
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Roses Behind Barbed Wire

	Confessions from a Women’s Prison

	 

	The stories, the people and the places are real. Only the names have been changed.

	 

	Freedom is the most precious thing a person has.

	Sadly, it is the thing they value least.

	


Part One

	


Chapter 1

	Damn this silence! Just to break it I keep writing — if only in my head — without a pause, but even that occupation is monotonous, numbing. How long is this going to last? I itch to do something outrageous — let it bring catastrophe down on me, I don’t care. To shatter this settled order of things, to shake off the stupor — my own above all; as for the others, again, I couldn’t care less.

	How can a person live for years in total dependence? Have you ever stopped to wonder? How do some people manage to turn others into animals? Not wild and unbridled ones — sweet, docile ones? It takes no great effort, no nerves, no special skills. It takes no long years of practice: it has all been prepared in advance, by some people, for others. The answer to this question is simple enough. It can be put in a single word. The essence of that word, though, is anything but simple, and I will try to lay bare its true meaning. The word is Prison.

	I always used to say that only fools end up in prison, and if you’ve managed to land yourself there, then that’s exactly where you belong. Well, really: if you can’t steal, why steal? Or say you killed someone — we’re nobody’s judges; maybe you had weighty reasons of your own. Only the mentally ill act without cause and commit deeds without grounds — but why did you have to get caught so stupidly?

	And here I am, one of them, one of those fools so stupidly caught — not yet a serial number, but I’ll become one very soon. My stupidity lay in ignorance. I would never have believed people could go to prison for things that most legally illiterate people don’t even consider criminal. That is the great failing of our education. Nobody troubles to tell children in school the simplest things. Knowing logarithmic and exponential functions is considered essential if a child is to step confidently into the adult world, while the laws — the Law on the Militia,1 for instance — somehow get passed over. When I was in school we didn’t even have a basic legal-studies class. A state of affairs like that makes you wonder: might it be convenient for somebody up top? Even I, at my freshly turned eighteen, understood that much the moment I found myself inside these walls.

	What I knew about prison — like anyone who had never been charged before, who had no criminal friends or relatives caught in the nets of justice, whose work had never brought them anywhere near these people or the system as a whole — came entirely from movies and books.

	It was never my kind of subject anyway, and I’d have had an easier time handling a bear in Alaska, had I turned up there as suddenly as I turned up in prison, than handling the keepers of law and order — the militiamen, the investigators, the lawyers.

	

	

	There it was — prison. Like an enormous black well it swallowed me, as it had swallowed so many before me: women, men, the old, children. It is insatiable and terrible, and there is no way back out of it. All who fell in became lost, lonely children, their hearts clamped with fear.

	Dazed senseless, I was led down long, tangled corridors with cold bare walls, sunk in perpetual half-dark. That half-dark filled some with gloom and others with horror; I felt only exhaustion, and with it indifference. I couldn’t even grasp where I was, expecting every second that they were about to release me and my torments would come to an end.

	Some old woman scurried alongside, clutching at my coat in hope, looking for support. Apparently I really did give the impression of a person sure of everything, who had been here more than once and knew every nook of these terrible corridors. Even the escort guard walking beside me with his stone face threw me astonished glances now and then. My face betrayed none of the turmoil in my soul. In truth I was simply a frightened, worn-out child, tirelessly asking one mute question: Why? There was no getting an answer, and even if the child had received one, a thousand other whys would have sprung up after it.

	My confinement had begun a week earlier, when they first brought me to the district militia station. The completely inhuman conditions I landed in were simply unbelievable. Nothing there was designed to hold a person longer than three hours. But since no one could take the responsibility upon themselves, and for a number of other reasons unclear to me then and now, they kept me there three days. Humane, civilized society remained outside those walls.

	Though to call the society outside civilized would be a stretch. I’d had the “luck” to spend my childhood and youth in Crimea in the nineties. It was a strange time. No law-abiding citizen left home after dark, gunfire was an everyday matter, and in the mornings everyone discussed whose corpse had been found where, with a strange indifference and, at times, open gloating. People, mean with poverty and constant fear, wouldn’t offer a hand in the street, and a cry for help was taken as a signal to run.

