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The heart of a mother is a deep 

abyss at the bottom of which you 

will always find forgiveness. 

Honore de Balzac 

FOREWORD 

Memory . . .

The most prec i ous treasure and the greatest 

legacy one can possess. It has the power to resurrect, 

or to condemn to obscurity. Memory i s  immortal . As 

long as we are remembered, we remai n  alive i n  the 

hearts and minds of those dear to us. 
I ded i cate th i s  book to my mother, with al l fil­

ial love and warmth not g iven in t imes past. Her trag­

ic fate left a bleedi ng wound on my heart that aches 

ti l l  th i s  very day. She is no longer w ith us, and the 

on ly thing I could do was reconstruct, in our minds, 

everyth ing she l i ved through, bit by b it .  

Going from fact to fact, from event to event, 

delv ing into the breadth of h istory, I - at one point 

- felt the past sweep me up and carry me away from 

her life's account and into the depths of time - to the 



story of both her k in  and my father's. I thus came 

face to face with the fates of my ancestors, inheri t ing 

their concerns, learning of their  ri ses and their  fa l l s  

a l i ke. Keeping i t  a l l  t o  myself became imposs i b le. I 

had to put i t  a l l  on paper, capture al l that happened to 

the people to whom I owe my ex i stence. 

Some of the relat ives who bestowed these sto­
ries upon me are no longer a l i ve, and I thank fate 

and time for being merc iful enough to a l low me to 

immortal ize them, to keep them from d i sappearing 

without a trace. 

I want my ch i ldren, my grandc h i ldren, and 

al l who fo l low to know their  roots. I want them to 

remember and to never repeat the mi stakes sealed 

with in  the h i story of our c l an. 
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My great-great-grandfather 's name was Yusuf - so 
says our fam i ly h i story. He was a shochet - a butch­
er. Lt 's more than a profess ion - it 's a ph i losophy, 

a way of l i fe .  No  other peop le va lue the not ion of the "butcher" 
as h igh ly as the Jews .  The shochet doesn ' t  j ust butcher fowl  
and catt l e .  He  perform s the  m i l ah - c i rcumc i s ion - on new­
borns, rec i tes prayers, and perform s the dut ies of a rabb i . 
He  a lso paves the path for immortal sou l s  through the val l ey 
of pain and despa i r, where the Lord brings h i s  creatures .  

My great-great-grandfather 's parents d i sappeared - left 
on a p i l grimage to Palest ine and never returned .  Then, i n  the 
m idd le  of the 1 9th century, such tr i ps were c lose to be ing 
a moral duty for the maj or i ty of  Jews scattered across the far 
reaches of Russ ia .  The i r  son was left a lone .  Whether or not 

he had any s i b l i ngs was unc lear. But he was not sent to an 
orphanage - the Jewish peop le  do not have those, as they do 
not throw parent less ch i l dren into the street. The commun i ty 



counc i l  of the au l where Yusuf l i ved decided to send the young 
man to a rabb i  i n  Derbent for educat ion .  

Derbent - to a mountai n Jew - was what Pari s was 
to a Russ ian farmer. Everyth ing was topsy-turvy. In the moun­

tains, bu i l d i ngs were bu i l t on h i l l s ides w i thout any apparent 
order, l i ke b i rds '  nests . Here, they l i ned the narrow streets l i ke 
a row of so ld iers .  I n  the au l s , people cou ldn ' t  conce ive of g lass 
on w indows; here, sh immering sheets of i t  covered the store­
fronts .  

Most important ly of a l l ,  houses had beds .  The mountain 
peop l e  wondered : how cou ld  anyone s leep on that? The v i l l ag­
ers were accustomed to ent ire fam i l i es s l eeping on the floor :  
b lankets, proudly referred to as "mattresses" were la id  across 
near ly the ent ire room and k ids  wou ld  be put to bed atop them 
in a row, spec ia l  kn i t  hats covering the i r  heads .  I dent ica l  b lan­
kets were used as covers, topped w i th c loaks in  cold seasons .  

To be honest, on ly a handful of members of  Derbent 's  
Jewish commun ity owned beds :  the fishmonger, the c i ty phar­
maci st, the rabb i ,  and Gershon, the tobaccon i st .  Peopl e  said 
that h is tobacco was sent to the Queen of England herse l f. 

Gershon v i s i ted the famous fair  i n  the central Russ i an c i ty 
of N izhny Novgorod every year. Once, wh i l e  there, he saw 
a l ocomotive and near ly lost h i s  m ind .  The mach ine roared, 
breath ing c louds of steam, and the people to whom rides were 
offered approached it w i th puzzled stares and befuddled sm i les ,  
unsure whether they wou ld  be ab le  to emerge from the pred ic­
ament a l i ve .  Gershon said that he was l ucky to be one of the 
forty people brave enough to r ide the i r  fi rst tra in .  To be fai r, 
Gershon was regarded to be a notorious fibber. He  once to l d  

that i n  Europe - he  d idn ' t  exact ly remember where - peop le  
managed to  catch hot  a ir  from a fire i nto a g iant sack, wh ich 
was not  on ly ab l e  to  r i se  i nto the a ir, but l i ft a basket - w i th 
a person in  i t, no less - along w i th I t .  Who would ever be l i eve 

someth ing l i ke that? 
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Genera l ly, the four peop l e  i n  Derbent who owned beds 
happened to be the main  supp l i ers of  these fables (referred 
to as "news" in d ifferent c i rcumstances) to Dagestan 's Jewish 
sett l ements .  Anyt ime the den izens heard the word ' Europe ' ,  
they knew that many interest ing th i ngs were happen ing there, 
to the north and west .  

Noth ing of that sort happened in  our v i l lage. I t  d idn ' t  even 
have a butcher. For that very reason, my great-great-grandfa­
ther was sent to the b ig  c i ty for educat ion .  

A l l  of  Derbent's rabb i s  were rumored to be espec ia l l y  
w i se and  educated . Their fame was  as  majest ic and steadfast 
as a sea c l i ff. The rabb i  to whom my great-great-grandfather 
was sent was cons idered to be the w isest of the bunch, a l l be­
cause his son happened to know a few words in  Russ ian .  

Yusuf brought a g ift  from the commun i ty for the rabb i 's 
w i fe :  two pairs of stock ings and a swath of cal ico for a dress .  

She was very happy w i th the offering, and wou ld occas ional ly 
g ive Yusuf a handful  of m i l let - as a treat . 

The rebbe happened to be a good teacher. H e  wou ld  
s i t  the  boys, sen t  to h im  for educat ion ,  before h imse l f  
a t  t he  synagogue, where l ight was  scarce even a t  noont ime .  
Knees served a s  desks, and  the  ro l e  of t he  board was  fu l ­
fi l led b y  a flat stone, on w h i c h  t h e  rabb i  i nscr ibed charac­
ters in charcoal .  The teacher wou ld  pronounce the sound 
which the character s ign ified,  and the c h i l dren wou ld  d i l i ­
gent ly  ch ime  i n  the i r  response .  The rabb i  wou ld  then read 
a fragment of  the ho ly  text and go on to the next character. 
Whether the boys were reta i n i ng  the know ledge of the a l pha­
bet or s imp ly  re l y i ng on tenac ious  c h i l dhood memory was 
a lways a mystery to h i m .  The lesson wou ld  cont inue ,  and the 
students wou ld  p l ace stones i n  front of  them and beg in  wri t­
ing .  The rabb i  wou ld  read once aga in  - ent i re chapters th i s  

t ime around - and each student was  expected to repeat after 
h im ,  word by word . 



It wasn 't too long before Yusuf had read the ent i re Penta­
teuch .  Studies came easy to h im .  Wh i l e  boys o lder than h im 
wou ld  st i l l  strugg le w ith ' God created heavens and the  earth, ' 
Yusuf would be tack l i ng Moses's feats i n  the desert . I n  due 
t ime - after a year, perhaps - Yusuf had read the ent i re Shu l ­
chan Aruch - the  Code of Jew i sh  Law - and  had learned eve­
ryth ing a future butcher needed to know : how heaven ly  bod ies 
are connected to organs, how to find the j ugu lar i n  catt le ,  what 
happens when you don't  remove a bu l l 's tendons in a t ime ly  
manner - al l the  essent ia l  academ ic babb le .  

Wh i l e  read ing the  Shu l chan Aruch, Yusuf matured . 
He  started sprout ing a mustache, and had grown by a whole  
head 's l ength .  By the t ime h i s  educat ion was over, the future 
butcher had turned into a true dzh ig i t .  

Another s ix  months passed, and the young man passed 
an exam on his know ledge of the holy texts, the Torah and the 

Ta lmud, before the e l ders . A fter he demonstrated how to prop­
erly sharpen kn ives, he was taken to the barn . There, w ie ld ing 
a l arge, sharp b lade he swift ly  butchered a ch icken .  The e lders 
were impressed w ith the ease o f Yusuf's movements, and sug­
gested that he test his sk i l l s  on a ram . The youth hand led 
the task masterful ly, accompanying h i s  mot ions w ith the ap­
propriate prayers . Then, as ca l l ed for by the exam, it was t ime  
for  a COW. 

Yusuf exce l led at th i s  task as we l l  and h i s  aged observers 
nodded i n  approva l .  H i s movements were confident, his cuts 
prec ise .  H i s  manner was calm and measured, as was expected 
from a master of the profess ion .  The rabb i  dec lared that the l ad 
had l earned al l he needed to know. Yusuf p leaded i n  va in  
to stay and cont inue study ing, but the Rabbi  stood h i s  ground .  
I t  was t ime for the young man to return to the au ! .  

B y  that t ime, the v i l l age commun ity had sent a shamanat -
a messenger - w ith inqu i ries about Yusuf's educat ion on sev­
eral occas ions .  The old butcher had d ied,  no one knew how 
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t o  properly butcher catt le ,  and go ing t o  the ne ighbori ng v i l l age 
every t ime was d ifficu l t  and inconven ient .  

In accordance w i th the ru les ,  the rabb i  wrote an attestat ion 
al l owing Yusuf to perform the dut ies of  a butcher. 

The shamanat sealed the document w i th a shot of vodka, 
grunted and took the young man w i th h im .  

At the v i l lage, the young butcher was greeted w i th g lee .  

Residents popped out of  the i r  dwe l l i ngs to see what educat ion 
had done to one of the i r  own.  The l ad i es fe l t  ob l igated to be­
stow k ind words on the youth . The gent lemen nodded approv­
ing ly, not ing the confidence w i th which the l ad sat i n  a sadd le .  
Mothers w i shed for  God to  b l ess them wi th sons  l i ke that. O ld  
men  tw ir led the i r  beards and reckoned that the i r  granddaugh­
ters wou ld  l ove to have a husband l ike h im .  

A Jewish mountain au l  was very s im i l ar t o  a Mus l im  set­
t lement :  the same l i t t le houses stuck to each other, w ithout any 
real semb lance of streets . Dwe l l ings in the mountains were 

very s imp le, most often two-story bu i l d i ngs of stone and c l ay 
m i xed w i th chopped straw, w i thout any arch i tectural excesses . 
Roofs were bu i l t  flat :  beams topped w i th smal l er branches 
or flex ib l e  cane, a lso re i nforced w i th c l ay. 

Each dwel l i ng had a door or two, as we l l  as one or sev­
eral smal l w indows .  During rainstorms  and b l i zzards, the w in ­
dow open i ngs were covered w i th wooden shutters . L i ke oth­
er mountain people,  the Jews bu i l t  homes w i th less regard 
for comfort than for security from enemy attacks .  I n  the event 
of  a ra id ,  the dwel l i ngs, stuck to the mountain s l ope l i ke swal­
lows '  nests, turned into impregnab le  fortresses. Windows 
turned into l oopholes,  and peaceful v i l l agers i nstant ly turned 
into fierce warriors .  Women and ch i l dren sought cover in the 
rooms .  

I n  truth, cal l i ng the spaces ins ide  these houses ' rooms '  
wou ld  be  a stretch .  They resemb led c l ay boxes w i th no doors, 

wh ich astounded European trave l ers who found themsel ves 



i n  the Caucasus t ime and t ime aga in .  A l l  wal l s  were l i ned wi th 
carpets or mats, then covered w i th qu i l ts for safe measure. One 
of the mats - try to guess which one - wou ld  h ide a narrow 
escape passage, traversab l e  on ly  when hunched to the very 
ground.  

No  matter how poor their i nhab i tants, the houses were 
kept immacu late ly c l ean . Wal l s  and floors were painted w i th 
whi te l ime every Saturday. A red or gray stripe, made w i th 
c lay, gathered throughout the mountains of Dagestan, adorned 
the per imeter of the room,  a notch h igher than floor leve l .  

At the same t ime, the mountai n Jews weren ' t  strangers 
to pomp and des i re for corn fort, both un ique ly  in terpreted . 
N iches were bu i l t  i n  the wal l s  and used as d i sp lays for house­
hold supp l ies .  Under the n iches stood c l ay w ine j ugs and cop­
per vesse l s  of anc ient Pers i an design hous ing water, o i l  
and grai n .  

I n  t he  kunak, or men ' s  room ,  weapons were the  main  wal l 
adornment :  sabres, daggers, guns and r ifles - the treasures of a 
mountain man . 

I n  the women's room,  one of the wal l s  was a lways l i ned 
w i th m i rrors, scarves of  s i l k  or wool hung between them . 
The oppos ite s ide of the room customari ly  he ld l arge, round 
red copper trays and c lay p lates, adorned w ith qu i rky images 
of flowers and an ima l s  and cracked from the passage of  t ime .  
These were used on ly for the  h ighest of ho l i days, weddings, 
and funera l s .  Forged wooden chests were stacked on the floor, 
l argest on the bottom,  smal l est on top. The thri fty housew ives 
used them to hold wedding c lothes and other rare ly used i tems, 
often from the t imes of the i r  b lossom ing youth . Mounta i n  men 
never l ooked ins ide these, as snooping was cons idered i nap­
propriate, and the women used that fact to hide to conceal the i r  

l i tt l e  secrets .  
At l east th i s  i s  what trave lers that traversed the mountain 

au ls reported about our lands, many of them embe l l i sh ing re-
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a l i ty, as, fo r  instance, I eguda Chernyi  d i d  in  h i s  vo lum inous 
works . 

From t ime to t ime,  a man wou ld  go for a le i sure ly  stro l l  
am idst the houses, puffing h i s  p ipe .  Roughly hal f of the bu i ld­
i ngs housed shops ,  their keepers s i tt i ng by the door, daydream­
i ng and chatt i ng w i th the ne ighbors . 

M ost men gathered i n  a courtyard by the synagogue or the 
butcher shop. They wou l d  d i scuss this year 's crops and how 
everyth ing was immeasurab ly  better in the past because fo l ks 
were more god-fearing .  

The boys,  who genera l l y  d idn ' t  part ic i pate i n  the grown, 
married men's d i scuss ions,  stood by the founta in ,  i f the au l had 
one, qu ipp ing and nudging at each other, jok ing and throwing 
qu ick  g lances a t  the  g i r l s  and women com ing by to get  water. 

The ma in  source of enterta inment for the mounta in  J ews,  
however, came from guests . God forb id  a stranger, whether 
a Jew or a Mus l im ,  happened to pass through the sett l ement 

- he would be instant ly stopped, and a crowd wou ld  gather 
in the matter of m inutes. Peop le wou l d  take turns ask ing 
the  stranger where he's  from,  the  purpose of  h i s  journey, what 
au l s  and c i t ies  he passed on h i s  way and what he saw there. I f  
they found out that the trave ler had been i n  sett l ements where 
an acquaintance or re l at ive l i ved, more quest ions inev i tab ly 
fo l l owed, i f  perchance he saw that person . 

I f  the guest agreed to stay and rest unt i l the next day, he was 
a lways offered l odging at the home of the au l 's most respect­
ed man, and there, wh i l e  s i tt ing atop the honorab l e  p i l low at 
the head of the so-cal l ed tab l e  - general ly  agai nst a wal l on a 
carpet, the trave ler wou ld be forced to te l l  h i s  stories aga in .  

I f  the  guest turned ou t  to  be educated, wh ich wasn ' t  a l l that 

rare - even famous rabb is  passed by our lands w i th in terpret­
ers in tow - then al l of the au l 's respectab le men wou ld  gath­
er, and the trave ler  wou ld beg in  tel l i ng fab les :  about M oses 
and the d iamond crown, about the world,  up in  the mountains 



and below them , about hel l and i t 's count less prem i ses, where 
there is a separate room for each day. 

In response, the den izens or our au l wou ld a lways te l l  
guests the story about the Kusary au l .  Somet ime the venue 
wou ld  sh ift to Madzhal i s  or Cuba - not the one d i scovered by 
Co l umbus,  but ours, located in  the heart of Azerbaij an not too 
far from Baku . To prove the story 's cred i b i l i ty, the exact year 
of the events was always c ited - in  th i s  case, the 5 ,496th year 
from the creat ion of the world, when Pers i a 's Nader Shah in­
vaded modern-day Dagestan . 

"Which one i s  that," the o ld  men wou ld  instant ly ask .  "The 
one who had e ighteen w ives?" 

"No, the one that had e ighteen pal aces . One in  every l and 
he conquered ." 

"So the shah wasn 't j ust a ruth l ess ru l er, i f he bui l t  pa laces 
in  every l and he conquered?" 

"That's debatable," the most respected man in  the au l  
wou ld  answer. "Before bu i ld ing these palaces, he wou ldn ' t  
l eave a s i ng l e  stone on the  s i te of the  Jewish au l he razed 
to make room for i t .  Neverthe less, he was never ab l e  to bu i l d  
a palace in  Dagestan ." 

"Why not? Cou ldn ' t  find any room?" 
"No, there was p l enty of  room . H e  had h i s  eye on a cer­

ta in v i l l age - wh ich  one, exact l y, depends on who you ask .  
There, the most famous tzad i k  - a r ighteous man - taught : 
Rebbe Reuven Ben-Sam u i l .  I t  i s  sa id that whenever a c h i l d  
was born fa r  away, the rebbe w o u l d  know about i t  t h e  very 
next morn i ng - as i f the b i rds had sung the news to h i m .  Peo­
ple wou l d  say about Reuven Ben-Sam u i l  - ' no matter wh ich  
d i rect ion you  approach h im  from ,  you ' l l  find  ho l i ness ' .  B ut 
now, he was be ing approached w ith spears and swords .  Reb­
be Reuven sat  i n  the synagogue ' s  courtyard after the m orn­
ing prayer w i th his pupi l s  exp l a i n i ng a part i cu l ar ly  d ifficu l t  
part of  t h e  Ta lmud .  I n  h i s  hands was a book, though t h e  con-
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versat ion d i d  not concern i t  - the rebbe was ta l k i ng about 
someth ing e l se .  He  was de l i berat ing  the mean ing of  ' I n  
the beg i nn i ng,  God created the heavens and the earth . '  Rebbe 
Reuven exp la i ned to his pup i l s  that the word ' begi nn i ng '  is 
an enduring constant, wh i ch  conta ins  everyth ing  w i th i n  i t­
se l f, and that the beg inn ing  of  the un i verse is the crum b l i ng 
of  an abso l ute who le  i nto p i eces wh ich  u l t i mate ly  l ed to the 

b i rth of  man .  
Wh i l e  Rebbe Reuven Ben-Sam u i l  was exp la i n i ng 

such w i se th i ngs, e ighteen horsemen appeared by the syna­
gogue 's fence. At the head of the squadron, the v iz ier sat on a 
strapping bay stal l i on wearing a he lmet adorned wi th a co lor­

ful turban . 
The horsemen rode onto the ho ly ground and stopped i n  the 

v i c i n ity of  Reuven ." The storyte l ler wou ld  pause, and the fac­
es of  his l i stener would grow pale and long. "The main v iz ier 

d i smounted and s lowly approached the Jews,  who sat around 
the rebbe. The w i se man heard both the horses ' ne ighs and the 
sabres '  c latter, but d idn ' t  in terrupt h is speech, eveA for a sec­
ond, and d id  not tum around to see who was stand ing beh ind 
h im .  

The v iz ier was intr igued by  the rabb i 's po ise .  He  ap­
proached even c l oser to rebbe Reuven Ben-Sam u i l  and ye l l ed 
someth ing in  his l anguage. The rabb i  d idn ' t  budge. Then 
the v iz ier drew his sword and rai sed i t  over the old man's head; 
the rebbe d id  not i nterrupt h i s  l esson.  The pup i l s  were para­
lyzed in terror, as the v iz ier s l ashed h i s  saber in co ld  b l ood .  

But as  the b lade rushed downward, Rebbe Reuven 's hands in ­
st inct ive ly flew upward in  fright, l i ft ing the myster ious book 

upward to sh ie ld  his head . The saber stood up to the chal l enge 
and hacked the book in hal f, but for the l ast sheet that bound 
its two halves together, which remained i ntact .  

Seeing that the rabb i  was unharmed, the renowned warr ior 
said to h i m :  



' I  see that your book had an argument with my sword and won. 
What is this wisdom , conta ined within it, that saved you?' 

Rebbe Reivem Bem-Sam io l  rep l ied : 
' I t  i sn ' t  a mere book. I t  conta ins  the mystery of my peo­

p le 's faith .  You cannot read it ,  however, as you cannot under­
stand our tongue . '  

The v iz ier paused . 
' We l l ,  i f  your prec ious book i s  stronger than my Damas­

cus-forged b lade, then we do not be long here . '  
With these words, the Pers ian mounted h i s  horse and re­

cal l ed h i s  men.  
The next day, Nader Shah's troops left the v i l lage where, 

by the grace of God, Abraham, I saac and Jacob, the book 's 
power was demonstrated ." 

"What happened to the book?" the l i steners asked. 
" I t 's  being kept as ev idence of this story 's verac i ty, ' '  

the venerab le  storytel ler answered . " I n  a secret place, i n  Der­
bent, w ith one of the rabb i s .  Those who've seen i t  can ver i­
fy that i t  was c l ean ly s l iced in  hal f, except for the last page . 
I t  wou ld  be imposs ib l e  to stage someth ing l i ke that." 

"So what was written i n  i t?" one of the naYve youths asked . 

The e lders h i ssed : 
"Why do you even ask? Think about i t ! "  
Bu t  the storyte l l er stopped them w i th a mot ion of  h i s  hand. 
"No,' '  he rep l i ed. " I t  wasn ' t  the Torah .  There was actu-

a l ly noth ing spec ia l  about the book. It was pub l ished in Ven ice 
in  1 5 87 .  I t  was about Jerusa lem, and the temp les that were bui I t  
there .  I t  was pri nted in  our square, anc ient Hebrew characters . 
And that's the whole story about the power of the printed word 
and the strength that does not exist un less we be l i eve i n  i t . "  

S uch were the ta les  with which the mounta in  J ews regaled 

one another. I t  was expected that Yusuf, now be ing the most  
l earned man in  the au l ,  wou ld  know far more fables than oth­
ers and would jo in  the revered l i ne of storyte l lers. 
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Yusuf became aware o f  the fact that h i s  fe l l ow v i l l ag­
ers regarded h im to be very educated the day after h i s  re­
turn from Derbent .  Messengers form the wealth i est and most 
regarded men i n  the v i l l age came to him that morn ing, 
respectfu l ly inv i t ing him to v i s i t .  The fact that the young butch­
er knew noth i ng outs ide of his profess ion was i rrelevant to the 
v i l l agers - they were proud of  the youth . (There was that 
one t ime when a rabb i  v i s i t i ng from Kharkov d ined at Yusuf 
the butcher 's house and our host  was unab le  to make any sense 
of the conversat ion w ith his guest .  No  one, however, paid any 
attent ion to that l i t t le m isunderstand ing) .  

The fami ly home to which Yusufretumed was a typical moun­
tain dwel l i ng, which had begun to decay in  the absence of a mas­
ter. As the butcher was unmarried, an old woman from a neighbor­
ing home offered to be the household caretaker for a smal l fee.  

The young man had plenty of work. Anyt ime someone 

needed to wri te a p lea or a compla int, they came to Yusuf. I f  
they wanted to teach the i r  young son how to read and wri te, 
they came to Yusuf. 

N everthe less, the art of butchering remai ned the ma in  
source of income. I n  those t imes, meat was  a rare l uxury 
for the Jews .  Catt le  were usua l l y  butchered before h igh ho l i ­
days and at the start of winter, and everyone went to the sho­
chet i n  order to get tru ly kosher meat. Fam i ly heads norma l ly 
brought Yusuf several rams, or a cow or cal f, and then parce led 
out the meat among four househo lds .  

I n  those days, people would enj oy some of the m ut­

ton and beef fresh, then save the rest for w i nter. In autumn,  
the  commun ity wou ld  make sugum - preserved meat - and the 
butcher wou ld  be espec i a l l y  busy. Yusuf would d i rect ly  he l p  

w i th t he  preparat ion of t he  meat. He  wou ld he lp  dry, smoke, 
and render the tai I fat. 

Women - both young and old - wou ld  come to the butcher 
w i th fowl .  Be ing focused on his work, Yusuf paid l i tt l e  atten-



t ion to them . Butcher 's dut ies overshadowed emot ion dur ing 
the kashrut. 

Turunge 
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I I  

P erhaps there was a r ipp le i n  the Aow of days, which 
were otherw ise pred ictab le,  but  there came a t ime when 
the peacefu l  monotony of l i fe i n  the au l was interrupted . 

I t  was Wednesday - a most b lessed day for the mountain fo lk, 
Jews and Mus l ims  a l i ke, d i scount ing Saturday. Saturday was 
a day of rest; Wednesday was a l ucky day for undertak ing new 
enterprises .  

Yusuf was a fine butcher. He  would dra in the b lood, then 
hang the carcass by i ts hind l egs w i th his ass i stant 's he lp, pu l l  
i t  u p  o n  a rope draped over a h igh beam, then sk in  i t .  The task 
requ i red pat ience and sk i l l ,  and the holy words of the prayer 
seemed to flow from the l i ps of the p ious shochet on the i r  very 
own.  

At t imes, the d i n  of women's voices wou ld  reach h i s  ears 
from beyond the gate . The women were always at it, fi ght­
ing and argu ing .  One cou ld  be the Queen of Sheba herse l f, 
but wou ld st i l l  be unab le  to pass an ent i re day w i thout goss ip  



and scanda l .  But th is  t ime, Yusuf not iced someth i ng spec ia l  
am idst the  usual racket. Someone's gaze was  l i tera l l y  dri l l ­
i ng through the back of h i s  head, burn i ng h i s  ears and stri v i ng  
to  get i nto h i s  bra in .  The  butcher turned around w i thout rea l ­
iz ing why he  d i d .  

A g i r l  was watch ing Yusuf i n tent ly. The  scarf she  was 
wrapped in  strugg led to conta in  a head of thick red ha i r  
and her  eyes sh immered express ive ly. Both of  the stranger 's 
cheeks were adorned by b l ack dots that l ooked l i ke dr ied tears . 
The mountai n women had the i r  own ideas of beauty. J ew i sh 
women wou ld paint i ntr icate des igns on the ir  faces, rem i n i s ­
cent  of modern tattoos .  They wou ld  use  henna and madder, 
ground us ing mortar and pest l e  and then boi l ed .  The fash ion­
ab le  women then took the  resu l t i ng  paste and use wooden 
st icks to draw l i nes, dots and c i rc l es on their foreheads ,  cheeks 
and ch ins .  What i s  v i ewed as extravagant today was more than 
commonplace at the t ime .  

The g ir l  sat atop a wagon next  to a l ad that was s l ight ly 
younger than her. There was a resemb lance between them -
Yusuf decided that they m ust be brother and s i ster. The boy, 
frowning and sp i tt i ng  at h i s  feet, was obv ious ly  try i ng  to cu l ­
t ivate t he  image of a fierce dzh ig i t ,  even though he had  j ust 
shaved h i s  peach fuzz, h is skin g l i sten ing  with tai l fat, wh ich  
Jewish  woman used to sooth the i r  sons '  and husbands '  n icks 
and cuts . 

They stopped right by the butcher's entryway. The wagon 
b locked the other women's way, so they commenced quarre l i ng, 
amusing themselves wi th shri l l  insu lts and feigned curs i ng .  

The  g ir l  pa id  them no m i nd .  She was  keen ly  watch ing  
the  butcher, afraid to  m i ss her  tum . Yusuf had  a l ready spent 
the better part of an hour hand l i ng the rams be long ing to an 
obnox ious woman, who was prepari ng for her son's wedd i ng .  

F i nal ly, Yusuf performed the  necessary r ights and  passed 
the carcass to his assi stant, who wou ld  fi n ish the rest. 
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The butcher s igna led to the lad and the g i r l . Not ic ing h i s  
wave, the  stranger l i ght ly j umped o ff the  wagon and, hav ing 
grabbed an empty basket, approached the  shochet .  Her com­
pan ion fo l l owed w i th a sack draped over his back, wh ich, 
j udging from the fl utter ing, contai ned several  un l ucky b i rds .  

As  the v i s i tor approached Yusuf, he stra ightened up.  Un­
i i ke most butchers,  he hadn ' t  yet had the chance to get stout. 
H i s ch i se led form beamed w i th energy, and only his dark 
p ierc ing  eyes h i nted about the pain and st ifled angu ish that 
gnawed at h i m .  

The stranger stopped three steps away from Yusuf - c loser 
than a woman wou ld  customari ly  approach a butcher at work 
- and gestured for her compan ion to l ower the sack of fow l 
to the ground .  Her  escort s i l ent ly compl ied and began to cur i ­
ous ly fo l l ow the butcher 's mot ions .  

The g i r l ,  bund led i n  the scarf, a lso wou ldn ' t  take her gaze 
off the b l ade, occas ional ly  steal ing a g lance at i ts w ie l der. A fter 
a l l ,  look ing at men was not forb idden for an au l  woman . Had 
she been engaged, it would have been another matter, and she 
wou ld  only be al lowed to look at the ground below her feet. 

Yusuf was s i l ent .  The stranger sn i ckered.  
"What do you have there?" Yusuf asked, po int ing at  

the fl utteri ng sack .  
"A rooster and two hens ." 

Yusuf  l oosened the rope, and a g iant rooster 's head instant­
ly  popped out. The butcher grabbed him by the l egs and l i fted 
h im into the a i r. With a sw ift mot ion,  he grabbed the feathers 
on the b i rd 's throat and rec i ted a prayer. 

The g i r l  turned away. Yusuf pressed the b i rd against  
the b l ock, and sw iped h is  b lade.  One sw ift mot ion and the 
deed was done.  

"G i ve me the other one," he grumbled .  "What are you 
wait ing for?" 

The young man qu ick ly  comp l ied .  



The whole process took no longer than ten m i nutes .  Yu­
suf's ass i stant carefu l ly p l ucked the b i rds, ran them over 
the fire, trimmed them and gave them to the boy, who, i n  tum, 
passed them to h i s  s i ster who qu ick ly  p l aced them in the bas­
ket . 

Sudden ly, thunder rumbled .  Yusuf l ooked up, but there 
was not a c loud in  the sky. The butcher l ooked at the brave 
mountain g ir l . 

"Why were you looking at me?" he asked . 
The g ir l  pretended not to hear h i s  quest ion .  
"Take the  b i rds to  the  wagon," she  asked her  brother. "And 

bri ng the  sa l t .  I t 's there, in  the  straw." 
Sa l t  was a trad i t ional  part of  the butcher 's payment, 

and leav i ng it i n  the cart was reckless .  
"What i f  someone stea l s  i t?" the brother rep l i ed angri ly  

and ran to the wagon .  

When he was far enough away, the g i r l  looked at  the pecu-
l i ar butcher with a squ i nt .  

"Who was looking at you?" 
"You were .  From your wagon ."  
" Is  that not a l l owed?" the stranger rep l i ed angri l y. 
"You a lmost dri l led a ho le  i n  my head," l aughed Yusuf. 
" I s  your head l i ke a pumpkin?" qu ipped the g i r l . 
"Your tongue 's l i ke a razor," retorted Yusuf. "Are you a l ­

ways such a smart-mouth?" 
" I f  you d idn 't start it, I wou ldn 't have to defend myse l f," 

the mounta in g ir l  rep l i ed.  
Yusuf looked at her, i rr itated . How dare this g i r l  speak 

to him l ike that? The sun stared onto the earth i nd ifferent l y. 
"What 's  your name?" 

"Ava. I brah im 's daughter," the girl rep l i ed, nam ing  a fam­
i ly of h igh regard in the au l .  "My father asked that you do 
everyth ing properly. Those," she conti nued, mot ion ing toward 
the fow l "are for a spec ia l  occas ion ."  
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"They ' re a l l spec ia l  occas ions .  Everyone ce l ebrates 
the Sabbath ."  

"We have a wedd ing ."  
"Your weddi ng?" 
"My nephew 's ."  
"Haven ' t  heard about i t . "  
"He  l i ves i n  a d ifferent au l .  News on ly trave l s  so far."  
" I  see.  Te l l  your father not  to worry. I d id  everyth ing prop­

erly." 
"He spec ifica l ly  asked that you rec ite Shema Yi srae l . "  
Ask i ng  to  rec i te Shema Yi srae l over fowl  was unheard of. 

B utchers on ly  d id  it before the day of atonement - Yorn K ip­
pur. 

"That's excess ive," the butcher rep l i ed and sp i t .  
Sp i tt i ng  was an entrenched custom for the mountain peo­

p le ,  s ign i fy ing the emot ional  mood of what's been said .  Sp i t­
t ing at one's  company's feet was akin to cal l i ng them a scoun­
dre l .  Sp i tt i ng softly toward one's own feet, however, s i gn ified 
respect for the adversary. 

"Te l l  your baba, your father, not to worry. Everyth ing nec­
essary has been done to the fow l .  He needn ' t  worry." 

" I s  your kn i fe sharp?" 
"You can try i t, if you 'd  l ike ." The butcher showed her 

the b l ade.  "He can come and watch h imse l f next t ime, i f  
h e  doubts me ."  

"Of course not, Rebbe Yusuf," the  g i r l  hes i tated, her  tone 
turning respectful . "My father trusts me ."  

"Farewe l l ,  then .  Let  h im prosper for a thousand years ."  
Yusuf extended h i s  hand for payment .  

Ava unt ied a knot i n  her scarf, where she had kept a coi n .  
The brother was st i l l  preoccup ied by  the  wagon, shout ing curs­
es at the women who had taken h i s  sa l t .  They responded wi th 
s im i l ar insu l t s .  The g i r l ,  hav i ng j ust now noticed the quarre l ,  
cou ldn ' t  conta in he r  laughter. 



"What's so funny?" asked Yusuf. 
" I  have the sa l t ." 
"You do? Why d id  you l i e to h im?" 
" I  j ust had to ." 
"He ' l l  h i t  you i f he finds out ." 
"No he won ' t .  My father w i l l  protect me .  He  l oves me .  

Hey, Kamal ! "  she  cal l ed to  her  brother. " I  have the  bag ."  
She shook the  pouch in  the  a i r, then qu ick ly  handed Yusuf 

the  money and the  sa l t ,  nodd ing at  h im  once more as she l eft .  
He  exc la imed w i shes of a l ong  l i fe for he r  father a s  she  hur­
ried away. 

On the way home, Ava decided that Yusuf was mock ing 
her  and whi pped the bu l l s  out of  frustrat ion .  Hav ing taken her  
anger out  on the poor an ima ls ,  however, she calmed down 
and soon forgot about the butcher. 

R ight after return ing home, she went to he lp  her moth­
er and d id  not hear what her brother to ld  the i r  father about 
the tri p .  

She tossed and turned for m uch of that n ight, and when she 
fina l ly s l i pped away into s l eep, she saw Yusuf aga in .  H e  stood 
before her in  her dream, g igant ic  - a lmost reach ing  the sky, h i s  
l augh a s  l oud  a s  thunder. 

When Ava awoke, the pouring ra i n  was be ing thrown 
to and fro by stormy w inds .  

She v is i ted Yusuf agai n,  but  th i s  t ime w i th her father. 
And then strange th i ngs started happen ing .  There wou ld  be 
p lenty meat at the house, but I brah im  wou ld  sudden ly  dec i de 
he wanted ch icken . Ava's mother ye l l ed i n  va in that that was 
unnecessary. He rep l i ed that he s imp ly  needed to speak to Yu­
suf. Ava overheard the conversat ion and b l ushed.  The mere 
mention of the butcher's name flustered her. 

I t  was as i f  Yusuf was not surprised by a v i s i t  from 
Ava's father. The i r  meet ing was ceremon ia l . The caretaker, 

who watched over Yusuf's  househo ld ,  served a j ug of buza, 
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a hopped dr ink made of wheat, a j ug of w ine, and some food 
- tai l fat with honey. I brah im thanked her, and he and the 
butcher went on to ta l k  about this and that. I brah im wondered 
whether Yusuf  had any fam i ly l eft after h i s  parents '  departure . 
Yusuf to ld  h im  that there were a few re l at i ves, but that they 
l i ved i n  d i stant au l s  and that contact had essent i a l l y  been lost. 

"What fam i ly was your mother from?" 
Yusuf named the fam i ly. 
"Why don' t  you marry?" Ava 's father asked, sh i ft ing 

the subj ect. 
Yusuf cou l d  only counter such a d i rect question w ith a fi rm 

response that the woman dest i ned to be h i s  w i fe had not been 
born yet. Bes ides, i t  was too early to th ink about fam i ly l i fe .  
H e  had to get on h i s  feet  fi rst. 

"Yes," I brah im agreed. "One shou ld  a lways be fi rm on h i s  
feet .  That ' s  hard to  do i n  t he  c i ty, a s  there are a hundred temp­

tat ions there to knock a man off the righteous path .  I t ' s  m uch 
s imp ler i n  the mountai ns :  b l ack i s  b l ack, wh ite i s  wh ite ." 

" I sn 't that the truth," Yusuf agreed . 
" I  once v i s ited a respected gent l eman in Derbent whose 

kunak room had mattresses with l egs attached," I brah im  con­
t i nued.  "Peop le  these days are spo i l ed ."  

"Yes," agreed Yusuf. " I 've  seen them . They say that a l l 
Russ ians s l eep on those. How i s  that poss i b l e? I cou ld  see 
an adu l t  doing it , but what if a ch i l d  starts squ i rm i ng, fa l l s  off, 
and breaks someth ing?" 

"Peopl e  aren 't afraid of anyth ing .  They always want to see 
someth ing new. But why? I t 's a l l  j ust excess ive temptat ions ."  

And so t ime flew as they talked . Soon enough I brah im 
sa id  goodbye and left Yusuf's home .  That very even ing he and 

Ava's mother had a long conversat ion .  She l i stened s i l ent ly, 
hands c l asped, head shaking .  

A fter a day, I brah im set  off to the butcher 's  once more .  
He  was gone for a qu ite a wh i l e, return ing l ate and  a b i t  too 



merry. The next morn ing Ava learned from her younger broth­
er that she was betrothed to the butcher. 

Many years had passed, and one dark n ight, when both 
of them cou ldn ' t  s l eep, Yusuf asked Ava about the day when 
they had first met .  

"Did you know right away that we wou ld  be together?" 

he asked .  
"You rea l l y  th ink very h igh ly  of yourse l f. I forgot about 

you the moment we parted ." 
"Strange. I had a fee l i ng we would meet aga in ."  He  paused, 

then asked : "So if your father d idn ' t  come by to arrange it ,  you 
wou ldn 't have married me?" 

" I  doubt i t .  I thought you were rude ." 
" I  th ink you ' re wrong," smi l ed Yusuf. " I f  two peop le  are 

dest ined to be together, one's attracted to the other, l i ke a fa l l ­
i ng  stone i s  t o  the earth .  I t ' l l  h i t  the ground eventual ly, whether 
i t  wants to or not ."  

" I  suppose so," Ava agreed . "Many have had eyes on you 
then . You cou ld  have p icked any of them . B ut you waited 
for me." 

"The wor ld i s  a comp l icated th ing .  I t ' s  very hard to under­
stand who i s  dest ined for whom, or i f  there i s  even such th ing 
as  being destined for one another. Some people are probab ly  
better off never meet ing i n  the  first p lace, but st i l l ,  they meet, 
marry, have ch i l dren . . .  " 

The spouses fe l l  s i lent .  
"Do you remember that woman, two peopl e  i n  l i ne before 

me, the one who brought the goose?" Ava asked sudden ly. 
"No .  Many women came by back then ." 
"We l l ,  I remember her. People say that she had her eye 

on you, that I got i n  her way." 
"That 's j ust s i l ly goss ip .  Go to s l eep ." 
"They say that she w ished bad th i ngs and curses upon our 

fam i ly and ch i l dren ." 
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Yusuf broke out in laughter. 
"What nonsense ! "  



III 

Yusuf and Ava had one ch i ld ,  a boy they named I l l azar. 
He entered the world in the co ldest of seasons -

in December of 1 868 .  The newborn watched h i s  sur­
roundings w i th the same stem gaze as h i s  father. 

The bri s took p lace on the e ighth day, i n  accordance w i th 
Moses 's l aw. The c i rcumcis ion cou ld  have been conducted at 
home, but Yusuf ins i sted that it happen at the synagogue .  

Nearly everyone in  the au l gathered for  the ceremony. 
It wasn ' t  every day that a shochet got his fi rst born ! The boy 
was laid on a wooden tab le ,  Yusuf read a prayer, and the Or­
thodox Jewish commun i ty gained yet another member. 

At that moment, it started to snow. A s  i f bear ing b l ess i ngs 

for the newborn, snow floated down i n  hefty flakes stra ight 
from seventh heaven - Jews be l i eve that seven heavens stretch 
above our heads .  

" I t 's a good s ign, a very good s ign," the o l d  women wh is­
pered . 
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When I l l azar turned e ight, h i s  father started tak ing h im 
to  the  synagogue to  teach h im how to  read and write .  

As  a general ru le ,  the synagogue stood somewhere on h igh 
ground .  The commun ity did everyth ing to equ ip  it wi th eve­
ryth ing necessary :  a tab le ,  bookshe lves, and an adobe furnace . 
The temp le  wou ld  be deserted dur ing the day, as prayers wou ld  
on ly  be read i n  the  morn ing  and i n  the  even ing .  The  courtyard 
by the entrance, however, was a d ifferent matter. M en wou ld 
gather there i n  the i r  free t ime,  stand ing or s i tt ing i n  groups, 
puffing on the i r  ch ibouks and wait ing for the prayer. 

Not a l l boys went to the synagogue. That requ i red the i r  
parents '  w i l l i ngness, and  on ly  some were ready to  cu t  five 
or ten kopecks from the dai ly  budget i n  order to pay the tzad ik 
or rabb i .  However, the boys that d id  become students wou ld 

get e i ther a handfu l  of m i l let or a couple of chureks - un l eav­
ened bread b i scu i ts - every day. Apparent ly, the path towards 

educat ion has a lways been through one's stomach. 
I n  those d i stant t imes,  the concept of  an ' educated Jewish 

ch i ld '  on ly  i nc l uded ari thmetic,  l i teracy and the memorizat ion 
of broad passages from holy Hebrew texts . 

Back then, the s imp le  peop l e  of the au l s  were more p i ­
ous than c i ty fo lk .  On the  day preced ing the  new moon ,  eve­
ryone wou ld  rec ite the prayers of the Lunar Sabbath . Some 
fasted on M ondays and Thursdays .  They wou ld r ise at dawn 
and pray, weep ing for the fal len tem p le .  

There cou ld  be a rumor that peop le  i n  some au l or other 
stopped fast ing and read ing the Gemara and Ha lacha and the 
a l l egorical parab les and l egends. This was cons idered to be 
freeth ink ing at i ts most flagrant .  A m inyan - a quorum of ten 
p ious men - wou ld then gather for prayer, to save the i r  broth­
ers i n  faith from the loss of  the i r  eterna l  sou l s .  

Otherw i se, l i fe i n  the  au l was  monotonous .  Mondays were 

no d ifferent from Thursdays, and the b i rth of a lamb i n  a ne igh­
bor's herd was news of cosm ic proport ions .  I cannot under-



stand to th is  day how information spread through the moun­
ta in sett lements at  a l l .  There were no phones or te legraphs.  
The mountainous port ion of  Dagestan d idn ' t  even have roads .  
Neverthel ess, our  ancestors say that whenever the  Russ ian 
authorit ies had news im portant enough to gather a j amaat 
of Mus l ims  or Jews from nearby commun i t ies ,  then the j amaat 
wou ld gather and everyone wou ld  come, some by foot, some 
on horseback, travers ing a l l  h i ndrances that l ay in  the i r  path . 
That 's a h i storical fact. 

Yusuf  often said that I l lazar wou ld have made 
an exce l l ent warrior. Rebbe Yusuf  tried to inst i l l  essent ia l  
val ues in  h i s  son : industry, d i l igence, prob lem so lv i ng, respect 
for his e lders, attenti veness to h i s  guests, and re l i ab i l i ty 
in partnersh ip .  

A l l  mountain peop le knew that Jews cons ider i t  a sacred 
duty to help their neighbor, be i t  w i th money or deeds . I t  was 
no coinc idence that the Kumyk say ing went : ' Ermeni  bu l an 
asha, dzhuvut bu lan yasha' - ' Share your meal w ith an A rme­
n ian, l i ve next door to a Jew." 

I l l azar watched his father butcher an ima l s  from the very 
start . Hav ing noticed the boy 's i nterest, Yusuf shared w i th h im  
al l the intri cac ies of  the profess ion .  A point of  pride for the 
butcher was his kn i fe, whose g iant b l ade a lways po l i shed 
enough to reflect I l l azar 's face and the world around i t .  Proper 
sharpen ing was cruc ia l ,  and Yusuf showed the boy on many 
occas ions how to properly work the b lade over the grindstone 
to make i t  th i nner than paper. The father wou ld  careful ly run 
the edge agai nst his son 's tender thumbnai l ,  exp la in ing how 
to properly gauge the b l ade's read iness .  

The kn ives and gri ndstones used by butchers d id  not come 
cheap, but Yusuf never sk imped on them : even a t iny bi t  
of  du l l ness cou ld  condemn the butcher 's sou l  to he l l .  When 
I l l azar asked why that was, Yusuf wou ld  exp la in  i n  detai l .  
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Accord ing to h im ,  a butcher 's work was c l ose to the most 
peri lous in  the world,  even more dangerous than m i l i tary 
serv ice .  The sou l s  of an imals ,  wh ich the butcher freed from 
the burdens of the i r  bod ies,  cou ld  haunt h im for the rest of h i s  
l i fe .  To avo id  th i s ,  one  had to  rec ite spec ia l  prayers . The  butch­
er was respons ib l e  for every smal l scratch, s i nce every un­
necessary wound, no matter how m inute, meant pa in  and suf­
fer ing, and unnecessary suffering i s  a s i n .  The catch was that 
wh i l e  the eater of  non-kosher meat bore th i s  s in ,  i t  came back 
two-fold  to the butcher, and, as the w i se books said, he who 
gu i des another i nto sin i s  dest ined to go to he l l and s l eep there 
on a bed of a thousand need les .  

Such stories had an effect on I l l azar 's impress ionab l e  im­

agi nation ,  and beasts from he l l  attacked h im in  h i s  n ightmares .  
B ut h is  father 's d i rect ion d id  not go unheeded . Even as a ch i l d ,  
t he  boy knew an ima l  anatomy so we l l that he cou ld  determ ine  
a cut of  meat, be i t  a shou l der or a l o in ,  w i th h i s  eyes c losed, 

j ust by ho ld ing i t  i n  his hand .  
When I l l azar grew up, Yusuf sent  h i s  soA to study w i th 

the rabb i  in Derbent for a year. U pon p ick ing the boy back up, 
the rabb i  told the butcher that great ta lent l i es h idden i n  I l l azar, 
and that he wou l d  benefit from further educat ion .  But  the o ld  
butcher s imp ly  shrugged, hav i ng remembered the  moment 
when he asked to stay i n  Derbent for the same reason, and the 
confus ion w i th which the messenger that brought h im back 
to the au l l ooked at h im .  

I t ' s  necessary t o  note that t he  end  of the 1 9th century 
brought unexpected m i sfortune to the M ountain J ews .  Chem­
i sts had invented synthet ic a l i zari n ,  wh ich rep l aced the mad­
der grown by Mountain Jew sett l ements i n  red dye produc­
t ion. A pood of the p l ant, hav ing once cost 1 5  rubles ,  now 
sold for 30  kopecks . If that wasn ' t  d i fficu l t  enough, w i neries 

and tobacco p lantat ions were s imu l taneous ly hit  by a three 
year drought, which then changed over to pro longed ra infal l .  



Many Mountai n Jews ended up moving from the v i l l ages 
to the c i t ies .  

D i scount ing that, the butcher's bus i ness on ly  kept  improv­
ing and his fame in  nearby sett l ements grew. Yusuf was h igh­
ly regarded in  the ne ighbori ng Tem i r-Khan-Shura, and had 
opened a butcher shop there . 

For a good whi le ,  the butcher stradd led both the c i ty 
and h i s  native au l ,  hes i tat ing to make a permanent change. But  
h i s  bus i ness grew, and there came a moment where he cou ld  
no longer leave the  shop i n  h i s  ass i stants ' hands for several 
days at a time w i thout a tang ib le  loss. At  that point, Yusuf 
fi rm ly  decided to  buy a home in  Tem ir-Khan-Shura. 

Before dawn 's break on the day of departure, he h i tched 
two bu l l s  to a wagon steered by his son.  As  the head of the 
fam i ly, Yusuf would ride on horseback.  He  strapped on h i s  
dagger, the most s ign ificant accessory of a man ' s  att i re and  a 
symbol of honor and prest ige.  Not worn during dai ly act iv i t ies ,  
a dagger was donned for journeys, be they bus i ness excurs ions 
or trips to the woods for l umber. ( I t  was ,  however, forb idden 
to bring the weapon i nto a synagogue . )  Gunpowder cases worn 
in chest pockets were a lso an essent ia l  part of a mountain Jew's  
garb, j ust as  they were for a Cossack or a Mus l im .  

As Yusuf and I l l azar had p l anned, the towers of  Tem i r­
Khan-Shura were i n  s ight next even ing .  The father spurred 
h i s  horse arid rode ahead, l eav ing the cart and the s low bu l l s  
beh ind .  l l l azar watched h im wave t o  the guard a t  the outpost 
and enter the c i ty w i th easy, i n  a hurry to check on their new 
home. 

The wagon, however, was greeted by a command ing  
"Stop ! "  from the  guard a t  the  gate . l l l azar had l earned a b i t  
of Russ ian dur ing h i s  year i n  Derbent, and had been to  the 
store i n  Tem ir-Khan-Shura mu l t i p l e  t imes .  But i t  was one 
th ing to travel l i ght, and another to carry the ent i rety of your 
household belongings .  
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The guard had spotted easy prey. 11 l azar thought that 
he wou ld be ab l e  to exp la in  everyth i ng he needed to in Rus­
s ian,  but near ly threw his bag to the ground when the guard, 

who had been nodd ing a l l a long, asked : "So what i s  the pur­
pose of your tr ip to the c i ty?" So l l l azar began from the start .  
U l t imate ly, the  guard was a ch icken r icher, and the wagon was 
in the c i ty. 

1 l l azar remem bered h i s  fi rst v i s i t  to Tem i r-Khan-Shura wel l 
and the strong impress ion the c i ty had made on h im .  Th i s  was 
not Derbent. Tem ir-- Khan-Shura was a fortress that gradual­
ly  overgrew with res idents and turned i nto a l arge sett l ement .  
Russ ians  compri sed the majority. One cou ld even find O ld  Be­
l i evers and Subbotn i ks, which had been ban i shed by the gov­
ernment to the Caucasus s ince the 1 840s . Subbotn iks - Russ ian 
peasants who had accepted Judaism - were a un ique phenom­
enon and were greeted warm ly by my ancestors . Subbotn iks 

and Mounta in  Jews in termarried, and a m i xed comm uni ty, 
which he ld a spec ia l  p lace i n  Tem i r-Khan-Shura, had formed.  

l l l azar not iced boys on street corners se l l i ng newspa­
pers - l arge sheets of  paper, covered in ink .  No matter how 
often he saw them, he cou ldn ' t  grasp the i r  purpose : books that 
you can fold  in hal f and h ide in your shoe seemed l i ke an ev i l  
temptat ion .  Such a book wou ld never stop a shah 's saber. 

l l l azar tried to remember wh ich turn s  to take through 
the l abyri nth of  streets to get to the i r  new home. He careful ly  
watched h i s  mother, who  huddled next to  h im ,  seem ing ly  star­
t l ed by the hust le  and d in  of the surroundings .  

I n  a hal f hour, the wagon arr i ved i n  a ne ighborhood 
that looked exact ly l i ke the i r  native au l .  An  ident ica l  h i l l ­
s ide, w i th ident ical  dwel l i ngs packed c l ose ly together l i ke 

ce l l s  i n  a honeycomb.  One of them became their home from 
now on .  

The  wagon fina l ly  entered the  courtyard and stopped, 
and h i red workers sw ift ly  started he lp ing to un load .  l l l azar 



stepped off the wagon and hel ped h i s  mother d i sem bark. 
He took a deep breath - the long journey was fina l ly  over. 
He looked over the spac ious courtyard and i ts garden . H i s  fa­
ther had bu i l t  a watt le fence covered corral for catt l e  and a 
stab le on one s ide, an adobe storage barn for househo ld  goods 
on the other. Otherw i se, everyth i ng was the same as in  the i r  
o ld home. 

Next day, Yusuf hosted a celebrat ion to bless the house. 
I t  was an entire ritua l .  Women and gir ls  started arr iv ing early 
in the morn ing. Many wou ld go up to the flat roof of the house 
in groups, smear i t  wi th c lods of c lay they brought atop trays, 
then make room for the next party. He lpers stood at the bottom, 
treat ing the guests to vodka and w ine. The howl of the zurna 
and the beat of the drum fi l led the courtyard, the g i r l s  and wom­
en c lapping along, sett ing rhythm to their long, sad songs. 

In the even ing, Yusuf inv i ted everyone who had he lped 
h im wi th construct ion for d inner. And thus,  the fam i ly ' s  move 
to Tem ir-Khan-Shura was complete. 

Rebbe Yusuf's bus i ness grew qu i ck ly, and he had to h i re 
several hel pers in order to hand le  everyth ing .  Peop le  l i ked 
buy ing Rebbe Yusuf's meat - he had a true knack for attract­
ing customers. 

The c i ty market was more than a p lace to exchange money 
for goods and grocer ies .  Here, peop le  wou ld  meet a m u l t i tude 
of friends and re lat i ves . They wou ld tal k about news, make ap­
pointments, em bark on lucrat ive ventures and d i scuss  the gen­
eral flow of communi ty l i fe .  

There 'd  be a rumor that the Russ ian 's  Czar 's  troops would 
wage war against Pers ia, an in stant wave of wh i spers sweep­
ing the market a i s l e s :  "Hel p ! "  "Run for your l i fe ! "  Everyone 
would rush to hoard salt ,  matches, and kerosene, and the pr ice 
of m i l k  would skyrocket .  A day wou ld  pass ,  and the rumor 
wou ld  flip :  Pers ia has asked Russia for eterna l  peace .  The un­
lucky hoarders would rush back, ask i ng for a refund .  
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Then,  another rumor would explode, l i ke gunpowder -
that the venerab le pr ince h imse l f  would v i s i t  Makhachkala 
from Sa int  Petersburg .  I nstant ly, debates on what cou ld  be ex­
pected from th i s  v i s i t  would erupt .  

M ounta i n  Jews g lad ly  accepted a l l eg i ance to Rus­
s i a, hop ing that their t imes o f  suffer ing were over. Hop ing  
for protect ion from the  Russ ian army, many moved i nto 
the she l ter of  the newly-bu i l t  fortresses : Tem i r-Khan-Shura 
(modern day B uynaksk) ,  Petrovsk Port ,  otherw i se known 
as A nzh i  (modern day M akhachkala) ,  Khasavyurt, M oz­
dok, Na l ch i k, G rozny. G radua l ly, these fortresses wou ld  turn 
i nto c i t ies ,  w here Jew i sh  peop l e  wou ld  feel safer than they 
did in m ounta in  v i l l ages,  wh i ch  wou l d  rem a in  war-r idden 
for years to come. 

Russ ian authori t ies apprec iated the loyal ty of the i r  new sub­
j ects .  Jews became gu ides, trans l ators and I ia isons .  The Rus­
s i an authori t ies were so benevo l ent toward the Mountain Jews 
that only a port ion of the laws against  European (Po l i sh)  Jews, 
passed after the d iv i s ion of Po land and the merge of i ts territo­

r ies w i th the Russ ian Emp i re,  app l i ed to them . Why that was 
the case, I don ' t  know - after a l l ,  Po l i sh  Jews were no enem ies 
to Russ ia and hel ped the Russ ian army dur ing Napo leon 's in ­
vas ion .  I th ink  the  answer may l i e  w i th in  the  ' oriental myth ' 
- the romant i c  not ion that everyth ing in the East i s  d i fferent, 
even Jewish peop le .  

I t  wasn ' t  unt i l  1 886 that my ancestors were ordered 
to serve in the Russ ian army. We were used to carry ing weap­
ons and d idn ' t  fear m i l i tary serv i ce, but that d idn ' t  stop our 
r ights from being infri nged upon in  th i s  case :  M us l ims ,  our 
ne ighbors and former ru l ers, were able to buy the i r  way out 
of  serv i ce for 250  rub l es ,  a hefty sum at the t ime .  We weren ' t  
a l l owed such l uxury. Addi t iona l l y, we were h i t  w i th a ' per­
centage norm ' :  after 1 887 ,  we lost  the abi I i ty to free ly enro l l  
i n  h i gher educat ion estab l i shments . 



Neverthe less ,  many Mountain Jews went i nto the Rus­
s ian m i l i tary vo luntari ly, understanding that they d idn ' t  have 
any other a l l ies in  the Caucas ian War. They endured l engthy 
fortress s i eges along w i th the Russ ians,  starv ing and show ing 

great d i sp lays of bravery wh i l e  repe l l ing fierce attacks from 
Imam Sham i l 's troops .  

Sham i l 's imprisonment meant that Mountain Jews would 
be free from oppress ive M us l im  taxes, s tr ict  conduct ru les es­
tab l i shed for the ' i nfide l s ' ,  and from Shari a law. They were 
even a l l owed to use the i r  own courts for matters concern ing 
fam i ly and re l i g ious i s sues .  But what about the  Pale of Sett l e­
ment? The Russ ian Empire made no moves to abo l i s h  it unt i l  
i ts very fal l .  As  the Caucasus was outs ide of the Pa le 's  bound­
aries, what r ight d id  the Mountain Jews have to l i ve there? 
Moreover, did the Russ ians have to show them grat i tude 
for the i r  help i n  the Caucas ian War? 

C lass i fy ing us became a prob l em and a source of confu­
s ion for Russ ian bureaucrats :  were we to be cons idered Jews,  
or h igh landers? At fi rst, they dec ided to leave us a lone, par­
t i cu lar ly s i nce Russ ia was then ru led by the l i beral Czar A l ­
exander I I .  H e  made the dec i s ion to Jet the Mounta in  Jews 
be,  as ' those peopl e  have l i ved in  the i r  au l s  i n  the mountain s  
of Caucasus for many centuries, and have enj oyed the  same 
r ights as the other h igh land peop les .  The J ews work the so i l  
and ra ise catt le ,  and i t  i s  therefore imposs ib l e  to resett l e  them 
into regions des ignated for the i r  res i dence (the Pale of  Sett le­
ment) . '  Those were the offic ia l s '  words .  Therefore, not on ly  
were we a l l owed to  l i ve i n  the  Caucasus, bu t  a l so i n  the  Kuban 
and Terek ob lasts (but not beyond the i r  bounds) .  

Alexander I I  was ki l led by the Popu l i sts in 1 88 1  and was re­
placed by the Jew-hating A lexander I l l .  Pogroms fol lowed, and new 
rights- infringing laws were appl ied to the Pale of Sett lement. 

Danger loomed over my ancestors . Ant i c i pat ing i t, Ja­
cob Ben Yitzhak Yi tzhak i ,  the ma in  rabb i  of  Derbent, wrote 
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A Br i e f  H i story of t he  M ounta in  J ews  in  1 889 i n  order t o  pre­
sent i t  to the M i n i stry of I nternal Affairs .  He argued that there 
was a huge d ifference between Mounta in  Jews and Ashkenazi 
Jews,  and that our ancestors had left their home land before 
the b i rth of Chr i st and cou ld  not be he ld respons ib l e  for h i s  
cruc ifix ion .  Why, then, were they deprived of ri ghts in  the 
Chr i s t ian Empire? A l as ,  Rebbe Jacob was unab le  to save h i s  
peop le  from oppress ion  and  hum i l iat ion .  

A decree was  i ssued i n  1 892, orderi ng the  ev ic t ion of al l 
Jews w i thout h i gher educat ion ,  property and permanent res i ­
dent regi strat ion from the  K uban and  Terek ob l asts . M any res i ­
dents had sett led there w i thout bother ing to offic ia l ly  regi ster 
and rema ined, on paper, res idents of other parts of  the Russ ian 
Emp i re despi te own ing property i n  Kuban and Terek .  

Though i t  was c l ar ified wi th in  the decree that i t  d id  not ap­
ply to res idents of  the Caucasus, the Terek ob l ast authori t ies 

begun ev ict ing Mountain Jews .  The order a l l ow ing  us to free­
ly  trade in Cossack outposts d idn ' t  come unt i l 1 894. 

Such news was always the subj ect of l i ve ly conversat ion 
on the bench i n  front of Yusuf's shop.  Pract ica l ly  a l l trad­

ers knew that he was a founder of  a hefty fam i ly enterpr ise .  
And he separated everyth ing :  the kosher stayed w i th the ko­
sher, the non-kosher w i th the non-kosher. 

Fo lks would seek counse l  from the w i se butcher more 
and more, whether it was about the threat of someone's son 
being conscri pted or the benefits of  purchas ing a v ineyard . 
He  treated everyone l i ke fam i ly, attent ive ly l i sten ing to the i r  
queries .  Perhaps peop le  env ied h im ,  but, by  t he  Creator . . .  
L i ke Rebbe Yusuf sa id ,  he had everyth ing he needed : a sturdy 
house, a sk i l l fu l  housew i fe, a c l ever son, and kind ne ighbors . 

The new l ocation d id  invo lve more hass les, even i f i t  seemed 
l i ke everyth ing wou ld  take care of i tse l f at fi rst .  The m inute 
bus i ness i ncreased, treasury offic ia l s  came in demanding a l l  
paperwork t o  be  kept i n  Russ ian .  They needed t o  be  bribed, en-



terta ined, and showered wi th g ifts to the point that it somet imes 
seemed that that 's where al l the money was going. 

As soon as he started to turn a profi t, Yusuf dedicated part 
of the barn to butcher 's dut ies .  Nowadays, he wou ld  rare ly  do 
the butcheri ng h imse l f, hav ing passed the dut ies on to l l l azar, 

who had learned a l l i ntr icacies of a shochet 's trade by the age 
of twenty. On ly  one th ing worried Rebbe Yusuf - it was t ime 
for h i s  son to  marry. 

I n  those t imes,  the dest in ies  of unmarried men were in the 
hands of their parents .  Those w ith means went to matchmak­
ers . Otherw i se, if pockets were empty or there weren ' t  too 
many g i r l s  around, parents wou ld  seek out a bride themse lves 
and then arrange the marriage w ith her parents .  

Young men wou ld  have brides p i cked for them from 
the age of fi fteen on. G i r l s  cou ld  be married off as soon as they 
turned fourteen . 

A fundamental tenet of J udaism states that marriage i s  not a 
consequence of love .  I t  ins i sts on the contrary - that true l ove 
i s  b i rthed out of marri age . This  meant that future spouses d id  
not  necessari ly  have to  know one another extens ive ly before 
the wedding .  The key task was to se lect a coupl e  i n  a way that 
the young man and woman wou ld  be as compatib l e  as poss ib le .  

Many have attri buted a notor ious l ust for money to the 
Jewish people .  H owever, one on ly  needs to exam ine the in­
st i tut ion of Jewish marriage to see that the br ide 's  or groom's  
wealth i s  a l l  the  way i n  the  tenth p l ace on the  I i s t  of  priori t i es .  

For a groom, the integrity of the br ide and her fam i l y  was 
the most important factor; for the bride - the groom 's know l ­
edge of the Torah . Weal thy Jewish fam i l ies wou ld  often send 
matchmakers to faraway l ands to search yesh ivas - re l ig ious 
un ivers i t ies  - for a young man that exce l led i n  h is  s tud ies ,  
even i f  he d idn ' t  have two kopecks to rub together, then have 
a lav i sh wedd i ng, beam ing w ith pride over fi nd ing a "prest ig­
ious" groom for their  daughter. 
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Gi r l s  were, of  course, prevented from ming l ing w i t h  men 
i n  a number of ways, as custom, both re l ig ious and soc ia l ,  
mandated that a young woman 's fi rst (and, idea l ly, l ast) man 
shou ld  be her husband . An  analogous ru l e  app l i ed to men,  
whose wife was expected to be the i r  fi rst and last woman . 

Se lect ing a couple that cou ld  become sou l mates under such 
stringent condit ions seems imposs ib le .  Therefore, matchmak ing 
was as ancient a profess ion as craft and trade in  the Jewish com­
mun i ty, and a w idespread and profitable  one at that .  The match­
maker was v iewed as a guide of d iv ine w isdom, as on ly she 
was deemed capab le  of arranging a fru itfu l  marriage . Her duty 
was to not on ly introduce two young people, but to understand 
and fu lfi l l  H i s  w i l l  - to jo in  a boy and a gir l  or a man and a 
woman i n  a way that would create a perfect coup le .  

Such regard for matchmaking can be traced back to the 
Torah . I t  remained unchanged for m i l l enn ia  and w i l l  probab ly  

pers i s t  for j ust as long.  Many anc ient Hebrew texts postu l ate 
that i t  is imposs ib l e  to create a successful  marr iage w ithout 
the grace of  the A l m ighty. 

The Jewish peop le  wrote these works w i thout spari ng 
words . One of  note i s  the story of the Roman matron C l au­
d ia, who met the learned Rebbe Yose Ben-Ha lafta on her way 
to A lexandria. Rebbe Yose Ben-Ha lafta's p iety was so re­
nowned, that the matron, who thought herse l f  to be qu i te w ise, 
decided to test i t .  She inv i ted him for a v i s i t  and asked : 

"How many days d id  it take the Lord to create the un i -
verse?" 

"S ix," he answered, "for so is written in the Shemot ." 
"And what has He been doing s i nce then?" 
"He arranges marri ages . This person w i l l  marry that, 

and so on ."  
"But I cou ld  do that," sa id the  matron .  " I  have many s laves, 

whom I cou ld pair  up w i th very l i tt l e  effort ."  
Rebbe Yose stayed s i lent  for a wh i le ,  then  spoke:  



"You th ink  arranging marriages is easy? For God, i t ' s  
as  d ifficu l t  as  forc i ng the Red Sea to part ."  

A fter Rebbe Yose l eft, the matron l i ned a thousand ma le  
s l aves in  front of a thousand female s l aves, matched them up,  
and ordered them to marry. Ceremonies were conducted that 
very even ing .  

In  the morning, the newlyweds started com ing to the matron -
a black eye here, a broken leg there. Two thousand people screamed : 
"I don 't want th is woman" or "l can 't l ive with th is man !"  

The  Roman matron sent for Rebbe Yose and  to ld  h i m .  
"Your Torah i s  right, and what you to ld  m e ,  i s  true ." 
"You see ! "  Rebbe Yose rep l i ed .  "You thought that  arrang­

ing marriages wasn ' t  d ifficu l t !  Part ing the red sea wou ld  have 
probab ly  been eas ier." 

Rebbe Yusuf told th is  story to educate h i s  ne ighbors, who, 
unab le  to m ind the i r  own bus i ness, cont i nual ly  asked why 11 -
l azar hasn ' t  marrie.d .  

As  to  l l l azar, the  match ing process amused h im .  Each 
matchmaker wou ld  start the conversat ion w i th ornate w ishes 
of long l i fe, and then, l ike a seasoned psychoanalyst of  the 
com ing century, a fact that cou ldn ' t  even cross the m inds of  the 
naYve v i l l agers, wou ld  beg in  compi l i ng the c l ient 's  psycholog­
ical profi l e  and try to determ ine h i s  tastes : whether he prefers 
the sunri se or the sunset; whether he watches the sun or the 
moon more often ; what g i r l  is on h i s  m ind at that moment ;  
woman ly traits he l i kes, a long the ones that irk h i m ;  whether 
he l ikes red hair, or locks as dark as tar and o i l .  

Each t ime,  I l l azar wou ld  eagerly describe h i s  taste i n  wom­
en, making h i s  w ishes l ess feas ib l e  each t ime .  

Occas ional ly, he would instant ly create a dead end for the 
matchmaker: 

" l  want her father 's  money to be eas i l y  not iceab le . "  
"We can  find that ."  
"But  1 want i t  to be noticeab l e  w i th the naked eye ."  
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"How so?" 
"She shou ld  be fat enough to not be ab l e  to fit through 

the door of our home." 
" I f  she can ' t  fi t  through the door, how w i l l  she come i n?" 
"Her father can hack a big enough ho le  in the wal l . "  
"Your father wou ldn ' t  a l low another man t o  d o  that ."  
"Then how can I marry the daughter of  someone who can 't 

w i n  my father 's  favor? I am a good son .  If my father won 't 
a l low him to hack a hole in our wal l ,  then I can ' t  a l low h i s  
daughter to  fi I I  t he  ho le  i n  my heart . "  

The matchmaker wou l d  on ly  shake her  head and get  as far 
away as poss i b l e  from such a w i se-ass .  

Yusuf was burdened by the  inab i l i ty to  find h i s  son a w i fe .  
The  houses of I l l azar 's peers often ch imed w ith ch i l dren 's 
vo ices ,  wh i l e  the ir  house stood s i lent .  Yusuf wou ld sternly cal l 
h i s  son,  demand ing the fu l fi l lment of the ' father's r ight, ' ac­
cord i ng to which a son's  op in ion w ith regard to h i s  marriage 

was ignored, and repeat the quest ion : "When?" 
" I  don ' t  know," I l l azar wou ld  shrug. 
"Why not?" 
" I ' m  not fi rm on my feet yet. Even an oak w i l l  y i e l d  to a 

strong w ind  i f  i t  has no soi l around i ts  roots .  Who knows where 
my so i l  i s?" 

"Do you want your share of the bus iness? I f  you fina l l y  
marry, I w i l l  share i t  w i th  you ." 

"A l right," I l l azar agreed. "But what about the son of Da­
vid need i ng to rise h igher than Dav id? I want to grow my bus i ­
ness  fi rst, then marry." 

I l l azar 's ab i l i ty to dodge quest ions drove Rebbe Yusuf  
mad .  But  a t  the  same t ime,  he cou ldn ' t  deny that h i s  son 's 

words made sense. Perhaps i t  wou ld be better for him to take 
over h i s  own bus iness fi rst .  

I l l azar h imse l f  d id  not know who he was l ook i ng for. 
H e  wou l d  look at g i r l s  - at the market, by the r iver, at others ' 



weddi ngs - hoping to find h i s  other hal f, but a lways came up 

empty. 
As the Torah says : "And man w i l l  come together w i th 

a woman, and they w i l l  never come apart . "  But the Torah i s  
t he  Torah, and l i fe i s  l i fe - th i ngs often happen contrary to  ex­
pectat ions .  l l l azar became more convinced of that every day. 

I f  h i s  parents wou ld  suggest that he marry a g i r l  for whom 
he d idn ' t  fee l  attract ion, he would pretend to have too much 
work. When he l i ked the g i r l 's appearance, but h i s  heart stayed 
s i l ent, he wou ld  fal l back on her fam i ly 's financ ia l  state, 
or on her brothers ' or father's lack of p iety. Yusuf wou ld  s igh 
and wou ld  wait  for the  next  one .  

Sometimes, they wou ld  go for three or four v i s i ts i n  a 
s i ng le  week. Every t ime, l l l azar wou ld  have to h i s  forma l  
cherkeska and  look brave.  He  became t i red of th i s  game, 
fee l i ng that the dec i s ion - choos i ng the woman w i th whom 
he wou ld  spend the rest of his l i fe - shou ld be more organ ic  
and int imate. 

And so they went to another wedd ing of one of l l l azar 's 
peers . After the party, the father ca l l ed his son i nto the kunak 
room.  

" l l l azar, d id  you see  the  g i r l  that was  serv i ng p lov?  
I t  seems l i ke she  cou ld  extend your l i fe unt i l your ha i r  i s  gray." 
The phrase meant to see a husband through old age and was 
a poet ic  express ion that made the Dagestan i poet Su l e iman 
Sta lsk i  famous.  

"And d id  you see the s ize of the w i ne j ug she was carry­
i ng?" he wou ld  cont inue .  "No less  than twenty l i ters . A wom­
an l i ke that w i l l  a lways have a fire burn i ng  i n  the furnace ."  

As far  as  v i rtues went, ab i l ity to  work took one of the  top 
spots on the l i st, as men i n  mounta in  au ls rare ly did housework . 

Women were respons ib le  for tend ing to the home, wh ich  often 
involved hau l ing heavy water j ugs from a spring that cou l d  be 
m i les  away. 
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"We l l ?" Yusuf  wou ld  i n s i st .  " I f  you want, I ' l l  ta l k  to her 
parents and she w i l l  marry you ."  

"Baba, father," I l l azar wou ld say. " I  wou ld  l i ke to see our 
stores open i n  Madzha l i s .  That ' l l  mean frequent trave l s ,  h i ri ng 
vendors, buying carts to hau l the meat. That ' l l  a l l need to be 
taken care of. Now is not the t ime to marry. When everyth ing 
i s  sett l ed,  we can tal k  about a wedd ing ."  

"But  you ' re a l ready i n  your  twent ies ! I t 's t ime !"  h i s  
mother wou l d  say, j o i n i ng Yusuf's p l i ght .  "Younger boys  than 

you a l ready have growing ch i l dren .  Otherw i se, your father 
and I may not l i ve to see our grandk ids ."  

"Father, you 've  to l d  me s i nce I was a ch i ld ,  that the  most  
i mportant th ing  i s  the  bus iness that g ives us  food and she l ter. 
I a lways do as you say. Once I sett l e  a l l bus iness away from 
home and we are even more fi rm ly grounded, then I w i l l  marry 
the worth i est  of br ides ." 

l l l azar was s l y. He  would never te l l  h is  parents that 
he d i dn ' t  l i ke a g i r l . They wou ldn ' t  understand.  The tr ied 
and true pri nc i p l e  of  "endure fi rst, fal l  in l ove after" d idn ' t  

resonate w i th h i m .  Somet imes h i s  mother wou ld  adv i se 
h im  to v i s i t  the fountain - Tem i r-Khan-Shura had one 
of those.  The l oca l  youth gathered there, i n  the even ing when 
women and gir l s  wou ld  come by for water. Young men wou ld  
cam p  ou t  on the  l arge stones arranged by the  spr i ng, and  have 
long conversat ions ,  i nterrupted by j okes and bursts of  l augh­
ter. 

The fountai n was the best matchmaker, not to ment ion 
a free one .  Young gir l s  wou ld  sneak g l i m pses of  the dzh ig­

i ts ,  who would return the favor. The g i r l s  wou ld  a lways preen 
before com ing by the founta in .  Eve's daughters remain  the i r  
foremother 's fai thful  ch i l d ren through t he  ages - a lways car­
rying themse lves w i th a l l ure and seduct ion .  

I f  a g i r l  cou l dn ' t  sm i l e  coy ly, she wou ld  be a maiden for a 

wh i l e .  I t ' s  worth not ing that profess iona l  matchmakers cou ld  



hand le  even the t im id  ones, but that usual ly  cost the parents 

a pretty penny. 
Ava would often te l l  l l l azar: 
"You understand that your father can ' t  step foot outs ide 

the house wi thout be ing stopped and in terrogated, and the first 
quest ion i s  a lways ' has your son married yet? ' You know how 
nervous your father gets ." 

"Mama, marriage isn ' t  l i ke shopp ing .  If  you buy a shou l ­
der  a t  the  market and i t ' s  too tough, i t  i sn ' t  much ofa prob l em .  
A w i fe i s  a d ifferent matter. A s  the Gemara says, how can two 
sou l s  become one if they keep st ing ing one another?" 

Ava would a lways concede such arguments . Who 
were women to bother argu ing w i th men? Un l ike 
the Ashkenaz i ,  who had a spec ia l  ba l cony for women,  M oun­
ta in  Jews wou ldn ' t  even a l low them in s ide the synagogue .  
The most p ious  ones wou l d  go and l i s ten by the w i ndow, oth­
ers  wou ldn ' t  go at  a l l .  Why go i f  they cou l dn ' t  go i n?  Ava 
was often amazed at her son 's w i sdom . H ow d id  he know 
that sou l s  t i ed to a love less  marri age stung one another? 
It was true that Ava married Yusuf  for l ove, but  that was 
rare - l i ke fi nd i ng a treasure. The mother wou ld  s i mp ly  s igh 
and wa lk  away. 

l l l azar knew h i s  father 's  weak po int  and unabashed ly  ex­
p lo i ted it. As ide from marriage, a man's  most i mportant attrib ­
u te  was soc ia l  status, and i t  was  not  eas i ly won i n  the  Jewish  
commun ity. Nob i l i ty may have had the  l uxury of id l eness ,  but  
the  smal l peop le  had to work the  whole t ime .  When h i s  son 
refused marriage for the so le reason of h i s  work ob l igat ions  
forc i ng h im to trave l  around the ent irety of Dagestan - seek ing 
new pastures, buy ing catt le ,  and ensur ing that the  meat was 
kosher - it seemed l ike a strong argument .  The son was sacr i ­
fic ing h i s  own happiness so that h is  parents cou ld  have peace, 
and Yusuf cou ldn ' t  keep that fact from tugg ing at h i s  heart­

str ings.  He wou ld  grab h i s  p ipe and puff away, hav ing s i lent  
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arguments w i th h imse l f. l l l azar wou ldn ' t  have to worry about 
the wedd ing hupa qu ite yet . 



IV 

0 ne day, I l l azar and h i s  parents were inv ited to a wed­
ding. The daughter of Ava 's d i stant re l at i ves was mar­
ry ing a man from the c i ty, and some s i x  hundred peo­

ple gathered for the ce l ebrat ion .  
l l l azar sat a t  the  main tab l e  w i th h i s  father. The young man 

looked around at the unfam i l i ar faces at the tab l e :  ones w i th 
beards whi te as sheets of paper, ones w i th beards red, l i ke fi re, 
from henna, ones w i th beards b l ack as charcoa l . ' A  Dagest­
an i man carries three co lors of t ime on h im , '  I l l azar thought. 
Where wou ld  those co lors l ead h im?  He cont inued to l i sten 
to what the guests were say ing .  

The people at  the tab le talked about the same problems that 
were being d i scussed thousands of years ago : why others don ' t  
l ike Jews, what needs to happen for people to come to the i r  sens­
es, and why Russian soldiers are better than Pers ian robbers . 

The venerabl e  master of the house rai sed h i s  g lass ,  stood 
up, and the fun began . The host gave toasts, and the guests ech-
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oed back w ith more .  l l l azar sat and l i stened to what these peo­
p l e  were say ing .  He cou ld  not deny the mastery of the i r  pres­
entat ion ,  but a l l of the i r  words seemed ins i ncere. The guests '  
speeches were flowery, loud and grand iose, but  I l l azar wanted 

one th ing :  for someone to note that desp i te the heat outs ide, 
the room was cool  - that the bu i lders were honest when they 
named the i r  price and prom i sed a g lor ious home .  The bu i ld­
ers  d id  not  dece ive the master, and the master d id  not  dece ive 
the bu i l ders .  There i t  was - harmony. H appiness i n  th is  world 

requ i red so l i tt l e .  
The  tab les  warped under the  weight of d i shes,  mus i c ians 

p layed w i thout resp i te, and the peop le  danced . Everyone 
seemed better than they were - k ind, p leasant, friend ly. 

S udden ly  the abrus - the ce lebrat ion organ izer - loud ly 
shouted ' Goy shabash ! ' , prompt ing the zurnas and drums 
to break out  i n  song .  The g i r l s  went  i nto the  yard and started 

moving to the beat of the me lody. The men stopped eat ing 
and went  to watch the  dancers . 

I t  seemed l ike every beaut ifu l  g i r l  i n  the Caucasus was at 
th i s  wedd i ng .  One came wi th  a sash embroidered wi th  s i l ver 
handed down from her mother, another w i th beads of sem i ­
prec ious stone, amber, cora l  or co ins .  Some wore l arge ear­
r ings of  s i l ver or gold ,  others put ornate henna patterns on the i r  
palms  and pu t  several r i ngs  on each fi nger. 

I l lazar noticed one of them right away - a s imp le  g ir l  who 
was danc ing w i th a young man who had a crooked nose, the au­
d ience c lapping at them . The gir l threw her hands up, and some­

thing in  I l l azar 's world changed, as i f  someone gun-butted h im .  
Men  always not ice one  t h i ng :  some a s l ender fi gure, oth­

ers a flexib l e, n imb le  body, others yet, a th ick bra id  h idden 

i n  a s i l k  sheath . l l l azar noticed a l l of these at once and none 
separately. 

He  cou ld  not avert h i s  gaze, as i f  he had known her 
for a l ong t ime .  U n fam i l i ar fee l i ngs rocked his sou l .  When 



the danc ing stopped and the o ld  people started leaving, I l l azar 
rem ained s i tt ing in th i s  wonderfu l  trance. 

Once they were on the i r  way home, I l l azar tugged at Reb­
be Yusuf's s l eeve. 

"Father, d id  you see the g ir l  i n  the red s i l k  headscarf? She 
danced better than the lot of them ." 

" I  don ' t  recal l .  Why? Did you l i ke her?" 
"I don ' t  know. I thought you m ight know who she i s . "  
"We shou ld  ask your  mother. Women always know one 

another." 
l l l azar 's mother, who sat next to them , heard her son, 

looked at h im i n  surpri se, and prom i sed to invest igate . The next 
day, when women and gir ls came to the groom 's house to he lp  
c lean up after the  wedding, Ava p icked a moment  to qu iet ly  
approach the hostess :  

"Osnat, your  son ' s  wedd ing was  so l av ish ! And such 
a worthy bride ! Congratu lat ion s !  

"Thank you, s i ster. Thank you a l l  for corn ing, and thank 
you for the presents . The bride i s  a treasure. Now we wait .  
The A lm ighty has seen everyth ing .  l f no one w ished bad th i ngs 
upon us,  then the Lord wi l l  g ive us a gift soon ."  

"Praise to the Creator, Osnat .  You know how inescapab l e  
the ev i l  eye i s .  Lock up  the br ide .  After a hal f year, the Crea­
tor w i l l  l et us know." As Jewish trad i t ion d ictated, a young 
woman cou ld  not even l eave the house for s ix months after 
marry ing .  The sole purpose of th i s  was to protect the future 
ch i l d  form the evi l eye. 

"Osnat," Ava cont inued, "do you know the girl in the red 
s i l k  headscarf, the one that was danc ing so we l l  yesterday? I 
have never seen her before .  Who i s  she? What's her name? 
Whose fam i ly i s  she from?" 

"The one in  red?" Osnat tried to remember. "Yes, that's Du­
hai . She's  a l ready fifteen - fit  to be a bride. There 's her mother 
fuss ing around. I can introduce you - they would be honored ." 
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It was the eve of Saturday, and the ent i re fam i ly gathered 
at the l arge tab le .  1 l l azar nervous ly I i t  the Shabbat cand les .  
They wou ld  l ight up and go out r ight way, s t ifled by gusts 
of  w i nd .  

Rebbe Yusuf entered the room and l ooked a t  h i s  son ,  sm i l ­
ing softly. 

"Our peop l e  are j ust l i ke these cand les .  Everyone keeps 
putt ing  them out, but they a lways l ight up  agai n .  

"Yes," l l l azar rep l ied .  "You and I are l i ke that too ." 
"Very true," the father rep l i ed . " I  see that you are preoc­

cup ied wi th someth i ng ."  Rebbe Yusuf  l ooked i nqu i s i t ive ly  at 
h i s  son .  

" I  don ' t  even know.  D id  I correct ly in terpret the s igns sent 
to me by the A l m ighty?" 

"What do you mean?" 
"My heart ."  
The father l ooked at  h i s  son :  

" D o  you want us t o  g o  t o  the parents of the g i rl you saw at 
the weddi ng?" 

"I don ' t  know." 
"No, be confident ." 
" I  l i ke her."  

"You l i k ing her  i s  very important .  You can tear down 

a house, but you can ' t  bu i l d  a temp le  w i thout God's w i l l .  
Those who th ink that the wor ld i s  on ly  i n  the i r  hands are fool s .  
I w i l l  go  meet her parents tomorrow." 

"What if I 'm m i staken?" 

"Peop le  th i nk  l i ke that when they ' re i n  love .  ' B l i nd love '  
- i t ' s  an express ion .  I t  comes out  of  nowhere and man i s  pow­
erless aga inst i t . "  

" B l ind l ove? I don ' t  be l ieve i n  that ."  
"Whether you bel i eve i n  i t  or not  makes no d i fference.  

Everyth ing i n  th i s  wor ld i s  predeterm ined .  When your mother 
was betrothed to me, I d i dn ' t  know whether I love her or not .  



But I trusted her father 's choice .  Then you were born . Now I 
know that Ava was dest ined for me.  How cou ld  I have known 
that in  advance?" 

"Exact ly, father. How can I te l l  destiny apart from tempta­
t ion?" 

" I f  you trust your heart, everyth ing w i l l  be c lear. For what­
ever reason, we dragged you to that wedding and, for whatever 
reason, you saw th i s  part i cu lar g ir l . Perhaps the heavens are 
w i ser than you and I .  I g ive you my b less ing .  Marry her." 

l l l azar looked at h i s  father w i th grat i tude .  
Before the wedding, i t  was customary to betroth the bride . 
As w i th most th i ngs, the Mountain Jews combined east-

ern trad i t ions w i th Caucas ian customs in accordance to the 
Ha lakha. Everyone knew that young b lood i s  hot and prone 
to making m i stakes that ent i re fam i l ies have to pay for. There­
fore the e l ders he lped choose the bride, as they wou ld he l p  
reach a dec i s ion that wou ld  appease not o n l y  the young couple 
but both of the i r  fam i l ies .  If  a young man l i ked a g i r l ,  then 
he notified his father through a trusted friend - for a head of the 
fam i ly to d i scuss such i ssues w i th his son d i rect ly, w i thout i n­
termed iar ies,  was cons idered shameful .  The father wou ld  then 
send marriage brokers to the bride's parents .  

The bride cou ld  a l so be asked for her consent, usua l l y  
through one  of he r  friends .  A wel l -mannered young woman 
was expected to answer that she agrees w i th whatever her par­
ents choose. Upon reach ing the age of twenty, her consent was 
requ i red.  

Marriage d i scuss ions were conducted on ly  between 
the heads of the fam i l ies .  Ne i ther the mother, nor the other 

women in the househo ld  had any sway over the dec i s ion  
of the  c lan e lder. A fter a hearty mea l ,  the  men wou ld  come 
to an agreement, determ ine the heft of the dowry, swear eter­
nal faithfulness and dec l are, before w i tnesses, the i r  i ntent ion 
to marry the i r  ch i ldren . A fter that, the br ide and the groom 
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cou ld cont i nue l i v i ng apart, somet imes in d ifferent au ls or c i t­
ies ,  not see ing one another unt i l  the wedd ing i tse l f. 

A month before the fest i v i t i es the groom 's father wou ld  
g ive the  br ide ' s  father a port ion of the  dowry, her fam i l y  a l so 
supp ly ing the necess i t ies  to provide the i r  daughter wi th  a wed­
d ing dress and other fi nery. Every c i ty and aul had i ts own 

norm s for the s ize of  the dowry. Goods and food were g iven 
atop money. For i nstance, a dowry cou ld cons is t  of a cow, 
e ighteen poods of wheat, three poods of r ice,  twenty ch ickens, 
three yards of  s i l k  and a wh i te bed sheet .  The groom 's mother 

wou l d  g ive the br ide a p iece of her jewe l ry, in order to win her 
daughter- i n - l aw 's love and obed ience .  

The goods were gathered and the dowry paid to Duhai 's 
father. The on ly  th ing l eft to do was for the coup le  to stand 
under the hupa.  

l l lazar and Duhai  married i n  the summer. Ha l f  of  Tem i r­

Khan-Shura partied at the i r  wedding, the c i ty temporar i l y  
turning i nto one  b ig  tab l e  sett i ng .  Trees bent heavy w ith fru i t  
and  r ivers overflowed, soak i ng the  bride and  groom 's wed­
d ing garb . Wine g l asses, emptied often as they were, never 
ran dry. 

R ight after the wedd ing, an o ld  Jewish  man read the cou­
ple's fortune .  He  pred icted that Duhai wou ld  out l ive the czar. 
For l l l azar, he pred icted loss  of wealth and ardent love .  
The young couple was to happy to take heed to the words to ld  
to  them by  the w i se man .  

A s  custom d ic tates, the br ide crossed the thresho ld -
topped wi th a p iece of i ron to s ign i fy happiness - i nto l l l azar 's  
home and they commenced the i r  l i fe as husband and w i fe .  

Nearly no one  hass l ed them i n  the i r  fi rst month of com­
munal  l i fe .  Duhai was bare ly i nc l uded i n  the housework, 
and Rebbe Yusuf  hand led his son's work for the t ime bei ng, 
so that I l l azar spent as much time as poss i b l e  w i th his young 
w ife .  Duhai was happy, as her parents had hoped . 



l l l azar 's mother approached her daughter in l aw with gen­
tle trep idat ion .  The new lyweds were given two rooms in  the 
large home. Understand ing how d i fficu l t  leav i ng the nest 
and adj ust ing onese l f  to a new fam i ly can be, Ava kept her 
d i stance and refrai ned from cri t i c i sm,  hoping that the young 
coup le  wou ld  soon have ch i l dren .  

As  pass ions gradual ly  subs ided, l i fe returned to  i t s  Aow. 
I l l azar returned to h i s  bus iness, and Duhai started he lp ing Ava 
around the home. One cou ld  see her in the courtyard from 
ear ly morn ing on, de legat ing dut ies to the workers . It was 
not customary i n  the Jewish commun i ty for a young w i fe 
to take over her mother- in - l aw 's home governance dut ies ,  but 
Ava d id  not obj ect .  She treated the g ir l  as she wou ld  her own 
daughter, and was happy that Duhai put effort i nto mark ing 
the  househo ld  Aouri sh .  

There was a lways someth ing cook ing on the  hearth, mat­
zah, cal l ed ' chureks ' per M us l im  custom, cooking in the oven .  

