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The Store 

A Play based on actual events 
By Olzhas Zhanaidarov 

Translated by John Freedman 
 
Ziyash, store manager 
Karlygash, employee 
 

A kids’ swing set stands in a courtyard – old ZIYASH and 
young KARLYGASH approach it. KARLYGASH touches 
a swing, it moves and squeaks.  

 
KARLYGASH  

She said my daughter died. That she fell off a swing in Almaty, head first. She died 
instantly.Everybody came running, but she was dead. Where’s her body? Bring me her body. I want 
to see it. That’s what I said. I kept saying it and I cried.  
She shouldn’t have told me that. I obeyed her because I knew my child was there. They have my 
child, I have to listen to them. And I did. If there’s no child, nothing holds me. I suddenly became 
light and indifferent, my soul was upside-down, like this altybakan, this swing here. That’s how my 
parents met in the village – they went out walking and found themselves on the altybakan. That’s 
how it happens where I’m from – everybody stands in line all mixed up, boys and girls – then pairs 
end up together on the swing. From there fate decides. Mama had me and died, but that was fate, too.  
 

ZIYASH  
I took a disliking to her right away. A little pendant with the Koran hung around her neck, in gold 
velvet. She bought it cheap at the Chimkent bazaar, I know – but she didn’t once do her namaz, her 
prayers. I took that pendant away from her, and her earrings and her rings – we have none of that 
stuff. They pin on a crescent moon – then listen to that music all day long, anau-mynau, stuff like 
that.  
I asked a mullah and he said: “Beware music, for it deprives one of modesty, excites passion and 
corrupts one’s reason and heart as if one were drunk!” And he’s right. Music is the voice of Shaitan, 
the devil. There was never any ruckus in my store. I know, because I saw to it.  
 

KARLYGASH  
I needed money. Father’s pension was forty thousand Kazakh tenge, and he gave half of it to his 
older brother Bazarbai-aga. He did that his entire life. That’s how it is in the East – you’re lucky if 
you’re the elder, lucky for your whole life. Your younger brothers are duty-bound to take care of you, 
and their children must take care of your children, and their grand-children must take care of your 
grand-children. Bazarbai’s daughter Alma always had me on the run: “go here – go there,” “bring 
this, take that,” even though she is only three years younger than me. Everything was determined in 
advance, right to the very end. Now I have to work in order to pay for her to go to school, and when 
we get old I will have to bring her medicine.  
That’s when I decided to go to Moscow. I thought, I’ll save up some money, buy my father a home in 
the countryside, and we will live well. I wanted to interfere with fate. You can do that once. You can 
do that once, can’t you? Why not? 
 

ZIYASH  
Amantai brought them in the evening, straight from the train and I sent them out to unload boxes. 
There were three girls – Alia, Botagoz and this Karlygash. She talked so loud, that’s what I disliked 
immediately. You could see right away she was from the south. And that music in her telephone. The 
howling of an iblis, a demon. 
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      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
Alia couldn’t keep up. Botagoz couldn’t either. But this one did. She hauled those crates and didn’t 
whine, anau-mynau. That’s when I realized I would have a tough time with her. But I couldn’t show 
that. You lose when you show your weakness.  
I love my store. It’s my second. They sent me to jail for the first, then let me out on amnesty. 
Praise be to Allah, the people upstairs understand and they let me out. It’s a cheap store, right around 
the corner. Everybody needs one of those. 
 

KARLYGASH  
She took my phone, took my passport, my pendant, my earrings and my rings. What could I do? 
She’s a shifty one. She said:  
 
      ZIYASH 
I’ll put your SIM card in the phone and I’ll file your passport for registration, but you can’t wear your 
pendant, earrings or rings – somebody will steal them.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She promised to return everything. But she never returned a thing.  
I wanted to go to Red Square. It was my dream to see it right away. I didn’t know it was like I would 
be in prison. In prison, though, you get to go for walks; we did nothing but work in the store. Nothing 
but the store. The store alone. The storeroom. The bathroom. The counter. The storeroom. Counter. 
Bathroom. They kept the bathroom locked. The oldest girl held the key. Everything by the timetable. 
Alia, I mean Anya, peed herself the first day. Botagoz was gone by the second.  
She took away my music so I sang. Loudly at first, then more quietly. Then just to myself, silently. I 
would just think in music. I have a pretty good voice. When I was a kid I watched the Asia Dauysy 
musical festival. I always wanted to go. If I was born rich, I would have been a singer. 
 

ZIYASH sits on a swing and gestures for KARLYGASH to 
do the same. KARLYGASH takes hold of the swing’s 
metal handle, but does not sit.  

 
ZIYASH  

I told Natasha not to hit them right away. Otherwise they won’t work. It’s like that with new ones – 
you start gradually, not all at once. You’re better off letting them see you hit others. Not the very first 
days, that’ll break ’em, they’ll be lousy workers. I know, I’ve got experience. Yes, you hit the ones 
who have been there a long time so these can see. Let ’em get used to it. There’s no other way, anau-
mynau.  
You can hit them. You’ve got to. It’s important. You’ve got to know how to do it. You can’t do it 
lightly and you can’t do it hard. You’ve gotta pick the right day and time. You can do it with keys or 
rolls of aluminum paper. Or a piece of wood from a crate. Something plastic. Soup ladles are good. 
Until they bleed. I need blood, otherwise its kids’ games. There was this one girl, she was always 
pale, I don’t know... You’d hit her and you’d hit her – nothing. Later I realized what the problem was, 
but it was too late then. 
 

KARLYGASH  
I asked the first one what her name was. Olya, she said. I asked the second what hers was. Sonya, she 
said. I asked the third, but she didn’t say anything. Then the boss called her:  
 
      ZIYASH 
Come here, Masha.  
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      KARLYGASH 
And she said to me:  
 
      ZIYASH 
You’re Katya.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She pointed at me and told everyone:  
 
      ZIYASH 
She’s Katya.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
That’s how she did things. I don’t know why, but it’s worse than getting a dog’s name. We’re Kazakh 
women. My mother was named Zarina, my father Zhandos, my grandfather was Bolat, my great-
grandfather was Kaisar, my great-great-grandfather was Azamat... We are bound to know the last 
seven generations, all Kazakhs with Kazakh names.  
She’s been in Moscow a long time, 15 years. She’s a shala-kazashka, she hardly speaks Kazakh 
anymore. Plus, she’s from the north. I’ve seen her likes in Chimkent – they come in asking for 
“mbatches” and “zeeds.” Who talks like that? Really, who? When she was in good moods she’d 
speak Kazakh. When she hit us she’d speak Russian. The first time she beat me up was after a week. I 
remember the first time well. 
 

ZIYASH  
I came out of the storeroom and I see a customer eating a strawberry. And she’s smiling, anau-
mynau. She treated him to a treat, thinks that’s good, thinks he’ll go and bring back others, others will 
come. It’s my labor, my money, my nerves! That strawberry was red – that’s my blood, from the 
blows my mother gave me. I stood her against the wall, straightened her head up, so that a kerege, a 
post, stuck in her neck, and I whacked her face but good. I gave her a lesson.  
I called her in that evening and said, why did you waste my strawberries. She smiles. Still the first 
week and she’s already smiling. Already slacking off. I grabbed my keys and hit her face. She fell. I 
hit her face again. She saw how things are done. She kept quiet. It’s good she saw that – that’s how 
they get used to it. Get used to behaving. Only there wasn’t blood for the longest time. I gave it an 
effort and then it started to flow. She just lay there. And I was very tired. 
 

KARLYGASH  
Every day she’d beat someone. It didn’t matter who, she just had to do it. At first you’re not afraid, 
then you start feeling fear. You see that one day, two, and in a week you’re scared. I don’t know why. 
You don’t want anything; just not to be hit.  
If somebody had answered back, I would have too. If somebody had screamed, I would have too. But 
I never saw anything like that. It didn’t occur to anybody. There was this dog in my yard, a big one, 
all the kids kicked it. I was little and I would think, why doesn’t she bite back? Great big dog with 
sharp teeth, but the balalar, the neighborhood kids, treated her terribly. Then I realized, she was 
kicked as a pup, ever since she was born. As soon as she was born, they kicked her and kicked her 
and kicked her...so she didn’t bite.  
 

ZIYASH 
I come to Olya, the register’s short again. I call this one over. “Hit her,” I say. She just stands there. 
Doesn’t get it. I take a roll of aluminum paper and I hit Olya. Then I give it to Katya and I say, “Now 
you.” She didn’t want to, so I hit her. Then she got it. She took that roll and started whaling away. 
Did a thorough job, anau-mynau.  
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      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
Allah’s messenger said: “The worst thing in the world is a disobedient and stubborn woman.” Our 
mullah proclaimed, in “The Women,” the fourth Surah in the Koran, how one must deal with those 
who are called nashiza, disobedient, stubborn women. I know, I’ve seen it, they watch television, 
they read and listen, and, before you know it, they’re walking the street with their navels bared. You 
can scold them or you can treat them nice – neither way works. You must punish them. It’s the only 
way. Nothing else will work. If I hadn’t punished them, I wouldn’t have survived and I wouldn’t 
have my store. 
 

