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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         “Oh, Alyoshka.”

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

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

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

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

         “Son, I’ve grown old.”

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

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

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

         “And then… you yourself know…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         Alyoshka smirked:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         30Alyoshka rose effortlessly from the ground. Tall, slender, with strong, wing-like shoulders, he looked like he couldn’t be broken or bent by people’s wisdom. He had his own wisdom and his own god – love.
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