and choke on his despair? Now, without delay, he must prove to everyone that no, no and no… he wouldn’t be driven into bed by force, it was only now that he realised how inexplicably precious to him was his absurd love for a faraway woman. And his mother – her heart did not feel for him at all… Tears and resentment clenched his throat. He grabbed a ladle, scooped up some cold water with ice, 25and began to drink in large gulps, feeling a confident wicked power coming to life within him. While his mother diligently prepared this spiderweb bed, he would protect himself and his feeling. The hour had come to test himself. It was easy to ruminate on love and faithfulness, but what to do when a woman is placed next to you on a well-made bed? True, life was mighty and strong, and he was a blind and stupid pup before it. But in bed and in life, he wanted the woman that he wanted! Wanted and loved!

         Carefully putting the ladle back in its place, barely holding back a churlish desire to throw it down, Alyoshka marched past the bride and went outside. Had his mother turned around and seen her son’s face, her hands would have stopped on their own. The spirit of joy prevented her from understanding both her son’s face and his soul.

         There are many nights in a lifetime, but there’s only one night like this… A bird flies home to its native lake, presses its warm side against the familiar swamp hummock and begins to build a nest. And what about the nest of love? How gloomy and fragile are the nests made by people. Built hastily, greedily, sometimes shamefully, with no concern for love – love can bear it, they say, it’s tough. But no. Love flees, taking back its beautiful soul and leaving behind a scraggy skeleton. Why won’t people learn to make nests of love from the birds of heaven? A bird-woman will pluck herself bare, she’ll tear out her best and warmest feathers, and only then will she call on the one she has chosen to love. Although even among the birds there are bad ones. Take the loon: she’ll ruffle up 26a mossy hummock, hastily stomp out a small hollow – and that’s the entire nest. And afterwards she weeps bitterly by the lake if the wind blows away her simple dwelling, if her loon husband pecks at her in anger, if a predator digs up the hummock that hasn’t been cleverly concealed.

         Let it not be a loon’s nest that her hands and heart make of her son’s bed. Let the faithfulness of the eagle and the tenderness of the white swan come to dwell within it. The wicked wind of envy won’t scatter it, and the carrion raven won’t come flying, won’t peck away her son’s happiness. So her son won’t cry like a lonely loon when the autumn of life arrives.

         Caught up in her hopeful prayer, the woman didn’t notice how she finished making the bed. The pillow lay innocently at the head of the bed, breathing with the joy of desire, and the hide of a reindeer bull, not white but black like a winter night, was waiting with its fur unrumpled. The fur blanket, soft and supple, was also waiting for impatient hands to take it and cover the nakedness of love.

         The mother modestly averted her eyes from the bed, approached the girl and extended her hand. The girl touched her palm with hot, trembling fingers. The woman laid her down, covering her slightly with the blanket. The man himself will cover her fully. She lowered the new chintz bed curtain, leaving half of it opened slightly on her son’s side.

         Now it was time to wait for her son. As she waited, she sat down by the fire and kindled it with practised hands. She and her son were no longer orphaned, and a dog’s death did 27not threaten them. Solitary and shameful old age wouldn’t bend their backs, and loneliness didn’t lie in wait for their souls. Where there are children, there is no death. That is why, when buying a woman, a man buys life.

         But her son still wasn’t back. Afraid to look out and not see anyone, the mother kept sitting by the fire long after it had gone out. Only among the embers had the eye of the fire not gone to sleep, and somewhere under the grey pile of ashes there glimmered a ray of light, faint like the hope of an old woman.

         The camp remained far behind and was soon concealed by a thick forest. Exhausted, Alyoshka leaned his back against a big rock overgrown with bristly brown moss, and immediately felt that he could go no further. And where would he go? What for? After all, even this short journey was absurd. The moment he bolted out of the tent, he took off wherever his gaze fell and his legs carried him. And his whole life now also seemed to Alyoshka insultingly absurd. The moment he was born, he set off where his legs carried him and his gaze fell, and he got lost. What does a person search for on the road of life? Happiness? But it’s like a fox: as soon as you see it, before you can reach for the gun, its tail has already flashed behind a nearby bush. And while you’re aiming at that tail, it’s already up on a hill, fur glinting from afar. It’s pointless to chase it even with the fastest and strongest team of reindeer – you’ll only deceive yourself, exhaust the reindeer. And why hadn’t he understood this uncomplicated truth before? He had lost her, he hadn’t captured his fox, even though it’s only 28with her, the one who had left her own land, that he wanted to share a life. And she had made a promise with her eyes, the way a fox tempts with its tail.

         Unbuckling his tight belt, he lay face down and breathed in the strong smell of heather with a sob. The grass, which had not cooled during the short night, was warm; it didn’t prick his cheeks and neck, but only tickled gently, as though this wasn’t dead grass that had survived the winter, but the fingers of his beloved caressing his face. His beloved’s fingers and a silky marriage bed… On the same night, two mothers made him a bed of love. Which one should he lie down on? He, who at twenty-six hadn’t known a woman? Which mother should he obey? The one who had stayed back in the tent and lovingly dug him a grave-bed with kind, tired hands, believing with her whole heart that he would be happy in it? Or this one, on whose chest he was lying and who also deceived him? After all, these were not his beloved’s hands but just some withered grey grass, embittered by winter chill, and as soon as he bent further, it would hurt him.

         What should he do? Having run away from a woman like a snot-nosed boy, did he run away from himself? What to grab hold of in this life, how to deceive himself? Perhaps what had happened was not so bad, and there was no need to run off somewhere in hysterics.

         The fox of happiness is a sly beast, not every skilful hunter can catch it with either trap or bullet. But people keep on living anyway, days pass, and nobody moans in pain like he does. Go back and take the woman whom the people had 29found, bought, brought and laid down. Maybe they do, in fact, know something that he does not know.

         Turning over to face the sky, Alyoshka began to look carefully at the colourful clouds, shining like iridescent pieces of cloth carelessly scattered by a skilled Nenets craftswoman. His eyes tired quickly. He closed them. Looking into the sky is the same as trying to see into the future. And why would he need tomorrow if he didn’t know how to live today, how to meet the eyes of his mother and his kin. He wouldn’t be living apart from them, but among them still – not like a Sihirtia in the darkness of a hill. He is merely a drop of water in the river, and a droplet knows full well how strong and unalterable the current is, and it’s not for the droplet, small as it is, to command the flow of waters.

         And yet… A tiny pure drop of hope in a person’s soul can give birth to an ocean. What if he believed again… believed, as he had already done more than once? Believed that everything was good and meaningful on this earth, and therefore in his, Alyoshka’s, life. For how many years had he believed quietly, not confiding in anyone, and been revived, and felt happy in his belief? Why must he stop waiting now, this spring? Maybe human beings live by exactly this: being able to believe in something, over and over.

         There is no river without a beginning, no flower without a root, and his feeling cannot die in one evening and one night. He must wait. He should tell his mother: just as you brought the woman, take her back the same way. Nobody touched her, she is whole and unharmed.

         30Alyoshka rose effortlessly from the ground. Tall, slender, with strong, wing-like shoulders, he looked like he couldn’t be broken or bent by people’s wisdom. He had his own wisdom and his own god – love.
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         Petko hadn’t expected that the young neighbour’s wedding would trouble him so much. Like an owl watching out for an incautious mouse, he had sat up in his bed until morning. Taking sniff after sniff of tobacco, he tried with all his might to suppress a bitter resentment within him. It wasn’t people who had swept his tent off the face of the earth, but the winds of life, and if the worm of bitterness slithers into one’s soul, it won’t leave easily.

         Seven years had passed, and each day of these seven long years only brought more grey hair and pain.

         In the night, quietly, without complaint and perhaps even without excruciating pain, his dog had died. In the morning, still in the dark, the old man reached for the dog’s body next to his and went numb all over, and for a long time his heart could not understand and accept this death. With trembling fingers, he kept touching his friend’s big, suddenly heavy head, with its half-bared teeth. The dog was cold. The old man let out a quiet sob. The remnants, the last crumbs of his happiness, were leaving this life, and all of them followed the same road in the direction of the eternal night. It’s time he left too, before he became a burden to himself and to the people. Life was finished. One must 32leave on time, and quietly, without causing people distress. Death would lean over him like a mother over a child. At the beginning of a person’s life, Yaminya leans over the baby, determining its destiny, searching the still innocent face for signs of bad fortune or greatness. And Yaminya gives a smile or a smirk.

         These thoughts overpowered the resentment within him. He was not in the right. When you finish your broth, you must not stick your spoon into another’s pot. Picking up the tobacco tin, the old man gave it a shake, held it to the light, and shook his head.

         “Not much,” he whispered quietly and shook his head once more. “That’s bad.”

         “Why aren’t you asleep?” There was a whisper on the other side of the fire, and Vanu, freeing himself from the pile of yagushkas, quickly put on a lightweight malitsa and sat down by his friend’s feet.

         “You stayed up? Didn’t sleep?”

         “I’ll need that sleep, when I die. I’ve been thinking.”

         “But you’re alive. Look.” Vanu glanced upwards. The sky, lively and blue, was peeking into the tent. Then he nodded at the half-open entrance flap. The quiet rustling of grass, the whistles and simple songs of little birds that had struck up conversations in nearby bushes, trickled into the tent from outside like a fresh spring. The dogs barked back and forth quietly, amicably. The world of the morning was warm and pure of soul.

         “Hear that? Life is everywhere.”

         33Petko listened obediently, even flung off the hood of his malitsa, and then, as though his friend had wanted to trick him like a silly child with a shiny, jingly toy, he smiled, moving his moustache slightly, and shook his head.

         “Eh… Eh… But that’s not our life. You remember Old Takhana? He lived alone in his tiny little tent. Old age is life, he would say, only when the children love you. And if not, old age is a casket with a lid that people had forgotten to nail down in a hurry.”

         “You speak terrible words.”

         “I regret that my daughter cannot hear them. But the earth’s chest is so wide, and it’s not for my rotten legs to measure it, otherwise I would go to her myself.”

         Vanu gave no answer to this. He took the tobacco tin from his friend’s hands and sat down next to him on his meagre bed. How many times had he sat down like this, offering his friend the warmth of his shoulder and not playing around with the power of the Word.

         “You know what the loon weeps for?” Petko suddenly asked.

         Vanu was taken aback. “No.”

         “The loon weeps for what has been. But when it starts to wail on the shore in the middle of a clear day, it annoys people with its pathetic, terrible cry.”

         The old man’s eyes came to life. He straightened his bent back and, staring ahead with his eyes growing warmer, continued:

         “When the earth stood in the ways of old, and all that was living followed one law, the law of the Sun, there lived on 34the lakeshore a Loon family. Father Loon, Mother Loon and their children. Old Man Loon was rich, he had more reindeer and sledges than eyes could count. Often, Old Man Loon would stand among his reindeer with his feet wide apart, and not only his face but his sides would swell with fat and pride. “The Loons’ children didn’t do anything. From morning

         till night they swam around in the lake, splashing water at each other, and shouted: kaa-kaa, kaa-kaa.

         “And every evening, as soon as the Sun left the sky, Old Man Loon would catch a reindeer, and the family would begin feasting. Next to the carelessly torn-up carcass, children would fight each other for sweet morsels of fat, tear out each other’s feathers, scratch their mother’s eyes with their claws so she wouldn’t dare approach the meat until they were sated. By morning not even a single drop of the reindeer’s blood was left.

         “And the Sun, coming out into the sky in the morning, would think: ‘How honestly the Loons live, they shed no blood, they live by their own labour.’ And so the Loons’ herds kept growing.

         “Father Loon would stand among his herd during the day as though he were protecting it from predators, but in fact he was searching for his prey in advance with avaricious, bloody eyes. That’s how the Loons lived, unaware that someone saw their nighttime feasts. But the last ray of sun, a secret ray, knew about them. It didn’t rush like its brothers into the golden tent. On its way home, it turned back. It saw how the birds’ eyes glinted with malice. The secret ray could not take it and told the Sun the wicked truth of the Loons’ life. The 35Sun grew angry, breathed out unbearable heat and melted the earth, turning it into a burning coal. In terror, the Loons rolled towards the water as their salvation. Herds of thousands of reindeer, gone mad from heat, trampled their owners, breaking their bones. The Loons started weeping and stayed in the water forever. And it’s out of fear of the Sun that the Loons weep on the shore.

         “The past is dark. And who knows, perhaps in ancient times even humans didn’t recognise the laws of work and of kindness, and lived as Loons, and the dark, bloody past still calls to them. Longing engulfs the soul, and they weep on the shore of life just like Loons.

         “I haven’t lived like a Loon and don’t want to… Don’t want my weeping to be the weeping of a Loon. Tell me… What should I do so that my weeping for what is gone doesn’t annoy the people?”

         Vanu didn’t answer immediately. He sat with his head hung low, and he could almost hear the eerie howl of the Loon, a fat bird with a beak sharp as a knife. Neither children nor adults liked its cries, when amidst a sunny day it would suddenly start moaning, weighing on the soul.

         For some reason he started thinking about birds in general. About the purity and seriousness of their world that is close to the sky. After all, the loon is not the only bird. Empty, abandoned autumn nests, where bird mothers and fathers no longer return at dawn, don’t bring to mind heavy, inescapable thoughts about life’s tragedies the way abandoned human dwellings do. No rubbish, no sign of filth within these nests: 36only flowers, yellow-red leaves, pine needles, grass blades carried by the wind rest there, and it’s with all these that the earth keeps its sadness and hope. In the earliest spring, it’s there that the first ray of sun awakens.

         Vanu was sure: when there are no more bird’s nests, these small sacred objects, left on the earth, there’ll be no human ones either. And it’s only humans who are responsible for the fate of big and small nests, both their own and those of the birds.

         White hair had long ago dusted Vanu’s bowed head, and he didn’t need to hurry with his Word. His friend Petko would understand his silence. And when Vanu raised his head, there was sorrow in his eyes, austere like truth.

         “If anyone compares your weeping to the Loon’s, I myself will rip out their tongue.”

         Vanu got up and walked over to his side of the tent. It is good to worry and rejoice, to cleanse the soul through confessing to yourself. In place of bad thoughts good ones come, thoughts that don’t belong to just any day, or hour, or, unfortunately, any soul.
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         With the arrival of warm days, Alyoshka’s mother got to cleaning the stove. It required a lot of logs, and the warmth it gave off was not like the warmth of a fire. It was like living with a person without seeing their face or feeling their breath, and only hearing their voice from a distance.

         Set free, the fire burned readily, breathing like it couldn’t get enough air and casting cheerful glances on its mistress. The golden threads of the red sun hung from the opening above and, mixing with the smoke, flickered like autumn spiderwebs.

         Great is the power of joy. When she woke up that morning, the woman smiled and quickly kindled the fire. She wanted some warmth, and the more the better. While her young daughter-in-law made the bed, she brewed a pot of tea, wiped the cups with a clean rag, cut up some salted fish. All this she did quickly, skilfully and simply. Today was a special morning. The children needed a celebration. And a Word. Her Word, the mother’s. She set the little table herself, placed the cups on it, filled them, sat down.

         Once her son finally took a saucer of tea in his hands, she adjusted the fire nervously, though it did not need it. But that’s 38the way things were between them. Who else could help her with a difficult Word, if not the fire? Before its sacred face, talking came easier.

         “Children…” and she immediately fell silent, because as soon as she said the first word, the fire at her side snapped. Some sleeping, smouldering log flared up inside and went out with a sigh. The woman turned around, surprised.

         What was the fire warning about as it called for silence? Everything was fine. There was nothing bad in what happened, it was not the time to snap but to rejoice. So the woman did not trust her fire.

         “Children,” she repeated once more and nevertheless fell silent again, though not for long. “It’s your time to live now. The tent is still good. The hides don’t have any big holes, as for the small ones… The tent needs them. The sun looks through them. Son, your brothers have scattered like the children of a hare. They don’t need the tent. It’s yours.”

         Alyoshka didn’t respond. What were these words for? A tent was a tent, and whether it was good or bad, you had to live. A person wasn’t supposed to live in a burrow. And what was so particularly good about it? Many tents were like this, and all of them either had holes or didn’t. But his mother, as though guessing his thoughts, went on, stubbornly and tenderly:

         “It’s a good tent. Sturdy. Your father set it up.”

         Vivid memories stretched towards these words, cheerfully clinging on, but the woman pushed them away with ease. This was not a time to reminisce, it was a time to speak.

         39“You, daughter-in-law, remember. When your husband comes back from the hunt, it should be warm in your tent. When your husband comes back without a catch, it should definitely be warm in your tent.”

         She fell silent, letting her daughter-in-law grasp the first commandment that a woman, a wife, a mother had to follow. This was her main job on earth.

         The young couple sat with heads hanging down, all but forgetting about the tea and the food. The words missed not only their ears but also their consciousness. The words passed through like autumn leaves carried away by the current. They didn’t touch their souls. Both of them were thinking about the previous night, which had been empty for both. Not only had there been no love in it, there hadn’t even been pity for each other.

         But the old woman was looking at what had happened from within a world where values had already been determined, where one saw clearly that it would be more proper to start one’s life not from the beginning, but from the end. She spoke quietly, with feeling, listening with a sharp ear to the murmuring of the fire behind her.

         “You will have enough reindeer to feed you. There’s not too many of them, but not too few either. When your father and I started living together, we had just one lead reindeer between the two of us. But even then, we used to transport our tent ourselves. You have to be your own head. It’s very important to carry your fire forward. Your father was always proud of that. I pass on his pride to you.”

         40Alyoshka’s mother looked at him intently, and he felt awkward under her gaze, realising that his life had begun in such a way that he could not take up his father’s pride in the shape his mother had preserved it. Such a burden was beyond his feeble strength.

         He pushed away his empty cup, wanted to lean back on the pillows. Once again he felt the way he did last night – in everything he was superfluous, a stranger. His mother’s solemn joy was not for him. He wanted to get out of the conversation, to close his eyes wearily and be quiet, but instead he said:

         “The way you speak, mother, it’s as though you’re dying yourself.”

         “Life is in your hands now. That’s why I speak like that. As for me, I’ll be like this one…” and she pointed her eyes to the tiny old woman sitting on a cushion. For as long as Alyoshka could remember, the old woman had been seated here, imperturbably calm, indifferent to the tent’s joy and to its grief. And it was impossible to believe that she was kind and wise. There had been no Alyoshka, and she had been here; there would be no Alyoshka, and still she would be here – this little grey-haired old woman with a funny face made of fur, dressed in a multitude of yagushkas, one over the other.

         He felt miserable and resentful. How long and beautiful life seems until you start living it. Alyoshka sighed quietly. But his mother did not notice his sigh. She thought of last night, when, having waited in vain for her son, she stepped away, frightened and confused, from the fire that had already gone out, and couldn’t fall asleep. Familiar thoughts surrounded 41her: her twenty-six-year-old son didn’t want to marry. Have things ever been like this before? People used to grasp for life, any kind of life, even hungry or poor, as long as they could live. They were not afraid of any kind of work. And today’s children?

         Alyoshka returned right before dawn. Without opening her eyes and peeking at him, she could feel that he arrived even angrier than when he had left. Not trying to hide, he walked over to his bed and fell on it as he was, fully dressed. Didn’t take off his boots and didn’t lower the curtain. No, this was no master and no man. This was a person who played games. The Nenets have always feared such people. But this was her son, and in the game that he imposed she, the mother, must be stronger.

         That’s why she didn’t acknowledge his sigh and continued, this time addressing her daughter-in-law:

         “Girl, you’re now a daughter to me. Clothe your husband yourself. Your hands are good, I can see that. You are one of those women who get work done in one go, not two or three. And one more thing. Don’t try to look further than your husband. Life is a long journey, and the path is always chosen by the man.”

         Alyoshka leaned back and, lowering his eyelids slightly over his troubled eyes, waited for his mother to finish talking and put away the table. He didn’t dare step over his father’s table.

         If life was a journey, then what was love? And why was his soul aching with love? Why did he feel miserable? Always miserable: during the day, at night, in the morning. Why 42did he only need that woman? Was she better than this one, sweeter? No.

         Wishing to be left alone as soon as possible, the woman quickly cleared the cold soup and the dishes from the table and asked her daughter-in-law to pick up some brushwood in the forest. When the sound of the children’s steps faded away, she stood in the middle of the tent in dismay, sensing that she had to act immediately.

         In the old days, if there was a sick person in the tent and no one knew the cure, they would look for a shaman. But who would help them now? Times were different, the shamans had hidden away their drums, and with them their power, the difficult skill of gazing into a person’s soul and chasing disease out of the body.

         Who could help? The woman glanced at the fire with a sense that it had preserved its strength and sacredness. What was needed was a conversation with the Fire. Maybe it was a bit early, perhaps it wasn’t time yet. She had always wanted to prepare, to get her soul ready before such a conversation, so she wouldn’t have to blush before the face of the Great Fire. So she wouldn’t babble like a confused child, nor mumble with a toothless mouth. A word addressed to the Fire is a Word of the soul. It’s the first and last Word, and it’s given to you only once in a lifetime, like birth and like death.

         And not everyone has the courage to speak the Word, just as not everyone rushes to die. The Fire is not a person who can receive the confession of a sin with forgiveness, who might believe your deception or greet your praise with 43grovelling laughter. A hasty conversation with the Fire could bring misfortune, or it could bring happiness.

         The woman stepped towards the Fire… and her legs buckled. But to walk away now, without addressing it, would signify condescension and lack of faith. She looked anxiously over the firepit. Was there an ember still alive somewhere? To kindle the Fire for a conversation is not the same thing as waking it up to heat some tea.

         Out of the grey ash she picked out a little piece of coal which had a secret spark on one side, placed it in the middle like a live burning heart, and carefully nudged two tinkling embers towards it. And all three of them, upon touching each other, immediately flared up in a blue flame. A timid innocent smile touched the woman’s lips. Would the Fire really accept her?

         The dry branches of the brushwood blazed up without smoke. Trying not to hurry, not to fuss, the woman added a few thin resinous logs. The high flame began humming evenly. Obediently laying her suddenly numb hands on her knees, the woman sat down in the place where her life had begun and where, when the time came, it would be cut off.

         “I came with a Word,” she said quietly. But she said it firmly, for she knew that she could no longer have doubt, whether in her soul or her voice.

         “This is the last time that I have kindled you. This will be the last time that my hands touch your body, and my eyes search for your gaze.”

         Watching the flame vigilantly, the woman held back the tremor in her hands, knowing that she could no longer add 44any logs. The Fire knew better. From now on, it was the one in charge. It could go out while there were still some logs, or it could keep burning even if there were no pieces of coal left. That was its own will.

         Not raising her head, just feeling the warmth and light on her face, the woman continued, her soul growing stronger:

         “I won’t let my tears fall on your face. I won’t complain, and I won’t curse. Another woman’s hands will protect you. This is why I’m here… but not only that,” she hurried to correct herself and shifted her position. She got down on her knees, bowing her head even lower. The Fire was not her equal.

         “I bow before you.”

         “I hear!” replied the Fire. And this was not the kind of fire that blazed up every morning at the will of the old woman’s hands. This was the great root of life. Over centuries, even the proudest hotheads had worshipped it, praying to secure for themselves something more than just warmth and well-being. The power of Fire over a human being is unfathomably strong, and it was not as a whim or a threat but as a humble request that the woman’s quiet, sorrowful voice began to sound, fearful of shifting into despair and pain.

         “When from the direction of the unmelting ice comes the Great Cold to test this son of mine, do not forsake him.”

         The flame answered with a blazing flare.

         “When an evil person sits at my son’s table and, having eaten his fill, spits in your face, I beg you, don’t turn your anger onto this son of mine.”

         45The Fire burned evenly. Many confessions, prayers, joys, farewells and deaths the Fire had seen and accepted. So it listened to the old woman, too.

         “When the cruel cold of life turns my son’s heart to ice, don’t spare your power, melt that ice.”

         The Fire responded with a new rising flare. The logs were burning not from the top as usual, but with a pure inner flame, from which came a golden fire, exceptional in its colour.

         “If my son, losing his mind, steps onto your heart, forgive him. When my son’s son sits down beside you, accept him.”

