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It was of this death that I was reminded by the crushed thistle in the midst of the ploughed field.

– Leo Tolstoy, Hadji Murád 


Chapter 1
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ON THE MORNING after the Feds burned down her house and took her father, Havaa woke from dreams of sea anemones. While the girl dressed, Akhmed, who hadn’t slept at all, paced outside the bedroom door, watching the sky brighten on the other side of the window glass; the rising sun had never before made him feel late. When she emerged from the bedroom, looking older than her eight years, he took her suitcase and she followed him out the front door. He had led the girl to the middle of the street before he raised his eyes to what had been her house. ‘Havaa, we should go,’ he said, but neither moved.

The snow softened around their boots as they stared across the street to the wide patch of flattened ash. A few orange embers hissed in pools of grey snow, but all else was char. Not seven years earlier, Akhmed had helped Dokka build an extension so the girl would have a room of her own. He had drawn the blueprints and chopped the hardwood and cut it into boards and turned them into a room; and when Dokka had promised to help him build an extension to his own house, should he ever have a child, Akhmed had thanked his friend and walked home, the knot in his throat unravelling into a sob when the door closed behind him. Carrying that lumber the forty metres from the forest had left his knuckles blistered, his underarms sopping, but now a few hours of flames had lifted what had taken him months to design, weeks to carry, days to build, all but the nails and rivets, all but the hinges and bolts, all into the sky. And too were carried the small treasures that had made Dokka’s house his own. There was the hand-carved chess set on a round side table; when moved, the squat white king wobbled from side to side, like a man just sober enough to stand, and Dokka had named his majesty Boris Yeltsin. There was the porcelain vase adorned with Persian arabesques, and beside that a cassette deck–radio with an antenna long enough to scrape the ceiling when propped up on a telephone book, yet too short to reach anything but static. There was the eighty-five-year-old Qur’an, the purple cover writhing with calligraphy, that Dokka’s grandfather had purchased in Mecca. There were these things and the flames ate these things, and since fire doesn’t distinguish between the word of God and the word of the Soviet Communications Registry Bureau, both Qur’an and telephone directory returned to His mouth in the same inhalation of smoke.

The girl’s fingers braceleted his wrist. He wanted to throw her over his shoulder and sprint northward until the forest swallowed the village, but standing before the blackened timbers, he couldn’t summon the strength to bring a consoling word to his lips, to hold the girl’s hand in his own, to move his feet in the direction he wanted them to go.

‘That’s my house.’ Her voice broke their silence and he heard it as he would the only sound in an empty corridor.

‘Don’t think of it like that,’ he said.

‘Like what?’

 ‘Like it’s still yours.’

He wound her bright orange scarf around her neck and frowned at the sooty fingerprint on her cheek. He had been awake in bed the previous night when the Feds came. First the murmur of a diesel engine, a low rumble he’d come to fear more than gunfire, then Russian voices. He had gone to the living room and pulled back the blackout curtain as far as he dared. Through the triangle of glass, headlights parted the night. Four soldiers, stocky, well fed, emerged from the truck. One drank from a vodka bottle and cursed the snow each time he stumbled. This soldier’s grandfather had told him, the morning the soldier reported to the Vladivostok conscription centre, that he would have perished in Stalingrad if not for the numbing grace of vodka; the soldier, whose cheeks were divoted from years of applying toothpaste to his adolescent acne, believed Chechnya to be a worse war than Stalingrad, and rationed his vodka accordingly. From his living room Akhmed wanted to shout, beat a drum, set off a flare. But across the street, they had already reached Dokka’s door and he didn’t even look to the phone that was without a pulse for ten years now. They knocked on the door once, twice, then kicked it down. Through the doorway, Akhmed watched torchlight move across the walls. So passed the longest two minutes of Akhmed’s life until the soldiers reappeared in the doorway with Dokka. The gaffer-tape strip across his mouth wrinkled with his muted screams. They pulled a black hood over his head. Where was Havaa? Sweat formed on Akhmed’s forehead. His hands felt impossibly heavy. When the soldiers grabbed Dokka by the shoulders and belt, tumbling him into the back of the truck and slamming the door, the relief falling over Akhmed was quickly peeled back by self-loathing, because he was alive, safe in his living room, while in the truck over the road, not twenty metres away, Dokka was a dead man. The designation ‘02’ was stencilled above the truck bumper in white paint, meaning it belonged to the Interior Ministry, meaning there would be no record of the arrest, meaning Dokka had never officially been taken, meaning he would never come back. ‘Where’s the girl?’ the soldiers asked one another. ‘She’s not here.’ ‘What if she’s hiding beneath the floorboards?’ ‘She’s not.’ ‘Take care of it just in case.’ The drunken soldier uncapped a petrol jug and stumbled into Dokka’s house; when he returned to the threshold, he tossed a match behind him and closed the door. Flames clawed their way up the front curtains. The glass panes puddled on the sill. Where was Havaa? When the truck finally left, the fire had spread to the walls and roof. Akhmed waited until the tail lights had shrunk to the size of cherries before crossing the street. Running a wide circle around the flames, he entered the forest behind the house. His boots broke the frigid undergrowth and he could have counted the rings of tree stumps by the firelight. Behind the house, hiding among the trees, the girl’s face flickered. Streaks of pale skin began under her eyes, striping the ash on her cheeks. ‘Havaa,’ he called out. She sat on a suitcase and didn’t respond to her name. He held her like a bundle of loose sticks in his arms, carried her to his house and with a damp towel wiped the ash from her forehead. He tucked her in bed beside his invalid wife and didn’t know what to do next. He could have gone back outside and thrown snowballs at the burning house, or lain in bed so the girl would feel the warmth of two grown bodies, or performed his ablutions and prostrated himself, but he had completed the isha’a hours earlier and if five daily prayers hadn’t spared Dokka’s house, a sixth wouldn’t put out the flames. Instead he went to the living-room window, drew open the blackout curtains, and watched the house he had helped build disappear into light. And now, in the morning, as he tightened the orange scarf around her neck, he found a fingerprint on the girl’s cheek, and, because it could have been Dokka’s, he left it.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked. She stood in the frozen furrow of the previous night’s tyre tracks. The snow stretched on either side. Akhmed hadn’t prepared for this. He couldn’t imagine why the Feds would want Dokka, much less the girl. She stood no taller than his stomach and weighed no more than a basket of firewood, but to Akhmed she seemed an immense and overwhelming creature whom he was destined to fail.

