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Introduction

Hello, I’m Audrey. Welcome to my book.

I’ve never written a book before, but in researching this one, I opened dozens of them, and I noticed that many start off with the same mistake. The first page contains a few quotations that obviously mean something to the author but are presented without context or explanation. As a result, they fall flat, sound pretentious, or make you wonder, “Why is a cookbook leading with an excerpt from Machiavelli?”

To avoid falling into this trap, I’m going to explain the significance of the quotes from my epigraph.

The first comes from the 2014 Lonely Planet guide to Central Asia, which I obtained by illegally downloading it from a Russian website and used it extensively while planning portions of my trip, and later while crafting the copyright page of this book. I found the copyright page to be one of the most daunting to write. How do you strike the right balance between keeping it light but also sounding legally threatening? What makes a good ISBN? Is it gauche to list your parents’ home address? The Lonely Planet guide to Central Asia helped me navigate not only the Pamir Mountains and a fire crater in the desert of Turkmenistan, but also the supple ins and outs of a well-honed Library of Congress catalog entry.*

The second quotation is more meaningful to me. It comes from a TripAdvisor user’s review of Red Square in Moscow, and because it’s in Russian, I don’t understand what it means. But it speaks to me just the same, in the way that poetic truths transcend language, time, and copyright laws. (Update: I just ran the quote through Google Translate, and it turns out that it means, “Nothing special. So, tick the box. Everything is very pompous, uncomfortable, formal. A gloomy place.” So yeah, confirmed—immortal words.)

The final quote comes from my roadmap to life and favorite book of all time, Why Men Love Bitches. If you’ve never read it, go return my book and use the store credit to buy a copy. Why Men Love Bitches lays out a life philosophy that its predecessors (the Torah, Bible, and Koran) were grasping for, but never managed to reach. That philosophy is basically: do what makes you happy, don’t worry about what other people think, and when it comes to dating, play a little hard to get. I’m including an excerpt from the acknowledgments section as a reminder that I need to file my taxes.

Now that the quotes are out of the way, here’s a quick overview of the book so you know what to expect, and also have something to say if you find yourself in a situation where you need to pretend to have read it (e.g., core curriculum of the near future, a literary salon). Truly, I understand: if I could have, I would have pretended to have written it. My plan had been to just pull an all-nighter and bang it all out the day before publication, but it turns out that publishing a book is a little different from writing a high school essay.

Basically, it’s about this twenty-eight-year-old woman (aka me) who decides to spend a year traveling through the former Soviet Union (aka the best place ever) because she’s insanely obsessed with the Russian language and culture (aka all of her boyfriends were Russian), and along the way she learns a lot and and meets a bunch of people and winds up in situations that are awkward and funny and occasionally poignant (aka give her the Pulitzer Prize?).

It’s hard to say how my fascination with all things Russian began. Was it my first Russian boyfriend (Oleg)? My second Russian boyfriend (Anton)? My third Russian boyfriend (back to Oleg again)?

It happened in bits and pieces, without my particularly noticing, but by the time I turned twenty-eight, I’d become so obsessed with the countries that gave us beets, Dostoevsky, and websites for streaming pirated movies that it seemed perfectly logical to spend a year traveling through the former Soviet Union and trying to learn Russian.

This was not something I’d seen coming.

Before I turned twenty, I’d been outside of the United States exactly once, when I was six months old and my parents took me to England. I have no memory of this trip, but it did leave me with an infant passport that I used for years as a backup form of identification. Bouncers everywhere were mystified.

In college I spent a semester in Paris and came back feeling very worldly. I started eating dinner at eight p.m. and annoying every French person I encountered by responding in my high-school-level French to their perfect, unaccented English. Then I met Oleg, and through him, Russian.

After I graduated from college, I took a real job, then quit and moved to China. In Shanghai, I did comedy, wrote plays, paid my rent and funded my habit of getting my bicycle stolen by SAT tutoring, and had the honor of being a free hotline’s most frequent caller of the year. I met Anton, and through him came more Russian.

But unless she’s lucky or raised in a matriarchal society, there comes a time in every young woman’s life when she faces increasing pressure to cool it and settle down. While the world has gotten better at allowing young women to explore their passions, there is still an unspoken (and sometimes spoken, repeated, and followed up in e-mails) expectation that she will put them aside in order to find love. Back in America, my friends were starting to get engaged and my parents wanted me to move home and do the same more than I wanted anything in particular for myself. And so after almost four years in China, I moved back to the U.S. and set out to settle down.

The only obstacles to my plan were the fact that I wasn’t really sure what settling down entailed, that I was unsure how you were supposed to do it, and that I knew that I definitely didn’t want to.

But I was certain I could make it work. If I could make a life for myself on another continent and be a distinguished guest at a free hotline’s annual gala, where if I’m being honest things got a little awkward when the operators came out and performed skits making fun of the people who called in but we got over that, I could work out how to become the type of person who drove a minivan.

In the dreamy and aspirational sense, I wanted to travel through the former Soviet Union. But it was a pipe dream. Not something I ever expected to achieve in this lifetime. Or at least, not something I thought would be financially feasible before the age of 70, unless my Beanie Baby collection shot up in value.

What I hadn’t realized was that sometimes an incredible stroke of luck takes a form other than a stuffed animal with a tag protector.

A few months after I’d arrived in New York, a former boss in Shanghai asked if I’d like to come back and SAT tutor for the busy seasons. I’d return to Shanghai for one- or two-month stretches, work truly horrendous hours but make bank, and then go back to New York for a few months.

Or, I thought, instead of going back to New York, I could go to Russia.

This was my version of winning the Hamilton lottery, or maybe even the actual lottery.

But as soon as the thought popped into my head, I banished it. I still didn’t know what settling down looked like. But I was pretty sure it did not involve yurts.

I had come back to the U.S. for one purpose (to put an end to my anxieties about dying alone by marrying the first person who shared my belief that the maximum amount of time you should spend at a sporting event is thirty minutes), and I felt that I had to put everything else on hold until that happened.

But when I dreamed, it was never of the job, boyfriend, wedding, or babies I was willing myself to long for. (Though it was sometimes of steamy hookups with really hot guys who seemed emotionally unavailable.) It always was of this one adventure that kept coming back to me. Only now, it wasn’t a pipe dream.

I tried to tell myself that was the kind of thing you did after you settled down and built some semblance of a normal life. I’d been trying to do that in New York. I had signed a lease on an apartment and stopped flying to countries with lax pharmaceutical regulations to stock up on over-the-counter Xanax. Those seemed firmly planted in the adulthood column! But I was also starting to get the sinking feeling that my ambitions didn’t square with the traditional path I saw around me.