         That’s what the old woman, the mother, asked, with every new request bending her head, covered in the grey of old age, ever lower, and growing quieter in her voice and calmer in her aching soul. The fire burned on. The logs burned out, but it kept going, and it was strange to see a flame without a root. But that was its power and its will.

         The woman smiled gratefully at the miracle, and joy filled her, beating in every pump of her blood. Her Word was accepted. It didn’t fall into the earth like a cold stone, didn’t rise into the sky like a raven, but was accepted into the Great Soul. And then, crumpling the smile that trembled on her lips, she raised her lowered head and said sternly, her voice hardening.

         “If this son of mine wishes death upon you… burn him!” Afterwards she was silent for a long time. A single spasm passed through her bent skinny shoulders, as though this last request caused her sharp invisible pain.
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         Bluish smoke floated over both tents like faint breath, and as he looked at them, Petko recalled how he’d searched for smoke above his own tent when he returned to the camp after the funeral, and how from behind the flap, pulled aside by the dogs, he felt the breath of coldness, of hazy silence, and of this present solitude.

         Today Petko didn’t go anywhere – where would he go? Over and gone were the days when a quiet, measured ride, a headwind and achingly familiar places brought him peace. When a friend asked him where he’d been, in the moment he wouldn’t be able to name the places he had ridden through. He only ever seemed to have one path – into the past, and that kind of road, however long you ride, had no end. Until this morning, Petko had felt secure in his old age, he knew that he had his own corner, he did not have to sleep outside. There was a fire, not his own but still generous in warmth; he just needed to live out his days quietly until his death, without annoying people or needlessly reminding them of himself and his grief.

         But today he couldn’t do anything with himself. The herd returned but didn’t bring him even a drop of comfort; Petko didn’t rise from the sledge like he used to, didn’t walk around 47with his lasso as though he was choosing reindeer to harness. When Alyoshka and Vanu left on their business, he sat down on the sledge and stayed there for half a day, not daring to enter the tent and drink some tea.

         His back was sore from sitting for a long time, and he really wanted hot tea. But still he didn’t dare enter the tent. Without knowing why, he began walking among the sledges, every once in a while bending to pick up traces or a harness, ashamed to admit to himself that he was casting glances at the entrance: would the woman ask him in for tea? But it was already growing dark, and the woman seemed to have fallen asleep. The outlines of distant mountains began to melt and the sky filled with heavy clouds, as though it was tired and wanted one thing only – to fall asleep.

         Evening was falling fast, and he grew more troubled. It seemed that it wasn’t just people who renounced him but all living things. When he was a boy, in times of migration he used to linger behind the sledge caravans and watch for a long time as they disappeared, crawling further and further away; he had found it scary but fun. Fun because he knew: let them leave, he’d catch up with them anyway in his light little sledge, harnessed with two old but lively bulls. Scary because he was afraid of getting lost. Now it was not sledge caravans but life itself that was leaving him, and it was no longer possible, like it was in childhood, to chase after it and catch up.

         When it got completely dark, he really felt like being by the fire. Unable to stay seated, he rose and once again, as he had done during the day, started walking among the sledges, 48but now his gaze kept fixing on unwanted, abandoned things. He noticed a piece of reindeer hide: it had been discarded, it wasn’t needed. Two halves of a broken driving pole – a good one, made of birch – that couldn’t be glued together anymore, so they would be left to the earth when the tents migrated away.

         …And here was an old man, no one to clothe him or feed him; he couldn’t herd the reindeer, so he needed to be thrown out. Petko came to a stop, as though he saw his own self lying in the snow. It was true, actually – these things and him, they shared the same fate. That’s what he needed to think about.

         He went back and sat down on the sledge, carefully tucking in the edges of his malitsa and arranging his legs so that the wind wouldn’t get through too much. Shrinking, bowing forward, he froze, looking straight ahead into the snow. He needed to think about the people. About his kin. Now that he had turned out to be useless, how would they treat him?

         Once again profoundly stricken, Petko tried to explain to himself his own position in the camp, among healthy people in their full strength. An old bull with badly damaged legs plodding along at the back of the herd, getting bitten by the herdsman’s dog: he was just like that.

         Until this very moment, grief hadn’t allowed the old man to take a good look around and consider himself as if from the outside. And now, noticing the two lonely tents with evening smoke above them for the first time, he suddenly understood clearly that his own tent was no longer standing on this earth. It really was gone, and his wife, the Lamdo 49woman, wasn’t sitting by the fire waiting for him right now, the way the mistresses of those tents were waiting for their husbands. How could this be?

         The old man looked around in horror. He was alone, truly alone, as he sat on his sledge with his legs tucked under to warm them with body heat. How could it be proper to be sitting like that? Only orphaned children sat like that, children whose boots were snatched away by some strange lady so they wouldn’t rub their soles on the snow needlessly, get them wet, wear them out before their time.

         “My tent, gone.” The old man whispered the three short words faintly, and it was as though someone invisible struck him on the heart three times. And his heart froze three times, and then shuddered and overcame the pain, started beating again, albeit unevenly, as if it was stumbling. Some time later, Petko raised his head and glanced up at the smoke once more, and gradually a vague sense of unease took hold of him. He realised that he needed to get up and mourn for his tent, as befits a human being, as the Nenets had mourned that which was most precious since time immemorial. He had to do that first, and only after that think about what he could expect from people: the stick or kindness. For now, he needed to say goodbye to the past, as well as to his wife and daughter. Our dead are dead only for strangers, but for us they are alive.

         Yet the hour had come to part with them, to forgive them and for them to forgive him. His hands reached for the belt on their own. The cold metal burned his fingers, but it burned his soul even more. He hadn’t taken it off… he still wore it. 50A man who, in his grief, has not taken off his belt, still hangs on to life. But enough…

         Removing the belt, he placed it carefully on the sledge. From now on, he would never get to wear it, his back wouldn’t straighten with pride sensing the pleasant grip of a metal vice, his head would not be lifted. His heart started beating fast, and his chest tightened. The heavy belt jingled its chains wearily, as if sighing. It was over… The man who wore this belt was no more. No hand would reach for it every morning. And when he died, they would lay it down beside him.

         Petko straightened his malitsa and hastily smoothed his moustache. When facing the past, he didn’t want to look completely neglected and abandoned. He needed to compose himself in the face of his misfortune, in the face of life and of the people. And in the meantime, he needed to say goodbye…

         Petko stood without moving for a long time. From now on, his name was Old Man, and he was not to have any other. The name that had been given to him for living was dead. It was a bit early to move under the protection and the shadow of this new name. But it was life itself that had done this. Apparently it needed men to take off their belts before their time, to renounce themselves and to become old.

         Now it was over. He bid farewell to everything, including the hope, strange and inexplicable, that something bright and important would happen, and he would set up his tent again, with new roots that would tie him firmly to land and to life. No, severed and mutilated roots don’t heal, now he knew it for certain. Pulling on the sleeves of the malitsa, the old man 51sat down on the sledge again. He had understood himself, and he had determined a place and a name for himself. And the people of the camp, who were they to him?

         In his mind’s eye he lined everyone up before him, the young and the old. He’d lived his whole life with them, but now that he wasn’t like them, who were they to him? It seemed that a special time did come, a time for the acceptance and repayment of debts. At this very moment, someone could pull out a long-standing, stale grievance and throw it like a rock at his back, while from under the weight of years, like a long-preserved holy relic, someone could draw out a joy they’d once received, and give it back as compassion, or as a cup of hot tea. Someone could offer a shoulder when his legs failed, someone could spit on the ground as he passed, and someone could wipe a tear.

         The past is not a fairy tale nor a yarabts song, one does not remember every word or every day. And for some reason it’s not years that come to mind – they pass through memory as bitterness – but suddenly something is illuminated and falls like a hot teardrop on the heart. Sometimes entering the past can be frightening and chilling, like entering a grave, but at times it feels joyful. To be a judge of oneself is difficult, it’s hard, and nonetheless he had to become a judge of himself in order to answer the question: who were the people to him?

         Once again tucking in the edges of the malitsa that wasn’t keeping him warm, the old man set off down a strange road: into the past, to judge himself. Like a weary traveller who had lost his path in bad weather, leaning on a simple staff, he 52walked from one memory to another, warming himself near some, approaching others with caution. In this way, taking stock of wrongs inflicted and suffered, of joys shared with people and those hidden from them like tasty morsels eaten in secret, the old man walked among the past’s potholes all night long.

         …Once, after checking his traps, Petko was on his way home. To cut his journey short, he had chosen to ride not through the lowland that had a well-worn path, but over it, through the mountain. There was very little snow that autumn, and as for the winter, even when the snow did fall, it stayed only for a short while. Two strong winds, one from the mountains, the other from under the sun, kept kicking the snow from side to side, wouldn’t let it lie still for long.

         On the mountain, the snow was clean like a child’s palm, not painted over by the footprints of foxes and hares, and only deep in the bushes, now and again, the swift stitch of a wild grouse’s footprint ran steady like a seam made by a skilled woman. There were hardly any foxes that winter, or rather they didn’t take the bait, they were satisfied with their own hunt. And not every man would return home with a catch, except perhaps the most experienced ones, and only because they had long grown more cunning than the most cunning beast. A sledge trail emerged on the gentle rise to the right, slightly dusted over by the ground blizzard, but the footprints of the four reindeer were clearly visible. The lead had walked unevenly, seemed to be fidgeting, sensing an unsteady hand. At times it quickened the pace, and in doing so was sure to 53bear left, attempting to outwit its master. Or it would walk along lazily, and then its steps became laughably small. In a word, it did whatever it wanted. Once it even stopped and picked at the snow with its hoof a few times.

         Reading this track was funny and a little painful, and it wasn’t difficult to guess whose it was. It was the young neighbour’s. Somewhere nearby, in the middle of the river, his traps were set. The hunting time was over, and he still hadn’t brought a catch to his tent even once, the foxes evaded his traps. Then again, it wasn’t only Alyoshka whose traps they evaded. No one could boast of a good hunt, and therefore of a well-fed winter. But Petko felt pity for the kid: after all, for a man, hunting is both his joy and his bread.

         Soon the first trap appeared on a low, man-made mound. There was nothing in it. Petko came to a halt, took out a snow beater from under the hide of his seat and walked towards the trap. He stopped and stood over it silently, not daring to shake his head. They teach kids everything at school: to read paper, to look into the paper’s soul and to play strange games, but when it comes to the business of life – feeding yourself and your family – they don’t teach that. As if children will spend their lives playing games.

         Carefully, trying not to leave many traces, Petko pulled the trap covered in hoarfrost out from under the hardened ice crust and hit it against the snow. Snapping its teeth angrily, the iron beast jumped up and stood still. Petko did his magic for a little while, and soon the trap, set and concealed, had a completely different look. Carelessly scattered pieces of 54bait, bright drops of blood on the snow. It all seems simple: trick the beast and you’ll be full. But sometimes the beast is cleverer than a human being.

         Finishing everything with several firm strokes of the snow beater and smoothing out his footprints, Petko continued his journey. As he rode along, he saw other traps as well. He didn’t approach them, just glanced over and took note of the untouched snow. And only near the tenth one did he notice a clear set of tracks, the kind that hunters in a bad year described as stood for a bit, thought for a bit, and left. And when it turned out that at the next trap the cunning fox had also stood for a bit, thought for a bit, and left, Petko brought his sledge to a halt. He suddenly had an unbearable urge to take a sniff of tobacco and have a think. Were only foxes allowed to think while standing over the orphan’s trap, and not him? The kid wasn’t just laying about waiting for luck to crawl into his tent on its own. And Petko had noticed more than once how the neighbour hid his eyes and shielded the front of his sledge with his back. That wasn’t right. Did luck not have eyes and a heart?

         Sinking onto his sledge, Petko took a sniff. But still, there was an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach, as if it was his fault that the orphan’s traps slept all winter long, never tasting the blood of a kill. How to help? Petko vigorously inhaled the last pinch of tobacco into his nostril and, no longer deliberating, got up. He was carrying home two foxes, no more no less. He picked one of them up by its tail, grabbed the snow beater and began walking unhurriedly towards the trap.

         55The walk was not long, but the ageing hunter had time to recall how his father taught him the laws and skills of the hunt. He didn’t teach him too much, simply brought him along as soon as the son was able to grab on to the father’s belt with strong little hands to avoid falling. His father was suspicious of too much good luck, he’d frown while piling the foxes onto the sledge, and always said reproachfully to no one in particular:

         “Friend, a Nenets doesn’t need what’s bigger than his stomach.”

         Who this Friend was, Petko didn’t understand at the time, but as he got older, he, too, disapproved of foolish luck in everything, not just in hunting. Petko lingered over the trap, which was set up like the others: clumsily, not cleverly. People are different, some might even say a bad word over another’s trap, but such people are few. Not lifting the trap out of its snug hole, just patting down the snow crust above it, Petko placed the fox’s still-warm paw inside the iron jaws.

         “Hold tighter,” he whispered and smiled. The neighbour’s joy would have no end. Because of it, he wouldn’t notice that the fox died immediately and there had been no sign of struggle. This was not charity and not a handout. Let the young man’s hand be happy and lucky, let his pot not be empty, and let there be bread on his table.

         In the old times, when a hunter set foot on the path of struggle with Great Nature, he would make an agreement with it, promising not to kill more than necessary.

         56And so the Prayer-Word was born. These days it’s not every hunter that knows it. It’s been forgotten. People only know that one should not shout it out in breathless triumph, nor caw it like a crow, nor mutter it in a stifled whisper, but speak it with one’s soul. And not with fear, nor with servility, nor with tail-wagging – because the soul is not a tail, you can’t wave it around, however much you might want to sometimes. And everyone remembered and remembers that hunting is not murder and not a game of hide-and-seek with the beast and with one’s own conscience, but a struggle. An honest struggle of equals. If the fox eats the bait and doesn’t leave even a hair in the trap’s jaws, then praised be its cunning; send no curses after it, hunter.

         Since ancient times, the Nenets didn’t like hunters who used a bow. One who is weak in arms and legs, who is poor in spirit – he kills the beast with a shot: not catching up with it, not outwitting it, not earning his triumph over it. People didn’t shake hands with such a person, didn’t invite him to the table, spat on the ground as he passed by. A wolf enjoyed greater respect than such a murderer.

         Many more things came to the old hunter’s mind as he admired his work. He spread some snow over the freezing carcass, the drift would do the rest. Around here it always did its job well.

         There were many more winters after that. Fortune did not pass the orphan over. But Petko still remembered Alyoshka’s face when, three or four days after, he had brought his sledge to a halt in front of the old man’s tent, how he did his best to 57hide a smile and couldn’t. It would creep onto his handsome face again and again. How he and Vanu walked over, and Petko saw his own fox in the back of the sledge.

         That was long ago, thought the old man wistfully as he rubbed his freezing fingers against each other. Night had fallen. It was dark on earth and light in the sky. The sky had its own life up above. Slowly and heavily, like fully laden sledges, the clouds crawled along – unknowable dwellers of the sky. They were nomads. Among them there were men, women and children. Maybe the Lamdo woman was also among them. By morning the caravans would arrive, and she would set up her tent and light a lonely fire.

         Petko got up and walked around the sledge, stretching his numb legs. He really didn’t want to sleep. Having visited his past, he was at peace with himself. He never wished nor did any harm to his kin. And even so… even so, now he had to be stronger than them somehow – quietly, discreetly, so they wouldn’t notice. Life is a profound secret struggle for yourself and with yourself. When does a river stop being a river? When the current within it dies. The water festers, turns green with mould, the banks grow over with oily, rancid grass.

         It was important not to fall, to stay on your feet and not end up at the bottom. One had to be strong. One man had to be stronger than many. Stepping away from the sledge, he looked it over carefully and remained dissatisfied. The sledge runners had gone completely thin, worn out, just like the soles of his boots. He needed to change both the soles 58and the runners. The hide on the seat had gone threadbare, it was cold and uncomfortable to sit on.

         I need a different hide, decided Petko. From now on, the sledge would become his home. There have always been people for whom their sledge was their sole refuge. Just like a beast running from its pursuers hides its body in the burrow as it bleeds out, so he must conceal his loneliness and old age here.

         The old man pulled out the tobacco tin, took a sniff, and stopped in his tracks instinctively: he distinctly heard a sound arise and slowly fade behind him, as though the earth itself sighed in its sleep, turning over on the other side, or maybe it wasn’t sleeping but listening to the old man, and couldn’t help feeling pity.

         Petko gave a happy sigh. The nighttime silence now moved him in a completely different way: he felt sad, and for some reason suddenly wanted to become a tree, not one that’s youthfully carefree, but one with a mighty trunk bent by the north wind, with branch-arms and root-memories hidden deep inside the earth. When in the middle of the night his soul would start aching, he would hum quietly to himself so as not to trouble anyone with his sad song, and nobody would guess that he was not a tree but an old man. And down below, near the trunk, small treelings would stand, surrounded with fragrant herbs, blue reindeer moss, and bright little beads of berries, touching their warm green sides to his big body as it grew cold. In the winter, to drown out the pain, he would sleep covering himself with snow, and in his sleep he would creak a bit so that no one would think that he was moaning.
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         Vanu was on his way to the settlement. He had already stopped twice but couldn’t stand to wait for long and once again drove the team forward. And the reindeer didn’t need urging. They ran along on their own, lightly and gracefully. Every man has a reindeer team which is his pride, his joy. One that he’s unafraid to harness for any journey, long or short, and unashamed to be seen with in public. Watching his favourite team, Vanu would sometimes think that the reindeer understood each other no worse than humans, that their running was not just movement but a mysterious, thrilling dance. He, the driver, is not the one who controls it. For the reindeer, there was no human being, there was only themselves, not controlled by the driving pole, not obedient to the hand, but gripped by a wondrous thrill, a consciousness of their own inimitable beauty. To urge them on, much less to touch their clean fur with a driving pole, was shameful, awkward.

         A heavy thought hung over Vanu. He had harnessed his best team, but the sledge was empty. And what he carried was not a bag of foxes, not hare pelts, but the pain of Old Petko. He wanted to believe that the time of rains had not yet come for his friend, and that it was too early for Petko to weep like a loon. Old age is a coffin – terrible words. Old people’s bones 60sense bad weather, and the soul senses misfortune invisible to the eye, just as the loon senses a thunderstorm on a sunny day.

         Vanu was bringing a Word to the settlement, for the second time in his life. He decided to write a letter to his friend’s daughter, but in such a way that, no matter what kind of person she was now, the old man’s daughter would come – she had to come. Vanu understood that the letter was beyond his own abilities. What was needed here was a Word that would make everything within her catch fire and burn.

         Hanging his head low, not noticing the snow that was flying towards him from under the hoofs of the reindeer, Vanu felt helpless. The old man needed only his daughter, not Vanu or his other kin.

         To be left without a table… One can live without a leg, without an arm, without anything else, but there is no heavier woe than to become in your life a person without a table. To tell the truth, such an unfortunate is not much different from a dog who lives in expectation of a bone that the mistress might throw, but might also forget. And the table of life must be set with a kind hand and soul, only then will the bread from this table become food and not stone.

         Such is the Word that needed to be sent to Petko’s daughter. But how to say it? Vanu put his hope in the Soviet. When a person is struck by misfortune, he goes to the Soviet. No fox in the traps and nothing to sustain the family until spring – again, the Soviet is needed. Such loving trust in the omnipotence and kindness of the Soviet had its origin in the times of war.

         61The Soviet power, with all that it meant, appeared before the Nenets in the form of the local council. First aid, in whatever form it took, came from the Soviet. A kind word of comfort, a single magical loaf of bread, one reindeer – skinny, barely standing on its legs, but a reindeer nonetheless – the kind Soviet could provide everything. To protect from fierce hunger, to ward off misfortune, to listen attentively if it couldn’t offer any help – the Soviet was ready to do all of it. And although that was long ago, and now the Soviets in the settlement changed almost annually, like worn-out mittens on malitsas, nonetheless their former glory lingered deep within people’s thoughts, which was exactly why Vanu was on his way there.

         Trapped in his thoughts, Vanu didn’t notice that, behind him, another sledge had fallen into formation with his own. It moved just as quickly, stopped very rarely, and also did not stand around for long. Four reindeer bulls ran lightly, breathed evenly: the rider had clearly also harnessed a team that was far from his worst.

         When the breath of the reindeer got closer, Vanu turned around in surprise, and he was even more amazed to recognise both the reindeer and the one seated in the sledge. The young neighbour did not turn away his gaze, even though Vanu saw how much effort it cost him. Well then, this is what a man does. A man who turns away his gaze always looks like a beast: you don’t know how he will behave. But where was Alyoshka going? It’s obvious – there was only one road to the settlement. In the morning, when they had run into 62each other in the reindeer enclosure, noticing that Alyoshka was tying together four white bulls, Vanu had not questioned which road his neighbour was preparing to take.

         White reindeer were not ordinary reindeer. Such reindeer were not harnessed for hunting, and much less for carrying firewood. With such reindeer as these four white bulls, you could only be travelling to fetch happiness. In the herd they were the most handsome. Even Vanu’s own reindeer couldn’t compete, these reindeer that now, sensing their kin behind them, started to run even more gracefully. For his wedding, to fetch the bride, the neighbour had not harnessed these bulls. Vanu wanted to glance back once more, as though he might be able to learn from Alyoshka’s face where he was travelling on reindeer that he harnessed only once a year and why.

         It’s not the man’s hand that harnesses such reindeer, but his soul. Vanu knew this from experience. After all, he hadn’t harnessed toothless elders today either, but those who were his pride. The only load on the sledge was the Word of misfortune. And there was no need to ask the neighbour where he was going. So Vanu waved his driving pole lightly, barely disturbing the air, and the reindeer took off, flashing their light, finely shaped legs.

         Behind him, Alyoshka sighed with relief. He was afraid that the neighbour would stop, and even if he didn’t ask where he was going and why, stopping would in itself be a question. And Alyoshka really did not want to talk. There are times when you want to hide yourself and your soul somewhere 63in the thick silent grass or in the crack of a rock, like a small, frightened animal saving itself from danger. And how did he differ now from a mouse or even a wingless bird? Not at all. He was just as lost and panicked; he was pushed to the brink.

         Humans have never been stronger than life and its intractable conditions. A single blade of grass does not make a meadow, a single tree is not a forest. And still, that morning, when he took a lasso in his hands, walking around aimlessly among the bulls, he had not yet known where to go, how to occupy himself. His heart was troubled, as though it wanted to show him the way and couldn’t find the resolve. As if by chance coming across his lead reindeer, white, impulsive but confident in its job, Alyoshka understood everything. He knew where he was going. He had to go. A person goes on such a journey only once in a lifetime. No longer in doubt, with a steady hand, grown heavy with conviction, he caught four white bulls, pure as autumn snow, and harnessed them. Without entering the tent, without changing his boots and malitsa, he threw a quick glance at the lonely figure of the old man, and set off. He merely glanced back at the old man, glanced back without promising anything.

         Vanu did not make the stop in order to ask questions. Both knew that. The road was old, and in this spot every sledge would slow down. Even after people died, their children would still observe the age-old ritual.

         The reindeer did not start hurriedly lapping up snow or licking sharp ice shards. A good reindeer would never do that. Both teams breathed evenly, calmly, and both humans felt a 64secret pride in their favourites. Approaching Alyoshka, Vanu pulled out his snuffbox, while the other pulled out a pack of cigarettes. One took a sniff, the other lit a smoke.

         “Good road,” said Vanu, filling his nose with a second pinch.

         “Yes, very good,” said Alyoshka, taking a drag with pleasure – during the drive you couldn’t do much smoking.

         The road was indeed excellent. In the spring it was usually made impassable by puddles and entire rivers. You would arrive in the settlement splashed all wet, and if it dropped to freezing in the evening, then your clothes would be standing up by themselves as though made of wood.

         When there is a lot to say, some people prefer to keep completely silent, because there are moments when the soul wants only truth and will not take in anything else. So then you need to either keep silent or burn all bridges behind you and speak the truth, and only the truth. Both Alyoshka and Vanu felt this way. That was why, without saying another word, they got back on the road, only this time Alyoshka went ahead, and Vanu behind. This, too, was the law of the road. You can’t always have the same team riding ahead, otherwise the reindeer will tire, lose their step, and you could spoil even the smartest lead reindeer.