KARLYGASH  
I thrashed Olya. Better her than me. I tried to do it lightly, but you get carried away. This one here 
kept her eye on me.  
 
      ZIYASH 
Draw blood.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She says. So I did, until she bled. But…  
 
      ZIYASH 
When blood hits the floor, you’ve got to stop. That’s the first sign it’s enough.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
Later she gave me pointers.  
 
      ZIYASH 
Always give warning of how many times you plan to hit. Five or seven, or ten or twelve. It’s 
important. Under shariah law the husband doesn’t merely beat his wife, he tells her how many times 
he’ll do it. It’s easier to withstand that way. It’s always easier when you know. You may be terrified, 
but at least you know when it will end.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
Then she embraced me and said:  
 
      ZIYASH       
Good girl. 
 

KARLYGASH sits on the swing. ZIYASH looks at her and 
smiles. 

 
      KARLYGASH 
She was rich. Very. Everybody talked about it, but I didn’t believe it. Her old dress and old scarf with 
that cheap jewelry. She ate badly. Didn’t eat at all. Where was the money? Nothing but small change 
in the register, no furniture. Nothing in the storeroom – everything was old, stale and dirty. She didn’t 
go anywhere. They said she had three apartments in Moscow, but I didn’t believe it. She was always 
in the store. She had a room in the storeroom.  
Then I saw a sack. A sack of money. I went in to talk to her and she stood with her back to me – and I 
saw several rolls of bills lying on the floor. Rolls of thousand-ruble notes. She turned around and 
picked them up. Stuck them in the sack that stood in the corner. A huge sack, one of those plastic 
travel bags. And I realized there’s nothing but money in there. How many rolls could there be in 
there? I thought about that all night long. How many? 
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ZIYASH  
You’ve got to wheel and deal in Moscow. Every day, every hour, every minute. I was alone at first, 
then I got my sister to join me. It’s easier with others, you need a back-up. Only I thought, we’ll be 
all right, we can handle it, anau-mynau. My first store, a good one back home in Kustanai – I mean I 
had control of a whole market – everything was calm there and under control. I thought thought 
things would be easy here, too.  
But they sent me to prison. I didn’t do anything wrong, but they put me in prison. That’s when I 
realized you’ve got to have a strong hand on your side, a good, strong hand. I found a friend in the 
police, a Muslim from back home. I went to him. Everything was fine after that. It got even better 
when the “white dust” showed up. That was dangerous, but nobody arrested me. Because I had a 
strong hand, good support. Then I made a deal with another one I knew, then another one, and 
another one…You just give ’em money, goods and a little something else. And you’ve got no 
problems. 
 

KARLYGASH  
They came in a lot, sometimes even in uniform. I didn’t know what was up back then. I believed life 
was constructed fairly. They’d come to talk to her. Either the locals were complaining or some bum 
guy drank himself to death. Or somebody got beat up – one of ours or maybe one of ours unloaded on 
somebody. They always talked real nice, real lazy-like. She’d put together a bag for them – some 
vodka, sausage, tomatoes, a bit of cheese. They’d eat and drink right there in the store. They’d drink 
their fill and leave.  
For them we were all the same. Always will be. We had one passport that passed as legit for 
everybody. It raised no questions. Had the proper registrations – for somebody, we never even know 
who. Emigration officers would come and look at us, look at the boss. She’d hand them that passport. 
It might be when I was at the counter, or Olya or Masha or Sonya. One passport for all. Everything 
was on the up-and-up, everything was in order.  
 

ZIYASH  
I was like her at first, too. I thought everything would be fine on its own. Then a month later these 
guys with razors attacked me in the metro and beat me up. I was waiting for a train, nothing more. 
Just a train. I’d been in the city for a month, everything was fine, anau-mynau. Red Square, those 
clock towers, lights everywhere, it’s the heart of our homeland. That’s how it used to be. And then 
right there in the metro. Right in the metro. Others stand and watch and I’m lying in a pool of blood. 
People walk around me. And I lie there.  
Ever since then I have the same nightmare – I’m in an empty subway car coming into a station and 
there’s a huge crowd of skinheads on the platform. The whole train is empty and I’m alone. All these 
guys are standing there, hundreds of skinheads. The doors will finally open and they will all rush in… 
The doors will open. They will open, and on the other side of the window they all stare in, ready, 
waiting. And then the doors open... I am alone... And there they are... Allah! Allah! No! No! I’m 
afraid! I’m afraid! And I wake up –  
 

KARLYGASH  
She had this scar on her neck. I saw it. We always took a lot of makeup from her, she had a lot. And 
we needed it. When people are getting hit every day, when that’s going on, you need to cover it. She 
had tons of creams, she knew we needed it. We’d lather it on ourselves or on each other. The boss, 
too. You lie there after getting beat up and she’d bring the cream. Put it on you. Really nicely, 
motherly-like. I used to call her apashka, like I might grandma or auntie. Back in Chimkent I had an 
apashka instead of a mother, her name was Altynai. So the boss would rub that cream in and say:  
 
      ZIYASH 
No reason to scare the customers.  
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       KARLYGASH 
They come in, look around, don’t say a word. Grapes, apples, carrots, that’s all they care about. There 
was was just one woman, Irina. She noticed and asked if my husband had hit me. When she was 
buying apples. I didn’t say anything. What are you going to say?  
 

ZIYASH  
They’d all be lost without me, anau-mynau. I fed them, gave them sleep and shelter – from the police 
and all these strongarms, from people, in other words. Anya’s mother was sick, Masha had a 
boyfriend in Alta, Sonya had a bad heart. I learned that about Sonya only later, after she died.  
I told them they’d have everything. An apartment, a car, proper residence papers, just like regular 
people. You’ll build yourselves houses in Kazakhstan, but you have to work. You’ll have a house, 
three stories, Persian rugs – all for ten thousand dollars. But you have to work. See this store? Do you 
see any money in the register? What about in that sack? You know about my apartment? I’m from a 
village. My mother used to beat me. My father did too. I lost a child, but do you see? Honor the 
mullah, don’t forget your prayers, don’t forget to tithe during the holy days of Kurban-bairam – and 
always work. Day and night and every month, all year long. Allah won’t forget you. 
 

KARLYGASH 
She ran Sonya into the ground. How old was she? I’d been working there a month and she’d been 
there for three. But it was like she wasn’t there. I thought she was lazy, that’s what I thought at first. 
She’s was always thinking something, really long and slow. She did everything slowly. The boss 
would shout:  
 
      ZIYASH 
You are so damn slow!  
 
      KARLYGASH 
And Olya got on her case, and Masha, and Anya, and I did too. You couldn’t help it. Everybody 
punished her, but she just kept doing everything slower than slow. “I’m tired,” she’d say, and sit 
down. She would rest, but we wouldn’t.  
Then one night the boss got Sonya more drunk than the rest of us.  
 
      ZIYASH 
Drink!  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She said, but Sonya wouldn’t. We twisted her arms behind her back.  
 
      ZIYASH 
Drink!  
 
      KARLYGASH 
And so Sonya drank vodka. A lot of it. Then she fell. “It hurts right here,” she said. The boss sent her 
upstairs. We never saw her again. Later I found out she was only seventeen.  
 

ZIYASH 
It’s work, it’s life. It’s all thanks to Allah. That’s how it should be. When I was a girl my brother was 
chewed up in a combine in the field. To each his own – for some it’s the heart, for others it’s the 
intestines. Sonya died upstairs. She lay down to sleep and never woke up. Sometimes life is soft, easy 
and round like a bursak, a doughnut.  
I told Serik about it, he hauled her out and left her by the garbage bin. What else you gonna do? They 
found the corpse in the morning and that friend of ours came and asked, “Is she yours?” She worked  
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      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
here, yeah, it’s true. But now she’s gone, anau-mynau. I had to bring in some new ones and that costs 
money and headaches all over again. Two came in, for good measure – what if one of ’em had a bad 
heart, too? That first night I put it to ’em good, had ’em work the register and the storeroom and the 
night shift. Nobody sleeps around here. No sleeping! They made it all right, they were tough. That 
was good and I felt better right away. 
 

KARLYGASH  
Sonya had been there and now there were two. Younger than me.  
 
      ZIYASH 
Tanya and Lena.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
From my neck of the woods – Tursinai and Yerkesh – but the boss renamed them immediately.  
 