‘We’re going to the city hospital,’ he said, with what he hoped was an assertive tone.

‘Why?’

‘Because the hospital is safe. It’s where people go when they need help. And I know someone there, another doctor,’ he said, though all he knew of her was her name. ‘She’ll help.’

‘How?’

‘I’m going to ask if you can stay with her.’ What was he saying? Like most of his plans, this one seemed so robust in his mind but fell like a flightless bird when released to the air. The girl frowned.

‘He’s not coming back, is he?’ she asked. She focused on the blue leather suitcase that sat on the street between them. Eight months earlier, her father had asked her to prepare the suitcase and leave it in the cupboard, where it had remained until the previous night, when he thrust it into her hands and pushed her out the back door as the Feds broke through the front.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘But you don’t know?’ It wasn’t an accusation, but he took it as one. Was he so incompetent a physician that she hesitated to trust him with her father’s life even in speculation? ‘We should be safe,’ he said. ‘It’s safer to think he won’t come back.’

‘But what if he does?’

The longing knotted into such a simple question was more than he could contemplate. What if she cried? It suddenly seemed like a terrifying possibility. How would he stop her? He had to keep her calm, keep himself calm; panic, he knew, could spread between two people more quickly than any virus. He fiddled with her scarf. Somehow it had survived the fire as orange as the day it was pulled from the dye. ‘How about this: if he comes back, I’ll tell him where you are. Is that a good idea?’

‘My father is a good idea.’

‘Yes, he is,’ Akhmed said, relieved they had this to agree on.

They plodded along the Eldár Forest Service Road, the village’s main thoroughfare, and their footprints began where the tyre tracks ended. On either side he saw houses by surname rather than address. A face appeared and vanished in an unboarded window.

‘Pull your headscarf tighter,’ he instructed. But for his years at medical school, he had spent his whole life in Eldár and no longer trusted the traditional clan system of teips that had survived a century of Tsarist rule, then a century of Soviet rule, only to dissolve in a war of national independence. Reincarnated in 1999, after a truce too lawless to be called peace, the war had frayed the village teip into lesser units of loyalty until all but the fidelity of a parent for a child wore thin enough to break. Logging, the village’s sole stable industry, had ceased soon after the first bombs fell, and without viable prospects those who couldn’t emigrate ran guns for the rebels or informed for the Feds to survive.

He wrapped his arm around Havaa’s shoulder as they walked. The girl had always been strong and stoic, but this resignation, this passivity, was something else. She clomped along, kicking snow with each footstep, and in an attempt to cheer her Akhmed whispered a joke about a blind imam and a deaf prostitute, a joke that really wasn’t appropriate for an eight-year-old, but was the only one Akhmed could remember. She didn’t smile, but was listening. She zipped her puffy jacket over a sweatshirt that in Manchester, England, had warmed the shoulders of five brothers before the sixth, a staunchly philanthropic six-year-old, had given it to his school’s Red Cross donation so his mother would have to buy him a new one.

At the end of the village, where the forest narrowed on the road, they passed a metre-tall portrait nailed to a tree trunk. Two years earlier, after forty-one of the villagers had disappeared in a single day, Akhmed had drawn their forty-one portraits on forty-one plywood boards, weatherproofed them, and hung them throughout the village. This one was of a beautiful, self-admiring woman whose second daughter he had delivered. Despite his hounding her for years, she never had paid him for the delivery. After she was abducted, he had decided to draw on her portrait a single hair curling from her left nostril. He had grinned at the vain woman’s ghost and then made peace with it. She looked like a beheaded giantess staring from the trunk. Soon she was no more than two eyes, a nose and a mouth fading between the trees.

The forest rose around them, tall skeletal birches, grey coils of bark unravelling from the trunks. They walked on the side of the road, where frozen undergrowth expanded across the gravel. Here, beyond the trails of tank treads, the chances of stepping on a landmine diminished. Still he watched for rises in the frost. He walked a few metres ahead of the girl, just in case. He remembered another joke, this one about a lovesick commissar, but decided not to tell it. When she began straggling, he led her five minutes into the woods to a felled log unseen from the road. As they sat down, she asked for her blue suitcase. He gave it to her and she opened it, taking a silent inventory of its contents.

‘What’s in there?’ he asked.

‘My souvenirs,’ she said, but he didn’t know what she meant. He unwrapped a hunk of dry black bread from a white handkerchief, split it in two uneven pieces, and gave her the larger one. She ate quickly. Hunger was a sensation so long situated in his abdomen he felt it as he would an inflamed organ. He took his time, tonguing the pulp into a little oval and resting it against his cheek like a lozenge. If the bread wouldn’t fill his stomach, it might at least fill his mouth. The girl had finished half of hers before he took a second bite.

‘You shouldn’t rush,’ he said. ‘There are no taste buds in your stomach.’

She paused to consider his reasoning, then took another bite. ‘There’s no hunger in your tongue,’ she mumbled between chews. Her cupped hand caught the crumbs and tossed them back in her mouth.

‘I used to hate black bread,’ he said. When he was a child he would only eat black bread if it was slathered in a spoonful of honey. Over the course of a year, his mother weaned him from it by slicing larger pieces, until his breakfast consisted of a small, sad oasis of honey on a desert of black bread.

‘Can I have yours, then?’