I l l azar fo l lowed h i s  father 's adv ice  and ,  treat ing paper cur­
rency w i th d i strust, a lways turned h i s  cap ita l  in to go ld .  I n  do­
i ng so, he became aware of his unexpected talent :  us ing  h i s  
teeth t o  spot forged co ins .  L ike a somme l ier try i ng t o  figure 
out a w ine 's  bouquet, l l l azar wou ld  gent ly b i te the co in .  I f  
the metal gave way to the tooth, the go ld was pure, and i ts  co lor 
ind icated i ts qua l i ty. The fact that 1 l l azar mastered th i s  e l emen­
tary, yet very re l i ab le ,  method scared the crooks and cheats 
that often so ld  prec ious meta ls ,  as the young butcher 's  ne igh­
bors started seek ing h is  expert i se .  H e  wou ld  soon have c l ients 
- other traders of prec ious meta ls ,  who paid generous ly  for h i s  
adv i ce, g iv ing i t  h igher va lue than what I l l azar was charg ing .  
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P eople that would have sought Rebbe Yusuf's counse l  
i n  the past  now approached h is  son, Rebbe I l l azar, w ith 
the same quest ions . He had become h igh ly  regarded 

and h i s  adv ice was heeded - peop le  sa id that the world i tse l f  
rested on h i s  word .  There was, however, one  luxury that I l l a­
zar wanted to be r id of, and that was the s i lence i n  h i s  house, 
devo id  of i nfant cr ies and ch i l dren 's laughter. 

Contrary to other Jewish  fam i l ies that sported five, or even 
ten s i b l i ngs, I l l azar and Duhai did not have ch i ldren . Ne i ther 

the fam i ly bus iness 's success, nor the e ight so l i d  go ld  meno­
rahs  g i ven to them at the wedd i ng, nor the r ich ly  decorated 
scro l l s  i n scr i bed wi th  ho ly texts and p l aced at the head of the i r  
bed cou ld  he lp  Duha i  conce ive .  

When Duhai  returned to pub l i c  l i fe after the requ i s ite s ix  
months by attending a ne ighbors wedding, the  neighborhood 

goss ips  kept remark ing that the young woman hasn ' t  gained 
even a b i t  of  we ight, some malevolent ly, others i n  p i ty. 



Year after year I l l azar and Duhai waited and hoped for God 
to show them k indness and give them a first born . At  one point ,  
Rebbe Yusuf was approached at the Synagogue by a few o ld  
men ,  who  asked what I l l azar would do  w i th h i s  go ld  i f  he had 
no one to read the Kadd ish over h im .  Rebbe Yu::;uf was l iv i d .  
Were i t  not for  h i s  vows, he wou ld  have torn ou t  those b l ab­
bermouths '  tongues . That evening, he summoned l l l azar. 

"For our people ,  ch i ldren are the greatest treasure 
and source of happiness ."  

"Why even say that, Father?" l l l azar snapped back .  "Not 
everyth ing i s  w ith in  our contro l . " 

"Exact ly. I keep th inking how we have wronged the Creator, 
for H im to keep H i s  grace from us .  Do you th ink that I g ive gold 
coins to beggars on Yorn K ippur on a whim whi le others th ink 
i t 's great charity to give copper? I constant ly th ink about H i m  
looking at u s  from above - about the actions that are reward­
ed, and ones for which we get puni shed." Rebbe Yusuf paused 
in  thought, then continued . "Do you remember the flower that 
I once showed you in the h igh lands? The e lders say i t  brings 
fert i l i ty. R ide i nto the mountains, gather it , and make a brew. 
Your w ise mother knows what to do. A cup of red wine and the 
flowers. Let Duhai drink it . Th is  remedy he lped many ch i ld l ess 
couples at our o ld au l .  Do as I te l l  you . If the Creator w i l l s  i t ,  
He w i l l  be k ind to your w ife .  Do you understand?" 

l l l azar said noth ing at fi rst, then asked : 
"Why d id  th i s  happen to me, Father?" 
"L i sten, the more b l ame you lay on yourse l f, the more God 

w i l l  test you . Do as I say. Then, you can keep ask ing those 
quest ions ."  

I l l azar sadd l ed up h i s  horse next  morn ing and set  off i nto 
the mountai ns .  He returned that even i ng, and gave h i s  mother 
the herbs he had gathered .  She started brew ing r ight away. 
Next morn ing, she cal l ed Duhai and put a c l ay pot in front 
of  her. 
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"Dri nk ."  
Duha i  took a s i p  and reco i l ed . 
"Dr i nk,  I te l l  you," Ava ins i sted . " I  need grandch i l dren .  

I t 's a tried and true Remedy." Duhai turned red . 
Rebbe Yusuf  sat i n  the next room and prayed . The fi rst 

month passed, then another. Duhai 's figure remai ned un­
changed . 

I t  wasn ' t  long before I l l azar 's other re lat ives j o i ned 
the conversat ion about the prob lem that worried the ent i re 
fam i ly. 

"What are you wai t ing for? Who w i l l  read your Kadd ish? 

Your  father has you .  Who do you have? If  a. horse i s  l i m p, 
the r ider fi nds another." 

" I don ' t  understand - what do you want from me?" I I I azar 
wou ld  rep ly, angr i l y. 

"Happiness .  The l aw says : i f  the fi rst w i fe i s  i nfert i le ,  

get a second one .  Let her g ive b i rth ! Remember what Sarah 

d id  for her Abraham ! She turned to her handmaid Hagar, 
and Hagar conceived ."  

Po lygamy was not  forbidden amongst M ountai n Jews .  
Househo lds  cou ld  have two w ives, somet imes even three. 
Wives wou ld  try to mainta in peace in front of  their husbands, 
though c l ashes wou ld  often occur when the husband was ab­
sent on bus iness .  M inor arguments could turn i nto maj or scan­
dals, and scuffles,  often g lad ly  j o i ned by ne ighboring women, 

some of whom considered part i c ipat ion to be a welcome duty, 

were not out of the quest ion,  and men wou ld  strugg le  to tear 
the adversaries apart .  J ump ing ahead, I shou ld  note that once 

my ancestors met the Ashkenazi and started study ing i n  Vi l ­
no ,  t he  s i tuat ion started to  change. A fi rm ban i nst i tuted by 
Rebbe Jacob Yitzhaki in 1 860 forced many Jews in Derbent 
and several other commun it ies  to move away from polygamy. 

The custom, however, did not comp lete ly d i sappear unt i l So­
v i et ru l e .  



At first, l l l azar pa id  l i tt l e  m ind to the not ion of gett ing  
a second w i fe, e i ther wal k ing away s i lent ly or say ing that 

he w i l l  pray for an heir whenever the top ic  came up .  
" I  don ' t  need a ch i l d  from another woman," he wou ld  say, 

struggl ing to mask h i s  contempt. "I w i l l  pray to G od .  He m ust 
hear my prayers, and w i l l  show H i s  grace ." 

"L i sten, son, even the w i se K ing So lomon had a hundred 
w ives ." 

" I ' m  not King So lomon." 
"And that 's why you ' l l  get  by w i th j ust two.  I a l ready start­

ed looking .  Don ' t  underm ine the i nst i tut ions of our ancestors ."  
"Father, I chose Duha i  myse l f. I f  that puts  me at  fau l t  

for some reason, then l et God pun ish me .  I w i l l  not forsake 
her." 

"Do as you w i l l ." 
After these conversat ions ,  I l l azar wou ld  go to the market, 

lock h imse l f  in the shop and sit there for hours in s i l ence .  What 
cou ld  he do? As w i se men had said,  a man has but the power 
to make h imse lf  strong - weakness comes from c i rcumstance .  

Ava watched her son and worr ied .  The rap id ly  aging 
mother to ld  I l l azar more than once  to  turn to med ic ine  men ,  
but tr ips to  Pers i an healers a lso turned out  to  be i n  vain .  

One day, I l lazar happened t o  attend a fam i ly bri s .  A fter 
congratu l at i ng his cous i n  for the b i rth of  an heir w ith s l ight 
envy, he sat at the tab le  toward which the e lders seemed 
to grav itate. Sudden ly, he was approached by an old woman, 
who, j udging by her age, m ust have w i tnessed the exodus from 
Egypt. She was surpr i sed to see a young man surround h imse l f  
w i th such  aging  company. 

"And what are you doing here? Go and be merry. I t  i s n ' t  
t ime  for you to  s i t  w i th us  yet ." 

"Not i n  the mood for merri ment, ma 'am.  Bes ides,  I ' m 
not even that young. Better off l i sten ing to what the o l d  men 
have to say." 
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"You ' re r ight .  The e lders do know a lot ."  
"That may be true, though no adv ice they 've offered me 

has he l ped even a b i t . "  
"What i s  th i s  prob lem that no one can he lp you w i th?" 
" I ' ve l i ved w i th my w i fe for a long t ime now, but s t i l l  

n o  ch i l dren .  Who w i l l  read the Kadd ish over me?" 

"The Kadd ish? A re you by chance Rebbe Yusuf's son?" 
"How did you know?" l l l azar asked, surpr ised .  
"Us  o l d  peop le  - we l ive to l i sten . We may not have 

the strength to work, but there 's a lways enough health to ta l k  
and l i sten . "  

"A lo t  of  good that does . . .  " 
"Pray, and good w i l l  come .  M i sfortune happens because 

peop le  don ' t  have faith. L i sten to what peop l e  say. There 's 

a woman who l i ves in an au !  far away, past Derbent, who cures 
a l l k inds of  a i l ments . If you want to have ch i ldren, go to her. 

Her  name i s  I da - easy to remember. She has a ru le  though : 
don ' t  br ing her any money or go ld .  You can ' t  buy God 's grace, 
on ly  the dev i l 's .  Peop le  go to I da as they are born - bear ing 
on ly  hope. Understand? If  everyth ing works out, then you can 
thank her. If  i t  doesn ' t, then i t  wasn ' t  meant to be .  J ust don ' t  
offend her: she may be b l ind,  but she sees stra ight i nto the sou l .  
You on ly have one path : i t ' s  e i ther off a c l i ff, o r  t o  her." 

The cel ebrat ion drew to an end. The young peop l e  danced, 
sang, rejo i ced .  Fa l l i ng stars tore the n ight apart, everyone 
wish ing for happ iness .  

Several days passed. No  matter what l l l azar wou ld  do, be 
it butcher a cow or get  the shop's books i n  order, he wou ld have 

the old woman 's adv ice about Ida on h i s  m ind .  I l l azar even 
asked h i s  acquaintances whether they had heard of th i s  woman . 
To h i s  surprise, many knew her, though few had met her. 

"How cou ld  that be?" l l l azar thought .  "How cou ld  I have 
not heard of someone so important after a l l these years? Per­
haps I ' m not pure enough to know of th i s  woman ."  



The thought of go ing to Ida  wou ldn ' t  l eave, l i ke a pesky 
horsefly. I l l azar did not want to mention this to his w i fe, l est 
she th ink that he was d i sp leased w i th her. He had to cheri sh 
that woman, consider ing how much she had on her shoulders . 
The o ld  woman 's pred ict ions cou ld  be wrong, 1.Jut what i f  
the rumors about Ida  were true? He  wou ld  never forgive h im­
se lf  i f  he d idn ' t  try. He  j ust had to  come up w i th a compel l i ng 
reason to go w i thout h i s  w ife founding out .  Duhai  was wary 
of these th i ngs, and cou ld eas i l y  spot a l ie .  What wou ld he say, 
however? I t  was a far journey - two days there, two days back .  

At  one point, I l l azar sa id  to  h i s  w i fe :  
" A  c l ient i n  Derbent to ld  me that there are l ush mountain 

pastures by the border wi th Azerbaij an that belong to a certa in 
weal thy man.  H i s  son l i ves i n  Derbent, and I arranged to go 
take a look at the land .  Perhaps we cou ld  buy i t . "  

Duha i  thought for a m inute, then rep l ied : 
"We l l ,  i f  you fee l  sure, then go. Where i s  it aga in? I th ink 

my father may have ment ioned someth ing a long those l i nes .  
But, I l l azar, peop le  are say ing that the  roads are dangerous 
r ight now. There are bandits everywhere, and you ' re a lone .  
Maybe it wou ld  be better to go w ith my brothers?" 

"Oh, w ife .  Peop le  say a l l  k i nds of  th ings .  Here 's the best 
brother I cou ld  ask for ! "  I l l azar announced, show ing her h i s  
r ifle, wh i ch  he had bought from an  o ld  man  a t  t he  market 
a wh i l e  back .  I ts wooden parts were adorned by s i lver p l at ing .  

Duha i  reco i l ed i n  fear. I l l azar l i ked to  p l ayfu l ly frighten 
her. 

"Women aren ' t  supposed to l ook at guns,  or they won' t  
fire," she  muttered . "My mother taught me that ."  

"So don ' t  look .  Don ' t  worry about me .  My horses are ex­
ce l lent ." 

The c i ty had horse races tw ice a year for the h igh ho l idays 
and, i ndeed, I l l azar 's  horse was always the v ic tor. 

"You know best ." 
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As  I l l azar prepared h i s  horse, strapped on h i s  r ifle  and fi l l ed 
h i s  cartr idge bel ts  w i th gunpowder, h i s  thoughts stayed on I da.  
H ere he was, pack ing for a long journey l i ke a fool ,  not even 
know ing  whether she could help .  J ust recent ly ne ighbors 
spoke of three band i ts attack ing a lone horseman and cutt ing 
h i s  throat. 

Next morn i ng, 1 l l azar rose before the crack of dawn .  Duhai 
made him some flatbread for the road and gave him two j ugs : 
one fi l l ed w i th buza, the other w i th sour b lack w i ne,  wh ich 

he and h i s  father made i n  huge quant i t ies every fal l .  
I l l azar reached M adzha l i s , where Ida was rumored t o  l i ve, 

i n  the afternoon .  N ot many peop le  l i ved i n  the au l .  A l l  the men 
I l l azar saw wore papakhas, burkas and cherkeskas decorated 
w i th cartr idge be l ts ,  though it shou ld  be noted that he on ly saw 
two.  One of them, a hunchbacked o ld  man, stopped to exam­
ine the strange horseman . 

"Where does the med i c i ne woman l i ve?" 1 l l azar asked, 

fo l l ow ing w ith "And may your home be b lessed ! "  
"B less ings fo r  your home a s  wel l , "  the o l d  man rep l i ed .  

"You 're looking for I da, aren ' t  you?" 
I l l azar nodded . 

"Keep going, then take a r ight .  You ' l l  fi nd her home be­
yond the l arge meadow. 

I l l azar spurred h i s  horse and rode forth .  He spotted 
the house from afar, nest led in the h i l l s ide .  The door was open, 

as was the norm among mountain peop le ,  and 11 I azar entered . 
"Peace to th i s  home," 1 l lazar announced loud ly. 

No  one repl ied .  
"Are the masters here?" 

There was noth ing but s i l ence .  As I l l azar turned h i s  back 
to leave, he heard a voice : 

"Where are you going?" 

I l l azar turned around .  The voice came from beyond 
the s i l k  curtain that sh ie lded the passage i nto the next room . I I -



l azar crouched down, bare ly fitt ing through the narrow space, 
and found h imse l f  in  smal l room . The wal l s  were com plete ly 
covered w i th bundles of mountai n herms .  At  the oppos i te end 
of the room stood an old chest, which seemed to be the on ly  

item of va lue  i n  the  home. 
"Who are you?" 
" l l l azar, son of  Yusuf."  
"Did you br ing  money?" 
" I  did not ." 
"Then te l l  me why you came. You ' re young and healthy -

I hear it i n  your voice .  What e l se do you need?" 

"My w i fe . . .  We ' ve been together for many years, but 
she's i nfert i l e . "  

"Who found the w i fe? Your father?" 
"No, myse l f. I l ooked for a long t ime,  before I found her ! "  
l l l azar to ld I da how h e  met Duhai ,  how h e  fi rst spotted 

her at the wedd i ng, how nervous and exc i ted he was before 
meet i ng her, how m i serab l e  the fact that they cou ldn ' t  have 
ch i l dren had made h im .  

I d a  l i stened w i thout i nterrupt ion, then took h i s  hand 
and to ld  h i m :  

" I  see that you l ive i n  a l arge stone house.  I see a garden, 
a k i tchen, an adobe barn . . .  " 

l l l azar shuddered . Ida  was descri b ing everyth ing accurate­
ly. How cou ld  th i s  be? The woman was b l i nd and had never 
been at his home. 

I da sm i rked, as if she heard everyth i ng that I l l azar was 
th ink ing .  

"Don 't  be surprised. My words come not  from here," she 
said, po in t ing at her head, "but from here ."  She po inted at her 
heart . "There 's an i l l ness, and there 's a cure .  I ' l l  te l l  you what 
to do. Tear down your o ld  barn . You don ' t  need i t .  B reak i t s  
wal l s  down i nto dust .  You w i l l  find  nai l s  i n  the wal l s .  Gather 
each and every one and throw them into the sea. You ' l l  then 
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be rid of your m i sfortune .  But not a word to anyone - not even 
your w i fe .  This burden i s  yours a lone to bear. Understood?" 

l l l azar l i stened, not know ing what to say, and s imp ly  nod­
ded.  

" I f  you do everyth ing exact ly l i ke I sa id ,  you w i l l  have 
a ch i l d .  N ow go ! There i s  noth ing more for you to do here ."  

"Te l l  me the cause ! Who d id  th i s?" 
"Someone gave you the ev i l  eye .  There 's your reason ."  
"How much do I owe you?" 

"Don ' t  even th i nk  about that r ight now ! Once you do eve­
ryth ing, you w i l l  have a ch i l d .  Then you can repay me ."  

l l l azar l eft ,  forgett i ng to even say good bye . He  got  on h i s  
horse and rode back .  

How cou ld  she  know a l l t h i s ?  And he r  eyes, wh i ch  seemed 
to l ook to the left and a bit above h i s  head . He had encountered 

c l ai rvoyants and s iby l s  before, but none l i ke th i s .  

He  returned home  on t he  second day, when i t  was a l ready 

dark . Duhai  knew of h i s  return, as if I da wh i spered to her from 
afar. She greeted h im at the door and l ed h im to the hearth .  

"How was the trip? D id  you buy what you wanted?" 
"No, we cou ldn ' t  agree on a pri ce .  But I ' m not d i sappoint­

ed :  the pasture turned out to be bad. No grass ,  on ly  rumors.  

A s  a lways . . .  " 
I l l azar ate qu ick ly, c l imbed to the roof, wrapped h imse l f  

i n  a burka and  fe l l  i nto a deep s l eep .  
The morning after, wh i l e  others s l ept, l l l azar rose and went 

to the barn . ' How cou ld  she know about the barn? '  he thought 
again .  He went to the market, where he h i red l aborers to tear 
down the barn, then returned to h i s  shop to check on bus i ness .  

When I l l azar returned home, Duhai  A ooded h im w i th 
quest ion s :  

"Why  d id  you  br ing peop le  here?" 
"I want to tear down the barn in the courtyard . We don 't  

need i t ! "  



"What do you mean, we don 't  need i t?" 
Ava came out .  
"What's the commotion?" 
Duhai turned to her :  
" I l l azar dec ided to destroy the barn ."  
"God the Creator !  What d id  the barn ever do to you?" 
"He hasn ' t  been the same s i nce morn i ng ! "  Duhai added. 

"As a matter of fact,  he wasn ' t  any better l ast n ight, when 
he returned ."  

1 l l azar j ust shrugged everyth ing off and went  to the  barn . 
"Reduce everyth ing to dust ,  you hear?" he ordered the l a­

borers . "Break down every l ast stone and pu lverize the c l ay. 

But don ' t  throw anyth ing away." 
The laborers nodded, sp i t  on their  hands, and commenced 

work. The wal l s  started creak ing under the b lows of the ham­
mers . Then Yusuf  appeared in the doorway. 

"What are you doing?" he asked h i s  son . " I t  was a per­
fect ly good barn ! "  

" I  know what I ' m do ing ! "  
Yusuf was dumbfounded.  He had never seen h i s  son l ike 

th i s .  

" I  bu i l t  th i s  barn . What ' s  wrong w ith i t?" 
"Save us, Creator ! "  Ava jo i ned i n .  

" I  know what I 'm  do i ng ! "  l l l azar burst out .  "Leave me 
be ,  a l l  of  you .  I ' l l  dea l  w i th i t  myse l f.  Go !  J ust . . .  Father . . . . 
And you, Mother . . .  I .  . .  " he started stuttering .  "Th i s  i s  very 
important .  I can ' t  exp la in ."  

"Oh,  go away," Yusuf  snapped a t  the  gasp ing women ,  who 
i nstant ly grew s i lent .  

"Come i nto the house ," the o ld  butcher commanded. 
I l l azar duly obeyed . 
"Those s i l ly women understand noth i ng," Yusuf began 

as they entered the kunak room.  "Why are you destroy ing 
the  barn? Can you a t  l east te l l  me?" 
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"I want to bu i l d  another. A b igger one ." 
Yusuf  paused, then nodded . 
"We l l ,  i n  that case, do as you want ." 
I l l azar went i nto the garden.  A fog of dust shrouded 

the yard, the workers ' figures resemb l i ng ghosts .  The hust le ,  
bust le  and quarre l i ng cont inued t i l l  even ing .  

l l l azar to ld the workers to s l eep on the roof. He  woke them 
in the morning and the work resumed.  By noon, a l l that was 
left of the barn was a c l ay foundat ion .  The workers rhythm i ­
ca l ly  pounded the  c l ay w i th the i r  hammers, turn i ng i t  to dust .  

What if I da was r ight, and everyth ing wou ld happen 
as she had to l d  h im?  The ye l low-brown dust p i l e  grew l arger 
and l arger at the worker 's feet. I n  it, l l l azar began find ing rusty 
nai l s .  They were everywhere - l i ke sp ines on a hedgehog. 11 -
l azar ordered the workers to gather every last one of them into 
a sack he had prepared . 

Once again ,  l l lazar recounted I da 's  words .  She was r ight .  
How cou ld  she have known about the nai l s ,  and how cou ld  
that be i n  any way connected to  the  b i rth of the i r  ch i l d?  Be­
s ides, how d id  nai l s  make i t  i nto the wal l s  of  an adobe struc­
ture, wh ich shou ld  have only contai ned c l ay, sand and fine ly  
ground straw? 

"Who did th i s?" he asked loud ly. 
"Don ' t  know about the nai l s ,  but the barn was bu i l t  by 

me," a voice sa id from above. 
I l l azar heard his father 's l aughter. Rebbe Yusuf  stood be­

hind him, h id ing beh ind the l eaves of  a m i n iature pear tree.  
" I t 's a lways nice to ta lk to a w i se man.  Unfortunate ly, 

the on ly  w i se man i n  my house i s  you . I heard your grumb l ing .  
1 have no i dea why you have such a prob lem w i th nai l s . "  

The father reached to  grab one  of the, bu t  l l l azar pushed 

his hand as ide .  
"Father, don ' t ! "  
"What's w i th you?" 



"Can you te l l  me where these nai l s  came from?" 
" I  don 't know ! The workers bu i l t  i t .  They ' re the ones who 

brought and rn i xed the c l ay. If i t  makes you fee l  better, you had 
noth ing to do wi th it. The nai l s  aren ' t  your s i n . "  

"Then whose i s  i t ?  I prayed a t  t he  synagogue every day, 
and there were nai l s  i n  my barn anyway ! Why d id  I pray then, 

i f rny words d idn ' t  do anyth i ng?" 
"And yet you have hope that even one of your thousand 

words reached H irn," the father said,  po int ing at the sky. 
"Father, I only seek s imp le  human happ iness .  I want to be 

useful here, not there," 1 l l azar said,  po int ing upward . "And I 

understand noth ing ."  
"But  I understand you ,  now, and the cause for your  in­

san i ty," Rebbe Yusuf  grumbled .  "To th ink - nai l s .  The whole  

world i s  supported by nai l s .  Bu i l d i ngs wou l d  co l l apse w i thout 
them.  And you ' re scared of them as i f  they were wolves ."  

Hav ing said that, Yusuf  went back i nto the home .  
The  sun ro l l ed toward the  horizon .  I I  l azar was  l eft 

a lone, the  workers hav ing l eft after co l l ect ing the i r  payment .  
The women had l eft too, no l onger cur ious what became 
of the barn . 1 l l azar took the sack and resumed s ift ing through 
the heaps of c l ay dust .  

The rusty nai l s  turned out to be p lent ifu l .  When I l l azar was 
confident that he had gathered them al l ,  he took the sack i nto 
the barn, where the wagon stood, and hid i t  under the hay. 

He then returned to h i s  bus iness at the shop.  A fter a hefty 
supper, he went right to s l eep, as i f he wanted to find new truth 
in  his s l umber. 

The muezz in  ca l led the faithfu l  to prayer, serv ing the pur­
pose of a larm c l ocks unknown to my ancestors . I l l azar l eapt 
up. In the k i tchen, Duhai was a l ready c l ank ing pots and pans 
around and sweeping ashes out of the furnace .  It was cons id­
ered a bad omen to c l ean them out at  n ight .  

"Why didn' t  you wake me?" 1 l l azar shouted . 
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"Why wou ld  I wake you?" 
"Oh, w i fe !  If you only knew . . .  " 
" l f l  knew, I ' d answer, but you aren ' t  say ing anyth ing ."  
l l l azar waved her words off There wasn ' t  much t ime .  
"Where are you going?" Duha i  asked, puzz led .  
" I  need to buy new stones for the butcher."  
"He  has hands .  Can ' t  he do i t  h imse l f?" 
"Obv ious ly  he can 't ,  s i nce I ' m going .  Don ' t  you know 

that I have to check on everyone? I f  I don ' t, who knows what 
they ' l l  do .  I ' l l  be back i n  a day." I l l azar hurr ied out of the 
k i tchen . 

There was no one i n  the yard yet . Gyaur, the bay sta l ­
l i on ,  ne ighed anx ious ly, as i f  sens ing  h i s  master 's concern . 1 1 -
l azar patted h im on the snout .  The horse was the sou l of the 
mountain man. He sadd led up,  strapped on the sack of nai l s ,  
and  rode ou t  of  the  gate . 

I n  those years, fi sh ing  was the ma in  source of income 
for Caspian res idents . The sea was r ich w ith sturgeon and she­
maya. The catch was sa l ted, smoked and sh ipped out for sa le  
i n  d i stant au l s  and c i t ies .  

The sea a l so provided forbidden g ifts - contraband.  Dark, 
qu iet n ights provided welcome refuge, obscuring the contra­
bandists ' fel uccas and sai l boats . Dozens of people would  run up 
to docked ships and begin  un loading .  Hoots, yel l s  and cryptic  
speech wou ld  echo from the docks, a imed at  scaring off unwant­
ed guests . Dzh igits, who at some point traded horseback robbery 
for peri lous contraband trade, carried foreign goods ashore. Next 

morning, the smuggled goods that d idn ' t  pass customs - most ly 
exot ic spir i ts, rare fabric and expensive jewelry - wou ld  appear 

at the bazaars of Port-Petrovsk, Madzal i s  and Derbent. 
1 l l azar often bought contraband from the fi shermen,  

and knew the key p layers i n  the trade .  He  once met one by 

the name of Gasan, who so ld  hard to find fore ign shaw l s  
and Portuguese w i nes .  



I l l azar appeared on the shore at dusk, spott ing Gasan 's stocky 
figure from afar, h i s  shaved head g leam ing in the rays of the set­
ting sun, h i s  arms spread in an offer of a friendly embrace. 

"Look who i t  i s !  I l l azar - I hope your fam i l y  is healthy 
for a thousand years . What brings you here? I t 's a lmost n ight­
fal l - prayer t ime for both Mus l ims  and Jews .  

"You don 't  seem too worr ied about pray ing ." 
"We have work .  The n ight ly catch i s  com ing i n ," Gasan 

rep l i ed, po int ing at a bott l e  of  rum ly ing on the shore. " I f  
you ' re looking fo r  fish,  you shou ld  have to ld  my son .  I wou ld  
have sent some ."  

" I ' m  not looking for fish .  I need a boat. I ' d l i ke to go out 
to sea." 

"Th i s  l ate? Not go ing to happen . We j ust arr i ved and need 
to dry our nets .  We can take you w i th us tomorrow." 

"No, I need one now," I l l azar said impatient ly, h i s  vo ice 
desperate and p lead ing .  " I f  you don 't  he l p, I ' l l  find someone 
e l se who w i l l ." 

"Understood," rep l i ed the smuggler, meek ly  g lanc ing at 
the boat that he had a l ready dragged ashore. "F ine .  You ' l l  go 
out to sea. Let me get my son - he' l l  come w ith you." 

"No, I '  I I  go a lone .  I don ' t  even need the sai I -j ust the oars ." 
I l l azar l ooked over the water. " I ' l l  go out and be r ight back .  
J ust don ' t  ask me any quest ions ." 

" If you have contraband l i ned up, i t 's your bus iness .  But 
you won ' t  find anyth ing here . A l l  the sh ips have left.  

"Do as I ask," I l l azar i nterrupted. 
Gasan, i ntr igued, scratched his shaved head . 
"You know best ." 
He  exchanged a few words w i th h is  comrades, headed to­

ward the boat, and pushed i t  in to the water. The wooden s i des 
seemed to reach out toward I l l azar l ike a pair  of c l asped hands, 
ready to grab h im .  Gasan unt ied the rope and I l l azar j umped 
in, fi rm ly ho ld ing the sack of nai l s .  
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l l l azar took the oars and began to row, shabb i ly, on ly  h i t­
t i ng stride on h i s  second or th i rd try. The water 's  measured 
sp lash ing d i stracted h im .  Gasan saw the boat off wi th a susp i ­
c ious  gaze, then qu iet ly sp i t  to the s i de and left .  

When the shore d i sappeared from s ight, I l l azar threw 
down the oars and l ooked around .  Water foamed as far as the 
eye cou l d  see, b l ack under the rays of the sett ing  sun .  

I l l azar shak i ly stood up,  afraid of fal l i ng  overboard . 
He  was not a good sw immer. He  grabbed the sack, sung 
a prayer, and threw i t  i nto the sea. The myst ified butcher 

watched as r ings echoed across the water 's surface, then 
grabbed the oars aga in  and rowed to shore, away from th i s  
cursed spot, toward hope and  the  ch i l d  to  be .  Right then, ra i n  
crashed onto h im  i n  a wa l l - l i ke downpour. 

I t  was nearly morn i ng when l l l azar arr ived home, soaked 
and sh iver ing .  He cou ld  see Duhai 's s i l houette from afar, at 

the gate . She stood on the road, knowi ng that her husband 
wou ld  return any moment. I l l azar wondered once aga in  how 
she cou ld have known th i s .  

"Back a l ready?" she  asked, a s  i f  noth ing had happened . 
" I ' l l  br ing you some dry c lothes .  H opeful ly you won ' t  catch 
a co ld .  Do you want me to pour you some water?" 

"Don ' t  worry about it. I ' l l  do it myse l f."  
I l l azar struggl ed wi th the  des i re to  te l l  Duhai  everyth ing,  

on ly to be rem i nded of I da 's  words :  ' Don ' t  you dare te l l  any­
one, or i t  w i l l  a l l be in vai n . '  

Doubt tugged a t  J l l azar 's sou l .  H e  ate s i l ent ly, then g lanced 
at the empty space where the barn used to stand not too long 
ago and fe l t  faint .  Chal k i ng i t  up to exhaust ion ,  he fe l l  as leep 

w i thout exp la i n i ng anyth i ng to the rest of  the househo ld .  
I da appeared i n  h i s  dream, and, once  aga in ,  rem i nded h im : 
"Most i mportant ly, don ' t  te l l  anyone anyth ing ."  
The next  morning, Ava sudden ly  fe l l  i l l .  The o ld  woman 

fe l l  i n  the k i tchen and cou ldn ' t  get up .  They cal led a doctor, 



who calm ly  expla i ned that it was a m i l d seizure, and that that 
i t  w i l l  pass w i th t ime and proper care . 

l l l azar was torn between the shops and cari ng for h i s  
mother, forgett ing about I da and her pred ic t ions .  Duhai he l ped 
as much as she cou ld ,  runn ing the househo l d  and look ing after 
the sick woman . Two and a hal f months passed . 

One day, it occurred to l l l azar that someth ing had changed 

in h i s  w i fe 's  appearance and demeanor - he j ust  cou ldn ' t  un­
derstand what .  U pon th i nk ing about i t, he rea l i zed : Duha i  

had troub le  gett ing out of bed i n  the morning, stopped eat ing,  
and moved around w i th caution .  A scary thought crossed I l l a­
zar 's m ind : that I da's adv ice was for naught. That a curse has 
descended upon his fam i l y  i n  fu l l  force. F i rst h i s  mother fe l l  
i l l ,  now Duhai . . .  

When the couple was alone, I l l azar asked h i s  w i fe, con-
cerned : 

"What's w i th you? Shou ld  1 cal l a doctor? 
"I don ' t  need a doctor."  
"But  you ' ve changed - I can see i t .  You l ook unwe l l .  

You ' re h id i ng someth ing from m e .  Are you i n  pain?" 
" I ' m  not i n  pain . "  
"Then why do you  wa lk  around l ike that ."  
" l  was afraid to say anyth ing .  Too early, I thought. 1 th i nk  

that the Lord has heard ou r  prayers ! I 'm pregnant ."  
"What?" I l l azar rep l i ed, taken aback .  
"Seems l i ke i t .  I can fee l  another sou l  w i th in  me ."  
The baffled husband d idn ' t  know whether to cry or dance 

with j oy. He  had been wai t ing for this for a l l  the years the cou­
ple has been married .  
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I l l azar stri ct ly forbade Duhai to  do any housework. Ava, who 
qu ick ly  recovered upon hear ing that grandch i ldren were 
on the way, resumed runn ing the househo ld .  The daughter 

in l aw wasn ' t  even a l l owed in  the yard - the ev i l  eye remai ned 
a constant threat. The ne ighbors were to ld that I l l azar sent Du­

hai to v i s i t  her re l at ives,  after they had requested her presence. 
I l l azar d idn ' t  have a m inute to spare dur ing the next seven 

months .  Even at n ight, he would j ump  up from s l eep and lean 
over Duhai 's be l ly to fee l  whether the ch i l d  i s  moving .  
He  wou ld  v i s i t  the synagogue and pray several t imes a day. 
The o ld  men at the temp le  were amazed by such exemp lary 
piety. 

Commot ion overtook the home as the b i rth drew c loser. 
The fam i ly inv i ted a momoy - a m idw i fe .  I f  anyone cou ld 
ensure a successful  b i rth, i t  was a momoy. Every poss ib l e  
th ing  was  done  to  a l l ev iate Duha i  's suffering dur ing labor. 
The rabb i 's students were inv i ted to p lay the shofar and read 



psal ms .  A boy was sent to the cemetery for a c l ump of earth 
from a grave, which was m ixed w i th water and given to Duhai 
to dr ink .  Th i s  was done to increase the l i kel ihood of the baby 
being a boy. 11 lazar would sure ly  reward the momoy gener­
ous ly for an he ir. 

A g ir l  was born, however. Th i s  happened in 1 897 .  
The daughter was named Me lke, wh ich  meant "queen ." 

After a few days, neighbors put up several  tab les i n  Rebbe 
Yusuf's yard and women started cook ing food w i thout res­
pi te .  l l l azar gave al l  h is workers three days off and paid each 
of them a ten-kopeck bonus .  

The ce lebrat ion had begu n !  
The Mounta in  Jews drank, sang and fi red the ir  r ifles i nto 

the sky. The earth quaked from their dances .  The long row 
of tab les  grew beyond the bounds of the courtyard, stand ing 
i n  the  way of passers-by. I l l azar 's happiness was  l eft unnot iced 
by no one.  

Rebbe Yusuf's ne ighbor, the hunchbacked Yi tzhak, who 
a lways rode a donkey, shouted loudest of al l :  

"Why do you need cand les  i n  your home, Yusuf? G ive 
them to me ! "  

"Why wou ld  I g i ve  them to  you?" 
"You don ' t  need them . Who needs cand les  when you have 

the bright l ight that your granddaughter brought you?" 
Rebbe Yusuf would only sm i l e  happ i ly. 
I l l azar awoke early on the e ighth day after the ce lebrat ion .  

' What day i s  i t? '  he asked h imse l f, look ing out  of  the  w indow. 
' Everyth ing passes, i nc l ud ing happ iness , '  he thought .  ' Ho l i ­
days are a lways fo l l owed by  weekdays . '  Once I l l azar counted 
the days during which his shops had been c losed, he shook 
his head and to ld  his workers to ro l l  up the i r  s l eeves . Peop l e  
regained their  memory, the i r  faces once aga in  concerned w i th 
dai ly  affairs .  

l l l azar started prepar ing for a tri p .  
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"Where are you off to?" Duhai asked . 
"Bus iness, i n  Madzha l i s ," l l l azar rep l ied tenderly. 
I l l azar hurr ied to I da ' s .  I f  rumors of h i s  great j oy 

reached her before he d id ,  she cou ld have been deep ly offend­
ed.  I t  was wrong not to reward the one respons ib l e  for such 
a m i rac le .  

R ight before he reached I da's  au l ,  he saw a b lack crane 
in the sky - a good s ign .  l l l azar knocked on the fam i l i ar door 
and entered the room where he was a year ago . 

" l s  that you?" a voice sa id .  
I da walked out ho ld ing a steam ing p late of l amb .  
" I  made i s  espec ia l ly  for you ." 
"How d id  you know? I d idn ' t  know unt i l  today that  I was 

going to come." 
" I  a lways know when people  come to me w ith good in­

tent ions .  Wel l ,  s i t ."  I da sw ift ly  tossed h im  a p i l low - she had 
to have seen h im .  "Te l l  me about the ch i l d . "  

"Who to l d  you?" l l lazar cou ld  no t  be l i eve h i s  ears . 
I da broke out i n  l aughter. 
"The b irds . I don ' t  need peop le  to g ive me news.  Wal k  

outside, l i sten c losely, and you ' l l  know everyth ing that's going 
on in  the world ."  

"May your  days w i th us i ncrease a hundred-fo l d ! "  I l l azar 
fe l l  to h i s  knees and started k i ss ing the t ips of I da's fe l t  shoes . 

"Enough . Get up .  l 'm  a b l ind woman, not a sa int .  Te l l  me 
what you named the  g i r l . l s  she  heal thy? I do fee l  that every­
th ing's wel l ! "  

"Because o f  your prayers, I da ." 
"So the b i rds d idn' t  l i e .  Two weeks ago, I walked out 

i nto the yard and they were s i ng ing ' l  l l azar i s  going to have 
a daughter. ' So what's the name?" 

"Me lke ! "  

"Ah !  May she b e  b l essed fourfold ! I ' m  happy fo r  you.  
God looks out for you ."  



Ida sm i led, l i t  the hol iday menorah that stood in the wal l 
n i che, and wh ispered a prayer. 

"You l i tt l e  one has a spec ia l  dest i ny." 
" I ' m  ready to sacr ifice everyth ing for that to be true," sa id 

I l l azar. 
"What one receives depends on the i r  faith ." 
"Then I have rece ived what I want . "  
"Don ' t  rush to  say that. L i fe i s  l ong . . .  There 's st i l l  t ime 

for you to  want  more th i ngs ." 
"You ' re right, I da ." 
I l l azar stood up .  The butcher, who had seen much i n  h i s  

t ime  and from whom one  wou ld  be  pressed to  get even a s i n­
g le  tear, thanked the b l i nd woman, gave her ten go ld  co ins  
and prom i sed that two cows w i l l  be del ivered to her. 

I l l azar crossed over the thresho ld of h i s  home, 
and everyth i ng i n  the world snapped in to p lace .  He  now knew 
whom he l ived for. 

I n  those years, death frequent ly took ch i l dren in the Cau­
casus .  Even a common cold cou ld  tum i nto a ser ious prob l em .  
Me lke 's  parents feared such m i sfortune, and doted o n  the i r  
l i t t le one  day in ,  day out, cease less ly  watch ing how she  ate 
and s l ept .  They were so worried about drafts that a l l w i ndows 
i n  the room where Me lke stayed were sealed.  Yusuf's  unwa­
vering ca lm was the on ly  th ing that maintained a semb l ance 
of san i ty i n  the ch i l d 's treatment .  The grandfather wou ldn ' t  
a l l ow the  l i tt l e  one  to  be wrapped i n  ten garments ,  and  in ­
s i sted on a i r i ng  ou t  the  ch i l d 's room.  The  father was  thr i l l ed 
and praised the A l m ighty for the happi ness that He had be­
stowed upon his k i n .  

Grow ing up ,  Me l ke began to  understand how he r  parents 
l i ve and commun icate among themse lves and w ith others . 
The g i r l  spent a l l her t ime w i th her mother. She saw how she 
hand led the housework and how she de legated dut ies among 

Turunge 

7 1  



Igor Babaev 

72 

the he lpers . Me l ke na·1ve ly  m im icked her mother, as a ch i l d  
wou ld .  The  g i r l  was  grow ing up to  be  dec i s i ve, strong-wi l led,  
and refused to accept fa i l ure. 

When M e l ke turned seven, Duhai dec l ared that he daugh­
ter m ust l earn to read and write .  Rebbe I l l azar agreed wi th 
th i s ,  and h ired the best  tutor he cou ld  find for Me l ke .  Watch­
i ng his daughter learn to read, sy l lab l e  by sy l lab le ,  I l l azar 
contemplated the future that awaited her. A day would come 
when M e l ke ' s  marri age would be arranged, when she wou ld 
marry and fi nd herse l f  i n  another home. Such rum i nat ions put 
a damper on the father 's mood . 

A thought entered l l l azar 's m ind  - one that even he found 
sedi t ious  at first .  H e  dec ided to break the century-o ld custom 
of the M ounta in Jews :  he wou ldn ' t  give away his daughter, but 

bring  the husband to her ! 
Thi s  was unheard of, but who cou ld  say that i t  cou ld  not be 

done? There were cases where Jewish fam i l ies would marry 
a l i tt l e  boy to e i ther a w idow or a grown woman from a poor 
fam i l y, in order to gain free l abor - no one was upset by that. 
Why not take in a poor young man, better yet - an orphan 
(then there 'd  be no risk of upsett ing  his parents), i nto I l l azar 's 
wealthy home and marry h im  to Me lke? Then h i s  daughter 
wou l d  cont inue to l ive in her own home, where her lov ing 
parents wou ld  a lways be there to support her. 

As soon as matchmakers started making their v i s i ts  to l l l a­
zar 's home, th i s  i dea would occur to h im more and more often .  
He  kept te l l i ng them that i t ' s  too ear ly t o  t a l k  about h i s  daugh­
ter 's marr iage.  F irst he had to turn down the ne ighbors, whose 

sons were growing up, then kunaks from d i stant au l s  p icked 
up  the re l ay s t ick .  They wou ld  come to Rebbe I l l azar from far 
away, a lways us ing the buying and se l l i ng of  meat as a conver­
sat ion starter. They were po l i te ly, but fi rm ly refused . 

I l lazar was imposs ib l e  to p l ease. He  wou ld  exam ine a po­
tent ia l  groom and dec l are his verd ic t :  ' H i s shou lders are at 



an ang le .  He  won' t  love our daughter. ' or ' H i s eyes st ick out .  
He w i l l  look at th i ngs too much,  and cou ld even be too boast­
fu l . '  or "The tip of h i s  nose st icks out - that shows a tendency 
for laz iness .  H i s  w i fe w i l l  be hungry." L i sten i ng to such re­
sponse, Me lke was l earn i ng to turn su i tors away on her own .  

Once, a t  a wedd ing, when h i s  acqua intances brought up 
the subject of Me lke 's  betrothal yet  aga in ,  I l l azar curt ly  an­
nounced : 

" I  w i l l  marry my daughter to a man that w i l l  come to l i ve 
i n  my home !  No  except ions ."  

His  com pan ions sat  w i th mouths agape .  Th i s  was un­
heard of! No one has done such a th ing before l l l azar. For two 
days, the commun ity was overtaken by m urmurs .  " l l l azar de­
c ided to defy the legacy of our ancestors . . .  l l l azar does what 
he wants . . .  " But in a few days, everyone ca lmed down.  Let 
him do what he wants - it 's his daughter and argu ing wou ld  
be fru i t less .  Regard l ess,  everyone assumed that i t  wou ld  be 
imposs ib l e  to  find a husband under  these cond i t ions .  

Meanwh i le ,  Yusuf turned fi fty-five .  In  the  morn i ng, h i s  w i fe 
decided to cook h im  someth i ng spec ia l . She got up, as usua l ,  
c l eaned up the cau l dron, and started m i x ing dough . S udden ly, 
she saw a shadow scurry across the house from the corner 
of her eye . Ava ca l l ed for her daughter in l aw - maybe some­
one broke in? Wh i l e  Duhai ran to her, Ava grasped her chest, 
l imped toward a wal l ,  and fe l l  down next to a stack of p i l lows .  

That 's where Duha i  found her. I t  l ooked as i f  Ava was fast 
as leep .  And that's when Me l ke had her fi rst encounter wi th  
death . 

The home was overtaken by yel l i ng, how l ing, and tears . 

They ran to the synagogue for a stretcher and ca l led 1 1  l azar 
back from the market . The rabb i  came by an hour l ater. 1 1 -

l azar read the Kadd i sh w ith a dark face .  They la id  poor Ava 
on the floor, covered her w ith a b lack shroud, and surrounded 
her with cand les .  By even i ng, the ent i re b lock ' s  res i dents were 
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in the courtyard . Peop le  cease l ess ly  read the psa lms  of Da­
v id ,  the women wept .  Next day, the deceased was taken to the 
cemetery. 

As they headed for the graveyard, a red-hai red dog ran out 
toward them . Rebbe Yusuf  i nstructed to g ive i t  meat and to 
l et it go in peace .  The mounta in peop le  be l ieved that the sou l 
of the deceased moves i nto a dog for the fi rst three days .  I t  was 

l i ke a purgatory of  sorts, wh ich  a pure soul endures peacefu l ly, 
before l eav ing the temporary she l ter i n  due t ime .  Yusuf s i ghed 
b i tter ly as he watched the dog run i nto the d i stance .  

A rr iv i ng home, he not ices a dr ied c l ump  of dough i n  the 
k i tchen, which Ava was going to use to bake h im a pie .  Yusuf 
watched i t, tears stream ing out of  h i s  eyes . 

Thus Ava 's story came to an end .  



VII 

0 ne day l l l azar was  approached a t  the  market by  Rebbe 
Yi tzhak - the same man who rej ected al l  other form s  
of transport as ide from h i s  donkey. l l l azar had a l ready 

asked h im several t imes for he lp  w ith find ing a new shochet 
who would work i n  d i stant au l s .  

l l l azar 's chain of shops gradua l ly  expanded, w ith stores 
from Tem i r-Khan-Shura to Madzha l i s ,  and he needed another 
butcher. Ord i nar i ly, l l l azar wou ld  do the search h imse lf, but  
the store that l l lazar dec ided to open would be i n  a p l ace where 
l l l azar knew no one. Converse ly, Rebbe Yi tzhak, who had 
been born in those lands, was fami l iar w ith everybody. 

Now, Rebbe Yi tzhak to ld  Rebbe l l l azar that, in order 
to find a new shochet, they shou ld  turn to the rabb i  there -
Rebbe 1 fraim ,  a respected man .  

l l l azar l i stened t o  h i s  adv ice, strok ing h i s  beard . 
"F i ne," he sa id .  " l  don ' t  th ink we shou ld  de lay. Take me 

to  the  Rabb i ,  and  l e t ' s  fin i sh  th i s . "  
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"Keep in m ind that you ' l l  owe me if I do th i s . "  
" I  agree .  What w i l l  be my debt?" 
"One percent of the income from three of your stores for a 

week." 
"Oh? Do you want to bankrupt me?" 
"Do you want to l eave me w i thout d i nner tomorrow? 

What's worse?" 
"Your sly ways w i l l  drive me  in sane ."  
The  two men sealed the  dea l  w i th a handshake. 
"Why do I not know th i s  rabb i?" I l lazar asked, as he 

and Yi tzhak returned home from a day at the market. 
"Probab ly  because he's young. He i s  on ly  twenty e ight ." 
" What k i nd of k in  i s  he from?" 
"Good k i n .  The father i s  respectab le .  A l though God d id  

no t  g ive  h im many ch i l dren : on ly  two sons,  though that 's bet­
ter than daughters ."  

Rebbe l l l azar frowned, and Yi tzhak fe l l  s i l ent .  
"Forgive me, Rebbe I l l azar," he said after a pause .  " I  spoke 

out of l i ne .  I ' m  gett ing o ld . "  
"F ine .  What e l se?" 
"Noth ing e l se .  H i s  name's  Avroom . He raised good sons .  

The o lder, l fra im,  a l so became a rabb i  l i ke I sa id .  The yonuger 
one . . .  We l l  - if you don ' t  obj ect, I ' l l  te l l  you the story from 
the begi nn ing ."  

" What? I s  there someth ing to te l l ?" 
"Oh yes ! "  the ne ighbor rep l i ed, ro l l i ng h i s  eyes .  

Yi tzhak d id ,  i ndeed have a story to share . The parents 
of the brothers - the o l der I fra im and the younger H ezgie -
decided to embark on a p i l gr image to the Ho ly  Land, to Je­

rusalem . I a l ready wrote that from the l atter ha lf  of the 1 9th 
century, i t  was as if someth ing happened to our Jews :  they 

were consumed by ideas .  Some strange dream rushed them 
forward - the dream to fi nd the ir  l ost home, as if the one they 

had was never tru ly  a home for them . They dreamt of return-



ing to Palest ine .  The sad fact was, however, that many went 
to Palest ine chas ing this dream and vani shed w ithout a trace .  
In those years, the faraway journey - on foot,  by wagon or by 
sea,  on a sai l boat or on one of the new, out land ish steamsh ips  

- was qu i te dangerous . There was i ntolerance toward Jews ,  
wars, fam ine and ,  fi na l l y, scariest of  al l ,  road band i ts ,  who sat 
and waited to nab a defenseless trave ler  w i th the i r  fi l thy paws .  

Neverthe less ,  aware of these dangers, the  e lder parents 
cou ldn ' t  res is t  the des i re to set foot on the i r  lost homeland.  

They left their  o lder son w ith noth ing but an order to care 
for h i s  younger brother. They left the i r  younger son wi th noth­
ing but a request to a lways obey his o lder brother. 

"May the earth that you walk upon guard you, and may 
your deeds be abundant and fru i tful  a thousand-fold . "  

What e l se cou ld  an  o ld  father te l l  h i s  son  wh i l e  l eav ing 
h im for an i ndeterm inate amount of  t ime? 

"The j ourney i s  so far and dangerous . . .  " l fra im sa id .  
" I  understand, but you know what, son?  The thought that 

I ' m  go ing towards our lost home land w i l l  keep me warm . 
Maybe you ' l l  understand me when you ' re o lder, and you fee l  
a pecu l i ar longing around here ."  The  o ld  man  pointed h i s  ca l ­
loused finger at  h i s  chest .  

"When you get to th i s  Palest ine,  I beg you, send word 
th:ough whatever means poss ib l e .  Whatever happens, j ust l et 
me know," the o lder son begged h i s  father. 

Avroom went out i nto the yard, the brothers fo l l ow ing, 
each grabb ing a g iant ba l e .  A wagon waited beyond the gate, 
two bu l l s  harnessed to i t  - one b lack, one wh ite .  

G iant wooden whee l s  w i th  no spr ings,  as heavy as m i l l ­
stones, creaked and went on the i r  way. The parents d idn ' t  turn 

back once . The brothers stood on the road, look ing ahead, unt i l  
the c l oud of dust consumed the out l i ne of the wagon and the 
old peop le .  When the c loud d i spersed, the wagon and the i r  
parents d i s so lved w i th i t ,  a s  i f  they had never ex isted . 
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The two sons s imu l taneous ly  became grass orphans .  
On one hand, the ir  parents were a l ive,  on the  other, that fact 
may as we l l  have been proverb ia l . Who knew what lay ahead? 

They on ly  hoped, and hope gave them strength to l i ve .  
By some wonder, short notes came i n  from the desperate o ld 
sou l s  for the fi rst s ix months .  Th i s  or that  p i lgr im wou ld  knock 
on the door of the orphaned brothers ' home, and, after b l ess­

i ng the dwel l ing,  wou ld  pass a greet i ng  or other news to I fraim 
and Hezgie from the i r  parents, whom they passed on the  way. 
These scant commun icat ions l et the brothers know what was 

happen ing wi th  the i r  parents . They had reached Baku, then 
the Pers i an border, crossed the bounds of the Ottoman Em­
p i re and had reached the foggy Bosporus .  F ina l ly, they saw 
the m inarets of  I stanbu l .  

Young Hezgie wou ld  imag ine  a dusty road, strugg l i ng 
to d i scern two hunched figures atop a wagon .  Th i s  was al l 

i n  vai n .  Darkness wou ld  consume everyth ing .  
A fter the news that the parents boarded a sh ip  headed 

for Palest i ne, the updates stopped . I fraim fut i l e ly i nterrogat­

ed the p i l grims  that passed through the au l :  no one had heard 
of Avroom and Nehe, the i r  parents, and j ust  shook the i r  heads .  

I fra im took the p l ace o f  H ezg ie ' s  father. The broth­
ers l ived on  a rabb i 's humb le  sa l ary. Young H ezgie he l ped 
at the synagogue - at wedd i ngs,  funera l s ,  prayer serv i ces 
for  the deceased,  read i ng  of  the Kadd i s h .  A s  he d id so ,  he de­
ve loped more and more of  an i nc l i nat ion  toward l earn ing  
and  an i n terest for the Torah . H ezgie never  ra ised h i s  vo ice ,  
as if  afraid to o ffend, and connected everyth i ng, be i t  a joy 
or a burden ,  to the w i l l  of  the H eavens,  say i ng :  "That  means  
i t  must be so ."  

And so they l i ved, unt i l word of the  brothers reached 1 1 -

l azar 's keen ears . Me l ke ' s  father heard h i nts of a me lody 

in  young H ezg ie ' s  fate, one in wh ich  the man's  vo ice d idn ' t  
have the  l ead ing  part, but an accompanying one .  The  me lody 



was magic for the father 's ears . Cou ld  th i s  been a true k insh ip  
of two d i fferent sou l s  - the  proud, bratty Me  Ike and the  qu iet 

Hezgie? 
"Has the young man ever had to draw his dagger?" l l l azar 

asked the neighbor, instant ly d i smiss ing h i s  thought. It d idn ' t  
matter. Hezgie wou ld  l i ve in  h i s  home, and  no one  wou ld  dare 
harm h im .  

"He ' l l  have to  leave and  go  work somewhere any  day 
now," the ne ighbor 's raspy voice cont inued.  "And what e l se 
i s  there for h im to do? He  can ' t  l i ve on commun i ty charity 
forever. I fraim got married .  Soon the parental home i s  go ing 
to become too crowded for the two brothers . And there i sn ' t  
much money to  be made be ing  a rabbi in  an au l .  l fraim w i l l  be  
l ucky i f  he can  support h i s  w i fe and  k ids . "  

"What?" I l l azar abrupt ly interrupted .  "The guy's l eav i ng 
home? When?" 

I l l azar d id  not yet know why it happened, but h i s  i nner eye 
saw the footprints of h i s  descendants emerge through a c loud 
of dust k icked up by the feet of God's  servants .  The footprints 
l ed i nto the future, sp l i tt i ng i nto numerous paths .  

" I  wou ld  l i ke to  meet Hezgie," I l l azar sa id  ho l l ow ly. " I  
may have work for h im .  How o ld  i s  he?" 

'Twenty, a l ready." 
"Twenty . . .  A grown man. And st i l l  hasn ' t  married?" 
"No .  Who's he going to get matched to? H i s  empty pockets 

are his only property. Bes ides, he l i ves a qu iet l i fe by the syna­
gogue. I t 's hard for a man l ike that to marry." 

"That 's good," I l l azar rep l ied enthus iast ica l ly. 
" I ' m  not sure where you ' re going w ith th i s ,  dear ne igh­

bor." The o ld  man fixed h i s  gaze on I l lazar. 
I l l azar ra i sed h i s  i ndex finger, mot ion ing for Yitzhak to l i s­

ten . Not a b i t  of sound came through the w indow. The b l ock  
was s i l ent, shrouded by  s leep. There were j ust the spark l i ng 
stars, h id ing behind p ipe smoke. 
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' What does th i s  a l l mean? '  l l l azar thought. ' D id  I correct ly 
i nterpret the Creator 's s i gn?" 

"So why are you ask ing about the poor yoke l ?" the neigh­
bor repeated impat ient ly. "Do you have an i nterest i n  h im?" 

"What i nterest? I j ust want to see h im .  What 's  h i s  name 
again?" 

"Hezg ie ."  
"Maybe he needs he lp . "  

" I ' d  ask  h i s  brother about that. But  he's  proud - a rabb i .  
A s  you can  understand, he ' l l  probab ly  refuse .  I n  any case, why 
guess? If you want, we ' l l  v i s i t  them next Wednesday. I ' l l  in­
troduce you ."  

"Yes, i t ' s  worth a try. You know how I need he l pers at 
the shop ." 

"That m ight work," the ne ighbor rep l ied .  " I  doubt that 
the o l der brother i s  very keen on feed i ng an extra mouth ." 

"A l r ight, ne ighbor. If  you ' re ready to he lp the poor youth, 
don ' t  de lay. Good bus iness i s  done on Wednesday and to­
morrow . . .  " For whatever reason, Rebbe 1 l l azar l ooked at h i s  
pocket watch .  "Tomorrow i s  Wednesday. We ' re going to  your 
friend's house, or e l se he m ight . . .  " l l l azar paused, look ing 
for a word .  

"Escape?" the  ne ighbor asked, jok ing ly. 
I l l azar l i fted h i s  brow at the obvious i rony in  h i s  guest 's 

tone. M aybe he was onto someth ing? 
"You can ' t  escape dest iny, Rebbe Yitzhak, i f  I understood 

you correct ly. Gather your th i ngs ." 
" I  have th i ngs to do i n  the fie lds tomorrow," the ne ighbor 

started obj ect ing .  
I l l azar in terrupted h im,  warn i ng ly  l i ft ing h is  finger. 
" Let 's  not tal k  so m uch,  Yitzhak. Excess words are noth­

ing but no ise .  We ' re going tomorrow and that 's that ."  

" I t ' s  a good deed to he lp  a neighbor," Rebbe Yitzhak sa id 
res igned ly. "But I have m uch to do here at home." 



"You he lp  me today, I he l p  you tomorrow," I l l azar rep l i ed ,  
try ing to a l lev iate h i s  concerns .  " I  know a prayer that can work 
m i rac les ."  

"What i s  i t?" 
"Here i t  i s ,"  I l l azar rep l i ed, tak ing a s i l ver co in  of  h i s  

pouch and hand i ng i t  t o  t he  guest .  "Take i t .  Such  a smal l p iece 
of metal , but i t  carr ies so much power. You g ive i t  to someone, 
and they ' l l  do whatever you want . I t  can he l p  you take care 
of your fie lds .  And take th i s  one for yourse l f."  

J l l azar took out another co in  and handed i t  to h i s  ne ighbor. 
"Thank you l l l azar," Yi tzhak rep l i ed, l augh ing .  "You ' re 

a good man.  I t  wou ld  be a shame not to he l p  you ." 
And so the ne ighbor departed . 

For the fi rst t ime i n  a whi le ,  I l l azar s l ept ca lm ly  through 
the n ight, and even sm i led about someth ing .  He and Rebbe 
Yitzhak departed at the arranged t ime, stopping at friends '  
homes on the  way. The guests were treated to lav ish d i nners, 
attended by the most respectab l e  of people ,  who asked 
the journeymen about l i fe in d i stant Tem i r-Khan-Shura. 

At the i r  dest inat ion they were greeted by a young man in a 
faded cherkeska and a papakha that had l ost i ts shape long ago .  

"Peace for your home. May i t  a lways be  stocked w i t h  sup­
p l ies ,  and may the Creator 's  w i sdom keep you ! "  Y i tzhak an­
nounced. 

"What l uck br ings such dear guests to my home?" I fra im 
marve led .  "Come in .  Hey, H agar, we have guests . Come 
qu ick ! "  

A woman wrapped head to  toe i n  a shaw l ran ou t  of the 
i nner rooms .  With a low bow she took I l lazar 's  r ifle from h i s  
hands, and carried i t  i nto the back .  I fraim  l e d  the guests t o  the 
kunak room on the second floor. 

The guests sat down onto the carpets, feet tucked under 
themse lves .  
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"Greet ings to you ! "  I fraim once aga in  looked at the stran­
ger w i th cur ios i ty. 

Yitzhak caught h i s  g lance.  
"P l ease wel come this man as you do me," he sa id ,  motion­

ing toward his ne ighbor. "Th i s  i s  Rebbe I l l azar, a highly re­
garded man.  One of h i s  butcher shops is worth as much as a l l 
the butcher shops i n  Derbent or Madzha l i s .  When peop le  want 
the i r  hearts to rej o ice after a hearty meal, they buy the i r  meat 
from Rebbe l l l azar."  

" I  thank the  Creator for br ing ing such a man i nto my 
hom e ! "  Rebbe l fra im exc la imed .  

The young rabb i  showered h i s  guests w ith e l oquent words, 
c l earl y  in tr igued by the v i s i t .  

"Rebbe l l l azar does the  same th i ng  that our  ru l ers do :  
he feeds us  a l l ," Rebbe Yi tzhak cont inued.  

"So you are the very same Rebbe I l l azar from Tem i r­

Khan-Shura?" I fra im asked sudden ly. " We ' ve heard of  your 
deeds even i n  th i s  backcountry of  ours . "  

Rebbe I l l azar po l i te ly bowed. 
"The rumors of  a man are a lways greater than his act ions .  

I thank the Creator for l ead ing me to your threshol d .  M ay your 
cup never be empty." 

"And yours as we l l ,  honorab le  Rebbe I l l azar. You must be 
hungry from your journey. I w i l l  ask the w i fe to put someth ing 
on the tab l e .  Excuse the  humbleness of my home,  but we w i l l  
serve what w e  have," Rebbe l fra im spread h i s  hands .  

Th i s  was typica l  rout ine for Mounta in  Jews .  No  boast ing 
- j ust  compla i nts about one 's  humble stature and demand ing 
l i festy le .  

"Ca l l  H ezgie and te l l  h im  we have guests," the  Rabb i  to ld  

the  grimy-faced ch i l d  that appeared i n  the  doorway. 
The back rooms went abuzz and a young man entered 

the kunak room . He was handsome, ta l l  and had a b lack beard . 
S l ight ly abashed by the stranger 's presence, he qu ick ly  bowed. 



"Ah, Hezgie ! "  Rebbe Yi tzhak exc la imed w i th a sm i l e .  
"Praise the Creator, you 've grown i nto a warr ior !  D id  those 
books you read make you grow this much?" 

Hezg ie  sm i led .  
"Any news from your father?" Yi tzhak asked . 
"None," the young man rep l i ed, saddened. " I t ' l l  be seven 

years soon, w i thout a s ing le  word ."  
" I t ' l l  come - you ' l l  see .  Palest ine i s  on the  other end of the 

worl d !  R ight, Rebbe l l l azar?" Yi tzhak turned to h i s  compan­
ion, mot ion ing at Hezgie .  "Th i s  is I fraim 's younger brother. "  

The  young man remai ned bashfu l ,  respectfu l ly bow ing h i s  
head . l l l azar careful ly  looked h im  over and am icab ly  retu rned 
the bow. 

Yitzhak cont inued to ask the master of  the house about 
the l atest news of his parents and Rebbe I fraim answered 
i n  detai l .  Neverthe less, this was a l l smal l tal k .  Each side await­
ed the real questions, which wou l d  reveal the purpose of the 
v i s i t .  

"Rebbe I fra im,  your  words r ing  loud ly i n  r ighteous ears," 
Rebbe l l l azar began after a wh i l e .  "I p l an to open a shop 
i n  your lands .  I need you to appra ise my new butcher." 

"What's my op in ion compared to yours?" I fraim hes i tated.  
"Rebbe l l lazar comes from a l ine of  shochets, but h i s  

abundant respons i b i l i t ies  l eave h im no t ime to  hand l e  p ious  
tasks," Yi tzhak rep l i ed, p lacat ing I fra im .  

" I  understand ."  
" I  general ly  don 't  trust the se lect ion of a shochet to any­

one but myse l f, but, know ing of your righteousness, I wou ld  
l ike to  rece ive you ' re approval ," l l l azar sa id .  

"You g ive  me  too much cred it ,  dear guest," I fra im an­
swered, humble  but not iceab ly  flattered by the venerab l e  
man 's pra ise .  "No  one, as ide from ou r  fathers, i s  perfect i n  th i s  
world .  H ow cou ld  I adv i se o n  the se lect ion of  a shochet? 
The respons ib i l i ty i s  far too great ." 
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"I am g lad to hear the gems of modesty in your words, but 
i n  your au ! your word i s  more va luab l e  than money. I don ' t  
offer empty proposal s .  If  customers here are p icky, you can 
p l acate them . Therefore, your b l ess ing i s  necessary. Am I ex­
p la i n i ng myse l f  c learly, Rebbe Yi tzhak?" I l l azar asked,  turn­
ing to his gu ide .  

"C lear as the sun at  dawn," Rebbe l fraim qu ick ly rep l ied .  
"So you w i l l  look at  our shochet?" l l l azar asked . 
"G l ad ly,"  rep l ied I fra im .  
I l l azar took a s i p  of  warm green tea. 
"And what does your brother do?" he asked cur ious ly. 
"He he lps me around the synagogue." 
"Good deeds reflect a pure soul ," Rebbe I l lazar noted . 

" I  p l an to supp ly your l and w ith much meat, and worry that 
my shochet won' t  be ab l e  to hand le  it a lone .  Why not le t  
H ezgie become my apprent ice? I can pay h im and feed h im ,  if  

he agreed to take the butcher 's exam i n  a year. I t 's best  to do 
bus iness w i th peop le  whom you trust comp lete ly. 

He  sa id th i s  i n  a seem ing ly cursory manner, but Rebbe 
l fra im rep l ied to the offer w ith enthus iasm . 

"My brother wou l d  work for you? H m  . . .  That 's a great 
honor - one that we aren ' t  worthy of." 

"I assure you that Rebbe I l l azar doesn ' t  throw his words 
to the w i nd," Yi tzhak ch imed in. "H i s  word i s  fi rmer  than 
stone ." 

"These days you never know peop le ' s  i ntent ions .  Peo­
ple say one thi ng, wh i l e  th ink ing another. It wasn ' t  l i ke that 
before," I fraim said apo loget ica l l y. "What do you th ink ,  
Hezgie?" 

Hezgie shuddered .  Genera l l y, I fra im never addressed h im 

l i ke th i s .  The th i ngs unexpected guests can do to  a man ! 
" I ' m  afraid I ' m  not worthy of  such a tempt ing offer ! " 
" I  a l so th ink so, Rebbe I l l azar. My brother i s  p lann i ng 

to become a h i red l aborer in some b ig  c i ty." 



"H ired labor? For such an educated young man?" Rebbe 
l l l azar expressed genu ine surpri se .  " I  heard you know how 
to read ."  

"And how to wri te," Hezg ie grumbled .  
"That 's what I mean ! My shochet can ' t  te l l  a l etter apart 

from a goat . Th i s  i s n ' t  r ight .  Come work for me .  I know what 

I ' m ta lk i ng about ." 
"Rebbe l fraim," Rebbe Yi tzhak in terrupted aga in .  "Your 

father wou ld  take Rebbe l l l azar 's offer, i f he were at  our tab le .  
You shou ld  agree ."  

l fraim once aga in  g lanced at  h i s  younger brother. Dec id­
i ng a man's desti ny l i ke th i s  seemed rash .  On the other hand, 
th i s  cou ld  be a b less ing .  

"Yitzhak to ld  me about your  parents . There 's  an examp le  
of true fa i th .  To embark on a p i l gr image a t  such  a sen ior  age ! 
Our forefather Moses was three t imes younger when he l ed h i s  
peop le  out of Egypt. I t  i s  a true j oy t o  b e  at your father 's homes 
and to speak to his sons ." 

Rebbe l fraim sm i led i n  embarrassment .  There was 
no doubt that the unexpected guest spoke smooth ly. 

"Host ing such a great guest, renowned for h i s  deeds, a l so 
bears great merit ," he answered . 

A fter d i nner, l fra im l ed the guests to the back rooms  that 
had been prepared for them . Rebbe 1 1  l azar noticed how humb le  
the young rabb i 's home was . B l ankets on the  Aoor, a cracked 
m i rror on the wal l ,  five teapots stand ing i n  the n iche w i thout 
a s ing le  teacup .  

He s l ept w ith ease, and i f one were to l ook at  h i s  face, they 
would notice that h i s  dreams were p leasant. 

The next day, the four men - Rebbe 1 l l azar i n s i sted that 
Hezgie jo i n  them - set out to assess the new butcher 's  sk i l l s .  
He  was a g iant red-haired fe l l ow, who took a bu l l  down b y  h im­
se l f  wi th noth i ng bu t  tw i ne .  D istracted by  noth i ng, t he  butcher 
constant ly repeated a prayer. I l l azar looked less  at the butcher 
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than he did at Hezgie, as i f he was tru ly i nterested i n  the young 
man 's op in ion .  

The young rabb i  was  left guess ing why h i s  brother s t i rred 
such an important man's  cur ios i ty, unab le  to fi nd an explana­
t ion .  

After the exam, I fraim  gave h i s  approval to the red-haired 
shochet and inv ited everyone to h i s  home. There, d i nner a l ­
ready waited for them . Rebbe l fra im l i fted the w i ne horn, 
prai s i ng the A l m ighty for send ing him such guests . Rebbe 1 1 -
l azar sm i l ed .  Then Rebbe l fra im began to l ament h i s  poverty, 
and Rebbe Yitzhak began to obj ect .  And then, Hezgie asked 
to speak. 

"Our au l  may be poor, dear guests, but there can be cases 
where poverty turns i nto r iches ."  

He  went  on to te l l  a funny story. Joyfu l  laughter rang wi th in  
the  wal l s  of the  poor home .  Yitzhak cou l d  bare ly  contain h im­
se lf, wh i l e  l l lazar l aughed w ith more reservation .  On ly  I fraim 

was unhappy w i th h i s  brother's act ions .  I t  d id  not befit  a youth 
to express his op in ion at an e lders ' tab le .  B ut Rebbe I l l azar was 
not the l east b i t  offended. On the contrary - he l i fted h i s  g lass 
and praised the Creator for b less ing them w ith such a great host .  

The guest conc l uded his speech w i th these words :  
" l fra im,  I i nv i te you  to  exam ine my fie lds  and  appra ise my 

catt l e .  I wou ld be honored to have you and your brother at my 
home .  You are wel l versed i n  the  kashrut ! To h ide from you 
one wou l d  e i ther have to  be a mouse, too smal l to  not ice, or a 
falcon,  too far too see - everyth ing e l se  your heart sees c learly. 
S ure l y  you won ' t  offend me and v i s i t  my home? 

"Of course, I w i l l  v i s i t ," I fra im rep l ied coyly. 
"Not I ,  but we.  You must take your brother wi th you, 

and that ' s  not a request ! There are things you w i l l  marve l  at 
in my home," l l l azar sa id as he rose .  

I fra im and Hezgie saw the guests off. The s l ight ly drunk 
Yi tzhak conti nued to l augh at Heg ie  's j oke, and kept repeat ing :  



"Trade meat for fig p i ts ! Oh, I j ust can ' t !  F igs  don ' t  have 
p i ts ! The venerab le Avroorn 's younger son i s  so c lever ! "  

Turunge 



88 

VIII 

When Rebbe I fraim and Hezgie arri ved a t  I l l azar 's 
home exact ly two weeks later, he greeted them by 
the gate, as if he had foreto ld  the guests ' arri val . 

The men went upsta i rs and sat on the floor covered w i th 
soft carpets . Duhai brought i n  a g iant tray fi l led w i th hot 
chureks and other fare, even some sweets from the East. 

I l l azar left the guests for a second and went i nto the wom-
en 's room . 

"Cal l Me lke," he to l d  Duhai . 
"What?" 
"Let her serve the tea." 
"I can hand le  i t . "  

"L i sten to me - let Me l ke do i t . "  
Duhai keen ly l ooked at  her  husband . I l l azar l i fted h i s  gaze 

to the cei l i ng : those women are a lways afraid of everyth ing .  
They a lways want there to be sunsh ine, but have no idea why 
the sun sh ines or who l i ghts i t .  I l l azar returned to his guests, 
sm i l ing .  



"Do you br ing any news from your au l ?" he asked . 
"What news cou ld we have i n  our backwoods? A l l 's ca lm 

and qu iet .  You have to go to the c i ty for news ."  
"Ah,  the  c i ty. Peop l e  l ove to rev i l e  i t  - to say that i t ' s  

the root of al l ev i l .  I f  you ask me, a l l ev i l  comes from men ." 
"That 's very true, Rebbe l l l azar," Hezgie rep l i ed w i th 

a sm i l e . 
"Why are you sm i l i ng?" the o lder brother interrupted . "S i t  

qu iet ly, or Rebbe l l l azar m ight th ink  you ' re a foo l . " 
"Why? Let h im ta l k .  What d id  you want to say, Hezgie?" 
" I  recal I a parab le ,  about three s imp letons that came to a 

b ig  c i ty for work, somewhere i n  the East. The three of them 
dec ided to rent one room and sp l i t  a l l expenses equal ly. Once, 
one of them had an un l ucky day at the market, returning w i th­
out any profit and started comp la in i ng that he has no money. 

What d id  the other two do? They sai d :  ' You don 't  have to pay 
for the o i l ,  if you don ' t  have money, but then you shou ldn ' t  use 
the l i ght . '  Then they put a b l i ndfold  over his eyes, only remov­
ing i t  when they shut off the lamp." 

"You want me to d ie  from laughter, don ' t  you?" Rebbe 
l l l azar said w ith a chuck le .  " l fra im,  your brother is chock-fu l l  
o f  w i t . "  

"You don ' t  say . . .  " grumb led Rebbe I fraim . " I  w i sh  you 
had met our father - now, he was w i tty." 

"Palest ine i s  a happy p lace i f  peop l e  l ike your father are 
drawn to i t," I l lazar remarked . " I  w i sh h im  a safe return ."  

"Thank you for the  heartfe l t  welcome, I l l azar." 
"Thank you for v i s i t i ng," the host rep l i ed .  "But I don ' t  

th i nk  we ' re fin i shed . Stay a wh i le l onger and rest ."  
"Oh, i t ' s  t ime for us to go," Rebbe I fra im obj ected . " I t ' s  

a far j ourney." 
"We l l ,  there's more than enough space for you to spend 

the n ight," sa id l l l azar, turn i ng to the younger brother. " Right 
H ezgie?" 
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The younger brother looked to the o lder. It was as if Rebbe 
l l l azar had i ntent ional ly put him i n  an uncomfortab le  pos i t ion, 
I fraim being the proper dec i s ion maker. 

" I t  i s  up to my brother. "  
I l l azar sm i led : 
"We l l ,  then your brother i s  stay ing .  I have decided.  R ight, 

l fra im?" 
I fra im re l uctant ly nodded . 
"So how about coming to study butchery w i th me?" 1 l l azar 

sudden ly asked Hezgie .  "Are you ready?" 
"I don ' t  know. We have yet to dec ide anyth i ng," Hezgie 

rep l ied .  
"So dec ide now. H ow much wou ld  you l ike me to pay 

your brother for h i s  apprent icesh ip?" I l l azar asked, looking at 
I fraim .  

The o lder brother was surpr ised .  

"How can I ask for anythi ng, Rebbe l l l azar? Norma l ly  
the  student pays, and you ' re the  teacher . . .  I ' l l  be  p lenty thank­
ful  if you feed h i m ." 

"Very wel l ,  then .  I t 's a deal ."  
l l lazar extended h i s  hand to l fraim . 

"Are you betrothed yet, Hezgie?" the host asked the young­
er brother. 

" I  haven ' t  g iven it much thought ." 
Rebbe I fraim ra ised his brow i n  surpr ise .  At  that moment, 

Me lke entered the room, carry ing a tray w ith three steam ing 
bow l s  of  tea .  H ezgie turned around to see  the  s i l houette of  a 
g i r l  wrapped in  a shaw l .  l l l azar 's daughter handed h im one 
of the bow ls ,  and he nearly sp i l l ed i t  a l l  over his trousers . 

l l l azar 's  daughter chuck led, graz ing Hezg ie ' s  check w i th 

her hand, perhaps i ntent ional ly. For a moment, he caught 
the subtle scent of j asmine  o i l .  I t  was as if he had had a v i ­
s ion .  A fter l l l azar 's daughter left, they talked for a b i t  more 

and then ret i red to the i r  rooms .  



The brothers had the i r  beds made in the kunak room .  
Hezgie ' s  p i l low was stuffed w i th mountai n thyme .  The  scent 
of the herb was i ntox icat ing .  Peace and ca lm fi l led the n ight, 
but s l eep wou ldn ' t  come. Someth ing s t i rred the young man's  
sou l ,  as i f  someone was scratch i ng at  i t  from the ins ide .  A few 
t imes,  wh i l e  submerged in hal f- s l eep's  dark poo l ,  Hezgie saw 
his father, s i tt i ng on the wagon a lone, h i s  mother nowhere 
to be found .  Hezgie wou ld  cal l h im ,  and Avroom would 
turn and flash a sm i le ,  shock ing to the son for h i s  father had 
no teeth . 

H i s  brother nudged h im  awake i n  the morning .  
"Get  up and tend to  the  bu l l s .  I t 's t ime to  go ."  
Hezgie ran to the  barn . I fra im fo l lowed, runn ing  i nto Reb-

be I l l azar who asked him for a word in private. 
"We need to have a conversati on ."  
l fra im nodded . 
" I  wou ld  l ike to ta l k  to you, l fra im .  Yesterday, I fa i l ed 

to in troduce to you the g i r l  that brought us tea. That was Me l ­
ke, my daughter."  

"May she be b lessed.  Happy i s  a home adorned by such 
a flower." 

"Those are j ust words, l fra im .  I apprec i ate them, but I 
th ink you understand that she ' l l  have to marry sooner or l ater." 

" I ' m  sure she w i l l ," I fraim  rep l i ed, surpri sed by the tum 
the conversat ion had taken .  "But  what do we have to do wi th  
it?" 

" I ' m  ta l k i ng about your brother, I fra im .  You ' ve seen my 
daughter. I ' ve seen Hezg ie .  What w i l l  you say to the fact that I 
th ink your brother i s  worthy of be ing my daughter 's  husband . 

"Oh my ! "  I fra im 's eyes l ooked l i ke they were about 
to craw l onto his forehead . The Creator had prepared such 

surpr ises for h im ! "Thank you for the honor, Rebbe l l lazar," 
he sa id w ith d i fficu l ty, "but . . .  " 

"But  what?" 
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"Hezg ie  . . .  I mean I, or, rather we . . .  We aren ' t  very 
weal thy. We won 't  be able to . . .  " 

I fra im paused. Adm i tt ing  h i s  poverty was obv ious ly  un­
p leasant. 

"I won 't  be ab le  to offer a su i tab le  dowry for your daugh-
ter."  

"That i sn ' t  important ."  
"Mean ing what?" 
"I w i l l  g i ve you the dowry for my daughter. And no one 

w i l l  know anyth ing .  I t ' l l  be your money. 
Rebbe l fra im grew pal e .  
"But that's no t  ou r  custom, Rebbe I l l azar. I can ' t  accept 

your money." 
"Don 't  be rash .  Th ink  about it . I have on ly  one condi t ion ,  

however." 
"What cond i t ion ."  
"Your brother m ust move i nto my home ."  
"Here?" 
"Yes, here .  Th i s  is my on ly daughter, and I want her to be 

happy. That is someth i ng your brother can give her, but I w i l l  
on ly  let her marry a man who w i l l  come to l ive i n  my home. 
Don ' t  worry - your fam i ly 's honor w i l l  be preserved.  I w i l l  ac­
cept the groom as a son, and you w i l l  be at peace about h i s  fate . 
Those who enter i nto my fami l y  w i l l  a lways be taken care of. 

"But .  . .  " Anx i
_
ety was caus ing I fraim to break out i n  sweat. 

"That 's not our custom ." 
"Many th i ngs i n  l i fe happen contrary to custom . Every 

ru le  has i ts  except ions .  Why don ' t  you do th i s  out of respect 
to me, and respect for my proposal ?" 

"I understand, but what w i l l  peop l e  say? I f the rabb i  breaks 
the ru les ,  what w i l l  the commun i ty th i nk?" I fra im 's speech got 
scramb led as he grew more anx ious .  

"The peop l e  w i l l  ta l k  a wh i le ,  then stop. I f  you ,  as a rabb i ,  
say that everyth ing was done proper ly, no one w i l l  quest ion 



you . You know our peop le .  I f  you te l l  them that snow i s  sugar, 
they ' l l  quest ion it for a day, and then start tel l i ng you how 
sweet i t  i s  the day after. I ' m sure your father wou ldn ' t  obj ect ."  

I fra im d idn' t  respond .  
1 1  l azar cont inued to pers i s t :  
" I t  w i l l  be a good marri age - of that I ' m  sure .  I s  that 

not what your father worked for? Wou ldn ' t  i t  make h im happy, 
no matter where he i s?  Hezgie's dest i ny was p laced in your 
hands .  Don 't  deprive him of happ iness . Or d id you not not iced 

his and Me lke ' s  encounter yesterday? He  complete ly stopped 
l i sten i ng to the conversat ion .  I prom ise that your brother w i l l  

have a n  honorab l e  p l ace i n  m y  home." 
Rebbe I l l azar fin i shed and i nqu i s i t ive ly looked at l fra im,  

who cou ld  not  take i t  and averted h i s  eyes .  
"Th i s  i s  a l l very sudden," he fina l ly  answered. " I  need 

to ta lk  to my brother." 
"What's there to ta l k  about? Whatever you dec ide is what 

w i l l  happen .  Of course, you shou ld  ask h im ,  but I doubt that 
the young man cou l d  refuse a flower such as Me lke ."  

"Yes, but st i l l .  . .  " 
"F i ne .  We have t ime .  G ive some thought to my proposa l . I 

w i l l  expect your rep ly  i n  a week. Deal?" 
Hezg ie  wai ted for him outs ide atop the wagon .  He  cou ld  

te l l  r ight away that someth i ng was going on wi th h i s  brother. 

I fraim was scared and seemed to avo id  looking at h im .  
"D id  someth ing happen, l fraim?" Hezgie  asked qu iet ly. 
"Noth i ng .  We ' l l  ta lk at home," the o lder brother answered 

sharply. "Let 's  go. Why are you dawd l i ng?" 
Hezgie shrugged and wh ipped the bu l l s ,  who l az i ly  started 

wa lk ing .  
The young man turned around.  Hezgie d idn ' t  even get 

a chance to say goodbye to the welcom ing host. At that mo­
ment, he saw a figure dressed in b l ack on the roof of the house, 
who watched them depart .  The youth cou ld  have sworn that 
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th i s  was the exact same g i r l  who brought them sweet chureks 
w i th ta i l  fat. 

The wagon turned a corner and Reb l l l azar 's home d i sap­
peared from s ight .  

Conflict ing thoughts rampaged i n  l fra im 's m i nd .  On one 
hand, everyth ing that Rebbe l l l azar proposed was good . 
On the other, everyth ing that Rebbe 1 1  l azar proposed was 
against  the law, contrary to custom . A man cou ld  not go l i ve at 
a woman 's house .  I f  on ly  the offer wasn ' t  so tempt ing .  He be­
gan to pray, hundreds of excuses com ing to m i nd .  A fter a l l ,  
who  s a i d  that i t  was i mproper? He  wou ld  need t o  carefu l ly ex­
am ine the anc ient texts and see what J udah, Nathan ie l  and Mo­
ses wrote about h i s .  A l l  those men,  made w i se by the Creator, 
l i ved so l ong, but st i l l  d i dn ' t  understand that the wor ld was 
m uch more comp lex than their wri t ings .  

Hezgie was the fi rst one to break the s i lence :  
" I  fraim ,  are you keep ing someth ing from me? 
"Yes, brother." 
"What exact ly?" 
"The fact that we shou ld  rejo ice ."  
"Then why are you so g l um?" 
"Oh, H ezg ie ! There are dark c l ouds over our home, but 

the wind is b l ow ing  them as ide .  There are good news .  Do you 
remember the gir l  we saw i n  I l l azar 's home?" 

"How cou ld  I not?" Hezgie  knew how to pretend to be 
a s imp leton when necessary. "She was very young . . .  " 

"But  what a savvy housew i fe ! "  
"Yes, whoever marries her w i l l  b e  happy. Such a fi n e  g i r l ! "  
"Would  you l i ke me t o  ta l k  t o  l l l azar about l ett i ng  her mar-

ry you?" l fraim b l u rted out .  
Hezgie was taken aback .  
"Are you mocking me, brother? l l l azar 's  a cari ng father. 

He  won ' t  l et h i s  daughter marry me ."  
"Why not?" 



"You know." Hezgie looked up at the sky. A raven flew 
right over h i s  head . "See - I ' m te l l ing the truth . The raven i s  

a w i se b i rd .  Look at  us, and look at  Rebbe l l l azar. He 's a moun­
tain to our mo leh i l l . " 

"Hezgie, I can make a dea l . "  
"Stop i t . "  
" I 'm  no k idd ing ."  
"You speak as i f  you had al ready tal ked to h im about i t ."  

" I  have .  And he agrees ."  
"What?" Hezgie's eyes grew wide .  
"But  there 's a cond i t ion ."  
"A cond i t ion?" 
"You w i l l  l i ve at the ir  home after the wedd ing ."  
Hezgie l ooked at  h i s  o l der brother, puzz led .  'To go to your 

w i fe 's  home after the wedd i ng .  To become . . .  What do the Rus­
s i ans ca l l a man who l i ves i n  h is w i fe 's  house?' He  cou ldn ' t  

reca l l .  And so he sat, baffled . Perhaps h i s  brother was  p lay i ng 
a j oke on h im?  

Hezgie l ooked a t  l fra im .  No  - he  was serious, a s  a lways .  
Not a h i nt of  a sm i l e .  

" I ' m  no t  k idd ing, Hezgie, ' '  l fraim repeated, a s  i f  he  had 
heard h i s  brother 's thoughts . "The offer was made. You can be 
the husband to l l l azar 's daughter."  

Hezgie d idn ' t  respond .  What fate can do to a man !  I t  was 
on ly yesterday that he was a young sou l  wanted by no one, 
a future farmhand - a bucket w ithout a bottom, as they say. 
And today, he was a groom . 

For a moment, he imag ined I l l azar 's daughter wa lk ing 

down the street wi th  a j ug on her  head, mak ing matzah batter. 
Apparent ly, the Creator wanted to have a l augh at h i s  expense .  
The g i r l  was younger than h im,  and sudden ly he sensed a fee l ­
i ng of qu iver ing tenderness grow ing wi th in  h im .  ' I f  l become 
her husband, ' he thought, ' then I w i l l  do everyth ing i n  my 
power to make her happy. ' 
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"What about the dowry." 
"Her father w i l l  give i t . "  
"Why does  he need th i s?  Are you sure th i s  i sn ' t  a tr ick?" 
"You ' re crazy ! Why are you afraid of her?" 
" I ' m  not afraid of her - I ' m afraid of her father."  
"Stop i t .  Everyth ing w i l l  be decided soon .  Next week, I 

w i l l  go to I l l azar to d i scuss the betrothal . "  
I fraim  wasn ' t  ly i ng, and d id  everyth ing that needed to be 

done to  make Hezg ie  happy. I fra im and I l l azar qu ick ly  agreed 
on a day for the fest i v i t i es .  

My ancestors norma l l y  had wedd i ngs i n  the  w in ter, when 
fresh w ine wou ld  mature. A week pr ior to the event female  
re l at ives were i nv i ted in to the  groom 's home to  sew the br ide's  
wedd ing garb . Leftover scraps of  fabric were used to make 
dresses for poor w idows and orphans .  Mourners were sent 
spec i a l l y  prepared ch icken plov - a p lea, of  sorts ,  for penn is­

s ion for exu l tat ion and merr iment i n  the wake of the ir  tragedy. 

The mourners were, in tum, expected to b less the wedd ing .  
Every c i ty and au l  where the  young coup le  had fam i ly re­

ceived i nv i tat ions  from Rebbe I l l azar. M e l ke personal ly  chose 

two sogdush g i r l s  - bridesmaids that would com fort her pr ior 
to the wedd ing .  

The wedd ing ce lebration began on Fr iday even ing at 
the two homes - H ezgie ' s  and Me l ke ' s .  As H ezgie hai led 
from a faraway au l ,  I l l azar put h is  fam i l y  up  at an inn .  A fter 
the even ing  prayer, Hezg ie ' s  friends came to his room and had 
a feast .  At  the same t ime ,  Me l ke 's  friends wou ld  gather at her 
house.  They sang and danced, l i ft ing  the bride up  from mourn­

ing over her depart ing g i r l hood. I f, by chance, they encoun­
tered a friend of  the groom,  they wou ld  j ok i ng ly  steal his hat 
and demand a ransom . 

And so, Monday and Tuesday wou ld  pass am idst the revel ry. 
On the n ight before Wednesday, Me lke was taken to the 

m ikvah, accom pan ied only by c l ose friends. A fter return ing 



home, they unbraided her wet ha ir, brushed i t, and braided 
i t  back .  One of the g i r l s  sung sad ly :  

Yoye t e  e l e  mugumun dede . . .  
The rest wou ld jo i n  i n :  
Yoye duj lerusm un dede . . .  
One more n ight, you are a guest at your mother 's . .  . 
One more sp ind le  left to weave at your mother's . .  . 
A fter that, Me l ke was dressed i n  c l ean l i nens, wh ich she 

wou ld  rema in  i n  unt i l  the morn i ng, when her wedd ing c l othes 

would be brought over from Hezg ie ' s .  
On Wednesday morn ing, Me lke rece ived her  dress .  

An  enormous process ion of fam i l y  members and other guests 
l i ned up by the home. Men held wine j ugs, and women car­
ried trays of foodstuffs on the i r  heads .  They wou ld  have eve­
ryth ing :  r ice,  ch icken, turkey, goose, chureks . The offerings 
were p laced i n  the bride's room . 

I n  the meant ime, the naked H ezgie  sh i vered from co ld .  
He  stood by h i s  brother, up to h i s  knees i n  the  fierce water 
of a shal low mountai n r iver, partak ing in a r i tua l  c l eans i ng .  
The water unmerc i fu l ly burnt and stung h i s  body, bu t  t he  rit­
ua l  was unavoidab l e .  As  trad i t ion d ic tated, a barber wai ted 
for h im  ashore, b l ades a l ready sharpened.  

The ha lf-dressed H ezgie was sat upon a stone, and the bar­
ber went to work. A fter twenty m inutes, H ezgie 's  head was 
c l ean shaven .  

I t  was now t ime to get  dressed . The friends that surround-
ed him started beat ing their  drums .  

On t he  fi rst beat, he put on h i s  trousers . 