      ZIYASH 
Tanya and Lena.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
Nobody hit them for two weeks. They started on me after just one, but they gave them two. We let 
’em have a look and get used to the fact they’d get hit. You’re not going to get away from it. And 
they finally got theirs, a real nasty beating.  
I didn’t know about the videocams yet. There are cameras everywhere, even the bathroom. They 
follow you everywhere, no escaping them. The boss sits in her room and watches who’s doing what 
and what’s going on. None of the girls said anything. They knew, but they kept quiet. We could 
exchange three words a day, that’s it.  
There was no camera in just one room. That’s where everything happened, after the vodka. We’d go 
in there, and the place was full of men. I remember nothing. I don’t want to remember anything! 
Nothing! 
 

ZIYASH begins to rock the swing, KARLYGASH clings to 
the handles, freezes. 

 
      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
I didn’t like swings when I was a kid. They made me sick. I was afraid of them. I didn’t want to, but I 
had to. Back and forth. Back and forth. I’d get a headache and I’d feel sick to my stomach. I’d close 
my eyes but that only made it worse. How do you get off? They keep swinging and swinging and 
swinging... I’d finally get off and I’d stagger.  
You couldn’t refuse; all the girls would laugh. The boys would laugh. I liked Yermek. He was a 
master at dice, beat everybody at asyki. Around him I’d feel so brave on the swings. Even if I was 
afraid, I’d be brave. I turned coward again at the store. Was a coward for a long time – two years or 
more. Because I had a child, I was afraid. When I lost her – courage returned. You’re always brave 
when you have nothing to lose. So I took a chance. 
 

ZIYASH 
I always told Natasha to keep an eye on her. She always knew how many months pregnant the girls 
were. I knew how things were. The later they were, the easier it was to work with them. All those 
things, constant control, anau-mynau. I have nothing against kids, the more there are, the more 
workers there are. They’ll put up with anything and do what needs to be done. I’d give the kids out-
of-date food at night – let them sift through that. Teach them to work. They’ll thank you later. They’ll  
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      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
work for me and they’ll be grateful. No slacking off, day and night, all month long, a year and more. 
It’s all Allah’s will.  
I didn’t touch them when they were pregnant. I knew who you could and who you couldn’t. As soon 
as they gave birth, I gave them time off and buckwheat oats twice a day. Didn’t make them off-load 
boxes and kept the keys to the toilet nearby. I know what it’s like, anau-mynau. Natasha forgot one 
time and I hit one harder than usual. That child didn’t make it. What can you do? Fate. She’s still 
young. She’ll have another.  
 

KARLYGASH  
Natasha was there longer than anybody. She had worked in that very first store. Her real name was 
Nargyz, from Tashkent. She became Natasha. The boss trusted her. Didn’t hit her often. I saw that 
right away – she beat her less than the others. And she had money in hand. She had access to the cash 
register, and got to see her son more often than most. They’d bring him in, legs all crooked, he was 
sick with rickets. He was four but he didn’t talk yet.  
Everybody was sick there. I was afraid for my Aijan. At first I didn’t want her. I couldn’t understand 
how it happened. We drank, drank every day. We drank if we didn’t want to and we drank if we did. 
There’s no surviving otherwise, it’s too hard. Then lame-leg Serik offered vodka again. I didn’t want 
to, but he said, “Drink.” I drank and then I drank some more. Then some more. Then I don’t 
remember anything. That’s how I had Aijan. I was afraid she would be sick, I conceived her when I 
was drunk. In Chimkent everybody teased one guy like that, he’d pick his nose and eat it. And he ate 
turdoises tords…tortoises turds, too. Kids. Stupid. 
 

ZIYASH  
Just three months went by – and she came down with it, this pregnancy. Serik tried his best, it was 
supposedly his, I don’t know. Whatever, they ought to drink less. But then I hit them less. Go ahead, 
get your sleep. All right, anau-mynau. I’d do everything for them, but then I’d tell them, “the litter’s 
mine.” Olya already had a girl, Masha had a boy. Anya was getting ready to have hers. And Katya, 
this Karlygash.  
I asked her, “You want neke, the sacred marriage service? I didn’t even ask her, I just figured let it be 
Serik. I called in my mullah, it wasn’t the first time. He conducted the service good and proper and 
Katya was now with Serik. I felt better about that. Things were in order, a married woman, there’d be 
less nonsense. I know. When you have a family you have fewer crazy thoughts. I did that with them 
all, if it was necessary. It was up to the girls, I just kept my eye on them. Even though I didn’t like 
her, I should have sold her on the side. But I took pity. She grew up without a mother, like I did 
without a father. I took pity on her, even though she was from the south, from Chimkent.  
 

KARLYGASH  
Life is simple. A store is too. Yes, you live, you eat at home, if you have no bread in the morning, 
you go downstairs and there’s our produce store in the corner of the building on the first floor. You 
grab some bread, some milk and you go home. Husband, wife, kids. They’re next to you, we’re next 
to them. I’d like that too – husband, wife, kids. To get married with a saukela, traditional headgear, 
on my head, and with a traditional tumar talisman in hand, with my father standing next to me.  
But I got married in a storeroom, a simple neke.  
I had to sleep standing up. I got pregnant and I needed more sleep – I’d sleep right at the counter. 
Stood there and slept. People came in and asked for onion, cucumbers, cabbage. Then she moved me 
over to milk, that was a little easier. Still, I’d stand there and sleep. I look at Serik and – what could I 
do? There wasn’t anybody else. It’s no good not to have a husband in the store, you’re unclean. No 
husband means fear. They’ll send you into that room, after drinking vodka... How many times that 
happened. 
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KARLYGASH, sitting on the swing, rubs her belly. 
ZIYASH looks at her gloomily. 

 
 
      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
She took them upstairs immediately. I gave birth and that was it – as if I had had no child, and never 
would. Aijan my sweet, ainalayn... She registered them all to herself. The boss has thirty children – 
they’re all ours, she took them, to soften her own future.  
 
      ZIYASH 
They worked.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
At two or three they’d already start sifting through the bad food. They did what we did. They’d bring 
them in and I’d look at them – as though I were looking at myself. She beat them too.  
Then I understood. For the first time I understood. When I gave birth, when they took away my child, 
when they showed her to me – I understood. I thought I would come to Moscow and things would be 
different. I wouldn’t have to be subservient like Alma. And my children, they wouldn’t have to serve 
the future children of Alma. In the East everything is already settled, right to the very end. I thought I 
would change my destiny here – but it’s just as it always was. I am a servant, Aijan will be a servant, 
as will her children, my grandchildren… Why?! 
 

ZIYASH 
I didn’t count how many there were. Ten, twenty. Girls had babies even in my first store. What are 
you going to do about it? But you have to do something. Who are you going to keep, who goes back 
to Kazakhstan, who gets turned over to the poor right away, for labor. I have old relatives in 
Kustanai, they asked for somebody – young people are needed to help the old. I’d take notice of 
them, they’d grow up, I’d pick them out and send them back home. You always need workers, anau-
mynau. 
I sent Aijan back at her first birthday. To keep her mother calm. I knew, I could see. Katya was not 
herself. She worked badly. She was always waiting for something. She’d overweigh here, overcharge 
there – it was all because of her daughter. I called for Amantai – he took Aijan and two others, and 
headed for Almaty. One died immediately, Aijan and the other survived. They lived with Saken, who 
asks? Nobody there is ever going to ask. The more kids the better. 
 

KARLYGASH 
They’d bring them once a month. Once every thirty days I would see my sweet little kishkentai, my 
ainalaiyn, my sunshine, my happiness, my sweet little daughter, Aijan… I would hold her in my arms 
and sing her a sweet song. “You want to go to Red Square? Shall we?” She’d nod. She wouldn’t 
smile, but she would nod. She never smiled. She hadn’t learned to. 
Children, children, children… They got no sun, no fresh air. They tied them to the heat pipes in the 
apartment to keep them from crawling around. There was a nanny, Zukhra, with a stone tooth. Made 
right out of stone. She’d chew seeds and read the Surah. She was the nanny for Bakha, then 
everybody else ended up there, too. Bakha, the boss’s nephew. That vile Bakha. He was a boss’s kid 
– that meant we and our kids and our grandkids were all beneath him. He was just six years old and 
whatever he wanted he’d smash it. If he wanted to, he’d shave off your eyebrows.  
 

ZIYASH  
Bakha was so smart, he was my sister Aigul’s son. He was getting ready to go to school. They were 
going to send him to England, anau-mynau. It’s too late for us, but our children, our grandchildren 
are deserving. They deserve better. I thought a lot about that when I was in prison. They must be 
different, not like us. They must have the best of everything. Food, clothes, beds, those earphones,  
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      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
money – everything must be more and better. As long as we don’t forget about Allah. I asked the 
mullah and he told me. You point to the stars, you point to the trees, you point to the river and you 
say, “Allah made all this.”  
And I told Bakha about the great Islamic prayer-confession, kalimai tavkhid, the very symbol of our 
faith. You must answer to Allah for every bad deed. He knows what is khayal and what is kharam in 
Shariah law – what is allowed and what is not.  
 