‘I said used to,’ he said, and imagined a brimming jar of honey, standing on a worktop without a breadboard in sight.

She dropped to her knees and examined the underside of the log. ‘Will Ula be all right alone?’ she asked.

His wife wasn’t all right alone, with him, with anyone. He believed she had, in technical terms, lupus coupled with early-onset dementia, but in practice her nerves were so criss-crossed that her elbows ached when she spoke and her left foot had more sense than her brain. Before leaving that morning he had told Ula he would be gone for the day. As she gazed at him through her blank daze, he felt himself as one of her many visions, and he held her hand, and described from memory the placid pasture of a Zakharov oil painting, the herb garden and the cottage, until she fell back asleep. When she woke again that morning would she still see him sitting on the bed beside her? Perhaps part of him was still there, sitting on the bed; perhaps he was something she had dreamed up.

‘She’s an adult,’ he said at last and without much thought. ‘You don’t need to worry about adults.’

Behind the log, Havaa didn’t reply.

He had always tried to treat Havaa as a child and she always went along with it, as though childhood and innocence were fantastical creatures that had died long ago, resurrected only in games of make-believe. The only times she had been in a schoolhouse were when they went to steal child-sized desks for firewood, but sometimes he imagined they shared what was essentially the same wisdom separated by years and experience. It wasn’t true, of course, but he had to believe that she had lived beyond her years, that she could confront what no eight-year-old is capable of confronting. She climbed from the log without looking at him.

‘What’s that?’ he asked. She carefully lifted a yellow shape from her palm.

‘A frozen insect,’ she said, and put it in her coat pocket.

‘In case you get hungry later?’ he asked.

She smiled for the first time that day.

They trod along the edge of the road and the girl’s quickened pace compensated for their stop. With deep breaths he tried to unweave threads of diesel fumes or burning rubber from the air. The daylight provided a degree of safety. They wouldn’t be mistaken for wild dogs.

They heard the soldiers before the checkpoint came in sight. Akhmed raised his hand. Wind filled the spaces between his fingers. Once used to transport timber, the Eldár Forest Service Road connected the village to the city of Volchansk. The gaps between the tree trunks provided the only exit points between village and city, and in recent months the Feds had reduced their presence to a single checkpoint. It lay another half-kilometre away, at the end of a sharp curve.

‘We’re going back into the woods.’

‘To eat again?’

‘Just to walk. We need to be quiet.’

The girl nodded and raised her index finger to her lips. The entire forest had frozen and fallen to the ground. Crooked branches reached through the snow and scratched their shins from every angle as they walked a wide arc around the checkpoint. Visible through the trees, the checkpoint was no more than a wilted army tarpaulin nailed to a poplar trunk in a failed attempt to lend an air of legitimacy. A handful of soldiers stood by it. Crossing the floor of frigid leaves in silence was impossible, but the soldiers, eight men who between them could share more venereal diseases than Chechen words, seemed no more alert than brain-sick bucks, and they returned to the road a quarter-kilometre past the checkpoint. The sun shone yolk-yellow between white clouds. Nearly noon. The trees they passed repeated on and on into the woods. None was remarkable when compared to the next, but each was individual in some small regard: the number of limbs, the girth of trunk, the circumference of shed leaves encircling the base. No more than minor particularities, but minor particularities were what transformed two eyes, a nose and a mouth into a face.

The trees opened to a wide field, bisected by the road.

‘Let’s walk faster,’ he said, and the girl’s footsteps hastened behind him. They were nearly halfway across when they came upon the severed hindquarters of a wolf. Further into the field, blood dyed the snow a reddish brown. Nothing had decomposed in the cold. The head and front legs lay exposed on the ground, connected to the wolf’s back end by three metres of pulped innards. What was left of the face was frozen in the expression it had died with. The tongue ribboned from its maw.

‘It was a careless animal,’ Akhmed said. He tried to look away, but there was wolf everywhere. ‘It didn’t watch for landmines.’

‘We’re more careful.’

‘Yes, we’ll stay on the road. We won’t walk in the fields.’

She stood close to him. Her shoulder pressed against his side. This was the furthest she’d ever been from home.

‘It wasn’t always like this,’ he said. ‘Before you were born there were wolves and birds and insects and goats and bears and sheep and deer.’

The heavy snow stretched a hundred metres to the forest. A few dead stalks rose through the brown frost, where the wolf would lie until spring. With heavy breaths they shaped the air. No prophet had augured this end. Neither the sounding of trumpets nor the beating of seraphic wings had heralded this particular field, with this particular girl, holding his particular hand.

‘They were here,’ he said, staring into the field.

‘Where did the Feds take them?’

‘We should keep walking.’

White moths circled a dead light bulb.

A firm hand on her shoulder lifted her from the dream. Sonja lay on a trauma ward hospital bed, still dressed in her scrubs. Before she looked to the hand that had woken her, before she rose from the imprint her body had made in the weak mattress foam, she reached for her pocket, from instinct rather than want, and shook the amber pill bottle as though its contents had followed her into her dreams and also required waking. The amphetamines rattled in reply. She sat up, conscious, blinking away the moth wings.

‘There’s someone here to see you,’ Nurse Deshi announced from behind her, and began stripping the sheets before Sonja stood.

‘See me about what?’ she asked. She bent to touch her feet, relieved to find them still there.

‘Now she thinks I’m a secretary,’ the old nurse said, shaking her head. ‘Soon she’ll start pinching my rump like that oncologist who chased out four secretaries in a year. A shameful profession. I’ve never met an oncologist who wasn’t a hedonist.’

‘Deshi, who’s here to see me?’

The old nurse looked up, startled. ‘A man from Eldár.’

‘About Natasha?’

Deshi tensed her lips. She could have said no or not this time or it’s time to give up, but instead shook her head.

The man leaned against the corridor wall. A one-size-too-small navy pes with beaded tassels roosted on the back of his head. His jacket hung from his shoulders as if still on the hanger. A girl stood beside him, inspecting the contents of a blue suitcase.