Not that that mattered! Most people, I reminded myself, hadn’t spent their childhoods dreaming of going into corporate litigation. But they did it anyway, because it was the responsible choice. If everyone else could find a way to make it all work and still be happy, couldn’t I?

The truth was that the answer was no, and I knew that for a long time before I admitted it to myself, and even longer before I did anything about it.

When a passing fancy metastasizes into an all-consuming passion, there can be an urge to ascribe it to fate or higher meaning. There has to be a reason you sleep in yurts in Mongolia and Tajikistan; that way, destiny can be held responsible for any havoc it wreaks. Deciding to devote your life to the study of prehistoric ferns or to marry Brad the Lawyer is dangerous, because if things don’t work out, you’ll have no one but yourself to blame.

When future scholars look back at the written record left by twenty-first-century Americans, they’ll find a history in “moments in which we knew.” We write college essays about the instant we realized our passion for biomedical engineering. We bond with strangers by trading revelations: our moment of deciding to quit our jobs, for their moments of realizing their bodies were sensitive to gluten.

I never have these moments. Sometimes I think I do (e.g., while waiting in line at a coffee shop: I should open a coffee shop!; while waiting in line for a bathroom: I should write a poem about craft beer in Brooklyn!; after drinking too much craft beer in Brooklyn: I should call my ex-boyfriend!), but when I reexamine them later, I recognize them for what they were: terrible ideas masquerading as insight.

The things I have figured out have dawned on me so gradually that it’s hard to draw the line between when I knew and when I didn’t.

Each time I buy a $90 West Elm dinner plate off a wedding registry, I wonder whether, on the night Hannah opened her door and found Brad holding her favorite smoothie, she really gazed lovingly into his eyes and thought, One day, we’re going to make all of our friends stay in a block of rooms at a Hampton Inn. Because I think it’s far more likely she went, That thing BETTER not have any fucking banana in it.

So, there was no good reason why I loved Russian and wanted to spend a year traveling through the former Soviet Union, but there were plenty of good reasons not to do it. Such as: I was twenty-eight, single, seasonally employed, still using my parents’ residence as my home address, and convinced that the best way to iron something was to hang it up in the bathroom while I showered. I was, as they say, “still figuring things out,” unless they are my dad, in which case it’s “putting in your 10,000 hours of partying.”

For the entire time it was around, the Soviet Union was the largest country on Earth. If you’re interested in a brief history, I highly recommend Wikipedia, but the condensed version is basically: communism, Stalin, is Anastasia still alive but living in New Jersey?

In the early 1990s, the fifteen republics that had made up the Soviet Union decided to go their separate ways and became the independent nations of Russia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. I originally planned to visit all of them, but because of time constraints and the fact that I haven’t yet figured out how to get people to keep depositing money into my bank account when I’m not working for them, I will only make it to eleven. I purposefully decided to save for another trip to the Caucasus (which, in this part of the world, means Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia, not a bizarre Midwestern voting ritual where everyone gets locked in a barn and has to stay until the whole room is standing under the name of one candidate), legitimately forgot about Moldova (honest mistake!), and showed up in Mongolia thinking it had been part of the former Soviet Union and then quickly learned it had not (honest but expensive mistake!).

I remember the moment I decided to buy a one-way ticket to the former Soviet Union in rich, vivid detail. The rain-slicked streets of Brooklyn glittered in the early twilight, like the cover of an acoustic album inspired by a breakup. I’d been feeling pretty miserable, because I missed living abroad, because I was still hung up on Anton, and also maybe because I had stopped taking my antidepressants without consulting a medical professional. I looked up to the heavens, where the stars winked back at me, and then down at my hands, which I was shocked to see were holding my own destiny.

In that moment, I realized that the answer to my problems lay not in deliberate introspection or mindful goal-setting or finding a full-time job, but rather in traveling for a year through the former Soviet Union, and I also knew that I would study biomedical engineering and quit my job and marry Brad.

That’s obviously not how it happened.

In truth, the decision to go was, like all of my major life choices, random and incremental and maybe a little impulsive.

But I’m glad I did it, because it worked out. And if it hadn’t, it would have been a huge waste of time and money, and maybe the biggest mistake of my life.
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1

Opening for a Meditative Drum Circle in Almaty (Kazakhstan)

The first rule of comedy is probably “Never say no to a gig.” The second rule is likely an addendum to the first, and it’s “even if it’s opening for a meditative drum circle in Kazakhstan.”*

Which is why I’m standing in front of a group of confused Kazakhstanis, trying to explain what stand-up is. In case you’re wondering, this is not the ideal way to start a show. There’s a reason Beyoncé doesn’t open her concerts with “Please raise your hand if you’re familiar with music.”

“Who here has seen stand-up comedy before?” I ask.

Two hands go up.

“Maybe I should back up—how many of you understand English?”

This time, half of the room raises its hands, which is better, though it does occur to me that some of them might not understand English and could just be raising their hands because they see the people around them doing it. In fact, most of the time I raise my hand, it’s for exactly this reason. But I’m going to think positively. The glass is half-full, and the audience is half-fluent. Not a dream setup for an art form that’s basically just talking, but my third rule of comedy is “A language barrier is no excuse for a comedy failure.”

I turn to the bongo player.

“Do you know those drum stings they play after jokes on TV?”

I’m thinking there’s maybe a 50 percent chance he can even understand me, and a one-in-five shot he knows what I’m talking about. I’m reminded that I never took statistics as he surprises me by doing a pretty good ba-dum-tss on the bongos.

Okay. A room full of people who mostly don’t speak the only language I can perform in, and an accompanying late-night band that’s just one guy on bongos. To say that I can work with this would be to vastly overestimate my abilities. To accurately read my capacity for obstinacy is to know I’ll try.

“So I’m going to tell some stories,” I continue. “If you want to laugh, great, and if you don’t know when to laugh . . .” I gesture to the bongo player, who’s right there with me. Ba-dum-tss. Nervous laughter. (If there’s a fourth rule of comedy, it should be “Tip your bongo players.”)

I look out at the young Kazakhstanis sitting cross-legged on the common room floor of the Loco Hostel. I look down at my socks, which I’m performing in for the first time, because not even the stage gets a break on the no-shoes-inside policy. This is the kind of moment where you’d expect me to pause and go, Wow, I never thought I’d be doing stand-up in Kazakhstan. But instead, all I can think is, Should I talk about dating or ask them what’s up with those buses that don’t come to a complete stop?