KARLYGASH 
He’d kick your shins and spit in your face – and you had to take it. He was allowed to, this Bakha. 
These kids were tied to the heat pipe, and he’d come up and spit in their mouths. They’re tied up and 
he would twist their ropes and choke them. They couldn’t answer back and he’d whip them with a fly 
swatter, as if they were flies. I saw it, I know. 
Because he was a boss’s kid. He copied what he saw. She beat us, berated us, spat at us, shaved us, 
poured cold water over us, locked us in the closet, fed us dirt, made us lick the floor – and he saw all 
that. He was right there. He did the same things with all our kids. They were sick and he was healthy. 
Aijan was still small, but I was already terrified. 
So when they took her away, I had a premonition. The boss said:  
 
      ZIYASH 
She was in a safe place, back home.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
I believed her. I believed it was safe. Because it was better there than here.  
 

KARLYGASH shudders on the swing, the swing sways. 
ZIYASH holds the handle and stares gloomily.  

 
      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
Everything became glum and dreary again. Three words a day – that’s all we speak in the store. I 
loved to sing and listen to music – you couldn’t do either one. So you try talking. I’d first go to Olya, 
then to Masha, Tanya, Lena, Anya, it was all right. One month passes, then two, then you just get 
used to it. Who needs it? It tires you. You need nothing, no words. Why would you?  
As for Serik, I didn’t love him. He limped for some reason – I thought maybe a donkey stepped on 
his foot in childhood. That’s what the boss told him. He told me that. Then once he drank a lot of 
vodka, more than usual, and he remembered. He was beaten up really bad once, in the store. Amantai 
threw a case of potatoes on his foot, 45 pounds. He forgot about it later and believed what the boss 
told him. We talked as man and wife, we’d talk at night. He would embrace me and I would be sick. 
From him, his vodka, from work, from people.  
 

ZIYASH  
I knew what I wanted. To build a mosque – that was my dream. A mosque in my home village, 
outside of Kustanai, where my grandfather, my father and my uncle lived – my ata, my koke, and my 
aga. The store and the “white dust” and the vodka for 30 rubles – it was all for that. I saved up for my 
life’s dream, anau-mynau. 
Allah found me in Moscow. I didn’t believe, didn’t want to, didn’t think – I always thought about 
myself. I’ll build myself a house with Persian rugs. I’d buy an apartment for the future. That’s when 
the mullah entered, with the Koran, and I went to the mosque in Moscow. And everything came 
together. I ran from Allah in Kazakhstan – but he found me here. I had a dream. My father came to 
me with a clock in hand and he said, “The slave gives birth to her mistress.” And I realized – I can’t 
avoid Allah. He is talking to me.  
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KARLYGASH  
It’s enough to drive you mad. And a year and a half later I did start going mad. Aijan was gone. Serik 
was a fool. The storeroom. The bathroom. The counter. The storeroom. The counter. The bathroom. 
Back and forth. Like on swings, but in two directions at once. And every day there was blood. You  
can’t escape it, there’s no way. You can’t leave, you can’t go out. Aijan, my little sunshine, is one of 
them. The children are like hostages. The mothers can do nothing as long as their children are held 
captive. Everyone is afraid. For their children, not themselves. And then the boss, sly dog that she is, 
bought a television.  
She bought it and turned it on, and we all forgot about everything. We started imitating TV shows. 
We watched that Turkish series, “The Magnificent Century,” all about life at court. Everybody had 
their own part. I was Hürrem, Olya was Gülfem, Masha was Fatima, Tanya was Mihrimah. And Lena 
was Beyhan. Everybody was good looking. We found words again. Conversations. 
Things became easier. Or so we thought. 
 

ZIYASH  
I asked the mullah about women and he told me about kiyamat, the Muslim Day of Judgment, and 
about how too many women is a bad thing. When there will be five-tenths more women than men, 
that is when the world will end.  
So I took no pity on them. You can’t be merciful with women – I’m a woman myself, I know. I’ve 
been through that. My mother used to beat me, my grandmother beat my mother. I educate them. No 
rakhet, no thanks, is necessary. We don’t need any zhaksy or tamasha – nothing good or splendid, 
anau-mynau. I educate them. They don’t need keys to the bathroom – they can pee their pants. I 
educate them. They’ll be stronger than I was, even stronger than I am. I am strong. My former 
husband used to say I’m not Kazakh. Where is your weakness, humility, tenderness? Where? I’m not 
your average Kazakh.  
 

KARLYGASH 
I once sat at the counter then lay on the floor. I should have slept standing. I didn’t want to, but I fell 
asleep. I woke up because my head hurt. A customer stood over me, his foot next to me. He kicked 
me in the head. He thought I was a head of cabbage in a sack. But it was my head wrapped in a scarf. 
We all work in scarves. I didn’t like scarves – I had to wear them.  
What can you do if everyone is shaved bald? The boss did that. Why she came up with that idea, I 
don’t know. But on Fridays she summoned us all. And she shaved us one after the other with her little 
shaver. Those were the rules.  
 
      ZIYASH 
No braids, no nothing. Just stubble.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
We were ashamed to go around like that, to look like that – that’s where all our energy, our beauty, 
our youth was stored. There in our hair, in our connection to our ancestors. That’s where our future 
children are, that’s where Tengri is, our ancient god, our heavenly master.  
 

ZIYASH  
Who made up this Tengri? The mullah shook his head, he was angry. I told him about this heaven, 
about the Bedouins and the village shamans. The Kazakhs once were pagans; they converted to 
Islam. Have they gone back to paganism? That’s not good.  
My mullah was old. I loved him. I don’t love the young. I’ve seen enough of them. They’re greedy, 
all they want is money. No soul, no Allah in the heart. They know one thing only: A wedding is 
money and a funeral is money. Any ceremony means good money. Buy a new car and you need a 
mullah to bless it. Money, in other words. Anau-mynau. 
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      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
All young people are like that: the smart ones become mullahs or bureaucrats. The stupid ones join 
the police. 
I’d give them all a lashing. 
 

KARLYGASH  
Olya didn’t want to have her hair cut. She was already Gülfem, very pretty, with long hair, and here it 
was zhuma, again, “bald Friday,” as we called it. They gave her a whipping and shaved her bald. Not 
leaving stubble, like usual, but bald right down to the skin. She silently put on her headscarf and went 
to bed. In the morning we came out and – Olya had hung herself in the hall. Hung herself right there 
in the storeroom. The boss blamed the television set and took it away. 
Things got bad again without the TV. Beatings, drunkenness and silence. I worked because my Aijan 
was in Kazakhstan. I’m here, she’s there; and there’s nothing to do about it. You can leave, the boss 
told us:  
 
      ZIYASH 
I’ll let you go. Who wants to?  
 
      KARLYGASH 
Nobody wanted to because no one had received their wages. She promised to pay them all up – later. 
I thought I had already built up a lot. For two years there should be a lot. But I’d never even held a 
kopeck in my hand. 
As for Olya, they threw her in the dump heap. 
 

ZIYASH gets off the swing, stands nearby and begins to 
rock the swings slowly as if they were a child’s cradle. 
KARLYGASH sits, looks at her boss, and holds onto the 
handle. 

 
ZIYASH  

Before the end of the world people will desire death and will envy the dead. The times are what they 
are, they chose us. We all walk in the shadow of Allah, the only, the merciful, the all-powerful. 
Reckoning shall come sooner or later. 
Why do they need money? I had no money my first five years in Moscow. Nothing but produce, no 
money. I took in produce and sold it. Then I’d buy more, much more. I never ate, I’d trade for more. I 
didn’t need money. They don’t either. They have food, a place to live and sleep. 
They’ll have a home and citizenship and a car, everything. You’ve just got to work. I worked day and 
night, morning to evening – and they must too. He who takes it to the end will be the winner in the 
end. I am a winner, anau-mynau. 
 

KARLYGASH 
We ate badly. Badly, little and rarely. Once a day, in the morning. Out-of-date Chinese noodles, we 
only ate stuff out-of-date. You wake in the morning, put on your scarf, go to the bathroom once and 
you eat for three minutes. Nothing more, just three minutes. Poor dead Sonya did everything slowly – 
she ate slowly too. Amantai would come up behind her and poke her in the back of the head – “faster, 
faster.” We ate so fast we’d burn our tongues. Ate really fast. 
You go to bed at three and get up at six. I slept three hours, as did Masha, Tanya, Lena and Anya. 
Natasha got five hours because she had been there longer and had earned it. The boss told me:  
 
      ZIYASH 
When you work off five years, you can sleep five hours, too.  
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      KARLYGASH 
I thought, I’ll get out of there someday and the first thing I’ll do is get a good sleep.  
 