On the second, he fastened h i s  sh i rt co l l ar. 
On the th i rd ,  he pu l led on h i s  boots . 
A long l i ne of Hezgie's friends stood before h im . They ap­

proached h im ,  one by one, p lac ing g i fts onto a g iant tray at h i s  
feet and k i s s i ng h i s  c lean ly shaved head . A k i s s  on a groom 's 
crown was thought to br ing good l uck .  
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When the r i tual  conc l uded, a beaut i fu l  horse was led 
to H ezgie .  The groom sadd led up,  and the process ion was 
on i ts way to the br ide's house to the beat of drums .  

There, Me l ke 's  mother a l ready waited by the  gate, ho ld ing 
a s i l ver sash i n  her hands .  The groom stood i n  front of Duhai  
tr iumphant ly. With the words "May you be happy, and may 
the wor ld see the grandch i l dren of your great-grandch i ldren" 
she wrapped the sash around Hezgie,  a symbo l i c  d i sp lay of re­
gard for her daughter 's future husband .  

At that moment, a batt l e  c r ied  echoed . The two proces­
s ions  - the br ide 's  and the groom 's - moved toward that syna­
gogue .  

Me l ke rode w i th a young g i r l ,  a re l at ive and her  mother. 
The br ide's face was shrouded by a shaw l .  As the process ion 
went on,  new peopl e  would jo in - each one w i th a ful l  cup 
of wine  that they wou ld  i nstant ly empty, managing not  to sp i l l  

a s i ng le  drop. The guests rejo iced and congratu lated the couple .  
And so, w i th rave and r iot ,  the process ion approached 

the synagogue .  H ere, s i l ence fo l l owed . The bashful  H ezgie 
d i sembarked . The chaise on which Me l ke sat stopped nearby. 
She was pale w i th worry and struggled to move.  I n  accordance 
to r i tua l ,  she was approached by two regarded men who care­
fu l ly carried her i nto the synagogue's  courtyard . 

There, the hupa a l ready stood, rest ing  on staffs he ld  by four 
brawny men . The hupa was made of o ld  b l ue ve l vet, decorated 
w i th gold stars . H ezgie  stood under the canopy. Me l ke stood 
mot ion less  to h i s  left, wai t i ng, a long w i th H ezgie, for the rabb i  
to sea l  the i r  un ion .  

The  new lyweds were surrounded by  a wide r i ng  of guests . 
The rabb i  l i fted a cup of w i ne w i th h i s  r ight hand, rec i ted 

a b l ess i ng, and passed the vessel  to the groom . Hezgie t im i d ly 
took a s i p  and passed the w ine to Me lke .  The equa l l y  bash­
fu l  bride bare ly  managed to l i ft the cup to her l i ps ,  i n stant ly  
return i ng i t  to the  rabbi . 



I t  was t ime for the most fest ive of moments . 
Accom pan ied by so lemn s i ng i ng, the rabbi p laced some­

th i ng in  Hezgie ' s  palm .  Hezgie l i ned his arm , and the crowd 
murm ured as a th i n  ray of sun l i ght bounced of a golden band .  

"The wedd ing r ing ! "  the  crowd whi spered .  
A l l  eyes carefu l l y  observed the main moment .  H ezgie 

s lowly put the r ing on Me lke 's  finger, as thunder boomed 

above .  
"A good s ign ! A good s ign ! "  the women wh i spered .  

Everyone l ooked up at  the sky, but i t  was complete ly c lear. 
Then the zurnas how led and the drums pounded . The matr i ­
mony was complete, and the party began . Everyone shouted 
and congratu l ated one another. 

The rabb i  muttered the text of the matrimon ia l  ketubah, 
which spec ified the dowry that Me lke was br ing ing her hus­
band and how much Hezgie wou ld  have to pay his w i fe in the 
event of a d i vorce .  

No  one l i stened however. The rabb i  fi na l ly  conc l uded, 
and s ignaled a he l per boy, who fi l led the r i tual  wedd ing ves­
se l  w i th dark w i ne and handed i t  to the rabb i .  He carefu l ly 
l i fted the vesse l ,  show ing everyone that it i s  fu l l ,  symbo l iz ing 
the fu l l ness of the embarked-on un ion ,  and gave i t  to Me l ­
ke .  She  pu t  i t  t o  her l i ps ,  then passed t he  cup  t o  Hezg ie,  who 

empt ied the cup i n  one gu l p, then threw i t  aga inst  a spec ia l  
stone p l aced under the  hupa - for l uck - shattering  the  g l ass  

i nto many p ieces .  "H urrah ! "  the  guests shouted . Once aga in ,  
d i n  arose, and i t  started to  snow. I ts wh ite feathers fe l l  on the  
happy heads, as i f  b less ing them . There was now one more 
married coup le in the world .  

The  guests qu ieted down by m idn ight .  Accord i ng to the 
calendar, i t  was December 1 9 1 0 . 

When H ezgie sett l ed i n  I l l azar 's house, it was as i f  he was 
at h i s  own home .  H i s agreeab i l i ty matched h i s  w i fe ' s  strong 
character very we l l .  Rebbe I l l azar noticed the tender care wi th  
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which the young man watched Me lke ' s  health, how he treated 
her, how he thanked her for the food she cooked . Not once d id  
he ra ise h i s  vo ice  or - God forb id  - h i s  hand, someth ing that 
was way too common in neighboring fam i l ies .  

Hezg ie  earned h i s  father- in - l aw 's trust, even regard ing 
the  most sens i t ive  i ssues .  I l l azar l i ked h i s  son i n  l aw 's qu iet 
demeanor. A man l i ke that won 't  l et you down .  I t  d idn ' t  matter 
that he had to d i sm i s s  the idea of teach ing Hezgie to be a sho­
chet - some peop l e  d idn 't have the natural const i tut ion to deal 
w i th b l ood, and H ezgie was one of them . What mattered was 
that he was abso l ute ly honest, and cou ld be entrusted w ith 
the less  cumbersome, but more profitab l e  trade - exchanging 
go ld .  

I l l azar taught H ezgie how to  determ ine qua l i ty w i t h  h i s  
tooth, fam i l i arized h im w i t h  t he  prices, and soon enough 
the son- in - l aw was a fi rst-c l ass gold trader. 



IX 

L i fe went a long i ts  course, but the world around 
i t  was chang ing .  D i scuss ions  about the grow ing tur­
mo i l became more and more frequent among men 

at  the market . 
"Where i s  our world going?" H ezg ie  asked, as out land i sh  

new words l ike ' bourgeo i s i e '  and ' pro l etariat ' entered the  pub­
l ic vocabu lary. 

' Oppressed ' and ' oppressors ' were easy to com prehend, 
but the rest? An unfam i l i ar feel i ng of someth ing new and fear­
some fi l led the a i r. 

Jewish m inds were not immune to revo l ut ionary tempta­
t ion .  Wh i l e  it had been the top ic  of d i scuss ion in the Euro­
pean part of  Russ ia  s i nce the l atter quarter of  the 1 9th century, 
the dangerous pest i lence took longer to reach Dagestan . But  
now, even the  Mountain Jews  were encounter ing what h i stor i­
ans were cal l i ng the ' new pol i t ica l  trend . ' 
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H opes for a better l i fe and an uncerta in  out l ook inst i l l ed 
a sense of al arm i n  many. Those added to other, more personal 
reasons to worry. 

These reasons were more than rea l .  Three years had 
passed s i nce the wedd ing but the Abramovs - the fam i ly 
name Hezg ie  bore - had not had a ch i l d .  Even the ne ighbors ,  
who medd led i n  everyth i ng, lost  i n terest i n  assess ing  Me lke 's  
be l l y  when she went outs ide .  Whenever l l l azar brought up 
the subj ect of  grandch i l dren, H ezg ie  cou ldn ' t  he lp  but fee l  
certa i n gu i l t .  

The  o ld  butcher al ready worried that h i s  beloved on ly  
daughter and  her  husband wou ld  have to endure the  same 
hardsh ips  that he and Duhai  d i d .  

I l l azar was perp lexed : why  d id  t he  Creator, who otherw ise 
bestowed amp le  grace upon h is  fam i ly, refuse to b less i t  w i th 
what ' s  most important? l l l azar cou ldn ' t  he lp  but th ink  that fer­
t i l i ty prob lems m ight be the fate of h i s  fam i ly. He started p lan­
n ing a tri p to I da's ,  but ,  upon making h i s  i nqu i r ies,  d i scovered 
that she had d i sappeared under mysterious c i rcumstances . She 
left her home once ,  and never returned, van i sh ing i nto th i n  a i r. 

J l l azar fut i l e ly  went to various fortune te l l ers and med i ­
c ine  women, ask ing them i f  they had heard of I da's wherea­

bouts . Who could he turn to for he l p? Everyone j ust shrugged . 
Ida  had d i sappeared, as though she had never ex i sted . 

Perhaps she left, Rebbe J l lazar thought, saddened by the d i s­
appearance of the woman that saved h im long ago. I f  so, who 
cou ld  he ask for he lp? He and Duhai real ly wanted grandch i l ­

dren . 
One fine  day, however, M e  I ke d idn ' t  get up from bed 

in the morn i ng and asked Duha i  to make Hezgie h i s  breakfast .  
R i gh t  away, Duhai started fuss ing over her daughter, fee l i ng 
her neck and forehead . I t  became c l ear that Me lke was preg­
nant .  

J l l azar and H ezgie thanked the Lord for H i s mercy. 



Nei ther l l l azar nor Hezg ie ,  however, cou ld have predicted 
that fight ing would start before the begi nn ing of August 
and bri ng destruct ion to the i r  good o ld  world .  

The  news of the  start of Wor ld War I crashed onto Tam i r­
Khan-Shura l i ke thunder on a c l ear day. I n  a month, the c i ty 

was fu l l  of so ld iers . Rumors that Jews cou ld be among those 
conscri pted started spread ing .  

Yefim Sosna, one of the town po l i cemen, knocked on 11 -
l azar 's door more than once in attempt to comp i l e  a l i st of men 
capab l e  of w ie ld ing a ri fle .  Hezgie h imse l f  was not immune 
to the loom ing peri l of be ing cal l ed to the front .  Time after 
t ime, the expect ing Me lke wou ld  ask her father what wou ld  
happen i f  Hezgie were drafted . 

"What w i l l  he do at that front?" she ' d  ask i nd ignant ly. 
"Watch others get d i sembowe led?" 

"They say that not everyone gets taken," l l l azar wou ld  an­
swer. "We ' l l  see ." And so they l ived, comfort ing  each other. 

One day, l l l azar came home l ate at n ight and happ i ly  an­
nounced that he had an except ional ly  l ucrat ive day. The gov­
ernment wanted to purchase meat from him for de l i ver ies 
to the batt l efie ld .  Th i s  was a great success . 

Th i s  led h im to make friends among the Russ ian m i l i tary, 
ones that l l l azar thought about ask ing for he lp  w ith he lp­
ing H ezgie avo id  the draft .  Hezgie was l ike a son to h im ,  
and send ing h im i nto batt l e  was the l ast th i ng l l l azar wanted 
to do.  He did not, however, know how to hand le  th i s  d i fficu l t  
s i tuat ion and  needed adv ice .  

l l l azar had dr inks wi th Yefim Sosna several t imes and had 
long d i scuss ions about the i ssue .  He then gave Sosna's  w i fe  
three exqu i s i te ly  designed Pers ian Shaw l s ,  w h i c h  t h e  po l i ce­
man apprec iated. 

"Look at what you do," Yefim once to ld  the old butcher after 
a few drinks .  "You he l p  the troops. Some he lp by sending meat, 
wh i le  others by shoot ing bu l l ets .  There is no d ifference. Hezgie 
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also hel ps, as he is your son in l aw. Why wou ld he go to the bat­
t lefie ld, if he's a l ready there? You see what I 'm saying?" 

"No," l l l azar answered . 
The po l i ceman looked around and wh i spered someth ing 

i n  h i s  ear. 
Yefim adv i sed Rebbe l l l azar to send a request to the czar 's 

name i n  Sa int-Petersburg, request ing that his workers, i nc l ud­
ing Hezg ie,  be exempt from m i l itary serv i ce because, fi rst ly, 
the Jewish  popu l at ion was scarce and, second ly, because 
they cou ld be much more useful to the m i l i tary by supp ly ing 
the army w i th food .  

Those were the in struct ion Yefim Sosna gave l l l azar, te l l -
i n g  h im  that everyth ing i s  i n  the bag. 

l l l azar was taken aback :  
"What bag? Who ' s  go i ng to  send  a l etter to  the  czar?" 
" I ' m  but a smal l man," Sosna shrugged . "Just a po l i ce-

man . Probab ly you, l l l azar." 
"Who am I to send a letter to the Russ i an Czar?" I l l azar 

asked in  frustrat ion .  
" I  don ' t  know," rep l i ed the  po l i ceman, "but  w i thout the  pa­

per, Hezgie w i l l  sure ly be conscr i pted . The threat w i l l  remain 
unt i l a dec i s i on i s  made i n  S t .  Petersburg ." 

So  I l l azar dec ided to wri te the letter. 

Yefim Sosna burst i nto I l l azar 's home early i n  the morn i ng, 
wh i l e  everyone was st i l l  as leep .  

"Jews, get  up ! "  he ye l l ed from the thresho ld .  
l l l azar grogg i l y  j umped ou t  of  bed  and  grabbed h i s  shot­

gun . 
"What? Where?" 
He stared at the po l i ceman, who he ld  a p iece of paper 

i n  h i s  hand. 
"Here - read i t ! "  He  handed I l l azar the paper. The butcher 

s imp ly  stared at h im ,  confused . 



"What i s  th i s?" 
" I t  came al l the way from St. Petersburg .  The Senate dec id­

ed that al l  Jews in  Tem ir-Khan-Shura who are i nvolved in  sup­
plying the troops w i l l  be equated with serv i cemen and w i l l  
not b e  drafted . There you have i t !  Time t o  ce l ebrate ! "  

I l l azar l i stened, confused at first, then ye l l ed : 
"Duhai ! Bring vodka ! "  
Hezg ie ran outs ide, in  response t o  the pol iceman 's shout­

ing .  
"You aren ' t  go ing anywhere ! "  l l l azar shook h im by 

the shou lders. "We ' re start ing a new l i fe ! "  
O n e  problem had been so l ved. 

They wai ted for the ch i l d 's b i rth as if i t  was the greatest 
m i rac l e  poss i b l e .  The old butcher, unconcerned wi th i nv i t ing 
the Creator 's  wrath, dec l ared that the baby w i l l  be a boy, over 

and over, at every l unch and every d inner. 
Hezgie nodded i n  accord, sm i l ing .  Sure ly  God d idn ' t  ac­

cept requests from husbands and grandfathers in such de l i cate 
matters? 

Rebbe I l l azar remembered how Duhai was g iven water 
m ixed wi th  graveyard so i l  in order to have a boy, and asked 
his w i fe to m i x  some j ust in case . Duhai did not approve of the 
superst i t ion ,  te l l i ng him that the rabb i  obj ected . 

But  I l l azar on ly  brushed it off. 
The momoy was prom i sed a generous g i ft for the b i rth of a 

boy. As  Me l ke ' s  be l ly grew b igger, I l l azar and Hezgie  wou ld  
convene for conversat ions on the  roof more and more often . 

"As soon as the boy i s  born ," I l azar l ectured, "ca l l a l l 
the men that gather i n  our yard into the kunak room and treat 
them to w ine .  Understand?" 

"U nderstand .  H ow much wi ne? Unt i l  they ' re drunk?" 
"Of course ! l f a  man can stand up after my w ine, he d idn ' t  

d r ink  enough . Le t  them l i e  down .  There 's p lenty of room 
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for everyone. Meanwh i l e, the women w i l l  go to congratu late 
Me lke .  The momoy w i l l  conti nua l ly  be by her s ide ." 

"Why?" 
"That 's the way ! Why if she has a fever? F i ve days, no less .  

A fter a l l ,  Me l ke w i l l  be weak ." 
"What do you mean, weak? She l i fts two buckets l i ke i t ' s  

noth ing ."  
"Eh,  she's j ust pretending to be strong. Trust me - I ' m  

her father," l l l azar rep l i ed angri ly. "Most important ly, w e  have 
to make sure that the momoy feeds her properly. Noth ing but 
flour soup for the fi rst five days .  A l so, no one can approach 
her. No one ! "  

"Not even Duhai?" 
"The main th i ng i s  for the newborn boy to not be seen by 

a stranger's eye ." 
"And how long does that go on?" 
"Unt i l we ' re brought gold ." 
"Why gold? We have our own gold ." 
"That 's the ru le .  I t ' l l  protect the baby from gett ing s i ck .  

I da sa id  so ."  
"Who 's I da?" 
"A w i se woman - peace be wi th  her, wherever she i s .  

You shou ld  a l so  prepare wooden boards wi th  these names ."  
l l l azar put  a sheet of  paper wi th  a l ong l i st  of  names  in  front 
of  Hezg ie .  

Hezgie d i l i gent ly copied them . Among them were N avruz, 
G rush i t, as we l l as strange names .  They a l l  needed to be en­
graved on a board and hung over the head of Me lke ' s  bed . 

"The names w i l l  chase away the demon from the new­
born 's bed," I l l azar exp la ined ." 

" I ' ve never heard of such a th i ng," Hezg ie s ighed. 
"It doesn ' t  matter if you ' ve heard of i t .  Your main task is 

to take a l l the precaut ions ."  
"What i f the boy gets s ick?" 



"Your tongue shou ld  fa l l  off for such quest ions !  He  won 't  
get s ick ! I found a momoy that 's never had a s ick ch i l d . "  

I ndeed, I l l azar made a spec ia l  t r i p  to  Derbent and  brought 
back the best known m idw i fe .  Her serv ices cost a fortune - two 
bu l l s  - but I l l azar cou ldn ' t  care less .  Ensur ing that a healthy 

boy was born was a prior ity. 
On the even ing of November 4, 1 9 1 4, Me lke went in to la­

bor, bend ing over and wai l i ng, as if someone had hit her in  the 
stomach .  Duhai and the momoy rushed to her room . 

Long hours of exhaust ing ant ic i pat ion fo l l owed. Me lke 
wou ld  e i ther cry a loud or, scared by the momoy, swi tch to a 
whi sper. Sudden ly, the home went qu iet .  H ezgie and I l l azar 
l i stened c l ose ly. Soon enough, they heard the cr ies of an in­
fant .  Hezgie ' s  face l i t  up .  Praise the Creator - it happened ! 

"Momoy ! "  I l l azar shouted happ i ly. 
The m idw ife emerged from beh ind the b l anket .  
"What do you want?" 

"Who was born?" 
The momoy stayed s i l ent as I l iazar 's face grew long .  

He  rushed beh ind the curtai n and saw h i s  daughter. A ch i ld  l ay 
on her chest .  I l l azar bent over and sudden ly reco i led .  I t  was 
a g i r l . 

H ezgie k i ssed h i s  exhausted w i fe .  For a few seconds, 1 1 -
l azar watched the fidgety l i t t le th i ng, then waved h i s  hand, 

beam ing with happiness .  Boy, gir l - who cares? The main  
th ing was that a ch i ld  was born . A long-awaited ch i l d .  

The  g i r l  was  named H annah .  
The name was not chosen random ly. I t  meant "the grace 

of God" in Anc ient Hebrew, but cou ld  be eas i ly adapted in to 
a common Russ ian name - Anya. I t  was as i f  I l l azar had pre­
d ic ted th i ngs to come, foreseeing that Russ ians wou ld  be 
around for a wh i l e .  As Russ ians had troub le  w ith pronounc ing 
Hebrew names, i t  was  more conven ient to  p ick a name that 
wou ld  eas i l y  adapt to the i r  l anguage. 
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T he revo lut ions swept over the Russ ian Emp i re in  waves, 
br inging much good and much ev i l  to the Mountai n 
Jews .  H i story has a lways been l ike that - the pos i t ive  

a lways going  hand in  hand w ith the negat ive .  
The February Revo l ut ion struck down the laws that tar­

geted Jews .  Our peop le  were fina l l y  free from terr i tor ia l  re­
stri c t ions and cou ld  move free ly  across the ent i rety of Rus­
s ia .  H ow cou ld  one not be happy about  that? The Congress 
of  M ountain Jews in support of  the Prov i s i onal  Government 
gathered i n  J une of 1 9 1 7 . I t  was cha i red by the ethnographer 
N i ss im-Og lu  ( I lya Sherebetov ich An i s imov),  a c l ever and in ­
te l l igent man .  The Congress acknow ledged the  M ounta in  
Jews as an  in tegral part of  the  Jewish  peop le ,  gave women 
r ights equal  to those of men,  and put l i m i ts  on the age of  mar­
r iage.  The Congress d id  not, however, have t ime to so lve  a l l 
i ssues .  



A fter the October Revo lut ion in Petrograd and the d i sso­

l ut ion of the Const ituent Assem bly, the Caucasus announced 
secess ion from Russ ia .  A c i v i l  war broke out, c i t ies and v i l ­
lages trans form ing i nto a s i te o constant batt le w i t h  no v i ctors . 
To make th ings worse, a drought l asti ng from 1 922 to 1 923 
fol lowed. Th ings were d i fficu l t  even for the weal thy Jews,  
who were used to he lp ing the i r  countrymen .  C i ty folk had 
to work as h i red laborers or went off to Lezgic  and Tat v i l l ages 
for smal l  trade, mostly se l l ing the i r  personal possess ions .  

A fter the Sov iet ru le had fina l ly  estab l i shed i tse l f  i n  the 
Caucasus, free trade was out lawed and many J ews were de­
c l ared to be ' non-work ing e lements ' and sent off into forced 

labor. 
I n  these first years of m i sery, fate was k ind to I l l azar, a l ­

lowing h im to m i racu lous ly sh ie ld  h i s  fam i ly from m i sfortune .  
So ld iers - be they from the Whi te Army or the Red A rmy -

went to the Jews as first order of bus i ness after they conquered 
a c i ty, demand ing food and shel ter. Those who refused, d ied .  
Those who he lped, suffered l osses .  l l l azar chose to he lp .  Oc­
casional ly  the authori t ies would fo l low the law. They would 
se ize the catt le ,  but  com pensate the owner - w ith Prov i s ional  
kerenkas,  rubles or other currency of unknown orig in .  The p i l e  
of colorfu l papers i n  t he  stash grew and grew, bu t  no one  want­
ed to exchange them for anyth ing .  Br ing ing meat to the mar­
kets became imposs ib l e  - the so ld iers rode off on the horses 
and se ized the bu l l s .  L i vestock numbers dwind led in front 
of peop le 's eyes . But I l l azar managed to do the imposs ib l e, 
find ing ways to make ends meet and exchang ing paper money 
into go ld  when he had the chance. 

Duhai and Me lke would constant ly br ing home bad news :  
someone 's re lat ives were put i n  j a i l ;  another fam i ly had the i r  
house se ized - women and ch i l dren thrown i nto the street, 
the husband i nto j a i l  after try ing to res is t .  Such stories were 
p lentifu l .  
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Then the fam ine came .  The scarcer the produce became, 
the more often the com m issar would appear in  l l l azar 's yard, 
dressed in a b l ack l eather tun ic  and flanked by so ld iers i n  Red 
A rmy budenovka hats carry ing M os i n-Nagant r ifles .  

"The starv i ng need he lp, comrade l l l azar. I t 's necessary, 
you know. You must  have reserves ." 

"You came l ast week. How much do you want to take?" 
"A l l  the cows ."  
"How w i l l  my fam i l y  l i ve? What w i l l  we eat tomorrow?" 
"We have our orders, comrade ."  
"Orders, orders . . .  " I l l azar wou ld s ign .  "And how m uch 

are you go ing to pay me for five cows, m i ster comrade?" 
"Three hundred rubles is the proper pr ice ! "  the comm is­

s ioner wou ld dec lare . "And on ly  because we 've  come to you 
before and you a lways cooperate . "  

"Three hundred? A pound of meat goes for two hundred 

thousand at the market, and even that 's a dea l .  And you ' re of­
fer ing me three hundred for five cows .  You can ' t  even buy 
a box of matches for that . "  

"Your cal l ,  comrade ."  
" I  understand ."  l l l azar would s i gn i n  grief, watch i ng 

the sky where God was supposed to res ide .  H ow cou ld  H e  a l ­
low such th i ngs to happen? 

And he wou ld comply. 
Sooner or l ater, storm c louds are swept away by the w ind .  

The  fi rst s ign of improvement were rumors that the  authori t ies  
were a l l ow ing  arte l s  to be estab l i shed . The word was w ide ly  
understood .  A rte l s  were cooperat ives that gathered former 
merchants, traders and craftsmen under  the ir  roofs .  Th i s  was 
the start of N E P - the New Econom ic  Pol i cy. 

Jewish schools  started to open . The first textbook in the Jew­
ish-Tat language was pub l ished in Baku in 1 92 1 .  Jews started 
to return to Makhachkala, which had lost nearly half its popu lation 
during the c iv i l  war. Nearly two thousand people came back home . 



Those who managed to reta in  the i r  capi ta l ,  opened shops, 
stores or dri nk ing estab l i shments .  l l l azar, who hadn ' t  moved 
throughout these try ing t imes,  cont inu ing to l i ve in  Buynaksk, 
as Tem ir-Khan-Shura was now cal l ed, perked up .  He h i red 
hel pers , got some horses, and once again opened kosher butch­
er shops at the market. It seemed that the troubles had passed. 

That very year Me lke gave b i rth to Hezgie ' s  second ch i l d  
- a son whom they named Yusuf, or Joseph (though he  was 
dubbed ' Panov ich '  at home).  Another add i t ion to the fam i ly 
came two years l ater - wi th the b i rth of h i s  younger broth­
er Dan i i l .  And two years after that the i r  s i ster Raya entered 

the wor ld .  
In 1 928 ,  M e  I ke brought joy to a l l the househo lds and de­

l ivered another g i r l . Hezgie saw the g i r l  and b l essed the heav­
ens for send ing him such g ifts .  They cal led the ch i l d  Turunge, 
a name that wou ld subsequent ly be changed to the Russ ian 
Tat iana. 

The masterfu l m idwife he lped Me lke through three more 
b i rths ,  a l l ow ing  another son, Zachar, and two daughters, Rosa 
(Tomor) and Sveta to jo i n  the fam i ly. 

The ch i l dren needed to be rai sed and tended to. Hezgie 
and I l l azar d id  a l l they cou ld  to feed the grow ing c l an .  

D ifficu l t i es  aside, th i ngs were going re lat ive ly we l l .  Bu t  
j ust a s  the peop le  started t o  be l i eve that l i fe was poss ib l e  under 
the Sov iets, new chal l enges rumb led in .  New s logans overtook 
the newspapers, peppered with the word ' co l l ect iv izat ion ' .  
Portra i ts o f  Comrade Stal i n  started appear ing i n  c i t ies  across 
t.he ent i rety of  Russ ia .  

Mountain Jews started being rounded up i nto co l lect i ves .  
Synagogues were c l osed, rabb i s  arrested. The a lphabet of  the 
Ho ly  Tongue was dec l ared i l l ega l .  

The r i ch  and wealthy - in  other words, successful bus iness­
men, were sudden ly v iewed as dangerous by the authorit ies .  
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Fam ine started to reappear in  certa in  Russian c i t ies, and produce 
and valuables were once again being seized . Just as i n  the early 
1 920s, l l l azar 's catt le were seized and his shop shut down .  

The  Requ is i t ion ing Com m issariat was estab l i shed in  the 
former home of the trader Ye l izarov, and was avoided by 
the locals from then on, as if i t  was a p lague-ridden ceme­
tery. Everyth ing began w ith the arr iva l  of  comrade Yenakurov, 
the cha irman of the Counc i l  of E lected Workers ' Represent­

at ives .  He appo inted Rahaev, a member of the l ocal  Jewish  
commun i ty, as  h i s  deputy. 

As fi rst order of  bus i ness, the cha irman demanded a l i st 
of  the weal thy, wh ich  was topped by the Abramov fam i ly. 
They dec ided to start w ith them . 

After a day, Rahaev compla ined to Yenakurov : 
"The so ld iers returned from Abramov's  em pty handed: 

The old man d idn ' t  g ive them a th ing ."  

"How i s  that poss ib le?  He  has more than anyone ! "wondered 
Yenakurov, looking over the l i s t .  

"He 's saying that he gave everything he had to the Soviet au­
thorit ies .  The fam i ly 's big, the kids are smal l ,  they need to eat ." 

"He 's ly ing," the commissar rep l ied confidently. "Why do 
we bother w ith h im? He s i tt ing there, stuffing h imse l f  quiet ly, 
wh i l e  the working man starves .  l f he doesn ' t  want to cooperate, 
conduct a fu l l  seizure, take away the contraband, and al l that ."  

"He  rea l l y  d id  g ive up a lo t ,"  Rahaev noted. 
He  remembered very we l l  who had he lped the Bo lshev iks .  
"S top protect ing your own . H e  gave up a lot, h i d  even 

more," Yenakurov said d i sm i ss ive ly. "Stop mess ing around 
w ith h i m .  Keep i n  m ind, the Party 's goal i s  to exterm inate 
the ku lak way, w ipe it from memory. I f  you ' re easy on them, 
th ings won ' t  go we l l for you.  So decide qu ick ly  what to do 
w ith the asp i r ing capital i s t  accom p l ice ."  

Rahaev rubbed h i s  temp les,  as one wou ld duri ng an in ­
tense headache .  Few peop le  knew how to ta lk l i ke that. 



"Maybe exterm inat ion i s  too extreme for the first offense .  
Perhaps tal k ing some sense in to h im w i l l  work ."  

The next  day, Rahaev summoned l l l azar Abramov. 
I l l azar appeared at the requested t ime .  The venerab le man 

was to ld  to wai t  i n  the hal lway w i thout even a chair  to s i t  i n .  
About an  hour  passed before the door opentd and Rahaev 's 

head emerged from the crack :  
"Come in ,  I l lazar ! "  

I n  the offi ce, Yenakurov sat d i rect ly under a portra i t  
of Len in ,  beh ind a bunt ing-draped oak tab le  left beh ind  by 
its previous owner. Rahaev sat i n  a chair  across from h im .  
The secretary - a Komsomol member, accord ing t o  t h e  p i n  
on h i s  b l ue sh i rt - pored over paperwork a t  a smal ler desk 

in  the corner. 
Yenakurov d idn ' t  bother w ith a foreword : 

"Comrade l l l azar ! Peop le  say you ' re res is t ing the w i l l  

o f  the work ing people ! Why aren ' t  you g iv ing u p  your catt le?" 
I l lazar coughed, then adjusted the cartri dge be l ts on h i s  

cherkeska. 
"My yard i s  empty. You know th i s . "  
"So i t  appears - there rea l ly  i sn ' t  much by the  house.  B ut 

you ' re h id ing  someth ing ."  
" I ' m  not  h id i ng anyth ing .  There i sn ' t  anyth ing to h ide . . .  " 

"The ne ighbors say they can hear two cows mooing 
i n  your barn ."  

"Not two,  but one .  I ' m  sav i ng i t  for my fami ly. I have 
seven grandch i l dren .  What do I need to do to make you under­
stand that I have noth ing more left?" 

The Commi ssar 's face turned cr imson red,  the ve ins  on h i s  
neck pu l sat ing .  

"Don ' t  you dare defy the Sov ie t  authori ty, 1 l l azar ! "  

Yenakurov shouted . "Let your conscience t e l  I us whether 
you ' ve given up everyth ing ."  

"To the last ram ." 
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"So you don 't want to g ive it up vo luntari ly? You ' re 
supposed to have catt l e  i n  d i stant pastures .  How many un its ,  
huh? He has grandch i l dren . . .  And what about the ch i l dren 
swo l len from starvat ion - the ones by the Vo lga, and by 
the Don? Don ' t  you fee l  sorry for them? You Bai freak . . .  Ku­
l ak scum . . .  I ' l l .  . .  " 

Yenakurov 's face turned s t iff. 
Not i c i ng the turn th ings took, the confused Rahaev kept 

sh ift ing his g lance between the com m i ssar and 1 l l azar. 
"Peop le  are say ing that you ' re trad ing go ld  on the s ly, 1 1 -

l azar," Rahaev ch imed i n .  "Perhaps you rea l l y  have given up 
your catt le ,  but you 've  kept the go ld . "  

"You aren ' t  an a l ly  of the  new authori ty, l l l azar ! "  
Yenakurov exploded . "You ' re its enemy. You ' re a ku lak ! "  ---.._ 

l l l azar 's  eyes got dark w ith anger. F i rst h i s  catt le ,  then h i s  
shop.  Now they wanted to  take whatever was  left .  H i s  heart 

beat faster, and a p ierc ing pain overtook h i s  head . For a sec­
ond, he cou ldn ' t  hear anyth ing .  The room grew b lurry, and h i s  
v i s i on  went dark . 

The commissar noticed how l l l azar grew pale and unsteady 
and froze, not knowing w hat to do in th i s  s i tuat ion .  Even here 
in the office, Abramov managed to break Yenakurov's  proto­
co l .  The frightened Rahaev watched the i nsubord inate . 

"Can you hear us,  l l lazar?" 
l l l azar struggled to compose h i s  breath ing .  
"Th ink  about i t .  Let  us know when dec ide," Rahaev sa id .  
Yenakurov angr i l y  g lanced at  the o ld  man and mot ioned 

to the secretary, who ran out of  the room and returned w i th 
an escort .  

"Lock up the  d i ssenter ! "  the  commissar sa id  br isk ly. 
I l lazar 's head started sp inn ing aga in .  It seemed that he had 

been arrested . H is struggled to breathe, runn ing catastroph i ­
cal ly  short on a ir. When the escort shoved h im from beh i nd,  
I l l azar near ly fe l l  over. 



"Walk ,  move, don ' t  de lay," a rude voice echoed from 
somewhere far away. 

I l l azar fe l t  the r ight s ide of th i s  body grow numb.  S lowly 
dragg ing h is  leg beh ind h im and us ing h i s  last b i t  of strength 
to mainta in h i s  ba lance in front of h i s  offenders, he headed 

for the ex i t .  
"Te l l  my daughter," he sa id  hoarsely. 
No one rep l ied .  
The escort led l l l azar out into the yard and locked h im  

up i n  a barn w i th i ts w i ndows boarded over. The prisoner 
tried to reach the bale of hay i n  the corner, but d idn ' t  have 
the strength to do so. 

Once they were alone, Yenakurov looked at his deputy. 

"Why are you looking at me l i ke that? What? D id  you be­
l ieve that that ku lak gave us everyth ing? 

"He i sn ' t  a ku lak .  He  sold meat before the revo l ut ion .  

The who le  c i ty went  to  h im ." 
"Same damn th i ng .  He 's the enemy - a d i ss ident ! Why are 

you go i ng soft on me?" 
" l  know his fam i ly wel l .  He  gave money to my mother 

when we had noth ing to eat ."  
"So? I s  that  a reason to l ose the g lobal revo l ut ion? If  we 

keep pi ty ing them,  we won ' t  gather anyth i ng .  I have a party­
approved p lan of confiscated goods 1 need to fu lfi l l ! "  

Yenakurov sudden ly paused, l ike a card p layer who has 
an ace in the hole, then l i fted h i s  i ndex fi nger. 

"Sem ichastny i ,  come here ! "  he shouted . 
A so ld ier ran i nto the office .  Sem ichastnyi was i n  charge 

of a squad that hand led the confiscat ion of so-ca l led "non- l a­
bor surpluses" from wealthy c i t izens .  

"Here 's what needs to  be done, Sem ichastny i .  Send peop le  
to  l l l azar 's home immediately, wh i le  we have h im l ocked up .  
We ' l l  get them w h i le they ' re hot .  Write a mandate for a search .  
The  go ld  shou ld  be there ! Te l l  your men to  search thorough ly ! "  
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"Yes s i r ! "  
"Stop ! "  
The so ld ier froze . 
Yenakurov careful l y  looked at h i s  deputy. 
"You know what, Rahaev? Let's go there. I ' l l  show you 

myse l f  how to hand le  ku lak scum ."  
I n  about an  hour, Yenakurov, Rahaev, the  secretary and  four 

Red Army sold iers rode to the Abramov home.  The so ld iers 
walked i n  fi rst, guns ready. 

The frightened Duhai looked outs ide, hav ing heard 
the noise .  U pon see ing armed men,  she h i d  beh ind the door 
and started ye l l ing .  

"Hezgie ,  Me l ke !  So ld iers ! "  
Hezgie j umped out i nto the yard, Me lke stand ing scared 

behi nd h im .  Yenakurov saw them and growled :  
"Stop r ight  there ! "  
Me lke and Hezgie froze. 

"Everyone out into the yard," the commi ssar commanded. 
The Abramovs comp l ied .  
"You weren ' t  expecting guests?" the com m issar went on,  

grinn ing .  " I  guess you weren ' t .  Bu t  we warned you, d idn't  we 
- the Soviet authorit ies are here for a whi le .  R ight, Rahaev?" 
He turned to his deputy. Rahaev j ust stood there, avo id ing 
lock ing eyes w ith Me lke, whom he had known s ince they were 
k ids .  

"We l l ,  c i t izen," the commissar went  on .  "Empty the cof-
fers . Whatever you ' re h id ing i n  the ce l l ar, too. Everyth ing ! "  

Rahaev watched h i s  commander i n  fear. 
"Search the house ! "  Yenakurov ordered . 
The so ld iers scattered around the property. Two ran into 

the house and started scouring room after room . They tore 
apart p i l l ows, t ipped over j ugs . 

Yenakurov stro l led into the spac ious home and toured 
the rooms .  He  stopped in  the largest one - the women's room ,  



which housed several chests and an enormous wooden tab le  
w i th menorahs .  

"What 's  i n  there?" Yenakurov asked, po int ing at  the chests . 
The so ld iers comp l i ant ly moved onto the chests . They 

broke the l ocks w i th the butts of the i r  guns, l i fted the l i ds ,  
and began to toss out the neat ly folded c lothes, as Yenakurov 
looked on ind ifferent ly. 

"What are you doing?" Duhai  ye l l ed, unab le  to restra in 

herse l f. 
She rushed at the so ld iers, but Me lke he ld her back .  
Yenakurov let  out a sat i sfied cack le .  He  made a few 

more tri ps around the room,  looking over the wal l s ,  the floor, 
the ce i l i ng .  He then started j umping up and down on the floor­
boards, try ing  d ifferent spots around the room . They wou ldn ' t  
budge - no t  even  a creak . 

" I nterest ing," Yenakurov mumbled .  

He  walked up to  one of the chests and l i fted a l ong b lack 
shaw l with the t ip  of his l i t t le finger. He  threw i t  i nto the a i r, 
caught i t ,  then bent over and used it to w i pe h i s  dusty boots . 
He  shut the l i d  and p lopped down on it ,  watch ing as the so l ­
d i ers ransack the house.  

"Bring over a l l the men in  the house ! "  Yenokurov to ld  
the  deputy, who never left h i s  s ide .  

"Hezg ie ! "  Rahaev yel l ed .  

Hezgie  nervous ly walked i nto the  room . 
"Where 's the go ld  you ' re trad i ng?" 
Hezgie l ooked at Yenakurov and Rahaev in aston ishment, 

say ing noth ing .  The com m i ssar got up,  paced across the room 
aga in ,  stomped on the floor several more t imes,  then tossed 
as ide the rug. He  looked over the floorboards, then turned 
to the sold ier that stood c losest to h im .  

"R i p  the floor apart ! "  He stomped on the floor. "R ight here ." 
The women gasped in  terror, looking at Hezgie, who 

looked toward the sky. The so ld iers d i s l odged the floorboards 
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wi th the bayonets, r ipping them off one by one, revea l i ng 
a smal l cache. Yenakurov sm i led,  then bent over and rum­
maged to find a smal l sack, c i nched by a rope. 

"Cut i t ," he ordered. 
The so ld ier cut the sack w i th one fluid motion.  Rahaev 

took out a j ug, i ts top covered w i th wax and removed the sea l .  
I t  was fi l led to  the  b r im w i th go ld  co ins .  

Yenakurov sm i led ma l i c ious ly. He  looked at  Hezgie care­
fu l ly, then la id a p iece of c loth on the tab le  and careful ly  
poured ou t  the  j ug's  contents . The  commissar stern ly  looked 
at his subord inates . The i r  eyes were g l ued to the go ld .  

"We l l ?  Why d id  you  stop? D id  you  search  everyth ing?" 
"Everyth i ng .  There 's noth ing e l se," the senior so ld ier sa id .  

"Just rags ."  
"Understood.  Take th i s . "  Yenakurov mot ioned at  the go ld .  

"Hezgie  w i l l  go  w ith us . "  

Me lke started baw l ing, and  Duha i  fol lowed.  
One of the younger Red Army men put a bayonet 

to Hezgie ' s  back and ordered h im  to get i nto the cart .  
The  prisoner was taken to  the  same boarded up barn 

where I l l azar was thrown a few hours before the search .  At  
fi rst, Hezg ie saw noth ing .  As  h i s  eyes adj usted to  the  dark­
ness, however, he was ab le  to d i scern a body ly i ng on the floor 
and rushed to i t .  To his horror, he recogn ized his father i n  l aw. 

" I l l azar ! 1 l l azar, what have they done to you?" 
Hezgie started shaking him, try ing to br ing him back 

to consciousness. l l l azar s lowly  opened his eyes . 
" l l l azar, are you a l i ve?" Hezgie d idn ' t  know what to do .  

He  ran to the door and started pound ing on i t ,  ye l l ing "Open 
up! Open up! A man 's dying i n  here ! "  

After what fe l t  l i ke a n  etern i ty, a so ld ier appeared at 
the door. 

"Why are you yel l i ng?" 

" I l lazar 's  s ick .  He ' s  unconsc ious ," Hezgie shouted . 



The so ld ier  approached I l l azar and looked at h i s  face . 

"He seems to be breath ing," the so ld ier noted, and qu ick ly 
left .  

The  doctor showed up five m inutes later. He  bent over 
the prostrate old man, l i stened to his heard, then turned to the 

so ld ier :  
"He  had a stroke," he said .  "He needs to go to the hospi tal 

immediate ly. I 'm going to Yenakurov." 
"Ah ! "  H ezgie shouted . 
He  wanted to j ump out the barn and scream for he lp ,  but 

the so ld ier po inted his r ifle at h i m .  
"Where d o  you th ink you ' re going? Stop r ight there ! "  
M eanwh i le ,  the doctor went t o  Yenakurov w i th h i s  report .  
The  com m issar and  h i s  secretary were occupied w ith 

counting the coins they seized from I l l azar 's home, Yenakurov 
v i s ib ly  enj oy ing h imse lf. The doctor coughed to get their at­
tent ion and summarized I l l azar 's cond i t ion .  

" I t  makes no sense to ho ld  h im  under arrest .  He  may 
not l ive unt i l the tri a l ,"  the doctor conc l uded. 

Yenakurov was genu ine ly upset, not out of p i ty for the o ld  
man ,  bu t  because h i s  dreams of reprisal  had been dashed.  Put­

t ing a feeb le  man on tr ia l  was un interest ing and nonsens ica l . 
I t  wou l d  br ing h im no j oy. He  d id ,  however, st i l l  have H ezgie .  

Yenakurov d i sm i ssed the doctor and descended i nto deep 
thought .  He  l ater cal l ed the secretary and started d ictat ing 
a decree, shut t ing the door to  h i s  office.  The happy com m issar 
opened the door a ha l f hour later, turn ing to the secretary, who 
was st i l l  d igging through paperwork. 

" I  want everyth ing to be done my noon tomorrow," he to l d  

h im on h i s  way ou t .  "You ' l l  head ou t  i n  t he  morning .  U nder­
stood?" 

"Yes s i r, comrade commissar ! "  the secretary ye l led .  
"Jus t  make sure everyth ing's  lega l ,"  Yenakurov added 

str ict ly. "We don ' t  dabb le  i n  se l f-governance ."  
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He then cal led a so ld ier. 
"Here 's what's going to happen," the commissar instruct­

ed. "You ' re going to go to the Abramovs '  home - the one where 
we arrested two peop le  today. You ' l l  te l l  the daughter to come 
get her o ld man.  That we ' re done w i th him and he's  free . Eve­

ryone shou ld know that the Soviet authority i s  the most hu­
mane i n  the world ."  

The frightened M e l ke, v i s i ted by the  so ld iers late a t  n ight 
as she was caring for the ch i l dren, d idn ' t  know whether to re­
jo ice  or scream at the news that her father was free to go, but 
was too sick to walk and needed to be p icked up .  She qu ick ly 
got  ready and headed for the Execut ive Comm ittee . 

Her quest ions about what happened to Hezg ie fe l l  on deaf 
ears . Wh i l e  Me l ke baw led, her father was dragged out of the 
Soviet Executive Committee bu i l d i ng, half conscious, by two 
so ld iers and p laced on the cart that stood by the entrance.  See­

ing I l l azar i n  this state, Me l ke screamed. The man, who was 
a powerful presence j ust that morn i ng, was a wreck. 

She and her mother bare ly  dragged the s ick man i nto 
the house and i nto h i s  bed . They cou ldn ' t  imagine what wou ld  
happen to h im  next. Duha i  fussed over her  husband, try ing 
to wake h im  i nto consc iousness, wh i le  Me l ke repeated ,  over 

and over, that God wou ldn ' t  abandon them . 
The next morning, Me lke headed back to the commi ssari­

at. A guard stood by the entrance.  
"My husband was arrested yesterday. l brought him h i s  

th ings .  How can l see  h im?" 
"That 's a quest ion for Com m issar Yenakurov. He 's 

in charge .  You have to wai t  for h im ,"  the guard retorted . 
Me lke wai ted for over an hour for Yenakurov 's arr iva l . 
"Where 's my husband, H ezgie? G i ve me back my hus­

band ! "  M e l ke screamed as she threw herse l f  at the commissar. 
"And what d id  you do to my father, huh?" 

"Quiet, c i t izen ! Qu i t  ye l l i ng ! "  



Melke calmed down. 
"Th is isn ' t  my dec i s ion - i t 's  a legal matter. Your husband 

i s  a crim i na l  - an enemy of the Soviet reg ime .  As  to your fa­
ther, we let h im go, as you know. We ' re a humane authori ty." 

"Give Hezgie back," Me lke said,  over and over, strugg l i ng  
wi th her  Russ ian .  

"Your husband w i l l  be detai ned unt i l  the court decides 
what to do w i th h im ."  

"What d id  he do?  Le t  h im go ! He 's a peacefu l  man.  
He  d idn' t  hurt anyone." 

An ev i l  sm i l e  came over Yenakurov's face . 
"Peacefu l  as he may be, he was st i l l  h id ing go ld .  Don ' t  te l l  

m e  you d idn ' t  know ! Keep ye l l ing,  and we' l l  deta in  you a s  an 

accompl ice ." 
Me lke was dumbfounded. 
"Why would you detai n me? What are you ta lk i ng about?" 
"Then we agree. This conversat ion i s  over. Go away." 
"What d id  we do? My father has been doing th i s  h i s  whole  

l i fe," Me lke cont inued, refus ing to back down .  "The czar 
d idn ' t  put h im  in j a i l ,  why did you? You ' ve made h im com­
plete ly s i ck ! "  

Me lke's  Russ ian wasn ' t  strong, and she always paused 
to look for words .  

" I  to ld you, th i s  conversat ion i s  over," Yenakurov rep l ied, 

now frown ing. "You ' re wast ing your t ime. You ' re not go ing 
to  get  your  husband. I f  I were you ,  I ' d run home .  Otherw i se, 
you m ight m i ss someth ing important ."  

Me lke d idn' t  understand the spec ifics of what the man 
said,  but dec ided that stay ing was a lost cause. She headed 
back .  

As  she approached home,  someth ing fe l t  wrong. Com i ng 
through the gate, she saw Red Army so ld iers . A young Kom­
somol member stood out front and rec ited loud ly, at no one 
in  part i cu lar :  "By decree of the Buynaksk Execut ive Com-
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rni ttee of the Peop le ' s  Comm issar, sto len property, i nc lud ing 
the  home and other goods, w i l l  be confiscated ." 

P i l l ows,  mattresses and b l ankets were Aying out of the 
open w i ndows.  

Me lke rushed i nto the house .  Duhai  s tood there, ho ld ing 
the frightened ch i l dren next  to her, wh i le  the  so ld iers scurried 
about. 

" M arna, what happened?" Me lke asked, then ran to the 
so ld iers .  "What are you doing?" 

"Me lke, we 've been k icked out ! What for? What are they 
doing?" Duhai repeated over and over, i n  a trance.  

The k ids started scream ing .  
The so ld iers used the butts of  the ir  guns to  push them out 

of  the house .  
And so, i n  the span of a s ingle day, poor M e l ke l ost her 

fam i l y  home and nearly lost  her father. I t  seemed l ike l i fe was 

over. 
"Marn a, don ' t  cry," Me l ke wh ispered, ho ld ing Duhai  t ight­

ly. "We ' l l  go to Anzh i .  We ' l l  get out of  here. There 's a house 
there .  The com m issar here doesn ' t  know about i t . "  

l l l azar had a home i n  M akhachkala - or Anzh i ,  as i t  was 
ca l led before the revol ut ion - the capital of  Dagestan, wh ich  
he stopped i n  when he went  there on bus iness .  

The women and ch i ldren reached Anzhi  by even ing .  
The c i ty seemed nearly deserted - not  a sound or person i n  the  

street .  Me lke qu ick ly  found the house - 1 6  Su l e iman Stal sk i  
S treet . They opened the gate, went  i t ,  and s ighed i n  re l i ef. 

They had no more tears left to cry. At l east there was a roof 
over the i r  heads .  As  for the rest, God wou ld  send someth ing .  

And so they s tarted over i n  the new p lace .  
God had not abandoned them after a l l .  Once Me lke made 

l l l azar comfortab le  and put the ch i l dren to s l eep, Me lke 
and Duhai  sat down to rest after a busy day. 



"There 's a roof over our heads," the daughter to ld 
the mother, nervous ly, "but  I can ' t  imag ine how we ' re go ing 
to feed the ch i l dren . Whatever we took from home w i l l  l ast us 
several days, a week at most .  What w i l l  we do then? To be fair, 
people in Anzhi  do appear to be better off th"ln the others . They 
appear to have managed to save this and that," Me lke cont in­
ued, gradual ly  growing calmer as she d i scussed the s i tuat ion 
further. "We need to find I l l azar 's partners . We can borrow 
from them for the t ime being .  What do you th ink,  mama?" 
Me lke asked Duhai ,  who sat s i lent ly. 

" I  th ink  that i t ' s  too early to start pesteri ng. l f we need to, 
I l l azar can turn to them when he regains his strength ."  

Me lke l ooked at  her  mother cur ious ly. 
" I  haven ' t  to ld  anyone of what happened, or fel t  the need 

to do so, because, qu ite honest ly, ignorance i s  b l i ss ," Duhai  
cont inued, saddened.  "Bes ides, there ' s  a p lace where we can 

get money." 
"Where? Did father have partners I d idn ' t  know about?" 
"No ."  
"So who w i l l  he lp  us?" 
"Not, ' who, ' but ' what ' .  Our o ld  house m B uynaksk .  

There 's go ld there ."  
"What go ld?  They took everyth ing ."  
"Not everyth ing was ins ide the house .  I l l azar and I thought 

about that a wh i l e  ago . I put some as ide - a port ion of the go ld .  
I t ' s  buried i n  t he  garden, under t he  walnut tree . I doubt they 

found it .  It shou ld  st i l l  be there ."  

Me lke l i stened i n  d i sbe l ief. 
"We need to go tomorrow." 
"No, daughter. Wai t .  Let the pass ions coo l .  We ' l l  wai t  

a few days and go. We a lso need to find someone to care for the 
ch i l dren and I l lazar. He's  st i l l  much too weak." 

In a few days, Duhai and Me lke asked one of the i r  re l a­
t ives to l ive in the i r  home and keep an eye on I l l azar and the 
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kids for a few days and set off to Buynaksk, tak ing along Anya, 
Me l ke 's e ldest daughter. 

The tri p to the c i ty was uneventfu l .  They stayed w i th 
friends, and asked around the neighborhood to find out what 
happened i n  the i r  absence. Hezgie, unfortunate ly, was st i l l  
i n  j ai l .  Their  home, however, s imp ly  stood empty, wh ich was 
great news. They cou ld  proceed w i th the ir  p lan .  

I n  the even ing, after l eav ing Anya w i th the neighbors, 
M e l ke and Duhai grabbed necessary suppl ies and, try ing 
to stay as  s i lent as  poss ib le ,  se t  out to the ir  ransacked house.  

The two women entered the garden and stopped by the o ld  
wa lnut tree.  Once her  mother showed her  the  spot, Me lke 
started d igg ing .  I t  wasn ' t  too long before the shovel struck 
someth i ng so l i d .  

, 

"We found i t ! "  Duhai  wh i spered happ i ly. 
Me Ike careful l y  unearthed a jewe l ry box wrapped in bur­

lap .  M ak ing sure they weren ' t  be ing watched, the women cau­
t ious ly  grabbed the i r  pri ce less fi nd and hurried back .  

In  the morning, the women thanked the i r  hosts for the i r  
hospi ta l i ty and prepared to return to Anzh i .  They had to th ink 
of a way to transport the gold,  as carry ing an unconcea led j ew­
e l ry box was too ri sky. They decided to wrap i t  i ns ide a shaw l ,  
then c inched i t  around Anya's waist  l ike a g i rd l e .  I f  they hap­
pened to be stopped by Yenakurov 's peop le on the way, they 
wou ld  l ike ly not resort to search ing a ch i l d .  

The  road home was  smooth, w i th no surpri ses .  When  they 
stepped back i nto their new home, the travelers s ighed i n  re­
l ief. Death by starvation was no longer a r isk .  

l l l azar gradua l l y  recovered, the ai lment being no match 
for his strong mountaineer body. Hezgie ' s  fate, however, was 
of  great concern. What wou ld  happen to h im ,  and how cou ld 

they he lp? 
"L i fe i s  j ust," Duhai  reassured her  daughter. " I t  a lways 

puts everyth ing i n  i ts p lace ."  



One of  l l l azar o ldest friends, Yesef, met a s im i lar fate 
as the butcher 's fam i ly. Everyth ing was taken, trade was 
banned and he had to subs ist on bread and water, l i v i ng off 

the remai nders of his capita l .  
Not ic ing that l l l azar 's home had smok� com ing ou t  of the 

ch imney, he came to check whether the master had returned.  
Duhai recogn ized h im r ight away. She asked Me lke to set 
the tab le ,  led the guest into the kunak room, and recounted her 
horri fy ing story. Yesef cou ld do l i t t le more than shake h i s  head 
wh i l e  heari ng of the m i sfortune that befe l l  I l l azar 's fam i ly. 

At the end of  the story, Duhai b lurted out i n  agony : 
" I  have no idea what to do now. How w i l l  we l i ve w i thout 

breadwinners? What w i l l  happen to the ch i l dren?" 
"Now, now," Yesef p lacated her. "Everyth ing w i l l  set­

tle down .  I l l azar 's wi th you - that ' s  al ready ha lf  the batt l e .  
And you  appear to  have bread . A l l  i n  a l l ,  th ings cou ld  be  

worse." 
" I t  on ly  seems l i ke that, Yesef," Me lke remarked . 
"As to Hezgie, I can try to find out more . I have many 

friends i n  Buynaksk. Someone w i l l  help.  If he 's  st i l l  in the c ity 
j a i l ,  that means they don ' t  know what to do w ith h i m .  And i f  
they don ' t  know, then they ' l l  b e  open t o  suggest ions .  That ' s  
my op in ion," Yesef sa id  reassuri ngly. 

" I f  you can he lp, Yesef, I w i l l  be forever grateful ,"  M e  I ke 
said ardent ly. 

"We i  I ,  I '  I I  do what I can ."  The o ld  man hesi tated and ro l led 
his eyes . 

Me lke caught on .  
"Wai t ."  S he ran out of the room and retu rned in  a few m i n­

utes, putt ing a gold co in  i n  front of the guest . The venerabl e  
man sm i l ed upon see ing the go ld .  

"C learly I l l azar 's daughter," he sa id  i n  a raspy vo ice .  
"Takes after her  father. A house that has  go ld  has  strength .  I 
can he lp ."  
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With that, they parted ways. 
As  the old man prom i sed, he had certa in connect ions left 

i n  Buynaksk. He  set off there a few days after and returned 
after a week. Me lke wai ted impat ient ly to hear of any deve l ­
opments .  

"Your Hezgie's st i l l  i n  ja i l , "  Yesef began, " in  the same 
p lace they in i t i a l l y  put h im .  They ' re feeding him bread and wa­
ter, and no one knows what w i l l  happen next. Peop le  say that 
the madman Yenakurov i s  p lann ing to put him to tri a l . "  

"What can  we do?  How do we take care of  th i s?" M e  Ike  
asked, frowning .  

"Peop le  w i l l  a lways remain people ,  regard less of the i r  
government," Yesef rep l ied crypt ica l ly. · 

"What do you mean?" Me lke asked .  � 

"Go ld .  Those who can res is t  i ts power are few and far 
between .  Yenakurov is made of the same stuff as you and I .  

The on ly  d ifference i s  that he's  a lso hungry. You know what 
that means?" 

"What?" 

" I t  means that he 's greedy. On ly he has the power to free 
Hezgie ."  

"How do you expect h im to free Hezgie? He 's the  one that 
put h im  there ."  

"Exact ly. He  j ust needs mot ivat ion .  You th ink he hasn ' t  
dreamt of l iv ing in  the  house he ev icted you  from?  We need 
to stri ke a bargain  w ith h im ." 

"How do we get to h im?" 
"That part ' s  up to me .  G ive me fi fteen go ld  co ins .  I th ink 

that w i l l  be enough to buy out your husband. 
Me lke pondered this for a wh i le ,  then left the kunak 

room . She was absent for a wh i le ,  then returned and s i lent ly 
put the co ins  in  front of her father 's friend.  Yesef gathered 
the co ins  i nto a l eather purse he customari ly carried on h i s  be l t .  



"Three of the fi fteen are m ine," he said . "The rest are 

for the commi ssar. " 
Me lke nodded . 
"Wait  for me." Those were the l ast words the guest said 

before he left .  
Hours and  days of tanta l iz ing suspense fo l l owed. 

Not a s i ng le  word was heard from Yesef. Me lke began to th ink 
that the o ld  man h imse lf  was arrested, and that the go ld  d i sap­
peared along w i th Hezgie .  Duhai never stopped pray ing, cry­

i ng over l l l azar, who sudden ly took a tum for the worse . 
The women nearly lost hope when Me lke happened to look 

into the yard and saw Hezgie stand ing there by his lonesome .  
She rushed outs ide  and ran to  her  husband. Tears ro l l ed down 

both spouses ' cheeks as they embraced. 

The fam i l y  gradual ly adj usted to the new p lace .  Th is  
was ,  of course, a far cry from the i r  former l i fe :  the house was 
sma l l er, the troub les more p lenti fu l .  They d idn ' t  have a we l l  
i n  the i r  yard i n  Anzh i ,  s o  gett ing water involved a d i stant tri p 
to a founta in .  Somet imes Me lke doubted that her and Duhai 
cou ld  cont inue to run a house l i ke th i s .  Hezgie, on the other 

hand, was l ucky to get a job as a warehouse guard . 
A fter about two years they received unexpected news 

of Yenakurov's  arrest .  Men in  leather tunics came and took 
him from his home i n  whatever he was weari ng. Peop le  say 
that he was executed by fir ing squad for embezz lement .  Some­
one had informed the authori t ies that the com m issar pocketed 
part of  the property confiscated from those he dubbed ' ene­
m ies of  the peop l e . '  

And thus  that story ended . As a w i se book says, ' everyone 
has the i r  t ime, their m isery, their happiness and reward . '  
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XI 

T he advent of  the new authority d idn ' t  on ly  br ing m i s­
ery and ru i n .  M e lke 's  friend once to ld her that a l l ch i l ­
dren wou l d  be educated i n  schoo l s  free of charge, under 

the ' vseobuch '  program . She had troub le  w ith both pronounc­
ing the strange Russ ian name and be l iev ing that such a th ing 
was poss ib le .  I t  a lways cost  a fair  b i t  of  money to educate 
a boy at the synagogue, and here they were g iv ing knowledge 
away for free . Th is  was qu i te unusua l .  

To the ir  surprise,  t h e  rumors were true .  The first seven-year 
schoo l s  started open ing in the c i ty and attendance was manda­
tory. Anya was the fi rst to attend schoo l .  Th i s  became a turn ing 
po in t  for l i fe i n  the  trad i t ional  Jewish  fam i ly, i n  wh ich g i r l s  
were condemned to a l i fe of  housework. The teachers praised 
Anya, and suggested that the parents a l l ow the bright g ir l  
to cont inue her educat ion at a un ivers i ty. 

An educat ion? At a un ivers i ty? For Hezgie ,  who valued 
a person's  education most of  a l l ,  this was an extraord inary 



not ion .  L iv ing  long enough to w i tness th i s  was more than 

he cou ld have ever dreamed of. 
Yusuf was next to attend schoo l .  Everyone in the fam i ly 

cal l ed h im ' Panov ich ' .  God knows why he got that n ickname.  
Schoo l ing was conducted in  Russ ian .  Therefore, what seemed 

unatta inab le to Me lke ten years ago, wa:, happen ing wi th in  
the ord inary course of th ings .  Whi le  the o lder ch i ldren stud­
ied, the younger ones he lped their mother around the house.  
The l i tt l e  Turunge was espec ia l ly  d i l igent, never s i t t ing st i l l  

for even a moment .  
The g ir l  qu i ck ly  p icked up her mother 's househo ld man­

neri sms .  She  may have on ly turned seven,  but she a l ready 
knew how to make churek batter and cook up lye for the laun­
dry. She was grow ing up to be a carbon copy of her mother, 
hust l ing and bust l ing around the home as an adu l t  wou ld .  

M isery struck the Abramov home i n  1 93 5 .  Arriv ing home, 

Me lke heard hoarse moan ing com ing from her father 's room . 
She rushed in ,  see ing I l l azar ly ing on the Aoor. He  had had an­
other stroke wh i l e  Duhai  was tend ing to the garden . The doc­
tor was ca l l ed ,  but med i c i ne was powerless th i s  t ime around.  

I I l azar never recovered from the bra in  hemorrhage 
and d ied after several months .  Duhai took her husband 's pass­

ing w ith great d i fficu l ty. Gr ief aged her rapid ly. She grew frai l ,  
and a i lments rushed i n  a s  i f  they sat there wait ing for that very 
moment .  

I t  wasn ' t  long after her husband's death, that Duhai  a l so 
passed away. 

Neverthe less ,  m isery always goes hand in hand w ith 
joy, which was brought into the Abramov home by Me l ke 
and H ezgie 's  o ldest daughter Anya. Wh i le st i l l  in schoo l ,  she 
befriended a boy name A lyosha from the Shcherbatov fam i ly, 
a lso M ounta in  Jews .  Sasun, h i s  father, was the sect ion ch ief  
a t  the  canned goods p lant, which ,  a t  the  t ime, put  h im  i n  a 
very fi nanc ia l ly  secure pos i t ion .  The parents not iced the ir  ch i  I -
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dren 's friendsh ip ,  and at one point A lyosha's father appeared 
at Me lke and Hezgie's home.  

Anya's parents d i scerned the purpose of the im portant 
guest 's v i s i t  right away. A ceremonia l  exchange of n icet ies fol ­
l owed, after wh ich  Sasun got to h i s  agenda. 

"Hezgie, our ch i ldren have been friends for several years . 
I ' ve been th ink ing about A lyosha's future and reached a con­
c l us ion :  he won ' t  be ab le  to find a better g ir l . I would l i ke 
to betroth your daughter to your son . Why don 't  we jo i n  fam i­
l i es?" 

Hezgie  nodded and sm i l ed ,  spread ing his arms .  
"That 's probab ly  the  r ight dec i s ion,  Sasun .  Why no t  - i f  

the ch i l dren treat each other we l l .  The parents, however, on ly 
gu ide - the heart chooses for i tse l f. I ' m for it ,  but I must ask 
Anya i f  she wants  th i s  as we l l .  You must understand that my 
daughter i s  p l ann ing to cont i nue study ing ."  

The groom 's father started p lacat ing Hezg ie ,  assuring h im 
that h i s  daughter 's w i shes wou ld  be fu l fi l led .  

A fter a week,  the Scherebatovs, father and son, came 
to see the bride. Anya came out, greeted them, and said right 

away that she has no i ntent ion to marry, as she p l ans to enro l l  
a t  a n  inst i tute .  

" I f  I 'm not a l lowed to fin i sh my educat ion,  I w i l l  not l i ve 
w i th A lyosha," the g ir l  said curt l y. 

I n  earl ier t imes, it was unth inkable for a daughter to defy 
her parents . But l i fe changed abrupt ly in those years . 

The groom 's father agreed : 
"Anya, I g ive you my word that you w i l l  cont inue your 

educat ion if you and A lyosha jo i n  dest in ies ."  
And so i t  was  decided.  
I n  1 93 5 ,  wh i l e  I l l azar was st i l l  a l i ve, A l yosha and Anya 

had a wedd ing .  Sasun kept h i s  word and he lped h i s  daugh­
ter- i n- l aw enro l l  in  the extramural d i v i s ion of the F i nanc ia l  
and Econom ic I nst i tute of  Rostov-on-Don .  That 's how Anya 



Abramova began to study account ing .  Th i rty years or so be­
fore that i t  was imposs ib l e  to imag ine a s im i lar fate for a g ir l  
from a s imple Jewish fam i ly, and Me lke and Hezgie were hap­

py over such great fortune .  
A year after the wedd ing, Anya got pregnant. Ed ik ,  Me lke 

and Hezgie ' s  fi rst grandson, was born i ntc the fam i ly i n  1 93 7 .  
The happ iness was i ntox icat ing .  The c l an grew b igger. 

Another year and a hal f l ater Anya gave b i rth to a daughter, 

whom they named Susanna, and a th i rd ch i l d  j ust before grad­
uat ing from the inst i tute, Valery. One would have thought that 
Anya wou ld  abandon her stud ies ,  but she did not .  As  prom­
i sed, A lyosha's fam i l y  made sure that the i r  daughter rece ived 

a degree and a d ip loma.  
That  happened i n  1 94 1 .  
Me lke, and espec ia l l y  Hezgie, cou ld bare ly conta in  the ir  

j oy. ' H igher educat ion '  - the phrase made the young wom­
an 's father 's heart beat faster. Anya fl uently spoke and wrote 

i n  Russ ian ,  as a most educated Rabbi  would prior to the revo­
l ut ion .  

R ight after graduat ing Anya took the pos i t ion an ass i stant 
accountant at the commodity base in M akhachkala, where she 
exce l l ed ,  to everyone's surprise, show ing i n i t iat ive,  confidence 
and know ledge. She was noticed, and soon enough the young 
spec ia l i st was promoted to head accountant. 

A talent for bus iness b lossomed i n  the young woman . A nya 
made new in troduct ions and necessary connect ions .  In the face 
of the emerg ing defic i t  i n  the Sov iet Un ion,  she l earned how 
to, as they say, ' hust le ' ,  understanding how to avo id  supply 
chain de lays under the cond i t ions of  soc ia l i st property, where 
noth ing be longed to anyone.  

There, at  work,  she met Nahamye Babaev, a lso a M oun­
tain J ew. He  wou ld occas ional ly v is i t  Anya's  workp lace, as the 
base prov ided mater ia ls  to the sew ing cooperat ive where 
he oversaw supply. 
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Nahamye's attent ion turned to the energet i c  Anya 
Shcherbatova. 

Meanwh i le ,  Dan i i l ,  the Abramovs ' second son, graduated 
from schoo l .  Fo l lowing h i s  o lder s i ster's adv ice, he set o ff 
to Rostov-on-Don to enro l l  i n  the Agricu l tural I nst i tute .  A new 
c i ty, new friends,  new know ledge - al l  were imposs ib l e  for the 
inqu i s i t ive guy not to l i ke.  

Raya Abramova got her h igh school d iploma soon after. 
As w ith her older s i ster, her marriage to a young man from the fa­
mous Pashayev c lan was arranged wh i le  she was sti l l  in schoo l .  
Me lke and Hezgie consented to  the marriage, and, after a merry 
and lavish wedding, Raya moved in w i th her husband. 

L i ke Anya, she d idn ' t  qu i t  learn i ng .  A fter tak ing some 
legal courses, she used her husband 's connect ions to be­
come an ass i stant at the Dagestan Prosecutor 's Office .  Me l ke 
beamed w i th happ i ness .  Her  o lder daughters and son reached 

the goal s  set by her and Hezgie and were educated . 
One by one, the o lder ch i l dren left the nest .  The younger 

kids were a l ready abl e  to look after one another. They were 
three great g i r l s :  Turunge, Roza and Sveta. H appi ly, , they ran 
and rampaged the househo ld .  

Turunge, t he  o ldest of  t he  three, became Me lke 's ma in  
househo ld  he lper. 

"Turunge, get some water, then make the dough," Me lke 
wou ld instruct. 

"A l right ! "  the qu ick Turunge would answer and run sw ift­
ly in to the pantry that housed the l arge tub of water. 

Whenever Me lke left home, Turunge would take on her 
mother's manneri sms,  put on her kerch ief, and the househo ld 
theatre would start . 

"Roza, Auff up the p i l lows ! Sveta, a i r  out the b lanket ! 
Roza, bri ng some water. Sveta, make the dough ."  

Turunge had a funny knack for im itat ing her  mother's ges­
tures and cadence .  



"Sveta, Roza ! Why i s  there d i rt in the house? Grab 

the brooms at once and sweep up ! "  
The two l i t t le ones would grab brooms that were ta l l er 

than them and start sweep ing. 
Other gir ls would cower at the i r  fathers ' appearance, l ay­

ing l ower than grass ,  stand ing st i l ler than water, but not Tu­

runge .  
Even when Hezgie wou ld arr ive home after the  n ight sh ift  

to w i tness her  tak ing charge over her  younger s i sters, Turunge 
wou ldn ' t  change her tone :  

"Father, we ' re c l ean ing !  Mama to ld  us to  do so ! "  
"Okay, okay, darl i ng, I ' m  not going t o  get i n  your way, ' '  

Hezgie would rep ly  w ith a sm i l e  and head into his room . 
J ust as he never contrad icted Me lke, Hezg ie d idn ' t  in­

terfere w i th h is  daughter 's se lf-express ion .  Overal l ,  Hezgie 
d idn ' t  care m uch about who ran the house. The point of  l i fe ,  
i n  h i s  op in ion ,  was i n  the read ing of holy books and pray ing 

for h i s  fam i l y  and friends .  
Three hours would pass ,  and i t  wou ld  be t ime for l unch .  

Turunge wou ld  send Sveta or Roza to  her  father. 
"Father, l unch i s  ready, come to the tab l e ! "  the l i tt l e  one 

would say. 
" I ' m  com ing, dar l i ng, ' '  H ezgie  wou ld  answer, sm i l ing .  
When her mother wasn ' t  home,  Turunge made sure that 

her father d idn ' t  go to work hungry. She wou ld pack h i s  l unch,  
a lways try ing to steal th i l y  sneak a treat i nto h is  bag so that 
he wou ld  have a p l easant surprise to have w i th tea. 

Hezgie l oved tea with honey most of  a l l ,  and that ' s  why 
Turunge would s l i p  h i m  p ieces of honeycomb, so that he cou ld  
spoi l h imse lf  w ith h i s  favorite de l i cacy. Hezgie l oved these 
p leasant surpri ses .  Looking at his daughter, he wou ld  a lways 
th ink about the fortunate twist of fate that made Turunge 
the o ldest ch i l d  that l i ved at home.  

So ended M ay of 1 94 1 .  
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XII 

0 n a beaut ifu l  J une  morn ing, Hezgie, hav ing fin i shed 
h i s  sh ift  at the warehouse, took his usual route home.  
The weather was warm and summery. Heat had not yet 

begun to torture M akhachkala .  
H ezgie i ntentiona l l y  s l owed his pace i n  order to enj oy this 

t ime of year. A l ight breeze Aew in  from the sea. Time ap­
peared to have stopped.  

Sudden ly, raspy stat ic  started emanat ing from the be l l  
o f  the loudspeaker, wh ich hung atop a street pole ,  fo l l owed 
by the announcer 's thunderous voice :  ' Moscow i s  speak ing !  
Moscow i s  speak ing ! "  

Hezg ie  stopped . M akhachkala had had rad io fo r  a wh i l e  
now, bu t  i t  wou ld  e i ther p lay mus i c  or stay s i l ent .  Hezgie 
paced around in  p l ace, afraid to m i ss someth ing im portant. 
People started to gather around h im ,  al l l ooking at the b lack 
l oudspeaker. 



"C i t izens ! "  a loud male voice spoke after a bout of cough­
ing .  "Today, at five a .m . ,  w i thout a dec larat ion of war, a port ion 

of the German army attacked our borders in mul t ip le p laces ." 
Peop le  g lanced around . The voice cont inued,  and the 

further i t  progressed into its speech, the ghost l i er the qu iet, 
sunny day seemed, w i th its b i rdsongs and ch i l dren 's voices .  
I n  the b l ink of an eye,  everyth ing turned unrea l ,  as rea l i ty was 
now conta ined in a s ing le  word : 'war ' .  

Somewhere b y  the western border of  the U S S R  p lanes 
were flyi ng, and the deafen ing wh ine of d iv ing bombers s l iced 
through the a ir. And despite the fact that there was no bombing 

in  Makhachkala and people had no idea what a co lumn of tanks 
looked l i ke on the road, everyone fe l t  queasy and scared.  Ger­
man invaders proceeded deeper into the country. 

Hezgie hurried home, nearly running, not qu i te knowing 
what he was rush ing to do. He burst through the door. As always, 

Me Ike was busy in the k i tchen, taking chureks out of the oven. 
"They said on the rad io . . .  " Hezg ie muttered, out of breath . 

"War started ." 
Me l ke put the chureks as ide and looked at her husband 

in  d i sbe l ief. 
"What?" 
"War ! "  
"What war? When? W h o  w ith?" 
"With Germany . . .  " 
Me lke gave H ezgie a baffled look.  She wasn ' t  too sure 

where Germany was. A l l  th i s  seemed infin ite ly far from her 
k i tchen and the usual  problems - far from peaceful l i fe .  But 
Hezgie ' s  eyes said i t  a l l :  someth ing horri b l e  was happen ing .  
Me lke sat  down . 

"What now?" 
" I  don ' t  know." 
Me  I ke grew pale .  Both her and H ezgie  thought about the i r  

sons .  

Turunge 

1 3 5 



Igor Babaev 

1 3 6 

"Dear Lord, what d id  we do to deserve th i s?" 
Free w i l l  was paralyzed by a terri fy ing thought: 'N one 

of  th i s  depends on us . '  H ezg ie suppressed the treacherous 
temptat ion .  No, only the strength of  the holy texts can protect 
them ; i t  a lone can provide peace and salvat ion,  as i t  did when 
he was i n  j a i l ,  l ocked i n  a warehouse await ing an imminent 
walk i n  front of  the fi ring squad .  Prayer he lped then . He was 
certai n :  pray ing was a l l there was l eft to do .  ' Trust and hope . . .  ' 
he said to h imse l f. He  fi nn ly repeated th i s  to Me lke, she to the 
smal l c h i ldren, who cou ldn ' t  grasp why the i r  parents were so 

scared. 
L i fe i n  the c i ty remained pract i ca l ly  unchanged in  the fi rst 

days of  war. B ut as soon as a week l ater, men aged eighteen 
to th i rty started be ing ca l l ed to the front. 

Reprieve from the draft, or - as i t  was cal l ed then - ' ar­
mor ' ,  was g iven to students and those who worked at enter­

prises that prov ided suppl ies for the batt lefie ld .  L i fe,  however, 
st i l l  managed to find a ba lance between war and peace .  I n­
st i tutes, hospi ta ls  and schoo l s  operated as usual . On ly  strate­
gica l l y  important factories were g iven a th i rd sh i ft ,  to ensure 
round-the-c lock production .  

Me lke fussed around the house ,  when the ma i lwoman 
knocked on the door, came in, and handed her a form ,  briefly 
say ing "A wri t  for Yusuf  A bramov. P lease s ign for i t . "  

Me lke exam ined the paper, but cou ldn ' t  d i scern anyth ing 
of  use .  The word ' wr i t '  was terr i fy ing enough to r id her of  v i ­
s ion .  The  wor ld  qu ick ly  shrank to the  borders , beh ind wh ich 
certa in  death loomed .  The front awaited her sons . 

The not ice floated down from Me lke ' s  sudden ly  incomp l i ­
an t  hands, l i ke a paper a i rp l ane .  The  mai lwoman p icked i t  up  
and, spoke, a lmost apo l oget ica l l y :  

"Such  a t ime we l ive i n .  War." 
Time was prec i se ly  what M e l ke was th ink ing of  at that 

moment .  Perhaps i t  was better for Yusuf  to not return home 



at a l l  today. Perhaps he shou ld  l eave the c i ty for somewhere -
wherever - on ly so that he wou ldn ' t  have to see that damned 

paper. 
But God d id  not heed her prayers th i s  t ime around, and 

Yusuf arrived short ly  after the mai l  woman left .  

Me lke wai l ed throughout t he  ent ire day that Yusuf was 
al l otted for packing, as she gathered food, l ooked for and 
packed a piece of soap, the peri lous razor, c lean underwear. She 
tr ied to sh ift her thoughts to househo ld  concerns, but cou ldn ' t .  
Everyth ing that used to  seem important los t  i t s  s ign ificance. 
Her son - her Yusuf - was leav ing for war !  

The  thought made her  heart beat faster, a l ump craw l ing 
toward her throat .  

Days quick ly passed . They decided that they wouldn ' t  see 
Yusuf a l l the way to the recrui t ing stat ion . S tand ing at the gate 
and watch ing her son walk away with a knapsack over h i s  
shoulder, Me l ke b i t  down on  the  comer of her  kerch ief to  keep 
herse l f  from cry ing .  As  soon as Yusuf rounded the comer she 
l ost contro l and ran, fi l l ing the street w ith a l oud wai l of  loss 
and grief. 

Next morning, as Turunge brushed her mother 's hair, she 
noticed a s i l ver strand for the first t ime :  

"You ' re going gray, mama !"  
Me l ke l ooked a t  t he  g i r l  res igned ly and whi spered : 
"My daughter! l f on ly th i s  wretched war wou ld  end soon ."  
She he ld  Turunge t ight ly  and began to cry. Turunge l ooked 

at her w ith fear-fi l l ed eyes, stroking her hair and repeat ing :  
"Mama!  He ' l l  be back .  You ' l l  see ." 

Turunge fin ished the th i rd grade, and no one was sure wheth­
er the next school year wou ld begin .  Melke once ran into a friend, 
whose daughter taught at the schoo l .  She to ld her that the teach­
ers - men of conscription age - were al ready cal led into the army, 
and it was unclear who would take the ir place in the fal l .  
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Melke returned home, upset . 
"What happened?" Hezgie said,  frightened . 
Me lke s imp ly  waved h im off. The news that the new school 

year may not happen meant that the war would go on for more 
than a day or two. 

Hezg ie tr ied to p lacate her to no avai l .  Me lke thought 
about how fate would treat her Yusuf. Looking at her suffer­
i ng, a l l that Hezgie cou ld do was pray about h i s  o lder son .  

At the end of the summer, the first evacuees started ap­
peari ng in M akhachkala .  They brought news of what was 
happen ing beyond the bounds of the Caucasus .  Refugees said 
that the Germans had se ized K iev, and that peri l l oomed over 
M oscow. 

Soon enough, an assignment l i st arrived for a l l Abramovs 
over fourteen years of age . A l l  c i t izens of  work ing age were 
being cal led to labor. Me lke was ass igned to work as a packer 
at the fish cannery :  to prepare sh ipments of  fish and cav i ar 
for the batt lefie ld .  

Hezgie conti nued to work as a guard a t  the  base, wh ich  
was becoming fi l led wi th  m i l i tary un iforms ,  rucksacks, boots 
and other army goods .  Strange ly, not m uch in  his l i fe had 
changed, as if God temporari ly  decided that he had passed 
the tri a l s  set aside for h i m .  He, along w ith the other guards, 
was g iven a rifle, wh ich  was not to l eave h i s  hands for even 
a second. 

Me l ke began every morn ing  wi th  a prayer for Yusuf, then 
tended to the k i tchen, the yard, the barn, the stab le .  Every day, 
she would caut ious ly l ook i nto the street to see i f  the ma i l ­
woman was  com ing .  Her heart would sk ip  a beat every t ime 

she encountered her. What d id  she have i n  her  bag? Another 
writ? A letter from her son? The most terri b l e  of  news? Fu­
nerary notices were d i stri buted dai ly, and every day the c i ty 

would cry over the fathers, husbands, brothers and sons k i l led 
in the war. 



The on ly joy amongst the horrors of war was the fact that 
Me lke d idn ' t  have to worry about her m idd le  son, Dan i i i ,  who 
was a exempt due to the fact that he was a student at a h igher 
educat ion inst i tut ion .  

Hezgie wou ld rout ine ly bring news from the front 
home from work. The market also became an inexhaust­
i b l e  source of in format ion .  So ld iers from d iv i s ions quartered 
in  M akhachkala would gather there every Sunday. When they 
recei ved the i r  pay, the c i ty wou ld  transform .  P i l ots, sai lors, 
i nfantrymen - so ld iers and commanders al i ke - wou ld fi l l  
the streets .  They wou ld happ i l y  buy sunflower seeds, home­
made w ine, sausage, and wou ld noi s i l y  hagg le and j oke. 

The p i l ots seemed better taken care of than others . They 
cou ld  afford to buy even the very expens ive meat, or trade 
the i r  rat ioned choco late for i t .  

M ost trade was conducted by o ld  men, who would arr ive 

from the d i stant au l s  i n  kubankas, cherkeskas, and two rows 
of cartridge belts across their chests, c i nched by beaut ifu l  
bel ts ,  daggers tucked under them . 

The i r  faces would change when approached by army men .  
Warriors at  heart, they val ued m i l i tary va lor  above al l .  They 

wou ld  beg in  to ask :  whether the war wou ld be over soon, 
where they came from,  where they served, what fronts had 
they been on or where they expected to go. 

They would ment ion the i r  sons ' names, hopefu l ly ask ing :  
"Have you by chance met them?" 

The amused S i berian infantrymen and brave sai lors from 
the Far East would marve l  at the exot ic  getups of the Cauca­
s ian old men and answer that they would soon l eave and sai l 
away to fi ght the fasc ists .  I n  response, the mounta ineers wou ld  
treat them to  w ine and w i shed them l uck wi th  knock ing down 
the Germans as soon as poss ib le  and return ing home a l i ve .  

Thus  passed the  summer. Fa l l came .  Schoo l s ,  amaz ing ly, 
remai ned open, and Turunge and Zachar started the i r  stud-
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i es .  Ha l f  of Zachar's c l asses, however, were cance led - there 
weren ' t  enough teachers . A l l  were cal l ed to the army. 

Fa l l qu ick ly  transformed the town 's image. M akhachkala 
became fi l led w i th evacuees in  a matter of  days . Refugees 
kept com ing :  some going on to Baku, some sett l i ng i n  the c i ty, 
some sai l i ng across the Casp ian to Astrakhan. 

The refugees ran to the market straight from the tra in  sta­
t ion ,  hav ing nearly starved to death . They would g ive up the ir  
l ast possess ions for a loaf of bread . Women wou ld trade ex­
pens ive j ewe l ry and other valuable for food. 

One day, Anya went to the market to on ly find empty 
counters. The hungry people had swept them c l ean .  The same 

happened to the shops of M akhachkala .  In the matter of  days, 
everyth ing that even resemb led food, as we l l  as kerosene, 
soap, matches and sal t  h� sappeared . M eat, bread and gra in  

were being so ld  under ffie tab le at exorb i tant pr ices .  

That day, Anya returned from the market empty-handed . 
Me lke was surpri sed : 

"You d idn ' t  buy anyth ing?" 

"There i sn ' t  anyth i ng to buy, mama ! "  the daughter rep l i ed 
i rate ly. _ 

"What - they c l osed the market?" 
"The refugees bought everyth ing up. And they say they 

have no money." 
"War is bring ing everyone here," H ezgie remarked . " I ' ve 

seen them : hungry and ragged .  I t 's hard to look at them and not 
feel  pain . "  

"And what about us?" Me lke asked . "What are we go ing 
to eat?" 

"We ' l l  manage somehow . . .  We have a yard, ch i ckens ." 
"Eh ! "  Me lke waved him off angri ly, and went back to the 

housework w i th tw ice the effort .  Her anx iety was b l unted by 
work. When i t  became unbearab le ,  she wou ld  go to her hus-



band and ask h im to pray. Me lke remem bered I l l azar 's words 
from her ch i ldhood : 'A man's prayer i s  louder. It reaches God 

qu i cker. ' 
Hope rested on the strength of men in every case, even 

in  prayer. Such was l i fe .  
Look ing over  the  crowds of refugees, the  fam i ly e lders -

Me lke, Hezgie ,  Anya, Raya - al l understood that war wou ld  
not be  over soon .  Me lke once sat down on  the k i tchen bench 
and started baw l ing .  Anya ran to her, embraced her: 

"We ' l l  think of someth ing .  War won ' t  last forever. Some­

how, th is w i l l  a l l  end ." 
"When w i l l  i t  end? Did  you hear what they ' re say i ng? 

The Germans are gett ing c loser and c loser." 

"We l l ,  they aren ' t  going to get to the Caspian ." 
"Did you hear what the refugee from the p lant to ld me?" 

Me lke asked, exhausted. 
"What?" 

"She 's from U krai ne, from K iev. By some wonder, she 
managed to get here. Peop le hid her. But al l her re l at ives . . .  

They gathered a l l  the Jews, took them a l l  somewhere beyond 
the c i ty. They were never seen aga in .  Then they found out . . .  
They were a l l  buried in  deep trenches.  More than th i rty thou­
sand of them . Do you understand what ' l l  happen if they get 
here? They ' l l  k i l l  us al l ! " 

The mother d idn ' t  notice right away the young Turunge 
was attent ive ly  l i sten ing to the conversat ion .  Me lke rushed 
to her: 

"My dear g i r l ! What am I say ing? Don ' t  be afraid ,  baby ! 

Don ' t  be afraid ,  my darl i ng ! "  
The mother hugged Turunge. 
"Why are you tremb l i ng? They won 't  get here. Noth ing w i l l  

happen t o  u s .  I f  anyth ing, we ' l l  go away from here, evacuate ."  
That even ing, when the  young k ids went  to  bed ,  the e lders 

sat i n  the k i tchen .  
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"We need to do someth ing," Me lke said g lum ly. 
"What do you suggest?" Anya asked, fla i l i ng her arms .  
"Quit  pan ick ing," t he  father sa i d  angri ly. I heard our  man-

ager at the warehouse ta lk ing - the Germans won 't  get past 
K iev. 

"Talking . . .  " Me lke echoed . "What 's the use? We need to get 
the ch i ldren as far as poss ib le  before those an imals  get here ." 

"Everyone's  a lways try ing to destroy the Jews," Hezgie 
wh ispered woefu l ly. "A l l  our books are about that. Yet we 
cont inue to l i ve ! "  he added fi rm ly. 

"You ca l l  th i s  l i fe? F i rst they separate you from the others, 
then they put a ye l low star on your c lothes, then they k i l l  you .  

We ' re worried about food, when we shou ld be worry ing about 
sav ing ourse lves ."  

" I  f i t gets bad ,  mama, we' l l  go to the port .  M aybe we' l l  get 
away by sea," Anya jemafked . 

"There 's no salvat ion from th i s  enemy, daughter, they ' l l  

get u s  anywhere w e  are . Look how fa r  from Germany those 
damned fasc i sts have gotten, and no one has stopped them . I 
have no i dea what to do .  They ' l l  destroy everyone.  Everyone ! "  
Me l ke repeated, l i ke a n  i ncantat ion .  

Everyone got  qu iet, i nc lud ing Anya. Hezgie wh ispered 
someth ing in her ear. 

"Don ' t  worry, daughter. There have been worse t imes .  
God w i l l  watch over  us ."  

I n  the meant ime,  the enemy moved deeper i nto the U S S R .  
News bu l le t ins from the Soviet  I nformat ion Bureau weren ' t  
reassuring .  H i t l er dreamt of Baku o i l ,  and M akhachkala stood 
i n  h i s  path . 

A year after the war began, at the end of  the summer 
of 1 942, a group of German troops l aunched an offensive near 
Rostov-on-Don, where Dan i i l  stud ied .  

A great pan ic  beset the c i ty. People wou ld swarm freight 
trai ns .  Dan i i l 's inst i tute, l i ke many i nst i tut ions was evacuated 



l ast .  By some wonder, he managed to get on a tra in - not in­
s ide, but atop the roof- and reach Makhachkala .  Dan i i i  wal ked 
through h i s  home c i ty not recogn iz ing the streets, not seeing 

a s ing le  fam i l i ar face .  

He  started inqu i ring about the  fate of h i s  friends, h i s  
comrades . Most of h i s  peers were on the  batt lefie ld .  

Me lke would constant ly beg her  son : 
"Stay home.  There 's no reason to walk around.  They ' l l  

take you i n  a n  instant ! "  
"Mama, why are you worried? I have armor excus ing m e  

from the draft, I ' m here lega l ly. Who's to say anyth ing?" 
"Armor is armor, but big mouths are big mouths .  A l l  the ir  

sons were taken,  but there you are . They ' l l  get j ea lous ,  and that 
i sn ' t  good . S tay at home. I t ' l l  be better." 

Dan i i l  re l uctant ly comp l ied .  
By the end of  1 942, the Germans had taken a l arge part 

of the North Caucasus .  The surrender of Makhachkala seemed 
l i ke a matter of t ime .  Squeezed against the sea by enemy 
troops, the c i ty was effect ive ly under s iege. 

A deadly  threat hung over the Jews. Contrary to the for­
mer enem ies of I srae l ,  the Germans persecuted Jewish people 
not  for the ir  faith ,  but for the mere fact that they were Jew i sh .  
The i r  people ,  i n  the  fasc i sts ' op in ion ,  were to  d ie  i n  furnaces, 
trenches and gas chambers . 

Soon, horri fy ing rumors spread across the c i ty, a l l  of wh ich  

turned out  to be true .  I n  September of 1 942, the  ent ire Jew­
ish popu lat ion of the Bogdanovka co l l ect ive by M ozdok was 
exterm inated, near ly five hundred men, women and ch i ldren .  
The Jews i n  the townsh ip  of Menzh insk met the same fate,  ap­
prox imately forty people k i l l ed .  