Twenty-four hours earlier

I didn’t plan on showing up in Kazakhstan severely underprepared for a yearlong journey through the former Soviet Union. But on the flight to Almaty, I discover that this is what happened.

Sure, I’d illegally downloaded a guidebook with every intention of reading it, but then life, and more precisely the Internet, got in the way. I have kind of, sort of, looked into which countries require me to arrange visas in advance, concluded that the answer is most of them, and then mentally filed that information away under Problems for Future Audrey. I’d made one hostel reservation—for one night in Kazakhstan—and I’d booked that the day before I left.

The one thing I did do was study Russian for approximately one hour a day for a solid six weeks. I feel extremely confident in my budding abilities right up until the flight attendant asks me what I want to drink.

“Oh, um, nyet Russian,” I stammer, realizing, for the first time, that I have not learned how to say, “I can’t speak Russian.” Come to think of it, there are a lot of seemingly useful phrases I have not learned, including: “How much does this cost?” “Take me to the hospital,” and “Where are you going with my valuables?”

Well, I guess I’ll just have to work with what I’ve got. The flight attendant is still standing beside my armrest expectantly.

“Um . . .” I try to imagine what the word water might sound like in Russian. “Vater?” I guess.

This is not correct. After attempting to pantomime the not-so-charades-friendly phrase bottled water, I reflect on some of the phrases Rosetta Stone did opt to teach me before tackling the nonessentials like “water” and “help.” I would never find myself in an emergency in which I was unable to tell a Russian speaker, “They are riding horses,” “Women swim,” or, “That is a man.”

In other words, my Russian would be fine for the purposes of eyewitnessing a not-terribly-elaborate murder at a Russian country club, but definitely more wanting in all other scenarios.

This is when I start to panic.

I look around the plane. Most seats sit empty on the late-night flight from China’s capital Beijing to Kazakhstan’s former capital Almaty, which had its status stripped and transferred to a mostly empty plot of land in the middle of the desert. (The president, worried Almaty’s population of ethnic Russians could thwart his authoritarian ambitions, announced in 1997 that he was moving the capital from Almaty to a new city called Astana, which he intended to build from scratch. He did, and the results were . . . kind of like when you’re going for flashy but end up with a mall shaped like a tent.) The few dozen other passengers are mostly businessmen and the Chinese Olympic water polo team, whose presence somewhat calms me, because they are all extremely hot. I’m the only woman traveling alone, and I’m certainly the only twenty-eight-year-old following her heart and harboring vague aspirations of “finding herself.”

I’m all for taking the road less traveled. But when you find yourself on a thoroughfare mostly used by people negotiating contracts or playing competitive water sports, it can make you wonder if you’re on a life path where you might get lost and starve to death only twenty feet from the trail.

The TVs hanging over the line at passport control do little to quell my sense of impending doom. As we wait to have our passports stamped, they launch into what’s either a news segment or a commercial for some kind of baby swimming class. It’s hard to tell, because whoever was behind the camera went in for a few perfunctory, almost begrudging, shots of the babies and then spent the rest of his time time panning up and down the bikini-clad bodies of the women holding them. This segues into something about tractors. Finally, a brief clip of rapidly scrolling text explains Kazakhstan’s visa-free entry program.

At some point, I read or heard that Americans don’t need visas for Kazakhstan, and I’d accepted that as truth that didn’t require further fact-checking.

This video says that Americans don’t need visas for a trial period from July 2014 to August 2015. Which is troubling, because it is two days into September of 2015.

The lusty swimming babies video starts up again. Wait, I telepathically implore the television, can we go back to that visa thing?

Where had I even heard this visa rumor? Would “I’m pretty sure it said so on Wikipedia” hold up in immigration court?

The man in the passport control booth is wearing what looks like full combat gear, but might appear to a less terrified person as more of a standard border-patrol uniform. He slowly thumbs through my passport as I try to maintain eye contact that’s aggressive, but not in an I’m trying to illegally enter your country but not on purpose way. He removes a few staples left over from visas that had been ripped out upon exit from other countries; I can’t tell if he’s trying to intimidate me or procrastinating work by cleaning. I have visions of being deported, although the question of where they would send me is intriguing enough that I almost want to see how it plays out. Will they put me on a plane to America, the country on my passport, or back to China, the country I’ve flown in from? Are there even any flights from Almaty to America? Would it be nice to just get a free trip home at this point and call the whole thing a wash?

Before I can get an answer to this question, the guard is pounding my passport with one of those perplexingly hefty visa stamps that looks like it could also, in a pinch, make fresh-squeezed orange juice.

The arrivals hall in Almaty is equipped with everything you’d need to walk straight through it and on to your final destination. There are a few small shops, a row of five adjacent ATMs, and something called “Caviar Palace.” The only thing that’s missing are the people from my hostel, who are supposed to be picking me up.

It’s almost midnight, and I’m reminded that I’m alone in a country I’ve barely heard of, where, if my attempts to order water on the plane are any indication, my language skills are more likely to get me into trouble than out of it. I’m finally on the verge of tears when a loud group bursts into the arrivals hall. A man and a woman dressed in full-body animal costumes carry balloons and a giant sign, while a dreadlocked photographer follows.

I smile. I may be all alone but at least I’m not walking into an embarrassing airport greeting.

And then I squint at the sign they’re holding, because my name appears to be written on it.

Newlyweds Almas and Kassya, freshly derobed from furry costumes, just opened Loco Hostel a few weeks ago. I’m the first guest they picked up from the airport, so they wanted to surprise me with the costumes and balloons.

“Were you surprised?” Almas asks. “You seemed surprised.”

I assure him that I was.

We’re having drinks at a bar we stopped at on our way to the hostel. When we park outside, I ask if it’s safe to leave my suitcase in the car. Almas, Kassya and Darya, the photographer, look at me like I’ve asked if the vehicle works underwater. “I would die if I lost my beauty products,” I want to whisper, but don’t.

Inside, it’s karaoke night, an event no customers seem to have attended on purpose. The manager has forced an extremely attractive bartender to perform a 20-minute set, which, to his credit, he’s nailing.

“He’s so handsome,” I blurt out.

“Yes,” Almas says. “I think he’s Korean.”

I’m surprised. “Like, he’s from Korea?” I ask.

Almas shakes his head. “Probably his grandparents were.”

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought waves of Korean immigrants to the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, and ethnic Koreans still make up a small percentage of the population in many post-Soviet states.