ZIYASH  
Nothing but expenses – everybody has mouths, everybody has stomachs. Give money to the cops, the 
immigration officers. Give money to keep out of prison. Serik went out, I told him- don’t go far, but 
he went anyway. He goes here and there and ends up getting stopped. Whose your boss, they ask. He 
brings them to me. That cost money too, anau-mynau. I answer for everybody, I have to solve 
everything. It’s easy for them. They just work and keep their mouths shut. Sleep and eat. What’s bad 
about that? I am their Allah, may Allah forgive my saying so.  
I told them right away – you’re safe with me, it’s good here, reliable. They didn’t believe me. They 
wanted money. Then somebody kicked in a window one night, set some crates on fire around the 
store. Fascists or skinheads, or whatever. Then they believe me. I’m not the one to fear; it’s all those 
people out there.  
 

KARLYGASH  
Masha wanted to have some money once. She opened the register and took a couple of thousand. It 
was her birthday. The boss found out. She was furious. Gave Masha a thrashing. No, it wasn’t just a 
beating, it was a proper whipping. We had this special table for that – they strip you down and put 
you on your stomach. Tie you down naked and whip you. We did the whipping. The boss watched.  
Masha went and took some pills in order to fall asleep forever. But they pumped them out. And then 
whipped her again. We did the whipping. The boss watched.  
So Masha drank vinegar and burned out her insides. She screamed, but the boss made her shut up.  
 
      ZIYASH 
I can’t call a doctor.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She said. She quick sent her home to Kazakhstan and, later on, Masha died. 
It was after that that two more came 
 
      ZIYASH 
Sveta and Liza.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
That is, Saule and Lyazzat. 
 

ZIYASH swings the swing harder. KARLYGASH barely 
holds on, grabs the handle with both hands. 

 
ZIYASH  

I’ll build a mosque – that’s what I’ve lived for. I’ll save up and go, leave the store behind – leave it to 
my sister. She can keep an eye on it. I’ve had enough, I’ve worked my fill, I’ve put up with enough, 
suffered enough, anau-mynau. 
I had insomnia, haven’t been able to sleep for six years. Six years I haven’t slept, I turn on the 
videocams at night – and watch what’s happening in the store. I watch how everybody’s working, 
then I watch them all sleep for three hours. They slept, I didn’t. And I said, “You all sleep too much, 
you’re going to sleep two hours now.” I was able not to sleep, so they can not sleep too. 
One time I fell asleep – that’s when I dreamed of my dad. Yeah, when he had that clock and he said: 
“The slave gives birth to her mistress.” 
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KARLYGASH 
Masha wanted citizenship. The boss promised us all. Masha said she’d be strong then. She’d be able 
to walk the streets proudly. 
Sonya wanted a car. The boss promised us all. Sonya wanted to drive fast. Real-real fast. 
Olya wanted.... The boss promised… 
I wanted. Olya wanted. Masha wanted. Sonya wanted. Olya wanted. Masha wanted. I wanted. What 
did I want? What did I want... 
 

ZIYASH  
I told this one to come see me and I told her Aijan had died. 
 

KARLYGASH falls out of the high-swinging swing right 
on to the ground. ZIYASH looks at her. 

 
      ZIYASH (Cont.) 
I already said that once before, “She fell and hurt herself.” Natasha was the first to have a child, and 
he was the first to fall off the swings in Almaty. So that’s what I said. When I was a child my mother 
took me to the city, to visit friends. I went into the yard. Kids were swinging on swings and one of 
them fell, head first. Everybody was scared but I just watched. It was bloody. I remembered that 
blood my whole life.  
The money was good. Things were fine with the kids. I don’t know if it was her heart or her liver, 
anau-mynau. They took Aijan away and I got my money. And I told that girl, “she fell off the 
swings.” I always told my sister: I love you more than anybody. And you can always have a new 
baby, you can always get a new husband. Allah will help. 
 

KARLYGASH 
She would take the telephone and call Kazakhstan once a month. Once a month I would hear Aijan’s 
voice. Then two months passed and she didn’t call. I asked. I’d work my day shift, I’d work my night 
shift, I’d drink the vodka – and I’d ask. After three months running I asked, even not drunk. That’s 
when she called me in and told me about Aijan. 
I cried and she told me about Genghis Khan. A woman came to him and asked him to free her 
relatives – her husband, brother and child. But he said:  
 
      ZIYASH 
Pick one and I’ll execute the rest.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
And the woman picked her brother. Because you can always have another child and you can always 
find another husband. 
Only I was an only child. No brother and no sister. 
 

ZIYASH  
The next weeks went bad – sales were down, there was no money, and I had payments on the side to 
make. The cops would come, the immigration officers would come, bandits would come, anau-
mynau. Sacks full of money became empty sacks. 
So I gathered everyone in the storeroom. I pointed at the milk and I said, “Pour all that in the bucket.” 
Each girl took a container of milk, opened it, and poured it the bucket. We kept doing that until the 
bucket was full. I went outside and poured milk all around the store, feeding the earth with milk. My 
mother, my relatives, everybody in my village, they would all come out of their yurts like that, and 
feed the earth with milk. They were calling on generosity, asking for a good harvest, asking for 
money. Allah sees everything.  
From that moment on everything was fine. 
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KARLYGASH  
When I learned about Aijan, I was like a sleepwalker the rest of the day. Day, two days, week, month. 
I didn’t sleep, I called out to her. I thought, what has become of me. I constantly spin in place here. 
Day and night, morning, evening. The storeroom. Bathroom. Counter. Storeroom. Counter. I wanted 
a home and family. I wanted to go to Red Square. Nothing. 
I lost my mother. I lost my daughter. I was cut off from both ends, I had nothing at all. So what if I 
die, I need nothing. I want freedom. I need nothing, I want freedom, I need nothing at all. I am not 
Katya. I am not Katya. My name is Karlygash! My name is Karlygash! 
 

KARLYGASH stands next to the swings and looks at 
ZIYASH, who stands next to the swings and looks at at 
KARLYGASH. 

 
       KARLYGASH (Cont.) 

Karlygash means little swallow. I knew this girl in school, Raushan. She was very, very mean. She 
hated animals, especially birds. I would say, don’t kill them. She liked to trap pigeons. I said, Don’t 
kill them! She would kick sparrows. I would say… She once caught a swallow in the yard and 
strangled it. Two months later she died of appendicitis.  
I stood at the counter and looked at my fingers. My father wanted me to play the dombra. He bought 
a dombra and brought it home and I said, “later, later.” I looked at my fingers and they were crooked, 
like my Uncle Ardagelda’s Turkish sabre. They were broken. Just like my soul. You can’t play the 
dombra with fingers like that, and you won’t hear music with a soul like that.  
 

ZIYASH 
I never touched the thumb, the basbarmak. You need to respect it, it’s the seat of the Kazakh’s good 
fortune. The other fingers you use to teach lessons.  
I didn’t punish them for nothing. When I broke fingers it was for a reason. It meant you were 
behaving badly. It meant you were working badly. It meant you had disappointed the All-Mighty. 
The mullah told me, “Lethargy is the friend of the devil Eblis.” And I read to him from the Koran: 
“Did you really think you would enter Paradise if Allah still does not know who among you has 
worked hard and has been submissive?”  
Submission and willing hands – that’s what I like. I see somebody trying, I see somebody wants 
something. They want a car, a house, an apartment, citizenship, Persian rugs – and I get a warm, soft 
feeling. But there are too few of them. There are none at all.  
 

KARLYGASH  
She called us together in the evening for lessons. We sat there, not drunk yet, not yet bruised from 
blows, and she spoke. She taught us. She taught us the Koran, about:  
 
      ZIYASH 
Patience and labor, love and joy.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
And other things. She begged our forgiveness, cried and embraced us. That’s what she was like. 
Anya believed her, Natasha believed her. Tanya, Liza, Sveta, Lena – they all believed her. I believed 
her before. I saw her as a mentor. She said she was trying. She said she would get rings and earrings 
and would give them to us all. She’d kiss you and stroke your bald head. She even let us cry. Because 
we could cry only when she said we could. If you cried any other time, she would beat you. She 
would say:  
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      ZIYASH 
Don’t cry or I’ll have your eye!  

 
       KARLYGASH 

Now she was reading the Koran and, as I looked at her, I saw my Aijan. And I realized – I had to go. 
 