‘Sofia Andreyevna Rabina?’ he asked.

She hesitated. She hadn’t heard or spoken her full name aloud in eight years and only answered to her diminutive. ‘Call me Sonja,’ she said.

‘My name is Akhmed.’ A short black beard shrouded his cheeks. Shaving cream was an unaffordable luxury for many; she couldn’t tell if the man was a Wahhabi insurgent or just poor.

‘Are you a bearded one?’ she asked.

He reached for his whiskers in embarrassment. ‘No, no. Absolutely not. I just haven’t shaved recently.’

‘What do you want?’

He nodded to the girl. She wore an orange scarf, an oversized pink coat, and a sweatshirt advertising Manchester United, likely, Sonja imagined, from the glut of Manchester apparel that had flooded charity donations after Beckham was traded to Madrid. She had the pale, waxen skin of an unripe pear. When Sonja approached, the girl had raised the lid of the suitcase, slipped her hand inside and held an object hidden from Sonja’s view.

‘She needs a place to stay,’ Akhmed said.

‘And I need a plane ticket to the Black Sea.’

‘She has nowhere to go.’

‘And I haven’t had a tan in years.’

‘Please,’ he said.

‘This is a hospital, not an orphanage.’

‘There are no orphanages.’

Out of habit she turned to the window, but she saw nothing through the gaffer-taped panes. The only light came from the fluorescent bulbs overhead, whose blue tint made them all appear hypothermic. Was that a moth circling the fixture? No, she was just seeing things again.

‘Her father was taken by the security forces last night. To the Landfill, most likely.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘He was a good man. He was an arborist in Eldár Forest before the wars. He didn’t have fingers. He was very good at chess.’

‘He is very good at chess,’ the girl snapped, and glared at Akhmed. Grammar was the only place the girl could keep her father alive, and after amending Akhmed’s statement, she leaned back against the wall and with small, certain breaths, said ‘is is is.’ Her father was the face of her morning and night, he was everything, so saturating Havaa’s world that she could no more describe him than she could the air.

Akhmed summoned the arborist with small declarative memories, and Sonja let him go on longer than she otherwise would because she, too, had tried to resurrect by recitation, had tried to recreate the thing by drawing its shape in cinders, and hoped that by compiling lists of Natasha’s favourite foods and songs and annoying habits, her sister might spontaneously materialise under the pressure of the particularities.

‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated.

‘The Feds weren’t looking for Dokka alone,’ he said quietly, glancing to the girl.

‘What would they want with her?’ she asked.

‘What do they want with anyone?’ His urgent self-importance was familiar; she’d seen it on the faces of so many husbands, and brothers, and fathers, and sons, and was glad she could see it here, on the face of a stranger, and not feel moved. ‘Please let her stay,’ he said.

‘She can’t.’ It was the right decision, the responsible one. Caring for the dying overwhelmed her. She couldn’t be expected to care for the living as well.

The man looked to his feet with a disappointed frown that inexplicably resurrected the memory of b) electrophilic aromatic substitution, the answer to the only question on her university organic chemistry exam she’d got wrong. ‘How many doctors are here?’ he asked, apparently deciding to try a different tack.

‘One.’

‘To run an entire hospital?’

She shrugged. What did he expect? Those with advanced degrees, personal savings and the foresight to flee had done so. ‘Deshi runs it. I just work here.’

‘I was a GP. Not a surgeon or specialist, but I was licensed.’ He raised his hand to his beard. A crumb fell out. ‘The girl will stay with you and I will work here until a home is found for her.’

‘No one will take her.’

‘Then I will keep working here. I graduated from medical school in the top tenth of my class.’

Already this man’s habit of converting entreaty to command annoyed her. She had returned from England with her full name eight years earlier and still received the respect that had so surprised her when she first arrived in London to study medicine. It didn’t matter that she was both a woman and an ethnic Russian; as the only surgeon in Volchansk, she was revered, honoured and cherished in war as she never would be in peace. And this peasant doctor, this man so thin she could have pushed against his stomach and felt his spine, he expected her acquiescence? Even more than his tone of voice she resented the accuracy of his appraisal. As the last of a staff of five hundred, she was engulfed by the burden of care. She lived on amphetamines and sweetened condensed milk, had regular hallucinations, had difficulty empathising with her patients, and had seen enough cases of secondary traumatic stress disorder to recognise herself among them. At the end of the hall, through the partially opened waiting-room door, she saw the hemline of a black dress, the grey of once-white tennis shoes, and a green hijab that, rather than covering the long black hair, held the broken arm of a young woman who was made of bird bones and calcium deficiency, who believed this to be her twenty-second broken bone, when in fact it was merely her twenty-first.

‘The top ten per cent?’ Sonja asked with no small amount of scepticism.

Akhmed nodded eagerly. ‘Ninety-sixth percentile to be precise.’

‘Then tell me, what would you do with an unresponsive patient?’

‘Well, hmm, let’s see,’ Akhmed stammered. ‘First I would have him fill out a questionnaire to get a sense of his medical history along with any conditions or diseases that might run in his family.’

‘You would give an unconscious, unresponsive patient a questionnaire?’

‘Oh, no. Don’t be silly,’ he said, hesitating. ‘I would give the questionnaire to the patient’s wife instead.’

Sonja closed her eyes, hoping that when she opened them, this idiot doctor and his ward would have vanished. No luck. ‘Do you want to know what I would do?’ she asked. ‘I would check the airway, then check for breathing, then check for a pulse, then stabilise the cervical spine. Nine times out of ten, I’d be concentrating on haemostasis. I’d be cutting off the patient’s clothes to inspect the entire body for wounds.’

‘Well, yes,’ Akhmed said. ‘I would do all of that while the patient’s wife was filling out the questionnaire.’

 ‘Let’s try something closer to your level. What is this?’ she asked, raising her thumb.