Our table is another reflection of the post-Soviet melting pot. Almas and Kassya are ethnic Kazakhs, and Darya is ethnically Russian. What are national borders today were more like state lines in the Soviet Union, and Darya’s family has been living in Almaty since before she was born.

Kazakhstani and Russian both became official languages when Kazakhstan declared independence, and so I ask Darya if she speaks Kazakhstani. Judging from the reaction this gets, I might as well have said, “Let’s go around at the table and talk about which members of our families were murdered by Stalin.” My three companions shift uncomfortably.

“Maybe I would like to one day . . .” Darya replies.

Almas quickly changes the subject.

“So you do comedy?” he says. “I have a joke: yellow blue bus.”

Kassya and Darya giggle, so I do too, because I don’t need to look stupid. But then curiosity gets the better of me.

“I don’t get it,” I admit.

“In Russian, it sounds like ‘I love you,’” Darya explains. “Ya lyublyu vas.”

“What’s your comedy about?” Almas asks.

“Strangers I meet at karaoke nights,” I say.

This turns out to be a terrible choice of retort.

“Do it now!” they implore. “With the karaoke microphone!”

I ungracefully refuse, but Almas is insistent.

“Could you make a show at our hostel?” he asks.

“Do you have a microphone?” I reply, because the answer to that question is usually no.

He nods. “We’re having, like, a meditative drum circle tomorrow night. So . . . maybe you can do your comedy before?”

Oh boy. You don’t really see stand-ups, or, come to think of it, anyone, hustling for that sweet spot right between after people show up for a meditative drum circle and before the meditative drum circle goes on. And I say that as someone who ran a comedy show in the basement of a bookstore.

But the show must go on! Or maybe that’s not the right saying, because it sounds like the show will go on, it’s just a question of whether I’ll be in it. But when in Kazakhstan . . . !

“Sure,” I reply. And then, because this strikes me as something I should have checked before saying yes, I ask, “Will people speak English?”

Almas laughs. “We’ll see.”

Kazakhstan is the largest of the five Central Asian republics that became countries after the USSR collapsed. It combines with the other four—Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan—to form a region often referred to as Central Asia or, “the ’stans.”

Stan can sound scary to an American ear or to anyone who’s heard Eminem collaborate with Dido, but it’s actually just Persian for land of. Central Asia has five major ethnic groups, which can be crudely divided into the traditionally nomadic herders (the Kazakh and Kyrgyz), the traditionally settled traders (the Tajiks and Uzbek), and the traditionally terrifying warriors (the Turkmen). The majority of Central Asians are Muslim, though they practice a form of Islam that incorporates indigenous animist and shamanistic traditions.

Central Asia is marked by harsh terrain, expansive deserts, and precipitous mountains that can make simply moving around a challenge. Ironically, the region served for centuries as the overland trade link between Asia and Europe that most of us know as the Silk Road. When sea routes rendered the caravan obsolete, some parts of the region fell into decline, and much of the territory was gobbled up by the Russian Empire in the nineteenth century.

Kazakhstan declared independence in 1991, and one of its first official acts as a sovereign nation was to launch a cosmonaut into space. It did this before the country settled on a name. This was obviously a piece of political theater designed to demonstrate the new government’s power and legitimacy and it was thanks to a random coincidence. The Soviet Union’s version of Cape Canaveral was located in Kazakhstan, and when the USSR dissolved, newly independent Kazakhstan found that it owned a space center.

But it was also a sign that, though the Soviet Union had ended, some things would be slow to change.

Kazakhstan was luckier than some former Soviet Republics. Its land was rich in natural resources, which fueled steady economic growth that began in the early 2000s. Oil revenues brought foreign investors and Western brands and built some (legitimately) flashy skyscrapers in the new capital, Astana.

But in other ways, Kazakhstan fared no better than other post-Soviet states. Many hoped that the collapse of the Soviet Union would bring freedom and democracy to the newly independent nations, but most countries simply swapped a Soviet dictatorship for a homegrown version. Kazakhstan has had the same president since the country declared independence twenty-four years ago. Kazakhstanis have neither freedom of speech nor freedom of religion, dissenters are often jailed, and the government shuts down organizations it deems threatening.

For a while, it seemed like Kazakhstan’s leadership had convinced its citizens that they’d made the tacit tradeoff of political freedoms for economic growth that was trending in authoritarian circles in the 1990s and 2000s. People saw their standard of living rise and, the theory went, were willing to accept a more restrictive government in exchange for continued prosperity. But a worldwide decline in oil prices has hit Kazakhstan’s economy, along with that of its biggest trading partner, Russia. The pace of economic growth has slowed, and it’s unclear if the terms of this agreement will need to be renegotiated.

The shopkeepers of Almaty do not enjoy making change.

“No, no, no, no!” the woman at the grocery shouts while pushing me out of her store after I try to buy a 5-tenge loaf of bread with a 5,000-tenge note.

If a sandwich costs 350 tenge, a 500-tenge note is unacceptable. Change is sometimes so hard to come by that it’s given in the form of similar-value goods. I buy a 150-tenge bottle of water and get packs of gum back as change. My purse slowly fills with Orbits where there’d normally be loose coins.

The Kazakhstani tenge took a precipitous nosedive two weeks before I arrived. Kazakhstan’s central bank had announced that it would no longer set the currency’s exchange rate, and in one day, the tenge dropped 26 percent. On August 18, 2015, 1 U.S. dollar got you 188 tenge. By August 21, it got you 252 tenge.

When I arrive in Almaty on September 2 of that year, people are still figuring out how to adjust.

For the most part, life seems to be more or less carrying on as usual. Stores stay open. Smiling grandparents push baby strollers through parks. A woman sitting next to me in a Georgian restaurant uses a special stylus to send text messages, because her fingernails are too long for her to touch the screen.

The only hint of economic uncertainty comes in the beauty aisle.

Almaty has no shortage of cosmetic stores; in the city center, there seems to be one on every block. I feel underdressed in my tinted ChapStick.

I spend an afternoon wandering the city, and behind each floor-to-ceiling beauty-store window, I see saleswomen hunched over merchandise with cotton balls and bottles of rubbing alcohol, scrubbing furiously. Sometimes the male security guards have been pressed into service too, and they perform their duties with significantly more resentment.

I finally walk inside one to figure out what’s going on. The cotton balls and rubbing alcohol are being used to remove the price tags. All of the merchandise is being marked up.