ZIYASH 
I had people escape from my first store. It always happens that there’s one who gets the idea in her 
head. You beat them all, you teach them all, you keep order, anau-mynau. They just want money, 
want to see their kids, want to go to Red Square. You beat them all again, teach them lessons again, 
keep order, anau-mynau. And everybody calms down. Vodka, men, punishment. Allah is at your 
side. Then everything is calm and quiet. Although then you have yourself to calm. 
I was in my room watching who was talking to who. At the counter, in the storeroom, in the 
bathroom. Three words a day – that’s all you could let them have. I had some Kygryz girls. They 
worked real well, very compliant. Then they all up and escaped. They just started talking and 
thinking and taking pity on one another. And they ran, the bitches.  
 

KARLYGASH  
I’d go to Anya. I’d go to Tanya. I’d go to Serik. I’d go to Liza, Lena and Sveta. You couldn’t go to 
Natasha, she was the boss’s favorite. She’d been in the store 15 years. Her soul had changed, I could 
feel her soul. Anya would say nothing. Tanya would say nothing. Liza, Lena and Sveta would say 
nothing. Serik would just turn away. “You want some vodka?” That’s all you’d hear from him.  
At night I’d tell him – you drove a car. At first he was a driver, drove all over the city. He had his 
license, everything was fine. He did whatever he wanted, went wherever he wanted, wore a sports 
jacket, earned a wage. Then the boss asked him to, and he began hauling crates and drinking vodka. 
He slept in the store. They took away his car, he quit driving and he quit going out on the town. He 
hauled crates, never had any money, got rid of his sports jacket, and gave up his license. Now he just 
washed the floor and drank vodka. He became a nobody. You want to leave? No, I don’t, he’d say.  
 

ZIYASH  
I had to build that mosque, I needed money. More and more money. I’d store it in sacks and send it 
off. If I earned it, I sent it off. If I borrowed it, I sent it off. I kept an eye on my people, to see who 
was working and who deserved what – and I talked to ’em. 
I told Anya – you keep trying. You’re pretty and young – you keep trying. I’d give her vodka, send 
her into that room – and I’d tell her to keep trying, anau-mynau. 
I wanted a good store, a proper one. Without that white dust, without the vodka, without the men. If 
the laws were better, if the police, if the authorities... So nobody got in your way. Whatever you earn 
is yours, it depends on you. But that’s not how things are. They’re not like that. 
 

KARLYGASH turns her back on ZIYASH, walks away 
from the swing, walks around. ZIYASH stares at her 
gloomily. 

 
KARLYGASH  

I’d already packed my things and thought it through. I was terrified as soon as I did that. You can’t 
go anywhere without documents. Without money. You need help. Where are you going to go if you 
need help? 
My things were in the storeroom. Tanya, Lena and Liza were behind the counter. Natasha wasn’t 
there. Amantai had gone somewhere on errands. Serik poured himself a glass of vodka and I went 
out. I looked around me and it was winter. Snow was falling, people were walking places and I was 
walking too. The air was fresh, the streets were white, and I thought, “Where was I before?” Freedom  
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      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
is when you can go to the movies or walk in the yard. When you decide yourself what to eat – pilaf or 
soup. I looked at my own tracks in the snow and felt joy: “These are my tracks. Mine!” I’m leaving 
something of myself behind. In the store I didn’t belong to myself, but here, everything is mine – my 
hands, my feet, my face, my purse, my clothes. And my tracks.  
Then I saw a police station and I went there. 
 

ZIYASH  
I was upstairs. I came down to the store and I saw Katya was gone. Tanya’s working, Liza and Lena 
are working. Serik was drunk. Amantai was at the bazaar. Natasha was upstairs. But Katya was gone. 
I went to my room and turned on the monitor to see what happened. Ah, there she was. She gathered 
her things and left. Zhezokshe, the slut. 
That shouldn’t have happened. I knew. I have experience, anau-mynau. They run for home only in 
the first six months. They want to go outside, they want money, they want something else – then they 
get used to it. After three years I let Natasha go. Because I knew she’d come back like a dog. It 
wouldn’t occur to her to leave. She’ll do anything I say. But this one – the unbelieving devil. 
I went to the counter – slugged Tanya, and slugged Lena. Let them see. I wanted blood, I appealed to 
Allah. 
That’s when the phone call came. 
 

KARLYGASH  
I sat in the police station and wrote my declaration. One policeman stood beside me, another sat a 
ways away, he even smiled. I wrote about being beaten, that I was never paid, that my documents 
were taken away, that our children are taken away... I wrote about the drugs and the corpses in the 
trash bins. I wrote about the bums who died from drinking our counterfeit vodka, and about the 
spoiled food sold for good. About how Sonya died, how Masha died, how Olya died. I wrote it all 
down. He smiled and I smiled.  
Then I waited and thought, what am I going to do? They’ll give me back my passport, they’ll give me 
my money and I’ll go home to father. I’ll sleep a long time. I’ll listen to music and I’ll pick up the 
dombra. I’ll work a normal job. I don’t need a house or a car or money. I want a family and a child 
again.  
Then the door opened and the boss walked in with Amantai. 
 

ZIYASH  
The cop on duty said, “Can’t keep track of your own, I see.” I said I let this one slip out of my sight 
and I gave him some money and some food. We’d long had a deal to help each other out. They told 
me to take care of it myself. I understand, they’re busy, got lots of things on their mind. Better for me 
to do it, but Ramadan had just begun – aren’t people supposed to help each other out? 
Amantai and I took her – I gave her a tongue-lashing as we walked back, why’d you do this, how 
could you? I wanted the best for you. You eat and you have a job. You know the Koran, you even 
began to pray – why would you do this? I said I’d give her her money and she could visit her father if 
she wanted, and she could go see Red Square. It’s because of your daughter, you did this because of 
your daughter.  
We got back to the store and I punished her. 
 

KARLYGASH 
They stripped me and tied me belly-down to the table. I couldn’t move. And they beat me. I spent the 
whole evening on that table, then the whole night and the next day too. I was tied up there, naked as 
the day I was born. I was cold and I had splinters in my knees. I was thirsty. They walked around and, 
from time to time, they beat me. The boss said:  
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ZIYASH 
Hit her when you go by.  
 
 
      KARLYGASH 
Even Serik. He let me have it worst of all, my former husband.  
They untied me in the evening and I lay there two hours. Then I went back to work. I washed the 
floors, washed the laundry, poured vodka for everybody. I stood at the counter and the boss bound 
my leg with a chain. And I worked like that. 
It was Ramadan – the month of mercy. 
 

ZIYASH takes KARLYGASH by the hand, leads her back 
to the swings. KARLYGASH sits obediently.  

 
ZIYASH  

I had to sell her to somebody quick. Once you run, there’s no road back. Otherwise others will start 
thinking and have unnecessary thoughts. Katya was like a lice-ridden sheep, she could have infected 
everybody. I thought of those Kyrgyz girls right away. They ran because they had that idea together. 
So I should have sold her right away. But I took pity on her. I pitied them all. 
The mullah told me – “Allah won’t forget you if you do a good deed.” I learned about building 
mosques here, in Russia. If someone wants to build a cathedral here, they collect donations, 
everybody gives what they can. Rich people build churches too, anau-mynau. But our people are too 
lazy. They don’t think they can do anything, nothing depends on them. Although the khadiz, the 
legend of Mohammad, says, “Whosoever shall build a mosque for the sake of Allah no matter how 
small, even if it is as the size of a bird’s nest, Allah will build for that person a house in paradise.” 
 

KARLYGASH  
I worked a month like that. It was Ramadan and, bound by a chain, I minded the counter. Nobody 
saw the chain, it was on the floor. Natasha hooked it up in the morning and took it off in the evening. 
I stood there and sold produce like that.  
A woman came in with a child that she kept shouting at – mothers in Russia always shout at their 
children. I’ve never seen that anywhere else. They’re mad at their children, they yell at them and 
push them, all really loud. They shout at the top of their lungs, “Can’t you calm down?” Can’t calm 
down themselves and they yell, “Can’t you calm down.” Really loud.  
The girl looked at some candy and I thought about Aijan. I asked her, “Do you want some candy?” 
And her mother said, “All right. Give her some candy.” It was up high, I forgot about the chain and, 
when I tried climbing up, I fell.  
 

ZIYASH  
Ramadan ended and I summoned everyone for the holiday of Uraza-bairam. We went to the mosque 
in the morning, then we gathered at my store – my mullah, friends, one of our policemen. The girls 
were there, we drank, the children ate sweets, and my mischievous little Bakha ran around. We fixed 
a lot of food – beshbarmak, baursaki, airan, even kurt and irimshik, anau-mynau. I’ll spare nothing 
for Allah. 
Then everyone left and I called the girls in. I read them the Koran and we all did our prayers. I love 
them all. I gave Natasha a pendant, Anya and Liza – rings. I gave Sveta a neck chain, and Katya I 
gave earrings. You’ve been here two years, it’s your anniversary. I forget no one – I remember them 
no matter how long they work in my store. I take note of them all, I love them. 
 