‘I believe that is a thumb.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘It is the first digit, composed of the metacarpal, the proximal phalange and the distal phalange.’

‘That’s another way of saying it.’

‘And this?’ she asked, pointing to her left eye. ‘What can you say about this besides the fact that it is my eye, and it is brown and used for seeing?’

He frowned, uncertain what he could add. ‘Dilated pupils,’ he said at last.

‘And did they bother teaching the top ten per cent what dilated pupils are symptomatic of?’

‘Head injuries, drug use or sexual arousal.’

‘Or more likely because the hallway is poorly lit.’ She tapped a small scar on her temple. No one knew where it had come from. ‘And this?’

He smiled. ‘I have no idea what’s going on in there.’

She bit her lip and nodded. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘We need someone to wash dirty sheets anyway. She can stay if you work.’ The girl stood behind Akhmed. In her palm a yellow insect lounged in a pool of melting ice. Sonja already regretted her consent. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked in Chechen.

‘Havaa,’ Akhmed said. He gently pushed the girl towards her. The girl leaned against his palm, afraid to venture beyond its reach.

A year earlier, when Natasha had disappeared for the second and final time, Sonja’s one-and two-night stays in the trauma ward had lengthened into weeks. After five weeks had passed since she’d last slid the key into the double lock, she had given up on the idea of ever going back. The twelve blocks to her flat might as well have been the Sahara. Waiting for her there was a silence more terrible than anything she heard on the operating table. Years before that, she had posed with her hand pressed against a distant Big Ben, so that in the photograph her fiancé had taken, she appeared to be holding up the clock tower. He had taken it on the eighth of their seventeen-day engagement. The photograph was taped above the desk in her bedroom, but not even its rescue was enough to lure her home. Living in the trauma ward wasn’t much of a change. She’d already been spending seventeen of her eighteen waking hours in the ward. She knew the bodies she opened, fixed and closed more intimately than their spouses or parents did, and that intimacy came as near to creation as the breath of God’s first word.

So when she offered to let the girl stay with her, she meant here at the hospital; but the girl already knew that as she followed Sonja to her room.

‘This is where we’ll sleep, all right?’ she said, setting the girl’s suitcase by the stacked mattresses. The girl still held the insect. ‘Is there something in your hand?’ Sonja asked tentatively.

‘A dead insect,’ the girl said.

Sonja sighed, grateful, at least, to know she wasn’t imagining it. ‘Why?’

‘Because I found it in the forest and brought it with me.’

‘Again, why?’

‘Because it needs to be buried facing Mecca.’

She closed her eyes. She couldn’t begin with this now. Even as a child she had hated children; she still did. ‘I’ll be back later,’ she said, and returned to the corridor.

If nothing else, Akhmed was quick to undress. In the time it took her to show the girl to her room, he had changed into white scrubs. She found him preening before the hallway mirror.

‘This is a hospital, not a ballroom,’ she said.

‘I’ve never worn scrubs before.’ He turned from her, but the mirror held his blush.

‘How could you go through training without wearing scrubs?’

He closed his eyes and his blush deepened. ‘My professors didn’t have much faith in me. I was never, exactly, what you would call a house officer.’

‘This isn’t what I want to hear right after I take you on.’

‘I just feel privileged to work here.’ The sleeves showed off his pale biceps. ‘I always thought these would be looser.’

‘They’re women’s scrubs.’

‘You don’t have any for men?’

‘No men work here.’

‘So I’m wearing women’s clothes.’

‘You’ll need to wear a hijab, too.’ His face paled. ‘I’m kidding,’ she added. ‘A headscarf is sufficient.’

He nodded, unconvinced. Clearly, she had hired a buffoon, but a buffoon who could wash linen, make beds and deal with relatives was better than no buffoon at all. ‘Have you ever been here before?’ she asked, disinclined to give more than a brief tour of the hospital.

‘Yes.’

‘When?’

‘I was born here.’

She took him through the ghost wards: cardiology, internal medicine, endocrinology. A layer of dust and ash recorded their path. ‘Where is everything?’ he asked. The rooms were empty. Mattresses, sheets, hypodermics, disposable gowns, surgical tape, film dressing, thermometers and IV bags had been moved downstairs. All that remained was bolted to the floor and built into the walls, along with items of no practical use: family portraits, professional awards, and framed diplomas from medical schools in Siberia, Moscow and Kiev.

‘We moved everything to the trauma and maternity wards,’ she said. ‘They’re all we can keep open.’

‘Trauma and maternity.’

‘It’s funny, isn’t it? Everyone either fucking or dying.’

‘No, not funny.’ He stroked his beard, burying his fingers to the first knuckle. His fingers found their way to his beard in moments of trouble or indecision, trawling the thick dark hair but rarely touching upon wisdom. ‘They are coming and they are leaving and it is happening here.’

They climbed a stairwell washed in blue emergency light. On the fourth floor she led him down the corridor to the west side of the building. Without warning him she opened the door to the storage room. Something gleeful and malicious shot through her when he took a step back, afraid of falling. ‘What happened?’ he asked. The floor broke off a metre past the door frame. No walls or windows, just a cityscape muralled across the winter air.

‘A few years back we harboured rebels. The Feds blew off the wall in reply.’

‘Was anyone hurt?’

‘Maali. Deshi’s sister.’

‘Only one person?’

‘A benefit of understaffing.’

On days when both sides abided by the ceasefire, she came to this doorway and looked across the city and tried to identify the buildings by their ruins. The one that flickered with ten thousand pieces of sunlight had been a sheet-glass office building in which nine hundred and eighteen souls had laboured. Beneath that minaret a rotund imam had led the pious in prayer. That was a school, a library, a Young Pioneers’ clubhouse, a jail, a grocer’s. That was where her mother had warned her never to trust a man who claims to want an intelligent wife; where her father had taught her to ride a bike by imitating the engine growl of a careering municipal bus sure to run her over if she didn’t pedal fast enough; where she had solved her first algebra equation for a primary-school teacher, a man for whom Sonja’s successes were consolation whenever he pitied himself for not having followed his older brother into the more remunerative profession of prison guard; where she had called for help after witnessing one man spear another on the university green, only to learn they were students rehearsing an Aeschylus play. It looked like a city made of shoeboxes and stamped into the ground by a petulant child. She could spend the whole afternoon rebuilding it, repopulating it, until the hallucination became the more believable reality.