Almaty glows with the luster of something long coveted. I ogle each tree and trash can with the awe of a parent entranced by a newborn’s toes. This apple is from Almaty! This window was made in the Soviet Union!

Almaty sits at the base of snowcapped mountains that hover over the wide, leafy avenues and enormous Soviet buildings. Much of what the Soviets built remains, a preservation perhaps aided by the fact that the city is no longer the capital.

Almaty therefore retains buildings from each Soviet period. There are the regal neoclassical buildings painted bright colors and trimmed with casings that look like piped frosting, known, ironically enough, for Joseph Stalin, the man who popularized them. Stalin, I’m left to conclude, was a ruthless dictator in the boardroom, gingerbread-house man in the drafting room. Beside these sit otherwise ordinary structures with strange abstract flourishes from the Constructivist period, which sought to infuse public and industrial buildings with the avant-garde aesthetics of Russian Futurist art. Concrete lattices drape over facades; supports and engineering fixtures protrude as if to highlight the buildings’ guts.

The dominant architectural feature is the Soviet tendency to go big or go home, with buildings constructed on such a grand scale, I sometimes wonder if the builders accidentally doubled the proportions: the Hotel Kazakhstan, a twenty-six-story tower that looks like it’s wearing a crown; Ascension Cathedral, a colorful onion-domed church made entirely of wood and hidden in the middle of a public park; the Central State Museum, which has a look I can only describe as “Greek Pantheon meets the Space Age, also big enough to accommodate the entire population of Kazakhstan if everyone decides to visit on the same day.”

Cyclists will tell you the best way to see a city is on a bike; subway enthusiasts espouse the virtues of experiencing a place as its commuters do. A couple once swore to me that you can only get to know a country by hitchhiking. After a series of mishaps, I’m exploring Almaty by hopping on and off of its public buses while they’re still moving.

A visa errand has left me stranded on the edge of town, which is a convenient place to discover that I don’t know how to say Loco Hostel in Russian. I have also, in what I now realize was an unwise move, ventured out without a copy of the address. The facts of the situation are this: I’m standing on the side of a highway with no plan and a vague sense of the direction my hostel lies in. A taxi is linguistically out of the question, and my phone doesn’t have data. There are, however, a fairly steady stream of city buses rolling up to a station beside me to discharge and pick up passengers.

It’s becoming clear that I’m going to have to jump on a bus headed in an unknown direction and try to get off somewhere that looks familiar. And I mean “jump on” quite literally, because the buses never come to a complete stop. Instead, they slow as they approach the station, and when the doors open, people jump out of and into buses that are very much still moving.

My plan, as I leap through the open doors of a still-rolling bus, is to jump off the bus when it veers off course, find one headed in a more promising direction, and repeat this process, edging closer to the hostel each time. If all else fails, I will call Kazakhstan’s version of 911. Although, come to think of it, I’m not sure what that number is. But I do know I need to head roughly straight-leftish.

The bus follows the highway back into the city center, passing an American-style strip mall and an American-style mega mall. The side of the road is edged with rosebushes, still in bloom. I jump out at the city’s main east-west artery and jump onto another bus headed toward my hostel. When this turns up a street I’m not expecting it to, I jump off again, walk back to the main road, and try again. Somehow, I make my way back.

I enter the hostel common room, stunned that my plan has worked, and with renewed faith in my abilities to navigate a trip I could have just better planned for. Well, who cares? I wasn’t a Boy Scout, but I’m pretty sure that their motto is “The first step to preparedness is to start out completely unprepared.”

Travel can turn the smallest errands into triumphs that feel like major accomplishments. Grocery shopping, riding public transit, and making it through immigration all fill you with a sense of achievement that’s sometimes even more sweet because you were forced to do something you never thought you could.

Almas is still sitting at a table in the common room and looks up as I come in. “So, the show starts at seven,” he reminds me.

I smile and lie. “I can’t wait.”

Halfway through my set, the bongo player jumps in to provide an unsolicited beat. But the audience is engaged and fairly responsive, except for one woman, who gets a call in the middle of a joke and ANSWERS it.

“Sorry,” she tells me after, through a friend who translates. “I didn’t understand it anyway.”

People who don’t do comedy (aka “noncomics” or “people who have never tried to do their own dry cleaning with a blow-dryer and a gut feeling”) often ask if I get nervous before I go onstage, and I always say, “I do sometimes, but it doesn’t bother me.” People imagine that you stop feeling nervous, but for me anyway, it’s more that you get used to it. The first time you have an awful set—the kind of truly horrendous bombing that makes you want to go hang out with organized criminals, in the hopes that you’ll witness a crime and be placed in the witness protection program—you realize that bombing doesn’t kill you. I get nervous before some shows, but I get nervous every time it looks like the person in front of me is ordering the last everything bagel. Of the two worst-case scenarios, the bagel is more devastating. And all of this is the truth, but only half of it.

The half I’m leaving out is that the nerves are the whole point. They’re what stop most people from ever trying comedy. They’re what give you that rush when you step off the stage—the risk was huge, and everyone watching you knew it.

After the show, I sit outside in the kind of cold that stings your nose while the drum circle’s flutist smokes cigarettes. He’s a handsome, charismatic guy who has the irresistible aura of someone who is both sincere and stripped of self-consciousness.

“Do you like Sartre?” he asks.

“Um . . .” I do not casually read things like Sartre, but the fact that he clearly has is only adding to his sexy vibe, and I have enough sense to know I’ll be shooting myself in the foot if I tell him I’ve recently been on a thrillers-about-women-who-go-missing kick.

“I love No Exit,” I say, which is true in the sense that I saw it once and kind of understood it.

“What do you think is the message of it?” he asks.

I shrug. “Hell is other people. Fucking up is inevitable.” He shakes his head. “To me it is about freedom.” To him, he shares, freedom is when you know yourself, and when you’re at peace with yourself, there’s a light inside you, and when you look at someone else, you’re offering him that light. When your mind and heart are sufficiently open, you can experience things without naming or judging them, and this is true freedom.

“Anyway,” he says. “Sorry, my English isn’t very good.”

This entire conversation has gone down in English with no linguistic problems on his end. This has not stopped him from apologizing for his English, profusely. I don’t have the heart to tell him that earlier this evening, I tried to convey that I wanted to order takeout by saying, “Hello, I would like to eat . . . and stand.”

I ask him what other languages he speaks.

“Russian,” he begins, ticking off on his fingers. “Kazakh. Urdu. Uyghur.”