	The year I arrived in Odessa, it seemed I’d come to a different country — not to a city on the same Black Sea as Crimea. People smiled and talked to strangers in the street without fear. Girls hopped into cars with men they’d never met, unafraid of being dumped outside town an hour later. They took me for a hick and laughed at my fears, unable to believe in gangsters and similar nonsense that had no place in the modern civilized world.

	Accustomed to lawlessness in freedom, I naturally didn’t expect that those under arrest would be treated by the law, with their rights observed. The inhumanity and indifference of people didn’t much surprise me. When they shoved me into the holding cell, I had no doubt things would be bad.

	The conditions at the Simferopol district station were practically what we see in films about medieval prisoners. A space of about three and a half square meters — under forty square feet — with bare plastered walls. The furnishings consisted of wooden benches mortared into the wall, some forty centimeters wide, sixteen inches, perhaps even less, with the wall itself serving as a backrest. That was all! There wasn’t even a working lightbulb, and the darkness was absolute! It was simply a concrete well, and outside it was January. The temperature that year had dropped to minus ten Celsius — around fourteen Fahrenheit. I can’t say exactly what it was inside that cell, but I’d guess somewhere about ten above, around fifty. My fingers were permanently frozen, the cold worked down to the bone, and a fine tremor shook me the whole time. Since I’d left the house lightly dressed — a thin wool coat, jeans and a thin sweater under it — getting warm was out of the question.

	The cold defied description, however much I tried to limber up. But when you’re sitting in the dark at the bottom of a well, no amount of squats will save you. I would stand and jump in place, but the moment I sank back onto the bench, the shivering returned. My nose ran; I felt I was about to come down with a fever. The relentless cold made my whole body ache. I would pull off my boots and try to warm my feet with my hands. For a while it helped.

	The darkness was terrifying, but a human being, it seems, cannot suffer from everything at once. The body chooses what matters most at any given moment, and so I could think only of getting warm. Never in my life had I dreamed of anything the way I dreamed then of warm socks and a down jacket. Cold, when put to the test, proved the most terrible torture of all.

	No food, no water. Perhaps if I had asked for a glass of water they would have graciously provided one, but cold water would hardly have done me any good. Since people passed through the district station only briefly, food, naturally, was out of the question. The hungry militiamen wolfed down their own sandwiches, and the feeding of detainees was the last of their worries.

	I spent the three most terrifying days of my life there. In dreadful cold, hunger and total darkness. They took us out to the toilet twice a day, morning and evening. The way a caring owner walks his dog. They might have taken me out more often had I asked, but I was too embarrassed. I simply couldn’t picture myself hammering on the iron door and yelling, “Hey, boss! I need to take a leak,” the way my male neighbors did. There were only men around, and speaking to them about my physiological needs was beyond me. So I held out until evening. What saved me was the lack of liquids, and the fact that I spent most of the time sitting.

	During my stay at the district station they took me out several times to the investigator for questioning. It was conducted by a young woman, an inquiry officer, who sat in a warm, bright room drinking hot tea. When she looked at me, not the slightest stir of compassion rose in her. My hands were shaking with cold — I couldn’t get warm even in her snug, cozy office — while she sipped her tea with a cookie and simply did her job. By every sign the job had long since grown hateful to her, and she wanted to be rid of me as soon as possible. Why won’t ordinary people show ordinary humanity? They can talk tirelessly of kindness and justice, protect homeless dogs and weep over the Wait for Me reunion show — and those same people turn out astonishingly indifferent and blind when an everyday situation right under their noses calls for compassion. I believe people receive back what they have given. I doubt that girl was an exception.

	Mention the phone call you’re entitled to in one of our militia stations and the invariable response is laughter, as though the defenders of public order had just heard the funniest joke in the world. And the joke never goes stale on them — they hear it a hundred times a day, and still it’s funny! Laughter never hurt anyone, and it kept the collective tight-knit.