‘Before, you couldn’t see the river from here,’ she said. ‘This hospital is the tallest building in the city now.’

There had been tall buildings and plans to erect taller ones. After the dissolution of the USSR, oil reserves had promised prosperity for Chechnya in the coming capitalist century. Yeltsin had told the republics to grab as much sovereignty as they could swallow, and after two thousand years of foreign occupation, it had seemed the republic would finally achieve independence. Her grandparents had moved to Volchansk in 1946 after Stalin added lorry drivers and seamstresses to the expanding list of professions requiring purging, but she felt as buoyantly patriotic as her Chechen classmates who could trace their family trees back to the acorns. That sense of electric optimism was evident in the designs that had been solicited from architects in Riyadh, Melbourne and Minsk. City officials had made a show of the blueprints, displaying them on billboards and distributing them as leaflets at the bazaar. She’d never seen anything like it. The sketches had suggested that the pinnacle of design no longer consisted of cramming the greatest amount of reinforced concrete into the ugliest rectangle possible. Once she had held a leaflet against the horizon and as the red sun bled through the paper the towers had become part of the skyline.

‘Did they really want the girl?’ she asked, turning her attention back to Akhmed. It didn’t surprise her, but she asked anyway. Disappearances touched down as randomly as lightning. Only those actually guilty of abetting the insurgency – an infinitesimal fraction of those abducted – had the benefit of understanding their fate.

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Akhmed said. Whether he meant the floorless room, the crushed city beyond, or the girl, Sonja didn’t know. In the distance, a faint stream of tracers streaked skyward, disappearing into the clouds.

‘Payday must be coming,’ Akhmed said.

She nodded. The Feds were only paid if they used a certain percentage of their ammo. If the soldiers tired of firing blindly into the sky, they might bury their excess rounds, then dig them up a few hours later to claim the bonus given for discovering a rebel arms cache. ‘Let’s go,’ Sonja said.

They passed the original maternity ward, unused since Maali’s death, and descended the stairwell to the new maternity ward. Deshi set down her knitting needles and eyed Akhmed suspiciously as she crossed the room to meet them. After twelve love affairs over the course of her seventy-three years, each beginning with a grander gesture, each ending with a more spectacular heartache, Deshi had learned to distrust men of every size and age, from newborns to great-grandfathers, knowing they all had it in them to break a decent woman’s heart. ‘Will he be joining us?’ she asked.

‘Provisionally,’ Sonja said.

‘And the girl?’

‘Provisionally.’

‘You’re the nurse,’ Akhmed said curtly. ‘We met earlier.’

‘He speaks out of turn, without being addressed,’ Deshi observed.

‘I just wanted to say hello.’

‘He continues to speak without being spoken to. And he has an ugly nose.’

‘I’m standing right here,’ Akhmed said, frowning.

‘He tells us he is standing right here. As if we have been made blind and idiotic.’

‘What am I doing wrong?’ he asked Sonja. ‘I’m just standing here.’

‘He seems to believe that his presence might somehow transform the ugliness of his nose, but seeing that nose, right here in front of me, provides irrefutable evidence.’

‘What am I supposed to say?’ He looked desperately to Sonja. She smiled and turned to Deshi.

‘Do you see the way he looks at me?’ Deshi asked, her voice trembling with indignation. ‘He is trying to seduce me.’

‘I’m doing nothing of the sort. I’m just standing here!’

‘Denial is the first impulse of a traitor.’

‘You’re quoting Stalin,’ Akhmed said.

‘You see? He’s a lecher and a Stalinist.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘He must be an oncologist.’

‘There are few fields of medicine more important than oncology.’

Deshi appeared flabbergasted. ‘You see!’ she shouted. ‘A lecher, a Stalinist and an oncologist? It is too much. It can’t be.’

‘With respect, I’m thirty-nine and you’re old enough to be my mother. I have no desire to have anything but a professional relationship with you.’

‘No desire? First he leers, then he insults. Mocking an old woman like me, has he no shame?’

‘I’m sorry, OK? I’m sorry. I’m just trying to get along with you.’

Deshi’s lips sharpened into a scowl. ‘Only a weak man apologises to a woman.’

His eyes were watery by the time Sonja interrupted the exchange. He looked more shocked than he had when she opened the door to the fourth-floor storage room, and through her laughter, she couldn’t help feeling guilty for exposing the man to Deshi without warning. ‘Enough,’ she said. ‘Akhmed, this is Deshi. Deshi, Akhmed. Let’s work.’

‘It’s a pleasure,’ Deshi said, and returned to the desk beside the incubator.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ Akhmed asked when the nurse was safely out of earshot.

‘And now he thinks there’s something wrong with Deshi,’ Sonja said. A look of horror sank into his face. She assured him she was joking. ‘She once fell in love with an oncologist. It didn’t work out.’

A woman with dark greasy hair lay in the first bed with a child suckling her left breast. She pulled the bed sheet past the child’s head when she saw them approach.

‘It’s OK,’ Sonja said. ‘He’s a doctor too.’

‘But he’s a man,’ the woman countered.

‘This hospital is a madhouse,’ Akhmed said, as he turned away. The woman glared at his back, unamused by the implication that her three-day-old son was a lunatic, and then edged the bed sheet down her chest to reveal the child’s scrunched face fastened to her nipple.

‘The baby is hungry,’ Sonja said.

‘He’ll get used to it,’ the woman said, and closed her eyes.