         In the past, and even now, every clan had its own roads, so that the neighbouring clan did not know the secrets of their fellows’ movements. Not because of hostile attacks, but because this is what life itself is like. You need to live where it’s warm, to follow the prey. And a beast is not picky about 65its roads; it is cunning, vigilant, wily in order to survive, and a human being needs to be the same: to be ready to crawl through, jump over, slip by where needed.

         But in all ages there have always been shared roads. On such a road everyone is equal, whether poor or rich. Stepping on the solid ground of this road, all sledges assume the same dignified air, whether they are decorated with rich cloth and gear, or barely tied together with a simple rope. On such a road you can’t go flying past a shoddy sledge without stopping to pay homage to the one sitting there in a hole-ridden malitsa, driving on a lead reindeer with protruding ribs and sunken eyes. On your own little private road you can sometimes rush by, flinging the driving pole, as though you hadn’t noticed the person you came across, but here…

         There’s a limit to all pride and strength. On such a road, an arrogant person remembers and knows that everyone stands on the same earth, and the sky above our heads is shared. And the road will not suffer one person to insult another on its body. For it may happen that today you proudly rush past, but a time will come when you struggle to urge your skinny lead reindeer onward with a crooked driving pole, and the wind, entering one hole in your malitsa, will immediately exit from another.

         How many tobacco pinches had been sniffed here, how many cups drunk and poured out onto the road, how many insults forgotten and kind words said. It had never yet happened that one person spat on the road as another passed by, for the spittle would immediately fall into a reindeer footprint.

         66Great is the age that has Roads of Conscience, and the nation that heeds their law is also great.

         But Vanu also had his own blood bond with this road on which he and Alyoshka were travelling, undoubtedly carrying the same Word to one and the same person.

         …Trouble always comes unexpectedly, without warning or announcing itself. Many years ago, it entered the life of the Nenets as a mistress, calmly and cruelly. People could meet it at any moment, always caught unawares. Reindeer fell in entire herds, they would lie down to rest and never stand up again. Sickness did not spare nor select anyone. Everyone was equal before it: poor, proud, kind, wicked – everyone looked the same. The reindeer, too, and the calves. You don’t need much cunning to put the Nenets people to death – it’s enough to kill the reindeer. Big and small tents would freeze to the ground. And because of it, men and women, children and elders froze in deep sorrow. They died wailing from pain. People howled from hunger no less than beasts.

         Even now, Vanu shuddered. These memories always made him shudder. It’s not only the human body that is susceptible to convulsions, but also the soul. The howl of a hungry wolf differs from the song of the one who is full. More than once on winter nights, especially frosty, dark and eerie ones, he had heard the cries of the lesser brothers. The howl of the hungry is terrible. It comes from the gut, from the stomach shuddering in torment; it is raspy, choking. It is shrill with anger, high with distinct notes of despair, longing, and at the 67same time complaint and plea. Falling briefly silent, as though listening for something, it continues fitfully, stretches through clenched teeth: not howling but weeping.

         The face and voice of a hungry human are no different from the snout and howl of a wolf. This is why sometimes, standing above the corpse of a mangled reindeer, a Nenets will only sigh heavily and not send a vicious curse after the predator. For all living things share the same fate.

         Morning began with corpses. Clenched teeth, lips frozen as though in a smile. The smile of death, the laughter of death. Campsites of death. This is why an old Nenets will sooner spit in his own face than spit into the footprints of a reindeer.

         Vanu’s old father was strong, the way an old tree can be strong if it has a clean core. He slept little. He didn’t lie down as the emaciated children did. Him and mother were always moving by the fire, busying themselves with something near it, preparing some healing brew for the children. As for Vanu, the eldest son, he would set traps for grouse.

         And one time his father, sitting at the meagre table, said:

         “The grouse can’t save us. Go get some bread.”

         They went outside. Father raised his weak arm.

         “Walk down the mountain. Stand on the road. Follow it.” His father was saving his strength and didn’t speak much. His mother quietly pushed into his hand a sack with something in it. Apparently this was what he had to buy bread with. He walked off. Looking behind, he saw that his father and mother bowed their heads. And that’s how they stood there, without 68looking at him. Only now, years later, Vanu understood that it was not a ritual of farewell for the departing traveller. The old man and the old woman were asking the Master of the Road to have mercy on him.

         That was Vanu’s first step on the Road of Conscience. This one, the road he was taking now. It’s hard to remember, painful to think of. A walker is not a rider. Young people don’t understand that a Nenets who is walking is one thing, but one who is riding is quite another. These days the road is peaceful, sometimes you might even find some food on it – if someone’s sack with grain or crackers has burst – and here and there, you might see the sacks themselves, fallen off a sledge. But back then… Vanu had been walking for three days, barely moving his feet. As evening closed, he noticed that there was a man sitting on the road up ahead. He hurried. Fell down several times while he walked. The man sat facing the other way, his hands tightly grasping a walking stick that was driven into the earth between his slightly spread legs. He did not turn around at the rustle of footsteps. He was wearing an old, dust-covered malitsa, and boots to match, torn in several places. Approaching, Vanu leaned on his walking stick and bent down close to him. The man seemed to be asleep, resting his head on his bundle.

         “Hey,” Vanu called quietly, lightly tapping his shoulder. And, as though this movement was what he had been waiting for, the seated man suddenly crashed down, his back hitting heavily against the road. And the road let out a sigh, and Vanu jumped away with the last of his strength: an already familiar 69smile contorted the dead man’s lips. Vanu started running, clenching his scream behind his teeth. From then on, however often he travelled down that road, he could never forget that spot. Couldn’t help but stop to offer him, the sitting man, a sniff of tobacco and a piece of bread. Take this, dear fellow, take a sniff. May your strength grow.

         Farther on he would meet a few other people like that, sitting with their bundles hanging off skinny, protruding shoulders. There were those who had fallen face down, their arms embracing the earth, and those who stood on all fours. Death is generous with poses. Next to the dead, there were often bits of dried fish or shrivelled grouse carcasses. In tears, Vanu would pick up these pieces, unfailingly whispering with his pale lips:

         “I’ll give back. I’ll definitely give back.”

         That was how people walked along this very road, hoping to save their children and their fires. This is why fire has a special price. A heavy price. And it seems not every person can afford it.

         Very close to the settlement, his strength gave out. By some instinct, Vanu realised that he didn’t need to try to force the final kilometres. How and where he sat or lay down, Vanu couldn’t remember. Neither dream, nor delirium, nor death – that was his condition. His dried-up, emaciated body became pleasantly light. And then, whether in dream or delirium, Vanu still couldn’t understand, someone softly touched his shoulder. Lifting his gaze, Vanu saw a strange old man. Short, shrivelled, like dried smoked fish. His clean 70grey beard reached down to his feet. But instead of feet he had hooves, reindeer hooves: black, shiny, solid.

         Frightened, Vanu let out a scream. Disturbed by his scream, the strange old man began to melt away, and, rushing now for fear of being too late, he held out a piece of bread with ordinary human hands. And Vanu, already coming to his senses, heard his quiet voice:

         “You’ll give it back.”

         He was no longer asleep and not delirious when he heard this give it back. And he saw that his own hand was extended. There was no old man. Vanu was afraid then to bend down and check whether there were reindeer hoofprints in the spot where the old man had just stood. And he didn’t regret it. For some reason it got easier to keep walking, his legs gained a strange strength.

         In the settlement, while recounting the plight of those people, Vanu didn’t cry, although images of death ceaselessly passed before his eyes, one after another. He carefully stacked the bread that he’d exchanged for the foxes from his mother’s sack on the sled, silently bowing his head before every loaf so that those around him wouldn’t notice. And when someone finally noticed and asked him: “Why do you shake your head like a horse?” – he answered: “My neck hurts.” But it was his soul that was hurting. And the road back was not easy. The laden sled tugged at his arms, his legs were hurting again, but this time he was carrying life to his brothers and sisters.

         “A loaf of bread will give strength to many.”

         71Vanu made his first stop in the place where he had met the strange old man. Even now, he tried not to think about who that was. He simply placed a piece of bread by a solitary rock overgrown with blue moss, and quietly, barely moving his lips, said:

         “I gave it back.”

         He would halt his step again more than once, and every time he placed pieces of bread before the already familiar corpses, always repeating the words: “I gave it back.” Walking further, he felt their gazes behind him: living, grateful. And he would look back, convinced that these weren’t dead people but fellow travellers with whom he’d shared a difficult journey. Only they had got tired along the way, just tired, but they would rise and walk again.

         The Nenets did not recover immediately or quickly from that tragedy. Almost directly after Vanu, help arrived from the Soviet – they brought bread and flour. That preserved the fires of a great many people.

         And now he was taking the same road, for another kind of bread: to save a friend. How will the journey go this time? Upon his return, will he be able to say to Petko, like he once said to his father who had survived to see him: I gave it back?

         To give back what was borrowed. Do people always know how to do that? To give back not only a piece of bread… After all, everyone sees debt differently: in one person’s eyes it can be as small as a sniff of tobacco, while another may spend their whole life tormented by not being able to give back what was taken.

         72Vanu considered himself already old. Old age is not decrepitude of the body, not the weakness of arms and legs, not the joints that ache in the night or the bent back. Old age is a quality that a soul has when a person, looking back over their life, does not hold their head in their hands in despair. Old age is when you have forgiven yourself and others for everything, when, looking ahead, you don’t feel a doglike fear before death. Old age is not the years of the body but the wisdom of the soul.

         And Vanu considered himself already old. Old enough to say a Word to a friend’s daughter. The two men stopped one more time; just as silently, one took a sniff, the other a drag.

         The settlement was only a settlement in name, but in reality it was a minuscule trading station. A store, a bakery, a first aid clinic, a few residential houses and two old dilapidated storehouses. This trading station – orphaned, abandoned, long forgotten by the mighty of this world – survived only thanks to its strong desire to live. Although before, in the years closer to the Revolution, and later, in the times of collective farms, life was in full swing here, no worse than in an anthill. The poor, drained by endless illness and loss of reindeer, pitched their tents closer to the Soviet. Nearly every lake had a master who had set up his dwelling in view of both the settlement and the neighbours. The black fish and even the white fish, left over from the pot, would be handed over to the animal farm.

         The Red North Kolkhoz was a true North Star. People travelled there from the furthest hinterlands for help and advice. It would help these people quietly, and sometimes also 73scold them, because it was itself poor, patched and stitched up like a pauper’s tent. But it had its own smallish herds, some of which consisted of bulls only and were known as transport herds. They helped the poor move their tents, carried goods and the post.

         To the very poor, the kolkhoz could allocate some reindeer, either free of charge or for a small fee. Good work was also worth a reindeer. That’s how the Red North lived by its own labour, like one big Nenets family, and the Soviet was a good match for the kolkhoz. Unlike the current one, who didn’t even know how to make a sensible nest for himself, much less for the people, the previous Soviet wasn’t some newly arrived bird of passage, but one of their own, rooted here, grown out of their own dirt.

         The life of the Soviet and the entire tundra began in the early morning, when the old Soviet, having drunk a few cups of tea, and sometimes, one must admit, even a shot of vodka, would step out onto the porch of his house, look to the right and confirm that people were getting up, that smoke was rising from the tents, that people were preparing for work, and look to the left and see the same thing, grunt three times clearing his throat, and only after that proudly say:

         “Khe, khe, khe, strong is Soviet power!”

         Old Vanka the Soviet, as the Nenets called him, was right. Soviet power, despite its youth, was strong because of the people’s faith in it. But a different time came, and some clever person, in an idle moment when he had nothing to do, decided that those little people in their kolkhoz were 74too lively, and old Vanka the Soviet was not right when he grunted his famous phrase across the tundra every morning, stirring people up. Soviet power was not strong if its strength and help could be used by any lowly little Nenets in a shabby reindeer coat. Power is like a mountaintop: the higher you go, the more fear you feel before it, and the more your head spins from its inaccessibility.

         And that was why they chased away and partially slaughtered the cows and the horses, and shut down the animal farm, saying that its foxes disturbed people’s sleep in the mornings. The small kolkhoz herds were driven away, and somewhere else, far from their native land, they were brought together into herds enormous as clouds and became a threat to their own true masters. Everything disappeared, as though it had never existed. Eventually the empty animal farm, the house for the cows and horses – everything rotted, sagged, and finally tumbled to the ground.

         Vanka the Soviet no longer grunted on his porch in the mornings because the people had stopped their hustle and bustle, whether to his right or to his left. Tiny tents that had huddled near the settlement like mushrooms in the shadow of a tall tree gradually started to spread out: hurt, stunned, abandoned once again on this big, at times cruel, land that was nevertheless their own.

         The old Soviet died alongside his ruined homestead. Several Soviets after him had spent some time in the settlement, but they didn’t stick, because strictly speaking there was nothing to stick to. The current young Soviet was a stranger, 75for him the Nenets and their life were a dark forest, and just as swans don’t accept a grey crow into their flock, so the Nenets avoided him, trying not to use his advice. And they were right. These strangers resembled heads sewn on foreign bodies with rotten threads, and sewn on the wrong way besides: back of the head pointing forward, eyes backward.

         Cut off from the people, these miserable heads would become drunks or assume the pose of explorers, teaching Nenets life to the Nenets. People snickered behind their backs.

         But this time Vanu stopped the sledge near the house, long like a barn, where the current Soviet lived. He was not even Russian. Dug up by someone somewhere. He came from some kind of warm land, and here he was constantly cold, which was why he warmed himself up every day with a bottle. The percentage of alcohol in its contents corresponded to the temperature of his native land. Towards the end of the day he would get overheated and fall down where he stood. More often than not, he’d fall into his bed.

         Vanu did not stop here by chance. Deep in his soul he was still convinced that an empty person wouldn’t be made a Soviet. After all, whatever he was, the Soviet was a head: head over all the land. As Vanu approached the settlement, he decided not to write the letter himself. His words were powerless to explain the old man’s grief. He could only weep like a loon. But these days the loon’s cry meant nothing to the young. They had their own, new words, a new language that even his own children often spoke. And this faraway woman had to be addressed in such a language.

         76He didn’t explain anything to Alyoshka and quietly walked up the porch, adjusting his belt and the folds of his malitsa as he went. A knock on the door was not answered. Alyoshka knocked a bit harder. And again, silence.

         “Asleep maybe?” asked Vanu.

         “Doesn’t seem like the time yet.” Alyoshka prepared to knock again, but suddenly someone rustled behind the door. The Soviet’s wife came out, a white-eyed woman with swollen eyelids, and she closed the door behind her.

         “What are you knocking about? What is this?” she asked unkindly.

         “I have a Word,” hurried Vanu. “A big Word. Need the Soviet.”

         “He’s asleep.”

         “Asleep? But the sun is still high.” Alyoshka was starting to get angry. He didn’t understand why his neighbour needed the chairman, but as soon as Vanu mentioned a Word, he began to feel anxious. Old people don’t joke around with the Word. He knew that if a neighbour approached a neighbour and said “I have a Word”, this meant he really had one.

         The woman didn’t like Alyoshka’s anger. She flared up:

         “What, one can’t sleep if the sun is high?” she asked, getting ready to step behind the door, shaking because of the cold and because of the determination of these incomprehensible people, not only these ones but others too, coming and bringing their incomprehensible Words and troubles to her husband. And he didn’t understand those people, the couple 77didn’t understand anything in this life and on this land. The husband drank and she, to save the family somehow from the horrible ruin and chaos of city life, brought him here and got him the job. They crawled into this cursed hole. She thought that here he might get interested in fishing and hunting, might become different, but things got even worse. The strange land was cruel: cold snaps in winter, mosquitoes in the summer… she was sick of it, damn it all… And then there were these people with their stupid Words.

         “He’s asleep, go away,” she repeated angrily, imagining that if her husband were to wake up now, she wouldn’t be able to pacify him all night. No, no, he mustn’t be woken up, otherwise there would be no sleep for either her or the child.

         “Go, go,” she repeated hastily, fearing that the little one would come through the door and there’d be no getting rid of him.

         But Alyoshka already understood that, even if they did go in, it would be no use: the Soviet Power was apparently already drunk and wouldn’t be able to string even two words together. He wanted to swear but restrained himself, and just slammed the door hard.

         Outside, Vanu sat down wearily on the porch and pondered. So he would not get to write the letter. A letter like the one he had been writing in his heart all the way there. He would not get to bring his friend’s daughter back.

         Something happened to the human Word. It became a toy in people’s mouths or a rock that could be thrown at another’s back. The Word lost its power, like a reindeer driven to 78exhaustion by a cruel master. People have stopped speaking with force, with respect, with joy. The human Word has lost its meaning, its blood, and that was a tragedy, invisible like illness.

         What to do now? In a letter, you couldn’t weep like a loon, you couldn’t yelp like a reindeer foal who had lost its mother… What new words could explain the father’s grief to the daughter? The words of her time – but where and what were these words? The Word of the sun, for instance, hadn’t changed: it warmed everyone, both the one with a hole in the malitsa, and the one who was already dressed warmly and richly, whether the sun was out or not. So why did everything with people get twisted, why did black become white, why did a daughter need to be told that her father is lonely, and that someone needed to set his table in the mornings, his own table, not someone else’s, with his own piece of bread, however small.

         Lost in thought, Vanu sat on the porch for a long time. An unusual, heavy feeling stirred within him. And when it settled down like a beast finding a comfortable position for its body, the old Nenets started to realise what he needed to do. What all of them needed to do. When a reindeer in a team falls over from exhaustion, the master doesn’t abandon it on the road. With its load removed, the reindeer is placed on the sledge, and the team silently, without complaining, carries its heavy load forward. On the road of misfortune, the Nenets never leave their fellows behind. This is why to this day tents are set up in the foothills of mountains, along 79riverbanks, in valleys smooth like palms. As in centuries past, people still needed to survive on their own, but today’s children got lost in this life like in a thick unfamiliar forest. It was for them to find the path. If they didn’t find it, they would perish.

         Vanu got up from the porch and walked towards the sledge. He walked steadily. He was not a small child with feet tripping over each other, nor was he yet a rotten stump to crumble into fine dust at one stroke.

         As for Alyoshka, he was walking behind uncertainly. Thoughts of love still burned within him like uncooled embers. And the thing he had thought about all the way there was so vivid, so possible, that he stopped and froze on the spot. All the words he hadn’t said at night to the woman he’d married, he needed to say to the other one, so that the words would burn through paper just like they burned his soul right now. Words of love shouldn’t die… If such words began to die in our life, then how to keep living? In the depths of his soul, he knew that he, for his part, could not be helped, neither by the Soviet nor by anyone else.

         Vanu wasn’t looking back at him. With the instinct of an old man, he understood his neighbour’s state, even if not fully. He heard Alyoshka’s footsteps die out. Well, let him have a moment. Vanu unhurriedly shook the snow off the hide on the seat, straightened the harness on the lead reindeer, sensing Alyoshka’s every move behind his back. And when the footsteps stopped nearby, Vanu quickly untied the rein, took up the driving pole and, turning around, asked:

         80“Let’s go?”

         Alyoshka let out a short and forceful sigh. He almost hated his neighbour for this firm let’s go. A bitter lump was stuck in his throat and wouldn’t let up the whole time he mechanically followed Vanu. In the shop, where they went after the Soviet’s house, he also bought two bottles of vodka, a sack of bread – the trip to the settlement had to be explained somehow – and, though he kept trying to swallow the lump that was stuck inside like a rock, he couldn’t.

         While they rode to the settlement, they didn’t notice that the road was long, but now to Alyoshka it seemed frustratingly so, especially when it was flat, with nothing for the eye or the thoughts to latch onto… They stopped four times or more to let the reindeer rest and to stretch their own legs, and in order to dispel exhaustion, they drank in small sips from the bottle, chasing with pieces of bread.

         They hardly spoke, and that was good. By now both already knew why the other had gone to the settlement, their failure brought them closer, and that was a remarkable feeling. It was powerful even without words. And so they protected it with tactful silence.

         The closer he approached the tent, the more anxious Alyoshka felt. How to behave? Soon he would get there, and hearing the dogs bark, his wife would peek out. The moment he walked in, she would first rush to the fire, liven it up, and then just as quickly rush to the table and set it in front of him. She’d pour some tea for him, sit down 81meekly and wait while he drank one cup, and she’d pour the second one at once. And he, like a beast caught in a trap, would flail in his soul and hide his gaze.

         Later, night would come. He would have to thank the woman for the cup of tea, for the fire that she started in the morning, for handing him his boots and making the bed. As for love… Where would it be in that moment? Nearby? Between them? Or would it be waiting outside while he sorted things out?

         If everything was so simple, then why these tricks: love, happiness, fidelity, soul-crushing suffering… What for?

         The dogs started barking in unison, but as always, with-out malice. Mother peeked out and disappeared quickly. They’ve been waiting, thought Alyoshka. He began to remove the harnesses from the tired reindeer, taking his time, carefully smoothing the tangled fur from underneath them. Just as slowly, moving as though he was hobbled with invisible ropes, he put away the driving pole, took his hands out of the malitsa sleeves and sat down on the sledge. But he got up at once, realising that he shouldn’t do that, it made him seem like he was sitting in mourning.

         Getting hold of himself, he stopped again a few steps from the entrance flap, and suddenly sensed, to the point of trembling in his whole body, that he was afraid. Afraid of his mother, her words that were spoken this morning. Afraid of some cruel truth that had allowed his mother to preserve this unsophisticated dwelling, which was looking at him now with a mute and tender reproach. His mother 82and the tent had survived many adversities without letting the fire die out – and it was, in essence, his fire.

         All was quiet in the tent. And he clearly pictured how the two women sat on either side of the fire holding their breath, listening for his step, understanding his fear and pitying him. Back away? Leave? But where to?

         With determination, suppressing the tremor in his body, he grabbed the flap with both hands, and the first thing that he saw on entering the tent was the two women sitting by the fire on either side, like two unchangeable banks of a river.
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         Vanu was sitting at the table, leaning back on the pillows. Sleep was gone, although all the way home he had felt tired. Instead, a familiar alertness came over him – like when you keep watch in the night, listening to the life of the reindeer herd to check whether everything is in order, whether there is danger in the still silence of the night.

         To get rid of this feeling, which was at that moment unwelcome, he sat up and turned to Petko, who was sitting to his left, and immediately noticed that the other sat like a bird in a nest, all tucked up, as though he was afraid of taking up space on the bed.

         “What have you been doing?”

         The old man was taken aback. He hastily dug out a small tobacco tin, tapped it gently against the floor, and only afterwards quietly said:

         “Nothing. Thinking.”

         And in his response there was such obvious shyness, as though he was afraid that a single word would take up unearned space in the tent. Stunned, Vanu leaned back again. For a time, a bitter sense of hurt kept him from breathing properly. His wife was setting the table hastily, her cheeks were 84flushed, her hands moved quickly and skilfully, and, looking at her, one could have thought that there was a big celebration in the tent. The wife poured out the tea and, as usual, didn’t fill Petko’s cup. Vanu reddened but restrained himself and decided to see what would happen next.

         “Call the neighbours,” he said, not touching his cup.

         “Did you buy that much?”

         “Much or not, I have never yet drunk in secret from people.”

         The woman stepped out. And once the sound of her footsteps died down, Vanu asked again:

         “What were you thinking about?”

         “Myself.” Petko smiled pitifully, as though the fact that he thought about himself should provoke in other people the same semblance of a smile. Vanu stopped asking. Silence was better. No matter what he asked, it would only be painful for both of them.

         Alyoshka was the first to arrive. Vanu made room beside him and said, as the Nenets used to say in the olden days:

         “Come in. Sense the soul of my dwelling.”

         After that, Alyoshka’s mother came in – cautiously, sideways – and immediately sat down at the edge of the floorboards, not approaching the table. That, too, shocked Vanu. He was watching for the first time how people entered his tent. Carefully, with caution, as though they could be struck on the forehead with a stick at any moment, throwing glances back at the entrance so that they could make a rushed exit if need be. Why? After all, this woman was not just a neighbour. 85She had long been a part of life for him. And suddenly this timidity, and the very edge of the floorboards.

         Now his wife had changed. She was moving around abruptly, clattering the dishes as she pulled out cups and saucers for those who had just come in, all but throwing them on the table. Not just someone with eyes to see – even a blind person could have guessed that the mistress was not pleased with the guests.