His grandparents, he explains, spoke these languages. One was Kazakh, another Pakistani, another Uyghur, an ethnic group found in Western China, and the final something he calls “Mountain Jew.”

“A what?” I ask.

“You don’t know what a Mountain Jew is?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“Well, I am one.”

A perfectly thin blonde woman standing beside him nods. Though she speaks no English, I decide she must be kind, because any time anyone stubs out a cigarette on the porch railing, she picks up the pack and proffers another. There’s a warmth in this gesture that transcends language and makes up for the fact that she was the one who answered her cell phone during my set.

The blonde woman says something to the flutist, and he turns to me. “My girlfriend wants to know why you wanted to come to Kazakhstan.”

This catches me off guard, because, by this point, I had assumed that the flutist and I were halfway through the process of falling in love, and that I had found my life partner forty-eight hours into my trip.

I’m also fumbling because by now I should be used to this question, but I still haven’t come up with a good answer.

I have variously described my trip as “like Eat, Pray, Love, but with yak-herding,” or “like Wild, but in Turkmenistan.”

I say these things, because mediocre jokes are always a great way to get out of giving an honest response to a question that’s complicated and difficult to answer.

So I go with what I’ve learned is the most satisfying explanation for strangers. It’s the truth, but far from the whole story.

“I’ve had a lot of Russian boyfriends,” I reply.
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Crossing a Land Border from Kazakhstan to Kyrgyzstan

If you want to seem suspicious to a seasoned traveler, all you have to do is offer to help her.

“Do you speak English?” a young Kyrgyz woman asks me.

I’m sitting on a bus in Kazakhstan that will depart any minute for Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, and as it happens I do speak English. But why does she? It seems most likely that she mastered this second, or perhaps seventh, language to rob, cheat, and/or identity thieve me.

“Yes,” I reply cautiously.

She says that the driver is trying to tell me that a ticket to Bishkek costs 1,500 tenge, which is even more suspicious, because that’s how much it’s supposed to cost. So what’s her scam? I thank her and pay the driver. I’ll keep an eye on her.

I’ve been dreading this bus trip, because I’m extraordinarily prone to motion sickness. To me, the two most terrifying words in the English language are “whale watch.” Before leaving, I stop at a pharmacy to pick up some necessary supplies.

A thick layer of protective Plexiglas separates me from the pharmacist.

“Hello,” I say in Russian, “I am inside a car, I am vomiting.” Actually, I don’t say vomiting, so much as pantomime it with sound effects.

He nods and pushes a tiny glass bottle that looks like it came from an old-timey apothecary through a sliding drawer.

“Will this medicine make sleep?” I ask, because I’m also prone to drowsiness.

“No,” the pharmacist replies. “You want sleeping pills?”

“No, I don’t want to sleep.”

“Okay, no problem. These aren’t sleeping pills.”

“And they won’t make me sleep?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes,” he assures me.

“Great,” I say. Then, casually, “By the way, do you sell Xanax?”

Sitting on the bus behind the “helpful” Kyrgyz woman who is almost definitely casing me, if a person can be cased in the same way as a house, I take out the glass bottle of allegedly nondrowsy motion-sickness pills I purchased earlier.

I pass out about three minutes after taking one.

I wake up at a rest stop, which, in my drug-induced haze, I mistake for the border. I cause a lot of confusion when I hand my passport to the babushka manning the women’s bathroom.

I remain semi-awake as the bus makes its way through parched, stunning valleys to the actual border. The land stretching out before us is a dusty reddish brown that takes on different hues as it rises to form mountains of green and blue and purple. But all of the formations and colors are made of soil. The same brown dust that clings to the sides of my jeans no matter how violently I scrub them.

On maps, borders appear as neat lines that partition the world into shapes so familiar they seem almost inevitable. It can be strange to look out from an airplane window and remember that the land doesn’t conform to the order we impose upon it, that the people who spray paint lines on soccer fields haven’t been hired to mark the boundary between China and Nepal.

That was how I’d crossed most borders in my life: at an altitude of twenty thousand feet. At that distance, you don’t notice the transition from one country to another. Even getting your passport stamped feels like part of the airport, not a migration between geopolitical entities.

A land border is much more deliberate. You feel each step that takes you out of one nation and into another. It’s a transatlantic flight, with more mindfulness, and ten times the chaos.

Oh, is there chaos! First our bus pulls up to Kazakhstan’s exit door, which is actually a series of buildings connected by narrow gravel paths lined with chain-link fences. We have to collect all of our luggage and drag it through the gravel, because gravel is kryptonite to a suitcase’s ability to roll. Then we huddle in front of a line of booths where officers will stamp us out of Kazakhstan. The other travelers yell and smoke and carry bulky bags of cement mix. Next, we drag our suitcases through more gravel to customs, which is located in another building. There’s no one directing us through all this; we just follow whoever looks confident.

A Kazakh woman takes pity on me, probably because I look extremely distressed. She is small but fierce, and she pushes our way to the front of the not-line.

“This is just the checkpoint to exit Kazakhstan,” she assures me. “Kyrgyzstan will be much more organized.”

This turns out not to be true. After I’m given official permission to exit Kazakhstan, I once again have to drag my suitcase through a confusing maze of snaking, unpaved walkways to reach the Kyrgyz entry point. By now, I’m so disoriented that I attempt to enter Kyrgyzstan as a vehicle.

I find my way back to where I’m supposed to cross my first border as a pedestrian. As we’re waiting to get stamped into Kyrgyzstan, my new Kazakh friend asks me if I want to skip the bus and split a taxi to Bishkek.

“Can’t we just wait for the bus to pass through customs?” I ask.

She tells me it takes a long time for the bus to get through, and that, anyway, the bus drops you off on the outskirts of town, so you have to take another taxi to get into the city.

This sounds like either a plausible explanation, or a practiced opening to a well-rehearsed scam.

“I don’t have any Kyrgyz money,” I say, which is both true and, I figure, a noncommittal response.

“Okay,” she replies, “I’ll pay for you.”

Now I’m both more wary and slightly horrified. If this is a scam, it’s getting more elaborate, and if it isn’t, I’m not letting this kind woman pay for my taxi.

The Kazakh flutist’s girlfriend raised a good point last night: What am I doing here, crossing the desert from Kazakhstan into Kyrgyzstan, and more broadly, on this meandering and poorly planned journey through the former Soviet Union?

The summer before my senior year of college, my best friend set me up on a blind date with her friend Oleg. He took me out for sushi and told me he was Russian. Though I smiled, I was terrified. Not because he was Russian, but because, like any good American, I had only vaguely heard of most foreign countries, and I wanted to avoid being asked follow-up questions like, “Have you been to Russia before?” or “Do you know the name of the current president?”