	So I had no way of letting my family know of my misfortune, and I languished there in hunger, cold and solitude. Why do district stations trample on the simple civil right to a phone call? Wouldn’t it be easier to let people call? What is behind the refusal? Were they afraid of an influx of relatives, or of rights campaigners? By law they are themselves obliged to report that a certain person has been detained and is being held at such-and-such an address.

	Since far more men get detained, they sit awaiting their fate in company. I was denied even that, and spent my three days alone.

	I slept on that narrow bench, wrapped in my thin coat. To call it sleep is generous: when your whole body is shaking and there is no settling comfortably on a narrow bench, there is no losing yourself in sleep either. Nearly three days without sleep would finish anyone. Under torture like that, anybody would confess to anything — so much for any talk of objective inquiry.

	Whenever one of the guys in the neighboring cells got too loud and unruly, the “keepers” would pacify him by switching on the ventilation. The freezing air, naturally, reached not only the disturber of the peace but everyone else too, me included. How I avoided pneumonia there remains a mystery to me to this day. The ventilation would run ten or fifteen minutes, though once they simply forgot about us and left it on for thirty. The men in the next cell, their endurance gone, began breaking down the doors. When the ventilation was finally switched off, the cell almost seemed warm.

	Another thing I still cannot understand: how do elderly women stand it? I was a young girl, after all; a young body can cope with anything, and I had never had cause to complain of my health — but how did the older ones, the ones with weak health, endure it? I don’t know; I suppose the body can mobilize itself when it must. Human beings, as they say, are the most tenacious creatures alive.

	The militiamen brayed with laughter at this entertainment, and I wondered — what did they do in summer? Probably the opposite: switched the ventilation off and marveled at their own ingenuity.

	My memories of those three days in that dreadful place are chilling. They stand somehow apart from everything that happened to me afterward. All sorts of things happened to me later, and I saw plenty — but those first days of darkness, cold and hunger were the most excruciating.

	The unbroken dark gave no sense of day or night, but they summoned me to questioning every morning, so I managed to put two and two together. After the dark well, stepping out into the lit corridor was discomfort itself. The bright sunlight blinded me; everything seemed different, vivid and unreal. I was beginning to get used to living in a well, and its darkness already felt natural. At the inquiry they explained that for the time being I was detained as a witness, and therefore not entitled to a lawyer. Witnesses, apparently, could be spared explanations of the law and the reading of their rights, so I had little idea of what was going on. The inquiry was a formality — what mattered to the militia at that stage was to observe the entire procedure without missing a single paper or signature. The comfort of detainees, even witnesses, was not within the competence of the district station’s staff.

	I lived on news from the little peephole in the door, through which light streamed in. When the boredom got too thick, I could press myself to the opening and try to make something out. Sometimes people passed by; sometimes someone peeked in at me. But since there was no seeing what went on inside my cell, the visitor would leave at once.

	At last somebody up top made a decision, and after three days, in the evening, they came for me. Questions were not welcome there — whether it’s standing orders or they simply enjoy tormenting people, asking the guards anything is a dead end. All you get back is rudeness and stupidity, so better to keep quiet. Which is what I did. No one explained the what, the why or the where, but at last I was driven somewhere new.

	We rode in a van like an old RAF minibus. They put handcuffs on me, and three men guarded me, not counting the driver. At least they didn’t shackle my legs — most likely there just weren’t any shackles to be found. The convoy never took their eyes off me, and the whole way passed in sepulchral silence. So that, it turns out, is how much terror I could strike into officers of the law.

	The way was short; we drove late in the evening through an empty city, and the whole trip took fifteen minutes at most.

	At the new place of confinement, male guards asked me the standard questions: surname, address, year of birth. Local registration, so to speak.