         The young wife walked in last, like a quiet mouse. Hiding his embarrassment, Vanu moved closer to the table, inviting everyone forward, and, unable to bear it, he turned to his neighbour:

         “Woman, why are you hiding in the corner? Come to the table.”

         When Alyoshka’s mother and the young wife sat down at the table, Vanu pulled out the bottle and poured himself a drink. Clear, pure liquid shone in the glass.

         “Seems alive,” joked Vanu.

         The Nenets never drink without a good word.

         “I drink so it’s not the last time that we sit at this table.”

         He handed the second glass to Alyoshka.

         “Now you have a mistress of the fire. Drink to that. Let our fires not die out.”

         Alyoshka drank in silence. He drank to fire: not the one his neighbour was talking about, but his own fire, the fire of love, and he intended to warm himself near it on his own, in secret. After all, not everyone is meant to be warmed by that fire, and not everyone gets to kindle it either.

         86Vanu handed the third glass to Petko with both hands, afraid to spill even a drop of it. He really wished it was not a drink but a tiny little droplet of happiness. And his friend understood that. That’s how people used to drink in the past. That’s how they used to serve their best friends. And, getting tipsy, they’d sing praises of themselves, their reindeer and their land. Petko drank and handed over the empty glass, also with both hands.

         The mistress of Vanu’s tent drank sullenly and quickly. She poured the rest under the stove and held the overturned glass for a long time, until the last drop lazily slipped down.

         “Like dogs. We drink it all ourselves. Not even a drop for the dead,” she grumbled loudly, wiping her mouth with the bottom of her dress.

         “You’re always trying to say some crooked word. It’s not time to give food and drink to the dead. The sun has climbed high,” replied Vanu, knowing full well that she did not want to honour the dead but to accuse the seated guests of greed.

         Alyoshka’s mother also drank in silence to avoid giving the hostess another excuse to open her mouth. They had lived in the same camp almost their whole life, but if they entered each other’s tents, it was only in the way that she had just done. She had never asked her neighbour for even a pinch of salt; if there was no salt, she salted the pot for her children with her own tears. And if the pot itself was empty, she didn’t ask her even for gnawed bones. But neither the men nor the 87children knew this. Women’s dirty business is an unnecessary burden on a man’s soul.

         Vanu handed the last glass to the girl, who was embarrassed to the point of bright blood rising under both cheeks.

         “You too, have a drink. You are one of us now.”

         Hiding her blushing face in the collar of her yagushka, she timidly took a couple of sips and, returning the glass still full, stepped away from the table.

         “Not much, but that’s good. No reason for a woman to drink much.”

         “At her age we didn’t even dare approach the table, much less drink.”

         “Woman!” Vanu didn’t recognise his voice. He had never raised it like this, neither at humans nor at reindeer. “Woman,” he said, “if you want to talk, we’ll step out soon. And then you can… You can tell everything to that refuse pail. But for now it’s me who wants to say a Word to the people.”

         With her keenest, most penetrating instinct, the woman knew that it was true: should she say even a few words, her husband wouldn’t care that there were people sitting at the table. Alright. She’d keep quiet… For now, but only for now. Around her own fire, around this slab of iron with flames fading on it, she was the mistress. And her hands, corroded by ash and smoke, were the biggest bosses here. If they chose, the warmth of her fire would seem freezing cold to the orphaned old man whom her husband pitied so much.

         Without finishing his cup, Vanu fell into heavy silence. The Word that he wanted to say to his kinsfolk was not easy 88to say, even if one had been drinking. But it needed to be done. If he kept silent now, for the rest of his days he would hear the bitter, prophetic cry of the loon, and there would be nothing to drown it out.

         “Speak,” the woman next to him urged quietly, aware that it was she who needed to help him. “Speak. At your own table you cannot say a bad Word.”

         When the soul of a Nenets is heavy, he always looks into the eyes of his fire. And that’s what Vanu did. Two bright lights reflected in his pupils.

         “When the Lamdo woman died, we dismantled our camp’s third tent together and cleared it from the face of the earth. Since then, only two smokes rise to the sky.”

         “Your Word is truth,” confirmed the woman. “We were able to take down the tent. Our hands had enough strength for that. But to set it up again…”

         “It wasn’t you who took down my tent,” said Old Man Petko quietly, without raising his eyes from the floor. “You can’t raise a murdered tree, it dies together with its roots.”

         “The roots die, it’s true, but a seed will lie down in the ground next to it.”

         “You asked me what I have been thinking. I took off my belt and threw my Name on the ground. A person without a name and without a fire is a stone. A stone has no seed. I have no daughter. I am a person who is living on the Sledge of Time.”

         Silence fell over the table. No one dared to break the silence, knowing that an unnecessary movement at this 89moment could sound like a sudden gunshot in a night forest.

         Loneliness is brutal. And the loneliness of an old person is the tragedy of the times, its curse. All the pain that had built up in the old man during those sleepless nights in what looked like a dog’s bed now revealed itself in these brutal words. Words that were a curse on the daughter who had abandoned her father, a curse on the heart that could not love, on a person who was not taught to cherish and respect the commandment to honour your father and mother. A curse on a time which had birthed in its womb a human being: a creature who was mute, deaf, ugly.

         The land of the Nenets had not known such a word. Children were born and raised, and if they did not live as expected, they were set right. Daughters were given away into other lands, sons were separated out, and they lived using their own heads. But no one had ever rejected their own blood and flesh. Children forgave parents, parents forgave children for brief, unmalicious offences, drunken stunts, even brawls, and still lived together.

         Vanu was struck dumb. He had expected anything from his old friend, but not this terrible word. Even the fact that Petko had taken off his belt – and a man who takes off his belt renounces any participation in life – did not strike him quite as much. But a person who has renounced their name… And more than that, Petko had renounced his own blood. What was this?! What happened on this earth? Why did men who were still strong take off their belts – signs of manly dignity 90and honour – before their time? While the hand could hold a driving pole and guide the lead reindeer, and the eyes hadn’t lost sharpness, and the legs hadn’t buckled underneath him, and he was still in a condition to keep his pot full, a man would never walk away from life. But these days you kept hearing how someone took off his belt and tied up his trousers with whatever he could find, and was already sitting in the tent, and people referred to him as the One Who Sat Down. But in Vanu’s understanding, it was still early for that man, it wasn’t his time yet to relax the reins of life and withdraw into dark corners fit only for children and old women.

         That was what Vanu thought, gradually coming to his senses, but words of reproach did not fall from his lips. He could not say them to this man.

         The conversation ended abruptly. People sat there in con-fusion, although everyone understood that it would be more sensible to disperse. When a person had buried himself alive, to sit at the table as though nothing had happened seemed a blasphemy.

         Alyoshka was the first to leave, his wife slipped out behind him. And the last one to rise, heavily like an old bird with worn-out wings, was Alyoshka’s mother.
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         For a while, for an hour or two, it was quiet in the small camp, but then, like a rising gust of wind in the trees, Vanu’s tent was filled with the woman’s voice. She was drunk, and her words seemed more like the cawing of a crow when, spying its prey mortally wounded but still living, it circles above but doesn’t dare to descend and peck.

         Gradually the drunken cries grew louder, and at the same time everything that could clatter clattered: the stove, the buckets, the kettles. Vanu woke up and did not immediately comprehend what was happening. The entrance flap was open wide, all the way to the top, and his wife was rushing about the tent shouting, snatching random things and throwing them through the open entrance.

         “Everything! I’ll throw everything out! This is my tent!” the drunk woman howled, her strong hands grabbing things from the side where old Petko lived. There was no bed left anymore, only the hay mattress that the woman clawed at but just could not tear apart. The old man himself sat there calmly and seemed to be waiting for his turn, when he, too, would be torn up and thrown out.

         Without saying a word, Vanu jumped up and caught the woman by her braids, turned her towards him, and didn’t shout but breathed out:

         92“What are you doing?”

         Like an angry dog that had been grabbed by the fur in the very heat of a fight, she fell upon her husband:

         “What?! I’m throwing out his things. He has a daughter – let her clothe him and offer him tea. And this tent is mine. Mine!”

         My tent. Vanu had never thought that these simple words could bring up so much pain, that they could contain so much ugly truth. Yes, this was her tent. Her fire. Right is the she-wolf who doesn’t let another into her den. Right is the bird on a branch which makes its nest only for its own eggs, and the mouse is a queen in its hole. But…

         No, the woman was not right. People were not mice and not wolves. And they did not survive because they swept their fellows, made in their own image, off their path, or because they chased the hungry from the well-fed table. No, the woman was not right.

         Men had preserved the purity of the land for the reindeer, good fortune in hunting, and clarity of sight and mind not because they listened to women or covered their faces and eyes with women’s skirts, but because on roads big and small they kept the honour of masters of life. The woman was not right. Vanu released the woman’s braids and calmly asked:

         “Bring the things back in.”

         “No! In the tent, by the fire, right here,” the wife loudly struck the kettle against the stove, “right here, I am the mistress! Me! If I want, I’ll never kindle the fire again. I am the boss here.” The woman let out a drunken laugh. She 93wanted to be strong, angry, wanted more noise, shouting. She grabbed the kettle again and, swinging, threw it through the open curtain.

         “Don’t laugh, woman. Bring the things in.”

         “No. Let his daughter wipe his behind. He gave her life.”

         Vanu did not repeat his words for the third time. He walked out silently. The old man’s belongings – shoddy boots, malitsa, bedding hides – all of this was scattered on the wet snow. The only pillow was torn at the seam, and the wind was pulling light feathers out of it, one by one.

         Vanu stood over the discarded things for a moment, shook his head, walked towards the long sledge that held women’s things, pulled out from underneath it a sturdy trace made of walrus hide, folded it in two, wrapped it around his fist. Entering the tent, he fastened the entrance flap behind him, turned to the old man and said:

         “Step outside for a bit. We’ll have a talk here.” The old man raised his face, and the men looked at each other in silence for a few seconds. When the old man’s eyes filled with tears, Vanu abruptly turned away. When his friend’s footsteps died down behind the flap, he said to his wife:

         “Take off the yagushka. The fire is yours, you’re right. But the honour is mine.” Seeing the age-old instrument of punishment in her husband’s hands, the woman obeyed in silence. She untied the ribbon on her collar with trembling hands. Drunken foolishness flew off her in a flash.

         “Lie down.”

         “Vanu…” she asked timidly, but he shook his head firmly.

         94“No, you said too many words. And not the right words.”

         Then she lay down on her stomach, shrinking her head into her shoulders, and though she knew her husband wouldn’t touch her head, she covered it with her arms.

         “The fire is yours, but the honour is mine,” said Vanu and swung the walrus trace. The woman groaned but did not crawl away into the corner. Two blows ripped her dress through, and the skin below her waist burned with fire. She and her husband had lived a long life, and he had never judged her with the cruel judgement of Yaminya. He would call her to order with a stern word if she, drunk, babbled with her tongue like a ringing bell, bickered with the women, picked up gossip and other foul words. But never, neither around people nor away from them, did he judge her with the judgement of the ancestors. Such a judgement was a disgrace to a woman’s name.

         “Do not dishonour our dwelling. People enter it,” Vanu said, before lifting the walrus trace for the third time. The woman raised her tear-stained face, looked at him, and though she knew that he would not raise his hand again, she said the words that her mother had taught her when she was a girl, in the old days. However angry, a man, a husband would not step over these words.

         “I’m the mother of your children.”

         “You are the mother of my children. So pick up the old man’s things and bring them in,” said Vanu and walked out.
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         Alyoshka lay without moving and stared upwards with eyes wide open. Only a few days had passed since the wedding, but it seemed like it had been a year, full of bad weather, failures and heavy thoughts. In the evening, as always, he lay down on the bed made by the girl who had not become a woman, and turned away. The girl had not yet come to bed. He could hear her quietly moving around the tent, finishing the endless work of a woman. As a child, Alyoshka loved it so much when his brothers would fall asleep and only his mother lingered, still doing this and that, and the barely audible sounds and rustles would blend together like the murmur of a gentle stream, lost among the golden bushes of autumn. It’s nice to be little. The bed is warm and cosy, the soft wool of the blanket tickles the body, and it feels like you are a fragile fledgling with ungrown wings.

         Alyoshka closed his eyes and sighed. Now he was no longer a fledgling but an angry, bitter vulture. Akin to a bird of prey, extending the claws of self-love, he beat against the blind wall of life, and no one would understand how much his soul was aching. At night he dreamt of Ilne, her enticing smile – and he possessed her, his woman. Possessed her forcefully and passionately, so much so that his body ached sweetly. Realising 96that it was not reality but a dream, Alyoshka would seize up with sadness. Sadness was a hairy black spider. The touch of its jaws filled the soul with venom.

         The edge of the chintz curtain twitched. Alyoshka saw the girl’s thin hand first, then she climbed all the way in. Meekly, afraid to touch him with even a slight brush of her clothes, she lay down under her yagushka, as she had done all the previous days, and fell completely silent. She would lie like this all night. Once Alyoshka even thought that a long life would probably pass, and she would lie there the whole time, like a pale stone, just as motionless, almost without breathing, never making a single move to ask him for a caress. Every time, Alyoshka instinctively tucked the edge of the fur blanket under him, although he realised there was no need for that. Even in her deep tired sleep, the girl did not move towards him, and in the morning he would obsessively note that the distance between them remained unchanged.

         The girl knew one thing: a man’s soul, his thoughts and desires were not subject to anyone’s power. He was responsible for everything, his words and will were the law. Only a man could be the master of the Great Life. For that, he was given strength and intelligence. And the woman was the mistress of the hearth. Even in the sky, an eagle and a crow do not fly side by side, each bird had its own flight altitude. And even if he never touched her all her life, she had a duty to be near him.

         Each one slept in their own world. She slept like a flower that fate had willed to blossom in a ravine where the sun penetrates only in the early morning, and where the rocks 97breathe not only with cold but also with malice. Covered in slimy moss, emitting a stench, they envy the beauty and tenderness of the petals, not noticing that in the darkness the flowerhead radiates light.

         He suffered in his world that was like a nightmare. His short, troubled sleep resembled the oblivion of a bird who had nested on an impregnable rock covered in a cold, murky fog. Nothing threatened the peace of the fledglings, but a raptor was on the lookout, now and then shaking its wing menacingly and snapping its beak.

         …There are memories that needed to be killed the way one killed a beast, or treated the way one treated an illness. But back then Alyoshka had done neither of these. There were different types of guilt, and there was one special kind, treacherous, heavy, one you could not forgive. And there were feelings and actions to which a person had to have some special right.

         Once in the autumn, before being sent to school, the kids from the tundra gathered in the old clubhouse. The smallest ones huddled together in a little flock, the older ones stood apart. In those days the helicopter would not fly around to every tent. The heads of local councils and the teachers would go around the tents on their own, gather the children in the settlement and only then fly them out. The tenth graders stood apart. Many were not planning to go back to their home tents. A different life was pulling them in, like a sweet secret, and nonetheless an inexplicable pain gnawed at the heart. Only now, grown up, Alyoshka understood the essence of that pain: 98it was guilt before the little piece of land where one was born and which one wanted to abandon. Just as the bird is pulled back to its forsaken, overturned nest, even as it circles over the shore with longing, so with human beings – you kind of need to live here, but it’s kind of interesting over there. The children of that time were also infected with this bird-disease.

         Alyoshka was the last one to go to bed. For him this was two, or maybe three times as hard. And tomorrow, when the plane arrived, he would be the bird who, while the flock was flying away, darted back and forth between it and the native shore. Smoking more than a few cigarettes, sitting on the crumbling porch, he couldn’t decide on anything. And that was how he went to bed. He couldn’t find a spot for a long time. The children were sleeping in a pile. The smallest ones, the preschoolers, slept hugging each other, as though they wanted to close ranks against this scary life without mum, without the warm tent, without familiar games.

         There was a spot very close to the window. Someone was sleeping there, covered with a thin blanket. Alyoshka lay down and turned away. He knew that he could get up right now and go home to his mother and little brothers. They were left helpless like fledglings without feathers and wings. His mother had walked him out. They stood silently for a while, not looking at each other, and he walked away. And now it seemed to him that his mother was still standing there, believing that her son would turn back, stay with them.

         It was hard, though. And Ilne called out to him all day, with her eyes only, not saying anything. She called him to 99the place they were all flying, unburdened. And he, being young, wanted to fly like that, too, without thinking, to feel the strength of his wings. To fly and not look at the ground.

         Cool air was blowing from the window into his face, and he covered himself with a broadcloth overcoat, rolled over onto the other side and was startled… A pair of eyes were looking straight at him from under the blanket. He recognised them at once. And for some reason he suddenly really wanted to get up and leave. Forcefully, abruptly – get up and leave. This is what it feels like to stand on the edge of a precipice. It pulls you down, but you know that you need to step away, walk away, otherwise…

         If he had walked away then, he would not be sick right now. But it was as though he was frozen to the spot. His arms and legs became estranged from him, and his head rang like an empty pot. And while he struggled against himself, Ilne looked on and smiled. This was no longer the same woman who had been calling him to come with her.

         She was just calling. An unknown, alluring, sly smile, which for some reason he did not like, lingered on her lips. He did not smile in response. He looked at her seriously, and that’s what must have put her on guard. She backed away as though from a strong fire whose warmth had begun not to warm but to scorch. Alyoshka didn’t understand himself either. He felt hurt. During the day he had wanted, really wanted to sit down next to her and say something nice and tender that only she could understand, but now… at night… 100he wasn’t ashamed, but why, why this pain and hurt? What was the cause?

         Ilne closed her eyes, but her lashes trembled. Holding his breath, he looked at her sweet face, but the inexplicable sense of hurt didn’t go away. And again, he didn’t like it that she closed her eyes and that her lashes trembled. He wanted to understand both himself and her. He was keenly aware that tomorrow all of this would be gone. And the day after. And forever. Yes, forever…

         And as soon as Alyoshka said this word to himself, he realised: he wanted this to last forever. His whole life. During the day, and in the morning, and at night. And not how it was now, but in a way that would last. Firmly. And then she wouldn’t smile the way a woman does when she knows something could happen… but won’t. That was why she called out to him with her sly smile and with her eyes, even when they were closed. She called him into a game, a love game, and that was deception.

         He didn’t want this game. One doesn’t speak of love in a thief-like whisper, and the lips and the body of the beloved are a mystery for the man, not simply a night in which to warm his hands. So Alyoshka didn’t move a finger. He waited for an answer from her. She had to feel this.

         And when Ilne opened her eyes, Alyoshka knew that he had understood her correctly. What she wanted was to play. And it was the kind of game that did not commit to anything and demanded from the players neither their minds nor their souls. That’s how children act sometimes: 101you watch and can’t understand the exact meaning of their elaborate game.

         Alyoshka did not consider himself to be a boy, nor her a girl. And playing at love is the most dangerous game that adults are permitted. He saw that the girl took offence. And now he wanted to pat her on the head. So obvious was the difference between sulking and slyness. Alyoshka smiled and tenderly, quietly, with his lips only, said:

         “You should sleep. I will guard your sleep.” But she didn’t close her eyes even for the sake of appearances. Now she wanted to understand him. She sensed that he had just gone through and understood something. A woman, even the most inexperienced in the affairs of love, can forgive a man everything except indifference.

         Love has its own logic and laws, different from the laws of life. Not everyone can handle the laws of love. But when one is young, there are hours, minutes, moments when love becomes the sovereign mistress of the soul. Some flowers bloom perfectly for an hour or even a minute, before creases and dents appear on their petals. That is true. And the flower will never be young again. On a good day under the sun’s rays it will perk up and start glowing, but it will never be so beautifully young again.

         Ilne looked at the young man silently, not taking her eyes off him. She no longer felt hurt that he didn’t stretch his arms towards her, didn’t play with her body. But at the same time she could see it in his eyes: he loved, and now more than ever. But for what reason? Why?

         102They didn’t sleep all night. Excited, burning with desire, admiring each other but not daring to clasp their hands, as though an invisible barrier stood between them, they could neither fall asleep nor separate. And a marvellous, sweet shiver ran through them both, and neither he nor she had any strength to destroy it. When it comes to love, the longest night is as short as a breath. The window grew lighter. And this dim light sobered them up and stirred anxiety in both. Was it all really coming to an end?

         “Is it really forever?” thought Ilne, and just then she realised what he wanted. Her beloved. The man who had not touched her.

         Nervous, leaning on her elbow and at the same time feeling a sharp pain in her whole body, she said in a breaking whisper:

         “Yes, it will be… like you want. That will be.”

         Alyoshka nodded. His tongue did not obey him. He wanted to stroke her dear face, now even more beautiful in its anxiety, but his hand trembled so much that he did not dare lift it.

         She promised herself to him. In a minute of sweet turmoil she bequeathed her soul to him, like a precious eternal pledge that she would come to retrieve. She would come back wherever she was, whatever else she was drawn to. Nowhere, in no corner of the earth, would she have peace because one can live without a leg, without eyes, without an arm, but not without a soul.

         Having spoken those words that escaped involuntarily, Ilne felt light. Her body was shaking pleasantly as though 103electrified, and, giving Alyoshka a guilty smile, she laid her head on his elbow and only after that asked:

         “May I?” and closed her eyes. She wanted to sleep. She was tired, like a woman who had just drunk deep of her first night of love. And he understood her. Afraid to move, he also closed his eyes and wondered how until that moment his love had expressed itself in such meagre desires as being near, seeing, talking. Now, however, he knew: she belonged to him entirely. Now, and in an hour, and in a year, in ten years, forever.

         When it got completely light, Alyoshka carefully freed his elbow, and when he lifted himself slightly, trying not to wake her, his heart missed a beat, as though foreseeing something heavy in its future. He did not believe it. Unable to step away and leave completely, leave of his own volition, he stood immobile for a few moments. He was being pulled back to her with the same force with which a few hours ago he had wanted to leave her, the woman who had now become so dear, so necessary, not only to him but to his whole life.

         Ilne slept. Her face was calm and clear. There was nothing in it like what had been there last night, that slyness that he disliked so much. The turmoil of the soul that she had gone through, and her words, so unusual – all that now settled in the barely noticeable new wrinkle between her dark brows. This was no longer the face of a girl but that of a woman who had been exhausted by love, who had triumphed over herself, who had been tempered by the strongest fire of his, Alyoshka’s, love, and therefore, who forever belonged to him. 104From now on, she would hate the game of love. She wouldn’t go for it. This woman belonged to him, though he hadn’t even touched her with the tip of his finger.

         Many years had passed. Did neither her body nor her soul, which had promised themselves to him, remind her of that night, even once? Shouldn’t it – that night – torment her? After all, he was sick with love for her. His heart ached incessantly. So many years. It ached in a way that was not manly, choking him with a no longer youthful longing. She understood back then, didn’t she, though he didn’t say a word, didn’t explain his behaviour. Could everything that stirred the human heart be a lie, a cheap little lie, and could he not trust himself, even in life’s most sincere moments?
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         The old woman was not sleeping at all. Her knowing heart told her that the nights were empty, as was her hope of resurrecting the life of the tent. Her son was dissembling, cruelly and meanly. And she had no strength… Pulling the cover over her head, she wept quietly. How she wanted to get some rest. Since her husband died, she had spent her life dreaming of a time when the children would be grown up and she could rest. How exactly? The woman didn’t know, but the burden of life’s heavy cares had to fall off her shoulders sometime. How light it feels when you throw on the ground the bundle of firewood you have been carrying for so long without daring to take a rest.

         Tears of exhaustion streamed down the woman’s face, and in the tent there hung a deceptive silence. Deceptive silence also stood still on the other side of the entrance flap. Silence embraced the world. The world that did not know that it was hopelessly sick.
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         Two short caravans crawled along the road towards the camp, now rising on high ground, now getting lost again. Shielding himself from the sun with his palm, Vanu was trying to guess who it was that wanted to join them so early, since usually caravans only came together towards the summer, like little streams rushing into a big river.

         Strange caravans – who could it be? Most of the reindeer were harnessed; this was not a rich person. Taking a good look, Vanu noticed a few nursing-age calves walking alongside the load-carrying sledges.

         When the caravans stopped, it became clear why the reindeer calves did not walk in front, as was usual in times of migration. Thin, wide-eyed female reindeer were harnessed to the loaded sledges. They breathed heavily, and if it wasn’t for the harness, most of them would have fallen on the ground then and there.