The  government defense committee i ssued a spec ia l  order, 
which requ i red n inety thousand people to gather dai ly to con­
struct defens ive structures by Derbent, Baku and M akhachkala .  
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The ent ire Abramov fam i ly, except for the youngest k ids ,  
dug trenches and deep d i tches .  Hezgie he lped bui ld  tank ob­
stac les on the road l ead ing to the c i ty. Me lke, Dan i i i  and Zach­
ar spent several consecut ive days d igging anti-tank tranches 
on the c i ty outsk i rts .  Ant i -tank "hedgehogs" appeared on the 

streets, as we l l  as m u lt ip le  sandbags. 
Once, w h i le H ezgie was head ing home from his sh ift, 

and was a lmost on h i s  street when he sudden ly heard the roar 
of an a i rp l ane.  H ezg ie l ooked up, and at the very moment 

a deafen ing exp los ion roared from the d i stant end of the 
street. He  was knocked to the ground.  H ezgie went deaf from 
the thunderous din .  As  if watch ing a s i lent  fi lm ,  he saw te l ­

ephone poles topp le and  stone two-story bu i l d i ngs fa l l  l i ke 
houses of cards .  A wave of so i l ,  sand and d i rt covered h im 
who le .  

Swaying, he managed to get  up and make h i s  way home.  

German p lanes bombed M akhachkala several other t imes .  
O ld  people ,  women and ch i ldren were be ing evacuated from 

the c i ty. Me lke was to ld  that her younger ch i ldren wou ld  
be  sh ipped ou t  sudden ly, dur ing a sh i ft .  She  was on ly  g iven 
an hour to take the ch i ldren to the evacuat ion po i nt at the Cu l ­
ture Bu i l d i ng .  Me l ke ran home, forgett ing to take off he r  rub­
ber apron .  Turunge was watch ing the ch i l dren ,  as her mother 
burst i nto the home to gather the ch i l dren 's be longings .  There 
was no t ime to waste. The ch i ldren watched the ir  mother s i ­
lent ly, no t  understanding what she  was doing .  

Me lke qu iet ly  l amented : "They ' re be ing sent  away a lone .  
Who w i l l  watch over them? What w i l l  happen?" She packed 
a change of underwear and warm c loth ing for each ch i l d .  
Hezgie  was  a t  work, and not i fy ing h im  so that he cou ld  say 
goodbye to the ch i l dren was imposs ib l e .  Me lke how led in ter­
ror. What i f  she does someth ing wrong? What i f  she forgets 
someth i ng?" 

"Turunge ! Br ing me some dried meat." 



The daughter qu ick ly  brought the meat into the k i tchen . 
"L i sten to me." Me lke sat Turunge across from her. "R ight 

now, you, Zachar, Roza and Sveta w i l l  go to the Cu l ture Bu i ld­
ing .  You ' l l  be taken to Derbent .  Do you understand?" 

"Why?" Turunge asked, terrified.  
" I t  needs to happen, darl ing .  You and your brother need 

to watch over Roza and Sveta ." 
"What about you?" 
"We ' l l  stay here .  Were i t  up to me, I wou ldn ' t  let  you 

go alone. But  what am I to do? At l east they aren ' t  bombing 
Derbent .  Then ,  God w i l l i ng, they ' l l  chase away the Germ ans,  
and you ' I I  come back .  Understand? Remember - you and your 

brother are i n  charge .  We need to hurry." 
But  no matter how hard Me l ke tried, she cou ldn ' t  get done 

in the a l l otted t ime .  Having gathered the ch i l dren ,  the mother 
ran w i th them to the evacuat ion po int .  

The ch i l dren were adm itted, the i r  names were put i nto 
the j ourna l ,  and they were told to wait. After an hour, when 
i t  was dark, they were to ld to l ine up, and everyone, both 
the depart ing and the ones see ing them off, moved i n  a messy 
co lumn toward the stat ion,  where the tra in was a l ready wait ing 
to depart .  A command echoed : "Load the cars ! "  Some so ld ier, 
sand ing by the open door ofa freight car, l oaded the ch i l dren in ,  
one by one.  Me lke passed h im Roza, then Turunge, then Sveta. 

Zachar c l imbed on by h imse lf.  The mother stepped away, 
and covered her mouth w ith her handso that she wou ldn ' t  start 

baw l i ng .  Other ch i ldren qu ick ly pushed the l i tt l e  ones deeper 
into the car and away from the entrance, out of  Me lke 's  s ight .  

She screamed i n  fear: 
"Turunge, watch over Sveta ! "  
S h e  was immed iately led away from the cars, her cr ies 

drown ing among the screams of others . Me I ke 's  heart got t ight 

w i th sadness .  Wou ld  they be apart for l ong? Wou ld  she see her 
ch i l dren aga in? What i f  the fasc i sts came?" 
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Melke 's powerlessness made her cry. Her heart beat so 
fast that i t  seemed l i ke i t  was about to j ump out of her chest .  
The last car was al ready out of  s ight, but Me lke stood firm,  
looking into the  d i stance.  She d idn ' t  understand how to  go 
on l i v ing .  

"We l l ?  Why are you st i l l  stand ing here? I t 's late, go home.  
What if  they fly i n  agai n?" a voice said from nearby. 

Me l ke shuddered . An o ld  man in a b lack cap stood next 
to her - a  track worker. Me l ke did not rep ly, j ust turned around 
and went home i n  a trance.  

Hezgie d idn ' t  return home unt i l next morn i ng, wa lk ing 
in to  an em pty house .  I t  was  so scary and unfam i l i ar. Not a s in ­
g le  ch i l d 's vo ice .  Confused, he ran i nto h i s  room and started 
pray ing .  That was the on ly th ing he cou ld do .  



XIII 

Two weeks passed . The Germans never managed 
to break through to M akhachkala after a l l .  M e l ke 
was start i ng to th ink that - maybe - everyth ing  w i l l  

b e  a l l r ight after a l l .  S h e  rece ived a l etter from Yusuf. Dan i i l  
was at home.  A nya was working .  L i fe seemed t o  cont inue .  
There was a b i t  of  bad news :  Raya i nformed that  her and her  
husband dec ided to get  a d ivorce .  In  comparison to the hor­
rors around them - war, fam ine death - th i s  seemed m inute,  
though i t  was d ifficu l t  for Me lke not to be upset at the sudden 
deve lopment .  

"How w i l l  you get  by on your own, dar l i ng? Could you 
try to make up - go back to your husband?" Raya's mother 
would urge. 

Raya would on ly wave i t  off. 
"What's done i s  done .  No going back ."  
Me lke s ighed i n  grief. Her grown daughters were on the i r  

own now. 
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By now, Raya had become the ass i stant of the deputy pros­
ecutor of Dagestan . The pos i t ion d idn ' t  carry s ign ificant du­
t ies ,  but whoever had i t  was a lways i n  the pub l i c  eye. Many 
men v ied for the young woman 's attent ion, showing her s igns 
of the ir  i nterest .  Raya accepted those as a necessary rea l i ty, but 

was i n  no rush to part w ith her new ly obta ined freedom . 
One of her fi rst su i tors was one Uri tsky, a j udge who ada­

mant ly pursued Raya. When the impass ioned co l league l earned 
of the d ivorce, h i s  courtsh i p  became obnox ious .  A newcomer 
prosecution assi stant and a j udge - this kind of union sounded 

ideal to Ur itsky. B ut Raya d i sagreed. Poor luck w ith fam i l y  

l i fe s ign ificant ly cooled her sentiments toward subj ect ing her­
se l f  to a husband 's absolute power once more. 

The s i tuat ion escalated when the j udge proposed to her 
and demanded an immediate answer. Ur i tsky's i ntent ions were 
serious, and he d idn 't want to take ' no '  for an answer. Raya's 

res i stance only st i rred him further. I t  did not occur to the j udge 
that Me l ke 's ch i ldren were a d ifferent breed - strong-w i l led 
and stubborn.  

Everyth ing was comp l i cated by the  fact  that, after the  d i ­
vorce, Raya had  d i scovered she  was  pregnant. She d idn ' t  
want to  te l l  t he  husband, w ith whom she  had a l ready parted 
ways . As she was earning a decent l iv i ng, she dec ided to raise 
the ch i l d  by herse l f.  M e l ke would he lp  w ith the nurs ing .  

Wh i l e  Raya went through th i s  fam i ly drama, her  brother, 
Yusuf Panovich ,  l ay i n  a hospi ta l  after a serious i nj ury, 
hundreds of k i l ometers away from h i s  nat ive M akhachkala .  
He  took part in  a terr i fy ing batt l e  dur ing the counter-assau l t ,  
one that the rest of  his p l atoon d id  not surv ive .  By some 
wonder, the shockwave of an exp los ion threw him i nto a 
crater, where he l ay for a lmost a whole  day, nearly succumbing 
to seps i s .  He  managed to crawl to safety, h i s  l egs  s l iced up by 
shrapne l .  He  underwent surgery, where the  doctors managed 



to remove dozens of the p ieces, but was st i l l  unab le  to walk 

as we l l  as before.  
After exam in ing the so ld ier yet another t ime,  the doctor at  

the field hospi ta l  shook his  head : 
"Not going to be a warr ior anyrno:-e, that ' s  for sure. What 

can you do . . .  You fought your fight ." 
"So what now? Arn I a lways going to drag my feet l i ke th i s  

from now on?" Panov ich wou ld  a sk  fearful l y. 
" I  d id  everyth ing I could ,  brother. I t  cut you up bad . Be 

thankfu l  that we d idn ' t  have to hack them off al together !  
Yusuf was scared a t  fi rst, bu t  g lad l ater. After a l l ,  he was 

a l ive .  And h i s  l egs? Wel l  . . .  Others were left w i th mere stumps 
i nstead of l imbs . . .  And what d id  the doctor te l l  h im? That 

he had fought his fight? 
The phrase fi l l ed the so ld ier 's  sou l w ith joy. Th i s  meant 

that he cou ld  return home. He wanted to write, but dec ided 
to wait ,  so that he wou ldn ' t  scare Me lke .  ' Fought his fight '  
- he repeated i t  over and over, j ump ing around the hospita l  
hal lway on his crutches .  

Yusuf's i nj ury ent i t l ed h im to a l eave, which would be 
fo l lowed by a medical  commi ss ion ,  then a reserve transfer -
a long process .  I t  invo lved fi l ing the proper documents w ith 
the ch ief  nurse, wh ich oversaw al l the paperwork. Panovich ,  
however, hav ing d i scovered that 'h i s  war  was over ' ,  treated 
the issue w ith lev ity and d idn ' t bother w ith the bureaucracy. 
As soon as the doctor to l d  Yusuf that medic ine has done a l l  
i t  cou l d  and, from now o n ,  t i m e  would b e  h i s  best doctor, 
the so ld ier stated prepar ing to go home. 

I t  was a long j ourney w ith frequent stops . The trai n  wou ld  
cont inual ly  stop a t  resupply po i nts, lett i ng through eche lons 
of m i l i tary equ ipment that moved west .  Ha l f  of Panov ich  's  
trave l i ng compan ions were i nj ured. Some had been granted 
l eave, others - and they were few - had been transferred to the 
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reserve and were going back home.  H e  a l so encountered those 
who headed to their d iv i s ions '  dep loyment locat ions in  order 
to provide personnel  backup.  

Pass ing t ime,  the fi ghters would rega le  one another w i th 
stories .  It was Panov ich ' s  turn to te l l  about how he fought, 
how he was i nj ured, how he thought he was go ing to peri sh ,  
and how fate had brought h im  here .  

"We ' re runn ing for h igh ground, and  I 'm suddenly b l ind­
ed .  Boom ! A she l l  h i ts nearby and explodes .  I ' m  on the ground 
- d i rt al l  around me .  I can ' t  hear anyth ing .  I try to get up but 
can ' t .  I fee l  wetness on my legs .  Look down - b lood . Then I 
pass out ." 

"A fami l i ar story," another fighter rep l ied .  
"Same for me," yet another ch imed i n .  
"How ' d  you  end  up i n  t he  hospita l?" a th i rd one  asked . 
"When I came to, it was dark . S udden ly, I heard a rum-

b le  in  the  d i stance.  I gathered that our guys started attacking, 
and that I m ust be at the back, and that i t  was safe to c l imb  out. 
I c l imbed out of  the crater and craw led toward our peop le .  I 
cou ldn ' t  get up,  though that was probab ly  for the better. Some­
how, I made i t .  The others had a l ready wri tten me off, so they 
were happy to see me. Then I fainted aga in ,  and came to i n  
a bed. There was a nurse l ean ing over me ,  dressed i n  w h ite, 

l ike an ange l ." 
"Yeah, that's how i t  goes ! "  
"Congratu lat ion s !  You got l ucky," murm ured vo ices from 

a l l around.  "What now? Are you on furlough, or what?" 
"The doctor sai d :  ' You fought your fi ght . ' There 's no use 

for me in the army w ith legs l ike th i s ,  so I 'm headed home.  
Going to start over." 

Not be ing we l l  versed in bureaucrati c  procedure, Pan­
ovich had concluded that his war was over. He had no idea that 
the head nurse, after l earn i ng of h i s  absence from the hospi ta l ,  
made a fuss and  started inqu i ring about h i s  p lace of res idence.  



I n  a week, Yusuf reached Makhachkala after a great strug­
g le .  H i s  mother, father and s i sters had no idea was corn ing 

back.  
Yusuf  fina l ly  pushed the fam i l iar gate open and walked i n .  

The  few steps lead ing to  the  threshold of  h i s  fam i ly home, de­

sp i te being qu i te low, were st i l l  d i fficu l t, and Yusuf stumb led, 
near ly fa l l ing .  Me lke heard the noise and ran out .  She saw 
her son and froze . It had to have been a dream . Her l egs grew 

weak and her head started sp inn ing .  H undreds of n ights that 
she had spent pray ing for h i s  health flashed before her eyes .  

"Marna, wake up .  Look - I 'm a l i ve ! "  
"A l ive . . .  " she muttered, then started cry ing, tears stream­

ing from her eyes . She hung from her son 's neck, repeating 

over  and over. "You ' re a l i ve !  I ' ve waited for so long .  The Lord 
d idn ' t  dece ive m e ! "  

When the i n i ti a l  shock wore off and M e  I ke regained the abi l ­
i ty t o  speak, she grabbed Yusuf b y  the s l eeve and dragged h i m  
into the house, refusing t o  l eave h i s  s ide, repeat ing :  

"You ' re a l i ve, my dear boy ! You ' re back !  
She then noticed that he was hav ing trouble moving 

around.  
"My God, you ' re on crutches? You ' re hurt ! "  
" I t 's okay, mama. I t  al ready hea led ." 

"Oh my God . . .  " 
Me lke had troub le  reca l l ing what she d id  l ater that day. 

She ran around, cooked, fussed about, constant ly stopping 
what she was  doing and runn ing to her  son .  She 'd  embrace 
h im and ho ld  h im ,  g lued to h i s  shou lder, her body s i lent ly con­
vu l s i ng w i th sobs, which turned i nto tears of j oy. She  l ooked 
at his l egs, demanding that he show her his wounds. When 
he did, she screamed, but then smi led .  

"At l east i t  i sn ' t  worse .  You ' re a l ive  . . .  " 
M any of her friends had received funerary not ices .  There 

was no reason to anger God at th i s  point .  
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Melke beamed, watch ing her son s i t  at the tab le  and eat 
food prepared w i th her hands. She had never imagined that 
watch ing her son eat kosher food, wh ich  he cou ldn ' t  have dur­
ing the l ong stretch of h i s  serv ice, wou ld  make her so happy. 

Panov ich  had troub le  wa lk ing, bare ly shu ffl i ng h i s  feet, 
but managed to l eave the house.  The neighbors were surprised 
and happy to see h im .  It d idn ' t  matter that he was crippled - at 
l east he returned from war al ive .  

"Don ' t  leave the house un less you need to ,"  Me lke once 
tol d  h im .  "Dan i i l  i s  st i l l  here .  People w i l l  start ta lk i ng, get en­
v ious ."  

From then on, Panov ich and Dan i i l  wou ld  avo id  the pub l i c  
eye. 

Several months passed. Yusuf's walk ing has started to im­
prove. 

One evening, an officer from the command, a red sash 

on his s l eeve, appeared at the door. 
"Are you Joseph A bramov?" he asked upon see ing Pan­

ov ich .  
"Yes ."  
"Why are you h id ing?" 
"H id ing? F rom whom?" , 
"You ' re wanted ! We got an inqu i ry about you from your 

command." 
"What? What for?" 
"You ' re a deserter ! You left your d iv i s ion w ithout being 

granted leave ." 
"What do you mean, l eft w i thout leave? I ' m  i nj ured ! 

Look ! "  

Panov ich pointed at h i s  crutches, and started r ipping of h i s  
bandages .  

"Easy, there. I ' m not b l i nd," the officer rep l ied, "But where 
are your papers? The notice of  your transfer to the reserve?" 

"What papers? The doctor said . . .  " 



" I t  doesn ' t  matter what the doctor sa id .  You need papers ." 

"There aren ' t  any papers ." 
"Then on what bas i s  are you home?" 
"Because I ' m inj ured ." 
" I nj uries need to be offic ial ly suppo:"ted by paperwork ." 
Yusuf began to rea l i ze that l eav ing the hospi ta l  on h is  own 

was not the r ight move. But  cal l i ng him a deserter? 
"The doctor said that I had fought my fight ." 
"Why do you keep ta lk ing about your doctor? The hospi ta l  

sent  papers over, stat i ng that you left the  infirmary on your 
own accord, and fai l ed to pass the medical commi ss ion ."  

"So what ' s  going to  happen now?" 
"Your case i s  a l ready i n  the system, I can ' t  stop that. I ' m 

supposed to tum you over to the command, though I do see 
that you ' re serious ly i nj ured . You need to go to the m i l i tary 
comm iss ion tomorrow - better yet, today. Then run to the doc­
tors ! Wel l ,  not ' run ' ," the officer corrected h imse lf.  "Anyways, 
go to the commi ss ion .  R ight away ! "  

Raya arr ived home short ly  after the officer's departure. 
Me lke, frightened and confused, started recount ing the so l ­
d ier 's words .  

"A man was  here - a d ist ingu i shed one .  He  sa id  that Yusuf  
was a deserter. That he was  wanted ."  

"A deserter?" Raya wondered . "Why?" 
"The so ld ier said that he d idn ' t  do something,  left the hos­

pita l  w i thout papers, that they fi led him as a fugutive ."  
"How d id  th i s  happen, Yusuf?" Raya asked, turn i ng to her  

brother. 

" I  don ' t  understand myse l f," Yusuf rep !  ied .  " I  was dec l ared 
a deserter. The fact that I ' m cr ipp led,  that I can ' t  wa lk, is ap­
parent ly not enough. I need written confirmat ion .  On ly  then 

w i l l  I become a cr ipp le .  I don ' t  understand any of th i s .  What 
papers? What - they can ' t  te l l  that I fought?" Yusuf po in ted at 
h i s  i nju red legs .  
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"Yusuf, Yusuf,"  Raya said remorsefu l ly. "They ' re r ight ." 
"What do you mean?" 
Raya waved her hand .  
" I 'm  no better, for not  check ing why you ' re home.  I 

thought you had passed the medica l  comm iss ion .  You need 
to have a paper that you ' ve been re leased i nto the reserve .  Un­
derstand?" 

" I  had no idea. I ' m no deserter, I was in  the hosp i ta l .  Eve­
ryone saw me. A fter a l l ,  I can ' t  wa lk ."  

"Calm down,  I understand .  We need to do someth ing .  

We ' I I  take care of the papers ."  
Next morn ing, Raya took Yusuf to the i nfirm ary where she 

knew a doctor. The m i l i tary phys ic ian exam ined the so ld ier ' s  
i nj ured legs .  

"He 's c l early use less to the army w i th legs l i ke that. I can 
put that i n  a medical report, but that's about i t . "  

" I s  i t  a problem that the  report 's from here, i n  M akhachka­

l a, and not the hospi ta l  where he had the operat ion?" 
"The instruct ions say that only the hospi ta l  w here the sol­

d ier  was treated can re l ease him from serv ice .  We don ' t  have 
that r ight .  He  shou ld  have been transferred to the reserve be­
fore he returned here .  How dig he get around the patro l s ,  any­
way?" 

"How about you wr i te that J oseph underwent treatment 
here? That you were his doctor."  

" I  can ' t  do that. I t 's too easy to check .  How cou ld  he have 
been treated here? Everyone knows he wasn ' t  treated here ."  

"A l l  r ight, but can you a t  l east put a d i fferent date on the 
report? He can ' t  possib ly  return to serv ice ."  

"You ' re certa in ly  r ight about that. He 's not  fi t  for combat." 
"So write up a cert ificate that he i sn ' t .  I ' m  not suggest ing 

you do anyth ing bad . J ust date i t  earl ier - the day when Yusuf  
returned home." 

"That 's against the ru les  as we l l ." 



"P lease. I 'm ask ing you ." 
The doctor re l uctant ly compl ied .  
Yusuf and h i s  s i ster then went on to the commandant. 
"After a l l ,  I ' m also m i l i tary personne l .  I work for the pros-

ecutor," Raya dec lared . 

The commandant looked over the report, then nodded fa­

vorab ly. 
"A l l  r ight .  I th ink that as far as we ' re concerned, every­

th ing's  c l ean .  The fighter i s  d i sabled and can ' t  serve .  A l l  that's 

left are the papers . The prosecutor 's  office opened the case, so 
they have to c lose i t .  We ' l l  pass the papers on for process i ng ."  

" I ' I I  personal ly  make sure that everyth ing i s  done prop­
erly, comrade commandant," Raya ch imed i n .  "The prosecutor 

w i l l  c l ose the case ." 
"Good," rep l ied the commandant, looking at Yusuf. " I  

don ' t  have any issue w ith you, Abramov." 

Yusuf was overjoyed throughout the journey home.  
He was fina l ly  free ! The happy Me lke cease less ly thanked 
Raya, repeat i ng how lucky she i s  to have a daughter l ike that. 
If i t  hadn ' t  been for her .  . .  

I n  truth, i t  may have been better i f  Raya had not part i c i ­
pated i n  the  process. Jewish l uck i s  of a pecu l i ar nature . As h i s  

s i ster has  prom ised, the  prosecutor dropped a l l charges against 
Yusuf. B ut, as i s  the case w ith a l l desert ion matters, the case 
had to undergo rev i ew. The documents happened to land in the 
hands of  Uri tsky h imse lf  - Raya's spurned su i tor. Normal ly, 
the j udge wou ld  have bare ly  paid attent ion to the matter. H ow­
ever, the name ' Abramov'  struck his eye.  Anyth ing related 
to that fam i ly was sure to evoke h i s  anger. 

Uri tsky careful ly exam ined the mater ia ls  i n  front  
of h im.  The documents suggested that there was noth ing to ac­
cuse Raya's brother of. The fact that Yusuf Abramov was d i sa­
b led and e l ig ib le  for re lease was made c l ear by the medica l  
report . 
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However, the manner in wh ich  these documents were fi l ed 
rai sed concerns .  The re lease was granted by a hospital d ifferent 
from the one where the so ld ier  underwent treatment, and the 
prosecutor of  the first i nstance seemed to m i ss th i s  fact. 

The j udge inqu i red about who conducted the matter. 
I t  turned out to have been Raya 's superv i sor. I t  was c l ear 
as day : the s i ster took care of her brother. He had fina l ly  caught 
her. Uritsky d idn ' t  care about the facts beh ind the matter. A l l  
h e  wanted r ight now was fo r  the case to b e  in terpreted i n  such 
a manner that Raya's offense wou ld not on ly i nvo lve c los ing 
the case against protoco l ,  but the concoct ion of a forged re­
l ease cert ificate. The l atter was a serious crime  by wart ime 
standards, even more serious than desert ion itse l f. 

Ur i tsky sn ide ly rubbed h i s  hands . She  shou ld have known 
better than to refuse a man l i ke h im .  With l i tt l e  de l ay, the j udge 

fi led a c la im for document fa l s ification and forgery. Yusuf  

was  far  from the  ma in  party invo lved.  Raya Abramova was 
the ma in  defendant. 

U ri tsky only lacked one thing - actua l  so l i d  ev idence 
of  forgery. The papers he had were enough to prove procedural  
v io l at ion ,  but  not fals ificat ion .  The l atter cou ld  on ly  be proven 
i f the decomm i ss ion case was_ c losed by Raya herse l f, w ith her 
s ignature and w i thout medical paperwork. 

Ur i tsky decided to ta l k  to the doctor who cert ified that Jo­

seph Abramov was unfit for m i l i tary serv i ce .  The j udge d id  
no t  bother to  i ssue a subpoena, and  went  to  ta lk  to  h im face 
to face .  

"You exam ined Joseph Abramov, a so ld ier i n  the  Red 

A rmy  who is suspected of  desert ion?" Uri tsky began . 
"What about i t?" the doctor asked, flustered .  "He 's d i sa­

b led .  In any case, I was doing th i s  upon request from an em­
p loyee of the prosecutor 's office ."  

"Who spec ifica l ly?" 
"Raisa Abram ova. Did I do someth ing wrong?" 



"You pre-dated the cert ification ."  
"But  I was asked to do so.  A l so, I on ly confirmed the obv i ­

ous fact  that the  so ld ier i s  d i sabled." 
"Wait  a m i nute," Ur i tsky conti nued. "You do understand 

that if the fact that you pre-dated a document surfaces, you ' 1 1  

b e  put t o  tria l ,  don ' t  you? 
This scared the doctor: 
"But I did this in  front of an employee of the prosecutor. 

I t 's a mere forma l i ty." 
"There are no formal i t ies in  our bus iness," Ur i tsky de­

c lared .  H i s tone, i n i t i a l ly  strict, grew softer. " I  understand eve­
ryth ing .  You were pressured. So here 's what we' l l  do .  We ' l l  
pretend that you ' ve never i ssued th i s  cert ification ." 

"How can we do that? That Abramov guy d idn ' t  s top be­
ing d i sab led ."  

"Let's forget about that," Uri tsky conceded. "A l l  you  have 
to do i s  test i fy that you were forced to take these un lawful  ac­
tions due to pressure from prosecutor 's assi stant Raisa Abra­
mova." 

"F ine," the doctor repl ied comp l i ant ly. 
"And i f  they ask you about the cert ificat ion,  you know 

noth ing ." 

"F i ne ."  
Th is  made U ri tsky happy. The on ly th ing left to do was 

to ensure that the cert ificate about the c los ing of Joseph Abra­
mov 's case was s igned by Raya herse l f. Ur i tsky assumed that 
this wou ldn ' t  be a problem . 

And so, a new invest igat ion commenced. A id i ng a deserter 
during wart ime was punishab le  by death .  The case was woven 
out of thin a i r, but who wou ld  care? 

The next day, there was a knock on the Abramovs ' door. 
Hezgie opened i t .  Three so ld iers stood by the thresho ld .  

"Does Ra isa  Abramova l ive here?" 
"She does. Did something happen?" Heszgie asked, frightened. 
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"We have a warrant for her arrest ." 
"What are you ta lk i ng about ," Hezg ie protested . "She 

works for the prosecutor." 
Raya walked out, hav ing heard the commot ion .  
"Are you Ra isa  Abrarnova?" 
"Yes ."  
"Gather your  th ings ! "  
"What's going on?" 
"You ' re under arrest ." 
Raya looked around i n  confus ion ,  Me l ke stand ing beh ind 

her. Raya had heard many t imes about the arb i trary nature 
of the system, but to th i s  degree? She a lso never thought that 
i t  wou ld  affect her so d i rect ly. 

"What am I accused of?" she asked, know ing fu l l  we l l  that 
ask ing escorts such q uest ions was fut i l e .  

"Get dressed.  You ' re detained . They ' l l  exp la in  everyth ing 

to you once we get  there ."  

Try ing not to pan ic ,  Raya put on her boots  and overcoat. 
She tried to ca irn M e l ke down : 
"Marna, don ' t  worry. I t 's a m isunderstand ing .  I t ' l l  c l ear 

up soon . "  
She wasn ' t  taken to  the  prosecutor 's office, bu t  straight 

to j ai l .  She was summoned for quest ion ing at n ight .  Every­
th ing was be ing done by the book, wh ich  Raya was fam i l iar 

w i th .  B ut what was she arrested for? She hadn ' t  done anyth ing 
wrong. 

"What am I being accused of?" she i nstant ly asked the cap­
tain conduct ing the i nvest igation .  

Raya was  fina l ly  to ld  about the  case.  At  fi rst, she was  con­
fused . Fa l s ificat ion? A id i ng a deserter? Fabricated decomm is­
s ion ing of a serv i ceman? When the i nvest igator showered her 

the l ast page of his fi le ,  she was dumbfounded.  The c l osed case 
had her name and s ignature. That was imposs ib l e ! G i ven her 

re lat ive ly  low pos i t ion as an assi stant, she d idn ' t  have the right 



to s ign th i s .  She was framed, but by whom? Why? Th i s  was 
not someth ing she cou ld  figure out from beh ind bars . 

Dur ing the first and l ast meet ing w i th her s i ster, when 
Anya brought her a package, Raya wh i spered to her i n  He­
brew, so that no one wou ld  understand : 

"They ' re accus ing me of fals i fy ing our brother's case -
of c los ing it w i thout any bas i s .  B ut I never s igned anyth ing .  

I t 's not  my s ignature ."  
Anya nodded - she understood . She returned home 

and to ld  her mother everyth ing r ight away." 
"So what i f  i t  i sn ' t  her s ignature," Me lke wondered. 

"Mama, that means that Raya 's i nnocent. She's being s l an-
dered ."  

"But how w i l l  you prove th i s?" 
"I don ' t  know. I ' l l  go up the chain . "  
Anya  knew fi rsthand how influent ia l  t he  upper reaches 

of the chain of command cou ld  be. That very even i ng, she 
wrote a l etter to M oscow. 

In the meant ime, Raya Abramova's case was be ing expe­
d i ted .  S he denied everyth ing during quest ion ing, after wh ich  
she was  moved to so l i tary confinement. The invest igator d id  
no t  de lay. He  screamed a t  t he  young woman, insu l t ing and  in ­
t im idating  her. When that d idn ' t  he lp, Raya was beaten .  

The trial took place three days later and the sentence was se­
vere : capital puni shment - death by firing squad. The fact that 
Raya was wel l  into her pregnancy didn' t  help her. It was a ruth­
less t ime. The war took innocent l i ves, and not only in the batt le­
field. The sentence cou ld be carried out at any minute, and neither 
the parents nor Anya knew any of th is .  Raya awaited a response 
to her pleas, as Melke and Hezgie consoled themselves wi th hope. 

M eanwh i le ,  Dan i i l  had dec ided to en l i st in the army as a 
vol unteer. He  showed up at the recru itment office early i n  the 
morn ing, put his student card on the tab le ,  and to l d  them that 
he wanted to protect the Motherl and .  
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Yet again ,  Me lke grabbed her chest, begg ing the A lm ighty 
to have mercy on her son . Yet again ,  H ezgie spent ent i re n ights 
pray ing, asking God for only one th ing :  to keep Dan i i l  from 
harm . 

Apparent ly, God had heard h i s  p lea .  I n  some sense, Dan i i l  
got l ucky. I n stead of going into the infantry, h e  was assigned 

to the fl ight school i n  Odi ntsovo, by M oscow. He  was on good 
terms w i th the command, stayed out of confl icts, and wasn ' t  
the subj ect of  any compla ints .  He  was heal thy as a horse, had 
nerves of stee l ,  and an easy-go ing personal i ty. 

Dan i i l  l earned how to fly a i rp l anes, part ic i pated in combat 
operat ions ,  and tested new a ircraft mode l s .  A l l  of  the Abra­
mov's  thought that Dan i i l  saved the fam i ly 's  honor w i th h i s  
act ions .  

After sentenc ing, Raya was transferred to death row. 
The cel l s  there d idn ' t  even have cots . Raya would spend her 
n ights lying on the cold stone floor, her days sitt ing huddled 
in the comer. What does a doomed person th ink about upon 
hearing guards '  footsteps echo down the hal lway? ' They ' re 
here for me ! '  Th i s  happened ten t imes a day. Young women 
who had to endure s im i l ar experiences transformed i nto o ld  
crones in a matter of  days .  

H unger, dampness and co ld had done the ir  work .  A fter 
a few days, Raya started b l eeding and began to scream, caus­
ing the guards to send for a doctor. By the t ime he got there, 
i t  was too late . Raya had a m iscarriage. They said that i t  was 
a boy. She was moved to the prison hospita l ,  where the doctors 
stated that she cou ld  no longer have ch i ldren . 

Poor Raya had no idea that Anya d id  everyth ing poss i ­
b le  to save her and reopen her case .  H av ing received no rep ly 
to her first letter, Anya wrote to the chief m i l i tary prosecutor 

in  Moscow, in  which she recounted the story of Uri tsky 's un­
successfu l  romant ic pursu i t .  She wrote that Raya did not aid 
a deserter, as a d i sabled man could not be labeled as such .  



These were Soviet  t imes .  Ord inary c i t izen 's  compla ints 
were assessed and acted upon . A comm iss ion from Moscow 
itse l f  arr ived in  Makhachkala .  

Ser ious v io lat ions of  invest igat ive procedure were obvi­
ous .  No handwri t ing ana lys is  had been conducted . Moreover, 
it was ev ident that the rec ip ient of the cert ificat ion was, in fact, 
d i sabled, and not a deserter. When the handwri t ing on Joseph 
Abramov's  cert ificat ion was fi nal ly  exam ined, the fraudu lent 
case was debunked. The handwri t ing on the cert ificat ion did 
not match Raya 's .  The accusat ions of  desert ion themselves 
were deemed i naccurate . Consequent ly, Raya cou ld not have 
aided in  a cr ime that never took p lace .  

The court resc i nded the sentence. 
I nstead of go ing home after prison, Raya went straight 

to the hospita l . Neverthe less ,  the worst was over. 
Raya recovered after a long treatment process .  To every­

one 's surprise,  her pos i t ion at the prosecutor 's office was re­
instated .  When she first returned to work, everyone l ooked at 
her as i f  she had came back from the dead . Raya looked l ike 
she usual ly  d i d, though the young woman 's ha ir  had started 
show ing streaks of gray. 

The l u st for l i fe and steadfastness toward goa l s  that 
M e l ke i nst i l l ed i n  her c h i l dren had done the i r  work.  Raya 
found the i nner strength to l i ve  through the l oss  of  her 
ch i l d .  In  a turn of  events  that  seemed l i ke a reward for the 

hardsh ips  she had to endure, she soon met a pecu l i ar man 
- the deputy m i n i ster o f  the Un ion  of  C onsumer A ffairs 
M ikha i l  Hanukov. 

The capital -based offic ia l 's fi rst marriage had fal len apart .  
H i s  w i fe suffered from a psych iatric d i sorder, and  spent most 
of her t ime i n  treatment .  H anukov d id  not i ntent to be a grass 

w idower for long.  He wanted to remarry, and on ly  to a Jewish  
woman - spec ifica l ly  a Mountain Jew, but d id  not  know a s in ­
g le  one  i n  Moscow. When he came to Makhachkala i n  search 
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of happiness, he and Raya ended up inv i ted to the same wed­
d ing .  That's how the couple met .  

Hanukov approached the young woman and introduced 
h imse l f. Raya took a l ik i ng to the suave man, who came 
al l the way from Moscow. She began to respond to Hanuk­
ov's advances, and he soon sent marriage brokers to Me lke 
and Hezgie 's  home.  Raya consented and the two had a modest 
wedding - after a l l ,  there was a war going on .  A l l  the essent ia l  
trad i t ions were fo l l owed, however - the donn ing of the ker­
ch ief, the exchange of the r ings .  

And so Raya became the w i fe of M ikha i l  H anukov 
and moved i nto his three-room apartment i n  central Moscow. 



XIV 

T he parents were happy w ith the fortunate reso l ut ion 
of Raya's s i tuat ion .  Death had passed the ir  c l an by, 
and l i fe cont inued, even i f  it was ha lf-starved .  Me l ke 

t i re less ly carried the ent i re househo ld  on her shou lders . She 
made tr ips  to the market and hau l ed heavy buckets - al l on her  
own.  B ut she d idn ' t  compla in ,  happy as long Dan i i l  was safe 
and heal thy, as long as Raya was ab l e  to forget the horrors she 
had been subj ected to, as long as her ch i l dren i n  Derbent were 
wel l fed and not too sad .  

I n  1 943 ,  ou r  d iv i s ions begun an  offens ive in  t he  Cauca­
sus and pushed the enemy away from the c i ty. The front l i nes 
moved away from M akhachkala .  

The ch i l dren that were evacuated to Derbent were start ing  
to  return home.  

One day, a cart stopped outs ide of  the fam i l y  home 

and Turunge, Roza, Sveta and Zachar j umped off. The fam­
i l y, wh i l e  not fu l ly comp lete, was reun ited. Anya was the on ly  
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one of the o lder ch i ldren at home that even ing .  How happy 
she was w i th her younger s i b l i ngs '  arri val ! She asked a neigh­
bor to run and te l l  her parents, who were at work at the t ime .  
Me lke and H ezg ie qu ick ly  took t ime o ff and rushed home 
to hug and k i ss the i r  beloved ch i ldren .  They had a modest sup­
per and put the k ids  to bed . Then, Anya sat down w i th Me lke 
and started to l ament workp lace d ifficu l t ies .  

"They ' re d i sband ing the base .  They said that they ' re mov­
ing i t  to another p lace - somewhere very far from home.  Com­
m ut ing there wou ld be a n ightmare . I have no idea what to do 
about work ."  

"So fi nd another job .  They ' re look ing for spec ia l i sts eve­
rywhere," Me l ke said opt im i st ica l ly. 

"Mama, there 's a war going on .  They aren ' t  j ust go ing 
to l et me  go. I can ' t  qu i t  the job  vo luntari ly  dur ing wart ime 
reg ime .  The best th ing I cou ld  hope for i s  to  ge t  transferred, 
and that cou ld on ly happen i f  someone sends a p lea to the per­

sonnel department .  Everyth ing 's so strict r ight now." 
"But everyone's work ing to support the batt lefie ld ."  
" I t  would be n ice i f  they sent  me somewhere c lose to home," 

Anya said .  "Then we could see each other more often ."  
The Red October Sewing Cooperat ive was l ocated around 

the comer. M uch l i ke other enterpri ses, a spec ia l  regime was 
i nst i tuted start ing from the first few months of war. The coop­
erat ive members qu ick ly  trans i t ioned to produc ing coats, tun ics  
and hats, a long w i th anyth ing the army requ i red . They sewed 
everyth ing, r ight down to underwear. ' Dress ing the front '  they 
cal l ed i t .  

Anya decided to try her l uck there. As  was the case w i th 
other spec ialty peacet ime  profess ions,  qua I ified accountants 
were i n  great demand. A l l  the men were in  the trenches.  

Hop ing for l uck,  she went to meet w i th the chairman of the 
cooperat ive one early w inter morn ing.  He  happ i ly greeted her 
and asked to see her d i p loma.  He carefu l ly exam ined i t ,  then 



started ask ing quest ions about what Anya d id  at her prev ious 
pos i t ion .  He  was surprised to find out that she knew Nahamye. 

"How d id  that happen?" inqu i red the experienced man­

ager. 
"He  occas ional ly got goods from our base. We crossed 

paths at work ."  
The cha irman took a l i k ing to the  smart, modest woman. 
" I ' l l  speak to Nahamye. If he recommends you, then I ' l l  

send a pet i t ion for a transfer to your organ izat ion .  After you 

get one, come right back to us ."  
On that  note, they parted ways .  
After speak ing w i th Anya, the cooperat ive cha irman asked 

Nahamye:  
"Do you know an Anya Shcherbatova?" 
"Of course .  She 's  a ski l led econom ist .  You don ' t  find 

the  l i kes of her  very often ! "  
"You don ' t  say . . .  " 

"She runs the books very carefu l ly, never forgets anyth ing .  
She 's  a sharp one ! "  

"A l l  r ight .  Thank you ." 
A fter such a recommendat ion,  the cooperat ive chairman 's 

doubts evaporated .  
After start ing at Red October, Anya quick ly adj usted 

to the flow of bus iness .  The chairman was not d i sappo inted. 
J ust a year l ater she was promoted to the more demand ing po­
si t ion of accountant-econom ist .  She  had al l  the qua l i t ies  of  a 
sk i l led spec ia l i s t :  bus iness savvy, ab i l i ty to careful ly  assess 
every word and number, w i l l ingness to put in as m uch t ime 
as  necessary, often stay ing l ate i nto the  n ight,  and a gener­
a l ly  good-natured and comp l i ant character. A few months after 
that, she was made head accountant of  the cooperat ive .  

As c i rcumstances d ictated, supply ch ief Nahamye Babaev 
and head accountant Anya Shcherbatova interfaced q u ite of­
ten . I n  t ime,  they developed a trust ing re l at ionsh ip .  
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Anya once inv ited the col l eague to her parents ' home 
for lunch.  At that t ime, l i fe was more friend ly and i nformal . 
People he lped one another as much as they could ,  and an inv i ­
tat ion i nto someone's home was  in  no way out  of  the  ord inary. 

Heart i l y  putt i ng away Me lke 's cooking, the guest wou ldn ' t  
stop showering Anya w i th comp l i ments, prai s ing her  w i sdom, 
good looks and sk i l l s  in  econom ics .  

Me l ke l i stened and marve led .  Her  ch i l dren were taking 
such bo ld  strides forward, fi l l i ng her vocabu lary w ith so many 

new words .  She d idn ' t  have to worry about their  fates .  
They susta ined themselves by their  garden and the Cas­

pian,  wh ich  suppl ied an abundance of fish that Zachar would 
catch w i th h i s  father. Somet imes they managed to buy m ut­
ton bones . And so, punctuated by work and househo ld  rout i ne, 
1 945 came. 

One day Me lke returned home, exhausted . S udden ly, she 
heard gunshots and ran i nto the street, scared. Could i t  be that 
the horrors were start i ng over? 

People  were runn ing on the streets .  Some ye l led ind i scern­
ib ly, others threw hats i nto the a ir. Me l ke stood on the steps 
and marve led .  What was going on? 

Then she heard a d i stant, yet powerfu l "hurrah ! "  fol lowed 
by more gunshots .  

A gang of boys z ipped past her down the street. 
Me l ke went outside of the gate and approached an e lderly 

woman who was pass ing by. 
"What happened?" she asked . "What's w ith a l l  the scream­

ing?" 
"The war is over, daughter ! "  she answered, tears stream­

ing down her face .  

The ent ire c i ty poured i nto the  streets as peop le  passed 
on the news about the Gerrnan troops ' capi tu lat ion .  S tran­
gers embraced, congratu lat ing one another w i th an event that 
they ' ve been expect i ng for four years . 



Hezgie learned of  the v ic tory wh i le  st i l l  at work. Wh i l e  
usua l l y  ca irn and  sens i b le ,  he left h i s  post and ran into 
the streets ,  scream ing and rej o i c ing along w i th the others . 
Spontaneous ce lebrat ions conti nued for several days .  Peop le  
weren ' t  ashamed to cry, shedding tears or both j oy and sorrow. 
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T he horr ib l e  war was fina l ly over, and long awaited peace 
had returned.  The c i ty stood sti l l ,  awai t ing the return 
of those who surv ived the terri b l e  ordea l .  

Three years after h i s  departure for the  front l i nes, Me lke 
final ly saw her son.  He  appeared at the door w i thout warn i ng, 
his sunken cheeks covered w i th stubb le .  

"Son ,"  Me lke wh i spered, throw ing herse l f  into Dan i i l 's 
arms .  "You ' re back ."  

"Why so g lum?" he asked, strok ing her  back .  " I 'm  al ive, 
aren ' t  I ?" 

"You ' re al i ve," the happy mother repeated . 
Unbe l i evab ly, they hadn ' t  lost anyone at a t ime where one 

would be hard pressed to find a fam i ly that hadn ' t  received 
a funerary notice for a father, husband, brother or son.  

That year, Me lke fe l t  genu ine ly happy. 
Dan i i l  ins i sted on heari ng about everyth ing that happened 

wh i l e  he was on the batt lefie ld ,  and Me lke to ld him all the de-



tai l s .  Anya had become the head accountant at the Red Octo­
ber Cooperat ive .  Raya l i ved in  Moscow wi th her husband . Yu­
suf  was rece iv i ng a pens ion for h i s  d i sab i l i ty. Zachar, who was 
now fi fteen, had become an apprent ice to a tai !or at the same 
cooperat ive where Anya worked, w i th her he lp .  S i xteen-year­
o ld  Turunge studied at an even ing schoo l ,  wh i l e  l i t t le Sveta 
had j ust started the fi rst grade .  

"What are you p lann ing to do?" Me lke  asked her son . 
" I ' l l  try to fin ish my studies at the inst i tute i n  Rostov. I ' m  

a veteran . I ' m  sure they ' l l  re instate me ." 
"That 's a r ight  move.  You can ' t  get  by w i thout a d ip loma 

these days .  Espec ia l ly  aner the war - there are so few spec ia l ­
i s ts ,  and a l  I of  them are being grabbed up left and r ight .  I f  
you ' re a profess iona l ,  you ' l l  have an income i n  your home.  
We ' l l  fi nd you a w i fe ."  

Dan i i i  w i nced. The fact  that he was a grown man who had 

j ust returned from the war d idn ' t  matter. Everyth ing remai ned 
the same in  the househo ld ,  and the fam i ly tr ied to fol low tra­
d i t ion in a l l  aspects of Ii fe . H i s mother was try ing  to arrange 
a marri age, as i f he was some young punk incapab l e  of find ing 
h i s  own happi ness .  

Having rested up and eaten ,  Dan i i l  dec ided to l eave 
for Rostov as soon as poss ib l e  and l eave h i s  mother 's watch­
fu l eye. Me Ike, however, cou ldn ' t  get used to the fact that her 
sons and daughters had grown . She wanted th i ngs to be as they 
were before the war: a house fu l l  of  ch i ldren 's vo ices, fam i ly 
l unches and d inners .  Not much was needed to retu rn to the 
prev ious way of l i fe .  

A fter conferr ing w i th Hezgie, Me lke dec ided to mar­
ry Dan i i l  to Galya Yagdanova, who was the ch ief  engineer 
at the same fish cann ing p lant where Me lke worked dur ing 
the war. 

The mother thought that Galya, be ing educated and ho ld­
ing a h igh t i t l e  - a rare ach ievement for a woman i n  the i r  t ime,  
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was the on ly su itab le  match for Dan i i l .  Me lke a lways treated 
educated people w ith great regard . Th is  was a resu l t  of Rebbe 
l l l azar 's upbri nging .  ' Those in  possess ion of know ledge w i l l  
a lways fi nd the i r  p lace in  l i fe, ' her father l i ked t o  say. Perhaps 
he was insp i red by the trad i t ional  Jewish  faith i n  the power 
of the written word, passed on to Jews through their mothers ' 
m i l k .  Me lke fair ly assessed that Galya Yagdanova was a re l a­
t ive of the Scherbatovs, wh ich  meant that she was ind i rect ly 
re lated to the Abramovs .  

One day, the mother cal l ed Dan i i i  i nto the k i tchen . She fe l t  
she thought better there, where everyth ing seemed ordered, 

understandabl e  and w i se .  
"Dan i i l , "  Me l ke began, as  she used a l ad l e  to st i r  the soup 

s immering on the stove. " l  found you a bride." 
Dan i i l  was taken aback .  
"Galya Yagdanova," Me l ke cont inued . " I t 's a w ise move 

for us .  She 's c lever and educated ."  
" l  don ' t  want to marry her," Dan i i l  objected . " l don ' t  l i ke 

her." 
"But  look at the pos i t ion she ho lds ! Ch ief engineer ! "  
" I ' m  not go ing t o  marry her," Dan i i l  repeated, "regard less 

of what you say." 
Me l ke shrugged . Her  son was afraid of h i s  own happi­

ness .  He may have l i ved through a war, but hadn ' t  gained 
any w i sdom . A J ew needs more than one head to th ink .  
And where does one get  a second head? On ly  through 
marri age. M arriage lets peop le  save themse lves,  and to ad­
vance their k in .  That was Me l ke 's ph i l osophy, wh ich she 
be l ieved to be fact and tried to convey to her ch i l dren . Now, 
however, she was unable  to coherent ly exp la in  them to Dan i i l ,  
a t  a loss fo r  words .  S ure - h e  surv ived the front, but the bat­
t lefie ld on ly requ i res courage, wh i l e  one needs savvy and a 
p inch of  cunning to surv ive  peaceful l i fe .  People w i l l  a lways 
try to tri p you. R ivers, even ones as w ide as the Vo lga, dry 



up, but human envy never does, espec ia l ly  when i t 's  d i rected 
toward Jews .  

Dan i i l ,  however, had no intent ion to fol low h i s  moth­
er 's adv ice .  He got invo l ved in  a romance w ith Kapi to l i na 
Lazarenko, a famous M akhachkala s i nger. Ne ighbors in­
formed Me lke that  Dan i i l  was i ntend ing to marry a Russ ian 

woman . 
Once she found out about th is ,  Me I ke was more than a l i t t le 

upset .  For her son to marry a Russ ian? No! That was unheard 
of. S he showed up to Kapito l i na's house and made a scene. 
The scream ing was so loud that the neighbors showed up. 
I t  was unc lear what the cause was, Me lke's  v i s i t  or someth ing 
e l se,  but Dan i i i  's pass ionate re l at ionsh ip  ended soon after. 

Me lke ca lmed down.  
M eanwh i le ,  Dan i i l  went to Rostov to take h i s  exams .  

Wh i l e  on the  tra in home after h i s  fina ls ,  he met  a g ir l . H i s  fe l ­

l ow trave ler 's name was  Tos ia .  They talked for a wh i l e .  
No t  on ly  was the  g i rl from M akhachkala, bu t  t he i r  houses 
were around the corner from each other. He  was an Abra­
mov, she - a M atatov. The fam i ly was except ional ly we l l  
known i n  the c i ty. l kh i i l  Matatov was a Peop l e 's Com m issar­
before the war, and he lped storm the Winter Pa lace i n  Petro­
grad . 

Dan i i l  cou ldn ' t  he lp  but th ink that the encounter on the 
tra in  was no co inc idence. He rea l l y  l i ked the g i r l ,  and to l d  
Me lke one even ing that h e  had found h i s  dest i ny. 

"Who is she?" 
"Tos ia Matatova," Dani i l  answered.  
H av ing heard the fam i ly name, Me l ke nodded approv­

ingly. The Matatovs were famous and wel l regarded among 
the Jewish  peop le - a defin ite plus i n  the eyes of  the Abra­
movs .  There was, however a drawback.  Me lke thought that 
the fam i ly struggled to get by - the head of the fam i ly had 
been arrested and d ied far from home, in pr ison, leav i ng be-
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h ind four k ids and a w idow. I n  the op in ion of Makhachkala 's 
Jewish quarter, los ing their breadwinner put the fam i ly  into 
a d i fficu l t, if not an impoverished pos i t ion .  

Nevertheless ,  the Matatovs were M ounta in Jews,  and that 
alone made Me lke happy. Overwhe lmed by confl ict ing feel­
i ngs of  j oy and doubt, Me l ke decided to consu l t  her o ldest 
daughter. 

"Your brother wants to marry Tos ia  M atatova," she an­
nounced to Anya when she came to v i s i t .  

"Tos ia?" Anna asked happi ly. " I 've heard about her, but 
haven ' t  met her." 

" I t 's a good th ing you haven ' t  met her," Me l ke grumbled 
i n  response, annoyed by her daughter 's enthus iasm . "They ' re 
near ly beggars . L i v i ng a lone, w i thout a breadwinner." 

"As opposed to whom?" Anya retorted .  "Everyone has 
i t  hard these days ." 

"You th ink that 's norma l?" M e lke asked, flai l ing her hands .  
She heard, a long w i th others i n  the c i ty, that M atatov was 

ja i led for being an ' enemy of the peop le ' . 
Th i s  d id  not appear to bother Anya. 
"Tos i  a M atatova is a n i ece of H avo, the w i fe of Nacham­

nye Babayev," Anya exp la ineg.  "They l i ve in  Nahamye's 
home." 

"She 's  Nahamye 's n i ece? Are you serious?" 
Anya nodded, surpri sed that her mother had not known 

th i s .  
Me lke sank i nto thought .  The  hand that he ld  the  spoon, 

w i th which she st irred whatever she had in the pot, changed 
i t 's traj ectory and started drawing rough l i nes, l i ke those in a 
card iogram . 

"Of course . D idn ' t  you know? L i ke Raya, comrade Mata­
tov was conv icted, then acqu i tted and re leased . It was too late 
though - he d idn ' t  even get out of  the camp .  Had a heart attack 
and d ied there ." 



"The horror ! "  Me lke c l asped her hands . "So th i s  means 
that Tos ia  comes from a good fam i ly." 

"Of course she's  from a good fam i ly. Aren ' t  al l Jews from 
good fam i l ies?" Anya qu ipped . 

"Tos ia is Nahamye's n iece," Me lke contemplated a loud, 
as i f  savoring the phrase .  Vis ib l e  wri nk les came over her fore­
head - unspoken w i tnesses to deep thought. 

"Nahamye is  an honorab le  man," Anya cont inued, as if 
she was l ay ing al l  of  the pros and cons of his brother 's chosen 
bride on the tab le .  "He 's a lso a financ ia l ly  secure man.  If any­

thing, he ' l l  support his n iece ." 
Me lke turned to Anya:  
"We l l  - that sounds l i ke an exce l l ent marri age ."  
"Of course, mama ! "  Anya l aughed. "That 's what l mean ! 

We need to get down to bus iness .  I t 's not l i ke Dan i i l  w i l l  need 
conv inc i ng ." 

Me lke nodded . What more cou l d  she dream of? They 
cou ldn ' t  find a better bride than Nahamye Babaev's  n iece ! 

Me l ke banged she spoon against the edge of the pot. 
The copper rang w i th a tri umphant ch ime .  

That even ing Me lke brought H ezgie in to  the  d i scuss ion .  
"We need to arrange the marriage ofTos ia  M atatova to Da-

n i  i i ,  before someone e l se snags her to be h i s  w i fe ."  
"What?" 
As a lways, Hezgie was out of  the l oop .  
"You don ' t  know? Our son chose her - the n iece o f N aha­

mye B abaev." 
"Our Nahamye?" Hezgie was genu ine ly  surprised . "So 

why de lay? Let ' s  go to the  M atatovs and look at the  br ide ." 
By and l arge, Me l ke was happy w i th the way th ings had 

turned out .  Th is  was far better than hav ing Dan i i l  chase after 
a married woman, not to ment ion a Russ ian .  

Soon the Abramovs went to broker the marriage to Tos ia  
Matatova. A wedd ing took p lace a month later, and  the  A bra-
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movs, the Matatovs, and the Babaevs were a l l  happy wi th 
the new un ion after the modest fest iv i t ies .  

As customary, Tos ia  moved into her husband 's home after 
the wedd ing .  That 's how the Abramovs and the Matatovs -
and through them, the Babaevs - became more than j ust ku­
naks, but were un i ted by their future ch i l dren 's b lood l ine .  



XVI 

The Babaevs are an anc ient Jewish c lan. L itt le is known 
about Nahamye 's ancestors. My great-great-grandfa­
ther was named Bobi and was a Rabbi .  My great-great­

grandmother was cal led Zu lfo - a name as rare as it is beaut ifu l .  
Grandpa Nahamye 's father, my great-grandfather Dav id,  was 
a lso a rabb i .  He owned several shops, scattered around the en­

t irety of Dagestan, where he sold text i les .  They a lways l i ved 
in p lentitude. H is w i fe, my great-grandmother, was named Ozh i .  
Dav id and Ozh i had seven ch i ldren, Nahamye among them . 

Dav id was k i l led by the Turks dur ing a raid  on h i s  au l .  
Nahamye was on ly five years o l d  at that po int .  The murdered 
man 's fam i ly was taken in  by Dav id ' s  o l der brother Rafa i l ,  
who  was ra i s i ng h i s  own  ch i ldren .  The two  large fam i l ies 
un i ted, as i s  customary i n  the Jewish commun i ty. Rafai l  was 
a good man and an entrepreneur. Having inheri ted his broth­
er's text i l e  shops, he decided to open an ate l i er where the cus­
tomers cou ld tum the i r  fabr ic into c lothes . He  sent h is  other 
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brother Danke to Rostov to study ta i l or ing and started sett ing 
up sew ing shops .  When Danke returned, the brothers started 
sew ing trousers, su i ts ,  and cherkeskas . Rafai l 's natural knack 
for bus i ness served him we l l ,  he lp ing him advance not on ly 
h i s  own ch i ldren, but a lso h i s  nephews, i nc lud ing Nahamye. 

Grandpa Nahamye's w i fe 's name was Havo, or, forma l ly, 
Havo Mo i seevna. Grandma was born in Derbent in 1 905 into 
the large, prosperous H anukaev fam i ly. 

When she turned one year o ld ,  she was betrothed to an 
equal ly  young boy, i n  fu l l  comp l iance w i th our Jewish  trad i ­
t ions .  The groom was the  he ir  of one of the  c i ty ' s  wealth i ­
es t  fam i l ies .  Unt i l she turned e leven, H avo got  her  c l othes 
and shoes exc lus ive ly  from her future re lat ives - the parents 
of  her groom . 

Before every Shabbat she was brought fru i t  and sweets 
on prec ious trays .  The girl was grow ing up pam pered 

and proud.  
But  the arranged marriage never took p lace .  World War I 

broke out in 1 9 1 4, and in 1 9 1 6  the Turk ish  army, wh ich  was 
fight ing on the Germans '  s ide, entered Derbent .  The Ottomans 
s laughtered the ent irety of  H avo 's groom 's fam i l y, and she 
once again  became ava i l ab l e  for marriage. 

L io, Nahamye Davidov ich 's  s i ster who l i ved i n  Derbent at 
the t ime, found out about the gir l  before too long.  She wrote 
to her fam i l y  in Tem ir-Khan-Shura, say ing that she had found 
a good g ir l  that her brother should come and meet .  

When N ahamye was shown his th i rteen-year-o ld  bride, 
she was cheerfu l ly p lay ing rounders w i th her g ir lfriends .  

A year l ater, when H avo turned fourteen, she stood under 
the hupa. Soon after the wedding, the young couple moved 
to Anzh i .  Nahamye w i se ly  conc l uded that the compet i t ion 
i n  Derbent was too great for h im to properly advance, and that 
Anzhi had more opportun i t ies .  Unc le  Rafo i l  supported h i s  
nephew, and  provided h im w i th the  necessary startup capita l .  



At fi rst, Nahamye rented a home on Oskarov S treet .  I t  was 

a s ing le  story house, w i th a garden and a few smal l structures 
in  i ts yard . There were three rooms .  Nahamye and H avo s lept 

in  one. Another was taken by Ksenia, a Ukrain ian whom Havo 
befriended at the market . In those d ifficu l t  times of c i v i l  war, 
fear and fam ine ru led the l and, and many fled their homes 

for the Casp ian in  search of food. 
Ksen ia  was among those who sought a better l i fe i n  Anzh i .  

Havo offered her room and board . I n  response t o  th is  k i ndness 
Ksen ia  started he lp ing wi th the housework . 

They l ived in harmony. Apartment doors weren ' t  l ocked 
at n ight, and everyone kept their  w i ndows w ide open i n  hot 
weather. Fears of burg lars were nonexi stent .  A long tab le  stood 

in  the yard under a l arge canopy. Th is  was where the res i ­
dents gathered i n  the even ing .  They wou ld  se t  up a samovar, 

and everyone wou ld  contribute to the spread . M en d i scussed 
the news, wh i l e  women talked about their  bus iness :  who saw 
whom on the bou levard, who was p lann ing to get married, 
and so on .  

Most men wore boots made of the  softest l eather. Su its 
that l ooked l i ke m i l i tary un i form s  were i n  fash ion :  breeches 

w i th a j acket or tun ic  made of l ight fabric ,  caps on their heads .  
Women preferred dark-co lored dresses, and  a lways wore ker­
ch iefs .  

Nahamye rented a space and  opened a store that so ld  c l oth­

ing and fabric .  In d ifficu l t  t imes, as one war wou ld  fo l l ow an­
other, necess i t ies  l i ke food, c lothing, and everyday househo ld  
art i c l es trumped a l l in  terms of va lue .  F i nd ing goods to se l l  
was the d i fficu l t  part, and someth ing Nahamye exce l led i n .  
He  was  an  open and outgo ing man  who  eas i l y  made friends 
and connect ions, a lways knowing where to find the best fabri c .  

Be i ng  t he  fi rst t o  get on a face-to-face bas i s  w ith a who le­
saler was key. That way, one cou ld negotiate a good price be­
fore the competi tors rushed i n  and drove i t  up, after the se l ler  
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sensed an increased demand .  Nahamye qu ick ly  bonded wi th  
the assi stant to the ch ief of  the port, who a l l owed h im d i rect 
access to the text i l e  se l l er before he took his product to the 
market . 

Nahamye was genera l ly  a shrewd bus inessman. He  fre­
quent ly traveled away from home in order to buy up product 
that wou ld  be i n  h igh demand. He wou ld  go to Baku,  and even 
went as far as I ran several t imes w i th his uncle Rafai l .  

l n  a year, Nahamye Babaev managed t o  make good 
money. He  was gett ing regu lar c l i ents - demand ing consum­
ers who v i s i ted his shop i n  search of rare fabrics ,  know ing 
in  advance that they would be impressed by Nahamye's of­
fer ings .  I f  some sort of s i l k  or wool  wasn ' t  in stock, he wou ld 
a lways get  i t  i n  a week .  Nahamye bu i l t  two smal l sheds  i n  the 
yard : one to serve as a warehouse, the other as a shop. Expect­
i ng that H avo wou ld  need he lp ,  he h i red two c l erks . He a lso 
opened a tai lor shop next door. 

At the t ime, Dagestan d idn ' t  have factories where hun­
dreds of peop le  wou ld  make pants, sh i rts j ackets and dresses 
by the thousands, and not for peop le but for face less man­
nequ ins .  In the fi rst th i rd of the twentieth century, a l l  c l oth­
ing was tai l ored to the customer. That 's why his su i ts 'fit l ike 
a g love ' ,  so to speak, and were sewn ' on you and for you ' .  

I t  wasn ' t  a neighbor's envy o r  competitor 's sabotage that 
h indered the growth of my grandfather 's bus iness .  I t  was 
the fact that at that point, pri vate property was dec lared to be 
against  the l aw. 

Nahamye q uick ly rea l i zed that l i fe was rad ica l ly  chang ing :  
be ing a smal l bus i ness owner under  the new ru le  became very 
dangerous .  I ' ve a l ready mentioned the many types of curren­
c ies c i rcu lat ing in the ear ly 1 920s in rap id success ion - ass ig­
nat ions,  rub les ,  chervonets, bons, kerenkas . I n  the m idst of th i s  
mess ,  Nahamye cou ld on ly  re ly on the currency that a lways 
maintained va lue and which everyone respected - gold co ins .  



Before the authori t ies got to h im ,  he qu iet ly c losed the shop, 

paid out his c l erks, and converted his money into go ld .  

One  day, a former competitor - now a compan ion 
in  m i sfortune - v i s i ted Nahamye at home. The host happ i l y  

greeted the  guest . 
"He l lo ,  Nahamye ! "  
"He l lo ,  Zachar. What's new?" 
" I  heard you 've  c losed your shop." 
"A l l  shops c losed, and I a long w i th them . I t 's bad to stray 

from the crowd in t imes l i ke these ." 

"You a lways find a reason to be happy," the guest  chuck­
led .  "The crowd i s  indeed important .  What are you p l ann ing 
to do now?" 

" I ' l l  try to get h i red at a workshop, fix ing shoes ." 
Nahamye spoke of h is  troubles w i th a I ight sense of i rony. 

"Have you heard," the guest cont inued, "that the authori -
t ies are l ett ing peop le  start cooperat ives? They even i ssued 
a spec ia l  reso l ut ion .  They announced that at the C ity Duma 
yesterday - the Sov iet, as they cal l i t  now. They announced 

new trade po l i t ics  and are cal l i ng on former shopkeepers 
to un i te i nto trade enterpr ises .  What do you th ink  of that?" 

"Doesn ' t  seem bad ." 
"That was my though as we l l .  That 's  why I came to you 

for adv ice .  The cooperat ive has a l ready been created.  They 
gathered everyone who worked with text i l es .  They ' re ca l l i ng 
i t  ' Red October ' .  Do you know who 's going to chair  i t?" 

"No ."  
"You friend Asya." The  guest fo l l owed w i th a Dagestan i 

l ast name .  
"Good for her. Can  I he lp  w i th  anyth ing?" 
"We can ' t  work w i thout you," the guest repl ied w i th 

a sm i le .  

"And why i s  that?" 
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"See for yourse l f. We started gett ing orders for lad ies '  
dresses, bu t  there 's noth ing but  bur lap in  the warehouse." 

"And what's the prob lem?" 
"There 's noth ing to make dresses out of."  
"What about the  burl ap?" 
"Who makes dresses out of  burl ap?" 
"No one's tel l i ng you to make them out of bur lap .  You 

need to trade the burlap for s i l k ," Nahamye answered.  
"How do we do that?" 
"There are a lways opt ions .  You need to know peop le ."  
"See? You ' re usefu l  al ready. Maybe you ' l l  come to work 

wi th us on the supply s ide? We have enough tai lors, but no one 
to get the materia l s .  What do you say - do you accept the in­
v i tat ion?" 

Nahamye sm i led s ly ly. Gett ing rare c loth from the five for­
mer owners of Jewish tai lor shops was a task on ly he cou ld 
pu l l  off. 

And so the Red October cooperat ive was formed 
in Makhachkala .  The former ate l ier owners unearthed the i r  
h idden supp l ies ,  each put  i n  a share, and teamed up to  k ick off 
product ion .  They used the ir  co l l ect ive money for equ ipment -
fantast ica l ly re l iab l e  S i nger sew ing machi nes - manned them 
wi th tai lors and started sew ing .  Products from the Red Octo­
ber Cooperat ive were a lways wel l regarded in  M akhachkala .  

M any years after, Bu l tanov, the head of the Dagestan Trade 
Counc i l  pub l i shed a book about trade cooperat ion .  It ment ions 
Nahamye Babaev's ro le  i n  the estab l i shment o f  the repub­
l i c 's fi rst cooperat ive .  The chairmen of the organ izat ion came 
and went, but the supply chief was a lways my grandfather. 



XVII  

Nahamye and Havo's  fam i ly l i fe was not w i thout hard­
sh ips .  Their fi rst few ch i l dren d ied before even reach­
ing the age of one, the j oy of b i rth al ternat ing w i th 

tragedy. Ser ious reasons accounted for th i s :  the l ack of  good 
doctors, Havo's  frag i l e  body, demand ing work at the shop.  

I t  was not unt i l 1 927  that Havo gave b i rth to a g ir l  - F i ra -
who surv i ved the one-year mark . 

When Havo was taken to the matern i ty ward yet aga in ,  
Nahamye rushed to br ing her  d inner, as exc i ted as he  was wor­

ried . Nahamye ment ioned h i s  fam i ly name to the recept ion i st .  
"Congratu lat ions," she sa id ,  as she paged through the  pa­

t ient log .  "Babaeva had a baby g i r l . "  
The happy father dropped off the  food and went  to work. 

As soon as he stepped through the door of the cooperat ive, 
he was showered with quest ions .  

"What 's the news?" 
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"Who was born? A boy?" 
"You can congratu late me - a g i r l ! "  
The news i nstant ly trave led t o  the sew ing sect ion,  then 

to the warehouse, then, via a wh i sper from her omnipres­
ent secretary, to Asya, the chairman of the cooperat ive .  She 

thought for a m inute - the occas ion cal l ed for a bonus -
and went to congratu late her employee. 

Naharnye sm i led modest ly. 
After work, he rushed home.  The stocky Ksusha, who ran 

the househo ld  in Havo's absence, qu ick ly  started sett ing the ta­
b le ,  her l i ps in a constant sm i le .  After a hal f hour, co l l eagues, 
ne ighbors, friends and friends of friends started corn ing by. 

Naharnye l i stened to the i r  toasts, accepted the i r  congratu­
la t ions ,  empty ing h i s  g lass over and over. 

Next day he once aga in  rushed to br ing l unch to the mater­
n i ty word . At the recept ion,  he sudden ly ran i nto the exhausted 
Havo, bare ly mov ing around w ith her g iant  be l ly." 

Naharnye was astounded. 
"They to l d  me you gave b i rth yesterday . . .  " 
Havo cou ld  on ly  shrugged : 
"As you can see, I d idn ' t . "  
I t  turned out  that there was another woman w i th the  l ast 

name ' Babaeva' and the hospi ta'l ,  who,  i ndeed, gave b i rth to a 
g i r l . Naharnye thought about the bonus, the g i fts ,  and was 
briefly upset about what peop le  at work wou ld say. At the end 
of the day, however, the most important th i ng was that H avo 
was fine .  

Naharnye went  back to the  cooperative ,  where peop le  
were a l ready co l l ect ing money for Naharnye's g i ft .  Naharnye 
shuffled around, not know ing what to say, then b l urted out :  

"Hold i t  w i th  a l l  the baby g i r l  g ifts ."  
The sm i les on the  l ad ies '  faces - the  supp ly  department 

was most ly staffed by women - started to fade . 
"What happened, N aharnye?" 



" I  went to the matern i ty ward and com pla ined. To ld  them 

I had no use for a g ir l ! "  
S i lence re igned fo r  a moment .  The employees d idn ' t  know 

how to react - whether to laugh i t  off or to write off the ir  su­

perv i sor as crazy. 
F i na l ly, Nahamye burst into l aughter. That was the k ind  

of man Nahamye was - he a lways apprec iated humor  and loved 
jok ing around .  The employees s ighed w i th re l i ef and jo i ned 
him in  l aughter. A fter lunch ,  he rece ived word that Havo had 

given b i rth to a boy. 
Yet aga in ,  my grandfather set the tab le ,  gathered h i s  

co l l eagues, and  announced that h i s  compla i nts were an­
swered . The ch ief  matern ity doctor, whose w i fe had rece i ved 
a free fur coat from the cooperat i ve, exchanged the girl for a 

boy. 
The d i l igent secretary i nstant ly conveyed the news to the 

cooperat ive cha irm an,  who rushed to personal ly figure out 

where the j okes ended and the truth began . 
"Nahamye, what exact ly are we dri nk ing to, after a l l ?" 
" I  to ld  you - they exchanged my g ir l  for a boy. We picked 

a name a l ready." 
"Nahamye, qu i t  jok ing," the boss rep l ied .  

Nahamye then cal led the hospi ta l ,  asked the on-cal l doctor 
to get his w i fe, and handed the phone to Asya. U pon hear ing 
the news, the shocked woman announced : 

" I  swear by A l l ah ,  you are a l ucky man i f  you can pu l l off 

someth ing l ike that ! "  
After that, Nahamye cou ldn ' t  keep the ruse go ing and to ld  

everyone about the  m i sunderstand ing the day before. 
"What w i l l  you name your he i r, Nahamye?" one of  h i s  

coworkers asked ." 
"Erzo l ! "  he answered , as a sm i l e  came over his face. 
The b i rth of  a son tru ly was a monumental occas ion ,  

and the father walked around beam ing w i th j oy and pr ide .  Na-
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hamye 's fam i l y  now had everyth ing :  fi rst a daughter and now 
a son - an heir and future breadwinner. 

For a wh i l e  after the b i rths of  F i ra and Erzo l ,  Nahamye 
and H avo took a break from hav ing ch i ldren .  Then, L iza was 
born in 1 936 ,  fo l l owed by A lexander in  1 93 8 .  

A year passed, and the Babaevs were faced w i th serious 
concerns about the future of  the ir  fam i ly. As  I ment ioned, 
Havo's  s i ster Susanna married l kh i i l  M atatov, who was we l l  
known i n  Dagestan and  part i c i pated in  the  storm ing of the 
Winter Pa lace i n  1 9 1 7 . In 1 92 1 ,  he was e l ected to be a de l ­
egate dur ing the I 0th Congress of  the Russ ian Commun i st 
Party (Bo l shev iks) ,  and then worked as a Prosecutor of  the 
Repub l i c  and a Peop le ' s  J ust ice Com m issarof Dagestan . H i s  
fam i l y  l i ved i n  a waterfront regional  commi ttee apartment 
w i th seven rooms, heat ing and a bath - an unheard of  l uxury at 
the t ime. In 1 927 ,  l kh i i l  M atatov part i c i pated i n  the approval 
of the Mountain Jewish  - or Tat - al phabet. H i s  reasoned that 
mountain Jews were better off cal l i ng themselves ' Tats ' i n  or­
der to d i stance themselves from ant i -Sem i t i c  sent iments .  

He  had everyth ing - an astound ing career, amp le  income, 
a fam i ly. Noth ing, however, he lped him when someone sub­
m itted an anonymous l etter i n  1 939  say ing that he owned 
a pri vate res idence. The Peop le :s Com m i ssar started i nvest i­
gat i ng,  and he was soon arrested . 

Nahamye l earned of  th i s  wh i l e  he was at work. H e  i nstant­
ly asked for t ime off and rushed home.  

"Havo ! "  he shouted as soon as he opened the door. "They 
arrested l kh i i l ! "  

"Oh no ! "  H avo rep l i ed, growing pale .  
A t  the  t ime, hav ing re lat i ves marked as  crim ina l s  by 

the authori t ies was very dangerous .  
"We need to send the o lder k ids  to camp," Nahamye de­

c l ared . " I t ' s  best for them to not be here, in  case they ' re on ly 
gett ing started ."  



"Why? What do we have to do w i th i t?" 
"Your s i ster and her ch i l dren w i l l  defi n i te ly be evi cted from 

her husband 's work apartment .  I ' l l  take them into our house.  
We ' l l  send F i ra and Erzo l to the pioneer cam p. As for us,  we ' l l  

manage . Gather the k ids ."  
Nahamye qu ick ly  arranged everyth ing and the ch i ldren 

were out of  the c i ty the fol  lowing day. 
l kh i i l ' s tr ia l  took p lace two months after h i s  arrest .  He was 

sentenced to seven years of i ncarcerat ion and sent to a camp 
somewhere i n  S i beria .  As  Nahamye pred icted, h i s  w i fe 
and ch i l dren were evi cted from the apartment even before 

the tr ial began . 
I n  the meant ime,  the convi cted Matatov, hav ing found h im­

se l f  a t  a correct ion camp, d id not s i t  id ly. He  was a ski l led law­
yer and knew the intri cac ies of Soviet j ur isprudence. H i s  case 
was not po l i t ical . l kh i i l  started writ ing letters , argu ing that h i s  
case was  based on a c lerical error. As a resu l t  of h i s  numerous 

compla i nts and pet i t ions ,  the case was marked for reconsidera­
t ion .  It was then determ ined that there was, in fact, no private 

res idence in l kh i i l 's possess ion,  and Matatov was re leased . 
Th i s  happened after the war had a l ready started . German's  

stood at  M akhachkala 's  gates, no tra ins  ran there, and return­
i ng home was not an opti on .  l kh i i l  Matatov stayed in S i ber ia 
to work for the camp's adm in i strat ion .  

I n  1 943 ,  h i s  fam i ly received an unexpected not ificat ion, 
which sa id that l k h i i l  Matatov had passed away after an ex­

tended i l l ness . Streets in both M akhachkala and his native 
Derbent now bear his name .  

The apartment i n  wh ich  the  Babaevs res ided became 
qu i te cramped w i th the arr ival  of Susanna and her ch i l dren .  
A fter g iv ing i t  some thought, Nahamye decided that h i s  l oved 
ones shou ld l ive i n  com fortab le  cond i t ions ,  part i cu lar ly s i nce 
he had the means to obta in  them . 
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Reca l l ing what l kh i i l  was ja i led for, Nahamye was re­
l uctant to open ly  purchase a home .  Makhachkala was smal l ,  
and everyone was under pub l i c  scruti ny, s o  quest ions would 
undoubted ly  ar i se  i f  he were to buy a mans ion .  

The Red October operated a cred it  un ion . Nahamye and h i s  
co l l eague, a tai lor  named Rashmi  Gereev app l ied for a loan .  
Nahamye gave the l oaned money ent ire ly to Rashmi ,  wh i l e  
te l l i ng people that he used i t  t o  purchase a port ion of a bu i ld­
ing .  

The bu i ld ing was new, and housed fasc inat ing peop le .  
Two rooms were rented by the d i rector of the Dagestan Ph i l ­
harmonic ,  who  never seemed to  l e t  go  of h i s  briefcase and was 
a lways accompan ied by his w i fe .  Another two rooms were 
taken by the fam i l y  of a worker from the Third I n ternat ional  
factory. Another was taken by a professor at  the M akhachka­
la  Pedagog ical  I nst i tute, who had a then-fash ionab le  goatee, 

wh ich seemed to move even when he was s i lent  (and the pro­
fessor was s i l ent most of  the t ime) .  Rashm i  Gereev had two 
rooms next door to h im .  

The Babaevs had four  rooms ,  though even that turned out 
to be too cramped for the new ly expanded fam i ly. Nahamye 
went to work, fi rst add ing a veranda, then bu i ld ing out to add 
a l arger d in i ng room and k i tchen.  There was a shaded garden 
in  the courtyard, w i th apples, pears, walnuts,  grapes and figs .  

The fam i ly moved i nto the i r  new home in  September. 
I n  1 940, Nahamye was sent to K iev for a s ix-month pro­

fess ional improvement course. He was st i l l  in U kraine when 
Havo was taken to the matern i ty ward yet another t ime.  Erzo l 
and F i ra tended to the ir  mother as much as they could ,  v i s i t ing 
her  dai l y  and bri nging her  l unch . 

A fi fth ch i l d  was born into the Babaev fam i ly on J u ly 1 3 th 
- a girl they named M i la .  

When Nahamye returned from K iev, he cou ld bare ly carry 
the presents he had brought. The most prec ious of those was 



a crystal chande l i er - a rare l uxury at the t ime .  Guests of the 
Babaev home wou ld marve l at its beauty. 

Nahamye and Havo wou ldn ' t  stop ta lk i ng and exchang ing 
news,  hav ing been apart for so long .  

"You know, where I was ,  everyone says that war i s  una-
voidab l e," Nahamye said sudden ly. 

H avo gasped : 
"Wi l l  it get as far as us?" 
"Who knows . . .  " Nahamye rep l ied g lum ly. 
On J une 22, 1 94 1  the Babaevs, l ike everyone e l se around 

them, stood on the street and l i stened to Mo lotov 's speech 
about the start of  the war. The ch i l dren weren ' t  frightened by 
the word at fi rst .  A fter a l l ,  they had p layed ' war ' many t imes,  
fa l l ing down and gett ing up aga in .  For a wh i le ,  i t  seemed d i s­
tant and surreal to adu l ts at fi rst, unt i l young faces sudden ly 
started to d i sappear as the draft started. A month later, o lder 

men started gett ing conscript ion notices as wel l .  
H avo was afraid t o  b e  left a lone w i th five ch i ldren, but 

the danger passed Nahamye by. The Red October d id  work 
for the batt lefie ld, prov id ing c l oth ing for so ld iers and officers. 
A savvy supp l ier was inva luab le  during times of severe short­
ages, and Nahamye was granted armor from the draft .  

F ira and Erzo l were evacuated as soon as the Germans 
approached M akhachkala .  Labor was scarce beh ind the l i nes,  
and everyone was put to work, inc lud ing the ch i l dren .  The Ba­
baevs worked at a v i neyard : F i ra as a recept ion i st ,  E rzo l as a 
p icker. Somet imes,  the head of the cooperat ive wou ld  a l low 
the workers to  take some of  the fru i t  as a reward, but never 
more than three k i los .  

One t ime,  Erzo l and h i s  friends dec ided to make away 

w ith several bales of grapes - fam ine was afoot, and pro­
duce of any k ind  was h igh ly  va lued .  Erzo l was a lmost caught, 
forced to run l ike the w ind hav ing abandoned his ' prize ' .  H ad 
he been caught, th i ngs cou ld  have been bad. At the t ime,  peo-
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p ie  cou ld  be j a i l ed for as l i tt l e  as stea l i ng a few cucumbers off 
a fie ld .  But, as Nahamye used to te l l  h i s  son, "You ' re far less 
smart than you are lucky." 

They d idn ' t  stay in  Derbent for long. When the Germans 
were driven out of the Caucasus ,  F i ra and Erzo l returned 
to the ir  parents in Makhachkala .  

In wart ime, a l l  able-bod ied c i t izens worked from dawn 
to dusk .  Nahamye wou ld  have to work two j obs .  At  fi rst, he 'd  
spend e ight hours a t  the  Red October - acqu i ri ng, rece iv ing, 
exchanging, and rec la im ing m i sappropriated prov i s ions - run­
n i ng l i ke a hamster i n  whee l .  In the even i ng, he wou ld rush 
to the ph i l harmon ic  bu i l d i ng, where the sewing factory was 
p laced after i t  was evacuated out of Rostov-on-Don.  Naha­
mye worked there as we l l ,  br inging a long Erzo l ,  who was de­
ve lop ing a knack for ta i l or ing .  The father wou ld  pick the son 
up from home at seven p .m . ,  and they wou ldn ' t  return unt i l 

e l even . 

Unc le  Roman was a memorab le  character. Before the war, 
he l i ved on Krasnoprudnaya S treet i n  Moscow. He  left for the 
front i n  the summer of 1 94 1 ,  but was decomm iss ioned three 
months l ater due to a new ly d i scovered heart cond i t ion .  
That ' s  when unc le  Roman and h i s  w i fe Tanya were evacuated 
to M akhachkala .  

Uncle Roman, l i ke a l l  Babaevs, was a crafty and resource­

ful man .  Except ional ly  soc ia l ,  he seemed to attract peop le  
to h imse l f. On ly  a week after moving to Makhachkala, he was 
appointed head of the supply department at  the Khasavyurt 
Cannery. He  then offered to take h i s  nephew Erzo l a long.  Na­
hamye agreed . 

Dagestan 's cann ing industry grew qu ick ly  right before 
the war. Refrigerators were st i l l  qu i te rare back then, and gro­
ceries were kept in  spec ia l  ice p i ts ,  wh ich  a lso housed ice 
for i ndustr ia l  uses .  I n  the w i nter, ice bricks were carved out 



of the r iver and p laced i n  spec ia l ly-dug trenches, covered w i th 
hay, and covered wi th so i l .  

Erzo l 's j o b  consi sted hau l i ng ice i n  a cart from the r iver 
to the p i t  in  the w i nter, then to the cannery in  the summer. 
The task requ i red ample  phys ical strength . 

A fter several months, he was transferred to the p lant 's 
cafeteria, where he would sort fru its and vegetables - a tax­
ing and ted ious task .  He was then tasked w i th redeem ing food 
stamps at the store . Every worker was a l l otted four hundred 
grams of sugar per month .  The young employee's respons i ­
b i l i t ies  i nc l uded parce l i ng the sugar i nto paper bags . The work 
requ i red pat ience and prec i s ion .  M i stakes weren ' t  a l l owed -
even by a s i ng le  gram - as sugar at the t ime was worth i ts 
weight i n  go ld .  I t  shou ld be noted that Erzo l had on ly turned 
th i rteen . 

As  he fam i l i arized h imse l f, he was al l owed to run the reg­

ister. Erzo l was put in charge of se l l ing mutton bones.  The a l ­
lotment norm was  three k i los per  person, though everyone 
tried to get more. Peop le  would get angry, argue w i th the ven­
dor, and even threaten h i m .  

He  was once entrusted w i th se l l ing cherr ies .  The harvest 
had been so fru i tfu l  that they d idn ' t  have enough t ime to pro­
cess the crop .  There was no regi ster, and every even ing Erzol  
wou ld hand aunt Anya, unc le  Roman 's w i fe, who was an ac­
countant at the p lan,  a stack of b i l l s .  

Erzo l spent a year i n  Khasavyurt .  At t he  end of 1 942,  un ­
c le  Romansudden ly  fe l l  i l l .  H i s heart gave out, ca l l i ng for ur­
gent hospi ta l izat ion .  He ,  h i s  w i fe, F i ra and Erzo l made it to 
Makhachkala .  

Uncle Roman was taken to the hospita l  r ight away. I t  was 
a ch i l ly hum id w inter - the k ind that on ly  happens i n  coastal 
c i t ies .  Nahamye dec ided to bring several makesh ift  e l ectr ic 
heaters i nto this hosp i ta l  room - by some magic ,  loca l  crafts­
men managed to make them out of  safety razor b l ades .  
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One day, a b l izzard h i t, and the hospi tal was left w i thout 
power. The temperature in  the hospita l  room p l unged down, 
and uncle Roman had a fever by morn ing .  

Having exam ined h im ,  the doctor d iagnosed h im w i th 
pneumonia .  Leav ing h im at the freezing hospita l  was danger­
ous, so Nahamye took the pat ient home and h i red a nurse. 

Everyone worried that uncle Roman would not surv i ve, 
but the cri s i s  passed, and his cond i t ion im proved wi th in  sev­
era l  days .  The fever was gone. Nahamye, happy w i th the for­
tunate recovery, kept making j okes.  

Once unc le  Roman had enough strength to get out of  bed, 
the nurse was d i sm i ssed. Havo made her brother some tea 
and Nahamye sat next to h im ,  suggest ing a game of back­
gammon.  During the game, unc le  Roman sudden ly  broke out 
in  sweat. Havo changed h i s  sh i rt once, then aga in .  

The sweat ing wou ldn ' t  subs ide, grow ing more and more 
severe .  Havo and Nahamye exchanged frightened g lances 

and sent for a doctor. By the t ime he got there, the pat ient had 
complete ly lost his strength and cou ld bare ly  ta l k .  The doctor 
had everybody leave the room and went to exam ine the pa­
t ient . Everyone had decided that the pneumonia  had retu rned, 
when the doctor wa lked out of  the room,  pale as a sheet, 
and shrugged he lp less ly. 

" I t  wasn ' t  pneumonia .  I t  was h i s  heart. I t  stopped . 
He  d ied . . .  " 

The front l i nes moved further and further away from 
M akhachkala .  In 1 944, the c i ty ' s  educat ional  i nst i tut ions 
began to funct ion once aga in .  Erzo l started even ing school 
to make up what he had m i ssed . One of  his c l assmates hap­
pened to be Turunge Abramova. 



XVIII 

E rzo l studied through h i s  even i ngs, and worked through 
h i s  days .  Nahamye got him a job as a tai l or ' s  appren­
tice at h i s  cooperat ive .  A fter two years of dai ly  experi­

ence, the talented young man was instant ly promoted to the 

esteemed pos i t ion of a master outerwear tai l or. Erzo l had 
a knack for sens ing  the shape of a human body. He  only had 
to g lance at a customer to ach i eve a perfect fit. Women were 
espec ia l l y  p leased w ith h i s  work, as Erzol was so good at em­
phas iz ing the h igh l ights i n  the ir  figure that a l l shortcom ings 
were rendered unnot iceab le .  

In  t ime, Erzol  h imse lf  started to  teach tai lors, taking 
on Zachar Abramov, Anya Scherbatova 's younger brother, 
as one of h i s  students. The fates of the two fam i l ies ,  the Ba­
baevs and the Abramovs, in tertw ined more c lose ly  w ith each 
day. 

The young men deve loped a friendsh ip .  At the t ime,  
the d i fference between student pay and that of h i s  teacher was 
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neg l ig ib le .  I f  one were to take it to the market, it wou ld  on ly 
be enough to buy several l oaves of bread . Therefore, the youth 
tried th ink ing of more ways to earn some extra cash .  Zach­
ar was the first to not ice that the market so ld w i nter m i l i tary 
breeches w i th fur l i n ing .  The friends decided to start buying 
these ,  cut out the fur l i n i ng, and use i t  to make ushanka hats . 
Zachar then successful ly so ld  the headwear at the same mar­
ket . 

In 1 946, the Dagestan Trade Counc i l  rece ived an order :  
to send two tai l ors spec ia l i z i ng i n  l i ght c loth i ng and one who 
works w i th outerwear to M oscow to study. I t  was determ ined 
that Derbent, B uynaksk and M akhachkala wou ld  each send 
a man .  

Erzo l was not yet  an experienced ta i lor, but Nahamye d id  
everyth ing he cou l d  to ensure that he wou ld  be the  one  to  go. 
That was probab ly the moment when my father 's reputat ion 
as a sk i l l ed spec ia l i st was born .  

N ahamye cou ldn ' t  have been happ ier  about h i s  son get­
t ing  to go to M oscow. Be ing a ta lented tai lor  in the t ime of to­
ta l  shortages carr ied a lot of  c lout  and ensured a future income 
for the home.  Nahamye h imse l f  managed to make good mon­
ey, mak ing c l oth ing out of  surp l u s  fabr ic  that  was unaccount­
ed for. Anya A bram ova re l iab ly concealed that port ion  of  h i s  
income w ith t h e  necessary documents .  S h e  ran the l edgers 
w ith not j ust  sk i l l ,  but mastery. They were im perv i ous  to any 
aud i t .  

Nahamye and  Anya had  a s izable age gap between them, 
but they qu ick ly  sensed the i r  l i ke-m i ndedness and developed 
a strong friendsh ip .  When Anya begun work ing at the coop­
erat i ve, Nahamye gained a friend at an important department .  
Anya, i n  turn, was making so l i d  money and was ab l e  to help 
her ag ing parents .  

Once Erzol returned from Moscow w i th a d ip loma, he was 

h i red as a ta i lor at the cooperat i ve, where he managed a team 



of twenty peop le .  They used parachute s i l k  to make men's  
and women's  summer su i ts ,  which so ld  qu i te wel l at the stores .  

Erzo l gave most  of  h i s  earn ings to h i s  mother - such was 

the way. 
But  boys w i l l  be boys .  Erzo l was a soc ia l  person who 

made friends w i th hal f the c i ty and spent much of h is  free t ime 

w i th them , often treat i ng the whole  crowd to beer and w ine .  
Occas ional ly, these part ies  wou ld  end i n  a braw l .  

Nahamye noticed th i s .  The son 's behav ior d idn ' t  conform 
to h i s  father 's  imagined v i s ion of happiness .  Perhaps i t  was 
an i s sue of Nahamye see ing a vers ion of h imse l f  i n  Erzo l ,  

and that t h e  two were more a l i ke than he cared t o  adm i t .  I t  was 
as if Erzo l housed a source of unconta inab le  energy. 

Time after t ime N ahamye wou ld  tal k to Erzo l about set­
t l i ng down, and t ime after t ime h i s  attempts to influence h i s  
son proved t o  be  fut i l e .  Erzo l wou ld  qu iet down for  a wh i le ,  
but then return to h i s  o ld  ways . Nahamye was most afraid 

of the poss i b i l i ty of  h i s  son be ing arrested . Havo, who a lso 
worried about Erzo l 's fate, shared h i s  concerns .  

"What are we supposed to  do w ith h im?  He 's ou t  of  con­
tro l , "  she would say, when N ahamye sat down for d i nner. "He  
always hangs ou t  w i th those punks after work ."  