I fell in love with Oleg for all the reasons people fall in love, and then I fell in love with Russian because I thought Oleg was Russian. Unfortunately, he wasn’t. Oleg was born in the Soviet Union and lived in Ukraine until the age of eight, when his family immigrated to upstate New York.

But his family spoke Russian and felt culturally Slavic, and it would take me years to learn the many nuances of the word Russian. In the meantime, I was fascinated by Oleg’s stories of the Soviet factory his grandfather ran, his memories of ration cards, the snippets of Russian I would hear when his parents called. I sent Oleg home with a long list of questions to ask his grandparents, whose answers he begrudgingly recorded, translated, and relayed back to me.

The more I learned about the Soviet Union, the more it fascinated me. It sounded kind of like the U.S., but with table caviar. Like America, the Soviet Union was a huge country that saw itself as the predominate geopolitical power. Its territory spanned regions with distinct languages and cultures, which it too (eventually) attempted to unite with the aspirational melting pot. As in America, the diverse cultures “melted” so that everyone spoke, dressed, and behaved like the majority culture. Also like in America, the Russian ethnic majority tended to be monolingual and figured the rest of the world should just learn to speak its language.

People who harbor intense fascinations with and affinity for Russian culture often find themselves struggling to explain why they find this part of the world so captivating. Sometimes I’ll go off on a rambling explanation of how hard the language is, how the challenge of learning it carries the irresistible allure of other things people do precisely because they’re hard, like climbing mountains and dating people who take a week to respond to a text message. Other times I’ll point to the surprisingly similar ideologies that shaped the childhoods of my parents and those of their Soviet counterparts. How my dad, who was raised to speak one language, geek out over space, and fear that any day now, the Soviet Union was going to destroy his country, would have had been told similar things in Moscow, except swap out the Soviet Union for the U.S. At some point, my listeners’ eyes glaze over, and so I reveal the boyfriend thing. “Oh,” they brighten. “Next time, just say that.”

But if Oleg had been Danish, I suspect I might have written a (much shorter) book about traveling through Scandinavia. Or if I’d met him a week after discovering an intense passion for beekeeping, I might have loved him but never learned to stop calling it “the Ukraine.”

So this whole trip had been a dream for a while, but a distant one. The kind you dip into during a boring meeting but know will never happen.

Unless you find a second Russian boyfriend.

When the Kyrgyz border guard sees my identification, he calls for backup and then disappears with my passport.

When your passport vanishes into a back room at a border crossing, the appropriate response is panic, but I’m too caught up in my neurosis re: Is this woman conning me? If not, what should I do? Where will I find an ATM? Will we become lifelong friends, or is she about to bring up her friend’s “art gallery?” I look up and find that while agonizing, I have paced my way into the guards’ private living quarters, which seems like a terrible place to be caught at a border without your passport.

I return to the guard, who gives me back my passport, and find my new Kazakh friend, who, in turn, has found the Kyrgyz woman who helped me buy my bus ticket and who now also wants to get in on this shared taxi action.

Okay, I think. This is probably not a scam.

But as we drag our suitcases down the final unpaved no-man’s-land that leads to the taxis, they start speaking to each other in Kazakh and Kyrgyz, which makes sense, because why wouldn’t they communicate in their native languages? But could it also be a sign that they know each other and have been planning some elaborate ruse from the start?

We reach a parking lot, and the women head off to negotiate a taxi while I duck into a small wooden shed to change money.

The Kazakh woman is waiting for me outside. “Is 450 som okay for you?” she asks.

I try to make it seem like I’m thinking while I discreetly type the number into a currency converter on my phone. The dollar equivalent pops up: $70 U.S.

“Whoa,” I yelp. “That’s really expensive.”

If her reaction includes a facial expression, I can’t read it.

“Maybe I should just take the bus?” I venture.

She points to a bus that is, as in a movie, pulling out of the parking lot. “It just left,” she says.

“I thought you said it took a while for the bus to get through the border?!” This woman is now, without a doubt, tricking me.

She shrugs. “I guess it went through quickly. Anyway, you don’t want to go to the bus station; it’s very far away from the city.”

“450 is expensive . . .” My voice trails off, because what choice do I have?

“Maybe you should talk to the driver,” she suggests.

Now I’m furious, in part because I’m going to have to part with 70 bucks, but perhaps even more so because no one wants to be seen as an easy mark. These girls and the driver are old friends, I fume. They saw me the second I got on that bus, and they sent each other a secret signal that means, “Let’s pretend not to know each other for the duration of this six-hour bus ride so we can extort $70 from that drowsy American.”

The driver is a young guy with great English, which makes him seem even more suspect. Who speaks English, I wonder again, except people trying to cheat tourists?

I get him down to 250 som, which is still a whopping $46 U.S. dollars. I want to pay 200 som, or $36.80 US, which is still outrageous, but, I have decided, the price point at which I can retain some semblance of dignity.

“200,” I say again.

“Come on, 250 is a fair price,” he says for the tenth time.

I glance over at my Kazakh and Kyrgyz friends and notice that their eyes appear to be popping out of their heads. Now I can read both facial expressions, and they are ones of horror.

“You’re arguing about 50 som,” the driver continues, sounding exasperated. “That’s 50 cents in U.S. dollars.”

That’s when I look down at my converter app, and realize I’ve been converting into Tajikistani som. In Kyrgyzstani som, the original 450 he’d asked me for is $6.50 U.S. The 250 I’ve bargained him down to is $3.63.

Well, now I know why the women look horrified.

But I can’t bring myself to admit my mistake. “Fine,” I say coolly. “Your price is acceptable.”

Out of the three people in the car, the driver speaks the best English. He also seems to have forgiven me for the bargaining fiasco, because he’s explaining how Kazakhs and Kyrgyz communicate.

“They speak to us in Kazakh,” he says, “and we respond in Kyrgyz.”

“And everyone can understand each other?” I ask.

“It’s almost the same language. Like American English and British English.”

I’m impressed, not only because his linguistic abilities far exceed my own, but also because he’s culturally savvy enough to know that if you want Americans to understand something about another part of the world, you need to give it to us in an analogy that we star in. I wonder what that says about Kyrgyzstan’s economy, that someone fluent in at least five languages is driving a taxi.

The Kyrgyz girl introduces herself as Nazima and asks me how old I am.

“I’m twenty-eight,” I say.