	When all the routine questions were done, they escorted me to a room. Compared with where I had been kept before — practically a room in a cheap hotel. About ten square meters, a hundred square feet; two bunk beds with bare wire-mesh frames, facing each other. A small table bolted to the floor between the beds, and — at long last — a toilet. My own, personal toilet! True, it was simply an open hole in the floor, but it brought unspeakable joy. Granted, the door had a hatch as well as a peephole, and how one was to enjoy the acquired amenities unobserved remained unclear.

	Despite the absence of a mattress and blanket (to say nothing of sheets), after the narrow bench at the station the bare wire mesh seemed a royal bed. A pipe even ran along the floor here, and a little warmth came off it. Not enough to heat the room properly, but it was considerably warmer than the district station. Fifteen, sixteen degrees maybe — around sixty Fahrenheit. I didn’t yet feel like taking off my coat, but I sensed that I would manage to get warm.

	Another plus was light! Here, under the ceiling, a bulb burned faintly, and I understood that I would no longer be left in the strength-draining pitch dark. It is simply astonishing how a dim little bulb, barely lighting a room through its film of dust, can raise one’s fighting spirit!

	I lay down to sleep at once, but my sleep was interrupted. There came a banging on the iron cell door, and I was brought hot tea. I call it hot only because that is what they called it here; in reality it was barely warm. But it was the only warm drink I had been given in the past three days, and I was grateful. That tea played a mean trick on me — namely, it woke my appetite. All the time I had been suffering from the cold at the station, I could think of nothing but warmth. Anxiety and cigarettes had smothered the feeling of hunger, and only now did it occur to me that I had last eaten three days ago. How was I still on my feet?

	I suspect escaped convicts in the old days were treated more humanely — or at least someone saw to it that they didn’t die of hunger.

	Like everything in this world, the night somehow passed. It was one of many nights spent there, and I don’t single it out from the rest. To this day tears come to my eyes at the thought of the unbelievable conditions I found myself in. The sense of being a person, an attractive girl, somebody’s beloved — it vanished, evaporated. Every thought was of the body’s sufferings. I don’t know how people endured torture, but this too is torture for a modern, civilized human being. It wasn’t the solitude that weighed on me, nor thoughts of my fate. I wanted only warmth and food. Are these not an animal’s desires?

	Sleep finally overcame me again; I tried to settle myself on the bare wire mesh so that its weave wouldn’t bite into my face. I had taken the coat off and pulled it over me — that seemed warmer. I was never delicate or spoiled, I didn’t come from a wealthy family and we kept no servants, but elementary comforts were not foreign to me. I was used to sleeping in an ordinary bed, after all, with clean sheets, and falling asleep was hard.

	Some time later, when I was already sleeping, a tremendous blow crashed against the iron door. I shot up, not understanding what had happened. I looked at the door and saw a grinning guard in the food hatch. Having made sure I was awake, he shut the little window with satisfaction and left. I tossed for a while longer and finally fell asleep again. The blow on the door followed immediately. So went my first night. The moment I dropped off, a crash came to force me awake.

	What was that? Guards’ games? I don’t know. I’m guessing to this day. I want to believe that not all people are like that. And that not all guards are like that, because I know for certain that people come in all kinds.

	In the morning, at last, my lawyer came.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	I had only ever seen lawyers in American movies, and of course the image was of a handsome, successful man who could put the police in their place with one stroke and sweep away every charge. He was a kind of superhero: once he turned his gaze on you, he was bound to save you.

	I was brought to the meeting room, which differed from a cell in almost nothing, except that there were no bunks and no toilet. At the table sat an old man with glasses on the tip of his nose, in a shabby old suit and worn-down shoes. His gray hair stuck out in every direction, giving the impression of a nursing-home resident in the acute stages of Alzheimer’s.

	“Hello, Irina. I am your lawyer. My name is Nikolai Semyonovich Ryzhikov.”

	I stared at the old man in disbelief, feeling my hopes of getting out of this dreadful place melt away before my eyes. He didn’t just look like a cheap lawyer. He looked like a free one.

	“Your family has retained me, and I will be representing your interests.”

	My family? Now that was interesting. Maybe he wasn’t as bad as he seemed at first glance? My family did love me, after all, and wanted me released.