The mother in the next bed slept on her side with her face half swallowed by the pillow. An incubator on a metal cart sat beside her bed. Inside, the infant was underweight and overheated, more like a crushed bird than a human.

‘Poor nutrition in utero?’ Akhmed asked.

‘No nutrition in utero. Since the second war began, we’ve only had a handful of mothers healthy enough to give birth to healthy children.’

‘And I imagine their fathers aren’t civilians?’

‘It’s not our policy to ask those questions.’ She walked to the door. In the corridor she stopped at a darkened light bulb. ‘Do you see any moths there?’

‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ she said. In five weeks she would find a moth flapping in the canteen, and wouldn’t believe it real until its wings crumpled under her palm. ‘The trauma ward is just down the hall.’
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A Reader’s Guide

Garnering rave reviews, Constellation of Vital Phenomena is an unforgettable debut novel that deftly explores the human cost of war – and the healing power of hope. In this haunting masterwork, award-winning author Anthony Marra transports us to a snow-covered village in Chechnya. It is 2004, and an eight-year-old girl has just watched Russian soldiers abduct her father and set fire to her house in the middle of the night. Accused of aiding Chechen rebels, her father has suffered the brutality of the Feds before. Fearing the worst, their lifelong neighbour Akhmed rescues the girl and seeks refuge at the bombed-out hospital run by Sonja, a brilliant but tough-as-nails female surgeon. Resistant at first, the doctor soon discovers that her new visitors may hold the key to finding her missing sister. Over the course of five extraordinary days, their worlds will unravel in unimaginable ways, culminating in a breathtaking, ultimately affirming turn of fate.

This guide is designed to enrich your discussion of A Constellation of Vital Phenomena. We hope that the following questions will enhance your reading group’s discussion of this stirring meditation on loss and redemption.

Questions and Topics for Discussion

1. Before reading A Constellation of Vital Phenomena, how much did you know about Chechnya? Which of the novel’s cultural details surprised you the most? What can fiction reveal about history that a memoir or history book cannot?

2. How did your image of Akhmed shift throughout the chapters? Despite his many weaknesses, how does he become a source of strength for the loved ones in his life? How does his art restore the humanity around him?

3. Why is Sonja able to remain clear-eyed and resilient? What does she teach Havaa about being a woman, and about the limits of being a healer?

4. Discuss the betrayals that drive the storyline. Would you become an informant if your life depended on it? Can suspicion and corruption ever rise to a level that makes loyalty impossible?

5. What is Dokka’s greatest vulnerability? What do his daughter’s memories of him say about his hopes and fears?

6. Discuss the title (in chapter 24, Sonja stumbles across it in a Russian medical dictionary’s definition of life). What is phenomenal about the life force and the body’s intricate capabilities?

7. What is Khassan’s key to survival? Is his image of homeland and heritage accurate?

8. What is the effect of the timeline, encompassing five days in 2004 and flashbacks from a decade earlier? How does this approach echo the reality of memory and longing?

9. What does it mean for Sonja and Natasha to be ethnically Russian? When is this an advantage, and when is it a disadvantage? How are cultural identities shaped in the midst of political, military, economic, and religious power struggles?

10. What accounts for the very different fates of Natasha and Sonja? Is Natasha’s beauty an asset or a liability?

11. How is the concept of family – from the sisters’ relationship to Akhmed’s marriage to Ula – transformed in a land of warlords?

12. In his review for the Washington Post, Ron Charles describes the novel as ‘a flash in the heavens that makes you look up and believe in miracles.’ Discuss the book’s closing lines in that context. What does A Constellation of Vital Phenomena ultimately say about anguish and joy?


A Conversation with Anthony Marra

Q. Why write about Chechnya?

A. I first became interested in the region as a college student in St. Petersburg. I arrived in Petersburg shortly after the journalist Anna Politkovskaya was assassinated, presumably for the reporting she did from Chechnya. I realised that Chechnya was a place I didn’t know how to spell and couldn’t find on a map, but the ramifications of the wars there had reached as far north as Petersburg, where on a daily basis I saw Russian veterans soliciting for alms in the Metro stations. I began reading non-fiction accounts of Chechnya and quickly became fascinated. Its history and culture has inspired writers like Tolstoy, Lermontov, and Pushkin. The accounts I read of ordinary people in remarkable situations were the kinds of stories that I felt needed to be brought to life through fiction.

But to answer the question of why set a novel in Chechnya, my answer would be that it is a setting that magnifies and dramatises the moral conflicts of characters in extraordinary ways. This cast of characters wants what we all want – to live peacefully and provide for our loved ones – but their circumstances require them to make decisions the reader will hopefully never have to make, but nonetheless, understand.

Q. Readers and reviewers have commented on the beauty of the language in this novel. Can you talk a little about how you wrote it?

A. I ended up writing four first-to-last word drafts. Each time I finished a new draft, I’d print it out, set it in front of my keyboard, and re-type the entire novel. Because re-typing mimics the original act of creation, it taps into whatever creative well the sentences first rose from. The novel changed from draft to draft, then, from within, organically, rather than from changes that were superimposed on it. There’s a scene early on when Khassan despairs as he realises that he must again re-type his 3,000-plus page history. Thankfully, Constellation isn’t nearly that long, but I still knew exactly how he felt.

I also kept a daily word count record. My goal was to hit a thousand words every day. The days when I recorded zero words felt like wasted days. I grew up going to church and Sunday School each week, and at long last, I was able to put that Catholic guilt to good use.

Q. The novel has some dark moments, but at the same time, it’s filled with moments of humour and hope. How, and why, did you blend instances of death and loss with levity?

A. I once heard Allan Gurganus say that writers should strive to make readers laugh and cry on every page. It’s a tall order, but I absolutely agree with the reasoning. Novels need the high as well as the low notes in order to be true to the emotional reality of life. When I traveled to Chechnya, I was repeatedly surprised by the jokes I heard people cracking. It was a brand of dark, fatalistic humour imprinted with the absurdity that has become normalised there over the past two decades.