KARLYGASH  
She told me:  
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      ZIYASH 
There’ll be no more chain. We won’t tie you up anymore.  
 
 
      KARLYGASH 
She kissed everyone and gave people gifts. She does that three times a year. Nauryz at the New Year, 
Kurban-bairam, and Uraza-bairam. She acts like a human three days a year. She can’t do it any 
more.  
She gave me earrings, then later took them back. She gave something to everyone – then took it all 
back to put it in safe-keeping. She said it was so that: 
 
      ZIYASH 
No one will steal them.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She said she’d give them to us:  
 
      ZIYASH 
When you’ve finished work. 
 
      KARLYGASH 
And she would: 
 
      ZIYASH 
Give you all your money.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
And we would prepare to go home. She’d give it all back to us then.  
But I looked at those earrings and I knew – they were Olya’s. When she died, they found she’d been 
hiding them. 
 

ZIYASH  
I love them all. They talked to their parents every month. And their parents came to see them. They’d 
see that everything was fine, anau-mynau. Lena’s mother came, Anya’s grandmother came. Katya’s 
dad didn’t come. He didn’t have the money.  
I invited them all. Let them come and see their daughters were busy. There’d be enough to build a 
house. You want a house? Or a car? Work! Don’t be lazy. Don’t forget Allah and obey your boss. 
Tanya’s mother came – she was happy with what she saw. All the parents saw that no one wanted to 
leave me. My store was a good one! Everybody wants to stay with me, anau-mynau.  
 

ZIYASH tightly embraces KARLYGASH, who sits on a 
swing. KARLYGASH tries to wriggle free, but ZIYASH 
won’t let her go. Finally ZIYASH’s grip loosens and 
KARLYGASH moves away.  

 
KARLYGASH  

I kept working and family came to see all the girls. The boss dressed everybody up pretty, she didn’t 
shave our heads. But she’d warn us:  
 
      ZIYASH 
Say nothing but good things about the store. You are fed often, nobody beats you. You’ve seen Red 
Square. You earn lots of money.  
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      KARLYGASH 
And that’s what the girls said. They said it out of fear.  
Tanya told me the boss has a relative who works in Kazakhstan as a prosecutor. She saw her mother, 
and her mother burst into tears, there was nothing she could do. And Anya’s grandmother said – stay 
here, we can’t feed you at home. Everybody’s story was different. 
That’s when I understood that you can’t put hope in relatives. They’re weak. Only you can be strong, 
nobody else. I didn’t cry. Otherwise the boss would see and would have my eyes.  
 

ZIYASH  
I wasn’t worried. I was waiting for spring. I planned to go home in the spring, the mosque was 
supposed to be ready by the spring holiday of Nauryz. I was feeling quite inspired. I knew Allah was 
on my side. 
At first I thought about my sister Aigul. I’d give her the store. Then I realized who I would leave the 
store to – I found a buyer, a partner, we sold “white dust” together, anau-mynau. He was imposing, 
rich, and was prepared to pay a good kalym, a dowry. He wanted one of my girls and, when I looked 
at him, I could see he wouldn’t let me down. 
In Kazakhstan all the parts of the mosque – the mihrab, the shabestan, the minbar and the dome – 
were all being finished. I was very happy to hear that when they informed me. When they began 
work on the minaret, that’s when I knew it would all happen very soon. I eagerly awaited spring, our 
Kazakh New Year would come soon. 
 

KARLYGASH  
Anya was the prettiest of us all. We all were shaved on Fridays, but not her – her beauty was needed. 
I approached Anya and said, why don’t we leave? She told me about her child. She had a child in 
Kazakhstan. I looked at her as I listened – she was pregnant again. She was used more than anyone 
else. 
She didn’t tell me, I learned it later, that someone wanted to buy Anya. An imposing, rich, 
distinguished man offered a dowry. Her grandmother agreed, the boss agreed, and Anya was taken 
away. The boss even gave her an ornamented robe.  
We gathered in the evening, drank vodka and were quite happy. Then the boss came and beat us 
again. I say she beat us... In fact she just watched while I whipped Sveta, and Liza beat on Tanya. 
 

ZIYASH  
I received a ram for Anya. We carved it up and made some fine sogym, meat to tide us over the 
winter. That night some Fascists broke windows in the store again. Only Allah knows if it was 
because some bum died or because of the ram. I talked to Amantai and had him bring in two people 
to sit in the store and keep an eye on it. 
I called the police, my man, and he showed me some papers – some local residents were irritated by 
us and they wanted my store gone. I tossed those papers out and I say, “People thank me, my store’s 
cheap, it’s convenient, what’s the problem?” We drink, he talks about the bums again. What are you 
going to do? I told him about the mosque and he nodded, “good job, apashka.” 
 

KARLYGASH  
They took my chains off and I started thinking where I’d go now. Irina came in, one of the women, a 
customer who lived nearby. Nobody ever asked anything, but she did: How are things, how’s your 
husband, how’s your child. I’d pick out good produce for her, potatoes and grapes. I guess I thought 
we were friends. 
I had scars all up and down my back, I knew who I would go to. I knew I couldn’t go to the police. 
It’s like that back home, too. It’s probably like that everywhere. People behave different when they’re 
in uniform, like they’re in chains themselves. Turns out I’m freer than they are.  
Irina would help me. 
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KARLYGASH again slips down from the swing, ZIYASH 
tries to hold onto her by the hand, but KARLYGASH 
pushes her away, frees her hand and walks away from 
the swing. Looks angrily at ZIYASH. 

 
      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
My first time happened right here. It wasn’t Serik, it was another. I don’t know his name, I don’t 
remember his face – the boss got me drunk. It was in that same room. I want to forget it, but I can’t 
forget it. 
My Father always told me – Kazak girls are spoiled. They get toys in childhood, they’re surrounded 
by attention, and are loved deeply. Then you get married and it’s just the opposite. But they spoil you 
when there’s still time. I would think, who is my hero, my dzhigit, going to be? Who will be the 
champion to chase me down, kyz kuu? 
Later I got used to it. I got used to that room. Only I didn’t want to get pregnant. I knew the whole 
story with Aijan would repeat itself. 
 

ZIYASH  
It’s all speculation, it’s their own fault. Don’t tell me anything. Men always do it. Anyway, they liked 
it, anau-mynau. I know. It’s a pleasure greater than vodka. And there were no cameras in there. They 
were on their own in there. I never made any married girl go in there. If they had a man, they could 
only go with him. I know the rules. But if you were tainted and alone, then expect guests in your 
secret little yurt.  
That mosque will be ready soon. 
 

KARLYGASH 
It was my shift and I slipped out again, unnoticed with my things. I headed down the street. It was 
spring already. I knew the house where Irina lived. I went into the entryway, sat down and began to 
wait. I waited all day. Evening came – and she finally appeared. She was talking on her telephone. 
She looked at me, I looked at her. She didn’t recognize me at first, she’d only seen me in the store. 
She went to the elevator and I followed her. That’s where I told her everything.  
We stood in front of the door to her apartment, and that’s when I got sick to my stomach. Right by 
the elevator. She said, “What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” I went limp, like I do on swings. I 
was sick to my stomach and I looked out the window – it was the ninth floor. I’d never been up so 
high. 
I went into her apartment and asked her to turn on some music. I hadn’t heard music in ages. 
 

ZIYASH 
My mother told how her father, my grandfather, herded livestock. He’d go out on summer herding, 
djailyau, every year, for two months. They’d sit in their yurt and wait, anau-mynau. We were always 
separate, each had his own yurt. We didn’t have any sense of community or nation, we were our own 
worst enemies. We’d fight for livestock and grazing lands. My grandfather fought, too. He didn’t 
love other Kazakhs. He only valued his family, he wouldn’t trust anybody else. 
I wouldn’t even trust my own, I always put everybody to the test. I’d say to Lena: “Tell Anya that 
you want to escape.” She’d tell her. And Anya would say, “I’ll think about it.” That’s when I decided 
to sell her. You think I was wrong? You do everything for them, you defend them, you give them 
food, a place to sleep, and they want to escape.  
Then this one was brought to me. 
 

KARLYGASH  
I’m used to being deceived. When I was in the store I knew I was surrounded by deceit. A customer 
comes and you shortchange them a little, or Natasha would pinch a bit from the cash register. She’d  
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      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
deceive the boss. Sveta would say, “I won’t hit you” – I’d turn around and she’d whack me. I’d take 
the bathroom key from Liza for five minutes and I’d sit there for a half an hour, resting. Anya would 
say, “Let’s ditch this joint, I’m sick of it.” I’d believe her and she’d tell the boss. And the boss would 
beat me for having those thoughts. Deceit was everywhere. 
And while I’m listening to the music I look up and I see a policeman coming in the apartment. I 
understood everything then. I understood immediately.  
 