" I  know, H avo .  I know ! "  
" I  know you know ! What good i s  that? Tal k  t o  h i m ! He  has 

to l i sten to h i s  father."  
"What do you th ink I ' ve been doing?" 
Havo wou ld angr i ly  purse her l i ps and stop talk ing .  
Somet imes the conversat ion wou ld take a d ifferent turn .  
"Just you wait ," Nahamye wou ld threaten .  "We ' l l  marry 

h im off in a year or two - then he ' l l  ca lm down ."  
"What do you suggest we do before that?" H avo wou ld  

ask, fla i l ing her  arms .  
Genera l l y, Havo's l ove  for her  son  wou ld  prove uncond i ­

t iona l ,  and  she wou ld  a lways defend h im and j ust i fy h i s  m is-
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steps .  Wh i l e  she worried about h im ,  her heart was confident 
that i t  was the company her son kept that was at fault ,  not Er­
zo l h imse l f. 

Time after t ime,  she wou ld secret ly wash the pants that 
Erzo l got d i rty in  a fight or mend h i s  torn sh i rts - j ust to keep 
Nahamye from not ic ing and avo id a scene and her son being 
yel led at . Doing th is ,  she would pray to the Creator for her son 
not to find h imse lf  in  a bad s ituat ion that cou ld ru in  h is l i fe .  

" I  j ust w ish he wou ld  grow up and start a fam i ly," she 
wou ld te l l  F i ra .  "Then he won' t  have t ime for fights ." 

One day Nahamye and Anya decided to have a b i te to eat 
- right there at work, as there was m uch to do. They d i scussed 
dai ly  affairs - a deal that was made over a recent fabric sh ip­
ment .  When the topic exhausted i tse l f, Nahamye noticed 
Zachar i n  the d i stance, engaged in  an ardent argument w i th 
someone. 

"You ' re brother 's a smart man ,  Anya. He 's savvy ! I ' ve 
watched him work - it 's a s ight to be seen ." 

"You ' re te l l i ng me,  Nahamye ! If  he had hands l ike Erzo l 's ,  
he  cou ld run the ent i re factory." 

"True as that i s ,  he 's  a b i t  of an a i rhead . What Erzo l needs 
i s  a w i fe ."  

Anya l ooked at  Nahamye i ntrigued, but d idn ' t  say any­
th ing .  

A nother day, she inv i ted Nahamye to v is i t  her parents .  
"Me lke has been asking for a wh i l e  why you v i s i t  so rare­

ly."  
Nahamye smi l ed and started pra i s ing Me lke as an exce l ­

l en t  housew i fe .  
I n  a few days they went  to  Anya's parents ' home during 

their l unch break. The tab le  was set in  a b l i nk of an eye. Wh i l e  
Me lke fussed over t he  p lates and s i lverware, Hezgie and  Na­
hamye started talk ing about l i fe, how everyth ing's changing, 
and what the outcome w i l l  be .  Turunge then came out of the 



room, as a lways, to he lp her mother. Nahamye noticed that 
Me lke 's  daughter was completely grown .  She was about h i s  

son 's age. I t  was as  i f N ahamye came to  h i s  senses . On the  sur­
face, she seemed l i ke an ordinary gir l : a th ick braid, c l ean 
sk in ,  p leasant and sm i l ing .  Something, however, has changed, 
and she now had a spec ia l  energy around her - an inner strength .  

"How are you ,  Turunge?" Nahamye asked as  she served 

them tea. 
"F in i sh ing up even ing schoo l ,"  the coy girl rep l ied, "and 

he lp ing mama around the home." 
"What then? What are you go ing to do after you fi n ish 

schoo l ?" Nahamye looked at  Anya inqu i s i t ive ly. "Maybe 

we' l l  find a p lace for her at the cooperat ive?" 
Turunge grew even more aloof. No matter what Nahamye 

said, there always seemed to be a hint of  i rony to his voice .  
"Your brother works w i th us too . He's  friends w i th my 

Erzo l ." 
"Yes," Turunge repl ied, l owering her gaze . 
Hezgie sa id a few l i ghthearted words about Erzo l 

and Zachar 's  i nnovat ive p l an to make hats out of pants l i ners, 
then went on to other top ics .  They talked for another ha l f hour, 
before Nahamye looked at h i s  watch and rea l ized that he had 
to return to work. 

At the end of the day, Babaev came i nto the account ing 

department to drop off paperwork. There was no one i n  the 
bu i ld i ng except for Anya. S he wou ld i ntent iona l l y  stay l ate so 
that she and Nahamye cou ld  hand le  their bus iness i n  peace .  

" I  brought you rece ipts," he began . "We got  fi fty meters 

of s i l k  accord ing to the overhead . I measured i t  - turns out i t ' s  
seventy. We need to send the l eftovers to the floor. 

"Good. As a matter of fact, your son 's looking for fabric .  
Erzo l w i l l  take care of th i s .  Your boy gets th i ngs done ! "  

"Anya, Turunge and Erzo l are about the same age . 
Wou ldn ' t  it be grand it he got betrothed to your s i s ter?" 
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"To Turunge?" 
"We l l ,  yes ."  
" I  guess she would make an exce l lent housew i fe ."  
Anya sm i led .  Contrary to  her  s i ster, she rare ly cooked 

and only did housework from t ime to t ime .  There was too 
much work. 

Not i c ing Anya's sm i le ,  Nahamye cont inued h i s  rum ina­

t ions .  
"Or i s  she a l ready betrothed?" 
"No, she's st i l l  l i tt l e ," Anya p lacated h im .  " I n  any case, 

that 's a quest ion only my parents can answer. It wou ld  be n ice 
to know what she herse l f  says, as we l l ." 

"Turunge?" Nahamye's eyebrows l i fted hal fway to h i s  
forehead . "Don ' t  they know each other? They study at 
the even ing school together. What's there to th ink about?" 

" I  don ' t  know," Anya shrugged . "She hasn ' t  ment ioned 
anyth ing about your Erzo l . "  

" I  shou ld ta lk t o  H ezg ie ."  
"So ta lk to h im ,"  Anya sa id  t i red ly. S he st i l l  had a ton 

of work to do. 
The not ion that her beloved younger s i ster wou ld  fol low 

i n  Dan i  i i  's footsteps and t ie  her  dest iny to the Babaevs seemed 
right. She had no doubt that Turunge wou ld he happy w ith 
the son of Nahamye and Havo . 

On Wednesday, after the workday was over, Nahamye 
headed to the Abramovs .  He wanted to ta lk  to H ezgie in a way 
that only two fathers who love the i r  ch i ldren can ta lk :  s i ncere­
ly  and w i thout dubious equ i vocat ions .  

Nahamye Babaev l i ked Hezgie 's  calm ,  del i berate na­
ture. Anya's father hadn 't  betrayed the faith of the ir  ances­
tors, going to the synagogue and read i ng holy texts . Contrary 
to Nahamye, he d idn ' t  rush to adapt to the chang ing world,  
unconcerned w i th keepi ng up wi th the t imes and looking con­
temporary. 



When they fin i shed tea, the women left the room and Na­

hamye was left a lone w i th Hezgie .  
"You and I aren ' t  fu l l  re lat ives, you know," the guest be-

gan . 
"Why i s  that?" Hezgie  donned h i s  usual saddened sm i l e .  

"Dan i  i i  i s  on ly  married to  our  n iece ." 
"So what?" Hezgie asked, confused . 

"What do you mean, ' so what? ' I t  wou ld be n ice i f  we 
became full  re lat ives ." 

"And how wou ld  we do that?" 

"You have a bride, we have a groom . Erzol i s  al ready suffi­
c ient ly independent and makes good money. He 's on ly e ighteen, 
but a l ready a manager. He runs a whole sect ion .  He 's grown, 
manned up .  I t 's t ime for my son to have h i s  own home .  Perhaps 
we shou ld  give some thought to un i t ing our ch i l dren? I 'm sure 
that your daughter wou ld  make an ideal bride for my son. Why 

look e l sewhere, when al l s igns point to Turunge and Erzo l be­
ing together? What do you th ink  about th is ,  Hezgie?" 

" I t  seems to me that i t 's a bit early for Turunge to get 
married," H ezgie said after g iv ing i t  some thought .  He dreamt 
that Turunge wou ld  fo l low her s i sters ' footsteps by fi n i sh ing 
school and enro l l i ng i n  the inst i tute to get a h igher educat ion .  

"What do you mean, ear ly ! Do you know how o ld  H avo 
was when she married me? Fourteen ! Your Turunge i s  a l ready 
s ixteen ."  

" I  need to th ink,"  Hezgie repeated stubborn ly. "And ask­
ing her wou ldn ' t  hurt ."  

"A l l  r ight .  Ask," Nahamye ins i sted . "We ' l l  come back 
to this conversat ion ."  

H ezgie nodded, fi rm l y  shook Nahamye's hand and prom­
i sed to respond to h im  i n  the near future. The conversat ion 
ended on that. 

A fter the guest's departure, Hezgie waited for everyone to go 
to s leep and went to ta lk to Me lke about Nahamye 's proposa l .  
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"Can you imagine - the Babaevs wanted to betroth Tu­
runge to Erzo l . "  

" l s  that t he  one  who  works w i th Zachar?" Me lke asked 

after a pause. 
"That 's the one ." 
Me lke put the d i shes as ide .  
"When do they want to have the wedding?" 
"They don 't  seem to be too keen on delay ing .  Nahamye 

wants to get everyth ing done qu ick ly." 
"Are you sure that i t ' s  t ime for her to be under the hupa, 

Hezgie? Perhaps we shou ldn ' t  rush .  Turunge j ust turned s ix­
teen .  She st i l l  needs to get  her d ip loma.  We can wai t ."  

Th i s  t ime around, Me lke's  doubts on ly strengthened 
Hezgie's determ inat ion .  

"Why wai t?" he sm i led .  " I t  a daughter 's fate to  l eave 
the nest. The Babaevs are an honorab le  fam i l y. I f  the son takes 
after his father, then we won' t  find a better husband for our 
daughter." 

" I  don ' t  know their  son.  Anya hasn ' t  ment ioned h im  
t o  me ."  

"Why do you need to know h im?  He 's a carbon copy of h i s  
father. She ' l l  be happy wi th  h im ,  you ' l l  see ."  

"We l l ," Me lke s ighed.  " If  you ' re that  sure . . .  " 
Melke went back to the d i shes .  They wou ld  have to ta l k  

t o  Anya. 
When the o lder daughter v i s ited her mother the next day, 

she qu iet ly  took her as ide by the stove . 
"Do you know that Nahamye wants Turunge to marry h i s  

Erzol ?" 
"Real ly? Nahamye al ready came here?" Anya d idn ' t  l i ke 

the fact that she d idn ' t  have the chance to warn her mother. 
"To be honest, I a l ready knew th i s .  Erzo l works w i th us .  
The guy has go lden hands .  He  earns more than most .  He  took 
over a section recently." 



"What about h i s  persona l i ty?" 
"L ike a l l men when they are young ! I heard he got drunk 

a few t imes,  got i n  a few fights. The usual ." 
Despi te Me l ke 's precaut ions,  Tosya, Dan i i l 's w i fe, heard 

the conversat ion .  The next morn i ng, after Me lke sent her 
to the market, she stopped at the Babaev 's on the way back 
and to ld everyth ing to Susanna, H avo 's s i ster. 

Havo was cook ing d inner when Susanna ran into the k i tch-

en .  
"Do you know that Nahamye wants our Erzo l to marry Tu­

runge Abramova?" 
H avo was dumbfounded. 
"No !  We ' ve d i scussed the fact that he wants him to marry, 

but haven ' t  ta l ked about anyone in part i cu lar." 
"Tosya j ust came by. She said that Nahamye was at 

the Abramovs ' yesterday and talked to Hezgie about mar­

riage ." 
H avo looked at her s i ster s i lent ly for a second and went 

back to cook ing .  
" If  she's  good around the house, then she 's  welcome 

to come i nto the home.  Her o lder s i ster has a good head on her 
shou lders . Look at the bus i ness she's  runn ing !  Nahamye can ' t  

pra ise he r  enough . M aybe the  younger one  i sn ' t  stup id  e i ther." 
" I ' ve seen her,"  Susanna cont inued to goss ip .  "A c l ean, 

modest g ir l . A bra id th i s  th ick," S usanna sa id ,  point ing to her 
fist. "She 's good stock ."  

H avo d idn ' t  answer, and s imply cont inued to th ink .  
H er s i ster rushed to head home,  but stopped short before 

leav ing :  
" I  a lmost forgot. Ask Erzo l to  he lp  me i n  the  garden on h i s  

day off. Otherw ise I won ' t  manage ."  

"What - Dan i i l  won 't  do i t?" H avo asked angri ly. She  
d idn ' t  l ike her  boy  be ing  used as  manual labor. H e  had  enough 
to worry about at work . 
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Susanna, however, ins i sted : 
"He 's away on bus i ness aga in .  He 's not here ."  
Havo re l uctant ly nodded in  agreement. 

As promised, Erzo l showed up in  aunt Susanna's yard 
that Sunday. She was preparing to p lant potatoes .  I t  took two 
hundred years for the root vegetab le  brought into Russia by 
Peter the Great to become engrafted in  Dagestan . 

The aunt handed her nephew a shovel and to ld  h im to d ig .  
Erzo l spat on h i s  hands and went  to  work. Susanna fol lowed 
h im ,  taking c l ean ing up the new ly dug trench, throwing stones 
to the left, weeds to the r ight .  Erzo l ha l f- l i stened to her chatter. 
But then her words struck h im l i ke thunder. 

" I  a lmost forgot ! Congratu lat ions on the engagement ! "  
Susanna said acerbica l ly, strugg l ing t o  stretch her back .  

Erzo l was shocked . 
"What engagement?" 

"You don 't  know? I can ' t  be l i eve they haven 't  to ld  you ! 
Nahamye went to the Abramovs to you to betroth Turunge, 
Dan i i l 's younger s i ster. Don ' t  te l l  me you haven ' t  seen her ! "  

Erzo l was shaken b y  the news.  H e  had not expected th i s  
tum of events . That's what they meant  when they cal led i t  a 
smal l world !  H i s cous in  Tosya was the w ife of Dan i i l  Abra­
mov. Dan i i l 's brother Zachar - a friend and student of Erzo l .  
A n d  now, one of the younger Abramovs, Turunge, whom 
he knew from even ing schoo l ,  was going to be h is w i fe !  But 
why haven ' t  they to ld  h im anyth ing or warned h im?" 

He  froze for a moment, then threw the shove l as ide and ran 
home. Susanna d idn ' t  even have a chance to say anyth ing be­
fore he left .  

Erzo l ran in to the house, pant ing .  Havo was in  the k i tchen, 
as a lways .  

"Mama ! "  the son announced between heavy breaths .  
H avo turned around, surprised . 



"You 've a l ready fin i shed at Susanna's?" 
"Marna? What's th i s  engagement that aunt Susanna was 

ta lk ing about? Or was she ly i ng?" 
"What are you ta lk ing about?" Havo rep l ied, upset by her 

boy 's anxiety. 
"You ' re p lann ing to have me marry Dan i i l ' s s i ster?" 
"Yes," Havo sa id ,  lowering her gaze . 
"Are you insane?" The son nervous ly strugg led w i th 

words .  
Havo waved h im off. 
"You father a l ready dec ided. I can ' t  do anyth ing about i t . "  
Erzo l shook h i s  head . A father 's word was law in  a Jewish  

fam i ly. Go ing agai nst i t  was  ak i n  to  burn i ng bridges - pract i ­
cal ly imposs ib l e .  That was the age-o ld custom, and no new 

authority cou ld change anyth ing .  
Naharnye Babaev l i ked to te l l  h i s  son the story of how, 

a long t ime ago, his best friend inv i ted him to a wedd ing .  
He  looked forward to the fest i v i t i es a l l  week,  but the day be­
fore the party, h i s  unc le  Danke to l d  h i m :  ' we ' re work ing l ate 
today, and tomorrow too . '  The nephew cou ldn ' t  even ment ion 
that that he was expected at a wedding,  and, of course, d idn ' t  
go  anywhere. 

And now, Erzo l had to stay s i lent as we l l .  
The betrothal took p lace the next day, i n  February of  1 947 ,  

a t  the  Abramov home on Su l e iman Sta lsk i  S treet. Erzo l su lked.  

He was s imply presented h is  fate . Naharnye i n s i sted on h is  de­
c i s ion,  and the son cou ld not defy h i s  w i l l .  Erzol  wavered, 
fee l i ng out of his e lement .  Not ic ing h i s  son 's d i sappo i ntment, 
Naharnye patted him on the shou lder. 

A fter a br ief pause, he rose, c leared h i s  throat, and an­
nounced : 

"Dear Hezg ie  and Me lke .  We wou ld  l ike to betroth your 
daughter Turunge to our son Erzo l ." 

Me lke sat st i l l .  H ezgie rose w i th a sm i le .  
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"Here 's the groom," he said,  looking at h i s  w i fe ,  expect ing 
to hear her op in ion .  

Me l ke sm i led and qu iet ly  rep l i ed : 
"We have no obj ect ions ." 
Her middle daughter, the most hard-work ing one, was 

meant to l eave the nest .  The mother 's heart sank .  
Erzo l sat, eyes lowered, not  fee l i ng l i ke h imse l f. 
"Me lke," Hezgie turned to h i s  w ife .  "Br ing our daughter 

here ."  
Me l ke sw ift ly  rose, went to the other room,  and soon re­

turned w i th Turunge. 
"Here's our beaut ifu l  gir l ," Me  I ke said,  push i ng her daugh­

ter ahead of her. 
Erzo l l i fted h i s  gaze and looked at the g i r l  in s i l ence.  

The tens ion me l ted away. He had seen her before, i n  school 
and on the street as he rushed to the cooperat i ve, but hadn ' t  

pa id  her m uch attent ion .  Now that Turunge was go ing to be­
come his w i fe, everyth ing magica l ly  transformed .  

"We l l ,  son ,  what do you th ink of  her?" Nahamye asked . 
Erzo l l ooked at h i s  father. Nahamye noticed that the co ld­

ness and hurt had left h i s  son's eyes, as i f  he was no l onger 
angry at h i s  parents ' dec is ion to arrange h i s  marriage w i thout 
warn ing.  

"We ' l l  take her ! "  Erzo l sa id,  briefly. 
The a i r, tense on both s ides, re l axed at that moment .  Me l ­

ke c l asped her  hands, and  yel led someth ing to  the  ch i ldren . 
The doors burst open and Turunge 's younger s i sters brought 
in  trays of a l l kinds of food - sweet, savory, hot . Everyth ing 
was served at once, as had been done through the ages .  

Erzo l put a s i l ver r ing around the fi nger of  h i s  w i fe to be. 
Turunge's hair  was covered w i th a kerch ief, and she was 
now betrothed. Both the Abramovs and the Babaevs fi l l ed 
their g lasses .  They rai sed them , pra i s ing the Creator, drank, 
and fi l i ed them aga in  - an ancient r i tual that l ooks strange ly 



new every t ime,  s i nce the future l i fe of the couple depends 
on how it's conducted. 

Hezgie and Nahamye began d i scuss ing the spec ifics of the 

wedd ing .  
How do these th i ngs happen? No ise, commotion,  pan i c .  

Such  an  event ! On ly  yesterday, t he  son and the  daughter were 
looked on as l i t t le ch i l dren . Now - sudden ly - they were hus­
band and w i fe .  They grew up in  a s ingle day and fled the next . 

The Babaevs and the Abramovs prepared for the joyous 
occas ion .  M e lke gathered the dowry :  a qu i l ted b lanket, a cov­
er made from natural woo l ,  down p i l low, bed sheets, a soft, 
handmade rug, d i shes - everyth ing that has been g iven to g i r l s  
through the  ages to start a new l i fe a t  her  husband's  home .  
I t  was a l i st of  everyth ing usefu l  and essent ia l  to  runn ing 
a home perfected through the  ages .  

I n  turn ,  Nahamye and H avo carefu l l y  conferred to dec ide 
which rooms in  the large house the new lyweds wou ld l i ve i n .  

Then came the wedd i ng .  

Hezgie i n s i sted to do everyth ing as the ancestors d id :  fi rst 
a party at the br ide's home, then at the groom 's,  sogdush g i r l s ,  
the br ide 's  dance to the ye l l s  of  ' Goy shabash ! '  and ,  of  course, 
a hupa. 

M akhachkala's Jew i sh quarter shook from shouts and con­
gratu lat ions .  Tab les were brought out i nto the yard on Yer­
moshkin Street, menorahs burned . There was food, more food, 
and happy faces . 

Turunge wou ld  g lance at Erzol  from t ime to t ime ,  and he 
wou ld ,  i n  turn,  look at Turunge. The young man fe l t  as some­
th ing i n  h is  l i fe was permanent ly and i rrevers i b ly changing .  

And so they became man and w i fe .  
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I t wasn ' t  that H avo was against a daughter- i n- law com ing 
i nto her home. On the contrary, i t  was someth ing she looked 
forward to. My grandma dreamt on m u l t ip le  occas ions that 

another woman wou ld  jo i n  her househo ld - her son's w ife, who 
w i l l  obey her mother in  law w i thout quest ion and fu lfi l l  her 
main duty - to give her and Nahamye grandch i l dren .  

But  th i ngs weren ' t  that easy w i th Turunge. Havo sensed 
in her daughter i n  l aw an i nner strength that res i sted her pres­
sure on a l l  counts. That temper had to be curbed . 

' Where does she get that from? '  Havo wou ld  th ink ,  l ook­
ing at her daughter- in - l aw. 

The short and sw i ft Havo d idn ' t  spend a s ing le  moment 
stand ing sti l l .  She had an act i ve personal i ty, a lways fi nd ing 
someth ing to do around the house.  Even before the wedd ing, 
she ordered for the rooms where the new lyweds would l i ve 
to have their ce i l i ngs painted and floors scraped . She hung new 
curta ins ,  washed the w i ndows, and fluffed a g iant feather bed . 



"Do you think Turunge w i l l  be good at caring for Erzo l?" she 

would ask F i ra. "He works so much.  He needs someone to pro­
vide h im com fort. Have you heard whether she's a good cook?" 

"Mama!  Father said that Me lke is an art i st i n  the k i tch­
en .  I heard that Turunge was a lways at her s ide .  I ' m sure she 

learned someth ing ."  
"Someth ing . . .  She needs to  learn everyth ing ." 

Observ ing how Turunge accustomed herse l f  to the new 
home,  H avo had to acknow ledge that she d id  everyth ing sk i l l ­
fu l l y  and wasn ' t  lazy. B u t  that wasn ' t  enough. 

"Turunge, don ' t  chop Erzo l 's potatoes too fine ly. Erzol 
doesn ' t  l i ke that ." 

As soon as Turunge would start making soup, an author i ­
tat ive vo ice wou ld ch ime i n  from beh i nd her back :  

"Don ' t  pu t  d i l l  i n  there. J ust pepper." 
Havo pat ient ly taught her daughter- i n- law about the ru les 

of the Babaev househo ld and the tastes of i ts members . 
"You shou ld  get up earl ier i n  the morn i ng," Havo wou ld 

lecture .  "Once you ' re up, go get  water r ight  way. Take both 
buckets, and make sure you get enough . As  soon as you br ing 
i t  i n ,  put i t  on the stove,  so i t  heats up .  But  put some i n  the 
j ug .  The wash-up water shou ld  be cold. He  l i kes i t  l ike that ."  

Havo wou ld  fix  her  gaze on Turunge 's face, as i f  check ing 
whether she's  pay i ng attent ion,  and cont inue .  "Memorize what 
he's  used to . He l i kes l amb .  I f  you buy beef, make sure that i t ' s  
from the shou lder and noth ing e lse ."  

Turunge wou ld  g lumly stare out the w indow - j ust want­
i ng al l  of th i s  to be over. 

Havo stubborn ly ins i sted for Turunge to do everyth ing 
accord i ng to  the order estab l i shed i n  the Babaev home,  even 
the sma l l  th ings .  This made Turunge fee l  l i ke an i ncompetent 
g i r l ,  who found herse l f  in a k i tchen for the first t ime .  

"Now try i t  yourse l f.  Don ' t  worry - you won ' t  burn your 
fi ngers . Cook from the heart, and don 't  worry about your 
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hands .  A l so," Havo cont inued, approach ing the cupboard, 
"use these d i shes for the tab le .  Use these forks and kn ives .  
He  l i kes to take h i s  tea in  h is  porce la in  cup .  

Th is  went  on from dawn to dusk .  As soon as Turunge 
would s i t  for a m i nute, her mother- in - law's  voice would sound . 

"Why are you dawd l ing? Even a bit of laziness is an opportu­
n i ty m issed . One should always be on the ir  feet around the house. 
We need to work ! Work ! I f  you don 't know where someth ing is, 
ask. I ' l l  show you . Housework has never k i l led anyone." 

This way of  l i fe baffl ed Turunge . Did Havo think that she 
doesn ' t  know how to run a househo ld?  Turunge has been do­
ing th i s  s ince she was e ight .  Who watched the ch i l dren wh i l e  
Me lke worked dur ing t he  war? Who  c.ooked for her brothers 
and s i sters, for her father? The notion that she wou ldn ' t  be 
able to take care of  Erzo l alone was laughab le .  But Havo e i ther 

d idn ' t  know this or refused to acknow ledge i t .  
The Babaevs l i ved l i ke hundreds of other fam i l ies ,  run­

n i ng around l ike hamsters i n  whee l s  accord ing to once-and­
for-al l estab l i shed customs .  Everybody wou ld be on the ir  
feet at  the crack of dawn, but H avo, earl i est of a l l  - heat i ng 
the stove, cooking, steam ing, fry ing .  

I n  the morn i ng, Turunge wouldn' t  even have a chance 
to offer her husband someth ing to eat before Havo put a p late 
of h i s  favori te chudu in front of h i m .  Erzo l d idn ' t  even th ink 
about not i c ing th i s .  But  Turunge noticed Havo's s i lent accusa­
tions of laziness .  Wh i l e  the men d idn ' t  notice such concerns, 
the women certa in ly  d id .  

A fter a qu ick  breakfast, t he  men wou ld  set off to  work, 
and the house was left to the women.  Then the conversat ions 
would start : who went where, who l e ft whom, pr ices ,  weather, 
crops, fam ine,  poss ib l e  shortages, more str ingent regu lat ions,  
the future. 

So went the days, over chores, hass les ,  and conversat ions 
to que l l the boredom . The women would wash the c lothes, 



cook the food, sweep and scrub the floors, c lean the pots 
and furnaces, fl uff up the bedd ing .  Th is was hard , dai ly l abor 
unseen by male eyes, never apprec iated fu l l y, taken for grant­
ed and a part of a woman's dest i ny. 

Erzol worked w i th no resp i te, g iv ing h i s  mother al l 
the money he earned . Turunge once tried ment ion ing to Havo 
that it wou ld be good for her to get a port ion of  the money 
for fam i ly needs, but the mother- i n- law ended the conversa­
t ion ,  dec lar ing that the money w i l l  go on ly to her. I f  she needs 
some, she shou ld  ask for it, exp la in why, and w i l l  then get i t .  

Turunge frowned.  I t  wasn ' t  that such  requests were de­
mean ing, but they seemed excess ive .  Why shou ld she have 
to j ust i fy her spend ing to her husband 's mother? It wou ld cer­
tai n ly  be spent on the fam i ly. Turunge s ighed and swal lowed 
the sharp words she had wa i t ing on the t i p  of her tongue . 

She cur ious ly expl ored a world new to her :  the habits 

and character of  her husband, who she hadn ' t  rea l ly  known 
before .  

Turunge l i ked that her  husband enj oyed h i s  trade and was 
a masterfu l  tai lor. The girl i nstant ly noticed that work was 
a pr iori ty for h im .  It brought i ncome into the house, as wel l 
as respect from others . 

Turunge l i ked when Erzo l tenderly embraced her when 
there was no one around .  Those were the m inutes i n  wh ich  she 
fe l t  happ iness . 

On ly  one th ing was lack ing - Havo's approval of  what 
the young w i fe was try i ng to do for her husband .  Turunge 
had a lways fe l t  l i ke a fu l l -fledged housew i fe .  She  was used 
to he lp ing Me lke from a young age. Her respons i b i l i t ies  in­
vo l ved cooking, laundry and keepi ng the house c lean and or­
dered, and hav ing moved i nto the Babaev home, Turunge tried 
her hardest to create an atmosphere of k indness, sou l fu lness 
and pos i t i v i ty, so that her husband would l i ke return i ng home .  
So that he would be warm, and comfortab le  and  fed w ith her. 
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After a wh i le ,  however, Turunge rea l ized that, much to her 
d i smay, Erzo l d idn ' t  seem to hurry home after work . Th is  was 
a polar opposite of  what she had been used to, l i v ing w i th her 
parents and observ ing her father. Hezgie never stayed out after 
work, hurry ing back as soon as his sh i ft at the warehouse end­
ed. When he had the opportun i ty to be a lone, he would lock 
h imse lf  in h i s  room and read ho ly texts . 

Erzo l acted d ifferent ly. Soc ia l iz ing w i th h i s  friends was 
l i ke oxygen to h im  - necessary for surv i va l . Somet imes,  Tu­
runge wou ld fal l as leep late at n ight, wai t ing for her husband. 
In the morning, Erzo l wou ld get up from the bed and wash up 

as i f  noth ing had happened, yesterday 's untouched d i nner st i l l  
wai t ing fo r  h i m  at the tab le .  

Turunge, unab le  to  res i st, once  sa id  w i th s l ight b i tterness : 
" I  wai ted for you to come home for d i nner yesterday. 

Sorry - I fe l l  as leep before you got back .  I w i sh you 'd  return 
earl i er. I cooked d inner . . .  " 

"Don ' t  worry, I won ' t  go hungry. I had bus i ness to take 
care of." 

"With  friends  a t  a tavern?" 
"So what if  I was with friends? And where else are we supposed 

to gather at night, i f  not at a tavern? On the street by the fence?" 
" I  j ust wanted to say . . .  " 
"Understood. I ' l l  come back earl ier today." 
"No, I meant . . .  " 
"Te l l  me ! "  he i nterrupted. "What e l se?" 
"Noth i ng ! "  Turunge rep l ied .  " I  j ust wanted to ask you 

what you wanted for breakfast. What can I make you?" 
"Why do you fi l l  your head w i th nonsense? Whatever 

M arna makes, I ' l l  eat ! "  
Turunge was hurt b y  the fact that her husband d idn ' t  not ice 

the hard work she d id  to care for h im .  
One day, my  mother got up  at the crack of  dawn . Every­

one in the home was sti l l  asleep, even Havo. Turunge qu ietly 



went to the ki tchen shutt ing the door beh ind her to avoid waking 
anyone. She was planning to l ight the stove. She real ly wanted 
to make chudu, hav ing seen how Erzo l can never get enough 
of them . Turunge cou ld make them we l l ,  no worse than Havo. Her 
chudu made people want to l i ck their plates c lean ! She only need­
ed to sp l i t  a log into kindl ing, so that the fire in the stove wou ld 
l ight faster. Turunge looked around for the axe . Perhaps someone 
had used it and didn' t  return it to the right place. It could have 
been in the c loset, but it was too dark to see anyth ing in there. 

Turunge c l imbed up to the shelf and grabbed a kerosene 
lamp.  She l i t  one match, then another - the lamp wou ldn ' t  
l ight .  She  looked a t  the  tank - no kerosene.  Damnat ion ! 

Turunge strugg led to get the tank of kerosene off the she l f. 
Wh i l e  she was refi l l ing the l amp, she sp i l l ed a l i tt l e  on the 
Aoor. She then heard footsteps and, in  a moment, H avo's d i s ­
pl eased vo ice :  

"Why are you making no ise at  such early hour?" 

"I want to make chudu ."  
Then H avo 's voice got  angrier. 
"Turunge ! What are you doing?" 
Turunge looked at H avo, perp l exed.  
"Who refi l l s  a lamp l i ke that?" H avo cont inued.  "You 

spi l led kerosene on the Aoor ! "  
" I t 's on l y  a l i tt le  b i t .  I ' l l  w ipe i t  up" 
"Why are you using this rag? Are you doing this on pur­

pose? That's not what i t 's for. I w ipe the tab les w i th that rag ! 
Get away from the stove. I ' l l  make everyth ing myse l f. "  

"But I got up ear ly j ust for th i s . "  
"Why are you gett ing i n  the  way?" 
Havo grabbed a bucket and shoved i t  i n  Turunge's hands .  
"Go get water instead . Wash the  floors . "  
"But I wanted to  make Erzo l breakfast . . .  " 
"No need . Do you even know how to make chudu? When 

I ' m  gone, you can run the house.  Wh i l e  I 'm st i l l  here ,  l i sten 
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to what I say ! You l i ve i n  our house, so p l ease fol low our 
ru les ."  

Turunge su lked .  She  bare ly restrai ned herse l f  from ta lk­
ing back,  say ing that  she 's  t i red of  always be ing in  the back­
ground and that her mother- i n - l aw i s  wrong. A m i nute passed, 
then another. The young woman took control of hersel f. 
I t  was bad to contrad ict  one's  e lders . That's how her parents 
raised her. 

Turunge grabbed the buckets and went to get water. She 
returned and,  ho ld ing back tears, started wash ing the floor. 
Resentment gnawed at her a l l  day. Why wou ldn ' t  her mother­
in - law accept her? 

In the even i ng, Turunge ran to her mother. She needed 
to talk to the person dearest to her. Me lke was p leased to see 
her, and started to ask her daughter about her new l i fe .  

Turunge cou ldn ' t  keep herse l f  from comp la in ing :  
"Havo ye l l s  a t  m e ! "  
"What's wrong?" Me lke asked . 
" I t 's a d ifferent th ing every t ime .  Today she yel l ed at me 

say ing I wanted to burn the  house down .  I s imp ly  sp i l led a b i t  
of kerosene on the  floor."  

"So you sp i l led a l i t t l e .  C l ean i t  up  qu ick ly, and i t 's done." 

"That 's what I tr ied to do, but she made a scene ." 
"So she made a scene. Why take i t  to heart? Buck up ." 
" I  do." 
"And don ' t  comp lai n !  Everyth ing good w i th the hus-

band?" 

"Yes .  He brought home a w inter coat for me yesterday." 
"D id  he make i t?" 
"Bought i t !  With a be l t .  And a s i l k  l i n ing .  And he gave me 

lacquered shoes l ast week." 
"You see? He  treats you wel l .  Pay no m ind to Havo . She ' l l  

ye l l  a b i t, then stop."  
"But  you don ' t  ye l l  a t  Tosya, do you?" 



"These th i ngs happen .  We argue once in a wh i l e .  You can ' t  
do women's bus i ness s i lent ly. I you  don ' t  yel l ,  they don ' t  hear 

you ."  
" I  don ' t  want  anyone to ra ise the i r  vo ice at  me." 
Me lke shrugged . 
" I  try. I care for Erzo l ,  but H avo won ' t  let me be . As  i f  I 

can ' t  get by w i thout her and don 't  know where anyth ing i s .  I 
have to ask her perm i ss ion for everyth ing ."  

"You shou ldn ' t  contrad ict  her. One shou ld l i sten to the ir  

e lders ." 
Turunge's meet ings w ith her mother were br ief. Havo 

d idn ' t  l i ke her to be away for a wh i l e .  A daughter- i n - l aw 
shou ld  a lways be at her mother- i n- law 's s ide, ready to he lp ."  

The young woman occas ional ly  longed for her  former  
freedom . A fter marri age, she was  no longer in  charge of how 
she  spent her  t ime .  

Havo s i ncere ly be l i eved that she treated Turunge w i th 

warmth and attent ion .  She  headed the househo ld  - that's been 
customary s i nce anc ient t imes .  The daughter- i n - l aw was, first 
and foremost, a source of labor, and that ' s  how Havo treated 

her be loved son's  w i fe .  Was there anyth ing wrong w i th that? 
One weekday, Turunge started wash ing the floors . 
"What are you doing? Leave i t ," Havo grumb led .  "You 

don ' t  have t ime .  D id  you wash Erzo l 's sh i rt?" 
"No .  I ' m p lann ing to wash the l i nens tomorrow, and I ' l l  

wash the sh i rt then ."  
"You don ' t  need to change the sheets every week ! "  Havo 

l ectured . "But Erzol  shou ld put on a c l ean sh i rt every day. 
He doesn ' t  work in the fie ld  - he works at a factory, among 
peop le .  I g ive Nahamye a c l ean sh i rt every day - l earn from 
that . Understood?" She grabbed the fresh sh i rt that Turunge 
had careful ly  hung on the back of the chair for Erzo l the n ight  
before and threw i t  to the ground .  "Go wash i t,"  she ordered .  
"See? I t 's d i rty ! "  
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" I  don ' t  recal l agree ing to be your servant ! "  Turunge burst 
out, unab le  to ho ld back the sharp words .  

"Who do you th ink you are?" Havo asked, frown i ng .  "Do 
you th ink you ' re i n  charge?" The tone w i th which she  spoke 
did not bode we l l .  

"The sh i rt was c l ean," Turunge said o n  the verge o f  tears . 
"What's wrong? H ow have I d i sp leased you?" 

Havo de layed her answer. Somet imes she herse l f  cou ldn ' t  
say why she  wasn ' t  happy w ith Turunge.  

" I  know exact ly what Erzo l needs to be happy," H avo fi­
nal ly sa id .  "He 's my son . I gave b i rth to him, and know what 
he needs better than anyone." 

Turunge cou ldn ' t  obj ect .  In the few months of  l i fe at 
the new home, she hadn ' t  been ab le  to l earn a l l of her hus­
band's  hab i ts and tastes . In that sense, H avo was right, and she 
took the opportun ity to po int  that out i n  this case. 

"You want to cook Erzo l 's d i nner? Go - cook. M ake h im 
what he l i kes to  eat on the  S habbat ." 

" I  don ' t  know what he l i kes to eat on the Shabbat ."  
"You ' re h i s  w i fe .  You shou ld know." 
" I ' l l  ask him when he gets home from work ."  
"When he gets back from work, i t ' l l  be too l ate. When 

w i l l  you cook? At n ight? You can ' t  cook at n ight - i t  won ' t  be 
kosher ! "  

"Last t ime h e  said that h e  d idn ' t  know what he ' l l  want 
on Saturday." 

"And that's what he shou ld  have sa id .  A w i fe shou ldn ' t  
troub le her  husband w i th such  issues .  He 's busy a l l  day -
work ing .  You have to know these th i ngs - fee l  them ."  

" I  try, but he 's  never home at n ight for me to ask h im .  He 's 

always out somewhere w i th h i s  friends ." 
"And what's i t  to you? He  meets w i th important peop le .  

Why are you i nterferi ng i n  men's  matters?" 
"Havo, I 'm not interferi ng .  I j ust want . . .  " 



"You can do what you want when you ' re a mother your­
se l f. For now, be so k ind to do what your e lders te l l  you ." 
Havo's tone softened . "Sure ly  you know that  everyone i n  th is  

house wants on ly the best  for you ." 
"But 1 . . .  1 also on ly wish Erzo l the best .  I want to care 

for h i m ." 
"You do? So take care of h im - who's  stopping you? 

Don ' t  know what to do? The sh i rt needs wash ing ."  H avo had 
returned to the start of  the conversat ion .  "Am I supposed to do 
al l your work? I have backups.  Hold on." 

H avo brought an i roned, starched sh i rt out of  her room .  
"Th i s  i s  for Erzo l .  G ive i t  t o  h im ." 
Turunge swal l owed her pride. She took the sh i rt - the s ign 

of her inadvertent gu i l t - and fol lowed H avo's  orders w i thout 

argument .  
H avo had a strong character. I t  d idn ' t  matter what anyone 

d id  - i t  was wrong if she d idn ' t  have a hand i n  i t .  She wou ld  
instant ly rush  to redo i t  herse l f, as she thought was  bes t .  There­
fore, anyth i ng Turunge did was subj ect to cr i t i c i sm . 

Several months had passed l ike th is .  One day, Turunge real -
ized that she was pregnant and rushed to  share the news with Havo. 

The mother- i n - l aw c l asped her hands . 
"Are you sure? You aren ' t  m istaken?" 
" I t  seems that way . . .  " 
"My daughter ! "  
H avo 's face i nstant ly changed. S h e  t ight ly embraced her 

daughter- in - l aw. 
"l hope i t ' s  a boy," she sa id ,  and rushed to the stove .  Be­

fore Turunge knew it ,  she was hand ing her a cup.  
"Have some m i l k .  You need to dri nk  m i lk every day now, 

so that you have your own l ater. Look at how many I ' ve 
b i rthed. I know what I 'm tal k i ng about ."  

From then on,  H avo 's nagging and correct ions became 
rare, then d i sappeared comp lete ly. Remembering her own d i f-
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ficu l t ies at the beg inn ing o f  her l i fe w i th Nahamye and her 
l ost ch i ldren, H avo forbade Turunge from doing any d ifficu l t  
housework .  The  grandma awaited the  grandch i l d  a s  i f  i t  were 
manna from the heavens !  

Turunge wou ld  occas ional ly  go  to  c l ean someth ing up  
or head to  t he  stove. Havo wou ld  instant ly run  over, even i f  
s he  was in  another room . I t  was a s  i f  t he  woman cou ld  see 
through wal l s .  

"Your ma in  task i s  t o  carry t he  ch i l d !  I ' l l  do t he  cooking !  
You look after yourse l f. You ' re st i l l  young, you ' l l  have p l enty 
of  t ime to cook and do housework ." 

" I  wanted to make Erzo l . . .  " 
"Go, go ! Tend to yourse l f. I ' l l  do everyth ing .  You go th ink 

about the ch i ld ."  
The c l oser Turunge got  to term , the  more H avo wou ld  dote 

on her. 
"Why d id  you get up  at the crack of dawn?" she com-

p lai ned one morn ing.  
" I  wanted to i ron Erzo l 's sh i rt . "  
" I ' l l  i ron i t .  Leave i t . "  
" I  a l ready heated up the i ron ."  
"So let  i t  s i t .  Go  l i e  down.  Why are you obsess ing about 

the sh irt? He ' l l  wear the one he has - i t  won ' t  k i l l  h i m .  I t 's st i l l  
c l ean ." 

Havo took the i ron from Turunge's hands. A l l  that 
the daughter- in - l aw cou ld do was l ook on in  wonder. 

I n  Apri l 1 948 Turunge and Erzo l we l comed the ir  fi rst­
born . The young mother fe l t  happy enough to be in seventh 
heaven . How cou ld  she not be happy and proud? Turunge had 
g iven b i rth to a boy - a future prov ider and protector. Me l ke 
sang, Nahamye prayed . The Babaevs, be ing modern people ,  
turned to the cooperat ive un ion to arrange for a g ift  for the 
young mother. 



Then, an unseem ly argument erupted between Naha­
mye and Erzo l about the nam ing of the ch i l d .  Erzo l ins i sted 

on g iv ing the boy a Russ ian name.  My father had noticed how 
the old ways were fad ing into the past, frequent ly i nteracted 

w i th Russ ians at work, had been to M oscow, and saw how 
peop le  l i ved there. Be ing an observant man ,  he concl uded that, 
in  current c i rcumstances, ch i l dren wou ld be better off w i th 
Russ ian names. But  Nahamye ins i sted that they not stray from 
trad i t ion .  After a l l ,  Jewish peop le  should carry on the names 

of their ancestors. 
And so Turunge and Erzo l 's fi rst born was named Sadug. 

The new father was not happy w i th this .  U l t imately, however, 
the name was far less important than the fact that the ch i l d  
exi sted - ly i ng  i n  h i s  c r i b  and demanding attent ion .  As the  boy 
grew, however, Erzo l got his way, and most people came 
to know Sadug as S l ava - a popu lar Russ i an name. 

Turunge qu i ck ly recovered from ch i ldb i rth and l i fe went 
on as before, fi l led w ith work and worries .  

One day N ahamye had guests . Havo ran to the kitchen 
to make tea, as Turunge stood by the stove making Sadug's 
porridge. 

"Move over, I need to boi l  water," H avo asked.  
" I ' l l  move over when Sadug's porr idge i s  ready," Turunge 

retorted abrupt ly, and immediate ly l ooked at H avo gui l t i l y. 
But  the words had a l ready been said,  and H avo had heard 

them . How cou ld  she - her son 's w ife  - contrad ict  her in her 
own home? And i n  the ki tchen, no less ! ' Here 's what a l l  my 
car ing for th i s  g i r l  has resu l ted i n , '  Havo thought .  ' She had 
a ch i l d ,  now she fee l s  l ike she runs the house . '  She  d idn ' t  say 
anyth ing out loud,  j ust nodded and went on to do someth ing 
e l se .  Turunge fi n i shed up  w ith the  porridge and left the k i tchen 
short ly  after. 

I n  an hour, Havo came i nto Turunge 's room . 
"Let me have Sadug." 
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"Why?" 
" I  need water. Go to the founta in ."  
"Let Fira go," Turunge protested . " I  was going to  feed Sadug." 
"You fed h im an hour ago ! "  
"He 's hungry. Look a t  h im  - reach ing with h i s  l i t t le hands . 

Let F i ra get water. She doesn ' t  have much to do anyway." 
Havo turned around and left, s lamm ing the door beh ind her. 
F i ra burst in to the room a m i nute l ater. 
"How dare you ta lk to Mama that way ! "  
"Why are you ye l l ing at me?" Turunge rep l ied, defens ive .  
"She asked you to go get  water." 
"And I to ld her that I can 't ,  because I have to feed Sadug." 
F i ra pursed her l i ps i n  anger and left the room.  
I n  an hour, when Turunge, Sadug in  her  arms,  went i nto 

the ki tchen for some reason or other, F i ra and Havo were 
stand ing by the stove . Turunge wanted to heat some water 

up for the ch i l d .  She looked i nto one of the water tanks, then 
the other. Both stood empty. She checked the pots and the j ug 
- not a drop .  

"Where 's the water?" she asked, perp lexed. " I  need some 
for Sadug." 

"Go get some at the founta in ," F i ra answered w i th pointed 
ind ifference .  

"But I heard you, as you were br inging some in ,"  Turunge 
rep l ied .  

"We al ready used i t .  Look - there 's soup cook ing .  If  you 
need some, get i t  yourse l f.  We ' l l  watch the ch i l d .  G ive h im 
to  me ."  F i ra reached for  Sadug. 

Turunge brought the baby c loser. 
" I ' m  not g iv i ng h im to anyone ! "  
"We l l ,  then d o  everyth ing yourse l f." 
Sadug began to cry. Turunge was baffled, not know ing 

what to do .  She l ooked around, catch ing eye of  a bucket of  wa­
ter under the tab le .  



"There it i s ," Turunge said,  po int ing at the fu l l  bucket. 
"That's not for you ."  
Turunge's face turned red wi th anger. How tempted she 

was to shower them w i th obscen it ies ! But she restrained her­
se l f, not want ing to curse w i th a ch i l d  i n  her hands.  H e  would 
sure ly sense the anger and start fuss ing .  Turunge took a deep 

breath and approached Havo.  
" I  apo logize," she said ho l l ow ly. " I  was wrong." 
Havo looked at her s i l ent ly. 
" I ' I I  get the water," Turunge cont inued . "P l ease watch 

the ch i l d ." 
Havo extended her hands toward Sadug and pi cked h im up .  
"Come here, my prec ious boy . . .  " The ch i ld  sm i led,  fee l ­

ing the  warmth com ing from h i s  grandmother. 
Turunge left the room in a hurry. She cou ld hear Havo's 

tender words to Sadug. Someth ing resemb l ing envy gnawed 

at her. 
That conc l uded th i s  part i cu lar scuffle.  Next morn ing,  both 

women acted as if noth ing had happened.  The confl ict seemed 
to have subs ided, at least for now. 

One day, Turunge was com ing back from her parents . 
On her way home, she stopped at the market to grab some 
fresh greens ,  so that she could make Erzo l some soup.  She 
p laced the bunches of  c i lantro, pars l ey, d i l l  and ce lery on the 
kitchen tab l e .  

Havo entered the  k i tchen soon after. 
"What are you do ing?" 
"l want to make Erzo l some soup," Turunge rep l ied 

abrupt ly, w i thout turn i ng away from the stove . 
"You shou ld have asked me .  I a l ready made a who le  pot," 

Havo remarked, d i sp leased . 
Turunge ignored her and cont inued to cook.  The mother­

in- law pursed her l i ps, approached the tab le ,  and wari ly  ex­
am ined the vegetab les .  She took a few l eaves, crump led them 
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i n  her hand, smel t  them, then s i lent ly grabbed the en t i re lot 
of greens and threw them into the garbage . 

"Those greens are al l rotten," she sa id ,  leav i ng the k i tchen .  
Turunge j ust stood there, a t  a loss for word . Sadug '  cry­

i ng broke her trance. The young woman went to her son, but 
Havo beat her to it .  She ran over to the crib, leant over i t  and 
p icked up the ch i l d .  Th i s  was too much for Turunge. W i th 
the words " I ' l l  tend to h im myse l f! "  she grabbed the k i d  from 
h i s  grandmother's hands. 

H avo contri te ly shook her head and stepped as ide .  
The next day, Turunge went  i nto the  k i tchen ear ly, pur­

pose ly catch ing a moment when H avo wasn ' t  there .  She 

wanted to pee l  some potatoes .  She looked i n  the drawer, but  
cou ldn ' t  find a s i ng le  kn i fe .  Upon search ing a l l  o f  the she lve , 
she cou ld on ly find an o ld  one, w i th a du l l  b l ade. At that mo­
ment, Erzo l appeared at the door. 

Strange ly, Havo had not yet been in the k i tchen .  
"Mother doesn ' t  fee l  we l l ," Erzo l sa id .  "Cook some break­

fast ." 
Turunge forgot about the potatoes and went to set  the ta­

b l e .  She put out her husband 's favorite cup,  a p late, and s i l ver­
ware . She went to the stove to get someth ing, sudden ly heari ng 
her husband's  vo ice :  

"Turunge, you forgot the bread ." 
I ndeed she d id .  She went to the cupboard and stopped, 

perp lexed. What wou ld she cut the bread wi th?  Not want ing 
to  te l l  her  husband that a l l the  kn ives had d i sappeared over­
n ight, she grabbed the du l l one and started cutt i ng.  The bread 
broke and crumbled .  Annoyed, she gathered the uneven b i ts 
and served them to Erzo l .  

"What i s  th i s?" Erzo l grumbled .  "You can ' t  c u t  bread 
even ly?" 

Before Turunge had a chance to respond, Havo entered 
the k i tchen .  



"Good morn ing, son ."  

"Why are you up so early, mama? You should l ie  down if  
you aren ' t  fee l i ng wel l . "  

" I  wou ld ,  bu t  I keep l i sten i ng to how no one  can feed you 
proper ly. Who mangled the bread l i ke that?" she asked . 

he grabbed the p late o f  scraps and returned w i th a platter, 
even s l i ces o f  bread neat ly arranged atop i t .  She p laced it i n  

front of  Erzo l w i thout utter ing a word .  
"Oh, mama ! "  he  exc la imed .  "You ' re a magic ian ! I ' ve a l -

way to l d  father that we ' re l ucky to  have you." 
" at ,  my on . Eat ," Havo sa id ,  patt ing Erzo l on the head . 
Turunge j u  t tood as ide and looked, swal low i ng her tears . 
Everyth i ng seemed to be back where i t  was when she first 

arri ved at the Babaev home.  o matter what she d id ,  Havo 
was d i sp leased . 

"She can 't do anyth ing. Can ' t  cook, can ' t  buy groceries," he 

would compla in to ahamye. "Can ' t  c lean, can ' t do laundry." 
One day Turunge was c lean ing the floors of her hal f of  the 

house. Erzo l was at work, as a lways, and the door to her room 
c losed . Sudden ly, Sadug started cry ing in  h i s  bed. 

"P l ease bear w i th me a m i nute, l i tt l e  one, '  Turunge kept 
say ing to the ch i l d .  " I ' l l  fin i sh  c l ean ing and be right there ."  

The baby wou ldn ' t  ca lm down, so Turunge put  her  task 
aside and went to the ch i l d 's bed . She l eant over Sadug and in­
stant ly rea l ized the cause of h i s  d i sp leasure. She  took off 
the wet d i aper, put i t  in  the comer of  the cr ib ,  and dec ided that 
she wou ld  change and feed the boy after she fin i shes work ing .  
She went  back to the floors, i nstant ly heari ng Ha  o '  pan icked 
voice beh ind her. 

"Why 'd  you l eave the ch i l d  naked? He  m ight catch a co ld ! "  
" I t 's on ly  fo r  a m inute. I 'm fin ish ing up the floors . "  
"A m i nute? What - you ' re go ing to  change h im w i th tho  e 

d i rty hands? Are you insane? And what i s  th i  ? Who lea e 
d i rty d iapers ly ing around I ike that?" 
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Havo hurried to change Sadug. L ike a t igress, Turunge 
rushed to her ch i ld ,  ri pped the boy from the grandmother 's 
arm s, and hugged h im  t ight ly. 

" I  won' t  g ive h im to you .  I ' l l  do as I see fi t  in my fam i ly. 
Leave us ."  

H avo cou ldn ' t  be l i eve her  ears . 
" I  j ust wanted to he l p !  What's w i th you?" 
"I don ' t  need your he lp .  I do i t  we l l enough on my own, 

understand?" 
H avo looked around in  confus ion,  as if address ing 

the  wal l s  themselves : "You see th i s?  I n  my own house ! To ta lk 

to me l i ke that ! "  
S h e  turned around and l e ft  the room, s l amming the door. 
Three days of cairn fo l  lowed.  At least re l at ive cairn - fights 

and grudges stayed wi th in  the confines of the women's ha l f 
of the house.  B ut, u l t imately, the women were unab le  to con­
ceal the conft ict, which now had more fue l  i n  i ts flames, from 

the men.  
Having come home from work,  Erzo l remarked on the 

unusual  qu iet i n  the house .  The usua l l y  chatty Havo greeted 
her son w i th s i l ence.  

"You haven ' t  sa id a s i ng le  word today, M arna !  What hap-
pened?" 

"I was instructed to shut up ." 
"By whom?" 
"By your w i fe ."  Havo stopped i n  the m idd le  of the k i tchen 

and gave her son a befudd l ed look. 
"What?" 

"You heard me," H avo shrugged.  "Sadug was cry ing, 
wanted to he lp, and she responded that she won ' t  let me 

touch the ch i ld .  Your w i fe does not l i sten to m e ! "  
Erzo l s ighed heav i l y  and fin i shed h i s  d inner. He  left 

the home to take a walk ,  to th ink of an appropriate course 
of act ion .  He returned in  an hour, somber and angry. 



That even i ng, as they were go ing to bed, the i rate Erzo l 

asked Turunge: 
"Why do you ra ise your voice to my mother?" 
"Why does she get invo lved in  all of our affai rs?" Turunge 

retorted sharp ly. 

Erzo l frowned . 
"Don ' t  you understand? She's  my mother. Don ' t  you dare 

to ta l k  to her l i ke that ! "  
"Am I supposed t o  stay s i lent in  my own  house?" 
Turunge fixed her eyes on her husband .  H er fi rm ,  p ierc i ng 

gaze was hard to endure. 
" I t ' s  her house," Erzo l grumbled .  
Turunge huffed.  She looked at  her husband s i l ent ly, then 

turned away, offended . 
A day later, Erzo l went to see H avo after work. 
"How i s  everyth i ng, Mama? Do you need me to get any-

thing at the market tomorrow?" 
" I f l  need anyth ing,  I ' l l  go myse l f. Bes ides, we ' re stocked ."  
"Are you upset by someth ing?" 
"What 's there to be upset about?" H avo said t im id ly. "I j ust 

don ' t  understand, Erzo l - how can she behave th i s  way? She 's  
be ing so rude to her husband 's mother ! "  

"What's wrong now?" 
"Everyth ing !  She ne i ther tends to herse l f, nor to her 

son . She went to the k i tchen, abandoned the boy i n  his room . 
I went to nurse h im ,  she rushed in ,  took h i m  from me, ye l led 
at me . . .  " 

"Mama, I ' l l  ta l k  to her." 
"P lease do.  I beg you. She needs to respect her husband 's 

parents ! "  
Erzo l sensed t he  return of  i rr i tat ion 's  du l l i nflux .  He  went 

to Turunge, who, as a lways, was tend ing to Sadug. 
"What am I to make of a l l th i s?" Erzo l began . 
"What 's  wrong?" Turunge sm i led .  
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"You ' re talk ing back to Havo aga in .  You have to under­
stand - i t ' s  my mother ! "  

Turunge stopped i n  her p lace .  
"But she does awfu l  th ings to me .  She won ' t  let me be.  

No  matter what I do - i t 's a lways wrong. I cook, I c l ean, I take 
care of Sadug - she i sn ' t  p leased with anyth ing .  1 can ' t  keep 
qu iet about i t ! "  

Erzo l s l ammed h i s  pa lm on the tab le .  
"Don ' t  you dare raise your  vo ice  to  Marna !  Don ' t  you 

dare ! "  
A n d  then, the conversat ion between Turunge and Erzol 

ended . 
Nearly a l l  of the women from the Babaev s ide took H avo's 

s ide r ight away. I t  rea l ly  cou ldn ' t  have happened any other 
way. They were most angry at the fact that Turunge refused 
to concede. 

Both my mother and my grandma were proud, qu ick-tem­
pered women.  The b lood of mountain women ran hot and let 
i tse l f  be known .  My father, Erzo l ,  and my grandfather, Naha­
rnye, were privy to my grandma's outrage many more t imes : 

"She dares to raise her voice to me? To me - her e lder !  
Who's the m i stress of  th i s  house? To me - the mother of her 
husband ! "  

Erzo l gradual ly  grew t i red of these i ntrafam i ly d i scus­
s ions of  Turunge's behav ior, be ing inadvertent ly roped i nto 
the women 's arguments .  Be ing Turunge 's husband, he needed 
to influence his w i fe .  I nstead of  spend ing his even ing re l ax­
ing and ta lk ing to his friends, he found h imse l f  i n  the m idst 
of squabbles and mutual hatred .  Erzo l was gett ing fed up. 

No one knows how long this cou l d  have continued and how 
i t  would have ended, had Turunge not found herse l f  pregnant 
once again .  The news put an end to a l l  power struggles .  Tu­
runge was d i stanced from housework, and Havo, once agai n ,  
started do ing everyth ing herse l f  - the way she preferred i t .  



I t  seemed that Havo wanted th i s  the ent ire t ime .  A preg­
nant Turunge d id  not do anyth ing, and Havo had no chal lenge 
to her superior i ty in  the home.  Th i s  conti nued unt i l  she gave 

b i rth .  
And so ,  a year and four  months after Sadug's b i rth,  Er­

zo l and Turunge welcomed another son . Nahamye and Havo 
ins i sted that the ch i l d  be g iven the Hebrew name Odom . But 
now, Erzo l defied the w i l l  of the e l ders for the first t ime .  

"No,  I w i l l  not  a l l ow th i s ! "  he firm ly dec lared . 
And he named h i s  son I gor. Regard less of the fact, a l l J ew­

ish  trad i t ions were abided by, and a br is took p lace on the sev­
enth day. 

By now, the country had abandoned the rat ion stamp sys­
tem , and goods magica l ly  started appeari ng i n  the stores, al­
bei t  at completely d ifferent pri ces .  But Erzo l d idn ' t  com p la in .  
He  cou ld  afford to  buy  whatever he needed . At  a t ime ,  where 

there was bare ly any ready-made c l oth ing i n  the country 
and few could afford to have the i r  garb custom made, a tai lor ' s  
profess ion was very we l l  regarded. 

Erzo l oversaw the work of twenty peop le .  Natural ly, he had 
to compi le orders and obtain fabric .  Connections were estab­
l i shed, which grew into friendsh ips by the tried and true 'you help 
me, I help you ' princip le .  Soon enough, he could te l l  how a con­
tact could be useful within a moment of the ir  in it ia l  meet ing.  

Erzo l was an attract ive, soc iab le young man .  He knew 
a m i l l ion stories and cou ld  win anyone over w ith his j okes.  
He could find common ground in mere m i nutes, and in tu i t i ve­
ly p lanned his approach ,  over food and dr inks at the tab le .  H i s  
le i sure became h i s  work. 

H i s  c i rc l e  of  friends was unusual ly  wide. He  was an ener­
get ic ,  charm i ng and free-sp ir i ted guy who attracted women 's 
attent ion .  H e  d id  not fee l  constra ined by the bounds of  mar­
riage, and h i s  w i fe and two ch i ldren were forgotten as soon 
as he stepped outs ide his home. 
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Erzo l 's rat ionale was s imp le .  H i s  duty to the fam i ly was 
to provide money for the househo ld  and ensure that h i s  ch i ldren 
and w i fe are fed and c lothed. M arriage wou ld not put a dam per 
on h i s  character, and the old Jewish trad i t ion of stand ing under 
the hupa i n  one's youth d id  not bri ng him happiness .  



xx 

Wh i ls t  her husband d i sappeared at work, Turunge 

tended to the househo ld  and the ch i ldren . Once, af­
ter an espec ia l l y  busy day, she l ay down and fe l l  

i nto a s l eep deep enough not to hear Erzo l return home.  When 
she awoke in  the morn i ng,  he was st i l l  as l eep .  Try ing to keep 
qu iet, she got dressed and s l ipped i nto the k i tchen . 

Havo was a l ready there, am idst c lank ing pots and pans .  
As soon a s  Turunge started he r  chores, he r  mother- i n - l aw 's 
remarks started com ing :  

"Why are you stand ing here? The k i tchen i s  a lways too 
cramped for two housew ives .  You d idn ' t  see where I spi l led 
some water and stepped i n  i t .  Now you ' re go ing to get d i rt a l l  
over t h e  house.  Grab a rag and qu ick ly  c l ean i t  up ."  

"But 1 didn ' t  step in  i t ! "  Turunge defended herse l f. 
"D idn ' t  step i n  it? Then what's that?" she sa id ,  po int ing at 

Turunge's feet. "Look ! "  
Turunge showed her bone-dry s l i ppers to her mother- i n­

l aw. Havo qu ieted down i n  i rr i tat ion .  
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"Just don' t  wake Erzo l .  He needs to s leep.  He worked 
late last n ight - came back after m idn ight .  You were probably 
s leeping . . .  " 

" I  know when he came back," Turunge snapped back 
in  unexpected rage.  "And I also know where he was. I ' m ask­
i ng you aga in ,  don' t  medd le  in  my fam i ly 's  affairs ! "  

Havo was stunned . 
"That 's how you speak to me?" 
"Same way you speak to me ! "  Turunge retorted . 

Havo's gaze was pi erc ing, her l i ps narrow ing to the w idth 
of  a thread . She wh i pped the stove w i th a rag and turned 
around . Turunge left the ki tchen . Those were the last words 
the two exchanged that day. 

Everyth ing had gone fu l l  c i rc l e .  No matter what Turunge 
d id ,  she was cr i t ic ized.  Havo became imposs ib l e  to p lease : 
the daughter- i n - l aw laundered wrongly, cooked wrongly, 
and c l eaned up wrongly. Not doing anyth ing d id  not he lp  e i ­
ther :  not  be ing busy meant be ing l azy. I t  was  a v i c ious cyc le .  
Turunge res i sted as  she cou ld .  Taking after her  mother Me lke, 
she l iked to fin i sh  what she started, accept ing respons ib i l i ty 
for what she d id .  

And so  began Havo and Turunge 's batt le for  Erzol ' s  attention. 
It was a c lash of the t i tans. My father refused to adm it th is, always 
preferring to take the side of the one who b irthed him - Havo. 

One day Erzol came home l ate. Turunge, tend ing to the 
ch i l dren,  was changing her youngest . 

U pon see ing her son, Havo rushed to reheat d inner. Tu­
runge appeared in  the k i tchen several t imes, ho ld ing the fussy 
baby who needed to go to bed . Erzo l would sm i l e  looking at 
his son . Havo s i lent ly moved someth ing on the coo l ing stove. 

Hav ing eaten,  the sated Erzo l stopped by his mother's 
room to thank her for d i nner. As  soon as he stepped in  the door, 
he noticed that H avo was not her usual se l f. 



"Mama, what happened?" Erzo l asked, frightened . "Are 

you s i ck?" 
"No, son. I t 's noth ing . . .  " 

" I  can see that someth ing's  wrong. What happened?" 
"Bus iness as usual, Erzo l .  I t 's imposs ib l e ! "  Havo was 

on the verge of tears . 
" I s  it Turunge aga in?" 

" I  don ' t  understand her. I j ust don ' t ! "  
"What now?" 
"She ' l l  say it 's noth ing ."  
"Can you pl ease te l l  me what happened?" 

"She talks back ! Every wak ing moment, as if someone's 
bother ing her." 

"But why? I don ' t  understand ." 
"What 's  to understand? You th ink she ' l l  te l l you?" H avo's  

face grew stern . "She doesn ' t  take care of your sons .  When­
ever I start nurs ing  them, she takes them away and te l l s me 
to l eave. Rai ses her  vo ice ."  

"Mama, I ' l l  ta lk to her." 
"What good w i l l  that do? You ' ve a l ready talked to her. She 

doesn ' t  l i sten ."  
" I ' l l  put a s top to i t .  I prom ise ."  
For the fi rst t ime,  Erzo l was so fl ustered that h i s  face 

turned red and h i s  hands invo l untari ly  turned i nto fi sts .  He ran 
out of H avo's  room .  H avo l i stened to Erzo l 's fad ing footsteps, 

wondering what he would do .  
M eanwh i le ,  Turunge was putt ing  the ch i l dren to bed.  

As her husband entered the room, she put a fi nger to her l i ps, 

s i lent ly shush ing him so he wou ldn ' t  wake the ch i l dren .  Er­
zo l ,  however, d idn ' t  seem to not ice, h i s  face gri m .  H e  loud­
ly dragged a stoo l c loser, sat  on it ,  them j um ped back up 
and started pac i ng around the  room . 

"What am I supposed to make of  th is?" he sudden ly  
barked. 
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Turunge shuddered . 
"Just don ' t  shout - you ' l l  scare the ch i l dren . What's 

wrong, Erzo l ?" 
"What d id  you say?" 
"I don ' t  understand you, Erzo l . " Turunge p laced her 

youngest son in the cr ib  and stood fi rm before her husband, 

l i ke a l i oness .  
"You talk to my mother l i ke that? You need to understand 

- she is my mother. My mother ! "  
"She a lways j abs a t  m e .  Constant ly, n o  matter what I do ." 
"You ' re ly ing .  She does no such th ing ."  
"You don 't see it?" 
"What do you mean, I don ' t  see it? The woman 's i ncapa­

ble of  anyth ing but k i ndness ."  
"You must not know her very wel l ! " 
"Don ' t  you dare ta lk about my mother that way, you hear? 

I forb id  you ! "  
Erzo l started breath ing heav i ly. Without say ing a word, 

he turned around and left the room, s lamming the door beh ind 
h im .  He  went  back to Havo's  room . 

Erzo l fe l t  com fortab le  around h i s  mother. She would sm i l e  
k i nd l y  a t  h im ,  and he wou ld  forget about a l l  h i s  prob lems .  H i s 
w i fe wasn ' t  as c lose to h im  as Havo was . He  and Turunge were 
bound together by the i r  ch i ldren,  but he cou ldn ' t  br ing h imse lf  
to l ove her  as  much as  he d id  h i s  mother. So when Havo rai sed 
i ssue w i th her daughter i n  l aw, the l atter would a lways be at 
fau l t  i n  h i s  eyes . Such was the cari ng son 's s imp le  logic .  

The even ing ended w i th Turunge's prom ise not t o  defy Er­
zo l 's mother from now on .  

From now on, Turunge would come out to greet her  hus­
band when he returned from work less and less frequent ly. 
Busy w i th her two ch i ldren, my mother y ie lded cari ng for Er­
zo l to H avo, espec ia l l y  s i nce that temporari ly  que l l ed the i r  
power strugg le .  Bu t  on ly  temporari ly. 



Once Erzo l came home and sat down to eat d inner. 
Havo p laced the p late before h im ,  a long wi th the s i l verware, 
and went to the cupboard to get h i s  cup .  A l l  th i s  was done 

wi thout a s ing le  word sa id .  
"Why are you so qu iet, M ama?" 
"I was to ld  to shut up ." 
"Again? But I to ld  her ! "  Erzo l j umped up from his  seat . 

"She swore to me that she won ' t  offend you anymore ! How 

dare she ! "  
"Calm down, son ."  
"No !  I ' m no l ett ing th i s  go ! "  
"Cool down, son ." 
Havo herse l f  d idn' t  expect her words to cause such rage.  
"Te l l  me what happened ! "  
"The usual . Sadug was cry ing, s o  I went t o  h i m ,  want ing 

to he lp .  Your w i fe grabbed h im and he ld h im t ight ,  as i f  I ,  h is  

own grandmother, cou ld do h im any hallTI, and started yel l i ng 
' I ' l l  deal w i th him myse l f! ' .  So I te l l  her ' G ive me the ch i l d !  
He needs t o  b e  changed ! '  and she responds ' I  know that w i thout 
you te l l i ng me ! ' and kept on scream ing ." Erzol breathed heav­
i ly, as Havo cont inued.  " I  raised five of them, and she te l l s  me 
that I don ' t  understand. A fter al l  that, she to ld  me to shut up." 

Erzo l had come back from a party, toasts st i l l  echo ing  
through h i s  head and  w ine  st i l l  runn i ng through h i s  ve ins .  
He  resented h i s  w i fe for offending h i s  mother, h i s  eyes turning  
b loodshot .  Perhaps i f  he cons idered the  poss i b i l i ty of  H avo 
be ing unfair  to Turunge, noth ing  wou ld have happened, but 
someth ing went dark i n  Erzo l 's a lcoho l - impa ired conscious­
ness .  He  watched H avo struggl e  to l i ft a heavy bucket .  

"Leave i t .  There 's someone younger who can do th i s !  Let 
Turunge work," Erzol said,  stopping his mother. 

"As i f  she wou ld . . .  " Havo rep l i ed woefu l ly. 
That phrase became the l ast straw. Erzo l  pointed ly  rose 

from his seat and left the d i n i ng room .  At that moment,  Tu-
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runge was chang ing me, her son . As my father shoved the door 
open, my mother shuddered and held me t ight .  

"What happened?" 
Erzo l stood before her, face red with rage. 
"You dared to ye l l  at my mother aga in?" 
With those words, he rushed at Turunge and struck her 

face, fu l l  swing .  It was as i f a  thousand fires l i t  up i n  her head . 
The young woman screamed, and the b lows cont inued, 

one after another. 
" I ' l l  teach you ! I ' l l  teach you ! Don ' t  you dare yel l at my 

mother ! "  
S h e  tried t o  cover herse l f, b u t  Erzo l 's heavy fist was too 

accurate . 
"He l p !  He 's try ing to k i l l  m e ! "  she screamed.  
Havo heard her daughter- i n - l aw 's scream ing and was 

frightened . At  that  moment, the door opened . Nahamye had 

come home from work . Turunge's p ierc i ng screams struck h i s  
ears . H e  had on ly  heard such  scream ing dur ing the  war, when 
funera l  not ices came in . H orrified,  he rushed to his son's room,  
where the  how l ing was  com ing from , and was  shocked. Noth­
ing of  this sort had ever happened i n  his home. Erzo l was beat­
ing Turunge. 

"What are you doing?" Nahamye shouted . 
He  jumped at h i s  son, in tercepted h i s  hand and dragged 

h im away from Turunge. 
"What are you doing? Th i s  i s  the mother of your ch i ldren ! 

Don ' t  you understand that?" 
Nahamye cont inued to yel l someth ing, but Erzo l cou ldn ' t  

hear h im ,  h i s  senses shrouded i n  fog. Nahamye grabbed h i s  
son  by  the  co l l ar and  shook h im .  

"Snap ou t  of  i t ! "  
Erzo l sudden ly  froze, breath ing heav i ly and looking a t  h i s  

father i n  confusion . 
"What i s  wrong wi th you?" 



Erzo l sudden ly fe l t  l i ke a l i tt l e  boy and h i s  rage evapo­
rated . He turned to Turunge. She was ly ing he lp less on the 
floor, her face covered in b lood . Erzo l looked at h i s  father, 
saw h i s  mother through the door, and ran out of the room . 
He  rushed to the k i tchen, dum ped a j ug of co ld water on h i s  
hand, and  co l lapsed onto a stoo l .  

He  was s o  s i c k  of th i s !  He  wanted t o  scream at the top 
of h i s  l ungs, but what good wou ld  that do? A l l  th i s  wretched­
ness was happen ing because his father had made a m i stake ! 
A l l  Erzo l wanted was to l i ve as a free man, work hard, party 
wholehearted ly, and here he was, stuck wi th a w i fe, forced 
to humor her and teach her manners .  

A tender hand landed on h i s  shou lder. I t  was Havo 's .  
"Son ! Dr ink some water. Ca lm down ."  

H i s mother was  the  on ly one  who stood by h i s  s ide, 
the only one who understood h i m .  No, he wou ldn ' t  be able 

to find a better woman than her. Erzo l pressed his head against 

h is mother 's  stomach, as he did as a ch i l d .  
Nahamye burst i nto t he  k i tchen .  
"What i s  go ing on here?" 
Havo had never seen h i m  l i ke th i s .  
"What are you  doing?" 
Nahamye, who had never laid a finger on his son, was ready 

to take a bel t  to h im .  The head of the fam i ly s l ammed h i s  fist  
onto the tab le ,  unab le  to comprehend the events around h i m .  

"Have you a l l gone mad?" he snapped a t  H avo .  "Why 
haven ' t  you to ld  me  about what 's  happen ing i n  our house? I 
thought everyth ing was fine  between Erzo l and h i s  w i fe !  What 
i s  happen ing? How cou ld  you ra i se  your hand aga inst a nurs­
ing mother?" 

Erzo l chuck led .  H i s anger had passed. He cou ldn 't even 
recal l  what led h im  i nto a frenzy. He cou ld  on ly  remember 
how much he wanted to pun ish Turunge and keep her from 
insu l t i ng her mother. 
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"Do you know how she speaks to our mother?" 
"Let them figure that out for themselves ! Why are you 

i nterfering? I t 's the ir  bus i ness ! "  Naharnye shouted, look ing 
to Havo.  

"But  father . . .  " 
"S i lence !  Say whatever you want to her, but I forb id  you 

to strike her ! "  
Turunge could hear the argument through the wal l s .  She 

l i stened, unable to understand what was going on .  Why were 
they yel l i ng? What caused th i s?  

Was th i s  rea l l y  her home? She was to ld  that she has 
no rights here? Who said that? Erzo l ?  That couldn ' t  be .  He was 
her husband, the father of her ch i ldren . 

I f  her home wasn ' t  here, then where was it? I t  had to be 
somewhere . She needed to go there - home - to safety ! 

Turunge tugged at the t ight col l ar of her dress, strugg l i ng 

to breathe.  She needed a i r  - fast, before her tears suffocated 
her. 

"No," she moaned . "No ! "  
Who was she talk ing  to? What was she try i ng t o  forget? 

On ly  she herse l f  cou ld answer those quest ions,  and she was 
nowhere to be found.  

"No, no, no," she kept  repeat ing .  
Turunge wanted to stri ke a l l of  i t  from her memory - th i s  

evening, th i s  pa in  - every l ast b i t .  She wanted to  turn back 
t ime,  to start anew. 

"Marna," Turunge cal l ed, feeb ly. 
She needed to go to her mother, and qu ick ly  - she would 

save her, protect her. She would take away the pai n .  
S he  moved unstead i l y  toward t h e  door, yanked her coat 

off the rack and went i nto the yard . The brisk air soothed her 
throbbing face. 

' H orne, qu ick ly," she thought as she was shutt ing  the gate 
beh ind her. 



Turunge cou ldn ' t  hear the rust l i ng of the gravel under her 
feet .  She j ust wal ked forward, at what seemed to be a qu ick 
pace .  The w ind b lew in  her face, as i f  attempting to  stop her. At 
t imes, she 'd  hear Erzo l 's p ierc ing scream beh ind her :  ' Th i s  i s  

how you ta lk  to  my mother? ' She wou ld  turn around i n  fright 

and try to speed up her pace.  
Turunge turned onto the fam i l iar street, walked i nto her 

parents ' home, and fe l t  everyth ing r ipp le before her eyes .  She 
squ i nted, inst inct ive ly sh ie lded her face, and col l apsed onto 

the floor, unconsc ious .  
She  woke up to spri nk les of water h i t t ing her face . She 

parted her eyel ids and saw Me lke's  face look ing over her. 
"Mama," Turunge wh i spered . 
She cou ldn ' t  say anyth ing e l se .  

Me lke looked at  her daughter 's  b loodied face. 
"What have they done to you?" she wh i spered i n  puzz led 

horror. "Who d id  th i s?  Who attacked you?" 
Her screams alerted Hezgie, who ran into the room . Seeing h is  

daughter prostrate on the floor, he started crying as wel l .  The fears 
and horrors of war and the revolution flooded h i s  memory. 

"Tosya ! Tosya ! "  Me lke shouted. 
Tosya ran i n  from the k i tchen w i th a towel i n  her hands. 

Upon see ing Turunge, she started howl ing as wel l .  Tosya 

and Me I ke managed to l i ft  the beaten woman off the ground, 
took her to a room, and la id her onto a bed . 

Tosya took the wet towel and started to w ipe the b l ood off 
Turunge's face . Turunge l i fted her hand and waved i t  feeb ly 
i n  front of  her, as i f  tel l i ng her to not  touch her. She  was shak­
ing,  unab l e  to exp la in  anyth ing concretely. 

"Mama, mama . . .  " she wh i spered b i tterly, as ch i l l s over­
took her body. The tears squeezed her throat w ith an i ron 
grasp, and she, once aga in ,  strugg led to breathe .  

"Darl i ng, darl i ng ! "  Me lke yel l ed i n  terror, b low ing at her 
daughter 's  face and fann i ng her w ith a towel .  "Who did th i s? '  
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Turunge shook her head . 
" I  don 't  know." 
She wanted to say more, but cou ldn ' t  find the words .  I n­

deed - who d id th is? She a l ready had doubts about the fact that 
th i s  had rea l ly  happened to her. Erzo l cou ldn ' t  have done th i s .  

" I t  was a l l  of  them . . .  " Turunge kept qu iet ly repeat ing,  
choking.  She then conc l uded that there was no sense in  con­
ceal ing the truth .  "Erzo l . . .  " 

I t  was as i f the floodgates had opened. She began to baw l ,  
tears gush ing from her  face. She grabbed her  mother 's hand 
and pressed i t  to her chest. 

"Mama, Mama ! "  
The shaken Me  I ke stared at her daughter, and her b loodied 

forehead, not knowing what to do next. "How cou ld th is  have 
happened?" she repeated, again  and aga in .  

" I t ' s  no t  Erzo l 's fau l t .  . .  I t 's a l l  her. Her ! "  Turunge cr ied 

hysterica l ly. 
"Who i s  she talk ing about?" Hezgie asked from nearby. 
"She needs to go to the hospita l . Now ! "  
Luck i ly, Dani i i  had j ust returned home, instant ly runn ing 

i nto the room where Turunge was ly i ng.  
" I ' l l  be right back ! "  he shouted, rea l iz ing what had hap­

pened, and ran to look for a car. 
They s lowly l i fted Turunge up and careful ly  l ed her out .  

F rom the corner of her eye,  she saw her reflect ion in  her m i r­
ror - swo l len and b loodied.  Turunge, Me lke and Hezgie then 
got i nto the car and sped through the dark streets . After cr iss­
cross ing around Makhachkala 's  a l leys, the car stopped by 
the bright ly l i t entrance of the two-story c i ty hospita l .  

Once there, t he  mangled woman was taken to  the  attend­
ing doctor 's  office, saturated w i th the unp leasant odor of  phe­
nol, and laid onto a cot .  The doctor h imse lf  arrived in  a m inute 
- a k indhearted, gray-haired man who cal led Turunge ' daugh­

ter ' and asked her to not hesi tate and te l l  him everyth ing that 



happened . Her upper l i p  was swo l l en, and it hurt to speak . 
The doctor carefu l ly exam ined her and shook h i s  head in  con­

cern . He  fina l ly  asked Turunge to try to carefu l ly get up from 
the cot and s i t  on a chair  before h im .  

"Your daughter has a concussion and mu l t ip le  b l unt trau­
ma inj u ries," the doctor said as he left h i s  office and turned 
to Turunge's parents . "A l i t t le more, and she wou ldn ' t  be s i t­
t ing here, but ly ing mot ion less .  Do you know who d id  th i s?" 

S i lence preva i led .  
"So you don 't  know who d id th i s?" the doctor repeated 

pers i stent ly. 
"We don ' t  know. She came home and fainted at the door," 

Me lke rep l i ed qu ick ly, g lanc ing at Hezg ie out of the comer 
of her eye. He comp l i ant ly agreed w i th h i s  w i fe about keeping 

certa in th i ngs qu iet .  
"She l i ves w i th you?" 
"Yes .  Wel l  - no," Me lke corrected herse l f. "She l i ves in her 

husband 's home, but i s  w i th us r ight now." 
"So who did this to her? Her husband?" the doctor asked, 

fix ing h i s  gaze on H ezgie, who froze, dumbfounded, sh ift ing 
h i s  g lance between Me lke and the doctor. 

"No, of course not ! "  
Me  I ke wanted t o  say someth ing, but the doctor i nterrupted . 
"Understood," the doctor answered, c learly hav ing  con-

c l uded someth ing .  
"What 's  understood?" Me lke asked nervous ly. 
"You daughter 's i n  shock - that 's  what's understood.  She 

needs bed rest and total qu iet," the doctor said compass ionate­
ly. "Can you provide that at home? Or shal l we put her in the 

hospita l?" 
"A hospi ta l? Out of  the quest ion ! We ' l l  take care of  her at 

home, of course ! "  M elke said, sounding offended. 
"Here 's what needs to happen .  You ' re go ing to take her 

home and give her compresses us ing th i s . "  The doctor handed 
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Melke a prescri pt ion .  "Her bandages w i l l  need to be changed 
tomorrow or the day after." 

The agitated Me lke started thank ing the doctor, wh i l e  
Hezgie he lped h i s  daughter pu t  on he r  coat. 

"Another th i ng," the doctor said to Me lke .  " I f, for any rea­
son, you dec ide to remember who nearly cr ippled your daugh­

ter, I ' I I  write up the necessary paperwork wh ich  you can take 
to the po l i ce ." 

Me l ke nodded, avo id ing lock ing eyes w ith the doctor 
in embarrassment .  The doctor handed Hezgie a sheet of  paper, 
wh ich  he fo lded in  four and p laced i n  h i s  j acket pocket. 

They returned home we l l  after m idn ight .  
Upon see ing Turunge, the whole househo ld  s ighed i n  re­

l i ef. The exhausted woman was put to bed, and the rest of the 
adu l ts fo l l owed. On ly  Me lke and H ezgie stayed awake, ret i r­
ing to the k i tchen . 

" I  don ' t  understand, why d id  you say that Turunge was 

attacked?" 
"What did you want me to do? Say that her husband d id  

th i s  so they ' d  take h im away." 
"No .  But .  . .  " H ezgie grew nervous .  "You do understand 

what happened, though, right? Turunge ran to our door! Be­
cause they beat her over there," he nodded in  the d i rect ion 
of the Babaev house, seeth ing w ith anger. 

Me lke l ooked at her husband scornfu l ly. 
"After a l l ,  Nahamye i sn ' t  l i ke that . . .  " Hezgie cont inued, 

unappeased . 
" I n  any case, th i ngs weren ' t  go ing we l l at a l l between Tu­

runge and Erzo l l ately." 
"What happened between them? Do you know someth ing? 

Tel l  me ."  
"Turunge came to me comp la in ing about H avo.  I was hop­

ing everyth ing would subs ide ." 
"So th i s  was because of h is  mother?" 



"How shou ld  I know?" 

Hezgie once again in terrupted Me lke 's s i l ence, w i thout 
wai t ing for an exp lanat ion .  

"So what now?" 
Me lke s ighed . 
" I  don ' t  know what happened there, but it certa in ly  d idn ' t  

come from happi ness .  
"So what do we do?" 

"We need to reconc i l e  them . She needs to grow w i ser." 
"What does she have to do w i th any of th i s?" Hezgie was 

gett ing  angry. 
"L ike you don ' t  know? Everyth ing at a home depends 

on the w i fe .  I f  she wants peace, there ' l l  be peace .  Or war." 
Nahamye stayed s i l ent ,  sens ing a concealed h i nt .  Me l ke 

was r ight .  Then he remembered : 
"Who 's watch ing the ch i ldren?" 

As the word ' ch i l dren ' was uttered, Turunge tossed in her 
s l eep i n  her room,  as if she cou l d  hear i t .  

"They ' re probab ly w ith Erzo l .  H avo w i l l  l ook after them, 
I th ink ," Me l ke rep l i ed, worried .  

"The ch i l dren shou l d  be w i th her mother," Hezgie said 
w i th concern . 

"They shou l d !  I th ink  we shou ld  go get them . But  what 

w i l l  we do if they won ' t  let them go?" 
"What do you mean ' won ' t  l et them go ' ?  The ch i l dren 

shou l d  be w i th the i r  mother. We ' l l  go tomorrow and get them ."  
"But don' t  even th ink  about go ing  to the  pol i ce .  Th i s  i s  

the i r  fam i ly bus i ness,  l e t  them figure i t  ou t .  There 's no reason 
to get the po l i ce invo lved.  Whatever happens, Erzo l remains  
her husband and prov ider. I f  they take h im ,  there ' l l  be no one 
to  feed the fam i ly." 

"How do you expect them to l i ve together after that?" 
"We ' l l  pray for i t .  Maybe i t ' l l  settl e  down .  Time w i l l  pass .  

Nahamye w i l l  talk to Erzol ,  put some sense i nto h im.  I don ' t  be-
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l ieve that he ' s  that much ofa  monster . . .  " Me lke s ighed in grief. 
"The main thing i s  to get the ch i ldren tomorrow. They bear 
no fault  in th i s .  We shou ld  go fi rst thing in the morn ing .  Let Tu­
runge s leep. And afterwards, thi ngs w i l l  figure themselves out." 

As soon as i t  was l ight, Me lke and Hezgie  set off to the Ba­
baevs to get the ch i ldren. Turunge's parents were heartbroken .  

Havo opened the door. R ight there, before she had a chance 
to say anyth i ng, Me lke started ye l l i ng :  

"How cou ld he l i ft  h i s  hand against a nurs i ng mother ! "  
Havo stood there, not knowing how t o  obj ect, fee l i ng 

gu i l ty before Turunge's parents .  Hav i ng heard the commotion, 
Nahamye came out and stood beside H avo, head sunken . Me l ­
ke  wou ld  not back down, frenzied further by  he r  own ye l l i ng :  

"You, Nahamye, are the  on ly  reason l d idn ' t  te l l  the  doctor 
who did th i s .  He suggested g iv ing  h im  up to the po l i ce .  Peop le  
go to pr i son for such th ings? Where are the ch i ldren? We ' re 
taking them - they ' re go ing to l i ve w ith us ! "  

Nahamye and Havo qu iet ly took i n  Me l ke 's  rage. 
That day, Erzo l came home l ate in the even i ng .  
H avo was a l ready wait ing for h im i n  the k i tchen . 
"They took the k ids ," she said right away. 
"Who?" 
"Turunge's parents ." 
Erzo l sa id noth i ng i n  return. 
"Sadug needs to be fed five t imes a day. You th ink she 's  

going to do that?" Havo exc la imed angri ly. "Of course she 
won ' t ."  

Erzo l ate s i lent ly, frowning from t ime to t ime,  c l early d i s-
p leased w ith the conversat ion .  

Upon heari ng Havo, Nahamye came i nto the  k i tchen . 
"You need to go and ask them for forgiveness ."  
Erzo l cont inued to eat s i l ent ly. 
"You need to go and ask them for forgi veness.  Do you 

hear me?" 



" I  hear you," Erzo l grumbled .  
"So  don 't  s i t !  Go ! "  Nahamye said, hav ing calmed down . 

"You ' re lucky they d idn' t  go to the po l ice. Then you 'd go to jai l ! " 
" I  don ' t  want any of  it anymore ! I f  she l e�, she l eft .  I ' l l  

l i ve a lone, as before ."  
"No, Erzo l ,  you w i l l  not l i ve as  before. Do what you want, 

but you must go there and atone for what you d id ."  
The next  day, N ahamye waited for al l v i s i tors to  l eave 

the account ing department and headed for Anya's office .  Upon 
see ing Nahamye, her face grew sour. N ahamye qu iet ly stood 
there, s h i ft ing h i s  feet .  

"Can I s i t?" 
"Yes, of  course, Nahamye ." 
"Busy?" Nahamye asked wi th compass ion . 
"You know how i t  goes . The quarter 's  end ing ."  
Nahamye nodded . S i lence hung over them agai n .  
"What happened between them i s  k i l l i ng me ,  be l ieve me," 

Nahamye began . "You know how fond I am of Turunge." 
Anya pi cked up a document ,  then chucked i t  back onto 

the tab le .  
" I  don ' t  understand how such  a th ing cou ld  happen i n  your 

home, Nahamye ! "  
"Anya, I worry about Turunge a s  wel l . . .  " 
"Nahamye, they suggested that we press charges," Anya 

retorted angr i ly. 
"Ta lk  to your parents .  I 'm ready to make it r ight .  I j ust 

want them to make up. I a lways dreamt that my son wou ld  
have a t ight ly-kn it  fam i ly." 

"She 's afraid to come back to h i m .  She says that Erzo l w i l l  
k i l l  her." 

" I ' l l  talk to h i m .  I won ' t  a l low h im  to l ay a fi nger on Tu­
runge ." 

"I wi l l  convey your words to my sister and parents, Nahamye," 
Anya repl ied, and pretended to go back to the papers on her desk. 
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On that note, they parted .  Anya gathered her th i ngs, 
and dec ided to spend the n ight at her parents ' house. She need­
ed to te l l  them of Nahamye 's v i s i t .  

As the  daughter predicted, her  e lders were g lad to hear 
the news. It meant that they weren ' t  the on ly ones a im ing 
for peace, and that Turunge had al l ies on the Babaev s ide 
as wel l .  Me l ke hoped for reconc i l ement most of a l l .  She be­
l ieved that everyth ing would snap into p lace for the young 
coup l e  - Erzo l and Turunge. ' Endure fi rst, fal l  i n  l ove after. ' 
The on ly  th ings she d idn ' t  account for were Turunge's fi re­
brand character and H avo's motherly love .  

In the meant ime, Turunge recovered.  The cuts and bru i ses 
had nearly d isappeared off her face and her head stopped sp in­
n i ng .  Me lke dec ided that i t  was t ime to  tal k  to  her  daughter. 

I n  the even i ng, when everyone had ret i red to the i r  rooms 
and the ch i ldren had gone to bed, Turunge was approached by 

her mother."  
"Are they as l eep?" Me l ke nodded at  the  l i tt l e  ones ,  who 

l ay on the  bed bes ide Turunge. 
"Yes," she rep l ied,  sm i l i ng .  
"What are you go ing to do next?" 
"I don ' t  know, Mama." 
"But you understand that  th i s  cannot cont inue forever." 
"What? ' 
"You have to save your fami ly. That 's the main thing. You have 

to," she said, emphas izing the last phrase, "come back to h im." 
" I  won 't  return to Erzo l ! "  
"What d o  you mean, ' won ' t  return ' ?" Me l ke marve led .  