A book I thought of while writing Constellation was City of Thieves by David Benioff. Benioff’s novel pays tribute to the immense suffering caused by the Siege of Leningrad, but it’s filled to the brim with life, love, humour, even joy, all of which only enhance and make more real the underlying historical tragedy. Hopefully, Constellation works in a similar fashion.

Q. Your writing style is unusual in that you move back and forth between the present and the past. Was that a conscious choice?

A. War breaks cities, buildings, and families, but also time and the way stories are constructed. To tell this story in a straightforward, linear fashion would fall short of capturing the absurd, recursive manner in which its characters assemble their chaotic narrative. All the characters in Constellation are trying to piece back together their fragmented lives, and I wanted to embody that in the novel’s structure. As each character attempts to rescue what has been lost, the novel mends their individual stories into a communal whole.
 
Q. What has been the greatest influence on your writing?

A. My mom has six siblings and my dad has four sisters and between them all there are more cousins than I count, which means that family events have always been filled with voices, stories, and laughter. From an early age I learned from them that stories are how we understand one another, how we preserve the past, and how we make meaning from the chaos of our lives.
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State of Wonder by Ann Patchett (Brazil)

A perfectly constructed and beautifully told story of ambition and loss in the Amazon.

The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy (India)

Roy invents a peculiar and dazzling poetry to tell a story of twins in southern India.

The Orphan Master’s Son by Adam Johnson (North Korea)

In a feat of imagination, research, and empathy, Adam Johnson takes the reader into the dark heart of the North Korean ruling class.

We Need New Names by NoViolet Bulawayo (Zimbabwe)

Bulawayo tells the story of a Zimbabwean childhood in language that sizzles with energy.

Brief Encounters with Che Guevara by Ben Fountain (Haiti, Columbia, Myanmar, Sierra Leon)

A collection of short stories, each of which packs the punch of a 400-page novel. By turns comic and tragic, these stories are every bit as wonderful as Fountain’s brilliant novel Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk.

The Vagrants by Yiyun Li (China)

Li presents a bleak portrait of life in provincial China through a wide range of characters.

The Feast of the Goat by Mario Vargas Llosa (Dominican Republic)

A harrowing and meticulously orchestrated look at the assassination of Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo and its aftermath.

The Sound of the Mountain by Yasunari Kawabata (Japan)

In spare, evocative language, Kawabata captures the rhythms of family life in postwar Tokyo.

To the End of the Land by David Grossman (Israel)

A mother begins walking when her son goes to war, resulting in a novel that is glacier-like in size, pace, and ultimate power.

I Served the King of England by Bohumil Hrabal (Czechoslovakia)

Hrabal, an unjustly under-read novelist, takes the reader on a trip through twentieth-century Czech history with the often hilarious story of a hotel waiter.


Author’s Note

In writing this novel I drew from the following sources, all of which I would urge anyone interested in Chechnya or modern Russia to read.

To get a glimpse into the day-to-day life of a wartime Chechen surgeon, I relied on Khassan Baiev’s magnificent memoir, The Oath: A Surgeon Under Fire. Anna Politkovskaya’s haunting, harrowing A Small Corner of Hell: Dispatches from Chechnya was always in arm’s reach, and I have included several of her anecdotes in altered forms. Baiev and Politkovskaya are two of the few heroes of the Chechen conflict, and their writing is essential and courageous testimony.

For descriptions of and insights into wartime Grozny, the deportations and the Caucasian petroleum industry, I turned to The Angel of Grozny: Orphans of a Forgotten War by Åsne Seierstad and Allah’s Mountains: The Battle for Chechnya by Sebastian Smith. In my chapter 12, a number of the descriptions of Chechnya between the collapse of the Soviet Union and the First Chechen War are drawn from Smith’s journalism; additionally, Sonja’s attempt to re create for Akhmed the ruined Grozny square is based on Smith’s account of a Chechen woman doing the same for him. Both Smith and Seierstad have spent extensive time reporting from Chechnya, and together their books form a panorama of the past two decades in the Northern Caucasus.

In writing of the zachistka I drew from Andrew Meier’s description of the Aldy zachistka in his vast and powerful Black Earth: A Journey Through Russia After the Fall. While researching his book, Meier travelled from Chechnya to the Arctic, from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Finland, and has created the most encompassing single-volume account of post-Soviet Russia that I’ve yet read.

For Natasha’s journey through the Breaking Grounds and into Western Europe, I turned to The Natashas: Inside the New Global Sex Trade by Victor Malarek and Sex Trafficking: The Global Market in Women and Children by Kathryn Farr. One Soldier’s War by Arkady Babchenko, Towers of Stone: The Battle of Wills in Chechnya by Wojciech Jagielski, The Chechens: A Handbook by Amjad Jaimoukha and I Am a Chechen! by German Sadulaev provided valuable historical and cultural context. Joseph Barnard Davis and his 1,474 skulls come from Human Remains: Dissection and Its Histories by Helen MacDonald. I owe debts of influence and inspiration to the body of fiction dealing with political disappearances, particularly Daniel Alarcón’s Lost City Radio and Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost – both novels include scenes of artists summoning images of the missing, which inspired Akhmed’s portraits. Sonja’s scene with Ula owes a debt to ‘Old Boys, Old Girls’ by Edward P. Jones. The axis on which this novel rests is formed from two narratives shared by Islamic and Christian traditions – that of a parent asked to sacrifice a child, and that of an orphan delivered into the family responsible for her orphanhood – and in thinking of these, I’m grateful for N. J. Dawood’s elegant translation of the Qur’an and The New Oxford Annotated Bible. Finally, Hadji Murád, the last and among the most powerful of Tolstoy’s novels, appears in a beautiful translation by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky in The Death of Ivan Ilyich and Other Stories. 
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