         Vanu turned away. There was no need to gawk at human misfortune. And there was no doubt that misfortune had come. He approached the first sledge, whose master sat there without letting go of the driving pole, as though he was not sure that the long journey, brutal for him and the reindeer, was over. This is how people behave when they are looking for refuge.

         107Vanu recognised the man at once, although in the past few years he had not had a chance to see him. Khasawa Serotetto had not been young for a long time, and now the years had turned him into an old man.

         “Hello. How’s the road?” asked Vanu.

         The newcomer gave a hoarse cough and put the driving pole down on the snow.

         “The snow is wet, I barely got through. Alright to unharness the reindeer?”

         “Of course, of course.”

         They did not speak any more. Khasawa began unharnessing the team. Vanu helped him in silence, thinking: “This man lived in many camps like an orphan, scared of the cold and the hunger, huddled up to strong, well-off people who would never harness female reindeer into a caravan. But he couldn’t establish himself anywhere, like a dried-up leaf blown by the wind from one bush to another, unable to settle. He must have really wanted to come, since he drove his pitiful caravans here before the eyes of the whole tundra.”

         While he removed the harness, Vanu discreetly stroked the tangled springtime fur underneath it. The reindeer were recovering slowly. Their thin sides with protruding ribs could not settle down, and their eyes were full of all-understanding human sorrow. Khasawa’s daughter, mute from birth but strong, sturdy, with expressive and quick eyes, unharnessed the second caravan made up of three partially loaded sledges. Now she was sitting on the ground, her back leaning against the sledge in exhaustion.

         108After a hot cup of tea, Khasawa took off his malitsa, and Vanu’s heart tightened with unease. An old worn-out shirt, shoddy boots with cloth straps, rumpled hair – Khasawa looked like a ptarmigan plucked by a hawk. He kept tugging his short shirt down, but it would always crawl up, so eventually the old man threw up his hands in frustration. Vanu touched his wife on the shoulder:

         “Go get it for us.”

         The woman stepped out. Khasawa drank the tea silently. His daughter picked up the bread and the food cautiously, timidly, and stared ahead forgetting about her cup. Her fingers would start moving quickly, but the fear that people would not understand her mute conversation forced her to catch herself and once again pick up her tea.

         The woman brought in a bottle of alcohol. They drank a cup each. Khasawa sighed with relief, he started feeling warm and calm. Vanu did not hurry the guest, sensing that there was a reason Khasawa had come to his camp and not another. He knew: very rarely does a Nenets ask for help. In everything you had to rely only on yourself. Advice on how to live was more offensive to some than a physical blow.

         They drank another cup, and the old man turned his over onto the saucer. He took the tobacco tin handed by Vanu, sniffed a pinch, shook his head as though surprised by its strength, and then said:

         “Did you see that I rode here on female reindeer? I don’t understand how they survived this journey, and probably will never understand.”

         109“Now they’ll get some rest,” added Vanu cautiously.

         “Of course, but will they forget? If you drive me away, neither I nor my reindeer have any strength. We will die here.”

         “I don’t want my tent camp to become a grave for you. Times have changed.”

         “Time has changed…” Khasawa hung his head, and from that alone Vanu understood that it was precisely with Time that the old man had some disagreement. He poured a third cup, but Khasawa stopped him.

         “No need, I feel good already. If you say so, I will set up my tent next to yours.”

         While helping the old man, Vanu became more and more convinced that Khasawa had serious cause to quarrel with Time, and that Time also had its own grievances against this man. The tent poles, with a multitude of cracks, were flimsy, crooked, eaten up by smoke and old age. The hides that covered them were patched together like partially thawed ground. The sledges that stored basic belongings creaked quietly, like old people, from every touch.

         What happened? It was not so long ago that good words were going around about Khasawa. People who visited him would say that in Serotetto’s tent they had drunk strong tea, partaken of fatty meat, and heard a kind word.

         Picking up the harness and carefully packing it away, Vanu shook off the snow and for some reason felt annoyed that spring was slower than ever. Snow had thawed a couple of times, but would then come down again, wet, dirty, unpleasant. Last year’s grass, looking up pitifully and despondently from 110underneath the sticky snow, provoked an unfamiliar ache of longing. One felt sorry for the earth that was stunned by the sudden return of the cold. One felt sorry for oneself. But why? The sledges were full, the reindeer healthy, and one’s kinsfolk did not have to harness their worst reindeer or even dogs, as in years past. The fox did not avoid traps in winter, there was no visible trouble anywhere. Then what was this? Why this unease? How did Khasawa manage to quarrel with Time, and what dealings can there be between a little human being and Time, which bows to no one?

         That is what Vanu thought as he looked at the tiny tent that had become the third in his small camp. Soon more people would come, but they would not stay for long, just until the first chilly days of autumn, and then they would split off and be on the move again. But this one was tired, he would not be able to get up and go without help, and it could happen that he would sit down till the end of his days, like a rock frozen to the ground.
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         Since khasawa’s little tent took its place next to the others, no evening would pass without the three old men coming together. Doing some simple crafts and sometimes just sniffing tobacco, they would sit late into the night, talking quietly, falling silent then bringing the fading conversation back to life. Their faces glowed with sweet sorrow, or would suddenly cloud with worry, and then, hanging their grey heads mournfully, they would sit in silence for a long time.

         There is something appealing, unfathomable to a young mind, in the conversations of old people, like there is in the rustling of leaves, the groaning of trees that are tired but strong, not yet eaten by worms and winds. Old trees and old people… Among everything that lives on earth, old trees seem to be closest to humans. Their thick bark is burned and goldened by the midday sun on one side, covered in deep wrinkles, warm and rough, rich in reindeer moss, grasses and curious little flowers.

         I love old trees. I always want to fall on my knees before them and thank them forever for this feeling that is bitter, troubling, but even more so, delightful. I love them because down below by the trunk, one can find dry yellow leaves, a sweet reminder of the past summer. I love them for having 112lived through the summer, for the mystery of life that they keep from us, for the whispers of leaves, which can be understood in any way: as song or lament, confession or story. Old trees resemble old people.

         Even more than that, I want to believe that old trees have memory… and maybe it is they who remember the Golden Word of Truth, which had once upon a time been forgotten by people.

         Akin to trees, the three men spoke-rustled about the past, remembering ancient things, such as when their grandfathers, great-grandfathers, great-great-grandfathers did not yet walk the earth, but, like a Tree of Eternity, like the high sun, the Golden Word of Truth was living and shining. Its echo-glow was preserved in half-forgotten, half-lost yarabts songs, in short truth-words, frayed and worn out by the garbled speech of many generations.

         The Golden Word of Truth… What was it? A song? A prayer? God? One evening the old men discussed it. Watching the sunset blaze like a flame, as though an unseen hand had kindled a Great Fire at the edge of the earth, behind the golden mass of the mountains, Vanu said:

         “I heard from my grandfather: there, by the golden-red fire, the Golden Word of Truth sits every day. It sits gathering its eternal strength…”

         “I heard something too, but something different. It lives where we humans cannot reach, even with our minds. There is a copper tent… a tent made of red copper, and from the open entrance curtain the Word looks out at humans.

         113“But we humans forgot its Great Name, we don’t talk to it and don’t hear its voice.”

         This is what Khasawa said, half-closing his troubled eyes and not knowing where to put his hands. He had been mostly quiet for the past few evenings, but the old men saw that he wanted to say a special Word, and now they listened without interruption.

         “Yes, high is the Golden Word of truth… I’ve got a splinter in my heart, I want to pull it out but don’t have the strength.”

         “You don’t need much strength to say a Word. A Word is not a rock,” said Vanu quietly and passed the tobacco tin, knowing that snuff and the Word were kin, that one did not live without the other.

         “How to say… There are words that are heavier than a rock and hurt more than a knife. It has been a while since I arrived, and still I am silent… But enough… The sun has not gone down, and in my tent the fire has not yet gone out.”

         Khasawa stood up and walked towards his tent, showing that they could follow him and hear the Word over a cup of tea.

         Light was dim in the tent. In the front, on top of a box, an oil lamp was smoking, illuminating the insides of the poor dwelling with a weak flicker. The moment the guests entered, the mute girl rushed towards the fire, throwing more dry branches into it, even though it was already burning lively and hot. Calm, composed, with a changed pale face, Khasawa began clearing off space on the bed next to him, 114according to an ancient tradition, giving up the place of honour to the guests.

         The mute girl set up a low, stocky little table, with no cover but sparkling with cleanliness, as in the olden times, before the fashion of covering the face of the table with an oilcloth.

         During the simple preparations for tea, Vanu leaned back on the pillows and looked around. From the inside, the small tent looked even poorer than from the outside. Its vacant half, across the fire, remained empty save for some melting snow. A dog was lying in a thawed spot with its paws tucked in, staring into the fire with squinting eyes. In the front there stood a big cast-iron pot, and next to it a basin and a wooden box made in the old style, with ironwork around the corners, and nothing else.

         The bedding hides, old but thoroughly cleaned and beaten out, three large potbellied pillows with faded covers, a burlap sack, two or three bundles – that was all the bedding. And although all this was clean and tidy, Vanu once again thought to himself with distress: no, something was off. He knew that Khasawa had a solid life: not rich, but still not like this. He needed to listen well, to listen more with his heart…

         Khasawa was last to pick up his cup. There was no need to look at the table to see how poor the fare was. It was good that he had the main things – tea and bread, so he did not bring shame to the face of his table. The guests were silent, the master was silent too. But silence is fitting in the tundra, when you are alone, and so, placing the empty cup on the table, Khasawa said:

         115“I am keeping you warm with tea. Wish it was something else, something stronger.”

         “The food of which you speak is not always around, and it does not always warm the heart. The warmth of fire and tea will be enough for us.”

         “You’ve spoken a Word of truth. That kind of food does not warm the heart… Have you seen how I arrived here?”

         “You arrived as a human being.”

         “I have put up my tent, and you see yourselves how I live. I can’t lift my face. I am a mouse that invited eagles for a visit.”

         “Why do you talk like that?” countered Vanu.

         “We are all under one sun.”

         On hearing these last words of her father, the mute girl pricked up her ears and her fingers began to move quickly, as though she was saying a phrase that only she understood.

         “Why do I whine like a beaten dog?” the old man reproached himself. “On my way here, I realised: our reindeer are sacred, and we are… cruel.”

         “Your Word is truth. Without the reindeer, a Nenets becomes a land-bound rock.”

         “A child is born from the suffering of the mother, and truth is born from the suffering of the soul,” said Khasawa and fell silent. He knew that the ones sitting next to him understood everything, that they would accept him and his remaining reindeer without a word. By their side, he would be at peace, like a tree in a thick forest: the wind would not bend it, and the heavy snow would not break its branches.

         116But truth, like a newborn child, must live… At least once in a lifetime one must turn oneself inside out like a threadbare malitsa, so that all the holes and worn spots could be seen, not spare oneself. And what was there to spare? What was left could not be kept safe from people’s tongues and judgment. So he said:

         “We were talking about the Golden Word. I became poor and I have been thinking a lot. The time has come when people have torn apart the Golden Word of Truth, the way ravens tear up carrion. Everyone got a piece… Many dirty little human truths sprung up… But there is something above which a human being cannot rise. And now I will sing a yarabts for you, I will sing my life.” Khasawa smirked bitterly and leaned back. “I’ll sing it how it is, without embellishment, and if my face gets stained with the blood of shame, I know you will not judge. If my voice begins to twitch like a guilty dog under a stick, even then you won’t say anything.”

         The old men were silent: not everyone sings their life, and not every day. Some lack voice, some lack strength. To sing one’s life is not to perform a drunken song, and the song of the soul, like the call of a mighty bird, is not always marked by beauty.

         Khasawa waited while the guests took a sniff of tobacco, settled in comfortably and said to his daughter:

         “Daughter, keep the fire going, I will speak.”

         And Khasawa spoke-sang:

         “A little reindeer calf does not stand up on its tiny legs right away, and the heart of a human being does not become wise at once.

         117“Just a few years ago, my tent was not the way your eyes see it now. My wife was alive, and a good woman looks after the tent no less than her husband. In the year that I wish to tell you about, the Month of Small Darkness was mild, there was only a little snow, sledge runners slid on it like on soap. Our reindeer grew fatter before our eyes, and watching them frolic with full bellies, I was ready to jump and frolic myself. I was pleased: I lived no worse than others; the foxes caught in my traps, like those in everyone else’s, were not black but white. Returning home from the hunt, I would carefully pick the harness up off the ground, so the dogs wouldn’t damage it, so it wouldn’t get wet, and, as mother used to say, so the reindeer would be healthy, so they would grow and not diminish.

         “I didn’t count my reindeer. You yourselves know that this is considered a big sin among the Nenets. I knew: I will not be hungry, and if on the Day of the Crow I ride to visit my neighbour, I won’t need to harness my worst team. I knew every reindeer by sight. I would hear the thoughts of Thin Legs, I knew which road Eldest Son could handle. I suspected which one was sneaky and didn’t pull his weight but only pretended to. I knew the value of each, but loved them all: the lazy, the sneaky, the quick-footed. And now I ask: why does a human being need a heart if it does not sense trouble?

         “You remember the Black Wolves? The Month of Big Darkness arrived in the sky like the silvery horn of a young reindeer bull, and my heart did not sense trouble.

         “One day, toward evening, the dogs began to bark, foretelling good and evil equally, welcoming both friend and foe. 118My wife went outside and brought back bad news. Vylka had arrived, and with him a Black Wolf, a man who brought Death. I heard those words, but my heart did not falter. One moon ago, having counted all my expenses, I had slaughtered ten calves and taken them to the settlement. I faced the visitor openly and bravely. I understand his language poorly, but with my eyes I could say that I welcomed the guest.

         “While we drank tea, we talked about the wolves that come in the night and, if the master is not in the herd, make them-selves at home there. But this wolf respected us, and we were not angry with him, we understood: everyone wanted to eat.

         “The Black Wolf understood and smiled. I looked him in the eyes while I talked, trying to discern a bloody fire within them, since the eyes of a predator out on a hunt burn with blood.

         “But I didn’t see anything except exhaustion. He was like a hunter who had spent all day following the tracks of a clever beast that dragged away a good trap. And I took pity on him. I told my wife to bring a bottle of alcohol from the load-carrying sledge. We drank a bit. Vylka, who had brought him, drank some tea and immediately fell asleep.

         “My wife had not yet cleared the table when he gave me a look. And suddenly it was cold in our tent, as though the wind had flung open the entrance curtain.

         “‘We need meat,’ he said firmly.

         “I nodded to my wife. She pulled out the piece of paper about our ten slaughtered calves. I showed it, he read it and moved it aside with a strong arm:

         119“‘Too few. We need more.’

         “I shook my head:

         “‘No. I can’t.’

         “‘You can,’ said the Wolf with calm resolve, as though it was not me but him who was the master of my reindeer. I shook my head again and was ready to shake it all night because I knew: that year, I couldn’t. Next year – yes, but now, for the life of me, I couldn’t.

         “But he snapped:

         “‘You can!’

         “He said it in such a way that I did not dare shake my head. Angered, swollen with his wicked strength, he got up and started talking. I didn’t understand anything, but still, a few words were very familiar, I had heard them many times. And not only me, the whole tundra knew them: sovkhoz, plan, law.

         “Realising the tent was too cramped to walk around in for long, the Wolf sat down next to me again, and I could see his eyes very clearly: big, prickly. He talked and I thought: every year in the Month of Big Darkness the mysterious plan squeezed many a tear from people’s eyes. He talked and I felt afraid. More afraid than if I had been surrounded at night by a pack of real wolves.

         “How could I tell him that a spare reindeer, even if it existed, was as dear to me as my own life. I had no words that I could hurl into his eyes the way he had thrown law and plan at me.

         “Finally, he asked curtly:

         120“‘How much?’

         “‘What?!’

         “‘How much can you give?’

         “‘I already handed over ten,’ I showed him ten fingers and waved my hand in the direction of the settlement. I was bluffing, but he understood me.

         “‘Too few.’

         “Once again I dared to shake my head, and then… he began to shout as though I was a child who had soiled his only trousers. He shouted and I thought: spare reindeer… Do they even exist? I started counting the reindeer in my head. I had never done that. As you yourselves know, people don’t like to count reindeer. A time of trouble may arrive if your eye does it unintentionally. I fear such a time more than death.

         “I thought about many things as I stared straight ahead. And he was still shouting. His eyes filled with blood, his cheeks were burning, but I wasn’t listening to him. My own thoughts pained me, they pressed on my throat like a noose, and when he asked me again, I just shook my head desperately.

         “And then he lost his mind. He stopped shouting but his face darkened like a big black pot, and he hissed into my face as though all the air was leaving him. I remember his Word. He barked at me:

         “‘You’re a slacker! A loafer! Twenty! You’ll slaughter twenty more! And if not, I will drive away your whole herd. Understood?’

         “I raised my head. Straight into my face stared the barrel of a short, black gun. I hadn’t noticed when he pulled it out. 121The Wolf’s big hairy fingers were shaking. I began to weep, but in such a way that he did not see my tears. A wolf is a wolf.

         “My wife and daughter sat over their sewing, but I could see that they were also crying. I went and drove the reindeer towards the tent. After all, he is a human, not a wolf, I thought, he will see for himself that I have so few, and say: Alright. Give us as many as you can, you need them, I understand, and we also really need them. But he was silent.

         “Like a shadow I walked among my reindeer, and like a shadow of my shadow, he followed me. I walked among the reindeer and wept. Some of them I could still look in the eye, but some I couldn’t. …We won’t slaughter any for our daughter’s yagushka, she can wear the old one, we are not rich, we won’t be eating meat this winter, we’ll manage somehow.

         “I spent the night killing. Vylka helped me. My hand was trembling badly, and Vylka would say:

         “‘Go sit down. I’ll do it.’

         “At dawn, our sorrowful caravan arrived in the settlement. I was silent, it seemed that the moment I opened my mouth, I would cry out in a wicked beastly roar. In the settlement the Wolf praised me, slapped me on the shoulder, and I wanted to rip his foul tongue out of his mouth and his cruel, blind heart out of his chest with my own hands. And then…”

         When he received the money for the twenty carcasses, Khasawa did not go back to the tent, not on the first day, nor the second… The first big snowstorm raged for three days, and he did not notice it either. He stopped keeping count of bottles, of time and of people who would drink with him, 122then leave, and be replaced by new ones. His mind had forsaken him. The harnessed reindeer stood unfed, and on the seventh day, hungry, cold, startled by a dog in the dark, they got tangled, and three were trampled to death. People barely managed to separate the stiffened corpses of the animals, skinned them as best they could, and handed in the skins at the trading point. They told Khasawa about it, but he only laughed, waving the wad of money.

         On the same day, people arriving from the direction of his tent brought a new grief. A pack of wolves attacked Khasawa’s herd during the snowstorm, killing ten reindeer in one night. The herd came running towards the tent in terror and, not finding protection there, quickly rushed forward. In the hopes of stopping the panic-stricken reindeer, Khasawa’s wife leaped out wearing whatever she had on and ran after the herd. And she still had not come back…

         When the meaning of these words reached Khasawa’s consciousness, he started weeping…

         “It didn’t take me long to find her. The snow had already covered her, and only the edges of the worn-out yagushka were sticking out of the snowbank. But as for the reindeer, I did not find them quickly. I howled like a wolf with sorrow, stumbling over the corpses of my reindeer: torn apart, ravaged. As though mocking me, the cruel snowstorm had covered the animal tracks. Tears would dry in my eyes and appear again. At last I found the tracks. The wolves, there were ten of them, killed and gave chase again, and the snow was stained with the blood of my reindeer. It should have 123been my blood. Toward evening I somehow gathered up small heaps, and then, when I counted them… Don’t count your reindeer, either in misfortune or in joy. Rich man or poor – don’t count! God has them all counted.

         “The snow of that winter melted long ago, but I still feel its chill in my chest, so many times I fell onto the snow and wept.”

         Khasawa sat up abruptly, as though he felt that winter’s chill at his back once again. His eyes moistened, glistening in the spring twilight of the tent. The old men silently took sniffs of tobacco and did not break their silence with even a sigh.

         “We lived through the summer somehow. I would catch fish. During hot nights, mosquitoes would sing and I couldn’t sleep. I had grown old, tired. I would think about winter and about life with fear. Now my heart had learned not only to falter but also to ache. And it wasn’t wrong: October came, and a man with whom my reindeer had grazed in the summer arrived from the Ural Mountains. Sickness had taken ten heads. Towards winter, my favourite lead broke his leg in the stone crevices, and with this death an unrelenting fear came over me. I became afraid of everything. I couldn’t go anywhere for a long time, afraid that I would lose my way, not reach the traps, or lose some other important path.

         “And I lived for two more years, but how did I live? Why am I still walking under the sun? I became worse than a wolf, except my face did not grow fur like a dog.

         “I would ride into the settlement but could no longer leave it like normal people. I would get drunk, couldn’t tell 124day from night, and every time, one or two reindeer from my harness would perish.

         “I would set traps but collect them only in the spring, when the ground had thawed in patches, finding foxes with their hides spoiled, picked at by mice and crows. I had money, I did not need to force myself to follow the trail of a fox or another beast. Why endure the cold and the blizzard when it was so easy and simple to pick up an axe and lower it onto a reindeer’s head: here is money, here is alcohol.

         “The devil had entered my soul, and it was fun to be with him. When I would come to my senses, I would see the sun, but I tried not to look at it. I would find my daughter in a heap of furs and could not wake her; she, too, was drunk. I would start the fire on my own and shiver next to it like a freezing dog. The warmth of the fire could not warm me. I had come to know a different fire: a black fire that did not warm but burned the soul.

         “The devil would come towards me quietly, he would stroke my head and I his, we would giggle and come to an agreement. I would drive to the settlement, he would follow, I would go to the store, and so would he, and from the store we would come out already as one man, with one face and one soul. Our wolves and the black kind no longer touched me, I was already a wolf myself, and worse.

         “People began to avoid me, walk around my tent like it was dog waste. And the wind probably carried evil smells far and wide, so black ravens, the messengers of death and carrion, began to gather around me.”

         125Khasawa fell silent again. Heavy is the Soul’s confession.

         “Things got especially hard in the spring. After drinking all winter, often I wouldn’t have even a ptarmigan’s carcass or a fish’s tail.

         “One evening my daughter hung a pot with water over the fire. She sat down by the fire with her back to me and froze. I dozed off, but suddenly woke up, as though someone had given me a shove. My daughter was still sitting by the fire in the same way. I heard the water in the pot boiling noisily, bubbling, the way empty water boils. The premonition of a singular misfortune gripped my heart. I lifted my head and asked:

         “‘Why is there only water boiling in the pot?’

         “My daughter turned her face to me. Tears crawled down her cheeks. Many days have passed, both bad ones and good ones, but I still see her eyes. People say words can be strong… I believe it… But I don’t know anything more terrible than hungry eyes.

         “I understood. There was nothing to put in the pot, that’s why there was empty water hissing in it. Still disbelieving, I glanced at the front corner and the upper poles, where people usually store dried and fresh meat. Empty everywhere. I left the tent and quickly walked to the storage sledge where extra supplies of bread, butter and meat were kept. It was not a man’s business to peek into the storage chest, but I forgot all about that.

         “The storage sledge was empty. Not even a crumb of bread or a piece of meat in the corner, it smelled of nothing but damp, rotting wood planks.

         126“And I stood there, unable to move or take a breath, until I realised: it was not the storage sledge that I needed to search, but my wicked soul. Just as there were pure places on earth, not accessible to just any foot or any thought, so it was with a human being: was not the soul sacred? Yet I had allowed the devil inside it.

         “My daughter was still sitting by the fire. I walked up to her and quietly asked:

         “‘Nothing left at all?’

         “She shook her head, and this time I saw pity in her eyes: for herself, for me, for our whole unfortunate life, for the empty pot where the forlorn, resentful hiss of the water continued. And how I wished then that it was my own heart boiling in the family pot.