"He 's your husband .  He  supports your fam i ly, does h is  duty. 
What e l se do you need? You won ' t  get anywhere w i thout h im ." 

Turunge l ooked at her, eyes c l ear and w ide open .  
" I ' m  afraid of h im ,  M ama !  He  j umped on me l i ke a mad­

man ! You don 't  know what that's l i ke ! It was terr i fy i ng, Mama!  
I 'm not going to l i ve through i t  again ! "  



"But noth ing l i ke that w i l l  happen aga in ,  my dear ! "  Me lke 
sa id ,  bri ng ing Turunge c loser. "Jus t  l i sten to  me .  You know 
how we l i ve - bare ly  making ends meet. We w i l l  always he lp  
you .  Anya and Dan i i l  w i l l  a lways support you ,  but they can ' t  
keep g iv i ng you money forever. Wait a b i t, i f  you 'd  l i ke,  but 

go back ."  
"But mama!  I t ' s  not  on ly  about Erzo l ! "  
"Then who?" 
"Havo ."  
"What does Havo have to do w i th th i s?" M elke looked at 

Turunge in surpri se, her face grow ing stern . "You j ust need 

to fi nd common ground w i th her, that ' s  a l l ! " 
"That 's not a l l ,  mama!  Don ' t  you understand? H avo was 

the one who turned Erzol  against  me. She, and no one e l se .  
She w i l l  never be p l eased w ith me,  and Erzol  l i stens to her. I f  
H avo says ' k i l l  her ' ,  h e  w i l l  k i l l  me .  I feel i t ! "  

The k i nd  Me l ke seemed t o  have d i sappeared w i thout 
a trace .  

"Don't  say foo l i sh th ings .  You haven ' t  even fi n i shed n ight 
schoo l .  You don ' t  have a career. How are we going to feed 
yourse l f  and your k ids? You need to return to your husband.  
For the ch i l dren ."  

Turunge dropped her face i nto her  hands, c l early tortured 
by her thoughts . Her heart told her one th ing, reason said an­
other. What was she to do? Which  one was she to l i sten to? 

"Mama, I 'm st i l l  scared . I don ' t  know why he got that 
way," she said t i red ly. 

"Know it or not, you need to go back e i ther way. You need 
to be near h i m .  That's the only way you ' l l  reconc i le .  How 
e l se?" 

"F ine," Turunge nodded, defeated . " I ' I I  go back .  B ut what 
i f  he starts aga in?" 

"He  won ' t," Me l ke said abruptly. "You ' l l  see - he won ' t ."  
They ended the conversat ion .  
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At n ight, Turunge cou ldn ' t  fal l as l eep for a long t ime,  toss­
i ng and turn ing, th ink ing that perhaps she real ly  shou ld come 
back .  That everyth ing w i l l  fix  i tse l f  and sett l e  down .  But  her 
soul was not at peace.  

Things weren ' t  a l  I peacefu l  at the house on Yerrnoshk in 
Street e i ther, despite the dead s i l ence that overtook the home 
after the Abrarnov's  took the ch i l dren . 

Time after t ime,  H avo wou ld  l i sten for Sadug's chatter 
or Odom 's cries whenever she passed her son's em pty room . 
L i ke i t  or not, she m issed her grandsons.  Th is  puzz led her. 
After they were taken, she wou ld  remember the tots more 
and more often and m i ss them . 

One even ing, H avo approached Erzol after d inner. 
"What w i l l  happen now?" 
"Marna, I th ink that father made a b ig  m i stake." 
" In what?" 
" I n  my marri age ."  
"What do you mean?" H avo ye lped, c l asp ing her  hands.  
"Exact ly that. I ' rn  s ick of i t  - the squabbles,  the fight ing .  

For once,  I want to return to my own home and not be met by 
an argument or scandal ! "  

H avo was mort ified .  Wou ld  her own son try t o  fi n d  fau l t  
w i t h  her? 

"I don ' t  want to l ive w i th her." 
H avo exhaled in re l i ef. For better worse, H avo had 

the same opin ion : i t  was al l Turunge's faul t .  She l ooked at her 
son, at h i s  sunken posture and drooping head . Why did fate 
treat h im l i ke th is?  Why was he cursed w i th such a shrew? I f  
h e  wanted to part w i th her, i t  would have to be done - that's 
that. She would not defy h im .  Erzo l made his dec i s ion .  She  
hadn ' t  pushed h im toward d ivorce - he had made h i s  i nten­
tions c lear. 

Havo put her hand on h i s  shoulder. 
"Re lax, son . I t ' l l  a l l  be fine ."  



I w i sh ," Erzo l grumbled, qu ick ly  got up, as i f  i n  a hurry, 
k i ssed h i s  mother and went to h i s  room . 

Havo was left a lone,  fuss ing about the house as usua l .  But 
her sou l  st i l l  cou ldn ' t  find peace.  

The days went on,  as before. H avo was most concerned 
about the fact that Turunge's departure did not bring Erzo l 
the re l i ef she expected it to . Someth ing bothered h im  - she 
cou ldn ' t  exact ly understand what .  Erzol cou ldn ' t  answer that 

quest ion h imse l f. 
Runn ing i nto Anya Shcherbatova at work, he wou ld catch 

her host i l e  g lances .  When alone w i th his father, al l he wou ld  
hear was  "You need to  go apo l og ize ! "  but Erzo l had no des i re 
to do so .  H e  d id  not fee l  at fault ,  and wasn ' t  cons ideri ng rec­
onc i l i at ion .  

He  and Turunge were d ifferent people ,  l ike fi re and water. 
Who ever heard of a husband and w i fe be ing forced to be to­
gether aga inst the ir  w i l l ?  The only apprehens ion he had was 
that the Abramovs cou ld  u l t imate ly  dec ide to report him to the 
po l i ce .  

He once shared h is  concerns  w ith h is  mother, and H avo 
p lacated h im : 

"Leave it be ! Nahamye took care of  everyth ing .  There 's 

noth ing there - her wounds have healed .  What's there to re­
port?" 

"We l l ,  they say they have a medica l  report . "  
"So what? Forget about i t .  She 's no t  go ing to  report you ." 

· Nahamye cont inued to ins i st that h is  son shou ld go apo lo­
g ize ,  and Erzo l was s i ck  o f i t .  He cou ld  find no peace, th ink ing 

of what to do day and n ight .  
There was on Iy one way out - to run .  Run far from the hate­

ful fam i ly, far from the arguments and confl ict .  B ut where to? 
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0 ne n ight, Erzo l was hav i ng d i nner w i th h i s  namesake 
M ikha i l  Babaev, who worked at the same coopera­
t ive as h im .  The friend was te l l ing h im of h i s  journey 

to Kursk. 
"You know, buddy, 1 got caught for some nonsense." 
"What happened?" Erzo l asked l az i l y, longingly looking 

at the w indow. 
"Took some s l i ppers w i th me to se l l  - to j ust ify the j our­

ney. Went to the market, set up shop.  Sudden ly - a po l i ce raid .  
Can you imagine?" 

"So what? Shou ld have grabbed your stuff and h i t  
the  road ."  

"That 's what I d id ,  but  there were so many po l i cemen ! So I 
get detai ned for specu lat ion .  Do you know what k ind of quag­
m i re that i s?" 

"Yeah, brother, you got busted ." 
"They started a fi le, can you imagi ne?" 



" I ' d  rather not .  So  what happened?" 

"They let me go. I started cry ing - said it was my fi rst 
t ime .  L ike, that I was hungry, and a l l  that. But they ' re go ing  
to  send the  fi l e  to  our reg ional  d i v i s ion anyway." 

"So what?" Erzo l asked somberly, hav i ng l ost in terest 
in  h i s  friend's  story. Noth ing in h i s  account seemed part i cu­
lar ly severe. He  had cons iderab ly  more ser ious prob lems both­

ering h i m .  
" S o  what? Bad news fo r  me from now on .  The papers are 

go ing to come to our po l i ce d iv i s i on,  say i ng th i s  and that about 
Babaev the specu l ator, ask ing  to i nvest igate, te l l i ng  them I was 
specu l at ing s l i ppers at the market. Understand? I f  they dec ide 
to go w i th i t ,  I cou ld  go to j a i l .  And that 's  no j oke ." 

" I  understand, i t 's serious .  What are you going to do?" 
"Run ."  
"Run?" Erzo l asked, cur ious ly. " I  wou ldn ' t  be opposed 

to that myse l f. But where to?" 
"Where to?" M isha sm i led crypt ica l ly. "Haven ' t  you 

heard? The army." 
He went on to te l l  Erzo l about the un iversal conscr ipt ion 

law passed i n  1 949, wh i ch  requ i red a l l young peop l e  who had 
turned e ighteen to en l i st for three years . I t  was the fi rst post­
army ca l l to serv ice .  

"Get it?" M isha conc l uded.  " I f  you en l i st, goodbye po l i ce .  

You ' re defending the home land ! The on ly  quest ion i s  how 
to get  there ."  

"Where?" 
"The army. I don ' t  have a passport ,  remember?" 
"Don ' t  worry. We ' l l  figure i t  out ." 
Erzo l re l uctant ly contracted M i khai l 's ardent enthus iasm .  

H e  cou ldn ' t  stop th ink ing about i t  when he went home.  

Why not? Al l  h i s  fam i ly i ssues now seemed so s imp le 
and easy to so lve .  H e  would no longer be l ooked at w i th con­
tempt at work - that Anya shot him g lances that made h i m  
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nauseous .  And h i s  father wou ld  qu i t  pester ing h i m .  H avo 
wou ld  be the only one to m i ss h im .  She 'd  be fi ne - her sadness 
would pass .  A fter a l l ,  he wou ld  only be gone for three years, 
not h i s  who le  l i fe .  

Those were the thoughts w i th wh ich  Erzo l went to bed . 
When he awoke, he conc l uded that he had found the on ly so­
l ut ion to the s i tuat ion at hand .  Therefore, at breakfast, he an­
nounced to h i s  parents that he wou ld  go i nto the army. H i s  
father d idn ' t  obj ect, but H avo was scared a t  fi rst .  Her memo­
ries of  war were st i l l  fresh and she assoc i ated the army w i th 
the fear of death that had to be endured by so many. She begun 
to cry, begging her son not to do i t ,  but he qu ick ly  put her 
at ease, exp lai n i ng that modern m i l i tary serv ice was no more 
dangerous than c i v i l ian l i fe .  

Erzol and h i s  namesake friend set off to  the  recru itment 
office that very day. They entered the comm iss ioner 's office 

and announced that they ' d  l i ke to jo i n  the army. The recru i ter 
asked for the i r  passports ,  and Erzol handed h im  one.  

"And the other?" the perp l exed officer asked . 
"He 's a l so Babaev." 
Word by word,  the guys confused the officer to such an ex­

tent, that he ended up g iv ing  them writs w i th  i n structions to re­
port for duty i n  a week. 

Erzo l d idn ' t  walk home, he flew. 
"That 's it .  My free l i fe is over. I ' m  sh ipp ing out i n  a week ! "  

h e  announced t o  h i s  father from the doorway. 
"So soon?" 
"At l east th i ngs w i l l  die down wh i l e  I ' m  not here .  Bes ides, 

the new l aw means everyone has to go. There 's no way around 
i t .  There 's no sense i n  de lay ing ."  

The recru i ts were sent  to serve i n  Turkmeni stan . Most 
of the en l i sted were from d i stant au l s .  Bare ly  anyone spoke 
Russ ian ,  but a l l  heeded the customs of  the i r  fathers re l ig ious ly. 
The Mus l im  recru i ts were g i ven pork sausage as dry rat ions 



for the road - th i s  was how the army po l i t i c i ans went about 
ant i - re l ig ious propaganda. The Dagestan i ,  who comprised 
the maj ori ty, wou ldn ' t  touch it ,  so Erzo l and M isha Babaev 
decided to hand le  i t  in their own way. 

Dur ing a stop at B i l aj ar i ,  they left the trai l ,  tak ing a long 
two cases of  sausage, grabbed a car, drove to Baku and so ld 
both to some specu lator at  the market .  H appy w ith the ir  suc­
cessfu l  dea l ,  they stopped at  a teahouse to eat, and found them­
se lves a lone upon return ing to the stat ion .  Their  d i v i s ion had 

left .  
Erzo l and  M i sha l ooked a t  each other. The  poss i b i l i ty 

of be ing l abeled as deserters was far from appeal ing .  They 
ran to the stat ion manager, try ing  to figure out what hap­
pened . It turned out that the recru i ts were transferred to trucks 

and taken to the seaport. Erzo l and M ikhai l rushed to h i tch  
a r ide  there .  Even from a d i stance, the friends  saw a steamsh ip  

w i th a fu l  I deck of  recru i ts  i n  Dagestan i papakhas . 
"That way ! "  Erzo l ye l l ed to the dr iver, poi nt ing to the 

sh ip, wh ich  prepared to cast off. 
The sai l ors had a l ready pu l led back the gangway, when 

two figures appeared on the dock runn i ng fu l l  speed toward 
the sh ip .  Once they set foot on the deck, the sh ip  departed w ith 
a somber horn . 

After days of sai l i ng, the recru its ,  green w ith seas ickness, 
d i sembarked at the port in Krasnovodsk. From there, they were 
d i rected, on foot, to the tra in  stat ion  and loaded i nto a boxcar. 
They trave led through the n ight, rece i v i ng a command at five  
i n  the  morn i ng :  "Everyone ou t  of the  cars ! L i ne  up ! "  

Once  on the  p latform ,  the  officers conducted a ro l l  ca l l 
and d i v i ded the conscripts in to groups .  Then, after the com­
mand "Company, forward ! "  rang across the stat ion ,  the brand­
new so ld iers moved toward the i r  assigned dest inat ion .  M arch­
ing i n  haphazard rows they passed the towers of  the camp zone 
and soon found themselves w i th in  the bounds of  the m i l itary 
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base .  There, a l l the recru its were sent to the baths and then i s ­
sued un i forms ,  wh ich  weren ' t  new, but  were c l ean . 

"Surrender a l l money and watches to the d i rector of fi­
nance ! "  the  quarant ine  ch ief  shouted, and  everyone obed ient ly 
comp l ied .  

When i t  came to be Erzo l 's turn ,  he qu iet ly put the money 
that H avo gave h im onto the tab le .  The d i rector 's  eyes bu lged 
out when he saw the th ick stack of b i l l s  he ld together by a rub­
ber band .  

"E ight thousand?" he wh i spered, after count ing the  mon-

ey. 
Erzo l s i lent ly nodded. 
" I  won 't take that much money." 
"Where am I supposed to put it?" Erzo l asked . 
The finance d i rector caut ious ly l ooked at the recru i t .  This  

was the first t ime he had encountered a conscr ipt w ith that 

k ind of cash i n  h i s  pocket. 
"Go to the quarant ine  ch ief." 
The ch ief, a lso surprised by the  recru i t 's financ ia l  state, 

ca l l ed a sergeant major  and to l d  h im to escort Erzo l to the sav­
ings bank so that he cou ld depos i t  the funds i nto an account. 

Erzol and his escort marched i nto the ne ighboring town .  
As ide  from the  l oca l  popu l ace, the  town had become home 
to many so-ca l led ' non-work ing e l em ents ' ,  as convicts 
and ' enem ies of the peop le '  were referred to in those days, 

who were sent there for sett l ement .  The pri son camp itse l f  was 
l ocated nearby, i ts guard towers v i s i b l e  enough from any po int  
of  the c i ty to serve as a l andmark for the newly conscripted 
so ld iers . 

"Breakfast, perhaps?" my father suggested to the sergeant 
maj or, nodd ing in the d i rect ion of the hefty stack of money. 

"A l l  right," the sergeant major  agreed .  
They went i nto some restaurant and ordered a n ice  l unch .  

The  sergeant major  then inv i ted the  recru i t  for a house v i s i t .  



There, they were met by a g ir l  (e i ther h i s  w ife or h i s  c i v i l  com­
pan ion) ,  who set the tab le, complete w i th a l l  the stap les :  dr ink 
and snacks .  Erzo l couldn ' t  remember much after, but when 
he woke up, the sergeant major wasn ' t  there. What was he to 
do? What i f  they were looking for him i n  the d iv i s ion? 

Erzol ran out  of the house. I t  was the dead of n ight, and he 
had no idea where to go. He  d idn ' t  even know the name of the 
town, not to ment ion his d iv i s ion number. He could only re­
member pass ing the prison camp's  fence. He started wander­
ing the dark c i ty streets . There weren ' t  many passersby, and the 
ones he did encounter would shudder at the request of  ' Cou ld 
you po in t  me i n  the d i rect ion of the prison? '  as  i f he were a lep­
er. It was nearly morn i ng by the t ime he got d i rect ions to the 
camp from some local drunk .  Once Erzol fina l ly  found the d i ­
v i s ion ,  he went  i nto the  sergeant 's storeroom and fel l  as leep.  

He  woke up around noon, left the room, and found h imse l f  

i n  an  empty barracks .  What happened? So far, e i ther he wou ld  
escape the  d iv i s ion,  or the  d iv i s i on would escape h im .  H e  went  
i nto the d i n ing room to find  noth ing but  empty tables ,  as i f  i n  a 
dream . A fter wandering around the barracks for a wh i le ,  Erzo l 
returned to the storeroom and went back to s leep. After about 
two hours,  the door opened and a b l ack  man entered the room . 

Erzo l yelped, start led by the stranger. U pon further i n spec­
tion, he recogn ized the fam i l i ar sergeant maj or. 

"Why are you i n  b l ackface?" 
The sergeant maj or laughed . It turned out that al l re­

cru i ts were urgent ly summoned to un load a sh ipment of  coal 
the n ight before. The sergeant major  - be ing a k ind man,  went 
to fol low his orders and asked his g ir lfriend not to wake Erzo l .  

A n d  that was how Erzol avoided h i s  fi rst workp lace in­
fract ion .  

After the  sergeant major  took a shower, they, once aga in ,  set 
out to the c i ty, hav ing never reached the sav ings bank the fi rst 
time around. On the way there, the guide met an officer he knew. 

Turunge 

249 



Igor Babaev 

250 

Erzo l looked around cur ious ly - after a l l ,  th is  was h i s  first t ime 
i n  Central  As ia .  Everyth ing around h im seemed unfam i l iar. 
He suddenly noticed a storefront, tunics beh ind the glass, a s ign 
above saying ' M i l i tary Trade Workshop - Tai lori ng. ' I t  was as i f  
Erzo l had run  i nto an  o ld friend. Happy and curious, the  sold ier 
thought for a second, then stepped i ns ide the tai lor shop. 

A tan, grey-haired Turkrnen wearing a sku l l cap sat at 
the counter. Erzo l approached h im wi th a w ide sm i l e :  

"He l l o  friend," he said,  and went on t o  tel l h im  that he was 
a fi rst-rate tai lor. 

"Dear friend," the Turkmen rep l i ed, happ i ly, "we seek 
a master tai lor  l i ke a desert traveler seeks water. Let 's go to the 
m i l i tary trade ch ief."  

They bare ly made i t  beh ind the  counter when an officer 
appeared before the recru i t .  Erzo l looked at him ind ifferent ly 
and tr ied to pass h im .  He  wasn ' t  yet fam i l iar w i th the ru l es,  

and the officer was very surpri sed that a l ow-rank recru i t  
wou ld  treat h im  i n  such  a manner. The  superior cou ld not  ap­
prove of such behav ior. 

"Private ! "  the officer roared . "Why d id  you not salute me?" 
"Wha . . .  ?" my father m uttered, confused. 
The officer 's e.yes fi l l ed w i th b lood .  
"Show me your furlough papers ! "  
" I  don ' t  have any . . .  " 
"What d i v i s ion are you w i th?" 

"I don ' t  know," repl ied my confused father. "There 's 
a prison nearby, I can show you the way from the fence, but . . .  " 

"Fo l low me," the officer said stern ly. 
E rzol comp l i ed and fo l l owed h im  to the command office.  
I t  took th irty m i nutes for the quarant ine ch ief  to come 

to p ick h im up .  H e  was enraged, h i s  thoughts apparent w i thout 
his say i ng a s ing le  word . 

"You ' re a s l oven, Babaev ! "  he roared, after l i n i ng h im 
and the  other recruits up i n  t he  courtyard . 



Erzo l wasn ' t  fam i l i ar w i th that part i cu lar word, but cou ld  
gather that he wasn ' t  be ing praised.  Nevertheless, upon sound­
ing a ' d i sperse ! '  command right after, the quarant ine chief sud­
denly held the cu lpr i t  back and cont i nued i n  a much friend l ier 

vo ice .  
"Babaev, come wi th me ." 
And so Erzo l ended up at Sect ion Ch ief Colone l  Denisov's  

home.  
"So . . .  " The commander careful ly  exam ined Erzo l .  " I  

heard you got  caught. A t  the m i l i tary trade workshop. Do you 
know how to tai lor?" 

" I ' ve tai l ored men's  and women's outerwear and m i l i tary 
c loth ing for three years," my father rep l i ed .  

"Real ly?" the commander i nqu i red happ i l y, squ in t ing 
a t  the so ld ier. "And you aren ' t  ly i ng?" 

"Of course not, comrade commander ! "  

"We l l ,  then come w ith me .  
The co lone l  took out  a segment of  expens ive c loth .  
"Have you ever seen fabric l ike th i s?" 
"Of course. I ' ve seen even some that was even pri c i er." 
"Can you make me a pair of  trousers out of i t? 
Th i s  was a test . Erzo l l ooked around, not i c i ng a sew i ng 

mach ine i n  the corner. 
"Do you have measuring tape and a p iece of soap?" 
The co lone l  brought those over. 
Erzo l la id  the fabric out i n  front of  h im ,  used the soap 

to trace a pattern on i t, and p icked up the sc i ssors . 
"Pr ivate B abaev ! "  The co lone l  frant i ca l l y  waved h i s  

hands .  "Th i s  i s  expens ive fabric !  Are you  rea l l y  go ing t o  tai lor  
by eye? Aren ' t  you at l east go ing to measure me  fi rst?" 

Erzo l l ooked at h i m  cur ious ly  and shrugged . 
"Comrade co lone l .  Why worry? I won ' t  ru i n  your fabric, 

and if 1 do, I ' l l  pay for i t .  You ' re wel l  aware of  the fact that I 
have money." 
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"F ine .  Do as you w i l l . " 
Marve l i ng at what he thought to be a reck less recru it ,  

the colonel left to take care of his work duties .  1 n the meant ime, 
Erzo l cut the fabric and sat down at the mach ine .  He  needed 
no more than three or four hours to tai lor a pair of trousers . 
I n  any case, by the t ime Den i sov returned, h i s  m i l i tary breech­
es were done.  

When the co lone l  stepped i nto the room upon h i s  re­
turn home, he was stunned. As if by magic ,  a pair of brand 
new breeches hung draped over a back of a cha ir. The of­
ficer squ inted at Erzo l i n  d i sbe l i ef, then p icked up the new 
garment .  He took the pants, went out to put them on, paced 
in front of Erzol across the room, then squatted several t imes 
and l ooked at the private i n  amazement .  

"We l l ,  Babaev," the colonel  exhaled . " I ' ve seen many 
masters, but never one l i ke you.  To make a pair of  breeches 

that fi t  so perfect ly, by eye, w i thout a s ing le  measurement .  
That's notab le ."  

"Corne on, comrade co lone l , "  Erzo l hes i tated . 
"Enough talk," the happy sect ion commander i n terrupted 

and dragged the private i nto the k i tchen, where h i s  w i fe had 
a l ready set the tab le  for d i nner. The co lone l  pu l l ed out a bott l e .  

"A toast to your  talent ! "  
Thus ly the ir  acquaintance started .  A fter d i nner, the officer 

sudden ly  asked Erzo l :  
"Can you make a coat wi th  a fur co l lar fo r  m y  w ife?" 
"Without a doubt, comrade co lone l ,"  Erzo l happ i l y  re­

p l ied .  
"We l l  then,  I expect a v is i t  from you tomorrow." 
Throughout the ent ire week, wh i l e  the other recru its 

trai ned at the base, private Babaev wou ld  go to the command­
er 's  home and work on a coat for his w i fe .  The colone l 's w i fe 
turned out to be a very decent denti st, a fact that Erzo l found 
out complete ly  inc identa l l y. Even before the war, he had got-



ten a gold crown on each s ide of h i s  teeth - that was fash ion­
able at  the t ime .  

" Erzo l ," the co lone l 's de l i cate w i fe, a woman of refined 
taste, once noted. "When you smi le ,  your crowns sh ine  l i ke 
fangs. Let me make you another crown on each s ide - then 

your sm i l e  w i l l  su i t  you better. 
Erzo l looked at the colone l 's w i fe i n  aston ishment, 

then gladly nodded i n  accord . As Erzo l worked on the coat, 

he gained two more crowns on h i s  teeth . 
After some t ime,  he was transferred to the supply d iv i s ion 

and put i n  charge of  the d iv i s i on workshops, wh ich  handled 

m i l i tary c loth ing and shoe repair. 

I n  the meant ime,  I i  fe ran i ts course i n  the Babaev 
househo ld .  The sun rose and set over Yerrnoshk i n  S treet, men 
went to work, women tended to the stove - j ust less hampered 
by confrontat ion and argument .  

H avo m i ssed her grandch i l dren more and more,  but 
cou ldn ' t  find a su i tab l e  reason to go v i s i t  the kids .  When she 
shared her concern s  w ith Nahamye, he wou ld  ro l l  h is  eyes 
and say : 

"You see ! "  
Havo wou ld  o n l y  s igh .  H er son 's w i fe was one th i ng, but  

h is  ch i ldren - another. 
Turunge tended to Odom and Sadug, contemplat ing what 

to do next. As  Me lke sa id ,  t ime healed al l wounds,  and former 
offenses gradual l y  faded from memory. 

As Erzol cont i nued to serve, and every m inute of h i s  day 
accounted for by the str ict schedu le, the sadness of  fam i l y  l i fe 
was gradual l y  forgotten . 

When Erzol 's fi rst te legrams came in ,  about s i x  months 
i nto his serv ice,  br inging at l east some peace to his l oved ones, 
Nahamye wou ld  proudly tel l others about how we l l  his son 
did for h imse l f. I t  turned out that he had been appo inted a sort 
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of ch ief  at a garrison ta i l or shop, making c lothes not on ly 
for i nfantrymen, but a lso for the commanders, the i r  wi ves, 
the i r  grandmothers and grandfathers . I t  seemed l i ke his serv ice 
was go ing sp lend id ly. He  even had h i s  own storeroom . 

"So he i sn ' t  i n  the common barracks?" Havo would hap­
pi ly ask. 

"Of course not," Nahamye would answer proudly. "Erzo l 
demonstrated h i s  manhood. H i s  sect ion cal l s  h im by the Rus­
s ian name A l ekse i ,  or the more fam i l iar A lyosha." 

"Why? What does that mean?" Havo wondered . 
" I  don ' t  know," Nahamye shrugged . "Perhaps the Rus­

s ians and the Turkmen have troub le remembering Tat names? 
As  long as he's wel l ! "  



XXII 

Me lke refused to come to terms w i th the fact that her 
daughter wou ldn ' t  return to her husband 's  home.  
In my grandmother's m ind,  fam i ly was a sacred 

th ing to be revered and guarded at any cost .  As far as she was 
concerned, married l i fe was her daughter 's  on ly  chance at hap­
pmess .  

"Darl i ng, how i n  the world are you go ing to l ive now? You 
can ' t  do th i s .  I w i sh on ly the best to you and your ch i ldren .  
You have to  save your  fam i ly." 

"What do you want me  to do? Erzo l 's in the army." 
"So what?" 
"He ' l l  be back in three years . . .  " 
"Who knows what' I I  happen then? You need to take act ion 

now ! "  
"Mama !  What d o  you expect m e  to do?" 
" I  heard that many v i s i t  the i r  sons and husbands where 

they ' re stat ioned.  That 's what you shou ld  do ."  
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"What do you mean?" Turunge repl i ed, taken aback.  
"Go vis i t  Erzo l ,  I te l l  you .  You ' l l  be a lone there - no one 

to prevent you from reconc i l ing .  As l ong as you don 't  sco ld  

h im or br ing  up the  past, s imp ly  show ing up i s  ha!  f the  batt le .  
I f  you p lease your  husband, d i stract h im from the mundane, 
he ' l l  be yours forever. That 's what needs to be done." 

Turunge s i lent ly l i stened to her mother. She d idn ' t  even 
know where Erzo l was stat ioned . Naharnye had ment ioned 
someth ing about Central As ia .  

" I  have no money for trave l . "  
"Talk to Naharnye. He's kind, and l i kes you.  I ' m  sure he' l l  help ." 
"Marna, I don ' t  want to ask the Babaevs for money . . .  " 
"Naharnye w i l l  he lp .  You need to go to Erzo l . "  
Turunge thought about i t .  By now, the fear had van ished, 

and only offense remained.  M oreover, most of  her t ime was 
spent th ink ing about how to feed the ch i ldren and get by. 

The fo l lowing day, Turunge left her sons wi th her mother 
and went to the cooperat ive where A nya and Naharnye worked . 

"He l lo ,  Turunge ! "  Naharnye greeted her w ith a warm 
sm i l e .  "How are you? How are the grandkids?" 

"Growi ng, and a handful ," Turunge rep l ied, sm i l ing .  
"Have you heard Jrorn Erzo l ?" 

Naharnye was de l i ghted at the inqu i ry. He  was prepared 
to do anything  to he lp  the past be forgotten and for h i s  son's 
fam i ly  to be reun i ted .  

"We j ust got a te legram yesterday. He  wrote that a l l i s  
we l l ." 

"Where is he stat ioned?" 
"Somewhere i n  Turkmen istan . The c i ty 's  cal led M ary." 
" I s  it a far j ourney?" 
"We l l ,  Erzol said i t  took about three days ."  
"How does one get  there?" 
"F i rst a tra in  to Baku,  then a steamsh ip across the sea, 

and then . . .  I don ' t  know. Why?" 



"Nahamye, I .  . .  " Turunge hes i tated . "l ' m  p lann ing to go 
see Erzo l . "  

"You don 't say?" Nahamye's eyes bu lged out .  
"Yes, I was th ink ing of going to vis i t  h im . "  
"Hm . . .  That's a good th ing ."  
"Can you te l l  me how to get  there?" 

" I ' l l  te l l  you everyth ing .  Th i s  is an exce l lent idea !  H i s  fur­
lough is a ways away, but i f  you v i s i t  h im ,  they ' l l  sure ly  g ive 
h im some t ime off from duty." 

"Except . . .  I have no money." 
"That I can he lp  you wi th .  Don ' t  worry, daughter." 
Nahamye sm i led .  He went up to h i s  daughter- i n - l aw 

and shook her hand. 
"We i  I done, Turunge. I approve of  your dec i s ion .  Go. I '  I I  

give you a l l  the necessary d i rect ions and money. But  where 
wi I I  you l eave the ch i ldren?" 

"With my parents ." 
"We l l .  . .  They have the i r  hands fu l l , don ' t  they? Why 

not l eave the kids w ith us wh i l e  you ' re away? H avo w i l l  be 
happy to watch them . She l oves cari ng for her grandch i l dren ! "  

Turunge hes itated fo r  a second .  
"F i ne, l et her watch them wh i l e  I 'm gone.  Then,  we' l l  

see ."  
" I t ' s  a dea l .  Let  me  know when you ' re ready to go ,  and I ' l l  

buy you a t icket ." 
Upon return ing home, Turunge went i nto the k i tchen 

and to ld M elke :  
" I  decided to  go?" 
"You d id?  You ' re do ing the right th ing,  daughter. Every­

th ing w i l l  turn out we l l  w ith you two. You ' l l  see ." 
I t  took Turunge several days to pack .  She tr ied to p icture 

her reconc i l i at ion w ith Erzo l - them see ing each other, sm i l ­
i ng, embrac ing - but had troub le  do ing so .  She s imp ly  trusted 
her mother and her l i fe experience, and Me lke cont inued to in -
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s i st that there, far away from anyone, noth i ng wi l l  stand i n  the 
way ofTurunge and Erzo l 's normal  interact ions and peace w i l l  
sure ly  return t o  the fam i ly. 

A day before her departure, Turunge packed her ch i ldren 's 
th i ngs, ensur ing to i nc lude al l the necess i t ies, and took them 
to the Babaevs . 

"Ah !  They boys are here ! "  Naharnye said ,  greet ing  them 
at the door. "Havo ! "  

Havo came out of  the k i tchen, hav i ng heard the no i se,  
grow ing rest less upon see ing her daughter- i n - l aw and the 
grandkids .  

"Ah ! Corne in ,  come in !  Are you hungry?" 
" I t 's about t ime for them to eat," Turunge said,  bashfu l ly. 
"We ' l l  take care of i t ! "  H avo j oyful l y  retorted, fuss ing 

around the k i tchen .  She couldn ' t  be happ ier - her grandch i l ­
dren were there. 

In the meant ime,  Naharnye took the t i ckets he bought 
for Turunge out of h i s  pocket. 

"Here are the t ickets, but on ly  for the train .  You ' l l  need 
to get the steamsh ip  t i cket at the port - they don ' t  se l  I those 
here. Here, take th i s . "  

H e  handed her  a packet. 
"What i s  th i s?" 
"Money. There 's enough there - you won' t  be left empty 

handed ."  
Next  day, Naharnye, Hezgie and Me lke saw Turunge off at 

the tra in  stat ion,  and he lped her board . 
As  Turunge watched the v i l l ages, c i t ies and mountains 

sweep past the w indow i t  d idn ' t  even occur to her that she 
was pass ing the very p laces her grandpa I l l azar passed some 
fi fty years ago i n  search of Ida the healer. And now, his grand­
daughter fo l l owed his footsteps in search of happiness .  

In Baku, she found herse l f  surrounded by a cacophonous 
crowd . Peop le  d idn ' t  speak - they yel led,  everyone rush ing 



to fi nd the ir  loved ones amongst her fe l low trave l ers. Tu­
runge had never seen that many peop le  before. She asked t ime 
and t ime aga in  for d i rect ions to the  port .  F i na l ly, the  young 
woman boarded a steamsh ip  bound for the other s i de of the 
Caspian .  

The godforsaken c i ty of Mary greeted Turunge wi th  bright 
s logans prom i s i ng a happy l i fe, which coexi sted w ith the ter­
r ify ing  poverty of most of i ts res idents .  She m i ssed the route 
tax i and the bus wou ldn ' t  come, so the trave ler had to drag her 
bags a lone, on foot. J ust as her strength had been exhausted, 
she had reached a tal l fence with an i ron gate . 

Turunge stopped, not knowing how to proceed from here. 

At that moment, the guard emerged from beh ind  the gate . Tu­
runge greeted h i m .  

The so ld i er, a very young man,  exam i ned h e r  cur ious ly. 
"What do you want?" 

"I came to v i s i t  my husband ." 
"Last name?" 
"Whose? M ine?" 
"Your husband 's ! "  
"Babaev." 
"Ah, A leksei?" 
"Erzo l ,"  Turunge corrected, then remembered N ahamye 

ment ion ing that the Russ i ans  i n  the army  dubbed Erzol ' A l ek­
sei ' .  

"Wai t  here," the guard sa id curt ly, ca l led h i s  comrade,  
quick ly ta lked to h im about someth i ng, then ran off. 

I n  ten  m i nutes, an officer appeared at the po int  of  entry 
and sal uted Turunge. 

"Deputy Sect ion Commander Popov. You came to see 
your husband?" 

"Yes, B abaev. Erzol ." 
"Erzo l ?" the commander l ooked at Turunge cur ious ly. 
"You cal l h im  by a d ifferent name - A lekse i . "  
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"A leksei Babaev . . .  We have a so ld ier  by that name." 
He  l ooked Turunge over head to toe . "Come w i th me." 

Turunge nodded toward her bags. 
"Egorov ! "  the commander ye l l ed.  The so ld ier  j umped up 

and stood upright. "He lp  the woman ."  
The  so ld ier grabbed the  bags, and ,  strugg l ing to drag 

the bags beh ind h im ,  fo l l owed Turunge, unab le  to compre­
hend how she was ab l e  to manage them on her own . 

I t  was refresh ingly coo l i n  the deputy sect ion command­
er 's  office, and Turunge s ighed w i th re l i ef. The soldier p l aced 
the bags by her feet and d i sappeared. 

The officer motioned for Turunge to s i t .  
" I  shou ld  ment ion that th i s  i s  outs ide of standard proto­

col - to show up, w i thout a summons,  to v i s i t  your husband .  
Where 'd  you come from ?" 

"From M akhachkala ." 
"That 's not a short j ourney," the deputy sect ion command­

er s ighed . "F i ne - here 's how i t  is .  There real l y  isn ' t  anywhere 
for you to stay here, but we' l l  g ive h im fur lough . You can rent  
an apartment nearby, i n  the c i ty." 

"Yes, of  course," Turunge agreed, not qu ite grasp ing 
the spec ifics .  

The tal l un iformed man left the room . Turunge, l eft s i tt ing 
a lone, curious ly  exam i ned the prem ises .  Beyond the door, she 
cou l d  hear the officer loud ly i ssue a command . Footsteps fol­
l owed, as someone rushed to comply. 

At the t ime, Erzo l Babaev was eat ing barley porridge at 
the cafeteria, suspect ing noth ing .  H e  had a great appet i te .  
That morning, he recei ved an order for three s i l k  dresses : 
for the commander 's w i fe, h i s  grandmother, and h i s  daughter. 
H e  wou ld  need to go to the c i ty to get the s i l k .  That meant 
fur lough, and a trip to A l i 's shop at the market. A l i  worked by 
barter :  you ' d  g ive h im a pair of  boots, he 'd  g ive you a stretch 
of s i l k .  



Babaev 's tra in  of thought was interrupted by the sergeant 's  
resonant shout :  

"Babaev ! "  
Erzo l turned around, and, upon see ing  the sergeant, rose 

from the tab le .  
"Come wi th me ."  
"What happened, comrade sergeant?" 
"You ' l l  find out in a moment, pri vate," the sergeant re­

p l ied, sm i l ing .  
The befudd led Erzo l found h imse l f  at  the door to the 

deputy sect ion commander's office .  H e  knocked . "Come in ,"  
a voice sounded from beh ind the door. Erzol entered, stopped, 
sa l uted, and announced, loud ly as expected : 

"Pr i vate Babaev, here at your command ! "  
O n l y  then h e  not iced another person i n  the room,  auto-

matica l ly  turned h i s  head, and grew pale - i t  was Turunge. 

"He l lo ,  Erzol ," she said i n  an unusual ly  qu iet vo ice .  
"Uh-huh ."  
Erzol  was too shocked to know what to say. An uncom­

fortab l e  s i lence hung over  the room, so the commander de­
c ided to break i t .  

"Here 's the dea l ,  Babaev. Take a furlough . You know 
the c i ty. Rent a room somewhere. U nderstood?" 

"Yes, s i r ! "  Erzo l repl ied,  his vo ice hoarse from nervous­
ness . Th is  was a turn he had not expected . 

"But I want you back on duty r ight when your l eave i s  
over ! "  

"Yes, s i r ! "  

Erzo l looked a t  t he  deputy sect ion commander, then sh ift­
ed h i s  gaze to Turunge. The i n i t ia l  shock had subs ided.  H e  un­
derstood that  th i s  wasn ' t  a dream, and that  h is  wife was stand­
ing i n  front of  h i m .  

F irst t o  the commander's stat ion for fur lough papers, then, 
five m inutes for pack ing to the sound of his comrades ' approv-
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ing laughter and j okes - Erzo l went through everyth i ng as i f  
h e  was dream ing, not qu ite comprehend ing what was happen­
ing. He then went out to the entry po int  and saw Turunge, g iant 
bags beh ind her. 

On ly  then he began to comprehend that h i s  w i fe was rea l ly  
stand ing by  h i s  s ide .  

"Wow ! Don ' t  te l l  me you  carried a l l  that on your own ! "  
H e  grabbed the bags and left the base under the scorch ing sun . 

The streets were deserted . Erzo l walked s i l ent ly, wonder­
ing why he hadn ' t  been warned . At some po in t  he had dec ided 
everyth ing :  they were through, the choice was made, and that 
chapter of  the i r  l i fe had ended. And here, it turned out that 
he had been wrong. Turunge had come, and was now s i l ent ly 
fol lowing h im .  

They took a route tax i and got out by  t h e  market .  
"Erzo l ,  where are we going?" 
" I ' m  go i ng to find A l i -Ma l i .  He can recommend a renta l .  

H e  knows everyone a t  t h i s  market ."  
And to the  market they went .  Rush ing to  keep up w i th 

Erzol ,  Turunge wou ld  constant ly look around. There were so 
many new th ings around her. Take, for i nstance, the me lons,  
ly ing i n  a g iant  p i l e .  Next to them was a p latform topped w i th 
pancake-round rugs i n  several tens of l ayers . Past those, ven­
dors sold spices, apricots and other fru i t .  Boys w i th g iant wood­
en trays ,  p i l ed h igh with fresh flatbread cri sscrossed the crowd. 

Erzo l stopped at the fabric shop and cal led the vendor. 
" Hey, A l i -Ma l i ,  as-salaam-a la ikum ." 
"Wa-ala ikum-salaam, Erzo l .  How can I he l p  you?" 

The merchant wasn ' t  surprised by his so ld ier-friend 's appear­
ance. 

"My w i fe i s  here .  He l p  me  find a room ." 
"Ah,  Erzo l -j an .  Of course, dear friend.  There 's an o ld 

woman who l i ves around here, w ith a great home but no ten­
ant .  I t ' l l  su i t  you." 



The man whom Erzo l cal l ed A l i -Mai l led them across 
the ent i re market and po inted at the home of the woman he rec­
ommended.  Erzo l tal ked to her briefly, then grabbed the bags 
and qu ick ly  to ld  Turunge : 

"Let 's go ! "  
They entered a courtyard, shie lded from the heat by grape­

v ines that draped across it. The hostess l ed them to a d istant room . 
"Here," she grumb led .  "And i t  has access to the garden ." 
Turunge l ooked around and gathered her thoughts, real ­

iz ing that everyth ing depended on her from now on .  Erzo l had 
done what he cou ld .  

When they were l eft alone, Turunge started unpack ing 
the presents and l etters from home.  

"Here, take th i s .  I t 's  from Nahamye," she sa id ,  hand ing  
h im a packet wrapped i n  a newspaper, a long  w ith a l etter. 

Erzo l took the packet, l ooked the enve lope over, un-

wrapped the  newspaper and saw money i n s ide .  
"You must be hungry . . .  Shou ld  I se t  a tab le?" 
Erzo l sm i led and nodded. 
"You need to wash up ."  
H e  took off h i s  ragged tun ic ,  keep ing on  the wh i te under­

sh i rt under i t .  
Turunge then went  i nto the yard, fi l led a ful l  j ug of  water, 

put a tub atop a stoo l ,  and started pour ing the cool  water onto 

her husband 's hands and neck. Erzol fe l t  pampered, snort ing  
and sp lash ing the  water drop lets around .  Turunge then  gave 
h im a towel .  Erzo l re l uctant ly  noted to h imse lf: say a l l  you 
want ,  but h is  w i fe knew how to take care of  h i m .  

The young w i fe sw ift ly  set the tab le  w ith the supp l ies  she 
had brought from home. Erzo l sat  down, p ierced a tomato w i th 
a fork, tore off a p iece of  bread, and started eat ing .  

"What about you?" he sa id ,  stopping .  "Eat someth ing ."  
Turunge pushed her  stoo l c l oser to the t iny tabl e  and broke 

off a p iece of  bread . She sat and watched her husband eat, ob-

Turunge 

263 



Igor Babaev 

264 

serv ing h i s  glance.  Turunge wou ld  pred ict h i s  w i shes, putt ing  
the  p ieces he had h i s  eye on onto  h i s  p late. Erzo l sm i led subt ly. 
Any i rr i tat ion he fe l t  upon i n i t i a l ly  see ing Turunge somehow 
d i ssolved . The young w i fe 's casual manner of  cari ng for h im 
made Erzo l forget about past troub les .  He  no longer quest ioned 
the mot ivat ion for her v i s i t .  He  s imp ly  enj oyed a resp i te from 
the monotony of m i l i tary l i fe .  

When Erzo l was fu l l ,  Turunge suddenly j umped up and ran 
to the l ast unopened bag in the corner. She dug through it for 
a wh i le ,  then took out a p iece of paper and, sm i l i ng, handed 
i t  to her husband. 

"Look ! "  
"What i s  th i s?" Erzo l i nqu i red .  
"Look how our k ids  have grown ! "  
With those words, she unfolded the paper and p laced i t  o n  

the tab le .  Two handpri n ts were traced o n  the sheet w i th a pen­
c i l ,  one s l ight ly l arger than the other. 

Erzo l p icked up the sheet and exam ined the palm prints, 
sm i l i ng .  He gave the draw ing back and l ooked at his w i fe, 
once aga in  th i nk ing that Turunge's presence d idn ' t  burden h im 
one  b i t, and that everyth ing between them sudden ly  seemed 
strange ly  s imp le-and easy. 

He d idn ' t, however, th ink about what prevented h im from 
not ic ing h i s  w i fe ' s  care back home in M akhachkala .  Erzo l 
sm i led warm ly  and l ooked at the sheet again .  

"Growi ng, those rascal s . "  
"Growing," Turunge sa id  happ i ly. "Sadug's runn ing 

around al ready. H is grandma can ' t  catch h im . "  
"And Odom?" 
"Odom?" Turunge sm i led, as if she cou ld  see her youngest 

before her. "Odom can a l ready walk ."  
"And they ' re heal thy?" 
"Yes, of course ! Everyone takes good care of them . 

And Nahamye j ust beams when he sees them ." 



Looking at Turunge, Erzol remembered h i s  father and h i s  
home - everyth ing he m i ssed, bu t  had tried to  no t  th ink about. 
H i s  w i fe managed to return him to the p lace from which he had 
tried so hard to flee - his nat ive home.  

" I ' m  go ing to go to the market . We need to buy food ." 
That  was the phrase wi th  wh ich Turunge began the fo l l ow ing  
morn i ng .  "The m i l i tary k i tchen i sn ' t  very good, so I ' l l  make 
someth ing we ' re used to .  I ' l l  make your favorite chudu ." 

" I ' l l  go w i th you ."  
Turunge got  ready, got  a bund le  of  money from the  h i d ing  

p lace in  her  trunk,  and  counted off a few b i l l s .  
"You ' re pretty wel l off, aren ' t  you?" Erzo l l aughed. 
They went i nto the street. The foreign l anguage and un­

fam i l iar faces around her made even the fam i l iar two-story 
stone bu i ld i ngs seem strange to Turunge.  At the market, Erzo l 
showed h i s  w i fe dates, baklava, fru its and vegetables  i n  quan­

t i t ies she had never seen before .  Some rhombuses made of pas­
try, smeared w ith honey and spri nk led with nuts, round cook­
ies spri nk led w i th a sweet, wh ite crumble ,  smal l bal l s  i n  p ink  
peta l s .  A l l  were there for the  tast ing .  Turunge tried to refuse, 
but the merchants wou ldn ' t  le t  her, forc ing her to have a taste . 
Erzo l wanted to impress Turunge and showed her everyth ing 
that he had marve led a t  i n  the  beginn ing .  

They bought so much food that i t  seemed l ike they were 
p lann ing to stay there forever. Erzo l kept try ing  to get h i s  w i fe 
to try more and more de l i cac ies ,  wh ich were a l l there i n  abun­
dance. 

U pon returning from the market, Turunge qu ick ly  got 
some water, he lped her husband wash up, gave h im  a c l ean 
towe l ,  and started cooking .  In an hour, the tab l e  was buck­
l i ng under the weight of  Erzo l 's favorite foods.  He watched 
his w i fe and marve led .  In his m i nd,  only H avo was capab l e  
of  such th i ngs .  
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"Why d id  you h ide a l l  th i s  from me?'  he sudden ly asked . 
"H id  what from you?" 
"The fact that you know how to do al l th i s . "  
" I  d idn ' t  h ide anyth ing .  Perhaps you s imply d idn ' t  not ice ."  
"We l l ,  I certa in ly  not ice i t  now ! "  
A fter d inner, Turunge qu ick ly  c leared the tab le,  and l i fted 

the cover off the floor p latform ,  which served as a bed . It was 
a l ready made w i th the c l ean sheets she had brought from 
home. Turunge stepped out for a wh i le ,  seem ingly to take 
care of someth ing, then returned and drew the curta in in front 
of the door. 

And so three days flew by. 
When it was t ime to return to h i s  dut ies, Erzo l bought 

a bunch of presents for his loved ones, gave Turunge money 

for the road, helped her board a bus and went back to the base . 
On her way home, she kept th ink ing that she would sure ly 

manage to rebu i ld  her fam i l y, to do as her mother had to ld  
her. The main  th i ng was that they reconc i led .  She saw how 
warm ly Erzo l accepted her care, not once cri t i c iz ing her cook­
i ng or other housework. H er fai th that they could be happy 
together got strong_er as she traveled further. 

Turunge arr ived at the stat ion and, r ight away, rushed to her 
ch i l dren .  H avo greeted her at the door. Turunge was petr ified 
at fi rst, but mustered the w i l l power to suppress the point less 
fear that snuck in to her sou l .  She sm i led warm ly, and, throw­
ing her bags onto the ground, s imp ly  stated.  

"And I 'm back ." 
Havo sm i led : 
"We l l ,  come in . "  
Turunge went stra ight to the  ch i l dren,  squeezed them 

t ight, eyes c l osed . She had m i ssed her sons very much .  It even 
seemed that the boys had grown i n  her absence .  

Nahamye appeared at the door. 
"So, you ' re back?" 



"Yes, r ight off the trai n . "  
"We l l ,  good . Come s i t  a t  the  tab le and  te l l  me how Erzo l 

is do ing ." 
The k ids  seemed to be gl ued to the i r  mother, and accom ­

pan ied her to the k i tchen, where Havo had al ready set the ta­

b le .  Turunge sat down.  
"How was your tri p?" Nahamye started wi th h is  quest ions .  
"Good .  They gave h im leave r ight  away, as soon as they 

saw me. We rented a room in  the c i ty, and stayed there 
the whole t ime .  

"And what d id  you eat?" Havo j umped in .  
"We ate what we bought a t  the  market ."  
"So you cooked for h im?" 
"Of course ! I wanted h im to have real homemade, kosher food ." 
Havo nodded for her to cont inue .  Someth ing in Turunge's 

story had struck a nerve .  The daughter- i n- l aw spoke about 

the i r  t ime as if he, Erzo l ,  whol ly belong to her now. She 
bragged about how she did his laundry, as if i t  wasn ' t  a w i fe 's  
respons ib i l i ty. 

" I s  someth ing wrong?" Turunge asked i nadvertent ly. 
"No !  Why would it be .  You wanted to go, so you went," 

Havo said b i tterly. 
Apparent ly, Turunge wanted to rub her mother- in - law's 

nose i n  the fact that  she took care of  Erzo l .  H avo d idn ' t  l ike 
th i s .  It was as if the daughter- i n - l aw was once aga in  yearning 
to demonstrate that her  son had fu l ly taken her  s ide ."  

"And I baked h im  chudu,"  Turunge conti nued happi ly. 
She was now speaking ma in ly  to Nahamye, who took 

i n  each word w i th a genu i ne sm i le .  
"A whole  heap of them . H e  was so happy that he ate them 

a l l ,  even though there was enough for three peop le .  So  he had 
his fi l l  of  our homemade food ." 

"How's that ! "  Havo erupted . "You don ' t  know how 
to cook our homemade food ! "  
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I t  was as i f Turunge had been sp lashed with ice water. 
The sm i l e  faded from her face. Without enterta in ing a re­

sponse, she conti nued w i th her story, but the conversat ion 
qu ick ly  faded. The meet ing ended worse than i t  began . The icy 
notes i n  Havo's i ntonat ions that she remembered from the past 
once aga in  stung her heart .  I nst inct ive ly, Turunge cou ldn ' t  
wa i t  to  leave th i s  house. H avo left the  k i tchen and Nahamye 
remained, th i rst i l y  s ipp ing on his tea. 

"We l l ,  I 'm go i ng to go." 
"How? Where?" 
"To my fam i ly. Wh i l e  i t  i sn ' t  too late . . .  " 
"What are you talk i ng about?" Nahamye j umped up .  " I t 's 

the dead of n ight .  The ch i ldren are l ong as leep.  Why? Forget 
what happened. How are you going to go w ith two l i t t le ones 
in your arms? Stay here. I f  th ings are gett ing  better between 
you and Erzo l ,  then you shou ld  be here as we l l .  Th i s  i s  your 

home !  You can go v i s i t  your fam i ly tomorrow." 
Turunge thought for a moment .  Nahamye 's k indness had 

me l ted her heart . She fe l t  her father- i n- law's support, and that 
gave her confidence. 

"You ' re probaQ ly  right, Nahamye." 
"Exce l l ent, my daughter! Go get some rest - you 've had 

an exhaust ing journey." 
Turunge returned to the room where her sons s l ept .  She 

watched the ch i l dren 's faces w i th a smi le  on her face, wh is ­
pering someth ing and fix ing the i r  ha ir. She cou ld watch her 
boys l i ke this a l l n ight, but fatigue took i ts  to l l .  Turunge's eyes 
c losed and she fe l l  i nto a deep s l eep.  

I n  the morning, she was awakened by noise in  the k i tchen . 
Turunge quick ly got ready and left the room . Havo had j ust left, 
and the daughter- in- law had the run of the k i tchen. She qu ick­
ly prepared food for her sons, managed to grab a b i te herse l f, 
and went to wash up the j ust-awakened Sadug and Odom . When 
Havo returned, the boys were a lready fin ish ing breakfast. 



"Good boys ! A l ready i n  the k i tchen ! "  Grandma said ,  sm i l ­
i n g  wide .  

" If  you ' re done ,  le t ' s  go get  dressed ." Turunge began 
to gather her ch i l dren . 

"Where are you goi ng?" Havo inqu i red .  
" I  want to v is i t  my fam i ly." 
"We l l ,  go.  Bare ly back, and al ready leav ing," Havo grum­

b led under her  breath . 
But Turunge d idn ' t  hear those words .  
Me lke was tend ing to the k i tchen,  when the door opened 

and Turunge and the l i t t le ones appeared on the doorstep .  
"F i nal l y ! "  
Me lke hurr ied t o  embrace her daughter and grandch i l dren . 

She i nstant ly seated them at the tab le .  
A fter eat i ng, Turunge started te l l i ng  her about the  tri p .  

Me lke 's ma in  quest ion was how Erzo l greeted her. 
" I t  was a l l  r ight,  M ama.  We rented a room,  and they let 

h im take a few days '  leave. Everyth i ng's  wel l ." 
"That 's great ! I hope you 've  concl uded that you can l i ve 

w i th h im?" 
"Yes, M ama.  I have ." 
" I  hope that everyth ing  w i l l  be we l l when he returns ."  
Turunge sm i l ed i n  accord . Me lke adm i red her  daughter. 

She  was so brave ! She  managed to r ise above her offense .  
She heeded her mother's adv ice, d id  what she suggested, 
and succeeded . She no l onger had to worry for her daughter. 
For the fi rst t ime i n  a wh i le ,  Me lke s lept peacefu l l y. 
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Me lke told her daughter many t imes :  
" If  you want to un i te the  fam i ly, return everyth ing 
to the way i t  was ."  

Fu lfi l l ing her  mother 's w i shes was  one th i ng, but  a l ter ing 
her own personal i ty was another. 

Whenever Turunge needed someth i ng, she had to turn 
to Havo, whose face would turn to stone whenever she ap­
proached her. Th i s  was a true test for the young woman. I n­
stead of approach ing w i th a humble request, as they expected 
her to do, Turunge would demand th ings :  money for m i lk -
which ,  after a l l ,  wasn ' t  for her, but for Erzol 's ch i l dren, or for 
new c lothes, and so on .  

Havo found a l l th i s  to be excess ive .  
"We have enough groceries .  We have baby c l othes and d i ­

apers - j ust purchased recently. I f  the  k ids  need anyth ing, I can 
buy i t  myse l f. J ust te l l  me ."  

Havo would do anyth ing for her  grandch i l dren - help them, 
feed them, buy them toys .  Any favors for Turunge, however, 



she found unnecessary. After her son to ld  her that he doesn ' t  
want  to be wi th h i s  w i fe, H avo had decided, for herse l f, that 
th i s  marriage had fa l l en apart once and for al l .  Why, then, g ive 
money to the woman who w i l l  never be by her son 's s ide? 
Bes ides, w i thout money Turunge wou ld  be on her mother- in ­
law's  proverb ia l  l eash .  Whatever H avo wou l d  say, wou l d  go .  

Turunge understood th i s .  The young woman strove to  ga in  
i ndependence from H avo.  Rega in ing her  freedom became her  
main goal . 

Her  o lder s i ster Raya l i ved in  M oscow. She wou ld a lways 
send packages to her l oved ones in  M akhachkala, occas iona l l y  
v i s i t ing herse l f  and bri nging back rare c l othes .  Turunge knew 
that her s i ster cou l d  get her hands on anyth ing .  

M oreover, there was F i ra, who earned a l i v i ng by rese l l i ng  
c l othes a t  the  market . ' I  can  do the  same , '  Turunge thought .  
' There 's money I can use to buy th ings . '  

That even ing, Turunge ran t o  Me lke .  
"Mama, I need to go v i s i t  Raya. P lease l et her know." 
"What happened?" 
"Erzo l gave me a l i tt l e  money. I ' d l ike to go to M oscow 

and buy some th i ngs for the ch i l dren . "  
The  request ra i sed no further quest ions for Me lke .  She  

instant ly went  over  to  her  o lder daughter, who had a phone 
- a huge rar i ty i n  those days .  Me l ke was ab l e  to reach Raya 
and l et her know that Turunge was on her way. 

Raya was ecstat ic .  

"Mama !  Don ' t  worry. I ' l l  take care of  my s i s ter. The ma in  
th ing i s  for her  to get here ."  

In  several days, hav i ng gotten her hands  on the  hard-to­
get t ickets to M oscow wi th Anya's he lp ,  Turunge boarded 

an overcrowded tra in .  She d idn ' t  even not ice the i nconven­
iences, i nsp i red - even seduced - by dreams and hopes for a 
better l i fe .  The main  th ing was for the ch i l dren to be heal thy, 
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fed, and c l othed . Wh i le she was away, she put her sons under 
the dot ing care of her parents .  

Her s i ster met her at the tra in stat ion in  Moscow. They 
embraced, and Raya took Turunge to her home. The dri ver, 
an o lder man i n  a greased-over hat, greeted them w i th a g lum 
nod. The capital  seemed surreal through the w i ndows of the 
comfortab le  automobi l e :  l arge bu i l d i ngs, w ide boul evards, 
we l l -dressed women, storefronts w i th mannequ ins,  which Tu­
runge had never seen before. 

The car turned off the main road and sped through a court­
yard . Turunge squ inted, fearfu l  of  an imminent co l l i s ion .  
The driver s l ammed on the  brakes i n  front of the  bu i l d i ng en­
trance.  

"Let 's go, you coward," Raya laughed. " I  ' I I  i ntroduce you 
to my husband.  You were st i l l  l i tt l e  when he v i s i ted ."  

"Yeah ." 

Turunge looked over at  the e lderly doorwoman who sat 
in a g lass booth by the bu i ld ing  entrance, nodd ing to her shyly 
as they passed . 

H anukov greeted h i s  w i fe ' s  younger s i ster w i th a ceremo­
n ia l  bow. No one had ever done that to Turunge before. She 
stood in the foyer, not knowing what to do next. 

"Why are you standing there? Come i n ! "  Raya said inv it­
i ng ly. 

Turunge entered the room and was stunned. She had never 
seen ce i l i ngs that h igh before, and the crystal chande l ier was 
enchant ing i n  its grandeur. 

Raya watched her younger s i ster and smi led, happy w i th 
Turunge's de l ight .  They l i ved a good, wealthy l i fe - at l east 
her s i ster could apprec iate that. 

"How do you l ike the c i ty?" Hanukov asked. 
" I t ' s  so b ig !  How do you remember where to go? I would 

sure ly get  lost ! "  
H anukov looked at Raya. 



"Why are you be ing so t im id?  A fter a l l ,  M akhachka la i sn ' t  
some v i l l age. Get  used to  i t .  Soon  a l l c i t ies  w i l l  be l i ke M os­
cow." 

"Get out of  here ! "  
"You ' l l  see . We aren ' t  work i ng i n  va i n .  For the good of  the 

work ing peop le, so to speak . . .  " Hanukov had a cough ing fit .  
At t imes, he would defau l t  to party-approved s l ogans about 
communal happi ness . 

"So,  shal l we have d inner?" H anukov asked . 
Raya had al ready started to set the tab l e .  
Turunge wal ked up to  the  bookcase . She  had  on ly  seen 

such a co l l ect ion of texts in the reg iona l  l i brary. The floors 
were hardwood, and there were rugs i n  every room .  

"Too s imp le  for  you?" Hanukov asked, sm i l i ng .  
" I f  on ly ! "  Turunge rep l i ed i n  adm i rat ion .  
"Don ' t  worry, you ' l l  get there i n  t ime ."  

I n  the  even ing, after Raya's husband ret i red, the  s i ster 
started w i th the quest ions : 

"So,  how are you over there?" 

Turunge began to te l l  her about her fi rst two years of  mar­
riage, the b i rth of her ch i ld ,  her na'ive hopes . Then, g lum ly, 
about the beat ing .  Raya 's face sank w i th her s i ster 's  every 
word .  

Turunge went on to  te l l  he r  about he r  tri p to  v i s i t  he r  hus­
band i n  the army and the i r  reconc i l i at ion .  

" I  hope we manage to l ive peacefu l ly from now on .  I don ' t  
th ink he understands what I do and how I do i t .  Th i s  t ime ,  
he d idn ' t  have a s i ng l e  i s sue .  He  was  qu i et, ca lm . He  changed . 
I f  it wasn ' t  for Havo," she s ighed.  

"What about H avo?" 
" I t 's hard to l ive under the same roof  w i th her. She can ' t  

stand me .  As  far as I know, she 'd  be happy if  I d idn ' t  ex is t .  
But what can I do? R ight now, j ust as th ings seem to be get­
t ing better, she 's  start ing to nag aga in .  She e i ther doesn ' t  1 i ke 
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one th i ng, or another - no use in try ing to figure her out .  And, 
furthermore, I can ' t  get any money from her. I depend on her 
for everyth i ng, even the smal l th i ngs . If I had an i ncome, l i fe 
would be eas ier to manage ."  

Turunge s ighed b i tterly. 
"So money i s  the prob lem?" Raya asked . She d idn ' t  men­

tion that she had a l ready heard everyth ing from Anya. She 
had cal l ed a week before and to ld  her about Turunge's d i re 
s i tuat ion .  H avo found a way to curb her daughter- in - law - by 
not g iv ing her a s i ng le  kopeck .  

"You th i nk  money w i l l  fix  i t?" 
"Yes .  Can you he lp?" 
"Do you need a l oan?" 
"No. I know what to do. There 's F i ra, Erzo l 's s i ster. She 

trave l s  to Moscow. She gets scarce c l othes here, and se l l s  them 
at our market . She makes good money. Why can ' t  I do that?" 

Raya was s i lent .  
"Your husband.  H e  cou ld  he lp .  To get beddi ng, for in­

stance .  You know, we don ' t  have any bedd ing i n  our stores .  
I f  I cou ld buy a few sheets and p i l l owcases a t  the warehouse 
here, they wou ld  r ip i t  from my hands at home. Maybe you 
can he lp?" 

Raya thought about i t .  
"We can try. F i nd ing i t  i sn ' t  a prob l em .  B ut how w i l l  we 

get i t  a l l there? L i sten," the s i ster said,  l i ft ing her finger i n  the 
a ir. "I w i l l  send you packages .  You won ' t  be ab le  to take much 
w i th you,  i f on ly  because of the weight .  But  i f ! sh ip packages, 
I can send you whatever you need ! At l east enough for you 
to have your own money. But as far as M i sha goes," Raya 
g lanced at the c losed door, beh ind wh ich  her husband was 
rest ing .  "We won ' t  te l l  M i khai l anyth ing ."  

The fo l lowing day, Raya dragged Turunge out  i n  the  early 
morn ing to show her the c i ty. Turunge cou ldn ' t  stop marve l i ng 
at the capital 's grandeur. Stores, end l ess crowds of people ,  



buses, stop l ights, s i rens - everyone was rush i ng and runn ing 
somewhere and no one said ' he l l o '  to anyone.  

A fter looking around for a wh i le ,  the s i sters went to a cafe 
and ordered ice cream and coffee. 

"We ' l l  have t ime to buy your th i ngs ."  Raya wanted to tru ly  
show her s i ster l i fe i n  the cap i ta l . " I  suggest we go to the thea­
tre in the even ing .  S i nce you ' ve traveled a l l  the way to M os­
cow, we s imp ly  must go to the Bo l sho i ." 

" I  don ' t  m i nd .  A re the t i ckets expens ive?" 
"Don ' t  worry about a th ing .  M ikhai l w i l l  get us passes . 

They aren ' t  expens ive ."  
That even ing Turunge was s i tt ing i n  the Bo lsho i  Theatre . 

She had never seen such an im press ive bu i l d i ng, w ith i ts  ta l l  
co lumns and oak doors a s  tal l a s  a man and a ha l f. I t  was a true 
fairy-ta le  pa lace, i ts i ns i de adorned wi th  mo ld ings and go ld .  
Everyth ing was covered i n  red ve lvet :  t he  seats, t he  curta in ,  
the l oges - even the women i n  the audience were wearing ve l ­

ve t  dresses .  
Turunge watched the stage intent ly. Some gir ls i n  short, 

wh i te sk i rts were runn ing around the stage, stand ing on the i r  
t i ptoes, be ing  l i fted i nto the  a i r, tossed upward. She cou ldn ' t  
qu i te understand i t  a l l ,  bu t  that d idn ' t  matter. The  mere fact 
that she was at the bal l et ,  see ing what others cou l d  on ly  dream 
of, de l ighted her. 

I n  the even i ng, over tea, Turunge shared her impress ions  
w i th her s i ster for the fi rst t ime .  

"You have i t  so good, Raya. Your l i fe i s  l ike a fairyta l e .  
Your apartment, t he  l amps  - everyth ing !  And the  theater !  I 
know what l i fe needs - freedom . But  that requ i res money." 

"Back at i t ," her s i ster sa id,  sm i l ing .  "I understand . Ad­
vancement takes work. Don ' t  worry - we ' l l  get started tomor­
row. We ' l l  go get everyth ing you need ."  

F rom the early morn i ng, Raya started ca l l i ng the neces­
sary people ,  Hanukov's connections, arranged a meet ing, 
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and the s i sters set off. They bought several sets of  bedd ing, 
towe ls  and a variety of fabrics .  

Turunge sm i led happi ly. She cou ldn ' t  wait  to get  back home 
to Makhachkala and see i f her p lan would work . Not to men­
t ion that her ch i l dren were there w i thout her and i t  was hard 
to l eave the l i tt l e  ones beh ind .  But what cou ld  she do? A l l  th i s  
s tuff cou ld  become her  guarantee of a peacefu l  l i fe, a t i cket 
to i ndependence. Turunge thought that these were the requ i red 
cond i t ions for her and Erzo l to happ i l y  l i ve under one roof. 

Turunge arr ived in Makhachkala in three days .  She took 
al l the scarc i t ies she had brought back w i th her to a friend, 
who had a spot at the market, and was g iven tw ice what she 
paid for in  Moscow, w i thout any barga in i ng .  

She l ooked at  the hefty stack of b i l l s  i n  the palm of her  
hand, baffled at  how th i s  happened . I t  was  as i f the money had 

appeared out of th in  a i r. A shocki ng, freei ng thought swept i n ,  
sett i ng fi re to everyth ing and  free ing her  sou l  from i t s  burdens .  
She no l onger depended on anyone fi nanc ia l l y. She had her  
own money ! 

Th i s  was a fee l i ng that my mother would remember her 
whole l i fe .  From now on,  she would pay no m i nd to her moth­
er- in - law 's d i sapproval . Turunge wou ld  cease in teract ing w i th 
H avo and wou ld  pat ient ly await Erzo l 's return.  

Havo, of course, noticed the  change i n  her  daughter- in ­
l aw's  behavior. Turunge l ooked more confident, her  ga i t  fi rmer. 
Perhaps she had decided that she was a l l owed to do anyth ing 
i n  th i s  home? How cou ld  that be?  I t  was  as  i f  somebody e l se 
had rep laced Turunge after her tri p to M oscow, and H avo 
could not comprehend the source of th i s  transformat ion .  

That even ing,  Havo carefu l ly asked Nahamye.  
"Have you not iced that  she changed?" 
"Turunge?" 



"Yes, Turunge." 
"No .  H ow so?" 
"I don ' t  know. I wanted to ask you. She 's act ing strange ly  

s ince the  tri p .  I thought you knew ! "  
" I  th ink she was happy to see her s i ster, and t o  v i s i t  

the  capita l ,  so her  mood got  better." 
"Oh, why wou ld  she do that? Two ch i ldren ,  and she's  go­

ing somewhere .  She needs to work at home.  A woman's  p l ace 
i s  i n  the k i tchen ! "  

"Why are you angry? So she took a tri p .  What's wrong 

w ith that?" 
"Everyth i ng .  She 's even more stubborn ."  
"Don ' t  pester her."  
"L ike I wou ld  . . .  " 
Turunge put as ide part of  the money she got from the sa le ,  

h id ing i t  away i n  a safe p l ace so she cou l d  use i t  should she 

need i t .  And l i fe returned to i ts prev ious ,  measured flow. 
I n  two weeks, H ezgie paid h i s  daughter a v i s i t  after h i s  

sh i ft :  
"The mai l woman dropped of  a rece ipt for you ."  
Turunge j um ped up  i n  j oy. 
" I t ' s  a package from M oscow ! F rom Raya. She prom i sed 

she ' d  send a bunch of  d ifferent th ings .  Can you he lp  me get 
it?" 

"Of course. You shou ldn ' t  be dragging  around heavy 
th i ngs .  I '  I I  help you in the morn i ng ."  

"Great . I ' l l  come get  you ." 
The fo l lowing day, Turunge and her father brought several 

heavy packages home. H ezgie he lped her carry them i nto her 
room,  said goodbye and went home.  Turunge went to unpack 
the bund les .  

At that moment, H avo looked i nto the room and was 
shocked by what she saw. Stacks of brand new bedd ing  stood 
neat ly arranged on the floor. 
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"Where 'd  a l l these come from?" she asked, cur ious ly. 
Turunge shuddered in surpri se .  
"My s i ster sent them."  
" I  see ! "  
Havo shut the door and went in to the k i tchen . She remem­

bered Turunge's tr ip - supposed ly to v is i t  her s i ster, but appar­
ent ly to buy th ings .  The mountai n of new bedd ing exp la i ned 
i t  a l l  - F i ra did the same th ing .  That meant that Turunge de­
c ided to earn some extra money and abandoned her ch i l dren 
to go to the cap i ta l ! 

H avo was enraged.  To th i nk  that she wou ld  pretend to suf­
fer qu iet ly and ask for money, when she a l ready had every­
th ing !  

That inc ident became the  turn ing po i nt .  There cou ld  be  
no  ta lk  of peace .  The  two women were enem ies again .  

H o w  and why th i s  happened i s  anyone's guess, but 

the frag i l e  peace was broken, and the de l icate truce had fal l en 
apart .  The mutual d i sdain b l azed anew, as i f  someone, some­
where seethed w i th envy over the peace that had grown be­
tween the Babaevs and the Abramovs.  

H avo's  hosti l e  l ooks, Turunge's t ightened l i ps, and m utual 
j abs had returned. Both used the l i m i ted but effect ive arsenal 
of  methods that women have used from anc i ent t imes to dem­
onstrate the i r  d i sp leasement w ith one another. 

Th i s  qu ick ly  affected Turunge 's mood. The young women 
returned to su lk ing, worry ing and nervousness . The fou l  mood 
rubbed off on the ch i l dren,  who would fuss .  

Turunge cou ldn ' t  get  away from the quest ion of what 
to do next. L i v i ng under one roof w i th Havo started to, yet 
aga in ,  seem imposs ib l e .  The daughter- i n - l aw did everyth ing 
she  cou ld to  reconc i l e .  She sacrificed everyth ing she cou l d !  
A n d  what for? H er efforts had been i n  vai n .  S h e  cou ldn ' t  even 
earn H avo's approva l ,  not to ment ion friendsh ip .  

What was Turunge to do? 



The on ly  opt ion left was to choose a d i fferent path . 
To bu i l d  her own l i fe, gu id ing herse l f  away from H avo's  
orders and nagg ing .  The on ly  way out was to gain fi nanc ia l  
i ndependence from the  mother- i n - l aw. Gett ing  that requ i red 
strength, w i l l power and the he lp  of her l oved ones .  

Turunge's dec i s i veness and i n s i stence was unr iva led .  She 
d idn ' t  count on her fam i ly ' s  help,  and was confident that she 
would be ab le  to endure any chal l enges . H urd les  a long her 
way only added to her confidence.  

The young woman had once taken a b i te of the fru it of inde­
pendence, and cou ld never forget that moment's rude awaken­
ing. She knew what she needed to do. She was forced to move 
forward, without respite, by the strongest of inst incts - mother­
hood . She, Turunge, would only be able to raise her ch i ldren i f  
she had the means to  do  so .  Therefore, she had to  continue trad­
ing in scarce goods. Turunge saw th i s  as her only path to her goa l .  

One morn ing,  she sensed that she was  pregnant aga in .  T ime 
passed, her  be l l y  grew b igger, and  that d idn ' t  go unnot iced by 
H avo .  Rea l i z ing  the  reason for her daughter- i n - l aw 's sudden 
stoutness, the mother- i n - l aw fretted . 

"Another ch i ld? B ut Erzol  doesn ' t  want to be w ith you ! "  
Turunge had l earned t o  expect many th ings, but  not those 

words .  It was as i f the ground was swept from under her feet .  
Several months had passed, and the money that Turunge had 
earned after her tri p to Raya was gone.  Ask ing H avo was out 
of  the quest ion,  and she needed to prepare to take care of  the 
not-yet-born ch i ld ,  not to ment ion that the o lder sons were 
grow ing and the i r  c lothes had to be rep l aced more and more 
often .  Th i s  meant that, despite the l ate term pregnancy, she 
needed to go to M oscow. 

Turunge went to Me lke one even ing .  
"Marna," she began, when H ezgi e  retreated to h i s  room .  " I  

need to go v i s i t  Raya aga in . "  
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"Are you i nsane? To go that far when you ' re about to go 
i nto labor?" 

"Marna, that doesn ' t  matter. I f  I don ' t  go v i s i t  my s i ster, I 
won ' t  be ab l e  to feed th i s  ch i ld .  Ca l l Raya, te l l  her I ' m corn ing, 
so that she can meet me ."  

" I 'm  not  go ing to  cal l anyone.  Don 't  even th ink  about i t ! "  
"Marna !  You don ' t  understand ! "  
"Daughter, what are you say ing?" 
" I ' m  say ing what I fee l .  Everyth ing 's wrong. I can ' t  l i ve 

in the same house as H avo ." 
"But you v i s i ted Erzo l .  You made up ." 
"Made up or not . . .  I don ' t  know anymore .  H avo said that 

he won ' t  l i ve with me regard less .  How can she know th i s?  
Maybe he wri tes her l etters . . .  " 

"She 's j ust has a b ig  mouth . Pay i t  no m i nd ."  
" I  can ' t  do th i s ,  mama." 

Me lke d idn' t  know how to cheer up her daughter. On one 
hand,  everyth ing she was say ing cou ld  be chalked up to the 
pregnancy, and have no real bas i s .  Odd th i ngs can happen 
i n  that state . On the other hand, the mother knew that Turunge 
had never been one to pan i c .  Perhaps there rea l l y  was more 
to i t  than she could express w ith words? 

Wel l ,  whatever happened, happened. As Hezgie wou ld  say, 
' i f  you aren ' t  sure of yourse l f, put your trust i n  God and do 
what you th ink  is necessary. ' I f  Turunge made up her m i nd 
to go, then she should go, and Me lke shou ld he lp  her i n  wh ich­
ever way she cou ld .  

Wi th  a heavy heart, the  mother went  to cal l Raya to let  her 
know that Turunge i s  on her way. 

Raya, the k ind soul  that she was, rejo i ced at the news as a l ­
ways. 

Once the tra in  pu l led i nto the stat ion i n  Moscow, Raya saw 
Turunge exit the car w i th a huge be l l y  and ran to her. 



"Who trave l s  that c lose to term ?" 
"Don ' t  worry about it. There 's st i l l  t ime ."  
"You 've l ost your  m ind, Turunge. What i f  you get  shaken 

up a long the way, and go into premature l abor? What w i l l  you 
do?" 

" I ' l l  give b i rth .  I rea l l y  need money, and i t ' l l  be a wh i l e  
before I can trave l  w i th a newborn ."  

Unab le  to have her  own ch i ldren,  Raya took i n  the mother 
of  her nephews w i th utmost adorat ion . She wou ldn ' t  let her 
s i ster l i ft  heavy th ings, tended to her, and did a l l the work her­
se l f. When everyth ing was purchased and Turunge cou ld  re­
turn to M akhachkala, Raya protested .  

" I ' m  not l et t ing you go, so don ' t  even th i nk  about i t .  You ' i i  

give b i rth here . I t ' l l  b e  better th i s  way." 
Raya wanted Turunge to carry to term i n  M oscow, and her 

s i ster d idn ' t  rea l ly  obj ect .  
A fter about a week, she went into l abor. Ho ld i ng her l arge 

be l l y  w ith both hands, as i f  afraid to drop a treasure, she made 
i t  to the bed, sat down, and ye l l ed loud ly at the ha l lway. 

"Raya ! "  
Her s i ster ran ou t  from the  kitchen . 
"What happened?" 
"I th ink i t  started . . .  " 
"Oh ! "  

Raya ran over t o  the phone and ca l l ed her husband.  
"M isha !  My s i ster 's i n  l abor. Ca l l your friend, who sa id 

he 'd  get  us i nto a matern i ty ward ."  

Raya l i stened to her  husband 's response, i n serting a qu ick  
"okay" here and  there, and  pu t  down the  recei ver. 

"Don ' t  worry. We ' l l  go to the hospita l  soon.  Everyth ing 
w i l l  be fine .  The doctors and cond i t ions here are exce l l en t ."  

Raya took her  s i ster 's hand .  
"Maybe you need a more comfortabl e  seat?" 
"No, i t 's okay." 
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The doorbe l l  rang fi fteen m inutes later - a driver sent my 
M i khai l H anukov. Turunge s lowly left the apartment and went 
downsta i rs .  

In twenty m inutes, she was a l ready i n  the i ntake depart­
ment .  Raya cou ld not go any further. 

"You made i t .  Don' t  worry," the m idw ife p lacated Raya. 

"We ' l l  let you know when i t 's over ! "  
By even ing, Turunge had g iven b i rth t o  a son . That very 

n ight, Raya cal l ed her fam i ly i n  Makhachkala w i th the news.  
Four days l ater, Turunge was d i scharged .  Raya p icked her 

up from the hospita l ,  dr iven by the same k indhearted dr iver. 
"So, daughter, you gave b i rth? A boy is a good th ing !  He ' l l  

be a hero ! "  
"What are you going t o  cal l h im?" Raya asked when they 

got home and the worr ies subs ided . The newborn s l ept sound­
ly. 

" I  don ' t  know. I t  would be good to confer w ith Erzo l .  But  
he's i n  the army . . .  " 

"Do you want me to ask M i sha? He  can find out the phone 
number at the base . You can talk to your husband ."  

"Sure ."  
H anukov arr i ved w i th good news i n  the  even ing .  
" I ' ve arranged for a cal l to the  base i n  M ary a t  seven 

o ' c lock .  We shou ld  be connected in ten m inutes . "  
" I  can ' t  bel ieve i t , "  was  a l l  Turunge cou ld say. "And what, 

I ' l l  be ab le  to hear h im?" 
H anukov l aughed. 
"You ' l l  see. Rather, you ' l l  hear." 
At prec ise ly seven o ' c l ock, the phone l et out the expected 

three short tones . H anukov grabbed the rece iver. 
"He l lo? Yes .  Th i s  i s  h im .  Yes, p lease, connect i t ."  There 

was a pause.  "He l lo? Deputy M in i ster of  the Un ion of Con­
sumer Affairs of the USSR Hanukov speak ing .  P lease cal l Pr i ­
vate Babaev to the te lephone immed iate ly ! "  



There was a pause at the other end .  The operator cou ldn ' t  
imag ine that someone wou ld  want to  urgent ly  reach an  ord i ­
nary private on a m i l i tary l i ne .  From Moscow ! A deputy m i n­
i ster ! 

So the operator ran to the d i n ing ha l l ,  where the so ld iers 
were hav ing d i nner, ran i nto the room,  spotted Erzo l and ran 
to h im .  

"Babaev, come w i th me !  Quick ! "  
Nearly runn ing and confused, Erzo l rushed after the fe l l ow 

so ld i er, who ran in to the commun icat ions room and grabbed 
the rece i ver. 

"He l lo? I ' m hand ing the receiver to pri vate Babaev ! "  
H e  turned to Erzo l .  "Here, take i t .  Why are you j ust  stand ing 
here?" H e  nearly forced the  rece iver i nto Erzo l 's hand.  

"Yes?" 
"Erzol?" 

"That 's me .  Who i s  th i s?" 

"Th i s  i s  M ikhai l H anukov, the husband of Raisa A bramo­
va.  Congratu l at ions on the b i rth of  a son ! "  

"Whose son?" 

"You had a baby boy, a true hero .  Turunge w i l l  te l l  you a l l  
about i t .  H ere s h e  i s . "  

"He l lo?" A bare ly  aud ib l e  vo ice came through the  rece iver. 
"Yes, I 'm here ! "  
"Erzo l ,  i s  that you?" 

"Yes ! Who e l se?" Erzo l asked, shocked . H e  cou ldn ' t  be­
l ieve that he's hearing Turunge's vo ice .  "How'd  you end up 
i n  Moscow?" 

" I  came to v i s i t  Raya, and she wou ldn ' t  l et me  go back 
home, to ld  me  to g ive b i rth here. Everyth i ng's  we l l ,  the boy i s  
heal thy. Erzol ,  what shou l d  I ca l i  the ch i l d?" 

Erzo l ,  confused and befudd l ed ,  was q u iet for a b i t, try ing  
to  gather h i s  thoughts . 

"Gena ! "  
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"Erzo l ,  that's not a Jewish name, your father w i l l  be an­
gry." 

"What does he know? Regi ster h im as Gena. That 's i t ! "  
"Okay. When the boy i s  b igger, I ' l l  come v i s i t  you, br ing 

you treats ." 
"Okay." 
"We l l ,  goodbye ! "  
"Goodbye ! Congratu lat ions ."  
Turunge gave the receiver back to M ikhai l ,  who hung 

i t  back up.  
"See? You ta l ked.  And you were afraid that you cou ldn ' t  

hear h im .  What name d id  you dec ide on?" . 
"Gena." 
"Great ! There 's reason to cel ebrate ! "  
That very even i ng, word o f  the b i rth o f  the th i rd ch i l d  had 

traveled al l the way to Makhachkala .  Havo was not part icu­
lar ly happy to rece ive the news .  

"Why i s  she doing th i s?  They don ' t  need ch i l dren .  They 
have two - that's enough ! "  

"Havo, how can you say that?" Nahamye asked . 
H avo fla i led her arm emotional ly and refused to cont inue 

the conversat ion .  
Two weeks after being d i scharged,  Turunge returned 

to Makhachkala w i th a baby i n  her arms .  When she arri ved 
at the Babaev home, Havo d idn ' t  even approach to look at 
the ch i l d .  

Turunge's heart sank from such  a welcome.  
"Th i s  i s  Gena," she final ly  said .  
"What?" Havo grimaced . "Gena?" 
Even Nahamye, who a lways took h i s  daughter- i n- law's  

s ide, grew ind ignant upon heari ng the name .  
"What do you mean, Gena?" he asked . "You can ' t  do that ! "  
B u t  Turunge stood her ground.  
"That what Erzo l wanted ." 



Havo fumed, refus ing to respond at fi rst .  
"How are we supposed to know that?" she then sa id ,  an­

gri ly. "Maybe you 've come up w i th that name?" 
"I cal led h im  at the base ."  
"The he l l  you  d i d !  We ' re h i s  parents, and  even we can ' t  

ca l l  h im .  We ' re supposed to  bel ieve that they connected you?" 
"Hanukov he lped me! He 's a deputy m i n i ster." 
On ly  a few days l ater, when Turunge was out of the room , 

d id  the grandmother s i lent ly come i nto the k ids '  room and bend 
over the cr ib,  where Gena s l ept. She met i cu lous ly  exam ined 
the ch i l d 's face, as if try ing to determ ine who her grandson 
resemb led more : the Abramovs or the Babaevs .  The l onger 
she looked, the more her express ion softened, but on ly  unt i l 
her daughter- i n - l aw appeared at the door, and H avo, sw i tch ing 
to a frown,  hurried out .  

Erzo l ce lebrated his son's  b i rth at the base. He and his fe l ­
l ow so ld iers pu t  ou t  a s imp le  spread, r ight there a t  t he  store­

room,  snuck in a bott l e  of  vodka, and ce lebrated unt i l the morn­
i ng, toast ing to the newborn and h i s  father. 

By then, s ign ificant changes had happened w i th regard 
to Erzol  's stand ing .  The d iv i s ion where he served cons isted 
of ten reg iments . Each had a workshop served by a pair of  ta i­
l ors and two cobb l ers . The d iv i s iona l  workshop was l ocated 
w i th in  the trade b l ock at the headquarters . Erzo l headed i t ,  
w i th ten tai l ors and five cobb l ers under h i m .  A l l  l i ved i n  the 
barracks, located i n  the bu i l d i ng  of  a former m i l l .  Erzo l was 
the only one who s l ept i n  the workshop i tse l f. 

No new c loth ing was manufactured, and the tai l ors on ly  
knew how to mend : tom so ld i e r ' s  tun i c s  wou l d  be patched, 
damaged boots would be fixed . It took a long t ime  for Erzol  
to teach them how to properly sew. As ide from the i r  d i rect du­

t ies ,  they started tak ing more and more private orders to earn 
supplementary money, which they used to buy groceries at 
the market. 
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They needed to find a way to preserve the stockpi led 
goods .  The men removed the floorboards in  one of the store­
rooms and dug a deep ce l l ar, wh ich  remai ned cool even dur ing 
t imes of h igh heat .  From t ime to t ime,  Erzo l wou ld  send sol­
d iers to the fie lds  to trade o ld  un iforms  for me lons and water­
me lons, wh ich were grown abundant ly in the reg ion .  

Addit ional ly, the F i rst D iv i s ion of F ighter J ets was located 
near the base. U pon heari ng of Erzo l 's tai lor ing sk i l l s , p i l ots 
and their w ives wou ld  often pay h im v i s its ,  supp ly ing h im w i th 
de l i cac ies in exchange for dresses and su i ts .  Even the deputy 
d iv i s ion commander would occas ional ly  v i s i t  the workshop 
on the s ly, ask ing :  "We l l ,  Babaev, do you .have anyth ing tasty 
in your ce l l ar?" 

Erzo l hadn ' t  forgotten about h i s  Makhachkala friend, 
who found h imse l f  i n  the Air Force d i v i s ion .  One day, the w ing 
commander went to Erzol  i n  order to have an overcoat made.  

" I  don 't rea l l y  have any free t ime," Erzo l rep l i ed, "but I ' l l  
d o  i t  fo r  you. However, I need a he lper. M y  brother i s  serv ing 
w i th you - Babaev's the  l ast name - he's  a tai l or. I f  you trans­
fer him here for two weeks, they he can take over some of my 
work and I can make your  coat ."  

"F ine," he rep l ied .  "You ' l l  get  h im tomorrow." 
"Let me take the measurements now. You can send the fab­

r ic along w ith my brother." 
Erzol made the cuts for an overcoat, and gave it to M i sha Ba­

baev to prepare for a fitt ing. He was a sk i l led tai lor, who cou ld have 
made four coats l ike that in the time al lotted, not to mention one. 

The p i lot came for h i s  garment exact ly two weeks l ater. 
He  tried the coat on, look ing at the m irror. 

"N ice work ! "  he said,  p l eased enough to smack h i s  l i ps ,  
and reached i nto his pocket for money. 

"Comrade Co lonel ," Erzo l said .  "You don 't need to pay. 

I on ly have one request : transfer my brother to the regimental 
workshop." 



"F ine, I ' l l  i ssue the order tomorrow. But  take the money 
anyway," he said, hand ing h im  five hundred rub les .  

Erzo l took the  stack and removed two fi fty-rub le  notes 
from the top. 

"One for M i sha and me to ce lebrate the coat, the other, 
for you to ce lebrate your new garment .  As  for the rest . . .  " 
and he put the rest of the money i nto a pocket of the co lone l 's 
new coat. 

An order was i ssued the fo l low ing day : "Pr i vate M ikhai l 
Babaev i s  to be transferred to the pos i t ion of sen ior tai lor  at 
the reg imental workshop." 
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T urunge cont inued to l ive at  the Babaevs ' ,  spend ing a l l  
of her t ime  tend ing t o  her ch i l dren and the househo ld .  
The mood i n  t he  home was far  from fest ive .  H avo's  

co ldness was, so apparent, that the daughter- i n - l aw cou ldn ' t  
re l ax for a second, remain ing i n  a constant state of tens ion .  
The on ly  member of the  Babaev c l an who regarded Turunge 
wi th car ing and warmth was Nahamye. 

But  he was at work throughout the ent ire day, and H avo 
became the fu l l -fledged head of the househo ld .  Turunge kept 
try ing to improve the ir  re lat ionsh i p  - jok ing, start ing con­
versat ions, being the first to greet her - but noth ing seemed 
to work on the mother- i n - law. My mother fai led to understand 
her m istake :  she was expected to comply. 

Havo was fi rm ly  convi nced that she was the on ly  one qua l ­
ified to run the househo ld ,  spend money and raise ch i l dren . 
An exce l l ent housew i fe, she managed to both tend to the l i tt l e  
ones ' necess i t ies and  to  do someth ing extra for them . Sadug 
and Odom were a l ready grown enough to run i nto the k i tchen 



on the i r  own, where grandma wou l d  sure ly  have someth ing 
espec ia l ly  tasty for them . And i n  do i ng so ,  H avo would never 
m i ss the opportun i ty to nag her daughter- i n - l aw. 