	“When do I go home?”

	My lawyer was not in the least embarrassed.

	“I don’t know yet. You’ll be formally charged, and then we wait for trial.”

	“What about bail? Can I go home if someone posts bail for me?”

	The crazy old lawyer was hugely amused. He peered slyly at me over his glasses, smiling strangely. I understand now that, a child of American movies, I was greatly overestimating my options. As it was explained to me later, a request for bail is taken as an occasion for a joke, and in our country there can be no talk of any bail. Years later, studying criminal law myself, I looked into the question specially. The thing is, the concept of bail does exist in our legislation, but the amounts are so small that bail is considered incapable of guaranteeing the accused’s proper conduct. Why not make bail large enough to satisfy the lawmakers, I do not understand — but the fact remains: don’t dream of getting out on bail.

	And so our whole interview with the lawyer Ryzhikov came down to his treating me to a sandwich and passing on greetings from my family. He asked what things I needed and what to tell my relatives. Since I had not yet fully grasped the scale of what had befallen me, I couldn’t even work out what exactly I needed. In the end I said cigarettes and books.

	My defender announced that he would come again soon, when the charges were presented (that was to happen any day now), and took his leave.

	I returned to the cell even more bewildered than I had left it. I couldn’t put two and two together, couldn’t fathom how things worked here, and regretted not asking the right questions. What would it have cost me to find everything out properly? How long until the charges were presented? What should I expect from the guards, and what rights did I have? Maybe I should have told the lawyer about the notorious mattress and blanket?

	A surprise was waiting for me in the cell. On the neighboring bed sat a woman. I decided not to trust her, reasoning that she might have been planted on me. The influence of movies and novels again. The woman turned out to be comely and very pleasant. She was about forty-five, well-groomed and refined — she didn’t look like a criminal at all. To this day I thank my stars that she, of all people, was my first cellmate. A woman utterly foreign to the criminal world, she had landed inside these walls, like me, by a twist of chance. Since there is absolutely nothing to do in there, we naturally got to talking, and after that talked all the time.

	“Hello — I’ve been waiting and waiting for you to come back.” She smiled politely. “My name is Lena. And yours?”

	“Hello. Ira.”

	“Were you with your lawyer?”

	“Yes.” I was answering in monosyllables not because I didn’t want to talk to her, but because I simply didn’t know what else to say.

	Lena, it emerged, owed her presence here to some privatization machinations of years long past. She herself didn’t understand why anyone had decided to dig into the matter now. She owned a large store that had once belonged to the state, and suspected that the store (or the building) had apparently caught the eye of somebody higher up.

	“They brought tea while you were out; I took some for you. Here, help yourself, please — I have sandwiches.”

	“Thank you.” We ate together, and the conversation flowed more easily.

	“I was simply invited in for a chat with the investigator, and escorted here straight from his office. Thank God I came with my lawyer — he told my family I’d been detained.”

	“And I never did figure out how my relatives learned I was here. They wouldn’t let me contact anyone, but the lawyer came at their request.”

	“So someone told them. I only worry about my child,” Lena fretted. “I left without a word, and who knows when I’ll be back.”

	And so it went: our criminal affairs we discussed little; we talked more about family, about ourselves, about the cell. From her I learned that the place we were being held was called the IVS — the temporary detention facility. Nobody is kept there long: only until charges are presented, plus the “short-timers,” those sentenced to a few days in custody as punishment.

	Our conversations were like the talk of two people who meet on a train: we chatted about this and that, wearied of each other, and buried our noses in our books. I was reading a new novel by my beloved Stephen King; Lena had a romance novel.

	It was my first cellmate Lena who first called things by their names. One day she said:

	“Maybe we should ask for a mattress for the nara after all?”

	“For the what?” I didn’t understand.

	“For the bunk.” Lena patted the wire mesh she was sitting on.