         “I took up a lasso in my hands, shouted for the dog and trudged towards the reindeer. The closer I walked up to my tiny herd, the harder it got to move my legs. I sat down several times. When I came close I sat down on the ground once again. Before me, in plain sight, grazed the remaining reindeer. For a long time my eyes roamed among the reindeer searching for their victim. Having warmed themselves in the sun, the reindeer were moving around lazily, slowly. In the spring these intelligent animals understood how good, how joyful it was to live. They trusted me as a kind, strong creature who would be able to protect them from misfortune, and I deceived them… And then for the first time I had the idea that every person finds their own vile, self-serving little truth. Take me. People took my reindeer. And they gave me money, 127didn’t throw stones under my nose – but no, I took offence, and the offence seemed like truth to me.

         “Among the reindeer that were grazing nearby, my eyes took notice of an old ngavka. Her mother had died, leaving her a very young orphan, and my wife had raised her on fish soup. Half of the grazing reindeer were her children and grandchildren. With a sense of shame I forced my eyes to settle on her. Her thin sides were swollen: that meant she was a mother again. But I remembered the empty pot. Taking the lasso off my neck, I moved towards her. She had never run away from me, she just didn’t like it when someone put a hand on her neck. I attached her to the end of the lasso and led her carefully, and she walked along, slowly moving her thin legs, protecting her child.

         “I led her towards the tent, and, not having the strength to raise the axe over her, sat down on the sledge. Chewing her cud, the reindeer would glance at me every so often, waiting for me to finally let her go. And then it was as though she began to understand something. Growing wary, she watched me for a long time – but calmed down, came up to me on her own, sniffed and licked my hands. Without looking at her, I raised the axe… raised it but did not find the strength to bring it down. I threw the axe on the ground and started to cry like a stupid child. I had killed many times. I had raised the axe with ease, but here I couldn’t. I don’t remember how and what we had for supper. At night I couldn’t sleep. And I realised how guilty I was before my whole family, my whole life, before the reindeer. I couldn’t fall asleep, I got up, kindled 128the fire, and as I stared into it, I started thinking about myself. It turns out it’s hard to think about yourself… when there is nothing good to think.

         “It’s a long story to tell, but I spent another year like a winter mouse, afraid to stray far from my hole. I didn’t go to the settlement, I could no longer raise my axe over a reindeer. I had few of them, and the price of each one grew to match the price of my own life. If I killed even one, it would be the same as losing an arm or a leg. And however hard I tried, however much I prayed to my reindeer, still a dark hour came when I realised: that’s it, I have sat down on the ground, I have frozen to it, I will never migrate away, never fly off like a bird…”

         For a long time Khasawa was silent, reliving that terrible hour once again. This is how a bird sits when both its wings are broken by a gunshot: the head is intact, the heart beats, the legs hold, but the wings… And it wants to fly into its beloved sky, even more beloved now because it has become unreachable.

         Khasawa, too, tried to fly off, to repair his sick wings. Next to the tent that remained from his previous life stood sledges that had once belonged to his father: not ordinary ones but real, thin-legged, made of light wood and filled with the indescribable inspiration of a human being and an axe. Khasawa started selling these to rich people who knew their way around a sledge, leaving three-legged sledges, invalid sledges for himself: everything that could just about stand on the ground without falling and manage at least its own weight. 129People paid for the sledges in young reindeer. Summer, too, was to his advantage: in the autumn, closer to the first snow, Khasawa would prepare tasty, slightly salted fish, and also sell it to those who wanted it, and in the hot summer season he did not sit around idly: having set up his tent nearer to the forest, he would spend days working with an axe. He was skilled with his hands, a good craftsman, the kind you don’t find easily these days, and beautiful lightweight sledges rose up in a row: smelling of young fir and strong, sturdy wood, such as you wouldn’t be ashamed to harness with a pack of four young bulls.

         As Khasawa worked, he thought, relentlessly: so it was not enough for a person to be born, not enough to get married, not enough even to get old, what was important was to get wiser, to pass through sweat and tears in order to learn the real value of life and joy.

         The reindeer that people paid for his work were ten times as valuable, as precious to him, and little by little he apprehended an important truth, not understood by all: the reindeer was the root of the life of the Nenets, its soul.

         Within two years, Khasawa grew stronger, saw life with very different eyes… When suddenly… the polar sun descended onto the tops of faraway trees like a golden-red eagle. Guests came to visit – so unexpected, so dear, that Khasawa couldn’t utter a word. His children came, a son and a daughter who had been living far away from him but had not forgotten their father, and that piece of land, the nest from which God had allowed them to fly. They had hitched rides with 130passing sledges. They wore heavy fur coats over Russian clothes. The mute girl got the stove blazing, and was so happy about the gift of a three-metre piece of chintz and, of course, about her brother and sister, that she was ready to shove her own self into the stove, just so the fire would burn invitingly.

         The son, grown up, unfamiliar, sat down next to Khasawa, and pulled out a bottle of alcohol from his pocket, deep as an earthen pit. Over tea and alcohol, the guests warmed up, got to talking, remembered and mourned their late mother. The children lived well. The daughter had a family, her husband was Russian, he had stayed home with the child. The son didn’t say much about himself, he mostly drank but didn’t become drunk. He was twice as tall as his father, and looking at him, Khasawa involuntarily spread his narrow little shoulders. It was apparent that the son was living sturdily, solidly, sitting like a nail in this life: couldn’t be pulled out, couldn’t be broken.

         On this happy occasion they slaughtered a reindeer: when it comes to children, it’s a sin to be stingy. The guest-children ate some juicy meat, took another drink, and when, exhausted from the journey, they slept next to each other, covered with a big fur blanket, Khasawa recalled the long-gone good times when their mother was still alive, and life, like a spring torrent, was only gathering strength. He didn’t lie down for a long time, and the mute girl didn’t sleep either, she kept holding the piece of bright floral chintz to her chest, and her face glowed with joy.

         131Khasawa got up, walked out and, putting on a fur coat over his malitsa, walked towards the reindeer. They recognised their master and were not alarmed. Locating a cosy little hole dug up by a reindeer in the snow, Khasawa sat down in it; the wind here was not blowing as hard, one could lie down and think. The children came, how good! There would be a big and kind talking council. He would feel ashamed, and happy that he managed not to fall on all fours, not to smear his face with filth, and could still look the Nenets – his kin, his friends – in the eyes. The children had heard about his misfortune, didn’t wait for him to ask for help, came on their own.

         It was cold. The burning February wind beat angrily against the snow, against the little northern trees, warping and twisting their weak little bodies. There was a lot of powerless anger in that wind, so incomprehensible now to the old Nenets. Why be angry when you can rejoice?! The children came, his son came, and tomorrow they would ride out into the tundra, away from women’s eyes and ears, and he would tell his son about his sins himself, he would confess to him. And though it would be painful, it wouldn’t be a stranger who judged him but a forgiving son.

         Khasawa couldn’t fall asleep till morning, preparing for the answer, and when a thin silvery smoke rose above his lonely tent, he hurried towards warmth. The children were still asleep, while the mute girl was bustling by the fire, and at first Khasawa stopped in his tracks by the entrance curtain: his daughter was wearing a new dress. He could not resist 132and gave a quiet laugh: this meant that the mute girl, too, had not slept from excitement.

         Over morning tea the children were mostly silent, and if they did start talking, it was only in Russian. Their words, sharp like the calls of ravens who had spied a carcass, seemed like a violent argument that they decided to finish at the parental table, near the family hearth. The mute girl and the old man did not interrupt them. The children differed so much from their own selves of yesterday that Khasawa started to have anxious thoughts that maybe he had done something wrong and given the dear guests a bad welcome. Only now did he see how the children had aged. From under the daughter’s narrow, non-Nenets dress, a big shaking stomach spilled out, and her face was covered in wrinkles. As for the son, he was younger than her in years and looked fresh. Throwing his father a quick glance, he said a sharp word to his sister. She responded to him in the same way. Khasawa grew alarmed, he did not want his children to have a fight over tea in their own family tent, and to distract them from each other, he turned to his son:

         “What are you thinking of doing today, son?”

         “Father, I… we would like… we want to leave today. It’s just that…”

         “What?! What do you mean – today? You haven’t seen your… our reindeer yet, and your mother’s grave… we ought to. You… a Word…” the old man almost said the important thing that he had thought about all night without sleeping, but kept silent, not wanting to rush himself and his son in such a matter.

         133“The reindeer I will see… You, father,” the son said half of this phrase in Russian, and it seemed to the old man that he did it on purpose.

         “Father, you know… We never visited you, never pestered you, we asked for nothing… We grew up on our own…”

         On their own? How so? Children are not the flowers of the earth to be able to suddenly grow themselves, thought the old man in dismay, struggling to understand what it was that the son was driving at. Was he really starting the difficult conversation of men in front of women?

         “Father, you must help us. We need reindeer. One day you will have to give us… Well… You understand? Give us what is our due… By law.”

         Khasawa was taken aback:

         “What do you mean? Where you live, reindeer aren’t needed at all. Where will they graze? You don’t have sledges either,” he maintained, trying to imagine the reindeer walking around his son’s house, with its four sharp corners, and searching for moss on the floor and the walls.

         “We don’t need sledges or reindeer, but we need money,” the son answered irritably, leaning back into the shadow.

         “But I don’t have money… I have a little bit, but…”

         “And the reindeer? Isn’t that money?”

         “Reindeer…” – suddenly, with horror, Khasawa felt in his hands the heavy, stuffy wads of money, almost as though they were real… There they were… smooth, heavy like lead… With every finger, every blood vessel he felt the cursed weight of money, but his eyes saw something entirely different… Lots 134and lots of reindeer eyes, big, frozen in icy anguish, with blue unmelting tears hanging on their long eyelashes. He gave a shout and quickly covered his face with his hands. But the wads of money and the eyes with blue tears began to flash at breakneck speed before his soul’s gaze. Money, eyes, a lot of money, a lot of eyes… In order not to cry, he began to repeat, quietly, rhythmically, rocking back and forth:

         “Reindeer aren’t money… aren’t money… Not money, no.”

         And until money and eyes stopped flashing before him, he kept repeating quietly and firmly: “Not money!” The children looked on with surprise and irritation, and could not for the life of them figure out what this was: was this an ancient Nenets ritual they had forgotten, without which the father couldn’t manage in such a conversation, or had their father lost his marbles?

         “Children! Reindeer aren’t money.” Khasawa’s voice cracked with distress as he realised that he was completely alone with his new cruel misfortune. The mute girl, not noticing that she was wiping her hands, soiled with soot, on the beautiful new dress, looked at her brother and sister with her mouth and eyes open wide… Her eyes were filled with tears.

         “Children, reindeer are not money,” repeated Khasawa sorrowfully. “They are…” and once again he fell silent.

         The white, well-fed faces of the children expressed nothing but surprise and perplexity. How could they, who had left the tent as soon as snot stopped growing like mildew under their noses, as soon as they learned to wipe their behinds, how could they, grown and spoiled in cleanliness and warmth, 135know what a reindeer was, its true value? And how could they understand what their poor father had learned through a grief more terrible than any other for a Nenets? He had become reindeerless, he could not migrate. He had become a bird without wings, a dried-up tree without life-giving roots. How much the old man wanted to say, in the strongest words, that reindeer were not money but brothers in this life – untiring, sacred brothers in destiny and in grief.

         “We understand you, father. But we need money. What for? You wouldn’t understand… And it’s a long story. We need reindeer: five for her and five for me.”

         “It’s your duty, father… Russian parents, they help their children. Well, as much as they can. And us? We haven’t had from you even a fur scrap or a fox tail. You yourself understand that you owe us.” The daughter spoke these words while looking at her brother, who was nodding his head in agreement.

         So this… This is what the children came for: not to hold council, not to help, but to bury their still-living father! Not children but black ravens, eternal companions of the wolf, had sensed a carcass here. But hadn’t they come a bit early? He still had breath, still had strength; the shafts of his wings remained, and on them a few feathers. He owed them… And they? They forgot the law of their land: children feed fathers and mothers once they stand on their own feet. A decrepit man lies down in the cradle of life and must be rocked by those who had been rocked in their time. After all, this law is not only the law of their land; this was the great unbreakable law of all living things. And how well they understood that 136other law, the foreign law: to take from the parent while he can still give. This is what the children came for… Guest-children, raven-children…

         Khasawa bowed low to hide his feelings and his helplessness, picked up the cup, took a sip of cold tea. What to do? You owe us – the children know such clever words, these children for whom he used to catch fish during hot, mosquito-filled days, knowing that a time would come when they would catch some for him, so that his pot of old age would not sit empty. He used to wipe their innocent tears, knowing that their hands would wipe his flabby cheeks and take away sorrow, hurt, as well as both death and fear. You owe us… How could you know for certain who owed whom on this earth. With an inexplicable instinct, the old man realised that duty, whoever it belonged to – the father, the son – was not at all what his daughter and son were speaking about.

         An awkward silence stretched for a long time. The mute girl cleaned up the table. She put away the table itself, collected dishes in a heap, and, fully on her guard now, coaxed the fire with trembling hands.

         Khasawa got up without looking at the children, without telling them yes or no, went outside and immediately heard them begin to talk, and once again it was as though they were fighting among themselves… Calling for the dog, he slowly walked towards the reindeer. He stopped nearby and ordered the dog to lie down and not move. Pulling the sleeves off his malitsa and hiding the lower half of his face in the hood, the way the Nenets did in the olden times to 137show mourning and abandonment, he stood facing the herd and froze.

         The sun did not dare come out over the tops of the faraway trees, did not look out like a golden-red eagle. The horizon was dim and pale, and it seemed that the sky and the earth would never be pried apart, that the sun would not drive away the gloomy anguish. That grey shroud, frightening in its rigidity, seemed eternal and all-powerful.

         The old man’s gaze, directed straight ahead, was stern and immovable. His lips trembled, and vague sounds, resembling a restrained moan, came floating slowly out.

         …Angry, covered with blood and fresh dung, Khasawa killed all day while the mute girl walked behind him and wept, neither holding back nor hiding her tears. Before leaving the tent, with strong but trembling hands, she had ripped apart the new dress without taking it off, and thrown the bright pieces of chintz into the faces of her sister and brother.

         At first Khasawa was trying to slaughter this spring’s calves, whom he didn’t know well but who were already dear to his heart, but later he grew indifferent and slaughtered the first ones he happened across. He was doing his duty, the shameful duty of a father who begat and raised raven-children, hawk-children. And when the ten carcasses, beheaded, cleaned, spread out on the snow, were arranged in a straight row, he called the guests and said curtly:

         “There” – slid the bloodied knife in the sheaf, went inside the tent without looking back, and sank onto the bed as he 138was, in his malitsa. His eyes were closing, and, falling into a heavy nervous sleep, he whispered faintly to his daughter:

         “Take them away… at once.”

         He had a dream. Children came… many-many children, they had different faces, heights, but for some reason they were all his children. Big, well-fed, fat and heavy like stone slabs, they were running, flying around the tent like potbellied flies, snatching things, tearing them away from each other, squealing and yelling at him: “You are our father! You owe us! You owe!” And he was sitting in the corner like a frightened spider whose web-weave was being torn apart by the wind, and he was terribly afraid. The children’s long nails, like the talons of a massive eagle, scratched and tore his malitsa into shreds, leaving it with gaping holes. They carried off the last hide of the bedding, came back in and kept looking. In wild terror he hid in the dark, it seemed to him that this time they were looking for him in order to tear him into tiny pieces… Not finding him, they all left, their long shaggy shadows crawling behind them, and the emptied tent immediately became cold and spacious.

         Khasawa woke up from the cold. It was dark in the tent and he did not immediately remember everything, but eventually the terrible face of the past day and its still more terrible meaning began to reach him. His inflamed memory singled out first one image, then another. Stifling a desperate moan behind his teeth, he leapt up, lit a lamp and rushed to the stove: he wanted some warmth, some real, ordinary warmth. An inner chill made his teeth snap like those of an 139enraged dog. Searching the bed for the tobacco tin, in the half-darkness he happened upon something smooth, cold, slimy… What was that? A bottle… Where from? Ah, it was the dear children… they had done their duty… That’s what it was… A mean, crooked smirk appeared on the old man’s face. Such good children, so clever, they figured it out, here you go father, ease your heart, drown your grief in the miracle water… Ah, shit-covered whelp…

         Carefully, like it was some vile beast, the old man picked the bottle up by the cap and carried it out. Finding a broad-faced stone, he cracked it with all his strength. It squealed like a squashed mouse, and for a long time in the deep, moonlight-blue night, a thin sound like a desperate cry rang out somewhere beyond the cape.

         The moon and the stars around it burned brightly, like candles. It was light and quiet, as though the whole vast Universe had just performed a nighttime prayer, and now felt tenderness and rapture. The old man found a spade and gathered the bottle shards in a pile, so they wouldn’t accidentally cut the reindeer’s hooves, then covered them over with rocks. He took the big sled that the mute girl used to gather brushwood in the forest and began dragging lumps of snow over the spot where there was a lot of blood. He spent half the night dragging, smoothing and tapping down the lumps of snow, until the blood-drenched spot shone under the moon, bluish and clean.

         “Nothing happened,” he whispered and sat down on the sledge, scrupulously checking his work, “nothing happened…”

         140Yes, nothing happened, it was a dream. That was what dreams were for: to be dreamt, and at times to tell people things that didn’t happen in life. Nothing happened, except that the pain in the eyes of the reindeer would not thaw for a long time, no matter how he consoled them, telling them how spring would come and no force could stop it, how at their feet, among soft grasses and flowers, their children would be frolicking again, and forever.

         As dawn was starting to break, Khasawa entered the tent, rekindled the stove, sat down by its warm side and once again began thinking about how to live now. Where was that rock, that truth-power: not small truth, not someone’s personal truth, not the truth of the corpse-eating ravens that came flying to his tent, mistaking him for a corpse, not the dirty little profit-truth, but the truth that led the race of humans out of the pitch-black night, blessed it with a soul and said: Live, but take care: don’t stumble over yourself!

         That was cleverly said: stumble over yourself. But on the road of life it’s precisely over themselves that people stumble: you can kick away a dry branch, push-move a stone, cut-kill a tree, leap over a ditch, shove away another person… But your own self?

         This was how Khasawa ended his yarabts, the song of life. He finished and fell silent, but did not hang his grey-haired head: the snowy tops of the Great Mountains don’t bend under the weight of centuries-old grey hair. So why should a human head, itself no small mountaintop, punish itself without great guilt?

         141The mute girl refreshed the fire. Up above, by the very opening of the tent, it was half-dark, and skittish yellow sparks were flickering up there, while underneath it was warm and cosy. The dog resting by the fire was now awake, sitting up on its hind legs and looking ahead thoughtfully, and bewilderment flashed in its little shining eyes: it seemed that it was also troubled by its master’s song, and was now trying to understand something in its own, doglike way.

         “I came to you, and just as the mangled tree offers up its last leaves in the shadow and depth of the forest, so I want to make amends for my guilt.”
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         Spring… Speak this sweet Word, and you can’t help falling silent, for only such a reverent silence can express all that fills the soul. Spring is the beginning of a good and joyful prayer; if people forgot it, they would become cruel beasts, deadly in their will to survive, and so they would descend into the earth, as the ancient Sihirtia people did back in their own day.

         Alyoshka was rushing to the herd. Calving had started long ago, and little reindeer calves appeared one after the other, as though hurrying to see the big world sooner and understand what it was. They were so full of curiosity that they constantly needed an eye over them, and definitely a good dog. Young mothers, as soon as their calves stood up on wobbly legs, kept trying to lead them away from the herd; the silly ones didn’t understand that they could not protect either themselves or their babies without the human and the dog. As for older, experienced cows, they were not afraid of either dogs or herders, firmly convinced that without humans there was no life.

         The herd grazed nearby in a warm hollow heated by the sun, where the many-voiced song of spring rang out: the baby reindeer were yelping, the worried mothers were 143fretting, and further off, near the frozen edge of the lake still bound by ice, the birds who had returned home were calling and clamouring.

         At the edge of the forest Alyoshka noticed a thin wisp of smoke. Old Man Petko was stirring by the fire. He had relocated to live in the herd. He ate and slept here, rounded up the tiny calves, protected them from the wolves and the cold by warming them near the fire, and nobody could convince him to move back into the camp. It seemed that he didn’t sleep at all: he would doze like a springtime ptarmigan and feel refreshed. His quick little dog shared all his hardships and modest joys. He barely spoke with others, just worked tirelessly, looking out for the reindeer that in essence belonged to others, since he himself no longer needed anything.

         Alyoshka rode up to the bonfire, his dog greeted the old man’s little dog with a friendly growl. Petko put a soot-covered teapot onto the coals, his face bright with affection. He was glad to see Alyoshka.

         “Sit down, drink some tea.”

         Alyoshka sat down and looked at the old man attentively. It was hard to believe this lively happiness: in the camp Petko rarely approached the men, and spoke even less. And so all conversations seemed empty, trifling, compared to his austere silence. But now his voice sounded straightforward, even joyful.

         “Drink the tea, it’s still warm.”

         “And you?”

         144“I’ve had a lot. I sit around a bit, sniff some tobacco, and drink tea again. The night is long, after all.”

         The old man spoke willingly, throwing glances at the reindeer cows who would come close in search of a tasty piece of bread. Alyoshka took several sips from the cup, not feeling the strength of the tea: it seemed the old man economised on the brew, stretching it out to last all night.

         “Have you slept?” asked Alyoshka.

         “I have. All is well, I woke up and the sun was high.”

         But his face, darkened with exhaustion, his eyes with tears settled in the corners, his hunched-over figure – all this revealed that he had not slept, but dozed like a springtime bird, sitting up, wary of falling asleep and failing to sense danger. Perhaps, worn out by his thoughts, he had been staring at the ground, and his voice only sounded happy because he wished to hide his pain, to conceal from strangers his readiness to sit day and night by a meagre fire just so he could be alone and avoid moving into another’s tent and another’s life, but instead prove that he could be useful.

         “You haven’t slept, grandpa,” said Alyoshka, surprising himself, and he immediately regretted it. Why say it? He could not offer consolation if the old man admitted that he hadn’t slept, that he had been thinking and suffering. Before the wedding, they had been bound by the same pain and anticipation, but now another woman lived in Alyoshka’s tent, not the one that both had fervently been waiting for. The old man was right, one had to be silent. Alyoshka delivered the final blow when he stopped waiting.

         145The fire went out. But neither of them brought it back to life, realising that no fire and no warmth would bring back the time when, in secret from other people, without needing words, they had felt close to each other. But now…

         It’s not my daughter who kindles the fire in his tent. It’s not she who delights his blood and who will bear a son. It’s not she who sees his team of reindeer off in the morning, and it won’t be for her to weep over him for the last time… And that means that it’s not for him to pity me. And not for me to ask for pity, thought the old man, looking into the flickering embers of the little fire, watching with longing how the fire’s little eyes went out, one after another… The fire, which had just been warming him, was dying. That’s how people’s feelings, even the best, most sincere and pure ones, fade and turn to dust. You can’t judge or reproach anyone for that. Autumn comes, leaves turn yellow, flowers and grasses dry out, and people don’t grumble against nature because of that.

         Will I be able to explain that I haven’t stopped waiting for his daughter, even though a girl who has not become a woman lives in my tent. I have not taken her and will not. Will he believe me? Won’t he laugh if I tell him about it? pondered Alyoshka, also looking straight ahead. Words burned him. They needed to be said, otherwise they would burn everything inside, and only ashes would be left in the soul. How beautiful life seems until you start living it…

         Time passed. There is a particularly heavy kind of silence. It is akin to an execution to which people submit themselves of their own will, not realising that nature had 146provided them with a beautiful, and sometimes even unique, opportunity to cleanse and relieve the soul. When words pour out of a person, they also take away the poison of worries, resentments and doubts, like the wind whose ferocious power carries dead leaves, dust, dry withered grass out of the forest – everything that has lived, flowered, sang out its course. We don’t have mercy on our souls, we don’t take care of them, and it is a desperate pity that we stopped making confessions… But how good it would feel to make an unflinching confession, to admit everything, and to wait in silence, with eyes full of tears, for forgiveness and remission of sins.

         The old man stood up first, without looking at Alyoshka, shook the breadcrumbs off his malitsa and walked towards the sledge, shoulders hunched. He walked slowly, moving his tired legs with effort, then suddenly stopped and stood immobile for a few seconds. Then he walked back and quietly spoke, as though there had been no heart-rending silence between them:

         “I haven’t slept, these days I often don’t sleep.” He went quiet again for a while, contemplating whether it was worth it to talk, but soon cast his doubts away.