"Here, my l i tt l e  ones, you must  be starv i ng !  Turunge, what 
are you even do ing there? The ch i ldren are hungry !  She can ' t  
hand le two ,  so she  gave b i rth  to a th i rd ,  the  crazy woman ! "  

"They aren ' t  hungry ! They ate a short w h i l e  ago . I don ' t  
need to be to ld what  to do !  I ' m  the i r  mother. I know better." 

The more Turunge demonstrated that she also knew how to tend 
to her chi ldren and run the household, the more res istance she faced . 

H avo kept reassuri ng herse l f  that that Turunge and Erzo l 

weren ' t  go ing to s tay together. The mother 's heart to ld  her that 
her son had become a man, not a boy afraid to res i s t  h i s  fa­
ther 's  orders . Erzo l had tasted the fru i ts of freedom,  and noth­
i ng would be able to force him to comply. 

"She th i nks that by hav i ng Gena she t ied Erzo l c loser 

to herse l f," H avo would compla in  to F i ra. "But I sense that 
he does not i ntend to l ive under the same roof as her. Ne ither 
of them needs a th i rd chi Id !  I have no i dea why she gave b irth 
to h im . "  

B i ts of these conversat ions wou ld  reach Turunge, caus ing 
her  to grow more resentful .  

"How cou ld  she say that ! I gave b i rth t o  a ch i ld ,  a n  he i r, 
and that ' s  how she rece ives h im?" 

She was certai n  of one th ing :  H avo regarded her as an un­
wanted presence i n  the house.  

Confused, Turunge sought her mother's counse l .  
"What a m  I t o  do? S h e  won ' t  accept l i t t le  Gena a t  a l l .  

And she l ooks at m e  as i f  she wants me  t o  drop dead ! "  
"Wel l ,  she's entitled to d is l ike whatever she wants. Handle 

your own business. You have a fam i ly. Don 't argue with her - she's 
o lder, and, as you know, our people always respect the i r  elders ." 

"Be l ieve me,  I try, but she a lways causes a scene," Tu­
runge would s igh .  
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"So don 't  contrad ict her. Don ' t  upset Havo .  I f  you d i sa­
gree w i th her - be s i l ent, and keep doing what you th ink i s  
best. Be the w i ser ! "  

"And that 's what I d o .  B u t  i t 's imposs ib l e  t o  d o  anyth ing 
w ithout Havo not i c i ng .  She sees everyth ing .  And she ' s  very 
unhappy w ith Gena's arr iva l . Why?" 

"Her happiness i sn ' t  your top priori ty. Erzo l 's react ion is 
the important one. How long does he have left to serve? Are 
you st i l l  feed ing Gena?" 

"No, the m i l k  is gone ." 
" I f  you ' re no l onger breastfeeding, then you can go v i s i t  

Erzo l .  H i s  react ion i s  the  mos t  important one .  He ' l l  accept h im 
- you ' re on the  right path . The  th i rd boy shou ld  p lease h im . "  

"You th i nk  I shou ld  go?" 
"Of course ! Lest he forget what you l ook l i ke ."  
And so ,  heed ing  her  mother's adv ice, Turunge start­

ed pack ing for a tri p .  Once again ,  her sou l was warmed by 
the hope of their  l i fe together. 

Turunge dec ided to let  her father- i n - l aw i n  on her p lan .  
"Nahamye, I ' m  p l ann ing to trave l  to  Erzo l 's agai n .  I wou ld  

l ike to  v i s i t  h im ,  te l l  h im  about Gena, to  see  how he i s . "  
"What about the  ch i l d? He  needs h i s  mother 's m i lk . "  
"There 's no more. He  can  go a few days w ithout me ."  
"You ' re the  mother - you know best .  I f  you  want, go .  

I ' l l  g ive you  money." 
"Thank you, Nahamye . I don ' t  know what I wou ld  do 

w i thout you ."  
"Of course. I ' l l  te l l  Havo myse l f. Don ' t  worry about that, 

daughter - get ready in  peace ."  
As  before, Turunge left her  ch i l dren i n  H avo 's care and set 

off to Turkmeni stan . 
I n  three days, she found herse l f  at the fam i l iar entry po in t  

i nto the  m i l i tary base .  She asked for pri vate Babaev to be  
notified of her  arri val . 



She saw Erzo l from a d i stance.  He  hurr ied to the check­
point ,  wav ing at Turunge from a d i stance .  

"He l l o  there ! You sure know how to surprise someone ! "  
h e  said .  

Turunge sh i ed  away. 
"Wait for me here .  I '  I I  go get the fur lough papers, and be 

right back ."  
"Don ' t  rush .  I can wai t ."  
Erzo l took care of the task quick ly. A mere ha lf  hour later, they 

were on a fam i l iar path to the same home where they rented a room 
during Turunge 's first v is it . It seemed l ike noth ing had changed . 

Wh i l e  Erzo l went to the market, Turunge made dough, 
dusted, c leaned the floors, made the bed, and put a l ight rug that 
she had brought from home on the floor, to make th ings cozier. 

"You cou ld a lmost say that I ' ve  come home," Erzol  sa id ,  
sm i l i ng, see ing the fam i l i ar rug .  

Turunge ran to  the  k i tchen,  qu ick ly  prepared the  dough 
and the fi l l ing .  Overflowing w ith j oy, she made Erzo l 's fa­
vorite chudu .  She fi n i shed qu ick ly  and came back to her hus­
band, ask ing  if he would l ike anyth ing  e l se .  

Erzo l shook h i s  head - everyth ing was fi ne - and asked :  
"Why d id  you g ive b i rth i n  M oscow?" 
" I  was v i s i t ing Raya. S he wou ldn ' t  let  me  go back, afraid 

that I would give b i rth on the road . Everyth ing went so we l l .  
M is h a  H anukov put m e  i n  such a b ig  hospi ta l ! "  

"What d i d  father say about the name?" 
"Noth i ng, but he doesn ' t  l i ke i t .  But there 's noth ing  to be 

done.  I had him regi stered as ' Gena'  as soon as I got back .  
L i ke you sa id ." 

"We l l  done.  They ca l l  me A lyosha here .  The Russ ians have 
troub l e  w i th our Jewish names.  They can ' t  even pronounce 
some of them ."  

"But what about keeping kosher, and our laws? What 
about the Adat and our trad i t ion?" 
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"Times are changing .  The trad i t ions can remain ,  but names 
shou ld  be s imp ler. You did we l l !  You ' ve given b i rth to your 
th i rd boy. Not everyone can pu l l  that off." 

Turunge sm i l ed .  She was  happy that, contrary to  Havo, Er­
zol regarded Gena's b i rth w i th j oy, as was appropriate . 

She began to tend to her husband wi th  doubled 
enthus iasm . Everyth ing was easy and s imp le  w i th Erzol by 
her s ide .  There was not a trace of the m i sunderstand ing 
and m i strust that had accompan ied her first v i s i t .  He  was 
happy to re lax is the air of warmth and com fort that h i s  w ife 
happ i ly  and sk i l l fu l ly surrounded h im  w i t h .  Fo r  t he  t ime,  Erzo l 
would forget that he was i n  the army. Next to Turunge, he fe l t  
a t  home, where h i s  s l i ghtest w i shes were noticed and fu l fi l led .  

"Erzo l ,  wou ld  you l i ke some soup? I made kompot .  May­
be you need a snack?" Turunge wou ld  make these offers t ime 
after t ime throughout the  day. 

"You ' re l ike H avo ! "  he once to ld her. "Fuss ing around me .  

Ca lm down .  I ' m  fine ."  
He  enj oyed the  attent ion .  These were the s imp le, warm 

i nteract ions of two people who were tru ly c lose to one another. 
I t  was another step toward Turunge's goal - reun i t ing the fam­
i ly. She was happy to see Erzo l accept everyth ing she offered, 
and cons idered it to be an accompl i shment .  

Turunge took p leasure i n  see ing her husband 's appeti te 
for food she cooked w i th her hands, and noticed h i s  sm i l e  
when s he  managed t o  pred ict one of h i s  des i res .  He ' d  c l i ck h i s  
tongue and say : "You are someth ing e l se ! "  

Turunge l i stened t o  th is ,  and her heart fi l l ed wi th  hope : 
th i ngs would be better in the future. As soon as he returned 
home, she wou ld  show h im what she's  capab le  of. 

For Turunge and Erzo l ,  the t ime of these v i s i ts wou l d  
shr ink i nto a s ing le  moment .  I t  seemed l i ke s he  had j ust 
arrived, and i t  was a l ready time to pack up and go back .  



Before her departure, Erzo l gave her money for the tri p 
as we l l  as presents, wh ich i nc l uded a lav i sh  handmade Turke­
men rug. He had been eye ing i t  for qu i te a wh i l e  on h i s  tri ps 
to the market, strok ing itwith the back of  his hand, making 
smal l ta lk w i th the vendor and prai s ing h i s  inventory. Erzol  
bargai ned the price down, as was customary at an eastern ba­
zaar. They argued for a wh i le ,  then shook hands, happy w ith 
the t ime we l l  spent,  and the rug became Erzo l 's property. 
He wh i spered to Turunge, who was present dur ing the bar­
ga in i ng, that the rug is worth ten t imes the pr ice they had paid 
for i t .  

F i na l ly, i t  was t ime for them to part .  E rzo l had to return 
to the base, and Turunge rushed to catch the even ing bus .  

He  accompan ied h i s  w i fe to the  stop, wav i ng her goodbye af­
ter she boarded. 

Turunge ' s  heart was l ight as she traveled,  and the tr ip 
seemed qu icker than the t ime before.  The th ings she car­

ried w i th her were more than g ifts .  She thought that if she 
so ld  the th ings g iven by Erzo l ,  used the revenue to buy more 
sheets, p i l lowcases, and other scarce goods, wh ich  her s i ster 
Raya cou ld eas i ly  get, and reso ld  a l l  that at the M akhachkala 
markets, she cou l d  make a hefty sum of money which wou ld  
be more than enough to susta in  her unt i l E rzo l 's return . 

She wou l d  be r id of  her re l i ance on H avo's  chari ty. She  
wou ldn ' t  have to  demean herse l f, l i sten to accusat ions ,  
and catch l ooks that poked at her face l i ke dry grass .  And then ,  
God w i l l ing ,  th ings wou ld  improve.  Erzol wou ld  protect her, 
keep her from harm . She wou ld  not l onger have to engage 
in  trade w ith h im  there, and resume a ca lm,  fam i ly l i fe, l ike 
her parents and,  truth be to ld ,  Nahamye and H avo, who treated 
one another very wel l .  
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And so Turunge returned home to Yermoshk in  Street 
and Havo's icy recept ion .  

My poor mother cou ldn ' t  understand any of  i t .  A f­
ter four years of her l i fe w i th Erzo l ,  al l of  the Babaevs w i th 
the except ion of the k i nd and calm Nahamye, took H avo's 
s ide .  I t  was d ifficu l t  to come to terms w i th th is  state of  affa i rs, 
and to pretend to l i ve as i f  noth ing had happened . Neverthe­
l ess, my mother bowed to fate for the sake o f  us - her ch i ldren . 
That 's what she to l d  Mel ke, wh i le try ing to rema in  ca l m .  

" S o  that 's the way i t ' l l  be," Turunge s ighed, conc lud ing 
her story. " I ' l l  manage somehow. I ' m  not p lann i ng to argue 
with Havo and w i l l  pay her no m i nd ."  

Me lke looked at  her  daughter in  angu i sh .  Where d id  she 
get  such a fiery personal i ty? Why cou ldn ' t  she conduct hersel f 
as other young women d id  when they moved in to the ir  hus­
bands'  homes? They suffered at fi rst, but then th i ngs sett l ed i n .  

Turunge smi led a t  Me lke k i nd ly. 



"Don ' t  worry about me, Mama.  I ' l l  get out of t h i s  s i tua­

t i on ."  

I n  the fo l low i ng days, Turunge so ld a port ion  of the  gi fts 

that Erzo l pa ed on for the who le  fam i ly, i nc l ud i ng the Turk­

men rug, w i th a c l ear consc ience .  he used the profi ts to go 

to Mo cow, bought more des i rab le  c l othe , undergannents 

and bedd i ng w i th Raya' he l p  and o ld  i t  in bu l k  to the ame 

t rader a t  the m arket .  

How t h i  exacerbated the a l ready ten e re lat ion h i p  

between the t w o  strong women ! The i r  g l ance cou ld  be 

u ed to l i ght  afu rnace.  Turunge ner es were tart i ng to go . 

I n  the m i d  t of  argument  w i th her mother- i n - l aw, the daugh­

ter- i n - law wa n ' t too e l ect i ve w i t h  her phras i ng, and thought 

noth i ng about ra i s i ng her voice to Havo, wh i ch  undoubted ly 

back fi red and made the a l ready tense i n teract ions e en wor e .  

Havo strugg led w i th the e bat t l e  as  we l l .  he ran out of ide­

as of how to curb the g i r l ,  and, much l i ke her daughter- i n ­

l aw, i m pat i en t ly  a\J a i ted Erzo l ' retu rn o that he cou ld erve 

a j udge and med iate the s i tuat ion .  

t range ly  ahamye - the head of  the fam i ly - d i d  not no­

t i ce the com i ng tonn . 

A few months after her return from Turkmeni stan Turunge 

once aga i n  rea l ized that he was pregnant .  he was o hak­

en by the d i sco ery that she le ft the ch i ldren in Ha o '  care 

and ran to her mother for adv ice r ight i n  the m idd le of the day. 

"Mama, I t h i nk  I 'm pregnant aga i n " he to ld Me Ike  from 
the door tep. 

"What joy ! "  Me l ke c l asped her hand happ i l y. " M i nd 

a mother '  word , Erzo l w i l l  be ery happy." 

" I ' m  not worried about  h im ,  i t '  Ha o I ' m  concerned 

about !  I better keep th is from her."  

"Why are you so frightened, daughter? I t '  not l i ke he I I  

k i l l  you because o f  that ." 

" I ' m  not so ure ." 
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"Stop i t ! "  
"Oh, Mama, you have no  idea how bad thi ngs between us 

have gotten .  More ch i ldren don 't necessari ly bring happiness . . .  " 
Me lke frowned . 
"Calm down, I beg you . Carry the ch i l d  i n  peace, and don ' t  

worry. I f  anyth ing happens, cal l me, and I '  I I  come he lp .  Do 
you have money?" 

"Yes ."  
The frustrated Turunge returned to the Babaev home.  She 

was now more wary of H avo than ever, afraid of the moment 
when her mother- in - law wou ld  not ice .  She j ust wanted to shed 
the burden as soon as poss ib l e  and awaited Erzo l 's return . Tu­
runge wanted noth ing e l se .  

"What 's  wi th you?  You 've gained weight ! "  
"Yes ." 
"Are you pregnant again?" H avo fla i led her arms .  
Turunge nodded s i l ently. 
"Have you gone comp lete ly mad?" H avo screamed. "How 

could you a l l ow th is? How are we supposed to care for the 
ch i l dren? What - you want to hang a fourth one around Erzo l 's 
neck? You shou ldn ' t  have had the th i rd one, and now you ' re 
go ing for another." 

"But i t 's not my faul t," Turunge protested . 
"Quie t !  I ' d rather you not g ive b i rth  to th i s  ch i l d !  You 

don ' t  need h im ! Not at a l l ! " H avo rushed out of the k i tchen . 
Th i s  gave Turunge the ch i l l s  and her face was red wi th  

anger. One more straw and she wou ld  have pounced on H avo.  
Four months after the news of h i s  son 's b irth, Erzo l ,  given h is  

honors in m i l i tary and phys ical preparedness, was granted fur­
lough to go home. He rushed to let h i s  fam i ly know of h i s  return . 

As soon as H avo found out that she wou ld see her son, 
she started count ing the m inutes t i l l  h is arri val : gett ing ready, 
c l ean ing the house, fuss ing around the k i tchen, th ink ing 
of tasty th ings to make for her  be loved Erzo l .  



He appeared on the doorstep four days after h i s  parents 
recei ved the telegram . Look ing o lder and man l i er, he sm i led 
wide ly, his dental crowns g l i sten i ng i n  the l i ght .  

"He l lo ,  M ama ! "  he announced. 
Havo turned around, and, see ing her son, ran to him w i th 

j oyfu l  l amentat ions : 
"Oh, my dear son ! "  
S h e  embraced and looked a t  her Erzol ,  i n  d i sbe l i ef  over 

her happ iness .  
"You ' re here ! You ' re such a man now ! Are you hungry? 

D inner i s  a lmost ready." 
Havo d idn ' t  know what e l se  to do, what to offer, how 

to sm i l e  at her son .  H i s  arr iva l  had made her s imu l taneous ly 
happy, proud, but ,  ma in ly, assured that  someone i s  about  to get 
what's com ing to her. 

"Yes, I suppose I cou l d  use a meal . I 'm not used to a l l  your 

cook ing anymore," Erzo l repl ied, sm i l ing .  "Just l et me  wash 
up and change from the road ."  

Whi le  h is  mother hurr ied to cook the food, he went over 
to his half of  the house.  Turunge sat i n  the room , feed ing Gena 
m i l k  porridge wh i l e  Sadug and Odom s lept in the bed. 

"Here I am ! "  Erzo l announced. 
Turunge l ooked up,  start l ed ,  and a sm i l e  came over her 

face. H er heart beat faster w ith j oy, but she d idn ' t  get up ,  afra id  
of d i sturb ing  the  baby. 

"He l l o !  Sorry - I can ' t  get up, as you can see," she sa id ,  
gestur ing at  the newborn .  "How was your tr ip?" 

"Everyth i ng's  fi ne," he said, enter ing the room .  
He  stood next t o  Turunge, toweri ng over he r  l i ke some  fai r­
ytale g iant .  

"So there you are, Gena Babaev," he sa id w ith a note 
of  amazement and j oy wh i l e  looking at h i s  son . 

"Yes, he 's  grow i ng qu ick ly." 
Erzo l stroked the boy's head . 
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" I ' l l  go wash up and eat. I 'm hungry from the tri p .  Come 
by the k i tchen when you are done feeding Gena." 

"Perhaps i t  wou ld be better i f  you came back here .  1 'm 
not hungry. I ' l l  watch the k ids  i n  the meant ime ."  

"A l l  r ight ." 
Erzo l grabbed a towe l ,  then l eft, shutt ing the door. 
Nahamye appeared at the door. 
"Ah !  Look who's here ! Wou ld you look at that? He 's a rea l 

man now ! Looks good, eh? That 's what the m i l i tary does to a 
man ! "  the father fi rm ly patted h i s  son on the shou lder. "Let's 
have a b i te, shal l we?" 

"Can we have a l i t t le someth ing before the b i te?" Erzo l 
said, sm i l ing s ly ly. 

"We l l ,  the occas ion does cal l for a dr ink,  doesn ' t  i t? These 
th ings don ' t  happen every day ! "  

The men sat a t  the tab le ,  rejo i c i ng, jok ing, l augh ing .  Erzo l 
opened a bott l e  of vodka, poured a dr ink for h imse lf  and h i s  
father, and, looking a t  each other, they both exhaled.  

"Welcome hom e ! "  
"Bottoms up ! "  the son rep l i ed w ith a sm i le .  
And they empt ied the g lasses i n  one swig .  A l engthy s i t­

down fo l lowed, complete w i th endless quest ions about the ser­
v i ce, work, friends and re l at ives .  

"So how 's my sect ion doing?" 

"They ' re not managing w i thout you, w i th a l l the orders 
com i ng i n .  Everyone's  wai t ing for your return . They say when 
you return, bus i ness w i l l  boom aga in ."  

Nahamye kept joking and laugh ing loud ly. The news of Erzol ' s  
arrival instant ly spread around the neighborhood . They only l ifted 
their th ird shot glass when there was a knock on the door, Erzol 's 
friend beh ind it .  Then another. People kept com ing and com ing. 

Erzo l sudden ly  found h imse l f  in the fam i l iar surroundings 
of friendly part ies ,  shrewd j okes, reck less fun and the fee l i ng 
that here, l i fe was beaut i fu l  and carefree. 



Turunge d idn ' t  l eave her room the ent i re t ime,  and Er­
zol d idn ' t  pay that much m ind i n  the m idst of noi se, reve l ry, 
conversat ions and quest ions .  Every second, someone would 
grab h im ,  in terrupt h im,  ask h im quest ions  about the am1y. 
He  would answer, ask ing requ i s i te quest ions in return . ' How 
are you? How i s  she? How is  he?'  Ti red of dri nk ing, he and 
his friends took a walk around the c i ty. They returned l ate, 
when his mother was the only one left i n  the k i tchen,  c l eari ng 
the tab le .  

"We l l ,  now we can talk,  mama ! "  He  gave her a k i s s .  "How 
are you? Runn ing th i ngs as usua l?" 

H avo looked at h im ,  fu l l  of emot ion,  her eyes g l i sten ing .  
"Yes son ,  a l l  by myse l f.  As  always .  I ' m  so happy you ' re 

home !  I w i sh  your serv ice wou ld  end soon ."  
"There i sn ' t  much left .  Are you keeping busy at  the stove 

as usua l?" Erzo l asked, sm i l i ng and look ing around the k i tch­
en .  " Is  everyth ing wel l ?" 

"Of course. I s  there another person i n  th i s  house that I can 
count on? Who e l se can hand le  th i s  house?" 

Erzol chuck led,  constru ing h i s  mother 's quest ion as a j oke .  
"And how's  Turunge?" 
"Oh, what about her? She l i ves her own l i fe .  No t ime  

to  he lp  me ."  
Erzo l 's care l ess sm i le faded . He  pursed h i s  l i ps ,  as i f  

he had eaten a sour  berry. H e  grimaced, as  i f  from a toothache, 
but his i rr itat ion faded . 

"We l l ,  of course," he said .  "She has three k ids .  They need 
to be l ooked after, raised .  That takes t ime ."  

" l f on ly  she took care of them ! Whenever I l ook ,  she locks 
them i n  a room, and d i sappears," H avo grumb led .  

"What d id  you  say?" Erzol asked, wondering .  "She  locks 
the k ids  i n  a room and l eaves?" 

H i s i rr i tat ion grew. H avo w iped the tab le ,  fine ly  tuned 
to her son's mood.  
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"And where does she go?" Erzol asked after some t ime .  
"How shou ld  I know? She te l l s  me noth ing .  She acts as  if  

there 's no one around her. If  she cou ldn ' t  take care of two,  why 
d id she give b i rth to a th i rd?" 

"So te l l  her that." 
"She 's a sneaky one ! The m inute she gets antsy, she dumps 

the ch i l dren and goes to Moscow ! "  
"Her s i ster inv i ted her. That 's a good th ing .  S h e  gave b i rth 

to Gena i n  good cond i t ions ." 
"Yes, but who's supposed to hand le  th ings around 

the house? And the m inute I try to help her, she screams at me 
and won ' t  let me near the ch i l dren ."  

"She screams a t  you?" 
"She never l i stens to me - always p ick ing batt les .  The gal l  

o f  that one ! The k ids look l i ke urch ins .  She 's a terrib l e  moth-

er ! "  
Erzo l grimaced, a s  i f  h e  had a p ierc ing headache. The con­

versation sudden ly  started making him nauseous .  Why d id  
he even ask? He  que l led h i s  frustrat ion w ith h i s  w i l l power. 

Women are strange creatures after a l l .  They ru i n  the ir  
own party. He  s i lent ly observed the env i ronment he 's  been 
fam i l i ar with s i nce ch i ldhood, remembering how he and 
h i s  s i ster F i ra were once runn i ng around the tab l e  and acc i ­
dental ly  knocked over a j ug of m i l k .  Oh,  d id  they ge t  i t  that 
day . . .  And now, he was happy to remember a l l of i t ,  and that 
warmed h i s  sou l .  

He  sudden ly remembered the g ifts h e  sent w i th h i s  w i fe .  
"Where's the rug that Turunge brought back from v i s i t ing 

me?" 
"What rug, Erzol ?" H avo asked. "There was no rug.  Tu­

runge d idn ' t  bri ng back anyth ing ."  
"What do you mean? I spec ifica l ly  bought i t  as a g i ft .  So  

l av i sh  and soft .  Handmade ." 
Havo shrugged . 



" I  don ' t  know anyth ing about any g i fts ."  
Erzo l was fl ushed w i th anger. H avo pretended not to no­

t ice the change. 
"Why are you surprised? She does what she wants .  She  

doesn ' t  te l l  me anyth ing .  She doesn ' t  even cons ider me  hu­
man." 

"But  I sent  a rug w i th her, and g i fts,  and money." 
"Ah ! "  H avo waved him off. " I ' m  not surpr ised.  She took 

i t  al l for herse l f. She d idn ' t  ment ion a s ing le  word about g ifts 
and d idn ' t  g ive us anyth ing ."  

"How cou ld  that be?" Erzo l ye l l ed .  
"She doesn ' t  l i sten to anyone .  She 's  se lfish .  I t 's imposs ib l e  

to  l i ve a norma l  l i fe w i th her ! "  
A wave of rage swept over Erzo l ,  and t h e  happiness from 

see ing h i s  parents, h i s  fam i l y  and friends, wh ich  had fi l l ed h i m  
from the moment he stepped over t h e  thresho ld  of  h i s  ch i ld ­
hood home,  had d i s s ipated . And so d id  h i s  warm feel ings to­
ward Turunge, wh ich  appeared when he saw her w ith Gena 
in  her arms .  H i s  mother was be ing demeaned i n  h is  absence ! 
And by whom? H i s  w i fe !  H e  was bare ly  home, and an ava­
l anche of problems was be ing dumped on h i m .  And whose 
fau l t  was that? H i s  w i fe 's ! The person dearest to him, h i s  
mother, was suffering .  And ,  once aga in ,  Turunge was  respon­
s i b l e !  I t  was a lways her !  

Goddamn i t !  Erzo l struck the tab l e  w ith h is fi st, i n  fu l l  
force, then j um ped up .  S h e  would never l i e  t o  h im  aga i n !  
H e  wou ldn ' t  l e t  h e r  pretend that she 's  cari ng for  he r  husband .  
I t  was  a l l  a hypocri sy ! Wh i l e  she pretended to care for h im ,  she  
kept i n su l t i ng  h i s  mother !  

Erzo l unstead i l y  l eft the k i tchen, i ntend ing to teach Tu­
runge a l esson once and for a l l .  She needed to know her p l ace .  

In  a rab id  fury, Erzo l burst through the door where Tu­
runge had j ust put the ch i l dren to s l eep and sat by the ir  beds, 
humming a l u l l aby. 
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Erzo l found her s i l houette in the darkness .  H i s hand 
s l i pped around the wal l i n  search of a l i ght switch .  A bright 
l ight h i t  Turunge 's eyes .  

"Where i s  the money?" Erzo l screamed from the doorway. 
Turunge, terrified, cur led up into a bal l .  
"Where i s  the rug I gave you? Where d i d  i t  a l l d i sappear? 

How dare you not g ive mother the presents I to ld you to br ing 
back? You th ief! "  

Erzo l approached Turunge. She abrupt ly stood up, perhaps 
by i nst inct rather than consc ious ly, as if guard ing the ch i ldren 
wi th her body, and caught a fi st in the face .  

Everyth ing in  front of her  eyes started sp inn ing  swimming 
around . 

"Don' t  you dare h i t  me, I 'm pregnant ! "  she screamed . 
She threw her arms up, try ing to sh ie ld  herse lf. Her screams 

were fi l led w ith pain and desperat ion .  Everyth ing she strived 
for, everyth ing she hoped for, had evaporated and crumbled :  
her  dreams, her  cares, her  warm regard . 

"So you ' re pregnant, too?" Erzo l screamed.  "Get out 
of th is  house ! I don 't need another freak here ! "  

He  cont inued t o  shower her w i th curses, strik ing her, aga in 
and again ,  scream ing :  

" I  don ' t  want th is  ch i ld .  Have an abort ion ! "  
A fter another stri ke, Turunge l ost consciousness . Com ing 

to ,  Erzo l l ooked at  h i s  w i fe, prostrate on the  floor i n  confus ion,  
and then s i lent ly turned around and left the room, s l amming  
the  door. 

When Turunge woke up, she understood that she can 
no longer l ive i n  th i s  home. She no l onger wanted anyth ing :  
not  to save her  fam i ly, not  to keep her  husband. Her hopes 
were crushed . Turunge real ized that, one fine day, her husband 
cou ld  k i l l  her. 

The room spun and r ippled before her eyes . With her 
l ast b i t  of strength, she rose, dressed her s leepy ch i l dren,  



and threw the ir  th i ngs i nto a bag. Dressed i n  the c l othes she 
was wearing, ho ld ing Gena and Odom in  her arms wh i l e  
Sadug c l utched he r  sk i rt, s he  l eft .  She left he r  husband, h i s  
unrestrai ned rage, he r  fear of  Havo.  My mother ran ,  chased 

by her fear for herse l f  and for the future of her k ids ,  in ­
c l ud ing the unborn ch i ld  she was carry i ng under  her  heart. 

Nahamye l earned of the events the fol lowing day. There 
was no scandal ,  nor were there scenes . Everyone understood 
that th i s  was a final break. The next morn i ng, Erzo l rushed 
to pack h i s  th i ngs, went to the tra in  stat ion ,  bought a t icket 
and went back to where he was stat ioned, try i ng to forget 
about what happened as soon as poss ib l e .  

Turunge gave b i rth to  a g i r l  s ix  months l ater. She was 
named E l l a .  My mother was we l l aware of the fact that she 
could only count on her own ab i l i t ies .  Turunge had four ch i l ­
dren - each smal ler than t he  rest - unab le  to find  a spare m i n­
ute, not to ment ion the t ime requ i red to travel to Moscow. 
Thank God, her s i ster Raya he lped her by send ing over parce l s  
of  scarce goods .  

Turunge wou ld  go  stra ight from the  post office to  the mar­
ket and se l l  the parce l s  to the vendor. The revenues from these 
text i l e  sales were the only way Turunge cou ld make ends meet. 
Feed ing four ch i l dren on one's own was not an easy task .  

Accord ing  to the l aws of the Sov iet Un ion,  ch i ldren a lmost 
a lways remai ned wi th  their mother after a d ivorce .  The father 
was requ i red to pay a l imony to ensure their support. But Tu­
runge categor ica l l y  rej ected any he lp  that came from the Ba­
baevs, unab l e  to overcome her offense and pride.  Turunge had 
confidence in her strength, and awaited the moment when she 
would stop breastfeed ing E l l a  and be ab le  to go to Raya's .  Tu­
runge knew that the on ly way to provide for herse l f  and her 
ch i ldren was to br ing back a su i tcase of rare goods from Mos­

cow and se l l  them . 
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As for Havo, wh i l e  everyth ing she pred icted came to pass, 
and even Gena and E l la 's  b i rths were unable to save her son 's 
marriage, she u l t imately d idn 't fee l  happy. Havo cou ldn ' t  
come to terms wi th the fact that the k ids ,  whom she treated 
so wel l and fe l t  respons ib le  for, were now out of her home. 
She cou ldn ' t  get enough of the o lder grandch i l dren, Sadug 
and Odom . Her heart me l ted whenever they were around .  

A l l  of a sudden, her grandch i l dren became the most im­
portant th ing of the  world .  Havo was confident that she was 
the only one who could ra ise the ch i ldren right, g ive them 
an educat ion,  and he lp  them advance in soci ety. 

Turunge, in her eyes, was a worth less mother who kept her 
ch i ldren in poverty. Despite that, Havo d idn ' t  have the power 
to change anyth ing about the s i tuat ion .  

Nevertheless,  she  decided that she  wou ld  try to  get the  ch i l ­
dren back no matter what. 

When Erzo l final ly  returned from the army and the hap­
py commotion subs ided, Havo began a conversat ion about 
the fate of his ch i l dren .  

"These are your own ch i l dren, your b lood .  We need to  try 
to rescue them ! You m ust understand, they ' re stew ing in pov­
erty. We need to get them back, to give them a chance at 
an honorab le  l i fe ."  

Erzo l shook h i s  head. 
"I don ' t  want any of i t .  I don ' t  want to bri ng anyone back .  I 

want to l i ve my l i fe .  I f  you want, go find out how much I need 
to pay them, and let them l i ve there ! "  

"No !  That can ' t  happen ! "  Havo retorted abrupt ly. "She 
doesn 't have the means to raise ch i ldren ! Turunge rese l l s  
th i ngs, makes kopecks off i t ,  and the ch i l dren are nearly starv­
ing, dressed in rags .  Remember, they bear the Babaev name !  
Th i s  i s  unacceptab le .  We need to  do everyth ing to  ensure that 
they l ive an honorab le  l i fe .  The fact that you, the parents, 
cou ldn ' t  figure out how to l i ve together i s  not the i r  fau l t !  You 



need to talk to Turunge, convi nce her that the ch i l dren w i l l  be 
better off in  our home." 

"That 's why I ' m p lann ing to pay for the ch i ldren to be fed 
and c lothed," Erzo l rep l i ed, try i ng to counteract h i s  mother 's  
ins i stence. 

"You can ' t  trust that crazy woman w i th the ch i ldren ! Are 
you mad? You won ' t  need to do anyth ing !  You can l i ve l i ke 
you l i ve now. Go, work ! I ' I I  ra ise them . They won ' t  bother you 
wi th  anyth ing .  I ' l l  do a l l  the work ! "  

"Yes, the ch i l dren w i l l  b e  better off w i t h  us ! "  Nahamye 
ch imed in ,  support i ng  his w i fe .  "What can Turunge do? oth­

i ng ! "  
He  was a compass ionate man w h o  a lways tr ied t o  ensure 

that h i s  grandch i ldren wou ldn ' t  be i n  need o f  anyth ing .  
"Leave me a lone ,  bo th  of  you ! "  Erzo l ye l l ed and ran out  

of  the  house . 
He  was t i red of  the constant rem inders about h i s  w i fe, h i s  

k ids  - everyth i ng that l i nked h im  t o  t h e  past . Any rem i nder 
about his marri age to Turunge brought great pai n .  

Once, over d i nner, H avo started up a conversat ion w i th 
Nahamye. 

"We need to rescue the c h i l dren ."  
"From whom?" he wondered . 
"She can ' t  ra i se  them ! Don ' t  you understand? She 's 

a tramp !  I t 's  unacceptab le  for Babaevs to l i ve i n  poverty ! You 
need to go to the Abramovs .  Te l l  them that i f  our ch i ldren can ' t  
l i ve together, then  we need to d i v ide the  grandch i ld ren .  We can 
take Sadug and Odom, they can keep Gena and E l l a .  They ' l l  
have an eas ier t ime w i th the pai r  o f  them, and w e  can at l east 
prov ide for the other two." 

"D iv ide the ch i l dren? You th ink that 's norma l ?" 
"They can ' t  ra ise a l l  o f  them . I t 's  hard to ra i se  four. We 

can ' t  abandon them, can we? We need to rescue at l east two ! 
Go talk to H ezgie .  He 's k i nd ,  un l ike h i s  women ."  
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"Yes, but two ch i ldren? That 's a l so a burden . You rai sed 
five of your own al ready. Are you going to wash d i apers 
again?" 

"Don ' t  worry, I '  I I  manage. Have Hezgie conv ince Turunge 
to give us the two o lder ones. Maybe she' l l  at l east l i sten to her 
father." 

The fo l l ow i ng day, Naharnye went to the Abrarnovs'  after 
work .  He thought long and hard how to broach the subj ect .  Th is  
was a t r ia l  for the k ind and am icab le  Babaev e lder. Naharnye 
d idn ' t  know what he was going to approach his daughter- in ­
l aw w ith, but cou ldn ' t  stand on the s ide e i ther. H avo was r ight :  
she wouldn ' t  be able to feed four ch i l dren w ithout money. 

" I s  anyone home?" he asked loud ly, enteri ng the yard . 
Hezgie came out onto the porch .  
"He l lo ,  Naharnye ! What's the  occas ion?" 
"We l l ,  there 's an i ssue," the father- in - law began, strug­

g l ing to find the proper words .  
" I t 's better that we go into the house to tal k .  A fter a l l ,  we 

aren ' t  enem ies .  I t 's  your Erzo l who's rab id  . . .  You ' ve a lways 
been k ind ."  

"Why br ing that up? I ' rn  queasy enough about everyth ing 
that happened as i t  i s .  Do you th i nk  I wanted th i ngs to turn out  
the way they d id?" 

"Sorry I brought it up . . . . F i ne, what d id  you want?" 
They went i nto Hezgie's room and sat across from one 

another. 

"How's Turunge? H ow are our grandch i ldren?" Naharnye 
decided to approach the subj ect from a d i stance .  

"They ' re fine, grow ing .  They ' re s l eep ing now, but you can 
come l ook at them later. I th ink Turunge i s  about to feed E l la ."  

" I s  she struggl ing w ith four of them?" 
" I t 's  fine, she's managing .  She 's a strong one.  Such a good 

horn ernaker. "  
Naharnye scoffed.  



"Hezgie, I understand everyth i ng, but she has no j ob, 
no i ncome .  You can ' t  feed and c l othe them as you shou l d .  
Trust me ,  I know. Adm i t  an  obvious fact :  you  can ' t  rai se a l l 
four. We can he lp .  We can take i n  the o lder two k ids ,  and the 
young ones can stay w ith you. We ' l l  be happy, and you ' l l  be 
re l i eved. What do you th ink?" 

"Oh, no, my dear friend . . .  You need to ta l k  to Turunge 
about that. Those are her ch i l dren .  Whatever she decides,  i s  
what w i l l  happen ."  

"But you can say your father ly word ."  
" I  am,  indeed, her  father. No one ' s  argu ing  that. But  I 

won ' t  pressure her on th i s  i ssue .  Wai t  a m i nute, and I ' l l  ca l l 
her over. Or we can go see her i n  the k i tchen ."  

The two grandfathers went  i nto the k i tchen,  where Tu­
runge was tend ing to the housework. 

"He l lo ,  my dear," Nahamye greeted her. 
He  a lways treated Turunge w i th great tenderness .  The ch i l ­

dren she gave b i rth to, h i s  grandch i ldren, were dearest peop le  
to  h im  on th i s  earth .  I t  was  such a p i ty that h i s  son cou ldn ' t  get 
a long w i th the i r  mother. 

"He l lo ,  Nahamye," Turunge repl i ed, wondering why her 
father- in - law was i n  the i r  home.  She  d idn ' t  expect anyth i ng  
good to  come  from the  Babaevs .  "What br ings you  to  our  
home?" 

"Why can ' t  I v i s i t? No matter what happened between 
you and Erzo l ,  I 'm a lways happy to see you. You ' re so c lever. 
Look at how much work you have - you ' re st i l l  rai s i ng  four 
ch i l dren .  I 'm an o ld  man .  I ' ve seen a l ot, and I know that i t ' s  
very d i fficu l t  to br ing up so many kids .  Espec i a l l y  if  you have 
to take care of everyth ing yourse l f. 

Turunge l ooked at Nahamye w ith m i strust, wondering  
where th i s  conversat ion was  l ead i ng .  

" I t 's fi ne, I manage. I t 's no chore - they ' re my ch i l dren . I 
b i rthed them, and I ' l l  ra ise them ."  
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" I  know, you ' re proud," Nahamye agreed, sm i l i ng. "But 
that 's not what I mean . L i sten to me. Trust me, I w i sh you 
no harm . I s imply want to he lp .  Four kids, and an unemployed 
mother. Look at how they ' re dressed. In t imes l i ke these, i t 's  hard 
enough to feed yourse l f, not to mention ch i ldren .  Here 's what I 
suggest : we ' l l  take in Sadug and Odom . You know that we l i ve 
wel l ,  and that the grandkids w i l l  be wel l provided for. And you 
can keep the l i tt le  ones. You ' l l  have an eas ier t ime, and the kids 

w i l l  be better off! You and I can always come to v is i t ."  
Turunge l i stened i n  d i sbe l i ef. 
"Nahamye ! What are you talk ing  about? H ave you al l lost 

your m ind? No - that w i l l  never happen ! I w i l l  raise and feed 
a l l  of them by myse l f, w i thout your he l p ! "  

"You must understand,  that n o  one w ishes the k ids  any 
harm ," Nahamye tried to convince her. "We won ' t  take them 
away - j ust take them in and rai se them, to he lp  you. You ' l l  
have an eas ier t ime w ith two." 

"No !  That w i l l  never happen ! I w i l l  never g ive my own 
ch i l dren away to anyone.  I am the i r  mother, and they shou ld  
be  w ith me . "  

The  on ly  th i ng  Nahamye cou ld  do  was  shake h i s  head 
i n  defeat. 

Havo was work i ng i n  the garden when he returned home.  
Nahamye d idn' t  know how to te l l  h is  w i fe that  her p l an had 
fai l ed .  Attempting to avo id  a d ifficu l t  conversat ion ,  he went 
straight to the k i tchen, where Erzo l sat w i th a dear fam i l y  
friend, I say Adamov. They were dr ink i ng, jok ing, and l augh­
ing. 

"He l lo ,  I say. Are you here on bus i ness, or what?" 
"I j ust ran into Erzo l ,  and he i nv i ted me to sit down ."  
" I t 's good that you ' re v i s i t ing .  We ' re a lways happy to have 

guests. We l l ,  son, how's work?" 
"Everyth i ng's  good . I met a man who can he lp  us w i th 

fabric . "  



"That 's good ."  
Havo entered the k i tchen,  saw her husband, and i n stant ly 

ra i sed her eyebrows inqu i s i t ive ly :  ' what happened? '  
" I  went t o  the Abramovs," Nahamye began, stari ng a t  h i s  

son .  
Erzo l w i nced at  the mere ment ion of the Abramov name, 

and he forgot about h i s  tea. He looked at h i s  father g loom i ly. 
Havo cou ldn ' t  bear the s i l ence :  

"Don ' t  drag i t  out ,  ta l k !  What happened?" 
"She won ' t  even give up two. F l at ly  refuses . "  
"What do you mean, she  refuses?" H avo Austered . "D idn ' t  

you  talk to  Hezgie?" 
"Quiet down," Nahamye i nterrupted her. "Yes, I ta lked 

to h im .  In fact, I tal ked to him first .  I t 's no use .  She doesn ' t  
want to  g i ve  up Sadug and  Odom , and  that 's  i t .  And H ezgie 
sa i d :  ' whatever my daughter says,  goes . "' 

The su lk ing Erzo l entered the conversat ion :  
" I ' m  confused - who wants to take the  ch i ldren from Tu-

runge?" 
Havo pounced on h im : 
" I  won ' t  a l l ow our grandkids  to be dest i tute ! "  
"What are you ta l k i ng about, mama?" Erzo l obj ected . "Tu­

runge was p lann i ng to ra ise them on her own a l l a long,  so 
don ' t  bother her. Let her do what she wants . "  

He  sat there w i th a b l ank  face, and  h i s  i nd ifference drove 
Havo mad. 

"How can you say that? That tramp can ' t  be trusted w i th 
the ch i ldren ! She  has not a kopeck to her name .  M y  grandkids  

are wal k i ng around hungry and d i rty. I t ' s  unheard of  for c h i l ­
dren t o  grow up i n  such unbearable cond i t ions .  They bear our 

name .  Don ' t  you understand that? We need to make sure they 
l i ve w i th us ."  

"But what i f  she doesn ' t  want  to g ive  them up, mama?" 
Erzo l retorted scath ing ly. 
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"That 's not an opt ion . Do what you must - take them a l l  
i f  you  need to  - but  the  ch i l dren need to  l i ve wi th us ! "  Havo 
said abruptly. 

Erzo l fin i shed the rest of  h i s  tea in  one gu lp and rose from 
his seat. 

"Let's take a walk," he told l say. 
l say qu ick ly  said goodbye to the hospitab le Havo and the 

sad Nahamye, and, ta lk i ng about some bus i ness of the i r  own, 
the men left the home.  Dusk descended upon Makhachkala .  



XXVI 

E rzo l and N ahamye's mutual friend I say Adamov was 
a most in terest ing person deserv i ng of  further m ent ion . 

l say 's passport i nd icated a date and p lace of  b i rth 
- M ay 7 ,  1 927  i n  the c ity of  M akhachkala .  However, no one 
knew l say 's real  b i rth date .  Such a regi ster s imp ly  d idn ' t  ex­
ist  in Dagestan i n  the 1 920s .  When passports were i ssued 
en m asse throughout the repub l ic ,  I say 's mother put down 
the same b i rthday for a l l four of  her ch i l dren .  

H i s  parents were M ountain Jews .  H i s  mother 's was named 
Douro, h i s  father - B otoy Adamov. 

Pr ior to the revo l ut ion ,  I say 's grandfather, Adam Adamov, 
was a we l l - respected man of substant ia l  means .  He cu l t ivated 
grapes, ho ld ing over fi fteen hundred hectares of land, and was 
considered a maj or l andowner. 

The fam i ly l i ved in a two-story stone house w ith a g i ant 
yard surrounded by a ta l l  fence. The yard held an annex for the 
he lp .  
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Botoy was born w i th a s i l ver spoon i n  h i s  mouth and h i s  
ch i l dhood was worri less .  Th i s  l asted unt i l  t he  Sov iet authori­
t ies reached Dagestan , and the Adamovs ' s i tuat ion changed 
drast ica l ly, much l i ke i t  d id  for other wealthy peop le .  When 
the col lect iv izat ion began, Adam, conc lud ing that fight­
ing the new authori t ies was fut i le ,  dec ided to transfer al l  h i s  
land to  the  col l ect ives and fi l l ed ou t  t he  requ i s ite paperwork 
at the government offices .  He  hoped that th i s  wou ld buy h im 
peace, i f  no t  respect from the  new government .  What he d idn ' t  
account for  was  that cha i rmen of the  co l l ect ives,  who ,  j ust yes­
terday, were st i l l  bumpkins ,  had a much b igger appeti te than 
he had expected . 

The new authori t ies set the ir  eyes on the g iant stone house 
where the Adamovs l i ved .  The new author i t ies i ssued a decree 
that made the i r  des i res very c lear and fina l ,  and the Adamovs 
were forced to move i nto the very same annex that the ir  h i red 
he lp  fi l led before the revo l ut ion . The former fam i ly  home was 
turned into a daycare center. In an i ron i c  tw is t  of  fate, some 
years from then, the very same daycare center wou ld  be at­
tended by the ch i l dren of workers at the Th i rd I nternat ional 
Factory, where I say Abramov would work . 

Botoy and Douro had two ch i ldren . As ide from that, Bot­
oy's younger brother and s i ster, whom the o lder brother took 
i nto h i s  own custody after the i r  mother 's pass i ng, l i ved w i th 
them . 

Botoy cou ldn ' t  make peace w i th what the new authori t ies 
d id to h is possess ions .  

"How could they do such a th i ng? My father gave them 
al l our v i neyards to support the new government at a d ifficu l t  
t ime ,  so ,  of  course, they took h i s  house, and  threw smal l ch i l ­
dren into the  street ! "  

He  repeated those words over and over, not spari ng 
the Soviets and curs ing everyth ing they stood for. Eventua l ly, 
Botoy 's words reached the ears of those at whom they were 



d i rected . The tr ia l  was qu ick .  A case against  I say 's father was 
qu ick ly  fabricated, and he was accused of a id ing and abett ing 
ku laks .  The revo lut ionary tr ibunal sentenced h im to  ten  years 
in prison and sent h im to one of the co lon ies  near Archange lsk .  

H ard t imes befe l l  the  Adamov fam i ly. Grandpa Adam 's 
health rap id ly  deteriorated after he was stri pped of  al l his pos­
sess ions i n  his tw i l ight years . Douro was forced to look for a 
j ob i n  order to somehow feed the ch i l dren .  She d idn ' t  earn 
much, and l say, a long w i th the other ch i l dren ,  had to look 
for sources of  income i nstead of study ing .  What work cou ld  
they poss ib ly  be entrusted w i th,  be ing  young as  they were? 
The k ids  therefore wandered the streets, gatheri ng scrap metal 
and rags to bring to the recyc l i ng center. The fam i l y  subs i sted 
on the kopecks they earned, and even attempted to put ra i ny 
day money as ide .  Once, Douro even managed to take a tri p 
to d i stant Archange lsk  to v i s i t  her husband. 

I t 's  worth ment ion ing that pr ison d idn ' t  bring  Botoy down .  

I ncapab le  of  s i tt i ng  id ly  for even a m i nute, he labored w i th 
no resp i te wh i l e  beh ind bars . Everyone who served t ime w i th 
h im was amazed by h i s  sk i l l  and resourcefulness .  No  one i s  
certai n  how they arr i ved a t  that name, but the Russ ians  ca l l ed 
h im ' Victor ' ,  and Botoy, who had an easy t ime fi nd ing  com­
mon ground w ith anyone, d idn ' t  obj ect .  Botoy-Yictor ' s  se l f­
l ess labor d idn ' t  go unnoticed by the camp's  management, 
and he was re leased after four years . By then, ! say had turned 
th i rteen .  

A fter h i s  release, Botoy got  a job  at  the  supp ly  department 
at the Dagestan Resorts Assoc iat ion i n  his nat ive M akhachka­

la. The ambi t ious worker d idn ' t  stay in the shadows here e i ­
ther. H e  was  g iven a good salary, cons i stent ly rece ived bo­
nuses for exceed ing proj ect ions,  and brought the fam i ly back 
to wealth .  

The l i fe he bu i l t  w i th th i s  work co l l apsed a l l at once .  B otoy 
purchased a home on Su l e iman Sta l sk i  Street in 1 949, a sturdy 
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stone bu i l d i ng, which ,  as i t  turned out, d idn ' t  go unnoticed by 
others. One evening, two Kumyk men showed up at h i s  door. 

"Dear friend, you need to exchange th i s  house for another. 
We ' l l  te l l  you which one." 

"How i s  that? Why? Th is  i s  my home ! "  
"L i sten, you have t o  exchange i t .  Trust us ."  
"Why?" 
"Because you w i l l  be k i l led if you don ' t ."  
"Go back to wherever you came from ! "  Botoy snapped 

back in  anger. 
He wasn ' t  about to heed the threats of some thugs . Per­

haps, he shou ld  have. 
A year passed from that day. Botoy had been de layed un­

t i  I the even ing at a l ocat ion on the outsk i rts of  M akhachkala .  
I t  was a l ready dark as he headed back home, and the streets 
were deserted .  Botoy then decided to take a shortcut through 
an abandoned yard . It was here that he heard a stranger's vo ice .  

Botoy turned around, managing to catch on ly a s ing le 
phrase :  

"You shou ld  have agreed ! "  
Three gunshots p ierced the s i lence .  Botoy fe l l  t o  the 

ground, dead, and the bandits d i ssolved i n  the darkness .  H i s  
body wasn ' t  found unt i l  morn i ng .  An  i nvestigat ion fo l l owed, 
and the detectives soon traced the m urder to a cr ime r ing, 
which prospered off extort ion and robbery. The crooks were 
arrested and brought to tria l ,  but that d idn ' t  br ing Botoy back .  

But le t ' s  go back to  the story of Botoy 's son ! say. 
A fter graduat ing from h i s  ten-year schoo l ing in 1 94 1 ,  ! say 
vo luntari ly en l i sted in the army. H e  was not sent to the 
front l ines, but attached to a m i l i tary hospi ta l  as a fac i l i t ies  
operat ions commander. Th i s  was very fortunate. ! say exce l l ed 
at the pos i t ion ,  estab l i sh ing an un in terrupted supply cha in 
for the hospita l . The management took not ice of  h is  talent,  



and l say was appo in ted to the h i gh ly  demand ing pos 1 t 1on 
of Deputy Ch ief  of the Prov i s i onal  Supp l ies and Equ ipment 
Uni t  i n  Makhachkala .  I t  wasn ' t  long before he was promoted 
to ch ief. 

Wh i l e  at th i s  pos i t ion ,  I say l earned of the Great Victory. 
He was demobi l ized short ly  after and got a job  as ch ief  of the 
Red East Cooperat ive .  Tak ing on the new ass ignment, l say 
brought in aggress ive growth . 

The cooperat ive met and surpassed i ts quotas, and not w ith­
out the help of Adamov's bus iness savvy and his abi l i ty to es­
tab l i sh  continuous workflow in  the d iv i s ion that he oversaw. 

By then, l say had entered the ranks of the Commun i st Par­
ty, wh ich ,  in those years, was abso l ute ly essent ia l  to a success­
fu l  career. When the M in i stry of Local I ndustry estab l i shed 
a C i ty Sewing P l ant, the C i ty Com m i ttee had to appo in t  some­
one to head the bus i ness and dec ided on I say Adamov. Thus 

I say became the d i rector of a factory that employed near ly 
a thousand workers . 

Th i s  i s  where fate brought h im  and Nahamye B abaev 
together. One day, Nahamye came to I say 's office .  

"He l lo ,  my name i s  Nahamye Babaev," sa id my grand fa­
ther, i n troduc ing h imse lf.  

"He l l o .  A re you Jewish?" I say asked, start l i ng N ahamye. 
" I  am ," he answered, caut ious ly. "My l ineage l eads back 

to the M ountain Jews ."  
" I t 's a p leasure to meet someone who's  near ly  a fam i ly 

member:  I a l so  come from the M ounta in  Jews .  What br ings 
you here?" 

The men rea l ized that they cou ld speak cand id ly.  
" ! say, I wanted to ta l k  about bus i ness . I th i nk  that we can 

be useful to one another. "  
"That 's good, Nahamye. I suggest we have lunch .  We can 

tal k  bus i ness i n  the meant ime ."  
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I say l i ked to joke around, even dur ing a serious conversa­
t ion, wh ich would often charm h i s  compan ions .  

Nahamye happ i ly agreed, and they headed to the nearest 
restaurant .  

"So, what's happen ing on your end?" l say asked, cur i ­
ous ly. 

"Same as a lways : th i ngs are d i fficu l t .  The a l l otted funds 
are s l im ,  and there i s  on ly enough fabric to sat i sfy a tenth 
of the quota. Your bus iness is d ifferent - a hefty enterprise 

w i th hefty funds . I could buy your surp lus .  We can do th i s  off 
the books ."  

l say squ inted, intrigued : th i s  was a good proposal .  He  was 
wel l aware of the complex ity of  the prob lem that Nahamye 
out l i ned.  Not only had he heard of supply d i fficu l t ies that sew­
ing cooperat i ves faced, but he encountered them fi rsthand dur­
ing h i s  t ime at the Red East. 

! say was a gen ius  supp l i er. He had a knack for us ing h i s  
vast network, wh i ch  reached h igh  i nto the eche lons of  t he  So­
v iet h ierarchy, to raise funds i n  t imes of tota l defic i t .  Moreo­
ver, he was ab le  to d i stribute these hard-to-get funds and raw 
materia l s  amongst the re levant sect ions so apt ly, that each 
of them met the ir  quotas w i thout except ion,  and no one suf­
fered any losses .  

The factory d i rector stayed s i lent for
. 

a moment, as he 
weighed al l of  the pros and cons .  

"You know, I ' m not going to take money from one of  my 
own people .  I prefer that we do th is  through the exchange 
of serv i ces . Do you agree?" 

A w ide sm i l e  grew over Nahamye 's face. Go ing i nto 
the meeting, he expected to convi nce the d i rector to prov ide 
one-off ass i stance for the cooperat i ve, and here he was be ing 
offered permanent cooperat ion . 

"How about I se l l  the same fabric back to you?" Nahamye 
asked, and the compan ions erupted in  loud l aughter. 



! say apprec iated Nahamye 's resourcefu l ness .  
"Nahamye, I p lan to expand our production .  We ' re p lan­

n i ng to open new workshops .  We ' re going to need tai lors, and I 
heard that you have some ski l l ed workers at your cooperat ive .  
I cou ld send my peop le  to you for trai n i ng, or you cou ld even 
send your tai lors to me .  I ' l l  have a steady supply o f  workers, 
and you, in  turn, w i l l  have am ple  raw materi a l s .  

"Let 's shake on i t," Nahamye rep l i ed .  
I t  was s i l ly not to take an opportun i ty that was be ing hand­

ed to h im on a s i l ver p l atter. 
And so the ir  partnersh ip  began . 
! say went on to re legate fabric from h i s  supply to Naha­

mye's cooperat ive, then in troduced him to the head of the Th i rd 
I nternat ional Cooperat i ve, where Nahamye would buy cal ico,  
wh ich was a very cheap at the t ime .  The fabric would then be 
used to make bedd ing supp l i es ,  wh ich were scarce at the t ime 
- covers, sheets, p i l l owcases . The i nexpens ive raw materi ­
a ls  al lowed them to keep the prices low, and product ion grew 
qu ick ly. With such h igh vol ume, Nahamye suffered no l osses .  

A t ight connect ion  developed between Babaev and Ada­
mov. The men wou ld  soc ia l i ze more and more often, and the i r  
households befriended one  another. 

Nahamye was cur ious about how ! say was ab l e  to become 
so successfu l .  Peop le  would say d ifferent th ings :  some knew 
Adamov to be a talented l eader who was we l l acqua inted w i th 
the h igher-ups,  others knew h im  as a man who got i nto a b i nd 

wh ich  resu l ted i n  h i s  arrest and imprisonment .  
Th i s  i s  what happened . L i ke many enterpri s i ng peop le ,  

! say would promote officia l ly  sanct ioned product a longs ide 
wi th  so-ca l led ' uncounteds '  - product that  was made of  ma­
teria l s  obta ined v i a  private channe l s  w i thout the proper over­
heads and other accompany ing paperwork.  When store ware­

houses ran out of officia l  product, the above-quota uncounteds 
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would be brought i n  from the factory. Making money was easy 
enough, as long as the organizers arranged for suffic ient cover 
from the pol ice and other aud i t ing agenc ies .  Otherw ise, such 
act iv ity could eas i l y  l and one in  j a i l .  

But those who don 't take r isks don 't dri nk champagne. 
l say 's shrewd nature p i ned for a way out, and the operat ion 
k icked i nto act ion .  

At  one point, l say 's friend, who happened to be the M inister 
of Education of Dagestan, placed a c lothing order for chi ldren 's 
health camps, schoo ls and day care centers. Natural ly, along with 
product suppl ied per official estimates, ! say sold uncounted goods. 
The volume was so great that hidden ledgers needed to be kept. 
Their  safekeeping was entrusted to Lazar, the husband of Aunt I ra 
who grew up at the Adamov household along with ! say. 

And then, the unforeseen happened. A warehouse ch ief  
from l say 's p lant was spotted at  a transact ional  meet ing for un­
counted product. An  investigation fo l l owed. Adamov was un­
ab l e  to he lp ,  and neither were the finest l awyers. Knowing 
that he was doomed, the warehouse ch ief  succumbed to the 
i nvest igators ' pressure and began to test i fy against a number 
of ind iv iduals ,  I say inc luded . 

On January 9, 1 948,  the factory d i rector 's  home was raid­
ed after the i ssue ofa search warrant .  Abramov h imse lf  wasn ' t  
home,  and the po l ice had to dea l  w ith l say 's mother Douro 
and her brother Olsho l .  I t  happened that N i na, the i r  future 
daughter i n  law, picked that very day to v i s i t .  

Walk ing up to  the  house, the  young woman sensed that 
someth ing was wrong. F ind ing no one on the fi rst floor, N ina 
went upstai rs, where O lshol  and Douro sat on chairs against 
the wal l with glum. They were accompan ied by several pol i ce 

officers and the i nvestigator, who sat at the tab l e  at the center 
of the room wi th his papers . Upon seeing N i na, the detect ive 's  
attent ion instant ly switched to her. 

"Who m ight you be?" 



N ina was terr ified .  
" I ' m  the ir  future daughter- i n - l aw. I came for a v i s i t . "  
"Who's the fiance?" 
"Arnay Adarnov." 
"Corne in  and sit down," said the i nvest igator, po in t ing at 

a chair, and the search began . 
The authori t ies  went to work . They found several h idden 

bags fi l i ed w i th fabric and other products .  Th i s  did not upset 
the masters of  the house, who sat cairn ly, pray ing to God that 
the invest igators d idn ' t  find what was important - a hundred 
thousand rub les in cash in brand new b i l l s .  

I say was a t  work a s  th i s  was happen ing .  As  soon a s  h e  
heard commotion outs ide h i s  office door, he rea l i zed that they 
had come for him and ran to the phone.  

"He l lo? I t 's I say ! Te l l  my fam i ly that I was arrested," 
he yel l ed, and threw the rece iver back atop the l ever at the very 
moment that the doors burst open and the po l i ce came i n .  

I say was taken .  P l aced i n  i so lat ion ,  he never stopped look­
ing for a way out of  the s i tuat ion at hand.  Adarnov refused 
to be l i eve that he wou ldn ' t  be ab le  to get out of th i s .  

H i s  l awyer had  met a man a t  the  I nterior M in i stry named 
A lkhazov through his connect ions  at the po l i ce .  He made 
a promi se to him on I say 's behal f: 

" I f  you he lp  h im  avo id  prosecut ion,  you ' l l  be generous ly  
rewarded . H e  i sn ' t  a m urderer, nor does  he pose a threat to so­
c iety - he s imp ly  landed i n  hot water. M any other do th i s .  Why 
l et a good man rot i n  j a i l ?  He 's better off work ing .  And rest  as­
sured that your he lp  won' t  go unnot iced.  Once you meet h im ,  
you ' l l  understand what I mean . I f  you  become h i s  friend -

cons ider yourse l f  set for l ife ."  
A lkhazov scoffed a t  fi rst, but then  nodded i n  accord . 
"F i ne .  I ' l l  meet w ith h im  and we ' l l  ta l k .  I know the i nves­

t igators who are runn ing his case ."  
The very next  day, ! say was s i t t ing across from A l khazov. 
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He s i l ent ly looked l say in  the eye, then began to speak qu i ­
et ly, paging through a fi le .  

"P lease read th is  test imony," he said, push ing a sheet 
of paper i n  front of l say w i th the fol low i ng wri tten on it : ' I  w i l l  
he lp you, a s  long a s  you don 't  sk imp o n  the reward . '  

I say read over the wri t ing twice and stared a t  A l khazov, 
wonderi ng whether he's torment ing h im or real ly try ing 
to he lp .  

A l khazov, sk i l led at  h i s  craft as he was, noticed doubt 
i n  the prisoner 's eyes .  

"Everyth ing's  poss ib le," he said pointed ly. "As long as we 
have your consent ."  

I say, st i l l  fi l led w ith doubt ,  s i l ent ly looked at the i nvest i ­
gator that was quest ion ing h im .  He  then dec ided to take h i s  
chances . 

"How much?" he asked, w ith as much ind ifference as he 
cou ld  m uster. 

A lkhazov wrote a number on the same p iece of paper 
and gave i t  back .  I say looked at it ,  nodded, then s i lent ly p laced 
his palm against his chest - he was g iv ing him his word .  
The  quest ion ing ended . 

A lkhazov met wi th the prisoner 's lawyer that very day 
and out l i ned how I say must act in order to be freed . 

"There 's a tubercu los i s  epidem ic at the M akhachkala 
pri son . As long as prisoners aren ' t  a threat to soc iety, they ' re 
re leased i f  they test pos i t ive for the d i sease. I say 's medica l  re­
cords need to inc lude the requ i s ite d iagnos i s .  We need to ta lk 
to the ch ief of med ic ine at the prison hospi ta l .  H i s  name's  Za­
remoy. He 's re l iab le ."  

At h i s  next meet ing w i th l say, the lawyer presented 
the p lan that A lkhazov had come up wi th .  A fter g iv ing i t  some 
thought, l say agreed - there was a chance th i s  cou ld free h i m .  
I n  a few weeks, h i s  medical  records inc luded a most unfortu­
nate open tubercu los i s  d iagnos i s .  



l say was freed the very next day. 
Afterwards, A l khazov would he lp  Adamov escape hot wa­

ter in a vari ety of s i tuat ions on numerous occas ions .  
A fter the  concerns surround ing I say 's arrest and  re lease 

had subs ided, his mother dec ided to get h im  to sett le  down 
by hav ing h im marry a n ice g i r l  and the search for a br ide 
began . Douro knew that l say worked w i th Nahamye and that 
he often v i s i ted the Babaev home.  The fam i ly was we l l known 
and respected, but she d idn' t  hear of  them hav ing  any e l i g i b l e  
brides under the i r  roof. When  Douro shared her  thoughts w i th 
a friend, however, a poss i b i l i ty emerged . 

"You know that the Babaevs have a daughter, don ' t  you? 
L iza !  She 's  avai lab l e  and ready for betrotha l . As  long as l say 
is friends w i th Nahamye, reach ing  an agreement shou ldn ' t  be 
d i fficu l t .  The Babaevs are a fine fam i ly. Th i s  wou ld  be a good 
match ."  

A fter g iv ing  i t  some thought, Douro dec ided that L i za 

wou ld be a prime cand idate, and that she needn ' t  cont inue 
look ing .  U pon arri v i ng  home, she made an announcement :  

" I  wou ld l i ke for I say to be betrothed to L i za Babaeva. I 
can 't  th i nk  of a better opt ion ."  

N iza, who ,  by then ,  had a l ready married,  was surpri sed : 
"You d idn ' t  do you research ,  d id  you? I know L i za very 

we l l  - we grew up together. She ' s  a great g i r l ,  but she a l ready 
has a fiance - Enkur. The Babaevs are p l ann ing to have L iza 
marry h i m ." 

Th i s  was certa in ly  a hurd le ,  but Douro dec ided to s t ick 
w i th her p lan .  

"Not to worry. I ' l l  te l l  ! say about L i za anyway, and then 
we can dec ide what to do." 

When her son returned from work, Douro to l d  h i m  about 
her dec i s i on .  

"You need to  marry. Otherw i se, you ' l l  never manage to do  
i t ,  your  work and a l l . "  
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"And who is  i t  that you ' ve sel ected for me to marry?" I say 

inqu i red.  
"L iza Babaeva, Nahamye's daughter." 
l say was surpri sed and i ntrigued . He had known Naha­

mye for a long time, but never recal led him ment ion ing h i s  
daughter. I say was overcome by  des i re to  see th i s  br ide that h i s  
mother had selected for h im .  

At  t he  t ime, t he  g i r l  was st i l l  i n  schoo l .  l say found  out 
the requ i red address and set out to see her. 

Arr iv i ng at the school and see ing a guard, l say stopped 
to th ink about how he would frame the purpose of h i s  v i s i t .  

"My friend 's  daughter i s  enro l led here," he began . " I  was 
asked to del iver an urgent message from her parents . H ow can 
I find her? Her name i s  L iza Babaeva." 

The guard treated the impos ing man w ith respect . 
"She 's i n  c l ass i n  that room over there .  They shou ld  be 

done soon ."  
As  the  schoo lg i r l s  started to  pour ou t  of the  c l assroom, 

I say looked on w ith cur ios i ty, try ing to guess wh ich one 
of them cou ld,be L iza .  He  was about to g ive up, real iz ing that 
he l ooked fool ish .  Sudden ly, he saw a g i r l with a head of th ick 
red hair  and was unab le  to take h is  eyes off her. He  heard 
someone address her :  

"L iza, are you com ing w ith us?" 
She nodded s i lent ly i n  accord and went on her way. I say 

fo l l owed, try ing to remain i nconspicuous .  A s i ng le  thought 
swam around i n  his head : his mother was a great woman if she 
cou ld  find him a bride l ike that out of  al l the gir ls out there . 

At that moment, he decided to act w i thout de lay. 
He went to v i s i t  Nahamye in the even ing and d idn ' t  beat 

around the bush . 
"Nahamye, I saw your daughter." 
Nahamye looked at h im attent ive ly. 
"I l i ke her very much . Let me marry her."  



Nahamye was more than a b i t  surpr ised by th i s  turn 
of events . H e  and Havo had thought of L iza's  fate, but it nev­
er occurred to them to t ie  her dest iny with l say. Nahamye 
cou ldn ' t  even find the r ight words for a rep ly r ight away. 

" I ' d  be g lad to, l say, but L iza is al ready betrothed to En­
kur. We ' ve al ready d i scussed everyth ing,  and w i l l  have a wed­
d ing after she graduates schoo l . "  

"Nahamye," I say obj ected ardent ly, "you know who  I am . I 
don ' t  need to tel I you twice .  With me, your daughter w i  1 1  never 
need anyth ing .  Who's Enkur, anyway? Not  that I ' m compar­
ing the two of us, but th ink  about i t . "  I say was i n s i stent .  

The conversat ion ended there, w i thout Nahamye say­
ing "yes" or "no" .  l say left unhappy. Com ing out of  the gate, 
he bumped i nto L iza, who was com ing back from a friend's  

house w i thout a care i n  the world .  Th i s  had to be a s ign from 
above .  l say nervous ly  dec ided that he had noth ing to lose .  

"Are you L iza Babaeva?" 

" I  am," the g i r l  rep l i ed, start l ed .  
" I  know your  father wel l .  We in teract qu ite often a t  work . "  

I say paused, and  then  b l u rted ou t :  " I  l i ke you very m uch  
and  wou ld  l ike to  a sk  for your  hand  i n  marri age ."  

Baffled by what took p lace, L i za went  i nto the house wi th­
out  say i ng a word .  l say stayed i n  the street, fo l l ow i ng the g i r l  
w i th  h i s  gaze . Adamov was afraid to say i t  out  loud,  but  some­
th ing to ld  h im that the g i rl was charmed by him as we l l .  

A fter the fi rst meet i ng, I say decided t o  b e  pers i stent .  
He  wou ld  v i s i t  L iza i n  schoo l ,  wait ing unt i l she got out o f  c l as s .  
The  g i r l  ignored h im  a t  fi rst, bu t  then  began to toss a sentence 
or two his way before runn ing  off 

For a long t ime, N ahamye cou ldn ' t  dec ide what to do. 
He  recounted his conversat ion w ith l say to H avo, who,  i n  turn, 
to ld  F i ra .  

The Babaevs had someth ing to th ink about .  On one hand, 
I say was a very successfu l ,  in te l l igent man with p lenty of  mon-
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ey. On the other, he had been the subj ect of an i nvest igat ion 
and had spent t ime in  prison . If h i story repeated h imse l f, L i za 
would be unhappy her whole  l i fe .  Not to ment ion that they had 
al ready made an arrangement wi th Enkur 's parents .  The boy 
was a good student and had potent ia l  for success - he gener­
a l ly  could be re l i ed on to support L iza. 

But l say wou ldn ' t  back down, apparent ly hav ing decided 
to accom p l i sh  h i s  goal at a l l  costs .  He would v i s i t  the Babae­
vs more and more often, befriend ing Erzo l ,  F i ra and Havo .  
l say was an outgo ing and soc iab l e  man,  and never hes i tated 
to ment ion h i s  connect ion and to offer he lp .  

Gradual ly, h i s  acquaintance wi th  Erzo l grew i nto a fi rm 
friendsh ip .  My  father was drawn to i nnovat ive and exper i ­
enced people ,  and I say was j ust that - a true profess ional  i n  h i s  
fie l d ,  no t  t o  ment ion smart and shrewd .  He  understood that by 
he lp ing the Babaevs w i th the i r  everyday prob lems he wou ld  
be  ab le  to  w in  not on ly  the perm iss ion to  marry L iza, bu t  a l so 
the g ir l 's affect ion . 

Erzol once to ld  h i s  friend about h i s  fam i ly 's  prob lem : 
"They married me off wi thout ask ing for my consent, un­

derstand? Imagine my pos i t ion ! I can ' t  go against  my father's 
word ! I 'm between a rock and a hard p lace ! I don ' t  even want 
to th ink  about i t .  We have four k ids ,  but we can 't l i ve together."  

"Erzo l ! What's the prob lem? Get a d ivorce and be done 
w i th i t ."  

"Yes, but my mother keeps i ns i st ing that we take the ch i l ­
dren from her. I have no idea how I wou ld  go  about doing that .  
Any court w i l l  l eave the ch i ldren w i th the mother, and make 
me pay a l imony." 

"That 's true." 

"But M ama ins i sts that we raise the ch i ldren, understand? 
That we can ' t  a l l ow them to grow up to be vagrants .  They have 
Babaev b lood runn ing through the i r  ve ins .  We need to take 
them into our home." 



l say thought about i t .  
"There 's a so lut ion for everyth i ng, i f  you try. You ' re say­

ing that you ' re go ing to prov ide for them , and that your mother 
i s  ready to ra ise them?" 

"We l l ,  yes .  Turunge l i ves at her parents ' home w i th 
the ch i l dren .  They don ' t  have much money. She  makes a profit 
here and there - sel l s  th i ngs at the market - but that's a l l  ko­
pecks .  How to get the ch i l dren here i s  beyond me ."  

l say nodded and patted Erzol on the  shou lder. 
"You, know, there are no unso lvable prob lems .  G i ve 

it some t ime .  I ' l l  th ink  of someth ing ."  
The conversat ion ended on that . 
A fter some time, Erzo l decided to move to M oscow. 

He  had re lat ives there, and he in tended to stay w i th them, 
gather h is  bear ings,  and try to start a new l i fe .  

Upon hear ing about h i s  son's  dec i s ion ,  N ahamye i nstant ly 
reacted . 

" I f  that ' s  what you dec ided, let 's  go together ! "  
Not want ing t o  de lay the matter fo r  two long, N ahamye 

requested a vacat ion the very next day and bought two tra in  
t i ckets . 

I n  M ineral nye Vody, where they swi tched tra ins ,  Naha­
mye's friend, the d i rector of  the trade base at the Regiona l  
U n ion of Consumer Soc iet ies  met them . H e  warm ly greeted 
the father and son and asked them about the i r  p lans .  

"So we 've  dec ided to go to Moscow, and try to find  work 
there," Nahamye adm i tted . 

"Na um Dav idov ich ,"  h i s  friend obj ected. " I f  you don ' t  
stay w ith me, I '  1 1  r ip  up your  t ickets and you won ' t  go any­
where . What's there to do in M oscow? H ere, there 's Pyat ig­
orsk, and K i s l ovodsk.  S tay for a few days and look around .  
Maybe you ' l l  find  someth i ng here? If  you don ' t  l i ke i t ,  you 
can keep going ."  

The proposal was unexpected, but reasonab l e .  
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"Why not, A lyosha? Let's stay. Two days won 't make 
a d ifference," Nahamye suggested to Erzo l .  

W h i l e  they went t o  the t i cket counter and rebooked 

the t ickets, my grandfather's friend wrote a recommendat ion 

l etter to the chai rman of the Pyat igorsk Sewing Cooperat i ve, 

iko la i  A leksandrovich Kobelev, and sent the father and son 

to h im .  
Kobelev carefu l ly stud ied Erzo l 's work record and tai l or­

ing d ip loma, then said :  
"A leskey, come b e  m y  head of product ion ! I need edu­

cated people l i ke you. You can take the pos i t ion as soon as to­
morrow if you 'd  l ike ." 

My father l i ked th is  proposal qu i te a bi t  and agreed w i th­
out much hes i tat ion .  But there was a catch .  

"Agreed . But I have to  go  back to  Makhachkala and qu i t  
my j ob there ."  

Th i s  was eas ier said than done .  The Red October refused 
to d i scharge my father. The ch ief stubborn ly res i sted, rem ind­
i ng that the cooperat ive invested amp le  resourced by send ing 
h im to Moscow for trai n i ng, and genera l l y  protested the de­
parture of a va luab le  team member. He  bare ly managed to get 
the term inat ion paperwork through . My father then res igned 
from his sect ion and moved to Pyat igorsk. 

Erzo l d idn ' t  remain at the helm of the sew ing co l lect ive 
for l ong, hand ing the re ins  to Nahamye and go ing on to over­
see a communi ty sew ing center that he acti ve ly he lped estab­
l i sh .  

He,  Nahamye, and his friends - Kutuzov, Kobelev, and the 
cooperat ive's  ch ief accountant - sat down for a no isy ce lebra­
t ion of Erzo l 's transfer to the new pos i t ion . The party d idn ' t  
l ast l ong.  About an  hour i n ,  Kutuzov dragged my father of the 
restaurant on busi ness, and Kobelev hurried home. Wh i l e  Na­
hamye drank rare ly, he suggested that he and the accountant 
stay. 



I n  the morn i ng, Nahamye awoke w i th a headache, 
and compla i ned of a hangover. 

"Father," Erzol rep l i ed, unable to res i st a j oke .  "Th i s  i s  
on ly  a flower or two. There ' l l  be a who l e  bouquet .  Bu i l d  up 
a tol erance and get  used to  i t  - that 's the nature of the work ."  

The  com mun ity sew ing  center housed a few secti ons :  
headwear, l i ght c loth i ng, and  women 's in t imates .  I t  emp loyed 
a hundred peop le .  The enterpr ise constant ly met and exceeded 
its quotas, and was recogn ized as top of i ts trade w i th i n  a few 
months and rece i ved the much des i red Red Banner award . 

My father worked at the sew ing center part t ime ,  concur­
rent ly work ing as a ta i l or of men 's  and women 's outerwear, 
paid by vo lume .  H e  d id  not want to abandon h i s  profes­
s ion,  wh ich  put food on his tab le ,  proverb ia l l y  and l i tera l l y, 
for many years to come.  
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In he r  attempts to  provide for  four  ch i l dren,  Turunge 
made frequent trips to Moscow in order to purchase scarce 
goods there . Th i s  t ime around, as a lways, Raya met her 

at the tra in  stat ion .  Turunge was not alone: she had I i tt l e  E l l a  
i n  her arms, a s  she cou ldn ' t  l eave t h e  i nfant i n  the care of her 
parents .  

In order to prevent my mother from gett ing de layed in  Mos­
cow and being away from her ch i l dren for too long, Raya 
had purchased a l l of  the necessary goods herse l f  and packed 
the bags . A l l  Turunge had to do was to pick up the baggage 
and bring it home. 

The s i sters had a s ingle even ing to ta l k  and pour the i r  sou l s  
ou t  to one  another. 

Next morn i ng, Raya accompanied her guests to the tra in ,  
hugging her s i ster goodbye and k iss ing her n i ece .  

"When you get there, make sure to l et me know," Raya 
ins i sted . 



"Don ' t  worry, everyth ing w i l l  be fi ne .  I ' m  used to these 
tri ps .  Thank you, my dear."  

The tra in  carried Turunge and E l la  away from the capi tal . 
She trave led i n  a great mood ! She was com ing back to her 
ch i l dren, whom she m i ssed very much .  She found a s ide seat 
in  the m iddle of the car, l uck i ly, on the bottom leve l .  L i t t le  E l l a  
fussed a l i t t le ,  bu t  soon ca lmed down .  

The  loaders who Raya h i red expert ly  stuffed the bags 
of text i l es i nto the corners, put a port ion  of them on the th i rd 
s ide she I f, then shoved the rest onto the top compartments 
to the d i sdain of those s i t t ing under them . 

One woman was espec ia l l y  angry, but Turunge had better 
th i ngs to do than to l i sten to her l aments .  H er soul was fi l led 
w i th calm and j oy. Thanks to Raya, Turunge accomp l i shed 
everyth ing she had set out to do. 

Turunge's attent ion was focused on l i tt l e  E l l a, who kept 
try ing to escape her mother's care, c raw l off her l ap, and set 
out to exp lore the tra in  car. 

The tra in  started mov ing, Central European Russ ia ' s  m ut­
ed l andscapes pass ing  by beyond the w i ndow. Observ i ng  how 
other peop le  l i ved, Turunge cou ldn ' t  help but t h i nk  about her 
own future .  Everyth ing should be fi ne - she was now confi­
dent of  that .  She looked at the bags,  l oom ing from above, fi l led 
w ith sheets, b l ankets and p i l l owcases.  Peop le  wou ld  ravage 
th i s  i nventory at the market - a l l she had to do was to put it on  
the  counter. Th is  was  the  key  to her  future. 

She dreamt of  the moment when she wou ld  arrive and see 
her boys, the apples  of  her eye . H er c h i ldren needed to be 
the best looking and the best tended to, and s he,  the ir  mother, 
had to do everyth ing to ensure the ir  happiness .  She  g l anced at 
the bags aga in .  

' How m uch money w i l l  I get? ' She  started menta l l y  est i ­
mat ing her profit, but l ost track .  The most important  th ing was 
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that she was now i n  charge of her own I i  fe . Farewel l ,  depend­
ence on others . She wou ld  be ab le  to prov ide for her ch i l d ren 
herse l f. The thought alone made her srn i l e .  

She wou ldn ' t  be  eas i l y  tamed . Turunge wou ld find a way 
to prove to Erzo l that he was wrong - that they cou ld have 
I i ved together had his mother not i nterfered . 

How many t imes a month wou ld  she be ab le  to trave l  back 
and forth? How much more cou ld  she bring over? She cou ld  
br ing her  l i fe i n  order. And then, the ch i l dren would grow up .  
Most  important ly, they were w i th her. 

Unw itt ing ly, she fe l l  as leep.  A day passed, then another. 
On the morning of the th i rd day, a loud shout awoke her. 
"Makhachkala !  Makhachkala i n  one hour ! "  

G l um p la ins  peppered with gray shrubbery stretched be­
yond the w indows .  They weren ' t  far. Peop le  across the car 
were waking up. Turunge l ooked out of the w indow again ,  
not i c ing the first s igns of a nearby c i ty. 

Turunge thought about the fact that it wou ld  be very n ice i f  
someone he lped her carry a l l  these th ings out t o  the p latform . 
She looked around .  Shou ld she ask one of the sturdy men 
i n  the neighbori ng compartment? The unshaven redhead -
he seemed strong. And h i s  dark-hai red friend certa in ly  l ooked 
fi t  enough . They could grab two bags each .  

Of course, her  mother and  father wou ld  meet her  a t  the  sta­
t ion,  but shou ld  they be l i fting such heavy th ings? H er father 's  
hea l th had been deteriorat ing, and he was cough ing constant ly. 

Li t t le E l l a, wrapped t ight ly i n  a b l anket, started to squ i rm .  
Turunge began l u l l ing her to ca irn her down .  Wh i l e  she tended 
to the g i r l ,  she herse l f  fe l l  as l eep .  The tra in  j erked, and Tu­
runge snapped back to consciousness .  E l l a  also opened her 
eyes, sm i l ing upon see ing her mother. Turunge's heart was 
fi l led with tenderness . As  soon as she heard one of her ch i l ­
dren 's voices, s he  would forget about everyth i ng. He r  thoughts 
sh ifted to her sons. How were they doing wi thout her? 



Turunge looked out of the wi ndow. Tra in  cars, i d l e  on spare 
tracks,  Aoated by majest ica l ly  on both s ides .  

Screech ing and c langing, the tra in pu l l ed up to the p latform . 
Faces of awai t ing loved ones started appear ing in  the w i ndow. 
The car jerked yet aga in ,  the inert i a  moving al l the passengers 
forward,  and the car stopped . An announcer's vo ice echoed 
beyond the wi ndow, mark ing the arr ival  of the Moscow trai n .  
Peop le  began t o  scurry, rush ing t o  leave the stuffy tra in  car 
as soon as poss ib le .  The most im pat ient ones a l ready wai ted at 
the door, where pandemonium was start ing to erupt, as if some­
one was b lock ing the doors .  Another m i nute l ater, the crowd 
pushed back, and those who in i t i a l ly  moved forward w i th the i r  
bags and su i tcases started reced ing .  An  angry m urmur spread 
across the car. Someone was argu ing w i th someone e l se,  de­
mand ing to be l et through.  Turunge l ooked out of the w i ndow. 
Someth ing that looked l i ke Me lke 's  kerch ief  Rashed in  the 

w i ndow, as l i tt l e  E l l a  mumbled in  her s l eep .  

Th is  was the end of the journey. The on ly  th ing l eft to do 
was to somehow carry out what she had brought w ith her. 

"Excuse me, could you help me?" Turunge asked the redhead. 
The man turned around .  
"Those bags over there ."  Turunge pointed them out .  
The redhead nodded g lum ly. 

"Thank you," Turunge said warm ly. "I can ' t  manage 
on my own."  

She looked out of  the w i ndow again .  N o  s ight  of  her  

parents . She wou ld go to the market tomorrow to un load 
the goods .  Me lke can watch the ch i l dren .  

The people ,  stand ing in  the narrow passageway, conti nued 
push ing one another, but there was no real mot ion to speak of. 

E l l a  begun to cry, and Turunge started rock ing her i n  her arms .  
"Qu iet, my l i t t le  g i rl . Ca irn  down .  We' l l  be ou t  of  here soon, 

and then we' l l  go home." 
I t  started gett ing stuffy. 
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Sudden ly, an order b lared across the  car. " In  your  seats ! 

Everybody, in your seats ! "  
"What happened?" 
Turunge, st i l l  ho ld ing E l l a, got on her t i ptoes i n  attempt 

to see what's go ing on .  At the end of the car, by the vest ibu le, 
she saw two men dressed i n  b l ue po l i ce un iforms .  

"A document check?" Turunge thought. "Or  maybe they ' re 
l ooking for someone?" She g l anced around at her fe l low trave­
l ers . "Maybe there 's some sort of  crim i na l  trave l i ng w ith us? 
If you ' re to be l i eve the peop le at the market, they ' re a l l over 
the p lace these days ." 

"Everybody, i n  your seats ! "  the voice sounded again .  
"What i s  th is?" a woman protested l oud ly. "We ' re here, 

and they won ' t  l et honest peop le l eave ! I 'm late for work ! "  
I t  was the same woman who was upset at Turunge fo r  putt ing 
l uggage over her seat. 

"They m ust be looking for stowaway ! "  the redhead re­
marked, l augh i ng .  

Turunge sat and ind ifferent ly observed what was happen­
ing at the other end of the car. The po l i cemen approached each 
passenger, w i thout any hurry, demanded documents, exam­
ined them, and then moved on. 

' I  wonder how long they ' re go ing to torment us l ike th i s , '  
Turunge thought, looking a t  E l la .  

The ch i l d  cou ld wake up at  any moment .  
The pol i cemen moved toward the m idd le  of  the car. Tu­

runge looked calm ly  as the horse-j awed capta in  and his part­
ner went from compartment to compartment, d ipp ing in and 
out of the walkway. 

Everyone had d ifferent documents .  Some gave re l ease 
cert ificat ions ;  others had green passports w i th the hammer 
and s ick le  on them . 

Turunge j umped up.  Where were her documents? She 
started rummaging through her purse .  



The giant po l i ceman - Turunge found herse l f  at a loss 
about what rank four stars on one's shou lder straps s ign ified -
went i nto the ne ighbori ng compartment .  She heard a man 's na­
sal vo ice :  "Com rade po l i ceman, I have noth ing to do w ith th i s .  
I ' m fresh ou t  of  lockup.  I f  someone go t  robbed, i t  defi n i te ly  
wasn ' t me ."  The  ind ifferent ly  rude "Give me your  documents" 
interrupted the chatty conman's speech .  

The l oud  voices awoke E l l a, and Turunge began to rock 
her agai n .  Comp lete ly  calm ,  she l ooked at the other officer, 
who reached the i r  compartment and rep l i ed w i th a s i m i l ar ly 
i nd ifferent look .  The po l i ceman po inted ly  l ooked at the same 
woman who took i ssue w i th Turunge's bags . 

"What do you have there?" he asked rude ly, k ick ing her 
su i tcase. 

A t  that t ime, the horse-j awed captain ,  hav ing  fi n i shed w i th 
the whiny convi ct, approached Turunge. 

"Your documents," he said, su l l en ly  looking over the re­

ma in ing half of  the car. 
Turunge hurr ied ly  l ooked through her bag, pu l l ed out her 

passport ,  and gave i t  to the pol i ceman.  She gave him a shy 
sm i le ,  mot ion ing at the s l eeping E l l a  w i th her eyes,  as if show­
ing off her prec ious cargo . I t  was t ime to feed her. 

The po l i ceman g l anced at E l l a, stone-faced, and opened 
the passport .  He g lanced at a page, then l ooked at Turunge, 
then back at the passport, as if he d idn ' t  know how to read . 
He  turned to h i s  partner, who was check ing the documents 
i n  the adj acent compartment .  

"Egorov ! "  

Egorov turned away from the rambunct ious woman, who 
kept exp la in ing someth ing wh i l e  she pointed a fat  fi nger at her  
passport .  

The  capta in  handed Turuge's passport to h i s  partner. 
Egorov l ooked at the passport w ith the same flat expres­

s ion ,  then gave i t  back to h i s  co l league . 
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"You ' re Babaeva?" the capta in  asked ind ifferent ly. 
"Yes, Babaeva."  Turunge sm i led, unab le  to comprehend 

what the pol icemen wanted from her. 
Someth ing about her sm i le confused the inspector. He  rum­

maged through h i s  j acket to  find a folded sheet of  paper, read 
it, then went back to the passport .  

"Turunge Hezgievna Babaeva?" he asked . 
"Yes .  Turunge Babaeva."  
"Are you trave l ing a lone?" 
"With my daughter."  
The l i tt le  one was start i ng to squ i rm from the heat. I t  was 

only a matter of time before she would start cry ing .  
"Are you carry ing anyth ing w ith you?" 
"Here . . .  " Turunge vaguely nodded at the top she l f, then at 

the su i tcase by her feet. 
"That 's it?" 
Turunge bashfu l ly nodded at the few bags that hung over 

her head. 
"Those too ." 
The officer looked at the top she lf.  
" l s  that i t?" 
Turunge's face grew ind ignant, much l i ke that of  the cap­

tain who was harass ing her. 
"Yes.  That's i t ."  
The captain  turned around.  He  l ooked at  the compart­

ment where the redhead, h i s  friend, and the l oud woman sat 
and stepped in .  

"Whose th ings are these?" he asked g lum ly, po int ing at 
the bags on the th i rd she lf. 

The redhead and h i s  friend g lanced aside, as i f  frightened 
and pretend ing to not have heard the quest ion .  

"So whose are these thi ngs?" the po l iceman asked stern ly. 
"Hers ! "  the l oud woman said, point ing at Turunge . 
The officer sh ifted h i s  gaze to Turunge. 



"Yours?" 
Turunge was scared . She first shook her head, as if say i ng 

' no ' ,  then corrected herse l f. 
"M ine ."  
The capta i n 's face grew completely seri ous .  
"Where e l se? Show me." 
Turunge t im id ly  went  to show h im .  
"Here, here, and here . . .  " 
With each word she uttered, the officer's  eyes grew more 

enraged, l i ke those of a dog who had j ust spotted a scent .  
"Six bags," the capta in  counted. "A l l  yours?" 
Turunge sensed troub le .  
"Yes, they ' re g ifts .  For the fam i ly." 
"Gather your th i ngs," the capta in  ordered.  "We ' l l  figure 

th i s  out ." 
"F igure th i s  out where?" Turunge asked, now pan i cked . " I  

need to go. My  parents are wait ing for me! I need to feed my 
ch i ld . "  

She l i fted E l l a  up, as  i f  she was  a sh ie ld  beh ind wh ich  she 

cou ld  find from the i ncessant officer. She  wanted to run out 
of  th i s  stuffy tra in .  

She grabbed one  of the  bags, a s  i f i n  a trance. The  next com­
partment was nearly empty by now. The people,  whose docu­
ments had al ready been checked, looked on at Turunge w ith 
malevolent cur ios i ty, as if they caught her doing something 
shameful .  Suddenly, she  rushed forward as  fast as  she  cou ld .  