	That simple word — prison slang for a plank bed — and from the lips of refined, educated Lena, plunged me into horror. I stared at the woman, uncomprehending. How could she say such words so easily? It was unpleasant even to think that I slept on a nara. It seemed that the moment I admitted it, I would be admitting my guilt, accepting that I was here for a long time. The word felt simply indecent; saying it aloud was as distasteful as swearing in front of your parents or a child.

	One single word gave me to understand that I was, after all, in prison, and that the beds here were not beds at all but nary. That was the push that made me grasp that law and confinement were not something abstract but something perfectly concrete. I still didn’t quite understand where I was, and the temporariness of my stay was beyond all doubt. But now, after that word, I no longer counted on being home in a couple of days the way I had before. Though my head, of course, still refused to accept that one could spend long years in such conditions. To a young girl it seemed simply impossible.

	My neighbor and I spent two more days together, and then they released her. The door opened, and the guard said, addressing Lena:

	“Out, with your things.”

	The woman didn’t even say goodbye. In a matter of seconds she gathered her meager belongings and darted out the door. I wasn’t offended; I simply envied her and wondered: why did they release her and not me? Though of course keeping that beautiful, cultivated woman in there had been an outrage in the first place.

	The rest of the time I again spent alone. My family sent me cigarettes and books, and some food. Receiving all this, I felt my inner forces surge. The world no longer seemed so unrelievedly gray. Just as taking a person’s last possessions can drive them to revolt, so giving them even a little can stir up all their inner reserves. Restricting people in confinement, denying them the most elementary things — that is how they try to break the will to live, the will to fight. All of it came out of history, out of the depths of human cruelty, and arrived in our “humane and social” society practically unchanged.

	What could I do within four walls? It’s no accident that all these penitentiary institutions are called isolators. The isolation is total and boundless, whatever anyone says about citizens’ rights and freedoms. How was I to fight, to prove my innocence, to influence the course of events in any way at all? Had I had pen and paper, could I have drawn up some document, a request, a complaint? In isolation a suspect has no form to follow, no notion of what such a document might look like, what belongs in it and what doesn’t.

	By isolating a suspect, society punishes his family along with him. The people closest to you have no way of reaching you, of giving advice, of helping, of simply seeing you. The only thing left to them is to rely on the lawyer — to entrust the life of their loved one to a stranger and try to sleep at night.

	The entire inner workings of the IVS were wrong and lawless. For ten days I was held there, sleeping without a mattress on the bare wire mesh. My face permanently carried its imprint — a waffle of little diamonds. The building was unheated, and a blanket was out of the question. A pipe ran through my cell, and I discovered a tap on it. When they brought me tea in an aluminum mug coated with grease, I would drink it quickly and fill the mug with water from the pipe so I could wash myself at least a little. The guards were exclusively men, free at any moment to open the food hatch and admire you attending to your biological needs.

	The soundproofing in the building was nil, so footsteps in the corridor could be heard from far away. I listened to every sound and soon knew when someone was approaching the cell. I also worked out when the guards changed shifts: things went quiet then — no shuffling, no shouting, no cell doors opening. That was when you could visit the toilet in peace, without fear of a jailer’s sudden appearance.

	Washing properly was altogether impossible. I had to use ice-cold water from the tap, and it was winter. My old indignation over the hot water being shut off at home now seemed simply laughable. At home they gave us water from six to nine every day, and I hadn’t known my own happiness.

	In historical films, the fates of wretched prisoners (always innocent, of course) move us deeply, stir indignation and sympathy — yet what happens in our own time, a short walk from our cozy apartments, is not so very different.

	One day, late in the evening, I was taken out of the cell and led off somewhere. Before I had time to get frightened, I found myself in the kitchen. A huge vat of water stood there, and mountains of dirty dishes towered up. I don’t know what the reasoning was (I suspect that I was the only woman in the IVS), but I was kindly offered the chance to wash it all. The guard, a man of about forty, said:

	“Here’s soap, here’s a rag. This needs washing.” Matter-of-factly, just as if he were saying it to his wife.

	I struck a pose, convinced that the main thing was to show no sign that they could break me or do anything to me.