         “No human becomes a tree of eternity. Time will come, and I, too, will die.”

         Rarely does an old man start a conversation with a young one, usually judging the small tree to be green and stupid.

         “When I die, Ilne will come to my grave. Pass my Word on to her then.”

         147The old man fell silent, but hesitations and doubts tormented him. His heart was pounding, and he waited for it to calm down. The old man looked at Alyoshka, the person who was dearest to him – for this young man would carry his last Word within himself until the end of his days. And Petko did not regret what he had started.

         “She will weep, don’t pity her. I am tired of waiting. You, too, are tired. You did right to get married. Tell her this: I kept the tent set up by her mother’s hands for a long time, I took care of things, I was alone for a long time, but believed in her for even longer… Snow will fall and melt on the tops of the Great Mountains twice more, and my life will end. I have cursed my daughter – don’t spare her, tell her about it. Tiredness and cold live within me, and my soul has long been like a tent in which the fire is no longer kindled.”

         The old man hung his head, but then swiftly fixed his gaze on Alyoshka.

         “Often, when migrating through the mountains, we would pass a place called Pe-Syumb, the heart of the Great Mountains. Only in a special hour does a human being set foot there. Facing the sunrise, the masters of the mountains stand on impenetrable cliffs covered in the divine garments of White Moss, pure like white hair. In the shadow of shadows, far behind the backs of the Great Ones, at the start of my life I placed the One who is dear to me. I visited Him on days when I considered myself happy. Find Him. He is dressed in our earthly clothes.” The old man was tired. Sometimes it is easier to carry rocks than to speak the Word. 148He wiped the approaching tears with a malitsa sleeve, without hiding them, and deftly brought the little fire to life. The rekindled fire stirred in both of them a desire to unburden their souls.

         “I will give you seven young bulls of blue fur. Harness them for the journey that I will tell you about. For the first time, go when I… when I die. Kindle the fire, make an offering and speak to Him the way you speak to me now.

         “In the middle of your life, ride out there for the second time. Your steps, the steps of the years you’ve lived, will be heavier. The clothing that I have put on Him will have decayed, and you will see His white body made of stone, naked as at the moment of birth. Kindle the fire and speak with Him. About what? That is your business.

         “Go for the third time when you have a grey head, a tired heart like mine. There is a kind of moss that is black: the Moss of Sadness. Its touch chills the hand in the warmest season. If His body is covered with this moss, don’t kindle the fire. He is dead. That means there was too little love in my life. This is how Souls die.”

         The old man was looking at Alyoshka with a clear gaze, as though sitting before him was an elder, already grey-haired, grown wise from experience, who was destined to ascend into the heart of the Great Mountains three times and find out whether the Soul lives beyond suffering.

         “Then there’s the White Moss, the Moss of the Sun. It shines even in the darkest night. And if Time has clothed Him in that moss, then make a big fire, slaughter the seven 149blue bulls. Instruct your son to honour this place. If you don’t have a son, instruct the people. Souls live in such places.”

         Petko stood up, picked up his meagre sack with leftover food, looked intently at Alyoshka without letting his gaze fall to the ground, and said:

         “When misfortune came to me, I remember that you said: ‘Father, let your heart be bigger than the sky.’ And now I say to you: ‘Son, let your heart be bigger than the sky, so that, in addition to pride, there is room in it for pity.’” Petko walked towards the sledge without turning around. Watching his back, Alyoshka bowed his head slowly.

         The little heart of a human being and the enormous bottomless sky… The old man did not return Alyoshka’s words to him in reproach, but entrusted him with the feeling that the young man had been neglecting. They say that pity is the mother of love.
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         During morning tea, Vanu noticed that the old man was animated. Joy could be felt in his whole figure, his face, his movements. Vanu looked at him closely several times but didn’t glean anything, except that today his old friend was unusually happy.

         Petko was feeling a rush of some joyous strength, it seemed to him that this morning was special. Even earlier, in bed, he lay with his eyes open and couldn’t understand what had happened to him. For the first time in a year of grief, he accepted his awakening as a return from the other world. He wanted to inhale with his whole chest and believe that the darkness of night was gone and that the sun’s golden light and fresh healthy air poured over him from above. This, perhaps, was how a flower feels when it survives a stormy night of autumn: it joyfully shakes off the burning cold dew from the cup of its face, straightens the frozen body of its stem. And all of it, from the roots deeply hidden in the earth to the very last little petal, is pierced through with a passionate desire to unite with all that lives.

         And suddenly Petko understood. He wanted the same thing. To join in. Once again, in some other, new way, to join those with whom he had spent his life. Not push them 151out, not defend himself, not be strong on his own. Only a predator needs strength, so it can hurt the weak under the cover of night. A human being was not a wolf… And he, as one man, certainly didn’t have to be stronger than many people in order to survive.

         Trembling with inner joy, the old man brushed his face with both hands, as though wiping away the spiderweb of sadness. Vanu and even the woman understood that the old man wanted to say something important, and that he needed help. And that was why the woman did not rush to clear the table. Noticing that the old man’s cup was half-empty, she poured some more hot tea, and Vanu, leaning back on the pillows, settled in, letting his friend know that he was listening.

         Petko took the tobacco tin in his hands, but immediately forgot about it.

         “Today I saw, as though for the first time, how the sun rose, leaning its cheek against the edge of the earth. And I realised: the death of those who are dear is not the death of the sun. If I have bored you with my grief, forgive me…”

         A faint flush covered his sunken cheeks, his bright eyes were smiling. Not every old tree comes to life if the axe of a human has left it with deep wounds, or if a squall has torn off and mutilated its life-giving roots. And if in early spring at least three branches blossom on the perished tree, and the leaves of memory, of love and of hope grow on them, then the world deserves to be known as God’s.

         “I realised something else, too,” said Petko, getting flustered, “Tell me, do I really need that much?” he asked his 152friend, but it was apparent that he wasn’t waiting for a response because he already knew, he knew it himself: a solitary person doesn’t need anything except the sun.

         Vanu could not bring himself to answer. He didn’t fully understand what the old man had in mind. To give some response, he nodded his head uncertainly. But Petko, occupied with his thoughts, didn’t notice.

         When the woman cleared the table, Petko swiftly left. Outside the sun shone brightly and spring brooks babbled and chattered happily, as though they had begun an irrepressible childhood game. Spring birds were calling, whistling, singing everywhere, and it seemed to the old man that the children of the sky were speaking to each other about things that humans had long given up talking about.

         Yesterday the people of the camp had once again put up tents in the spot where Petko had left his sledges a year ago. The sledges stood in the shadow of three mighty trees with one powerful trunk, and they seemed to glance at people and at their master, trying to foretell their own fate. Maybe they would end up rotting there, standing for days and then years, claimed by the ground: first, grass would grow over the runners, moss and lichen would cover the stanchions that had known both long journeys and short roads. Maybe…

         Petko wasn’t poor, and the Lamdo woman wasn’t lazy, and the steep-sided sledges, awaiting their fate, were not filled with sacks of dry moss. The Lamdo woman had been busy preparing the dowry for her daughter, the way the mother bird prepared the nest. Not one but ten daughters 153could get dressed here, and wouldn’t be ashamed to go out in public.

         Birds have it easy: they understand each other, which is why they sing so wonderfully – and with an unbidden longing Petko wondered whether today his kinfolk would understand him the way he wanted them to.

         Approaching his sledge, he took out a snow beater from underneath the hide of the seat and walked up to Vanu.

         “Let’s go,” he said and nodded in the direction of the waiting sledges. That the people were waiting for him, Petko had no doubt. Vanu silently followed him: there was something unusual in the gait of his old friend today.

         The sledges were standing in a row, in one strict line. Not far from them, Petko held his step and involuntarily lowered his eyes to the ground, as though he was guilty of something. His past was asleep in these sledges; his happiness and the breath and warmth of bygone days were buried here. Every little object came from a place to which there was no return. It seemed that at the first touch everything would cry out with ache for what was gone. Orphaned things, there was no one left who needed them. But he had to touch them one last time and bid them farewell, without the people noticing, and bless them for a new life, bidding them to remember that there was nothing on earth, not even an object, that did not have its own destiny and special memory.

         Vanu didn’t have the heart to ask anything, sensing that what his friend had already decided could not in any way be undone. He looked back and saw Old Man Khasawa striding 154towards them. Alyoshka was headed there, too. By the look of it, the women of the camp were anxious as well. They stood together and silently watched the men. They had known other days, when Petko’s big, rich tent stood firmly on the ground like a crag, and every one of them would have considered it an honour to drink some tea from the oak table of the Lamdo woman. No one among them could say that their camp-mate had been greedy, but like every mother, she believed that her daughter must not begin her life as a pauper. And now she was no more, the tent was no more, and the daughter… She had not even come to bury her mother. And the ten sledges stood full of dowry, stood like orphans, as though they were guilty of something before the people and before life.

         Taking hold of himself, Petko gave a weak cough. His life companions stood near, unconsciously drawing closer together, shoulder to shoulder, and Petko suddenly remembered that they had always stood this way, not only now. They helped him endure grief and see the sun in a new way. And so there was no need to delay. He turned to Vanu and said firmly, like in bygone days when he was not an elder but a man and a master:

         “Call the women. They must be here for this.”

         Vanu waved his hand, and women came forward shyly, one by one, and stood in expectation. Petko turned towards them:

         “I don’t want any sledge to be left an orphan here today. Help me.” Casting a furtive look at the sun, Petko walked up to the first sledge. In every caravan, this one went first. It was a woman’s sledge. He had lovingly lifted it up onto its dainty 155legs himself, and his wife had dressed it like a bride. It was his daughter’s sledge, it had been meant for her. On her wedding day, Ilne, herself dressed like the sun, was supposed to enter a new life, as her father and mother understood it. In this beautiful sledge, dressed in the seven colours of the rainbow, their daughter was supposed to move into the groom’s camp.

         It was with this sledge that he would begin. His daughter was not here, and hadn’t been. Petko approached, and although the snow on the sledge had already melted, he nevertheless struck its steep side with the snow beater, in greeting and warning. Then, carefully, as though the rope was hot, he untied the first knot.

         Petko approached the sledge like a beloved grave that for some reason had to be disturbed, and the very first thing that his hands found under its covering made the old man shudder. The lullaby-cradle, his baby daughter’s little nest. The bird-bride flew away and didn’t return to her native shore, her family tent had seemed cold and strange to her. For a moment Petko touched his lips to the cold boards at the bottom of the cradle. It smelled like dry moss and long-lost happiness, and through the hum of blood in his ears he seemed to hear the faint, sparkling laughter of his baby daughter, and intoxicating joy seemed to touch his cheeks. Afraid that he would start to cry, he grabbed the cradle, and a crowd of splendid bells rang out gleefully. Not with his eyes, but with his heart alone, Petko found the young woman among the others and held out his daughter’s cradle with two hands.

         “Take it. It should not be empty.”

         156The girl took the cradle and quickly disappeared behind the others’ backs. After that, Petko took out expensive cloth harnesses with antique bells. The big bells, meant for the heads of harnessed reindeer, began to ring softly as soon as Petko held them, and people instinctively stood still, so wondrous was the sound of the antique adornments. And the girl whose travels these bells might have praised – how beautifully could she have lived her life. The women gave a sad sigh, and Petko stopped the marvellous ringing with a movement of his hand. For a minute he stood in silence, not knowing to whom to pass on this beauty. His soul felt so at peace, as though he held in his hands not things, but a gold-tinted piece of spring sky. These things should not be lying and rotting without life. If such beauty stopped living, why live at all?

         Suddenly Petko threw his hands up in joy, and in that moment he looked into the surprised eyes of the mute girl, Khasawa’s daughter. How is it that he hadn’t thought of it before? Who else but she should be travelling accompanied by the joyful ringing of bells. The mute girl. She, wronged by god or by fate, only she should hear, until the end of her days, the songs of joy that his own daughter had not wished to know.

         With a quiet, happy little laugh, Petko scooped up all the rainbow cloths, which began ringing their bells again, and the harness. And in his outstretched arms he carried it all to where the eyes of the motherless girl looked at him, surprised by this unearthly beauty.

         And when he approached her, she took a step back in fear, then another, and if her father hadn’t propped her up, the 157mute girl would have run away at full speed. Her father held her firmly as she kept shaking her head, unable to avert her eyes from the bright colours, or believe that all of this was now hers, that in long winter travels she would not be alone. Now she would have joy.

         “Take them, daughter. Wear them, rejoice. Ring out.”

         The mute girl wept. But all around her, people began laughing happily, and they laughed for a long time, like children struggling to contain their joy. Dogs came running towards the noise, and not knowing what was going on, they began to leap around and make noise too, and this joyful noise of life, so sweet and bright, convinced the old man better than any words could that life was never over and that the sun, leaning its cheek on the edge of the earth, rose every morning for everyone: the orphaned, the crippled, the lonely, the happy and the unhappy. And everything that Petko did after that was blessed by the great joy of life. The old man gave the strong, well-made tent covers to his friend’s wife, knowing that he would need fire, warmth, refuge until the end of his days. Vanu’s wife accepted the gift happily. The Lamdo woman used to take care of the tent as well as she took care of her husband. Hands needed a lot of rest, too. Vanu’s wife wouldn’t need to sew any tent covers for around ten years.

         Petko gave away all seven yagushkas, which had been kept in a separate sledge, he didn’t pass any woman over. And to all he would say, bowing his head before each one:

         “Wear it. Remember the Lamdo woman with a good word. Maybe I’ll drop by for warmth and tea.”

         158“Drop by, Petko,” every woman said with a full heart, bowing her head in return.

         There was nothing left whose fate the old man had not determined. To Khasawa he gave two sledges – one was a man’s sledge, the other a woman’s – filling them to the brim with hides and paws. Khasawa, accepting all of this from Petko’s hands, couldn’t raise his head for about a minute. At the wrong time and on the wrong occasion altogether, his own carrion-eating children, those strange black predators, came to his mind. They had not been back, and for some reason he strongly believed that they would never come home again. And then, also at an inappropriate time, a very distant memory came to mind…

         They used to save the best food at the table and give it to his son – his support, hope, joy… And the leftovers – to the mute, disabled girl. Now the disabled girl kindled the fire in the empty tent every morning. And where was his hope, support, joy? Where was the son who had eaten so much sweet, fatty, tasty food?

         Khasawa looked around as though he wanted to see the boy he had raised with such happiness. But it was strangers who stood around looking at him, their faces radiating light. In order not to cry, he began laughing. And this laughter was his salvation, his inner gaze was seeing his son’s well-fed white face, while his eyes were admiring Petko’s tired face, darkened by spring wind and brutal grief. He extended his hand. And when the other man outstretched his, Khasawa quickly bent down, kissed Petko’s rough hand, 159tough as birchbark, and, pressing it to his forehead, froze for a moment…

         When in the forest, or on its edge, two old trees stand with their half-broken branch-hands resting on each other, almost leaning their wrinkled trunks one onto the other, people say: here are two trees. But these are two Souls, worn out by the darkness and blessed by their love for each other. And they will withstand their old age, won’t fall victim to storm winds and cold snaps of winter before their time.

         Everyone felt unburdened, as though they had drunk some wine – but only a little, for fun and joy. Could one old man, small as a forest bird, be a burden to the enormous world? Couldn’t a bit of meat and bread be spared for him, and wouldn’t there be a place for him by the fire, to warm his hands and back? No, their old man would not die from hunger and would not freeze in the wind. He was not an orphan.

         A wonderful feeling of kinship with everyone came over the people who had so recently been troubled by their old relative’s bewildering behaviour. This was their own old man now, and not because he had given away things that were no longer needed. No. He reached out his arms to them like a helpless child to a mother. Khasawa’s mute daughter, forgetting everything, sat under the three trees, leaning onto their mighty trunk, and rattled the bells every once in a while, and their tranquil ringing did not bother anyone.

         Vanu and Petko put what they deemed necessary for the old man’s life on the two sledges. His malitsas, boots, harness – all this did not burden him, did not weigh down his heart. Even 160the clothes themselves, which he had not taken off since the day of grief, seemed clean and light to him, and his face and body seemed cleansed. Neither of the sledges was heavy, and the old men started to pull them towards the camp. Looking back, Petko saw that everyone was carrying their own things, and he suddenly felt an incredible relief. Who knows, maybe a tree rejoices in the same way when it throws off wilted, dead leaves or needles, without mourning or regret. Maybe human beings, too, when death gets closer, need to free their lives of superfluous things, painlessly, recalling that they come here naked. Not only things, but maybe also desires, plans, except for one single thought: to leave as clean as they arrived.

         A quiet, incomprehensible joy filled his soul, and Petko did not try to understand it. What for? All was well. The river flows, a person sees the water, drinks it, cools off the soul’s burning pain and doesn’t ask where the life-giving waters come from and where they flow. The life-giving waters of joy – is it so important where their flow begins and ends?
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         Following an old habit, the woman rose early. She wanted to get up as she used to, to kindle the fire and sit near it, gradually warming up the body and the soul. Two months of life had passed since her son’s wedding day, but every morning she awoke with a desire to get up and revive the fire. Like any woman of the tundra, Alyoshka’s mother was convinced that every morning, the whole great life of humanity started precisely when in every corner of the earth, the women of the world kindled the fire – and only after that could men, children, dogs and reindeer get to their own business.

         She almost got up but caught herself: what if the daughter-in-law took offence, what if the son thought badly of her? In the mornings the place by the fire was not hers. It was not for her hands to create the birth of the fire.

         The daughter-in-law knew how to get up quietly like a mouse. And this time, too, she did not bang against anything, did not clatter the buckets and the teapot in the autumn twilight of the morning. The woman lay still. She liked the young wife. The girl did everything nicely and neatly, her hands moved quickly like two nimble animals.

         Lowering her eyelids to conceal her gaze, the woman 162continued to observe. First the young wife removed yesterday’s ashes from the iron slab, leaving only the half-burnt pieces of charred wood. Then, pushing them towards each other, she made a cosy hollow between them. This is where the fire would be born. The woman smiled and realised that she felt envious. Closing her eyes, she stopped watching, and in that moment she heard a quiet suppressed sob. She raised her head and lowered it at once, frightened: the daughter-in-law was weeping. Without wiping the tears that ran down her cheeks, the girl kept tending to the fire, but her whole hunched figure screamed trouble.

         The thought made the woman go cold: “Heavens! Has he not touched her? No pity! Otherwise why, from what misfortune should she be weeping in secret? This is what my son is like: no pity for anyone, no thought spared for anyone. A cold, mean heart.”

         Only now did she remember that the day before she had already noticed the daughter-in-law’s reddened eyelids, and her son was hiding his eyes at the table, like a thief. And so he was: a thief. She stood up, feeling heavy in her arms and legs, and approached the girl directly. The girl lifted her wet, swollen face, and the woman realised that she had been weeping for a long time, and here by the fire she could no longer bear it, could not conceal her tears.

         “Oh girl…” silently, filled with burning anger at her son, she embraced her daughter-in-law. “Don’t cry. You’ll drop your tears on the face of the Fire. It shouldn’t know about… our trouble.”

         163That the trouble concerned both of them, the woman had no doubt. She stroked the thick braids, and her fingers brushed the cold copper of the ornaments. That’s when she felt real terror. By not taking off the ornaments, the girl was calling for help. Old fool, how could she have forgotten: the maiden removes her false braid only when she becomes a woman. The woman went blind and deaf. The ringing of her own joy had obscured the ringing of the maiden’s necklace that cried trouble.

         The woman embraced the trembling girl once again and spoke firmly, as she was able to do in certain moments of her life:

         “Remember my word: the place by the fire will always be yours. Nobody will take it. If this doesn’t happen, let the Fire burn my grey hair together with my head.”

         Having said this, she walked over to her side of the tent, made her bed and sat down by the fire, waiting for her son to wake up. She needed to find the Word. It needed to be stronger than the one that her son would say. The place by the Fire was sacred, there were few places like this in life. She did right by promising it to a good girl. As for her son… Was it really that sacred to him, this place before which she, his mother, bowed her head all her life, unafraid to get soiled by ashes and burnt?

         Alyoshka was getting up from his bed slowly. From the way that he stayed silent, not looking at his mother and wife, she knew that he heard everything. Alright, even better, no need to hide the misfortune.

         164Once the kettle boiled and the daughter-in-law set the table before her husband, she walked over to the young couple’s side and sat down in her former spot. They drank their first cups silently, but the woman knew that the longer you stay silent, the worse it gets. She placed the cup onto the saucer and said:

         “Son, look me in the eye.”

         Hesitating a moment, Alyoshka put the saucer down on the table. His mother had said these words only once, a very long time ago, and never said them since, never reminded her son of the past long gone…

         Right after school, life in the tundra would seem hard and boring, and the struggle to fill the family’s stomachs meaningless and worthless. And Alyoshka couldn’t take it. In autumn, when the kids of the camp were leaving for school, he packed a suitcase and, without looking at his mother and younger brother who were watching him, started walking towards the helicopter that was packed with schoolchildren. He walked and heard behind him the quiet, timid footsteps of his own. Neither his mother nor the little ones called out to him. Reaching the helicopter, he turned around and saw his mother step away from the children, approach him shyly, extend her hand in farewell. He shook his mother’s fingers, feeling how they trembled, and then his mother said:

         “Son, look me in the eye.”

         He looked and saw… The long winter, the cold, the night watch in the herd, the nooses for hares and ptarmigans, the 165traps for foxes and the firewood. For the tent to be warm, it needed many logs, and that required a man’s strength.

         He threw the suitcase on the ground, sighed like a grownup, and said:

         “Alright, let’s go, mother.”

         His brothers ran towards him and began to howl as they clasped his legs. He and his mother, holding themselves back so as not to start crying too, barely calmed them down…

         Alyoshka put the saucer on the table. Oh well, mother was right: they would have to look each other in the eye someday, if not today then tomorrow, and maybe the sooner the better. And why should he spread filth in the dark like a nocturnal beast? Better to come out into the light, and his mother would help him as she had done before.

         He looked at her frankly and had a completely unexpected realisation: this was not the same mother who, many years ago, saw him off without complaining. That one could cut and chop firewood herself, sit through the night watching over the herd, and set up a workable trap. Looking at him now was an old, tired woman. Alyoshka lowered his eyes, as he had done many years ago on the way to the helicopter. Not only did he feel guilty before his mother, he was once again betraying everything that she held dear. And she took pity on her son, and said, not angrily like she wanted, but humbly:

         “Son, you are a man, and I am a woman, I cannot follow the tracks of your mind. You yourself know that untangling the complicated tracks of a beast is not a woman’s business. But… as a mother, may I ask you?”

         166“Yes, mum.”

         “This morning your wife wept while kindling the fire. Why?”

         Alyoshka did not dare to answer. Hiding his shaking hands under the table, he said, as plainly as he could:

         “I do not love her, mum.”

         “Love? … What does that mean? A wife is not a sweet morsel, not fatty meat to be loved or not loved. A wife is your other half, and her life is half of your life. That is how it has always been.”

         “But mum—”

         “Mum what? You’ve already given people reason to laugh at me once before. And you want to do the same now? So much time has passed, and you don’t take the woman.” At these words the girl’s face flushed, and quick tears ran down her cheeks, one after another. Turning away towards the front corner of the tent, she occupied herself with the already-clean dishes, wiping and rearranging them, while stubborn tears flowed and flowed.

         These tears, her son’s silence, and this general heavy stillness that always revealed that things weren’t right in the tent, and the joyful morning tea that they drank while fighting, forgetting the sanctity of food – all of this resounded in the woman’s heart with pain.

         But what should she do… Her son was not a puppy whose eye slits had yet to open: you could not grab him by the back of the neck, could not tie him to a pole: “look, this is your place, and it has everything: food, warmth, and joy.”

         167“Mum, I have not touched her and… And I can take her back to her mother and father myself.”

         “Oh… take her back… How clever you are. Then tell me who will sew your boots, mend things, patch holes, prepare firewood and water so that you, who are so clever, can drink tea and eat meat? Who?! These again?” his mother held out her trembling gnarled fingers, “these? And tell me, who will bear children, so that in your old age you don’t die like a dog? Who? Me?!”