“And you’re traveling alone?”

I tell her I am.

Her eyebrows raise. “I’m very afraid for you,” she says. “I’m worried that Bishkek is maybe very dangerous. Please, take my phone number, and call me if you have any problems.”

Now I’m back to being terrified. Is Kyrgyzstan dangerous?

When we arrive in Bishkek, I pay the driver the amount he originally asked for and then find myself facing a new conundrum. I don’t have an address for the Airbnb that I booked, and I also booked the wrong nights. I call my host Dmitri, whose Airbnb reviews have all indicated that he’s very nice and is still learning English.

“Hello, this is Audrey,” I say gravely, hoping my tone will tell the rest of the story.

“Who?” Dmitri asks.

“Audrey, from Airbnb.”

This elicits no response.

“I’m supposed to stay in your apartment,” I try again.

There’s a long pause in which Dmitri attempts to grasp the gravity of the situation and/or figure out who I am. “I have many, many apartments,” he replies, finally. “Please, which apartment?”

Through the magic of Google Translate and an English-speaking bartender, I convey my problem to Dmitri.

I expect Dmitri to tell me that I’m out of luck, but he doesn’t. Instead, he tells me it’s no problem, and that he’ll put me up in another apartment.

This is really above and beyond the call of duty, so while I’m waiting for him to come pick me up in his car (!!), I decide to take another look through his Airbnb profile.

I notice one curious detail: Dmitri has put several people up in apartments that differed from the ones guests had selected on Airbnb. “The apartment was nice,” they all say, “but not the one we booked.”

Aha! I have found his scam.

Let’s pause for a moment, and consider all of the people I have suspected of cheating me today:

-the Kyrgyz girl who helped me buy a ticket to Bishkek

-the Kazakh woman who helped me enter Kyrgyzstan as a pedestrian, and not as a vehicle

-the Kyrgyz taxi driver who wanted me to pay $6 for a forty-five-minute taxi ride


Now let’s tally the people who actually took advantage of me:

Does that stop me from adding Dmitri to the list of Highly Suspicious Persons Who Are Most Likely Trying to Cheat Me?

Not at all. Not even when Dmitri calls to tell me that he’s coming to pick me up in his own car to drive me to the other apartment. Not even when he shows up at the bar with his wife. Not even when I notice they are both dressed up in a way that makes me hope that I have not interrupted a date/an important event/their wedding.

Listen, you don’t understand. Dmitri and his wife are only doing their best to make polite conversation and going out of their way to help me to reel me in for the big con!

“This apartment is much bigger than the one you booked,” Dmitri says, smiling, as he carries my suitcase into a concrete high-rise apartment building. Dmitri, like most of the men I’ve encountered here, refuses to roll my suitcase. Even after I tell him it rolls, show him how to make it roll, and try to pry it from his hands so I can roll it myself. Instead he prefers to hand-carry my four-foot-long, fifty-pound bag. The effort does make him at least 60 percent more attractive.

He smiles again as we stuff ourselves into the tiny, decrepit elevator whose shaky ascent makes me wonder if it’s operated by an old man with a rope and pulley.

“So, this is my brother’s apartment,” Dmitri says as he opens the door to what I can only describe as a Kyrgz gangster palace.

I booked a tiny studio apartment. The apartment I’m standing in is a freshly renovated, three-bedroom penthouse with a Jacuzzi.

After Dmitri leaves, I walk around the apartment turning on all the lights. It’s creepy to be in such a big, opulent apartment all by myself.

And then I stop and have a Moment of Realization. I’ve caught Dmitri at his game! He has tricked me by giving me an apartment that’s too big and too nice.

Thus satisfied that I’ve discovered the way in which I’ve been cheated, I crawl into bed and sleep more soundly than I have in days.

The strangest thing about Kyrgyzstan is its 3-dollar coin. (Technically its 3-som coin.) Three feels like such a clunky, uneven denomination that I keep expecting shopkeepers to be unable to make correct change. Other foreigners I meet are equally baffled.

“I calculated all the different ways that you could make change, and it’s the same as having a 2-euro coin,” a Dutch traveler tells me. “But still! 3! How strange!”

Kyrgyzstan is less developed than Kazakhstan. Sidewalks crumble underfoot and street fronts are crammed with general stores selling plastic mop buckets next to fans and digital alarm clocks. At night, pedestrians navigate the mostly unlit streets with flashlights. Almaty’s modern bus network, in Bishkek, becomes crowded minibuses I am too intimidated to flag down.

Cars drive on the right side of the road and have steering wheels on either the right or the left side; the orientation appears to be a matter of personal preference rather than something regulated by law.

Culturally, Kyrgyzstan feels similar to Kazakhstan. Like the Kazakhs, the Kyrgyz are descended from nomadic herders. Plenty of semi-nomads still pitch yurts in summer pastures and return to houses and apartments for the colder months. Outside of the cities, people use horses as a form of transportation. Women cover their hair and make bright, geometric felt ornamentations for the yurts. The men wear tall, embroidered white hats.

Over the next few days, multiple Kyrgyz women, upon learning that I’m traveling alone, give me their phone numbers and insist that I call if I have problems, just like Nazima did. This leads me to conclude that Bishkek is potentially at war with something and barricade myself in the gangster palace each night.

The most memorable number comes one morning when I’m trying to hail a taxi. A car pulls over and I open the door and get in, only to discover that the back seat is already occupied by a very pregnant woman.

“I’m sorry!” I yelp, moving to close the door, but the driver and the pregnant woman insist that I stay. The driver says he’ll drop her off first and then take me where I need to go. I agree to this arrangement reluctantly, because my fellow passenger is probably the most pregnant woman I’ve seen who is not actively giving birth.

The pregnant woman also speaks perfect English. “Here’s my phone number!” she exclaims, after I tell her I’m by myself in Bishkek. “If you have problems, call me anytime.”

“Thank you,” I say, knowing full well that, even if I’m in the process of being murdered, I will not place a two a.m. phone call to a woman who is possibly ten months pregnant.

But I’m so touched by her gesture that after she gets out, I try to express my gratitude to the driver. Unfortunately, my terrible Russian makes it difficult to get my point across.

“Woman good!!!” I tell him. “Inside woman, baby.”
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AUDREY MURRAY

“Open Mic Night in Moscow is by far the funniest, most refreshing hook Cve rea;l in years. Audrey’s voice is
effortlessly funny and original.” —ANNA DREZEN, author of How May We Hate Virand staff writer for Saturday Night Live
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