ZIYASH 
They brought her back, one of the customers. A woman of some kind. A local. And I told Katya – I 
didn’t hit her at first, I just told her – “Who is family?” We’re always going to have it bad here if we 
go it alone, if we exchange Allah for another. Together we are fire, and if they pull us apart like 
kindling, there will be no fire. That’s what the mullah told me. And I told her, “Why did you do this 
to me? Why!?”  
 

ZIYASH approaches KARLYGASH closely, shoves her 
hard. KARLYGASH falls, lies motionlessly. Slowly sits up 
on the ground. 

 
KARLYGASH  

Later I asked Irina, “Why did you tell on me?” And she said, “Because your eggs cost only 30 rubles. 
You can’t find them that cheap anywhere. It’s a good store, it’s convenient, just a short walk from 
home.” I was at the counter again when she came in. As though nothing had happened. She picked 
out her cucumbers and looked at me. I was all beaten up again. Those teeth had been my own.  
You can buy vodka from us at night, bread is two times cheaper, and you don’t have to go all the way 
to the supermarket. We’re convenient. Convenient for everybody.  
Almost for everybody. 
 

ZIYASH  
I began thinking what I would do next, anau-mynau. What do I do with a girl like her? When they 
came in I knocked out her front teeth. I ground them up and mixed them with milk. Let her drink that 
and keep her mouth shut.  Hold your tongue. Shut your trap. Don’t let me see your teeth. I’m sick of 
her. 
Then I realized Allah was testing me, he was asking for a sacrifice. In our village every year we 
selected a white ram and marked its forehead with the words boz kaska, “ram for sacrifice.” We 
would carve him up and present him to the All-Mighty. Then everything would be fine. 
This Katya was my boz kaska. 
 

KARLYGASH  
She called me in and said:  
 
      ZIYASH 
I’m selling you.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
I’d forgotten how to open my mouth, and I remained silent. I’d lost ten teeth, the prettiest ones I had. 
I stood there silent. She said:  
 
      ZIYASH 
It will be better this way – and it will be better for your Father.  
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KARLYGASH 
She turned around and she had money in her hand.  
 
      ZIYASH 
This is for your father.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
She said. 
Everybody kept their distance from me now – Tanya, Sveta, Liza, even Serik. They didn’t even give 
me vodka, and that’s a bad sign. I was an outcast. They were preparing me. When she sold Anya they 
did it the same way. Gave her no vodka, didn’t cut her hair, made her work less.  
Where would they sell me? She said: 
 

ZIYASH 
You’ll find out later. 
They’d give me 100,000 at the sauna, but not for this one. I could sell Tanya, she had an air about 
her. They’d take her. This one they wouldn’t. She was chunky, little, her head was round, and these 
teeth. A Southerner with an attitude. 
I asked around the Gypsies, they said they’d think about it – but they needed kids, adults were too 
much trouble. Plus, they asked, does she have hands? I knew what that meant, anau-mynau. You 
could get more for her without hands. Things were simple with them. 
But that mosque will soon be ready. I already bought my ticket home. 
 

KARLYGASH  
One evening I was going through the outdated food and she came in with a belt – three leather straps. 
She said: 
 
      ZIYASH 
Stand up.  
 
      KARLYGASH 
And she tied my right arm up. She pinned it to my shoulder and wrapped it with the three straps. She 
looked at it and said: 
 
      ZIYASH 
That’s how you’re going to be now. 
 
      KARLYGASH 
She left and I sat down – started going through the rotten food with one hand. What did I think? That 
it was some punishment. That she decided to give me. 
I went around like that for a week. Then two. Then three – and I got used to it. 
 

KARLYGASH stands, squeezes her right arm to her body. 
Walks back and forth like that. ZIYASH looks at her 
gloomily. KARLYGASH again sits on the ground. 

 
ZIYASH  

After three weeks I told Amantai to take her to our clinic, anau-mynau. It’s all very simple. One arm 
is simple.  
 

KARLYGASH  
That day she took the straps off. My arm was like it didn’t belong to me. 
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ZIYASH 
You take your boz kaska ram and you tie up its front two legs to one of its back legs. One leg is left 
free, anau-mynau. 
But first you choose the knife. It’s got to be sharp and big, the handle should fit good so it doesn’t 
slip in your palm. Then you dig a hole about knee-deep – that’s where the blood will flow. Then you 
tie the ram up. You have to turn its head toward Kibla, to Mecca, that is, in the direction of the 
mosque. Then you ask forgiveness of the animal and you slit its throat.  
Zhanbas, the pelvic bone, goes to your most honored guest. 
 

KARLYGASH  
Her surgeon friend was sick and it was postponed a day. Amantai took me back to the store, and they 
put me in a closet. I knew perfectly well what was happening. Tomorrow everything would be 
different. 
I thought about my father. I didn’t think about money, that’s deceit. I’m used to deceit. I didn’t even 
believe myself anymore. I was angry at her. I thought up things I would do to her. You can’t kill her; 
you’ve got to deprive her of freedom. Prison, let her live there. I began to pray. For Allah to save me. 
Have Him do something. Even if I died. So that something would change. 
That’s when I remembered my name. Because my name is not Katya. My name is Karlygash. I am a 
swallow. 
 

ZIYASH  
Shut up, you.  
 

KARLYGASH  
I am not Katya. I am not Katya!  
 

ZIYASH  
Keep quiet. 
 

KARLYGASH  
My name is Karlygash! My name is Karlygash! 
 

ZIYASH 
Shut up! 
That day I called everyone together and I read them the story of the holy man Aiyub. He withstood 
everything. Allah killed his children, took away his riches, plagued him with illness – but he 
withstood everything. He simply prayed. Allah turned his relatives from him, sent him into exile, and 
split him from his wife. But he believed in Allah and he prayed. Then Allah gave back everything, 
only this time twice as much. 
 

KARLYGASH  
(Quietly).  

My name is Karlygash. I am Karlygash. 
 

ZIYASH  
Aiyub lived a long, happy life. Allah gave him the power to do miracles. It is written in Surah, 38: 
“In truth we found him patient. A fine servant!” A fine servant! You understand? 
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KARLYGASH  
From my closet I heard what she was reading. Night came and everything was quiet. But then there 
was a noise. 
 

The swings begin swaying on their own. KARLYGASH 
sits on the ground and looks at the swings. ZIYASH walks 
around the swings. 

 
ZIYASH  

That night I fell asleep. For the first time in six years. I was awakened only during the night. 
Everybody was. Then it began. I thought I was dreaming, that it was my nightmare. There were many 
of them. Dozens. I ran out into the yard… They followed me. 
The last thing I remember – a crescent-moon hung in the sky. Like on my mosque. My mosque that I 
never saw. Anau-mynau. 
 

The swings swing higher and higher. ZIYASH jumps 
around trying to stop them, but she can do nothing. 
ZIYASH approaches them too closely, and is whacked in 
the face by a metal corner. She falls face first. 
KARLYGASH looks gloomily at her boss, who lies 
motionlessly. Blood flows around ZIYASH. 

 
KARLYGASH  

It was Allah. He saw and he did that. It couldn’t have been any other way. Only he could do that. 
 

The swings slowly stop swinging. KARLYGASH gets up 
from the ground, approaches ZIYASH, looks down at her.  
The swings stop swinging. 

 
      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
Someone had killed a Russian – and they attacked the store, these skinheads. It wasn’t us, we had 
nothing to do with it. But who’s going to ask? Nobody asks anything. 
First they smashed in the windows, then they kicked in the door, then they started beating on 
everyone. I sat in the closet. They were all young, really loud, and they kept shouting, “Russia for 
Russians! Russia for Russians!” 
They never found me, but they found the others. Tanya, Sveta, Liza, Serik, Amantai – they were all 
hurt bad. Later they took them to the hospital. Natasha, she ran away, after she grabbed a sack of 
money. Later they found her anyway. She went to have her picture taken on Red Square. 
 

KARLYGASH approaches the swings. Turns toward 
ZIYASH, who lies on the ground. 

 
      KARLYGASH (Cont.) 
She was lying in the courtyard by the kids’ swing set. There was a lot of blood, just like she liked it. 
The ambulance came, the police, too. Even music played somewhere. But she was gone. That’s what 
Allah had decided. Anau-mynau. 
I looked at her on these swings and I remembered Mother. She met Father on the altybakan, the 
swings. They went out walking and there were swings there. Everybody was standing around, guys 
and girls. They ended up together on a swing. Fate took over. They stood on either side and they 
swung back and forth, swung back and forth, swung back and forth, swung back and forth. 
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KARLYGASH takes a swing into her hand and gently 
rocks it back and forth.  
 
End of play. 

 