         “Mum…”

         “No, I am not a mother to you,” shouted the woman, “I don’t feel like a mother. You want me to crawl on all fours, cleaning up after you. Enough. I want to sit in a quiet den of old age and watch your children from there.”

         “Hush, mum.”

         “I won’t hush… Love… pah! To live a life, you don’t need love, you only need not to be a dog. You’re a man, you are the head of life. Man and woman don’t come together to play games. You feed her and the children, she keeps the tent warm, keeps you clothed. That’s how we used to live. Right? And you are playing and waiting for me to play with you. But look, look closely, is this my time to play?”

         She bent her head, shimmering generously with grey, over the table, and sat like that for some time, letting her son come to his senses and find a Word: the only one, the right one. But Alyoshka was silent. His mother did not surprise him with her truth, everything was as she said. Yes, this was the great truth of the harsh, hard life in which husband and wife are 168firmly tied together, like a lead reindeer and its partner in the team. If one of them falls down, the other will not manage, and the sledge of Life will not move forward.

         Was everything really so insultingly simple? But to have such a life a person does not need much: animal instincts would be enough, and then we would have mouse people, wolf people, worm people…

         “You’ve been silent for a long time, son.” Resting her head on her hands, his mother looked at him just like she had at the start of the conversation, demanding a response to the question that he could not answer.

         “I am silent because I am thinking.”

         “Think. You’ve got a head, not a hummock, on your shoulders. But you yourself don’t know what you want. You don’t live and you don’t let us live. Take the woman, and if… you don’t want to, I myself will put her on top of you.”

         Alyoshka shoved the table away with his foot and rushed out. A harnessed team stood outside. The reindeer shook themselves from time to time, forcefully, noisily, and the tiresome autumn gadflies and tiny mosquitoes leapt off them like raindrops.

         I wish I could shake things off like that, thought Alyoshka angrily, throwing himself onto the sledge. The reindeer ran quickly but he wanted to go even faster, and, giving angry shouts to avoid crying, he drove them on and on. The burning headwind resounded in his ears, not cooling the cheeks, bringing neither peace nor any sensible thought that he could grab on to.

         169His mother’s insulting words echoed incessantly, I’ll put her on top of you myself, and he wanted to laugh at them but instead there came unmanly, helpless tears. After this conversation, silence would settle in the tent, the way it did in winter forests among the trees that were in full grip of the frost. Let it be. But nevertheless love did exist, and it was the soul and the head of all that lived, and the life that his mother proposed was the life of a mouse.

         And I don’t want that, thought Alyoshka stubbornly, driving the reindeer onwards. It wasn’t me who invented love, and it’s not for me to reject it.

         Passing by a sparse forest that was somehow cheerful, summery, expansive, Alyoshka noticed two small trees at the edge, standing close together, almost touching, so from afar they seemed to have a single trunk and two crowns. Alyoshka halted his reindeer, walked up to the trees and inspected them carefully. No, they did not have a single trunk, each tree stood on its own, and below, covered in dry grass, tiny little larch saplings peeked out, stretching their weak yellowish branches in all directions.

         Struck by a sudden thought, Alyoshka began walking from one tree to another, moving further and further into the forest, and even in the thicket, where trees seemed to stand in disorder, not obeying any law, he recognised families. Here was the father tree, it spread its mighty branch-hands, strong and bouncy, covered in shiny, youthful green; its crown was high up, and the needles on it were bluish like grey hair. And here was the woman tree, its trunk smelled of sun as if 170of mother’s milk, its bark was warm, and its many branches gnarled and broken. The snow of more than one winter had covered them, and the woman tree had to take the burden of winds and storms upon itself, so that the tree-children below would not perish before their time: some of them taller, already adults, and the smallest ones, still in infancy, were, just as with humans, babies in cradles.

         But Alyoshka was especially touched by two thin, straight trees with ripe yellowish bark and the light-blue shaggy bunches of reindeer moss appearing here and there like freckles. Beautiful and graceful, they shook their branches gently, as though they were doing a mysterious, tender dance. There were no children underneath, near the trunks, but luscious green lingonberry bushes blazed there instead.

         Admiring them, Alyoshka sat down on a fallen uprooted tree nearby and thought: What has placed them side by side if not love? One of these trees does not need to sew mittens and boots, and the other does not need to go hunting and feed the family. But… they stand together, they love, they keep each other warm on a dark night, they wake up together, delight in the morning and the sun, and live. And they will live on forever.

         And he? He would grow old just like this, in the absence of love, he had no one with whom to greet the morning and the sun. And he would never see that mysterious, wished-for autumn when leaves would not wilt, and flowers would not fade. No. He had dreamed it up himself. He had dreamed up a lot of things out of pain, despair and resentment. All autumns were equally cruel. All hopes would end up covered with snow…

         171…In the tent, the woman could not get up on her feet straightaway. The conversation with her son took a lot of her strength, she lost heart. The nest of life that she had built with joyful hope was in danger of being scattered before it had time to get strong. Dreams of a full tent, the laughter of children, grandchildren – all of it flew off like dry blades of grass, nothing held together. Oh, son… Life was a laid table, it had everything: food, drink, he didn’t need to travel on foot, didn’t need to harness dogs to his sledges. He didn’t go hungry, his hands and feet weren’t cold, and wind wasn’t blowing at his back.

         Shattered by inexplicable exhaustion, the woman walked out and sat down on the first sledge she came across, and, glancing at the sun, saw that it stood at the beginning of the day’s journey. It seemed to her that today she would not have enough strength to survive till the evening when she could hide in bed. There, in the night, she could be weak, lost, she could admit to herself how heavy the unbearable burden of life was for her shoulders and her soul.

         No work had ever made her feel so tired. And worse than that, her soul was weighed down with resentment. Why did she raise sons, what for? So that she could now sit and know that all the tears and sweat were in vain, and that her weak woman’s strength was nothing against the approaching monstrous misfortune, invisible to the eye. She pitied her children when they were little and cried in their cradles, pitied them when they grew up and went off into the life of strangers. As long as she could remember, she had pity for them, and now… where were those who pitied her?

         172The late season of autumn in some ways resembles old age. Wind, fear and blind, cruel rain – but you wish for warmth and comfort, however small, you wish to cling to the shore of life, hide in a secluded thicket of friendly bushes and, folding the wet broken wings of Hope, give yourself up to the grace of God, to the judgment of the Father, and weep, weep, weep.

         And no one but Him, the Merciful One, will understand that you are weeping, for tears and raindrops will run down your cheeks, and who can tell your own tears from heavenly ones? Gathering one tear after another into her trembling hand like it was a cup, the mother did not notice a different world around her, beyond the one that lived in her soul. And all around her was the crystal-clear, bright season of the young autumn. Confident in their eternal youth and life, trees slumbered in languor, and the quiet wind did not tear off the warm leaves but dropped them gently onto the golden ground. And they lay down, peaceful and joyful, on the breast of Mother Earth.

         The sky, full of mighty iridescent clouds, spread out like a field of extravagant flowers, and in the nearby lake waves splashed gently, bidding farewell to their shore until better days. Nothing was preparing for the autumn of life. The land was passing into rest, into comforting sleep, in order to wake up in anticipation of an even better life. No one except the grief-stricken woman sensed old age and death. The world was just moving into welcome rest.

         Tears dried, and the woman moved her shoulders wearily. First she wanted to get up, resigned to her cruel fate, and 173begin her hard work with a sigh, without her spirit lifting, but then she froze again…

         …A familiar song drifted in, delicate, amazingly clear and joyful: syur-lee, syur-lee, syur-lee. Nearby, on the other side of the colourful autumnal hillock, the tyulsiy bird began to sing: small, grey, with a neat black collar on its chest. This bird sings destiny. Most people, especially women, listen to its songs and love them. And more often it is women’s destiny that the tyulsiy sings. If the tyulsiy begins its sad, joyless, drawn-out tyu-see, tyu-see, then expect early grey hair on your head, woman, and an unbearable sorrow in your heart. Expect the autumn of life to come before its day, expect rains, and a lot of work. Gather your soul in your fist and expect misfortune.

         Or the tyulsiy could start letting out short, anxious cries, flying quickly from hillock to hillock and stretching its little neck: ee! ee! This means: expect news, woman, someone is on their way to you, and God knows what they will bring.

         But right now the tyulsiy stubbornly sang: syur-lee, syur-lee. The tyulsiy sang its most wonderful song, and would not stop, as though scattering colourful beads of joy.

         The woman smiled and could not help whispering:

         “Oh my good bird. Bird-messenger. Do you promise me sunshine and joy? Me, so old… No, don’t sing syur-lee for me, you have another song. The song of autumn and loneliness.”

         She leaned her back against the sledge, turning her eyes, full of tears, in the direction the tyulsiy’s simple but precious song was coming from.

         174“Sing me a plaintive song, tyulsiy: tyu-see, tyu-see. The autumn rain falls on my head, on my hair, without washing off the grey. My cheeks and lips will not blaze again like red cloudberries. I am preparing for long dark rains: tyu-see, tyu-see.”

         But the stubborn, ungovernable bird did not sing the song that the woman asked for. Full of passionate desire for the sun, it insisted, for the hundredth time already, on its delicate, light little syur-lee, which resembled the ringing of a silver bell forgotten by a child who had been playing on a red willow branch.

         And gradually, the last tears dried on the woman’s cheeks. Maybe it was true: this was not the time to call for grey hair and autumn. All of it would not pass her over anyway. What was the bird-messenger, the bird of destiny, promising, if not joy? All the springs, all the autumns of the past life were full of its songs. Then why not believe it now? … Yes, birdie, syur-lee: joy and sun for our days, though they may be sunset days. Syur-lee: for our fates, though they may be sorrowful. Syur-lee: sweet tears for our eyes, and hope for our lonely hearts, like a drop of cold water for the thirsty.

         And there was no need to rush her son and put him on top of the woman by force. Life would do it on its own, in a way that was cleverer, kinder, not with a shout of anger. The old woman’s heart once again stirred with hope, and she began thinking of future springs. They would come to her son too. During his life there would be so many of them that a time would come when he would not even remember these sorrowful, troubled days.
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         Summer passed, and the long autumn migration began. The reindeer, well-rested after feeding on abundant grasses and flowers, pulled the half-empty sledges with ease. Many people had run out of their supplies of food and bread, and for this reason they began the journey back to their ancestral lands a little earlier than usual. The people were spending the summer, as they always had, in the foothills of the Great Mountains, not venturing over the spine ridge itself – for the pass through the heart of the mountains does not always end in good fortune and joy.

         The Great Mountains don’t like the noise of humans, the stomping of reindeer and the barking of dogs. And it is not so easy to reach them: the way lies along the bank of the narrow long lake Tiya-To. In bad weather the sagging, gloomy, skyward-reaching peaks bend their heads together, looking down into the depths of the lake. And along their faces, riddled with deep, centuries-old wrinkles and scars, quick streams and springs – the traces of great reflections, eternal inexhaustible tears – flow down mountain gorges and ravines.

         A person feels a little uneasy when travelling down this road. The searing wind blows fierce, ever stronger, and it doesn’t carry the scents of grasses and flowers. No lone 176bird’s voice, no greeting from the sun, no warmth of another creature – nothing. Stones live here. Here the heart of the mountains is hidden, out of reach for all time. This is why the road is so narrow.

         It’s not even a road, just a pile of sharp stones that cut at reindeer legs, drawing blood. Here the warmth of a human fire is insignificant. Here the sound of a voice and the noise of footsteps seem blasphemous, the heart beats slowly in awe, and the very least that a person is capable of is a silent bow.

         Today was their first day of migration. The cheerful mood of homecoming infected everyone: reindeer, dogs, people. They were returning to where the mountains were not so tall, and were fully covered with warm, life-giving reindeer moss. Their slopes were not gloomy with rocks and creeping gorges. Rather, they rustled with forests familiar and dear, so warm, so fragrant that one wanted to become a small animal and never emerge from their shelter.

         They made a stop near a quick, chatty river. Its fresh, unseasonably lush banks blossomed with late flowers and the low bushes of the ever-present alder. They put up the light tents quickly. The summer tent is plain, like truth. There are no warm fur covers sewn from thick reindeer hides. Generously letting the sunshine through, the translucent tarpaulin covers wrap tightly around the poles, and the dwelling is ready. In it, the human spirit, accustomed to open space and a high sky, feels free, clean and happy.

         But even more than this, Alyoshka loved these migrations, when people were in a frantic hurry to heat up some tea, 177which would make all tiredness melt away like smoke; he loved them because along with all the useless junk, all people’s resentments, quarrels, misunderstandings would be left in the old campsite – everything that grows around a person who sits too long in one place.

         Taking apart the harness and stowing it away, while his mother and the woman were setting up the tent and chopping alder bushes for kindling, Alyoshka couldn’t help smiling. It was good that they had moved. He wanted to do something to prolong the feeling of joy, to preserve it.

         Having positioned the sledges close to each other, side by side, Alyoshka sat down on his and lit a smoke. His chest was breathing freely, his muscles groaned sweetly from work. The river was singing in different voices: now it would coyly grow quiet, now, showing off its strength and beauty, it would start a song, and unbearable sweetness and agitation would fill the soul. Once again an unfamiliar sensation seized Alyoshka. He got up and slowly walked towards the river. Before reaching its bank, hidden by bushes, he heard voices. It was his mother who was speaking:

         “Sweet clean water, blood of the earth! Look how it plays,” he could hear how she scooped up a handful and immediately spilled it as the water slipped back out of her palms.

         “But back there, the rivers were not as cheerful as they are here. Why?” asked the girl, filling the empty buckets.

         “There was no freedom for them there, it’s dark there, the blood of the earth is hidden deep, it’s not for us to drink and 178boil it,” sighed the mother, and then immediately suggested: “Well, let’s go.”

         Alyoshka darted back, and when they approached the tent with full buckets, he was already sitting on his sledge. Afterwards, smoke began to billow out of the tent. He walked in and leaned back on the bed, watching the puffs of smoke swarm, filling the narrow opening above.

         The woman and his mother did not stop talking as they moved around by the fire. Mother talked more, seemingly about trifles that weren’t even worth human attention. But on her tongue they acquired a completely different, lively meaning. The two women lived without paying attention to him, and sometimes he felt that they were two hands belonging to the same organism, positioned on both sides of the main organ – the fire.

         Since the memorable day when his mother threatened to put him on top of the woman, everything had changed. Whatever they had decided between them, however they had talked about it, whichever words his mother had found, the young woman came back to life, as though she had received a transfusion of vibrant, healthy blood. In the mornings her eyes were no longer red and swollen, they no longer glinted like night stars but burned steadily, like a fire whose strength was sustained both day and night. In the evening, she would sit up late at her sewing. His mother never rushed her, never hurried her, and in long white nights he would hear their quiet voices until midnight. What could they be talking about? Sometimes Alyoshka wanted to get up and listen in.

         179He still hadn’t touched the girl. In the evening, she would make them a shared bed, but when she came to him, she would pull out from under her pillow a yagushka that she never wore during the day and lie down under it, turning towards the corner. Waking in the night, Alyoshka listened with bated breath: was she crying? No, she was breathing evenly and easily, the way a person breathes when perfectly and firmly happy.

         At first he was annoyed. Mother did not even think of taking the woman back, even though he had rudely hinted at it several times. Everything ended with him giving up on them. Was it a man’s business to peek into women’s souls? They would themselves grow tired of pretending.

         But the women didn’t even think of pretending. They did their hard work like two hands, skilfully and deftly. The girl turned out to be cheerful, giggly, and he would often hear them laughing as one, as though two springs were flowing next to each other, merging into a river: one brighter, the other muffled. And this caused the man to doubt whether he was as much in the right as it seemed.

         Love… The queen of feelings… The thought of the Great Feeling, the blood of all human life, would come to him throughout the summer, forcing him to reflect. And now, when he listened and couldn’t hear what the women were talking about, doubts about his own judgment flared up with renewed strength.

         A stream dries up in the summer heat, and you can see how underwater stones, so beautiful beneath a clear stream, grow 180pale and coated with grey. Flowers and grasses on its bank wither and wrinkle without the life-giving breath of water. What sort of mould would cover Alyoshka’s soul within two years, when the one he was waiting for would still not have come? And his love-spring would dry out.

         Alyoshka sat up on the bed. Suddenly he felt that an empty space had formed near his heart or inside it, like in a bird’s nest when the last fledgling flies away, leaving only the down from its feathers. What could fill the emptiness of the nest? What bird would fold its tired wings, finding within this nest shelter and affection?

         Leaning back, he lit a smoke. Women pottered about for a long time, as usual. One could hear excitement around other tents, too. People could not settle down immediately, here and there axes were pounding: the women were preparing firewood for tomorrow, cutting at the fragrant and pliant neru bushes along with their leaves. The days had come when smoke was simply essential in the tent, like air. Everything that had been sewn during the summer needed to get smoked through until it was reddish-black. Anything that had not undergone a trial by smoke was not fit to be worn.

         The chintz curtain was not lowered, and the light mist of blue smoke hung above it. From underneath the pillows came the sweet aroma of healthy untrampled grass, and some other indescribably exciting scent, probably the sweat of the earth. From behind the curtain, a green grasshopper gave a surprised click: it seemed to have been sleeping in the grass when the tent was set up, and now, entrapped, it 181made its voice heard. Alyoshka smiled. He remembered the Nenets word for grasshoppers. The Nenets don’t like the little invisible jumpers and call them sun-lickers. Maybe because nobody can say exactly what such a ridiculous creature could live on.

         Spiders, they feed on berries. Next to their tents they often have whole herds grazing, and with the smoky door ajar, the masters watch over their wealth, ready to protect it from strangers. Spiders are pitied and respected for living by their own labour. But these others… snapping their tongues all summer long, what could they feed on if not the sun? Alyoshka recalled how the kids of the camp would do battle against the grasshoppers, defending the sun from being eaten. Especially in the autumn, when there were loads of grasshoppers, and the grass would hum with their startled clicking. Armed with sticks, the children went to war. Staking out and catching the grasshoppers was hard. But what would you not do for the sake of the sun’s life, since every day it really did shine more weakly. By the sweat of their brow, tearing their little trousers into shreds, the kids would hunt grasshoppers all day long. Whoever could bring more stiffened little green corpses in their shirttails or their hat, would earn the praise of adults. The Nenets contemptuously called those people who lived without a care sun-lickers.

         Alyoshka smiled at his memories, but immediately sighed: the old Nenets word – but even more so its meaning – did not appeal to him. Not because he now knew the truth about grasshoppers and felt pity for those silly little souls that were 182destroyed for nothing, when in fact they had been praising the sun.

         Every dwelling has its own sun, and presumably its own grasshoppers: invisible to the eye, hidden in the thick grass of Being, they open their greedy green mouths, drinking in the light and the warmth, unable to give light or warmth themselves.

         Still not knowing why, Alyoshka felt uneasy. The passing thought about grasshoppers seemed to him suspiciously ugly, in relation to his own tent, or rather to himself. The two women, like two spiders, were working to keep the soul of the dwelling in cleanliness and warmth, and when they kindled the fire from both sides, almost like a pair of hands, and tended to it, he felt ashamed of something.

         A human being has one name in this life, and it’s bad if alongside one’s own, a different name appears, sticky like a mark of leprosy.

         Sun-licker… Alyoshka walked out of the tent, sat down on the sledge and with shaky hands lit another cigarette. The people of the camp and the earth would call him by this shameful name if they found out about everything. With such a mark, how could he travel to the Sanctuary when the day came? Would it be with his head bowed, or his head light and held high, that he would travel into the heart of the mountains not once, but three times? And could the most profound mystery of all, the Mystery of the Human Soul, be revealed to him, a contemptible sun-licker? What would he hear when he was already an elder, standing at the end 183of his life: the soul’s jubilant immortal song that resembled a hymn, or the yearning howl of a lonely beast, wronged by his own self?

         Unwittingly, under the weight of the thought, Alyoshka’s head fell onto his chest, his wide shoulders shuddered, slumped, as though the burden of the shameful name already lay on them.

         One can become an adult over the course of years, or in one moment. Unbearable shame twisted his soul, and Alyoshka, clenching his teeth, gritted them for the first time in his life, unable to endure the burn of the shameful feeling. Skinny little women took upon their shoulders the enormous, unbearable burden that he, the man, the head of life, had wanted to… not just wanted to, but had already carelessly thrown off from his powerful, strong arms.

         Like a vile, filthy animal, he had wanted to live out his life behind their fragile backs. He had poured more than one drop of bitterness into their trembling, frightened hearts, and wrung tears from their eyes. But he didn’t deserve even one tear of theirs.

         The fact that this solid tent was standing on the ground like a sturdy riverbank tree was not a result of his soul’s labours. And the fact that it was not weeping but laughter that resounded from within its warm womb – that was not his doing either.

         He was a sun-licker… He had not taught himself to give off either light or warmth. Who felt warm next to him? His mother or the one who had left? Perhaps already by the next 184day Ilne had forgotten everything that happened between them, had not thought of it all these years and would never remember.

         And this woman whose thin, clear laughter rang out from the tent – he had not only humiliated her, he hadn’t even pitied her once, squeamishly protecting himself all through the summer nights.

         Summer went by – a wonderful, light and innocent season – and he, puffing himself up with a stupid resentment, had lived it in shame, like a toad in the dirty swamp of his own self-love.

         Alyoshka raised his head and stared ahead for a long time, recognising and not recognising his little native camp. Once again, they had three tents left, like they did in winter. Two tents had already separated off two days ago. Old Man Khasawa had no intention of leaving. He had been migrating with them all summer, harnessing Old Man Petko’s cargo-carrying bulls.

         The little camp was getting ready for sleep. The dogs lay down under the sledges, curled up in a ball. Voices gradually died out, it seemed that the river itself was singing its mischievous little song more quietly, afraid to disturb the peace of the tired people. Only in Alyoshka’s tent the two women kept talking with each other, at times switching to a whisper. His mother had already peeked out of the tent a few times. Evidently they wanted to drink some tea, but did not dare sit down at the table without him. And Alyoshka knew that it was not because they were afraid, no: for them, to wait for him was law.

         185Before, this would only have made him angrier, but for some reason now Alyoshka blushed at the thought that the women were waiting for him, that they would not touch the food, however hungry they were, until he ate the first bite. This is what it was like when his father was around, too, Alyoshka remembered it clearly. Mother would not sit down at the table until the master drank the first cup, and only after that would she sit down next to him unnoticed, and nobody could tell whether she ate at all.

         The vision of long-gone childhood reminded Alyoshka of those sweet times when everyone was still a child, and his mother was not the stranger she was now, but really a mother. And he saw himself as a boy. Tucked into his belt with shiny, pretty buttons, a bow was sticking out. Father had made it. All day long he had been shooting at little grey birds that flew from one bush to another, and he wanted so much, to the point of tears, to get at least the smallest one, just so he could hear some meagre words of praise from his father.

         There was silence in the tent, as though they had fallen asleep in there, but he knew that it was not so. Motionless by the fire, down on their knees, the two patient women were waiting.

         Intense agitation took his breath, but Alyoshka got hold of himself, coughed three times, and with his whole heart sensed how the two women, leaping from their seats, rushed to his fire, so that when he, their master, came in, the fire would burn passionately and powerfully.

         186He walked and felt the strength of his steps. Before the entrance he stopped, caught his breath, and, throwing the curtain far behind him, opened it. This is how a man enters the season of his maturity. And the first thing that he saw were the two women, illuminated brightly by the fire, lowering their eyes and rising from their seats. This is what a woman does when the man, the master and lord, enters the tent.
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               	avlik
            
                        
                        	the long-tailed duck, Clangula hyemalis
	malitsa
            
                        
                        	a man’s coat made of reindeer skins
	neru
            
                        
                        	tundra willow, often used for fuel
	ngavka
            
                        
                        	an orphan reindeer brought up by humans
	Sihirtia
            
                        
                        	a mythical people who lived in the tundra before the Nenets
	tyulsiy
            
                        
                        	a tundra bird, likely a white wagtail
	yagushka
            
                        
                        	a woman’s coat made of reindeer skins
	Yaminya
            
                        
                        	a female deity, Earth Mother, Creatrix of the Earth
	yarabts
            
                        
                        	a genre of epic songs or laments, often focusing on historical events188
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