"Hey !  Where are you going?" 
The po l i ceman yanked her back by her s l eeve.  
"Stay where you are ! "  
"What d i d  I ever to d o  t o  you?" Turunge's eyes fi l led wi th  

tears . She was tru ly  terr ified . 
. "Am I free to go, comrade capta in?" the loud woman 

asked, g iv ing Turunge an angry l ook, as if she had been re­
spons ib l e  for the de lay. 
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"One m i nute," the capta i n  i nterrupted . "Egorov, le t  the 
rest go." 

"Open the doors ! "  the sergeant yel led to the conductor across 
the entire car. The people sti rred impatiently, eager to leave lest 
they be deta ined again .  Those who were free to go, seemed d i s­
tant and avoidant to Turunge, looking at her as if she was a leper 
as they passed her, pushing the ir  luggage in front of them . 

"You stay beh ind ."  The capta in grabbed the s leeve of the 
redheaded man who Turunge recru i ted to help her, as wel l 
as h i s  friend. Both looked at the captai n  i n  confus ion .  

"Was th i s  woman trave l i ng wi th th i s  l uggage?" the tal l po­
l i ceman asked the redheaded man, who re luctant ly  l ooked at 
the bags . 

" I  cou ldn ' t  tel l you ." 
"What if  you th ink about i t?" the capta in  said wi th  i nt im i ­

dat ion i n  h i s  voice and b locked t he  exi t .  
"Who can confirm that th i s  woman was trave l i ng w i th 

these th i ngs?" he loudly asked a l l  three . 
" I  can ! "  the loud woman eagerly answered . "She trave led 

w i th th i s, and th i s .  That," she said point ing at the most d i stant 
bag, "I don ' t  know anyth ing about ." 

"Good," the capta in said .  "You' l l  come wi th us .  You ' l l  be 
a w itness . You can s ign the report ."  

"What do I have to do with th is?" the woman protested . 
"Am I her babysitter or someth ing? I ' m j ust saying what I saw ! "  

The younger sergeant h i ssed a t  her, and she  fe l l  s i lent .  
"Take ' em away, Egorov," the capta in  said,  motion ing at 

Turunge 's bags . 
Egorov comp l i ant ly grabbed two bags, l i fted them, 

and nearly co l l apsed under the ir  weight .  
"They' re heavy, comrade capta in ," he compla i ned. 
"Are you kiddi ng, Egorov?" the capta i n  retorted i n  con­

tempt. "The broad can hand le  them on her own, and a man l i ke 
you can 't? Go on, carry them ! "  



The man i n  the po l i ce tun ic  grabbed the bags and dragged 
them down the a i s l e .  

Turunge almost ye l l ed : ' Don ' t  drag them ! They ' re new 
sheets ! You ' l l  so i l  them , or r ip them ! ' ,  but restra ined herse l f.  
There were other th ings t o  th ink  about . 

"What 's the protoco l ?" she asked at the horse-j awed po­
l i ceman . "I have a ch i l d !  I need to feed her ! "  

Turunge sh i fted her p lead ing look between the capta in  
and h i s  assi stant . 

"Don ' t  worry, they ' l l  le t  us go any m i nute now," she wh i s­
pered to I i t t l e  E l la ,  as i f  she understood .  

"You ' l l  feed her  l ater. Come on,  get  a move on ."  The cap­
ta i n  gave Turunge's back a push .  

Turunge grabbed her su i tcase wi th  one hand,  E l l a  w ith 
the other. The world,  which had j ust recent ly  been so l i ght  
and happy, was sudden ly  scary and b l eak. 

In the vest ibu le ,  Turunge saw her father and mother stand­

i ng on the p l atform . M e l ke ' s  face grew worried, as she watched 
her daughter being escorted out by two po l i cemen .  

"Mama ! "  Turunge shout came out as a loud wh i sper. 
Me Ike rushed to her side, but the giant captain stood in her way. 
"Who are you?" 
" I ' m  her mother."  

Then H ezgie, confused by the s ituat ion ,  asked loud ly. 
"Where are the bags?" 
Turunge stood there, not know ing how to answer. M e l ke 

was the fi rst to sense troub le .  

"Who cares about the bags ! "  she ye l l ed a t  H ezgie b i tter ly 
and tugged at her daughter 's s l eeve.  " Let 's  go home." 

"The detai ned w i l l  go w ith us to the stat ion ,"  the po l ice­

man announced. 
� 'What do you mean, detai ned?" M e l ke gasped . "What 

for? What do you want from my daughter? Can ' t  you see? She 
has  a baby w i th her !  She needs to feed the  ch i l d ! "  
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"Ci t izen - take the  ch i l d  and head home .  Your daughter 
w i l l  go w i th us to c lari fy the issue ." 

"What i ssue? What are you doi ng?" Me lke screamed .  
"Babaeva !"  the captain barked . "Give the chi ld to the cit izen." 
Turunge, in  a trance, compl iantly handed E l la to her mother. 
"What issue?" Me l ke kept repeat ing .  "Where are you tak-

i ng her?" 
Everyone on the p latform turned to look at them . The cap­

tain grabbed Turunge by the s leeve and cal lous ly dragged her 
beh ind h im .  

"Egorov, grab a porter and fol low me," he  said t o  t h e  ser­
geant, who shuffled around the platform not know ing whether 
to fo l low the capta in or grab the bags, wh ich  were al ready 
being exam ined by curious ind iv iduals  who seemed to have 
appeared out of nowhere. 

Turunge, ashamed to l i ft her gaze off the ground, comp l i ­
ant ly fo l lowed the  capta in .  

"Why are you escort ing her  l i ke a crim i na l?" M e l ke yel led 
after them . "She 's a young mother ! "  

The captai n  paid  he r  screams no m ind .  Th i s  was s imply 
bus i ness as usual . Fr iends had al ready gathered at h is home -
it was h i s  w i fe 's b i rthday, and here he was, hav ing to deal w i th 
another specu lator. 

Turunge's m ind was gett ing c loudy. She st i l l  cou ldn ' t  com­
p lete ly grasp what the men in  b lue un iforms  wanted from her. 

The po l i ce department was located wi th in  the tra in stat ion .  
The capta in entered h i s  office and pointed at  a chair  for Tu­
runge to s i t  i n .  He  sat across from her, at a ye l l ow, scratched up 
wr i t ing desk, topped w i th a cracked i nkwel l and a seem ingly 
forgotten hat. 

He  l ooked the woman i n  a flower pattern kerch ief  over 
w i thout much i nterest .  ' I s she Jew i sh or Dargwa? ' he won­
dered . Turunge fe l t  defensel ess w i thout a ch i l d  i n  her arms .  
She had a headache .  



The capta in  got a pack of Be lomor c igarettes out of the 
drawer, b lew on it ,  b i t  down on the end of one, and l i t  up .  
The c lock po inted to ten m i nutes to e l even .  I t  was the m idd le  
of the  day. 

The capta in  not iced that h i s  detai nee was start i ng  to pan­
ic .  She st i l l  d i dn ' t  understand why she had been arrested .  ' E i ­
ther  she ' s  p lay ing a foo l ,  or we messed up, ' the po l i ceman 
thought .  

Fa int  memories of her father 's o ld  stor ies of  pr i son came 

to Turunge's m i nd .  
The  door opened, and t he  sergeant appeared .  
"Comrade capta in ,  where do you want  the w i tnesses?" 
"Have them wait  i n  the other room ." 

"U nderstood ."  
The capta in  took another drag, exha l i ng r ight i nto Tu­

runge's face .  

"We l l  then, shal l we proceed w i th the exam inat ion?" 

he asked i nd ifferent ly. "What 's i n  the bags?" 
It was as if the deta inee hadn ' t  heard h i m .  At that very 

moment,  the door burst open and her mother appeared on the 
thresho ld ,  ho ld ing a scream ing c h i l d  i n  her arm s .  

F o r  a moment, everyone i n  t h e  room spoke a t  once .  Tu­
runge ran to E l l a, the capta in  bent across h i s  desk try ing  
to  grab her  coat, and  Me l ke started scream ing  i n  H ebrew 
am idst the tens ion .  

"Egorov ! "  roared the capta in .  

The  sergeant burst i n to  the  room,  and  the  m other 
and daughter hudd led c l ose .  L i tt l e  E l la ' s  screams got l ouder, 

wh ich  seemed to further confuse the sergeant .  
"C lear the room ! "  the capta in  screamed.  
The two women fe l l  s i l ent ,  and on ly  E l l a 's scream ing re­

mained.  
"Egorov, get everyone out of  my office except for the de­

tai ned ! "  

Turunge 

3 3 9  



Igor Babaev 

340 

Egorov pushed Me lke out, and Turunge was once aga in  
a lone in  the room wi th the captai n .  

"What t he  he l l  i s  going on?" the  pol iceman asked angri ly. 
Turunge stayed s i l ent, terrified.  
"What's in  the bags? Te l l  me ! "  
"Comrade po l i ceman, 1 to ld  you a l ready. They ' re g ifts ! "  
"Where from?" 
" I  bought them in  Moscow." 
"So you bought them in  Moscow? What exact ly  i s  in  the 

bags?" 
"Bedding, underwear, sh i rt, n ightgowns ." 
"And who are they for?" 
"I to ld  you - for my fam i ly." 
The captain  fe l l  s i l ent, sat down at the desk, and started 

fi l l ing out paperwork. 
"Egorov ! "  he ye l led.  
The sergeant instant l y  appeared . 
"Open them up," the capta in  ordered. 
The sergeant approached the nearest bag, pu l l ed out a pen 

kn i fe and, l ike an amateur surgeon, s l i ced open the fi rst bag. 
Th ings that Raya took such care to fold up poured out :  p i l l ow­
cases, bed sheets, hard to find neg l i gees . 

The sergeant d id  the same w ith the second bag, then 
the third. And so on .  Dozens of sheets, n ightgowns and p i l ­
l owcases poured ou t  of a l l of them . 

"Some fam i ly !  There must be at l east five hundred of you.  
R ight, comrade captain?" the sergeant l aughed . 

Turunge looked at the capta in ,  overcome w ith hatred .  H ow 
dare he? Th i s  was her treasure - her hope for sa lvat ion .  They 
wanted to take it? 

"These are a l l  g i fts, yes?" the capta in  asked, su l l en ly. 
Turunge didn't reply, just bit her l ip. The room got even hazier. 
"Do you know what th i s  i s  ca l l ed? Spe-cu- la-t ion ! Do 

you understand?" the capta in  screamed, and turned to Egorov. 



"Ca l l  in the w i tnesses and proceed accord i ng to sei zure pro­
toco l . "  

Turunge tried to  protest, but the  capta in  barked a t  her 
and she fe l l  s i lent .  The door would occas iona l ly  open or c l ose, 
and peop le  in  un i form would come and go, look ing  over 
the heap of bedd ing lying on the floor. Turunge would hear 
E l la 's  screams, and catch g l impses of  her mother 's frightened 
face through the crack i n  the door. 

The on ly th ing left to do now was to stay s i lent .  
The word ' specu lat ion ' was scary i n  those years . H er fa­

ther had been to ja i l  for specu lat ing  gold ,  and now h i s  daughter 
was s i t t ing at the po l i ce stat ion fac ing s i m i l ar charges .  

Turunge was saddened and hurt .  Why d id  th i s  have to hap­
pen to her, espec ia l ly  now, when l i fe had fina l l y  started to tum 
around? Had she done someth ing wrong? A fter a l l ,  she hadn ' t  

sto len anyth ing .  She bought i t  w i th he r  own  money, wh i ch  
she  had earned honest ly. Who  wou ld  be hurt by  he r  l i fe be ing 

s l ight ly better? She  was do ing a l l  of th i s  for the ch i l dren ! "  
"Comrade po l i ceman, I ' m  not a n  specu l ator !  I need t o  feed 

my ch i l dren . Th i s  is bread money." 
"Bread money ! "  the capta in  asked malevo lent ly. "Do you 

know how much bread you can buy for th i s  stuff? Way more 
than you can eat ."  

H e  kept  ye l l i ng other th i ngs, but Turunge cou ld  bare ly  
understand h im .  On ly  one  thought c i rc l ed through he r  m ind :  
what w i l l  happen to  t he  ch i l dren i f  she's  detained? Who w i l l  
feed them? Who wou ld  he lp?" 

She watched the two w i tnesses s i gn some papers and l eave 
the office. I t  was j ust the three of the aga i n :  the captain ,  his as­
s i stant, whose name kept s l i pp ing her m i nd,  and her. 

"S ign," he sudden ly  nudged Turunge.  "Can you hear m e?" 

She shuddered . I ndeed, she hadn ' t  heard anyth ing .  
She rose unstead i ly, approached the  tab le ,  and everyth ing 

faded i n  front of  her  eyes . 
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"Read i t  and s ign it," the capta in  ordered . 
Turunge looked over the capta in ' s  scragg ly handwri t ing 

i n  fright ,  unab le  to read anyth ing .  
"Here," the capta i n  pointed h i s  finger at  the paper. "Home 

confinement .  You w i l l  report to the prec i nct when cal l ed upon, 
understood?" 

The phrase ' home confinement'  sounded reassur ing to Tu­
runge. Th i s  meant she wasn ' t  arrested . She had been re leased . 
Sudden ly, the room seemed brighter. Noth ing would happen 
to the ch i l dren, and then, God w i l l i ng, she may even be ab le 
to get her th i ngs back .  She would need to cal l Raya and ask her 
what to do.  Her  husband was we l l  connected ! He  would sure ly 
have valuab l e  adv ice .  

Turunge hurr iedly s igned the paper w i th messy handwrit-
i ng, and looked at the capta in  hopefu l ly. 

"Can I go?" 
He looked at her heav i ly. 
"You can, c i t izen Babaeva, but not for long.  You ' l l  be 

cal l ed when you ' re needed ."  
"What about my th i ngs? Can I take my th i ngs?" 
"You ' re a sly one, aren ' t  you? Those are ev idence now," 

the captai n  sm i led .  
"What do you mean, ev idence? I t 's bedd ing .  I paid money 

for i t  - al l  that my fam i ly could gather." 

Turunge bawled .  At  that moment, th i s  seemed l ike 
the greatest loss .  

In  Moscow, the phone rang at  the office of Raya's husband, 
M ikhai l Hanukov. As usual, he didn't th ink twice about picking up: 

"He l l o?" 

"He l lo ,  M i sha. Th i s  is To lya." 
"Yes, To lya. I 'm l i sten ing ." 
"M i sha, we need to talk ."  
"What happened?" 



"Someth i ng .  Let's meet at the Pushk in monument i n  a ha l f 
hour."  

"A l right .  I ' l l  be there in  twenty m i nutes ." 
He  got up, threw on the j acket that hung on the back of  h i s  

chair, and left t h e  office .  
" I ' m  go ing to  l unch," he to l d  the recept ion i s t .  
H anukov nearly ran to the Pushk in monument .  H is  o ld  

friend ,  a detect ive from the invest igative d i v i s ion at  the Petro­
vka, wou ldn ' t  cal l out of  the b lue .  In twenty m inutes, he  was 
shaking the hand of his friend Anato ly. Some t ime  ago, 
he he l ped A nato ly 's daughter enro l l  at the un ivers i ty, and the 
two had been friends ever s i nce .  

" M i sha, I don ' t  even know how to te l l  you th i s  . . .  " 
"Te l l  i t  l i ke i t  i s . "  
" I  l earned today that an arrest warrant has  been i s sued 

for your w i fe Raya." 
"Are you crazy? H ow? What for?" 

" I ' m  as shocked as you are . My friend at the i nvest igat ive 
d iv i s ion said that she was invo lved i n  specu lat ion w ith  regard 
to c loth ing  or someth ing .  She  bought th ings here, and then her 

s i ster so ld  them i n  M akhachkala .  
H anukov instant ly  recal l ed Turunge's recent v i s i ts 

to Moscow, how they searched for presents for the l arge fam­
i l y, packed them . H e  reca l l ed Raya asking  for a car to take 
Turunge to the tra in  stat ion .  Th ings were tak ing  a turn for the 
worst, and none of i t  sounded l i ke l ibe l .  

"Do you th ink m y  w i fe has a chance to get out o f  th i s?" 
"M isha, you know I owe you a l ot, but I can ' t  do anyth ing  

here .  I f  th i s  were my case, I wou ld  ge t  he r  out o f  i t ,  bu t  i t ' s  
someone e l se 's ,  and  they ' re a l ready proceed ing .  There 's noth­
ing to be done.  I suggest adm i tt i ng  everyth ing .  The sentence 

w i l l  be m in ima l . The main thing i s  to d i stance you from th i s .  
She  was  buy ing  these th ings a t  your  fac i l i t i es .  Do you  under­

stand how bad th i s  can get?" 
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"I understand. Thanks for the warn ing. Keep me in the loop." 
M ikhai l rushed home, where he asked his w i fe straight 

from the doorway : 
"Te l l  me about your and Turunge's shenan igans .  What d id  

you do?" 
"What are you ta l k i ng about? What ' shenan igans ' ?  
"D id  she  no t  come here to  buy  th i ngs and  then rese l l  them 

in Makhachkala?" 
"Who told you that?" 
"That doesn ' t  matter. The problem is  that I ' m not the on ly 

one who knows anymore . . .  " 
"Oh my God ! But how cou ld  they fi nd out? We were care­

ful to not te l l  anyone.  Bes ides, who's go ing to notice when 
there are hundreds of us i n  Moscow? Everyone bri ngs bags 
of th i s  and that back and forth ! "  

" I  don 't know. I t ' s  unc l ear why they s i ngled you out .  I t ' s  
as  i f  someone sn i tched on you.  Who g ives a damn? The bad 
th ing i s  that the pol i ce know. I tal ked to To lya Laptev, and he 
to ld  me everyth ing ."  

"So? He 's your  friend ,  so he can he l p ! "  
" H e ' d  b e  happy to. You know that h e  l ikes both of us 

and understands everyth ing .  He  was also p l enty surpri sed by 
th i s  turn of events . What 's  terri fy ing is that, in h i s  op in ion ,  you 
stand no chance at avo id ing tri a l . "  

Raya froze upon hear ing the  l ast sentence.  The  darkest 
memories of her l i fe  Aooded in - being l ocked up on death 
row, praying for a qu ick dem ise, the l oss of her ch i l d .  

"But we need to  do someth ing !  Ca l l your friends and have 
them refer you h igher up .  I nvest igators have bosses too ! We 
can figure someth ing out .  A fter a l l ,  we aren ' t  th ieves, or k i l l ­
ers. We can exp la in  everyth i ng ! "  

"Raya, be  rea l i st i c .  To lya found ou t  about th i s  too l ate. 
Had i t  been earl i er, we cou ld  have done someth i ng, but i t 's 
imposs ib l e  now. We m i ssed the our chance ."  



Mikhai l wandered over to the window and looked out into 
the street, push ing aside the scarce, tu l le curta ins .  People walked 
past as usual ,  and no one cared about h i s  personal tragedy. 

"Consider ing that they know everyth i ng, you need to con­
fess .  The case i s  a l ready being invest igated by l ocal authori t ies  
in Makhachkala .  We can ' t  come to an understand ing  w i th a l l 
of them . But i f  you adm i t  it and request an opportun i ty to ab­
so lve your gu i l t, they m ight go easy on sentenc ing .  I ' m  sure 
of i t .  I f  you don ' t  do th i s ,  i t ' l l  on ly  be worse . Th ink  about i t :  
you  were us ing my connect ions to  get goods from my ware­
houses . One false move, and I ' m  invo lved .  I f  we ' re both be­
h ind  bars, then i t  gets bad . No one w i l l  he lp  us then, and we 
can say goodbye to everyth ing .  Th i s  way, I ' l l  th ink  of a way 
to get you out. I 'm sure I w i l l ." 

M ikhai l paused, strugg l ing to watch h i s  w i fe 's  terror-fi l led 
eyes. He d idn ' t  fee l  sorry for her - i t  was her own faul t, to get 
caught so fool ish ly. The damn charity worker. The des i re to he lp 
others, even fam i ly, shou ld never muddle one 's sense of caut ion .  
Did she th ink that h i s  h igh rank made her immune from a l l  harm? 

He  poured Raya some water. She  shak i ly took a gu lp ,  
and p l ead i ng ly l ooked a t  her husband.  U nderstand ing that h i s  
w i fe was recept ive  of adv ice, he cont inued : 

"The main  th ing i s  to come forward before they come 
for you .  Do you have any of Turunge's th i ngs l eft  here?" 

"No she took everyth ing ."  

"That 's good . That means they won 't find  anyth ing  here. 
Just make sure to te l l  them that I d idn ' t  know anyth ing  when 
they ' re quest ion ing you . Don ' t  even mention this conversa­

t ion . I w i l l  try to arrange for better condi t ions if you ' re con­
v i cted . Don ' t  worry, I won 't abandon you ."  

The fol lowing day, Raya turned herse l f  in .  
The process took a l i tt l e  over  two hours .  Raya was shocked 

to hear that the i nvest igators knew everyth ing .  There was in ­
d i sputab le  ev idence against  the  s i sters . 
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Raya fo l l owed her husband's advice,  instant ly dec l ar­
ing that she wou ld  l ike to make a confess ion .  She stated that 
she d idn ' t  rese l l  the goods, on ly he l ped her s i ster buy them 
so that she cou ld  make ends meet after her husband left her 
w ith no sustenance.  A fter Raya said that, she was arrested, 
and transcri pts of her test imony, i n  wh ich she fu l ly adm i tted 
her gu i l t ,  were forwarded to Makhachkala .  



XXVIII 

I t was a sunny morn ing .  Me l ke had j ust p u t  the kett l e  on the 
stove and was tend ing to someth ing i n  the yard wh i l e  wai t­
ing for the water to bo i l  when she heard a knock on  the 

gate . My grandmother approached i t  and opened the l atch .  
"He l l o ! "  the ma i lwoman grumb led .  " I  have a regi stered 

l etter for Turunge Babaeva ." 
"Turunge ! Daughter ! "  Me l ke yel led from right there .  
Her heart beat anxious ly. 
"What?" Turunge ye l l ed back from the porch .  
"You have a l etter." 

Wip ing her hands on her apron,  Turunge came out .  
"S ign here and here," the grumpy mai lwoman sa id ,  hand­

ing her a chem ical  penc i l .  
Turunge traced her name w ith a shaky hand a n d  retu rned 

the penc i l ,  rece iv i ng a smal l ,  gray envelope i n  retu rn . She  ex­
am ined i t  i n  fear. 

Me lke c losed the l atch and turned to her daughter. 
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"What i s  i t?" 
Turunge opened the envelope and pul led out a p iece of pa­

per. It was a summons to appear before an invest igator - to­
morrow. 

Turunge was not herse l f  for the remai nder of the day. Eve­
ryth ing kept fal l ing out of her hands . Even as she dressed her 
ch i ldren and fed baby E l la, al l she could think about was what 
awai ted her. It was terr ify ing .  

Me lke walked Turunge to  the prosecutor 's office, but  was 
not a l l owed i ns ide the bu i l d i ng .  Struggl ing to move her legs, 
which stubborn ly res i sted, Turunge ascended to the second 
floor. She bare ly found the correct office, wal k ing past peo­
ple in m i l i tary un iform s  who m i l l ed about pay ing no m i nd 
to the m i serab le  woman .  She knocked . A voice echoed from 
the brown leatherette-bound door. 

"Corne in . "  

Turunge pu l led on the  door hand le .  She expected to  find 
the same capta in that detai ned her at the tra in stat ion,  but in ­
stead saw a heavyset ba ld  man in  p la i n-c lothes who sat beh ind 
h i s  desk, read ing someth ing .  After about a second, he looked 
up from h i s  work and looked Turunge over. 

"S i t  down," the man said, nodd ing toward a chair. 
Turunge qu ick ly  sat down on the edge of the seat. 
"My name i s  Sergeev. I ' m  an i nvestigator," the man said 

i n  a dry voice .  "The summons, p lease," he added, pol i te ly ex­
tend ing his hand. 

Turunge gave him the document, which he tossed as ide 
onto the tab le .  

"And your  passport ."  
Turunge took the booklet out and handed i t  to the i nvest i ­

gator. He  opened i t ,  paged through i t ,  wrote someth i ng down 
and scratched his forehead . 

"You were detai ned on a tra in  from Moscow?" 
"Yes ." 



"Why d id you travel to the capital ?" 
"To v i s i t  my s i ster." 
"D id  you have luggage?" the investigator asked, h i nt ing 

at an  answer. 
" I t  was taken at the tra in  stat ion ."  
"So everyth ing that was confiscated was yours?" 
"Yes ." 
Sergeev made yet another note and, wh i l e  st i l l  wr i t ing,  

cont in ued . 
"What i tems were in the l uggage, and where d id  you ob­

ta in  them?" 
Turunge removed her kerch ief  w i th shaky hands and re­

t ied i t, fumb l i ng wi th  the knot .  She took a deep breath in at­
tem pt to com pose herse lf, then, stutter ing, started to exp la i n :  

" I  bought . . .  I was buying th i ngs i n  M oscow, for my ch i l ­
dren and re lat ives ." 

"How much,  when,  and where?" 

Turunge tried to repeat the same story she had to ld  the cap­
tai n who i nterrogated her at the tra in  stat ion .  She m i ssed a few 
detai l s ,  and said that she acted wi th  the he lp  o f  a friend, who 
worked a t  a warehouse .  The i nvest igator sudden ly i nterrupted 
her: 

"Were you transport ing  these th i ngs w i th i ntent to se l l  
them?" 

"No," Turunge retorted qu i ck ly. 
"And who he lped you purchase them?" 
"l purchased most of  them myse l f. A friend of  m i ne he lped 

a l i t t le - w i th pack ing and br ing ing them to the tra i n . "  
"And your  s i ster?" The  i nvest igator l ooked a t  the  fi le be­

fore h i m .  "Raisa Hanukova?" 
"I on ly went to v i s i t  her. And l i ved w ith her. She has noth­

i ng to do with this .  I ' m ra i s i ng four ch i l dren al l  by myse l f. . ." 
"What happened to your husband?" 

"The ch i l dren and ! l i ve separate ly, at my parents ' home . . .  " 
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"Understood." The i nvest igator paused. "So you mai ntain 
that the i tems you were carry ing w i th you were your personal 
belongi ngs that you were bri ng ing to you re lat ives?" 

"Yes .  They were gi fts .  My re lat i ves gathered up money 
so that I could buy them someth ing .  I on ly stayed w i th Raya." 

The i nvestigator opened a drawer and took out another 
document. 

"Here 's a descript ion of what you were carry i ng :  th i rty 
bed sheet sets, forty sets of  women's underwear, th i rty men 's 
undersh i rts .  So many th i ngs here," he said, hand i ng Turunge 
the l i st .  "Seems l ike a bit too much for re lat ives," the i nvest i­
gator remarked, as if attempti ng to sound casual . 

"That 's the truth ." 
"Are you sure that  you ' ve to ld me everyth i ng?" he looked 

up from the papers and locked eyes w i th Turunge. H i s pup i l s  
contracted.  

"Yes ." 

"A l right, then ." He  yawned, took some papers out ofa fi le, 
then sudden ly struck the tab le w ith his hand and roared :  "Stop 
ly ing ! "  

Turunge shuddered i n  surpri se .  

"Here are package rece ipts for sh ipments from Moscow. I s  
that your s ignature?" 

Turunge l ooked, recogn iz ing her handwri t ing .  
"Yes . . .  " 
"Packages were sent once every two months or so.  You 

must rea l ly  love your re lat i ves," the i nvest igator noted w i th 
a fiendish sm i l e .  "Here," he cont inued, pu l l ing out another 
piece of paper. " I t 's a descr ipt ion of the packages that were 
sent right before your departure from Moscow and opened 
and inspected at the Makhachkala post office." 

Turunge grabbed the sheet w i th a tremb l i ng hand 
and skimmed over i t .  She d idn ' t  need to read i t  - she knew 
i t  al l by heart. 



"And, final ly, a copy of your s i ster ' s  test imony." 
He  handed Turunge several pages .  
The wr i t ing fl ickered before Turunge 's eyes .  With great 

d ifficu l ty she d i scerned her name, a l i st of i tems that she 
and Raya bought, and addresses of warehouses they v i s i ted .  

The i nvest igator poi nted at  the  bottom of the  page. 
"Do you recogn ize your s i ster 's s i gnature?" 
Turunge fe l t  faint .  It was her s i ster 's  handwr i t ing .  
"You see, Raisa H anukova adm itted that you purchased 

goods in  Moscow in order to rese l l  them here ."  
The  l ast phrase struck her  1 ike a razor, and  tears started 

flowing from Turunge's eyes . Sobbing, she tried to p l ead :  
" I  have four ch i l dren ,  and 1 need to feed them somehow, 

and 1 need money to do that . . .  " 
"You don ' t  say ! Enough w i th the crocod i l e  tears, a l l r ight?" 

The i nvest igator smacked the tab l e  w i th h i s  pal m .  "Read over 
the record and s ign i t .  You ' l l  return for quest ion ing i n  two 
days ."  

I n vestigator Sergeev 's  l ast sentence gave Turunge strength : 
she wasn ' t  go ing to pr ison .  

"You are not to l eave M akhachkala .  You are forma l l y  un­
der  i nqu i ry. Go ."  

Turunge j um ped up and hurr ied out of  the office .  She  
needed a i r. She needed her  ch i l dren .  

Me lke rushed t o  h e r  a s  s he  stepped ou t  onto t h e  street . 
"What happened?" 
"Let's go home . . .  Raya was arrested ."  
Me lke ye l ped, coveri ng her mouth w ith her hand.  Tears 

rushed to her eyes, but she qu ick ly  composed herse l f. She  
grabbed her  daughter 's  arm for support and  they hurr ied ly  
walked away from the prosecutor 's office .  

Turunge had no idea  that the  case was  so lved a lmost i n ­
stant ly. A l l  that Sergeev needed was  he r  confess ion .  I t  was 

an ord inary case, wh ich  cou ld  only become unusual if there 
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was further co l l aborat ion w i th others . Turunge tried in  vain 
to absorb the ent irety of faul t  during the subsequent interroga­
t ions :  

" I  did everyth ing - alone .  P l ease understand that ! "  she 
would repeat, cry ing .  " I  transported the goods, and Raya on ly 
he lped me pack them and take them to the tra in stat ion .  Her 
husband has a car. I cou ldn ' t  carry i t  a l l  by myse l f." 

Turunge had no idea that hundred of detai I s  that she 

had deemed un important al l  compri sed a chain of evi dence 

that the prosecut ion was fam i l iar wi th .  The s i sters had been 

watched for a long time and seen together on numerous occa­

s ions . .  
Each day, Turunge watched the mai lbox i n  terror, horrified 

at the prospect of another summons. Me lke started check ing 
the mai l - Turunge said that her  hands shook so bad ly  she 
cou ldn ' t  open the box . 

One day, Hezg ie  and Me lke were not ified that Raya had 
been transferred to Makhachkala and p laced in i so lat ion 
for the durat ion of the invest igat ion .  The parents were horri­
fied to hear th i s .  Their daughter was, once aga in ,  i n  the same 
prison where she lost her unborn ch i l d  and nearly died herse l f.  

Why a deputy m in i ster 's w i fe was arrested was not a ques­
t ion d i scussed by the Abramovs .  Everyone was convinced 
that even the h igh-rank ing Hanukov - who was perceived by 
Hezg ie and Me lke to be very powerful - cou ldn ' t  do anyth ing .  

The parents m i l led about, try ing to arrange v i s i tat ion 
r ights for her daughter, l earn ing everyth ing they cou ld  find 
about the i nvest igators ' know ledge of the case i n  the meant ime 
i n  attempt to  determ ine why such m i sery befe l l  them . 

The investigat ion i nto Raya and Turunge was be ing con­
ducted by Sergeev. The charges were as fol lows : Raya used 
' back channe l s '  to purchase goods from government ware­
houses, which Turunge then transported them from Moscow 
to Makhachkala and reso ld  them at the market. 



The cr ime was c l ear-cut - and the Abramovs were we l l  
aware of  th i s .  I t  was, however, more d i fficu l t  t o  exp la in  
the fo l l owing :  why would someone turn i n  peop le  who posed 
no harm to soci ety? Who t i pped off the authori t ies? I n  those 
years, near ly everyone in  the Jewish commun ity was invo lved 
in  s im i lar act i v i ty. 

H ezgie and Me lke had troub le com ing to term s  w i t h  
t he  fact that Raya was in  prison and Turunge was under house 
arrest .  The Abramovs shuddered at the thought that the ir  
grandch i l dren m ight be left w i thout a mother. Someth ing  
needed to  be done. 

H ezgie thought long and hard about ways to help h i s  
daughters . H e  had n o  friends w h o  cou ld h e l p  reso lve t h e  case, 

and no money w i th which pa lms  could be greased . Eventua l l y, 
after weigh ing a l l  the pros and cons,  he presented Me lke w i t h  
a horri fy ing ly hope less p lan :  

"We are e lderly, s o  they can ' t  put u s  away fo r  long .  She  

needs to  ra ise t he  ch i ldren . Who w i l l  care for  them i f  she  
goes to  prison? Let 's te l l  t hem that we were the ones  se l l i ng  
the  goods, mak ing  the arrangements w i th  the vendors,  and  co l ­
l ec t ing  the money. We ' l l  te l l them that Turunge on ly  trave led 
to Moscow and carr ied the bags. They saw us i n  the stat ion ,  so  
i t ' l l  sound p laus ib le . "  

M e  Ike looked a t  her husband w i th sadness i n  her eyes .  Th i s  
seems to be the on ly way out .  She  feebly nodded and m ental ly  
came to term s wi th  everyth ing .  

I n  the  m idst of  these tragic  events, Me l ke and Hezgi e  were 
unab le  to properly d i scern a course of  act ion .  They weren ' t  
fam i l iar w i th the laws, on ly  re ly ing o n  the ir  o w n  assumpt ions 

of what const i tuted Soviet  j ust ice .  They were b l i nded by the i r  
love for the i r  ch i l dren and the i r  uncond i t iona l  concern, wh ich  
ran through the i r  ve ins  and  made them naYve and  neg l igent .  

In  a few days,  the e lder ly Abramovs were s i t t ing i n  front 

of Sergeev. 
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"We came to dec lare our confess ion," Hezgie began, fum-

b l i ng w ith term i nology. 
The i nvest igator looked at them curious ly. 
"Your words w i l l  go on record ."  
The Abramovs exchanged a s i lent g lance.  
"Our daughters were s imply fo l low ing our orders," Hezgie  

b l urted out  and fe l l  s i lent .  
The i nvestigator l i stened attent ive ly. 
"We ' re old people," old man cont inued, encouraged by 

the investigator 's attent ion .  "We can ' t  take the trave l ,  and are 
used to stay i ng home. So we dec ided to do what we ' re used 
to doing, and rese l l  goods .  We d idn ' t  harm anyone ."  

The investigator put as ide h i s  pen and l i stened, baffled. 
When the o ld  man fin i shed, he scratched his forehead . 

" I s  that a l l ?" 
"That 's al l ! "  
"You ' re free to go ."  Sergeev paused, then s ighed heav­

i ly. "I get it . They ' re your daughters, your b lood. But there 's 
noth i ng you can do. They commi tted a cr ime, and w i l l  answer 
to the law. Your schemes aren ' t  go i ng to work here .  Forget 
about what you ' ve said here, and I won 't  inc l ude i t  in the re­
port," he said sternly. "Go ."  

With those words, Sergeev demanded that they leave h i s  
office. 

The d i scouraged Me lke and Hezg ie  headed for the door. 
I n  the meant ime,  Turunge conc l uded that a l l  wasn ' t  lost  -
otherw i se she wou ld  have been arrested, as Raya was .  With 
every pass ing day, she grew more and more seduced w i th 
hope that everyth ing  wou ld  be a l r ight .  Perhaps the i nvest i ­
gators d idn ' t  have enough ev idence? Turunge was  start i ng 
to be l i eve that she wou ld be acqu i tted - after a l l ,  she st i l l  had 
sma l l  ch i ldren .  

She knew noth ing of the  tri p  her  parents made to  Sergeev 's 

office.  



From t ime to t ime, the Abramovs would d i scuss these 
events and try to calm themse lves .  Hezgie and Me lke st i l l  
hoped that the i r  conversat ion w i th the invest igator m ay st i l l  
he l p  the i r  daughters . Someone fam i l i ar w i th the law had to ld  
them that the  two s i ster 's sentences wou ld we cond i t iona l ,  
and that Raya wou ld  be re l eased on paro le .  Peopl e  a l so  be­
l i eved that H anukov wou ld  be ab le  to take the necessary ac­
t ions to save h i s  w i fe .  

Turunge a l so  tried to  convince herse l f  that t he  case wou ld  
end  here. She kept p ictur ing, t ime and aga in ,  what her l i fe 
wou ld be l i ke had she been ab le  to se l l  the goods she brought 
from Moscow. 

But  she was most frightened by the thought that she m i ght  
l ose her ch i l dren . Turunge worried that  the Babaevs wou ld  use 
th i s  as an opportun i ty to take the l i tt l e  ones away. She d idn ' t  
know exact ly how they wou ld  act, bu t  was  sure that they 
wou ld  have a much eas ier t ime do ing so if she was arrested .  

Turunge's psyche cou ldn ' t  cope w i th such tens ion  for long .  
H er heart ached from the mere not ion of be ing away from 
her ch i l dren,  and th i s  pa in fue l ed an unconta inab l e  fi re w ith i n  
the mother 's sou l .  

One even i ng, N i na Adamova, not iced that L i za was go ing 
to walk home l ate at  n ight and offered to accompany her. 

"L iza, i t 's l ate .  There 's no reason for a betrothed g i r l  
to walk the  streets a lone ."  

L iza obj ected, ins i s t ing that  i t  wasn ' t  that  l ate after a l l .  
She was a n  ange l ic sou l  - the k indest o f  the B abaev c l an -
and d idn ' t  want to burden the a l ready busy future re lat ive .  

"Why, N i na? Don ' t  worry. I '  I I  be fine .  Look how br ight 

the stars are ."  

L iza was a b l ue-eyed, pale faced g i r l  w i th l i ght  red ha i r. 
She loved her father, her brother, and us  (wh ich  was the most 
s ign i ficant d ifference between her and her s i ster F i ra) .  Her  
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kindness, tenderness, and w i l l i ngness to forgive everyone 
evoked Nahamye. She was a gem wi th in  the Babaev fam i ly  -
an ind iv idual  i ncapab le of harm ing anyone. 

She qu ick ly gathered her th ings and ran out .  I t  was w i ndy, 
so she bund led herse l f  t ight ly and hurried home. 

J ust after she set out ,  someone emerged in  front of her 
from around a corner. L iza was frightened at first, but ca lmed 
down after she looked c loser: i t  was j ust some woman. She 
went back to her own thoughts, not th ink ing twice when she 
passed the stranger. Sudden ly, the figure took a step in  her d i ­
rect ion and grabbed L iza's co l l ar. 

"Don 't  you move ! "  
The g ir l  screamed in  fright, a s  Turunge's face emerged 

from the darkness .  L iza s ighed in re l i ef. 
"Oh, i t ' s  you ! You scared me ! "  
Sudden ly, Turunge grabbed L iza's ha i r  and started t o  pu l l  

i t  from s ide to s ide, scream ing and baw l i ng.  Anger overtook 
my poor mother 's tortured sou l .  She was not expecting p i ty -
at l east not from the Babaevs.  Had L iza approached her as an 
enemy, perhaps noth ing wou ld  have happened. Turunge was 
expect ing yet another dose of hatred to j ust ify her rage . But  
here she was ,  be ing approached w i th love ,  as  i f  noth ing had 
happened. Crazed wi th  hurt, Turunge grabbed L iza's co l lar 
and tugged at i t  w i th al l  her strength . 

"You Babaevs are destroy ing my l i fe !  I know you want 
to take away my ch i l dren ! Do you know what ch i l dren mean 
to a mother? They ' re my l i fe !  Why do you bring me such pain? 
I hope that the same sort of pa in comes back to you ! "  

With those words, my mother l e t  g o  of her co l lar 
and grabbed L iza's hair w i th a l l  her m ight .  She overpowered 
her and started toss ing her from s ide to s ide .  

" I  hope you ' re as hurt as I am ! "  she cr ied in  a rage. 
L iza fe l l  to the ground, scream ing from the unbearab le  

pain .  That was exact ly what the  exhausted Turunge needed . 



Her very own pai n  echoed in the innocent g i r l 's  screams .  

That was  exactly how she  suffered, a lso i nnocent .  Her  frenzy 
grew stronger, as she started dragging L iza across the ground,  
the latter try i ng, i n  va in ,  to get  away. The i r  strengths were s im ­
p l y  unmatched, and the screams on l y  fue l ed ou r  mother 's an­
ger. L iza begged her to let her go, but only heard my  mother 's 
enraged vo ice, scream ing from the pain  she carr ied w i th i n .  

Sudden ly, Turunge flew  to  the s i de, and L iza, comp lete l y  
devo id of strength, l ay mot ion less on t he  ground .  My  mother 
looked at her hand, horr ified,  real iz ing that she was ho ld ing  
a c lump of b loodied ha i r  i n  her  hand . A stream of  b lood ran 
down L iza's face . 

Real iz ing what she had done, M ama moaned desperate ly  
and l e t  ou t  a muffled scream . The  covered her mouth w i th her  
hand and ran i nto the  darkness from whence she came w i thout 
turn i ng around, back to her home and her n ightmares .  L i za l ay 
on the ground, cry ing her eyes out and squ i rm ing i n  pain .  

"Why? What for?" s he  kept repeat ing .  
I f  she on ly  knew that our mother  asked herse l f  the same 

quest ion every n ight, try ing  to understand why fate bestowed 
such m isery upon her. 

People flocked to L iza 's  cr ies ,  l i fted her up,  and brought 
her home to ! say, who had j ust retu rned from work. He  l ooked 

upon his bride's face i n  terror. When he found out who the cu l ­
prit was, h i s  fear turned to  rage. 

"She's  insane ! She  needs to be i n  a m ental hospi ta l ! "  
h e  ye l led .  

Hezgie heard these words from h is  ne ighbors .  Me lke was 
shaken .  She  knew that th i s  s i gn ified a fi na l  severance of  t ies  

w i th the  Babaevs .  
Hezgie prayed for both s ides to  come to the i r  senses .  

Me lke kept l ight ing the menorah, begging  God to let w i sdom 
and prayer return the members of  her fam i l y  to the r ighteous 
path and end her daughter ' s  suffering .  
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! say met w i th h i s  o ld  friend A lkhazov the  fol lowing day. 
After L iza's beat i ng, he fe l t  invo lved in everyth ing that hap­
pened and wanted to know how the case agai nst Raya and Tu­
runge was com ing along.  

A lkhazov, want i ng to be the bearer of good news but ,  in­
stead, start l ing h is friend, to ld h im that Turunge wou ld l i ke ly 
avoid puni shment .  

"How?" ! say gasped . 
"The law won 't j ai l a mother of four, that's how." 
" I  had no idea our laws were so len ient ."  
"You mean ' fai r ' ," the i nvest igator corrected h im .  
"What about - hypothet ical ly - i f  the mother turned out 

to be, you know," l say tw i sted his forefinger agai nst his tem­
p le .  "Would Soviet law be so k ind to her then?" 

"You mean i nsane?" A lkhazov asked . " I f  she's insane, 
she can ' t  be trusted w i th ch i ldren . Then the law wou ld take 

the ch i l dren away." 
"What you cal l it i f  a woman - a young mother - nearly 

k i l led her husband 's s i ster?" 
A lkhazov thought for a m inute.  
"Who are you talk ing about? Babaeva? Turunge?" 
"Hypothet ica l ly," l say repl ied evas ive ly, but then couldn ' t  

res is t  ye l l ing :  "You should have seen what she  d id  to  Erzo l 's 
younger s i ster! She a lmost maimed her ! "  

"You th ink Turunge rea l ly  d id  snap?" 
"I can ' t  confirm that, but there are s igns ."  
A lkhazov thought some more. 
"Can you get an expert op in ion?" 
" I 'm  not certain  about doctors," l say hesitated. "But she's 

undoubtedly hysterical . He has no se l f  contro l .  A normal person 
wouldn 't pounce l ike that on another for no reason !  I ' m  confident 
that she shouldn' t  be trusted with ch i ldren .  Can we rescue them 
somehow? Judge for yourse lf- the mother is  under invest igation, 
unemployed, uneducated . They ' l l  grow up to be vagrants ! "  



"L i sten, here 's what we' l l  do .  I ' l l  go see my friend, who's  

l ead ing th is  case, and find out the  facts . Then I ' l l  l et you know." 
"F i ne .  But don ' t  de lay." 
"You ' l l  know tomorrow. I prom ise ."  
The friends parted and A l khazov set  out  to see Sergeev, 

whom he had al ready known for two years . 
"He l lo ,  my fe l l ow serv i ceman ! "  
"He l l o !  What br ings you here?" 
"There 's an issue ." 
"What k i nd of i ssue?" 
"You ' re i n  charge of Turunge Babaeva?" 
"The prosecutor i s  ask ing  for the appropriate sentence, 

wh ich  the court w i l l  probab ly reduce i t  to a condi t iona l  one, so 
she ' l l  l i ke ly  stay where she it ." 

"What about the ch i l dren? H er c h i l dren ." 
"The ch i l dren w i l l  stay where they are - w i th her."  

" I  see." 
"What do you want from th i s  Babaeva and her ch i ldren?" 
"Wel l ,  you see, I was asked for a favor. . .  She's a parasi te -

no money. Anyways, her husband wants the kids to stay with h im ." 

"Why wou ld  he want the burden?" 
"We l l ,  th ink  about i t  - they ' re d i rty, hungry u rch ins .  They 

need to be rescued . B ut how wou ld  he  take them?" 
"Why are you so concerned w ith this, huh? Let him tal k  

t o  her h imse lf.  A l though a real mother w i l l  never vo luntari l y  

g i v e  up  he r  ch i l d ren ."  
"That's the prob l em .  She won ' t  budge ."  
"He  tried?" 
"Yes, to no avai I ." 

"We l l ,  the father cou l d  fi l e  a pet i t ion for  custody. Then 
he ' l l  have to fi le i t  i n  court and prove that he can support 
the ch i l dren i n  appropriate condi t ions .  She  won ' t  be ab l e  to do 
anyth ing about that, and the court w i l l  g ive the ch i l d ren to the 
father. Open and shut case, as they say." 
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"You th ink that ' l l  work?" 
"Why not?" 
"Courts usua l ly s ide w i th the mother. 
"That 's true, but Turunge is under i nvestigat ion .  She 's  

a specu lator. What j udge would s ide w i th her? Th ink about 
i t .""That makes sense. I ' ve never seen one of those custody 
peti t ions .  Who would I ask?" 

" I ' l l  give you a fonn and te l l  you what to wri te," Sergeev 
said, reach ing for a desk drawer. "You ' l l  on ly need the father 's 
s ignature . Then bring i t  back to me and I ' l l  te l l  you what to do 
next. And you ' I I  he lp me w i th one of my matters l ater, deal?" 

"Deal ! "  
That very evening, A lkhazov recounted h i s  conversat ion 

with Sergeev to l say. 
"And that 's the whole of it, brother. So where 's the father, 

anyway?" 
" I n  M inera lnye Yody, work ing ." 
" If  he wants custody, he needs to be here. They ' l l  on ly 

give the ch i l dren to h im.  I t  can on ly be for two or three days, 
but it's necessary." 

" I  understand. ' "  
That evening, l say v i s i ted Havo and to l d  her the latest 

news he got from A lkhazov. 
"Do what you want, ! say, and write anyth ing you have to. 

The detai l s  don ' t  matter to me - my heart j ust aches for those 
ch i l dren ! The Babaevs w i l l  not a l low their grandch i l dren to be 
rai sed haphazard ly. I t 's shameful ! I won 't  let  anyone e l se have 
them ! I ' l l  be their mother ! "  

! say looked a t  her i n  amazement. 
" I  w i l l ! " Havo cont inued. " I ' l l  take their mother 's p lace 

and ra ise them myse l f." 
Nahamye stood and l i stened . He  had done what was asked 

of h im ,  and now j ust went with the flow, observ i ng from afar. 
He was t i red of al l these squabbles and fights .  



l say rushed to reach Erzo l by te lephone.  I n  about three 
hours, he cou ld  hear his friend's fam i l i ar voice through 
the stat i c .  

"He l lo?" 
"Erzo l ,  you need to come to M akhachkala, qu ick ly. Take 

a few days off - you ' l l  need about five ."  

"But  why?" 
"Havo said that you need to s i gn a custody pet i t ion -

for the ch i ldren ."  
As  far as Erzo l was concerned, not  on ly  was h i s  mother 's  

word law, but i t  cou ld  not  even be subj ected to doubt .  H i s sen­
t iment cou ld  not  be exp la i ned log ica l ly  - i t  was b l i nd ,  fi l i a l  
l ove .  He  de ified her  and  a lways fo l l owed her  adv i ce, and  th i s  
was  no except ion .  I f  she  wanted to rai se  the  ch i l dren ,  he wou ld  
g ive her  the  money to  do so .  

Erzo l ha l f- l i stened as  I say cont i nued to  speak, then  i n ter­
rupted : 

"F i ne, I ' m  com ing .  I ' l l  send a te legram before I depart," 
Erzo l said, and hung up. 

The terrib l e  ordeal brought ! say and L iza even c loser 
together. She sudden ly v i ewed him as a re l iab l e  guard ian who 

wou ldn ' t  abandon her i n  t ime of  need, and wou ld  a lways be 
near no matter how bad ly  th ings get. 

The wounds healed, and they decided not to de lay w i th 
the wedd ing .  

The Babaevs and the Adamovs prepared for the grand 
event, each in the ir  own way. H avo gathered the dowry :  
a bed, a b lanket, a p i l l ow, and a soft, handmade rug .  ! say pre­
pared the home.  The wedd ing  p l ayed out as i ntended : fi rst at 
the br ide's home, then at the groom 's .  M akhachkala ' s  J ew i sh  
quarter shook from hoots and  ho l l ers . Tab les  were s e t  i n  the 
courtyard on S u le iman Sta l sky S treet and m enorahs burned.  

I t  was as if  the heavens themselves descended to partake 
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in l say 's wedd ing and offer h im the i r  greet ings .  They part ied 
unt i l  the dead of n ight .  

Once i n  a wh i le ,  L iza would turn and g lance at l say. So 
th i s  i s  what i t  was l i ke to be man and w i fe .  F i ra said i t  r ight :  
i t 's l i ke being on a carousel  - takes your breath away. l say 
looked back at her s i l ent ly. What was he th ink ing? How cou ld  
she find out? 

Someone shouted : "Kiss ! "  and everyone jo i ned them in  a 
cacophonous chorus to the bursts of fi recrackers . "K i ss ! K i ss ! "  
The guests surrounded the new lyweds and l say brought L iza 
c lose. And so they stood, surrounded by scream ing guests, 
ho ld ing one another, l ike ch i ldren caught i n  the ra i n .  

Occas iona l ly  l say wou ld  sm i rk a t  t he  guests, who w ished 

them a long l i fe and happ i ness, one after another, th ink ing that 
his l i fe had taken an i rrevers ib l e  turn . He  got what he wanted . 
' Look how l ucky she i s !  She became l say 's w i fe !  J ust look 
at h im ! Up and up ! '  Al l  these were words he wanted people 
to say about L iza. These dev ious not ions fi l l ed h is  heart w i th 
exc i tement, prov id ing food for thought over how to materi ­
al ize these dreams and make them the  most env ied couple 
i n  Makhachkala .  ' Time w i l l  tel l .  Time w i l l  put a l l  the ir  p iec­
es i n  the i r  p lace, ' he told h imse lf, not suspect ing how much 
of that very same t ime was a l lotted for h im ,  h i s  successes 
and fai lures, the ebbs and flows .  



XXIX 

T he most d i fficu l t  task remained - tak ing t he  ch i ldren 

from Turunge.  A batt l e  p l an of sorts was concocted 
to ensure that everyth ing went smooth ly. The mother 

soon received a summons - to come to the po l ice prec i nct w i th  
her  ch i l dren . Seem ingly, the  i nvest igators wanted to m ake sure 
that the ch i l dren are fed, dressed, and genera l l y  we l l -tended 
to by attent ive parents . They also wanted to confirm their age, 
as that cou l d  soften the sentence or e l im i nate i t  a ltogether. 

Understand ing the ser iousness of th i s  v i s i t ,  the Abram­
ovs prepared for i t  carefu l ly. They prepared the best c l othes 
for S l ava, I gor, Gena and E l l a, who had j ust turned a year 

and e ight months . Nearly the ent ire fam i l y  went to the po l ice 
stat ion :  Yusuf, Roza, Zachar, Anya, Hezgie and M e l ke .  

Turunge and the ch i ldren went i nto Sergeev 's office  at 
the spec ified t ime .  She qu iet ly noted that the rest of the Abra­
movs weren ' t  a l l owed in  the bu i l d ing,  the c i ted reason be ing 
that they weren ' t  summoned.  Turunge had to take E l l a  and the  
three boys to the  second floor  office by herse lf.  The parents, 

363 



Igor Babaev 

364 

brothers and s i sters stayed outs ide, try ing to spot Turunge 
and the ch i ldren i n  the w i ndows .  

Go ing  i nto the  office, she once  aga in  adj usted the  boys '  
sh i rts .  She was in  a good mood - almost happy. Th i s  was al l 
about to end.  They would see her ch i l dren, and understand 
how much she loves them and cares for them . Perhaps they ' l l  
real ize that she d i d  what she was being accused o f  fo r  the i r  
sake . I t  seemed l ike t he  scariest parts were now beh ind her. 
She was safe .  Th i s  was the last meet ing and the l ast i nspect ion .  
She would fina l ly  be left a lone .  

Turunge s ighed i n  re l i ef and wanted to get  the formal i t i es 
over w i th .  She d idn ' t  even bother to s i t, j ust stood there, sur­
rounded by ch i l dren,  when Sergeev entered the office accom­
pan ied by two pol icemen and a heavy pol icewoman . 

The i nvestigator was terse as always .  Turunge nudged Sad­
ug, who was be ing cal led by the Russian ' S l ava' more and more 

often these days, to move ahead . She wanted them to see her 
ch i l dren - how good looking, c lean, and wel l -mannered they 
were . They were al l st i l l  l i tt le and he lp less w i thout her. 

The ch i ldren looked around the new env ironment w i th 
cur ios i ty, sneak ing g lances at the strangers i n  b l ue un iforms .  
The invest igator looked a t  Turunge, a s  i f  assess ing he r  and pre­
paring for someth ing .  H i s  bodyguards seemed tense as wel l .  
The i r  demeanor rubbed o ff  o n  Turunge, w h o  i nst inct ive ly 
drew the boys c loser to her and he ld El la t ight ly. 

The i nvest igator p icked a piece of paper off h i s  desk, 
looked at it ,  and c leared his throat. 

"C i t izen Babaeva?" 
"Yes ." 
" I  need to read you th i s  reso l ut ion ." 
Turunge fe l t  as i f  a weight  was l i fted off her shoulders .  

Th i s  was i t  - i t  was  over !  She was acqu i tted ! They even took 
the troub le  to write a resol ut ion .  They saw her wonderfu l  ch i l ­
dren and made up the i r  m i nds .  



Sergeev suggested that Turunge l et E l l a  have a seat on a 
chair  - that i t 's d i fficu l t  to ho ld  her i n  her arm s .  But  Turunge 
only shrugged - she rea l l y  wasn ' t  that heavy. Sergeev ex­
changed g l ances with the heavyset po l i cewoman, who i ntro­
duced herse l f  as the po l i ce ch i l d  serv ices i n spector. 

"M aybe you can g ive the ch i l d  to me?" she asked . 
"No-no, don ' t  worry about i t ," Turunge rep l ied agai n .  

" l  'm  fine," and started I i s t ing the ch i l dren .  "Here are S l av ik ,  
and  I gor, and  Gena." 

Sergeev w inced . 
"Turunge . . .  " he stammered, doub l e-check ing the name 

i n  the reso lu t ion .  "Tat iana Hezgievna," he went on ,  somewhat 
more gent ly, "here 's the th ing ."  

Th is  was the first t ime Turunge had seen Sergeev l ike th i s .  
I t  was as  i f  h i s  human i ty woke up .  Woke up  for a moment, 
and van i shed - forever. 

Sergeev mot ioned to the two po l i cemen, who approached 

Turunge.  She l ooked at them, a larmed and tr ied to focus 
on what the i nvest igator was say i ng .  He l i fted the paper a l l 

the way to h i s  bespectac led eyes and started read i ng :  
"Pursuant to  a dec l arat ion of Erzo l  Babaev, t he  father 

of your ch i l dren,  and in accordance w ith his p l ea and consent ,  

the Peop le ' s  Court reso lves that he, Erzo l Naumovi ch  B abaev, 
the i r  father, be made legal guard i an of Sadug B abaev, Odom 
Babaev, Gennady Babaev and E l l a  B abaeva." 

Turunge cou ldn ' t  understand .  What d id th i s  mean? Why 
d id  they need a guard i an i f  they had her, her m other? 

"Therefore," the i nvest igator cont in ued, putt ing  the paper 
aside, "the c i rcumstances prevent ing your i ncarcerat ion  are 
no l onger re l evant .  You are under arrest ." 

Before he was even fi n i shed, the two po l icemen that stood 
at her s ide grabbed her arms, try ing  to keep her s t i l l .  

The po l icewoman from ch i l d  serv ices then tr ied t o  take 
E l l a .  Turunge res i sted, squeez ing the ch i l d  t ight ly w i thout no-
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t i c ing that she was hurt i ng her. The pol icemen tried to twist  
her arms back to a l l ow their co l l eague to r ip the g ir l  out of her 
mother 's arms .  It a l l  seemed l i ke a n ightmare . 

Turunge screamed, and E l la fo l l owed. The o lder ch i l dren 
ran to their mother i n  confus ion,  grabbed her sk i rt and started 
cry ing as wel l .  

Turunge watched how the po l i cewoman dragged the ch i l ­
dren away from her, how they res i sted, scream ing "Mama ! "  
I t  was a s  i f  her strength i ncreased tenfold ,  and for a sp l i t  sec­
ond, she was able to get the two men off her. She only wanted 
one th i ng - to get her ch i ldren out of th i s  office - to h ide them, 
save them . Cou ldn ' t  someone he l p? 

"Mama! Ch i ldren ! "  Turunge screamed at the top of her 
l ungs .  

That 's when Me lke heard her. She shuddered l i ke an i n­
j ured b i rd and looked up  toward the second story w i ndows.  
D id  she imag ine i t? But  then she heard Turunge's screams 
aga in ,  th i s  t ime more c l early. 

"My ch i l dren ! He lp ! "  
Me lke ran t o  the door, but the guards stopped her. She 

turned to her son . 
"Save your s i ster ! "  she shouted to h im i n  Hebrew. 
Zachar rushed at the door and was knocked down by 

the guards .  
"Stop r ight there ! "  a voice shouted from beh ind the barre l 

of a r ifle that was po inted at h im .  
"Turunge ! "  Me I ke screamed a t  the top of he r  l ungs .  "Tu­

runge ! Where are the k ids?" The front doors have j ust been 
shut in front of her face, and she pounded on them w i th her 
fists .  

Turunge screamed aga in ,  and no one came to he lp .  She 
was a lone .  She and the ch i l dren, who needed to be saved . 
The po l i cewoman had a l ready managed to drag away the three 
boys. 



"Don ' t  take my ch i ldren ! Don ' t  hurt them ! H urt m e ! "  she 
screamed . E l l a cont inued baw l i ng, and the guards were mo­
mentari ly confused . 

"Why are you stand ing around?" Sergeev shouted desper­
ate ly. Th i ngs were not go ing accord ing to p lan .  "Get the ch i l ­
dren away from here - qu ick l y !  There 's no reason for  them 
to see th i s . "  

The  po l i cewoman, grabbed the  res i s t ing boys by the  arms 
and dragged them out of the room . 

Turunge c l utched l i tt l e  E l l a, refus ing to l et her go, not no­
t i c ing the fact that she was near ly strang l i ng  her. The ch i l d  
screamed. 

"Get on w i th i t ! "  Sergeev ye l l ed to one of the guards, 
who ran out of  the office and qu ick ly  returned, fo l l owed by 
a doctor, who seemed strange ly  com fortab l e  wi th  the scenario 
and held a syringe fi l led w ith a strong sedat ive .  The doctor 

j umped toward Turunge and, wh i l e  the guards held her down, 
gave her an i nj ect ion,  r ight through her c l oth ing .  As  Turunge 
invo l untari ly  re laxed and got qu i et, E l la was taken from her 
arms and carr ied out .  

Everyth ing the young woman saw was through a fog. Her 
l egs grew weak. The doctor scooped her up  and sat her down.  
She  fe l t  handcuffs c l i ck over  her wri sts, after wh ich  she was 
escorted out .  The l ast th ing she heard was M elke 's  vo ice :  

"Daughter ! Turunge ! Where are the ch i ldren?" 
In vain, the Abramovs pounded on the door. In va in ,  they 

screamed.  
"Let us i n ! "  
"What are you do ing t o  her?" 
"Our grandkids are in there ! "  

The guards stared at them b l ank ly, then chased them away 
w ith the butts of the ir  guns .  Me lke, pant ing  and d i scombobu­
l ated, fe l t  some k i nd of motherly in tu i t ion that she shou l d  look 
as ide .  She did, and saw what she shou ldn ' t  have. 
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To the left of the bu i l d i ng was a metal gate, which led in to 

the courtyard . She heard the rumble  of a car engine, the gate 

opened, and ! say bri sk ly stepped out, l ead ing S l ava and I gor 

by the i r  hands .  Erzo l fo l l owed, carry ing E l l a  and Gena. They 

approached the car that was wait ing for them nearby and hur­

ried to get i n .  
I t  on l y  took a second for the Abramovs to  rea l i ze what had 

happened : the Babaevs had k idnapped the i r  grandch i l dren, 
the i r  nephews and n ieces ! Yusuf was the first to snap out of  h i s  
trance.  

" I  ' I I  k i l l  you ! "  he screamed, running toward the car, but 
the pol ice stopped him. A moment later, the car let out a c loud 
of b lack exhaust and drove away, d isappearing into the d i stance. 

Poor Me lke cont inued to run between the gate and the 
Prosecutor's stoop, ye l l i ng and demanding to speak to who­
ever was i n  charge .  No  one l i stened to her. 

Yusuf pointed at the back entrance, v i s i b l e  through 
the gate, as the door opened and Turunge was escorted out 
and loaded i nto a b l ack prison transported, on her way to the 
i nvestigat ive i so lat ion chamber. 

I t  was al l over. 
Turunge was arrested, her ch i ldren k idnapped . Roza, 

Me lke and Anya wou ldn ' t  stop cry ing .  The d i straught Yusuf 
ardent ly threatened to avenge h i s  s i ster. Hezgie was the on ly 
one who remained s i l ent, though h i s  shoulders i nvo luntari ly  
shrugged every so often . 

That evening, Me  Ike and Anya went to the Babaevs ' .  They 
were a l l owed in, but the ch i ldren weren ' t  there .  The women 
yel l ed and baw led i n  vain ,  demand ing that the ch i ldren be re­
turned . 

"What d id  I do to deserve such m i sery ! "  Me lke cr ied, 
pound ing herse l f  on the head . "How could th i s  happen? Who 
did this? Why did you betray my Turunge? My daughter! 
Where did you take her ch i ld ren?" 



Erzo l ,  agi tated by the end less scream i ng, burst out  of  the 
room . 

" I  d i d  i t !  And I ' m happy I d i d ! "  
Me lke was taken aback b y  t h i s  confess ion ,  unab le t o  speak 

for a second .  These were the words of a man she had cons id­
ered her son .  H orri fi ed, she rea l i zed that ta lk i ng  to the Babaevs 

was po i nt less ,  and there was noth ing  left to fix. A l l  she had l eft  
to  do was cry and beg  God for mercy. 

In her ce l l ,  Turunge refused to s l eep, eat or dr ink for several 
days .  Her health deteriorated so rap id ly  that the i so lat ion  

management had to cal l i n  a doctor. H e  exam i ned the pat i ent ,  
and i nformed the overseers w i thout much sympathy : 

"She had a nervous breakdown, and needs to go to the hos­
p i ta l . I t 's j ust going to get worse from here . "  

Turunge was  taken ou t  of  her  ce l l and  taken stra ight to  a 
psych iatr ic fac i l i ty. She was not a l l owed to see her fam i ly, 

and cou ld on ly speak to her doctor. The o ld  professor on ly  
confi rmed the d iagnos i s :  

"She 's  i n  shock.  She  seems t o  be react ing t o  outs ide  
st im u l i ,  but she 's  exhausted . You understand - refusal  to eat 
for an extended period of t ime  p l us stress .  We ' l l  keep her here 
and treat her." 

Turunge's nervous breakdown was as bad as i t  gets .  
Her  ch i ldren gave her l i fe mean i ng, and here they were, tak­
en from her a l l  at once .  That was not someth ing  she cou ld  
come to terms  w i th .  And yet, she had been str ipped of  a l l  
means t o  res i st t h i s  i nj ust ice .  Th i s  powerlessness, a s  we l l  
as the i nab i l i ty to be near her ch i l dren, drove her i nto a trance .  

The m i sery she was subj ected to was the worst a mother cou l d  
fear. 

Turunge spent two months at the hosp i ta l ,  wh i l e  
t h e  i nvest igat ion came t o  a c l ose, and  a court date was  fina l ly  
schedu led .  
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Early  in the morn i ng, Turunge was loaded i nto a covered 
truck and taken to court .  As she entered the nearly fu l l  
courtroom, al l heads s imu l taneous ly turned to see her. 

She l ooked lost, exhausted and emac iated . Dozens of fam i l iar 
gazes - fam i ly, friends, acquai ntances - p ierced her, ch i l l i ng 
her to the bone.  I t  was hard to imagine the shame she fe l t .  She 
l owered her head, wish ing she 'd  d i sappear. 

She heard a door open beh ind her, as Raya was escorted i n .  
They sat next t o  one  another on t he  defendants ' bench .  

Raya stared at  the floor, occas ional ly l i ft ing her  head to ex­
change g lances w i th Me lke, Hezg ie  and other fam i ly mem­
bers . Turunge kept l ooking into the crowd, hoping to spot her 
ch i l dren .  B ut they weren ' t  there . 

Hezg ie  sat hunched over, avo id ing the eyes of others . Me l ­
ke, wearing a b lack kerch ief, sat upright next to  h im .  

The  Babaevs sat on the  other s ide  of the  a i s l e ,  try ing 
to avoid  eye contact w i th the  Abramovs .  The ent ire fam i ly 



was there - w i th the except ion of  Erzo l .  Fr iends and acqua int­
ances, as wel l  as curious strangers w i th noth ing better to do, 
compri sed the rest of  the aud ience .  

At the t ime, the newspapers had been wag ing  frequent 
cam paigns agai nst specu l ators, and pub l i c  op in ion  of  them 
was far from forg iv ing .  Therefore, such tria l s  often attracted 
goss ips and looky- loos, who came there to l ook at th i s  i l l u­
s ion of j ust ice and indu lge i n  the m i sery of the b l ack market 
traders under scrut i ny. The fact that th i s  tr ia l  i nc l uded not one, 
but two young women, and pretty ones at that ,  only fueled 
the ir  schadenfreude. Those, however, were i n  the m inori ty. 
The Abramovs knew a whole  lot of peop le ,  and most of those 
gathered were sympathet ic  to the s i s ters . 

"She 's so sk inny ! "  Turunge heard a woman say - a chub­
by vendor whom she's  seen at the market on many occas ions .  
"She needs to be home ,  no t  on tri a l . "  

"Yes," another woman 's vo i ce  ch imed i n .  "They don ' t  ex­

act ly  l ook l i ke they ' re l i v i ng decadent ly." 
The Abramovs rea l l y  d idn ' t  l ook anyth ing  l ike those g l ib ,  

arrogant specu lators that the papers wrote about .  
Even Havo fe l t  p i ty for her daughter- i n - l aw when she saw 

her, wh ich  only confirmed her dec i s ion to take in the c h i l dren . 
' She 's  i n  j a i l ,  so i s  her s i ster - how cou l d  she be trusted w ith 

k ids? '  she thought .  
The tr ia l  began with a rout ine i n troduct ion of  the part i e s .  

The  prosecutor w ind i ng ly  recounted the  deta i l s  of  the  c ase, 
what was purchased where and at what pr ice,  and brought 
from Moscow to M akhachkala .  

Turunge l i stened to a l l h is  d i stant ly, as if she wasn ' t  
the  top ic  of  d i scuss ion .  A fter the presentat ion ,  a prosecut ion 

attorney started ask i ng the same quest ion that  the s i sters had 
to answer t ime and t ime aga in  dur ing the i nvest igat ion .  

The  case progressed i n  a qu ick, pred ictab l e  m anner, w ith 
the occas ional  sympathet i c  remark from the Abramov s i de,  
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or an angry qu ip from the sn ide goss ips .  The Dagestan i j udge 
- a man s l ight ly over forty, w i th a t i ny, t im id  ch in  and a th ick 
accent - seemed t ightly a l igned wi th the so-ca l l ed ' l overs 
of truth ' .  He j udged in the way he understood j ust ice - super­
fic ia l ly  and ruth less ly, unwitt ing ly fol lowing the harsh dema­
gogical  rhetor ic about the war on specu lators and paras ites 
trumpeted across the front page of every newspaper. He spoke 
in  the same bo i l erp late phrases and s logans, a l teri ng them only 
s l ightly to su i t  h i s  unrefined taste . But the scariest part of a l l  
was  that he seemed to  indu lge in  h i s  power over the  defense­
l ess s i sters, being the sole dec ider of the i r  fate now that they 've 
found themse lves i n  h i s  c l utches .  

When the prosecut ion started interrogat ing Turunge, Me l ­
ke  fe l t  s i ck  w i th p i ty for  her  daughters . But there was noth­
i ng to be done. The flywheel of the court mach ine was at fu l l  
speed. 

The p la int iff conti nua l ly  spoke about the lack of 'moral 
character '  on the part of c i t izens Babaeva and Hanukova, 
about the i r  ' scams '  at the warehouses, and the i r  d i sdain for the 
princ ip les of ' soc ia l ist  property ' .  In other words, all M e lke 
and Hezgie cou ld  do was s i t  and l i sten to their daughters be ing 
turned i nto people unfit to l i ve in  Sov iet soci ety. 

Hezgie 's  heart sudden ly started to beat errat ical ly and h i s  
chest t ightened . He  qu ick ly bent over further and put  h i s  hand 
over his heart, attempting to a l lev iate the pain .  He wasn ' t  afraid 
of dying - what happened to him d idn ' t  matter. He was terr i­
fied of what would happen to h i s  daughters . Why d id they have 
to rev i s i t  his d i re fate, to suffer such misfortune? He adored h i s  
ch i ldren, and no powers on Earth cou ld force h im to  abandon 
them . He cou ldn ' t  p icture them, so defenseless, going to j ai l .  

The h igher the presenters p i led o n  trite phrases t o  argue that 
soc i ety needs to st igmatize the s i sters and label them as ' para­
s i tes ' ,  ' d rones ' ,  ' opportun i sts ' and ' hypocrites ' ,  the more ter­
ri fy ing and i rrevers ib le  Turunge and Raya 's s i tuat ion seemed. 



Each and every word brought pa in  to the Abramovs and the i r  
sym path izers . 

The parents perked up when the court cal led on Raya 
to speak . She stood up, and confirmed her confess ion i n  a 
steady voice .  She adm i tted that she was he lp i ng her s i ster sur­

v i ve, make bread money, and feed four ch i ldren .  Vo ices ech­
oed across  the room - both approv ing and outraged ,  and the 

j udge demanded s i lence .  I t  was easy to not ice that he reve led 
in  h is pri nc ip l ed nature and his sternness - as i f he was the em­
bod iment of  the spir i t  of  law, ruth less and j ust .  

Turunge was cal led to the stand next .  She  sh i ed away at 
first, but qu ick ly gathered herse l f  and, stammeri ng, began 
to speak : 

"Everyth ing that was said here i s  the truth . I d i d  i t  - I 
brought th ings back from Moscow and I so ld  them . B ut I acted 
a lone .  My s i ster i s  com pletely i nnocent .  I ' m the on ly  one who  
needed to  do i t .  The  Babaev fam i ly i s  s i tt i ng  here, and  they ' re 

the ones who forced me to do i t .  We had a fam i l y, but the i r  son 
beat me - wh i l e  I was pregnant ! I had to run to save my l i fe 
and the l i ves of my ch i ldren ! They offered no he lp, desp i te 
the fact that I carried and b i rthed four ch i ldren . I was forced 
to seek other means of feed ing my k ids .  It was they who put 

me in  th i s  pred icament, and forced me to seek other sources 
of  money ! No  one, as ide from me, i s  gu i l ty of  what I ' m  be ing  
accused of." 

Turunge spoke pass ionately, as i f  read ing  from a scr i pt she 
had written dur ing s l eepless n i ghts that l eft her w ith noth ing  
to  do bu t  th ink .  Her  vo ice  was fi l l ed w ith great remorse over 
the fact that Raya, an i nnocent sou l ,  was forced to share her 

b i tter fate because o f  her act ions ,  and would end up i n  pr is­
on once aga in .  Her  sou l  was fi l l ed w i th the screams of  thou­
sands of lone ly women.  She  tr ied to speak about her c h i l dren 

i n  order to insp i re sympathy and compass ion  from the court.  
For her, trad i t ion  tru m ped sou l l ess laws . She  knew throughout 
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her ent i re l i fe that a mother i s  untouchab le .  How she w i shed 
others to understand th i s !  

Turunge 's l ast word shook the courtroom . Th is  was not a 
crim ina l 's speech .  I t  was a confess ion of a m i serab le woman. 
People  started wh i speri ng and looking at the Babaevs with 
contempt. 

The j udge sensed that the defendant was underm i n i ng h i s  
authori ty and that he r  words insp i red sympathy. H e  pounded 
on the tab le  angri ly, cal l i ng for s i l ence .  But the crowd d idn ' t  
l i sten . People cont inued to wh isper, and  the i r  sent iments were 
w i th the defendants . 

Turunge fin i shed speak ing .  
"You may s i t," the  j udge grumbled .  H e  noted someth ing 

on h i s  paper and exchanged a g lance w i th the prosecutor, who 
asked for the defendants ' father to be cal l ed to the stand .  

At first, Hezg ie cou ldn ' t  even speak in  a norma l  man­
ner. His anxiety was very apparent .  He  took a deep breath, 
and b l urted out :  

" I  want i t  to go on record that I d id  everyth i ng .  I am 
the on ly  gu i l ty one, and no one e l se ."  

S i l ence hung over  the courtroom . 
"As the head of the household ,  I made the dec is ion to do 

al l this i n  order to prov ide for my fam i ly." 
"He must be jok ing ! "  a voice echoed from the crowd.  
The j udge l i stened to H ezgie w i th  befudd led cur ios i ty. 
" I ' m  e lder ly," he cont inued, encouraged by the j udge's at-

tent ion,  "and can ' t  trave l  so far, so I sent my daughter to do 
the shopping .  She on ly transported the th i ngs and made sure 
that no one sto le  them . Turunge d idn ' t  do what she i s  be ing 
accused of. A l l  she d id  was ra i se the k ids .  She on ly  trave led 
when I asked her to ." 

He fe l l  s i l ent .  

" Is  that a l l you wanted to say?" the j udge asked Hezgie 
after a br ief pause .  



"Yes," the o ld  man rep l i ed . 
"Were you aware of the fact that, by do ing so, you were 

urg ing your daughters to break the l aw?" 
"I only asked them to he lp  me. I d idn ' t  have the strength 

to do i t  myse l f." 
"So you to ld  her that she needs to go to M oscow, buy 

th i ngs there, and br ing them back to M akhachkala?" A w i l y  
sm i l e  came over the j udge 's face a s  he l e d  Hezgie i nto unfa­
m i l iar legal terri tory. 

"Yes ."  
"So you adm it that  you were an accomp l i ce?" the j udge 

cont inued . 

"An accomp l i ce?" Hezgie gasped . " I  d id  everyth i ng  
to  feed my fam i l y ! "  

"Can you present evidence of  your daughter 's i nnocence 
to the court? Do you stand by your c la im that your daughter 
acted accord i ng to your instruct ions?" 

Hezgie stayed s i l ent. How could he tel l  everything to this 
overcrowded room fu l l  of strangers? That Turunge ran to the ir  
home, b lood running down her forehead and that they had to get 
the kids the fol lowing morning. That Turunge struggled to make 
ends meet and to feed her ch i ldren - h is  grandch i ldren .  That 
a thought - a ray of hope - occurred to her one day : to go to Mos­
cow, to Raya's, and buy the bedding and other things they d idn' t  
have in Makhachkala and that she could se l l  a t  the market, w ithout 
steal ing anything or doing anything wrong. How could he expla in 
th is to strange men? So Hezgie sa id nothing, j ust shook h i s  head. 

"Perhaps you can reca l l who fi rst suggested that goods 
could be bought i n  M oscow and then re-so ld in M akhachka­

la?" the j udge cont inued.  
" I  d id, ' '  Hezgie rep l i ed .  

"No more quest ions .  You may s i t ."  

He  ca l l ed the d i str ict attorney to h is  s ide, br iefly conferred 
with h im  about someth ing and dec l ared : 
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"The court would l i ke to cal l on Me lke Abrarnova." 
Me lke stood up and adjusted her kerch ief. 
"P lease tel l me - did you know what your daughter was 

involved i n?" the j udge asked . 
"We have four ch i ldren on our hands .  We need to feed 

them , and that requ i res money. But where i s  one to get it? We 
were try ing to at l east earn someth ing ."  

"Did you he lp your daughter?" 
"Yes, I asked her to travel to Moscow for scarce goods 

and asked her to se l l  i t  at the market. I wou ld  meet her at 
the stat ion and he lp  her carry th i ngs .  She wou ldn ' t  have man­
aged on her own." 

"But you d idn ' t  rea l i ze that such act ions made you an ac­
comp l i ce?" 

"What do you mean by ' accomp l i ce ' ?  My husband and I 
thought of everyth ing .  Our daughters have noth i ng to do wi th  

i t .  My husband and I asked them to do i t  for us .  A l l  Turunge 
- the younger one - did was tend to the ch i l dren and he lp  us .  
The  gu i l t i s  a l l  on us ." Me lke glanced a t  Hezg ie .  D id  she say 
everyth ing correct ly? He  nodded i n  accord . "My husband sug­
gested we try i t, so I agreed . There was no other cho ice .  We 
cou ldn ' t  let them starve ."  

"The court understands what you wanted to say. You may 
s i t ."  

Me lke nodded and calm ly s i t  down .  In  her m ind, she d id 
everyth i ng correct ly. However, whi le  she defended her daugh­
ters as best as she could, she did so i n  such a haphazard, hasty 
manner that was l i ke ly  to on ly make th i ngs worse . 

O lder s i ster Anya, try ing to stop her parents, who d idn ' t  
even confer w i th her  before the  tria l ,  j umped up and asked 
to address the court, but the j udge refused. Anya went back 
to her seat, fee l ing abso lute ly he lp less .  Her heart was over­
come w i th hurt and fear for her s i ster, w i th whom she was very 
c lose. The rea l i zat ion that she cou ldn ' t  do anyth ing made her 



desperate . Her soul  wanted an out let  for her anger. She wanted 
to tear her fam i ly 's  enem ies to p ieces .  Meanwh i l e, the tri a l  
came to  a turn i ng po int .  

"The court cal l s  Erzol Babaev i nto the room," the j udge 
said .  

The  courtroom door opened and my father entered . 
As  he walked down the a is le ,  the crowd wh i spered . Turunge 
watched him wi th pain and hope. 

' M aybe he brought the ch i l dren - al l  four of them? '  Bu t  
Erzo l was  a lone .  

He  walked toward the pod ium down the long a is le ,  as A nya 
Abramova's voice p ierced the qu iet murmurs. 

"You scoundre l ! This i s  a l l your fault ,  you bastard ! "  
"Order i n  the court ! "  the j udge ye l l ed . 
Everyone turned toward the Abramovs .  Me lke grabbed 

Anya by the hand, and she got qu iet, a long w i th the rest 

of the room.  The sto ic Erzo l walked forward and stood be­
fore the j udge. Everyone froze, wait ing for the main w itness 
to speak. 

"D id  you know what your w i fe was do ing?" the j udge be­
gan . 

"No, I d id  not .  I was i n  the army." 
"I see. B ut d idn ' t  you ever quest ion how she supported 

herse l f  wh i l e  you, the breadw inner, are away?" 
"Wh i l e  I served in the army, my w i fe and ch i ldren were 

supported by my parents, who had amp l e  means ."  
" I s  that so?" 
"Of course, comrade j udge ."  
"Defendant Turunge Abramova says that you beat her. I s  

that r ight?" 
"No, of course not .  I never la id  a fi nger on her."  
"And yet, the  defendant i n s i sts that you beat her. Repeat­

ed ly, in fact," the j udge paused for effect. "How cou ld  you 

beat the mother of  your ch i ldren?" 
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" I  d idn ' t  beat her, I swear. I t 's a l l a conspiracy ! "  
A n d  then, Turunge screamed : 
"How can you l i e? I shou ld have reported you then 

and there ! I spared you ! My mother spared you - talked me 
into stay ing qu iet ! "  

"S i l ence, defendant," sa id the j udge, stri k ing the gave l .  " I f  
you don 't  qu iet down th is  second, I w i l l  need t o  take meas­
ures ." 

Turunge, now pale, w i th red spots coveri ng her eyes,  fe l l  
s i l ent, breath ing heav i ly. Her eyes burnt w i th fire .  She cou ldn ' t  
be l i eve what she  was  heari ng.  

"Did you know that your w i fe was experi enc ing financia l  
hardsh ips?" the j udge cont inued.  

"That 's not true, comrade j udge ! "  Erzo l exc la imed .  "She 
had everyth ing she needed . She was regu l ar ly offered he lp ,  
both by me and by my parents .  She had no reason to steal ."  

"To specu late," the j udge corrected . 
"Yes, to specu late. She refused our he lp, ev ident ly re ly ing 

on s ide earn i ngs ." 
"You scoundre l ! "  Turunge screamed aga in .  " I  had no rea­

son? What about when you k icked me out of the house? How 
the  he l l  was I supposed to  feed our k ids  then?" 

"Defendant, p l ease calm down," the j udge urged.  "Don 't  
get hysterica l . Witness, your w i fe test ified that you d id  not pro­
v ide her w ith money to support her ch i ldren after the d ivorce. 
Is that true?" 

"That is an error, honorab l e  comrade j udge. It i sn ' t  true ! "  
The courtroom rumbled once more a s  peop le s imu l tane­

ously murmured i n  accord and i n  outrage . As  Me lke l i stened 
to what her son- in - law was say i ng, tears ran down her eyes. 

"What nonsense ! "  Erzol cont inued.  "We offered to he lp  
her  many t imes .  Not  on ly are we capab le  of support ing her, but 
al l the ch i ldren as wel l .  I recent ly fi led a custody pet i t ion and i t  
was approved . The court was convi nced that I have the means 



to support the ch i l dren . Everyth ing would have been fine, had 
she accepted our he lp .  We kept offeri ng i t  to her, but she kept 
refus ing ." 

The no ise in  the room grew louder, and the j udge pounded 
on the tab le  once aga in ,  s i lenc ing the voices .  The j udge then 

wrote someth ing on a piece of paper and passed i t  to his sec­
retary. 

"The court is adjourned for sentenc ing," the secretary tr i ­
um phant ly announced. 

A recess had been announced. 
Erzo l headed out of the courtroom . The rest of  the Ba­

baevs fo l l owed, as i f  sens ing that they shou ld no longer be 
there, and quickly moved toward the door. Anya j um ped up  
as  wel l ,  and  fo l l owed them toward the  ex i t .  Nahamye stopped 
at the entrance, hav ing dropped his hat, and that's where 
she caught up w ith h i m .  There was no one nearby when she 

grabbed h im by the s l eeve. 
"Anya?" Nahamye turned around i n  surpri se .  
"What the he l l are you peop le  do ing?" A nya ye l l ed .  "How 

could you? I trusted you.  I brought my s i ster into your house,  
had her marry your l ow l i fe  of a son ! How cou ld  you le t  th i s  
happen?" With those words,  Anya sp i t  i n  h i s  face, then re­
co i l ed in horror over her own act ion .  

Nahamye said noth i ng, j ust w iped h imse lf  s i lent ly w ith h i s  
cap and shook h i s  head, a s  i f  agree i ng w ith t h e  accusat ions .  
He  qu ick ly  turned around and ,  stumb l ing and shuffling, as i f  

asleep, hurried outs ide .  
He  cou ld  bare ly  see where he was going .  H e  cou ldn ' t  wrap 

his head around how h i s  son acted at the tria l . What wou ld  
happen to  Turunge now? N ahamye was  overcome w i th shame 
over the pain that they ' ve subj ected the Abramovs to .  

However, he tru ly d idn' t  see h i s  own faul t  i n  what hap­
pened . I t  was an unfortunate inc ident .  Women's  personal i ­
t ies . . .  He h imse l f  cou ldn ' t  exp la in  why th ings took such  an  ab-
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surd and scary turn. He d idn ' t  see that Anya remai ned standing 
on the courthouse steps, before return ing to the courtroom .  

Peop le  cont i nued to crowd the hal l way, d i scuss ing what 
they had heard . How would th i s  a l l  end? No one knew. One 
s i ster adm i tted gu i l t .  Her  parents, the w i tnesses, sa id that 
i t  was the i r  fau l t .  Everyone p i t ied the poor Jew i sh fam i ly 
where every member tr ied to defend the others . The sym­
path izers put the ir  faith i n  the attorney, who asked the court 
to see th i ngs from the point  of v iew of the fam i ly, wh ich  acted 

under pressure from externa l  inft uences rel ated to support ing 
ch i l dren . 

Turunge was a lso convi nced that th i s  a l l wou ld pass .  Dur­
ing the tria l ,  she caught the g lances of several court comm is­
s ioners. I t  seemed that two women, who sat

· 
on e i ther s ide 

of the j udge, l i stened to her attent ive ly and even took a com­
pass ionate tone when ask ing quest ions .  ' Sure ly  they ident i fy 
w i th me, ' Turunge thought to herse l f.  

A be l l  rang, marking the end of the recess .  The secretary 
entered the courtroom fi rst, fo l lowed by the j udge and the 
court j urors . 

Everyone fe l l  s i l ent .  The Abramovs, who stood together, 
re l uctant ly  moved forward . 

"They ' l l  g ive you a cond i t ional  sentence, lett ing them out 
on paro l e" someone next to Me lke wh ispered . "They have to ." 
Her heart happ i l y  picked up pace.  She stood st i l l ,  l i sten ing at­
tent ive ly. 

The judge opened h i s  fi le, took out a p iece of paper, 
and began to read, succ inct ly  stress ing every sy l l ab l e :  

"Pursuant to  the  conc lus ion of the  investigat ion and  the 
charges, confi rmed by i rrefutab l e  ev idence of the defendants ' 
gu i l t  based on the test imony of both the defendants and the 
wi tnesses questioned, the verd ict i s  as fo l lows : Turunge Ba­
baeva, born in  1 929, with no party affi l iat ion, i s  sentenced 



to fi ve years of incarcerat ion .  Raisa H anukova, prev ious ly  

tried for other offenses, i s  sentenced to  five years of  . . .  " 
The courtroom erupted in  a frenzied murmur. Me lke 

gasped . Anya covered her mouth w i th her hands .  

The j udge, pound ing on the tab le  wi th  h is fi st, ca l l ed 

for order. 
"Addit iona l ly, pursuant to w i tness test imony concern­

ing Hezgie Abramov and Me lke Abramova, the court fi nds 
the aforementioned ind iv idua ls ,  who appeared as w i tnesses 
i n  this case, to be accessories to crim inal act iv ity and, pursuant 
to their act ion,  sentences them to five years of  incarcerat ion 
each .  Guards, p lease enter the courtroom ! "  

Me lke and Hezgie cou ldn ' t  move.  Turunge started scream­
ing, and Raya, baw l i ng, p l eaded : 

"They ' re innocen t !  What are you do ing w i th these poor 
old people?" 

The crowd of sympath izers erupted in outrage, as the 
guards pushed through i t  toward Me lke and H ezgie .  

Turunge 's voice rang over the  pan ic  and  pandemon i um :  
"What d id  we do to deserve a l l th i s?  Why are they do ing 

th i s  to us? Those bastards !  What d id  we ever  do to them?" She 
and Raya were both escorted out by the guards .  

The crowd wou ldn ' t  d i sperse, as i f  wai t ing for someth i ng 
e l se .  The guards, hav ing traversed the crowd, surrounded 

the e lder Abramovs and to l d  the confused couple to fo l low 
them . In  a m inute, they were escorted through the same doors 
that Raya and Turunge d isappeared through earl ier. 

The audience shuffled around, tal k ing  about what hap­
pened . No one left, perhaps expect ing more horrors to fo l low. 
Only one bench was empty - the one where the B abaevs had 

sat . 
And then, over the d in  of the crowd that fi l led the court­

room,  rang the voice of Yusuf Panov ich ,  Raya and Turunge's  
brother, a imed at no one i n  part i cu lar. 
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" I ' l l  k i l l  h im ! "  he screamed, then poi nted at the empty 
bench w i th h i s  crutch .  " I ' l l  s laughter the i r  whole dam n fam­
i l y ! "  

Peop le  throughout the c i ty would cont inue t o  d i scuss 
the tragic  events for a long t ime. They cou ldn ' t  comprehend 
how someth ing l ike th is  could have happened. The world must 
have gone off its rocker if a father, in the prime of his youth, 
d idn ' t  rea l ize the trag ic  consequences of putt ing his ch i l dren 's 
mother beh ind bars . 

The people wou ld recount the events to one another, but 
no one knew the enti rety of the reasons that l ed up to them . We 
don 't know them e i ther. This  was the fal l of the Abramov fam­
i ly, who s imu l taneous ly lost both ch i l dren and grandch i l dren,  
the fal l  of Raya, who once aga in  found hersel f beh ind bars, 
the fal l of Turunge, stri pped of the th ing that she val ued most 
i n  l i fe - the ab i l i ty to be w i th us, her ch i l dren .  And the scariest 
th ing of al l was that the parents, who incri m inated themselves 
i n  attempt to save the i r  daughters, were i ncarcerated a longside 
them . 



AFTERWORD 

As l i fe had it , we addressed the woman that ra i sed us as ' moth­
er ' .  That woman was H avo .  

The tragedy of al l that happened wou ld not be comprehended 
unti I much later. 
F rom that day on, we, her ch i l dren,  were pract i cal l y  forever 
torn from our own mother. My dear, dear mother !  
As  I wrote th i s  book, you warmed me  w i th your k indness 
and love.  

You w i l l  be forever in my heart, 
and I would l i ke to te l l  you : 

And on my knees before God 
In my prayers for salvation 
I ,  yet again,  bless the path 
That brought my soul to yours . 
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