	“I’m not washing anything,” I declared firmly.

	I had the constant feeling that I would have to do battle, that I must be ready for a fight, for resistance, for pain. So I was thrown when the guard simply said:

	“Don’t want to, don’t have to,” and sighed, somehow sadly and wearily. Probably picturing himself washing all those dishes now.

	My resistance came from the conviction — fed by the movies — that after this all the inmates would despise me, and the guards, worse yet, might decide they could ask for other services too. Thank God, nothing of the sort happened. Nobody beat me, nobody touched me, nobody threatened me. They simply took me back to the cell. Maybe some people liked spending time outside their cell, adding a little variety to existence — I don’t know. My adaptability didn’t yet stretch to such considerations, so I was proud of my victory. Maybe I could have bargained some benefit out of the favor afterward — a mattress, say, or hot water; that I will now never know. I think if I found myself there today, I could get a great deal, and wouldn’t let myself be humiliated like that. But back then I had just turned eighteen and had no life experience whatsoever. And I suspect that even had I known my rights, it would not have helped: those uneducated guards would hardly have known them as well as I did. They’d simply have laughed in my face. It happens all the time.

	Has a visit to any government office ever not been an ordeal? Who has not run up against illiteracy and ignorance? Speak of your rights to the authorities and the best you’ll get is a sneering “Aren’t we clever!” — as though being clever were something bad and unenviable. Often the people working in state institutions don’t know even what falls within their own professional duties. All of it was especially rampant in those years, when any halfway decent job could be had only through connections and money. What could you expect, then, of silly boy-guards, or even of the grown men in that profession who had found nothing better in life than this line of work?

	By climbing onto the top bunk you could look out a narrow little window under the ceiling. That’s how I understood I was in a basement: I could see asphalt and passing feet. Judging by how often the feet flickered past, the spot was fairly busy. It was so strange to watch those feet hurrying somewhere. Perhaps I myself had walked this way more than once, never suspecting that someone was watching my movements. Those passing men’s boots and women’s ankle boots became a kind of symbol of my time in the IVS. The beginning of a new outlook on the world: they kept walking past, while you seemed frozen in place, never to move again.

	So flowed my life within the isolator’s walls for ten whole days. In that time my lawyer dropped in a couple of times and brought sandwiches. He smiled and talked a great deal about my family and his dealings with them. For credibility he showed me the agreement they had signed, so I believed his every word. For some reason he did not consider it necessary to discuss the case with me or establish the details of what had happened. Ryzhikov never said:

	“Tell me, did you do this or not? I need to know for certain, to build your defense. I am your lawyer; I must know everything.”

	Nothing of the kind. What had happened that evening did not interest him at all.

	He presented everything as a settled matter: he would sort it all out himself, and I had only to rely on him. He gave the impression of having everything arranged, everyone paid off, and nothing whatsoever to worry about.

	Several times my relatives sent food and a few things — a warm jacket, underwear, a toothbrush and toothpaste, several books. The books helped while away the endless days under the dim bulb. I was hungry all the time. I longed for proper hot food; I was living there on sandwiches alone. My body gradually grew used to the cold and the constant shivering stopped, though right after sleep it could be very cold.

	The parcels from outside could tell me a great deal. Take the blinchiki — thin little pancakes. I knew for certain Mom had sent those: only she makes them like that. And this jacket was my boyfriend’s; Mom would never have sent me such a shapeless puffer, but it was warm. So they were in touch, doing things together. What were they thinking at those moments? What did they talk about? I pictured them, just minutes ago, somewhere quite close — now walking away together from the hateful IVS building.

	Thinking about it, I would climb back onto the upper bunk and look out the window. The light from it told me the time of day; sometimes the sun shone and the feet were few, but toward evening they flickered back and forth without stopping. That stretch of street was well lit by streetlamps — so the windows of my dungeon gave not onto some courtyard but onto the street itself.

	Once, just as I had climbed up to my observation post, there was a hammering on the door and a guard bellowed:

	“Get down from there!”

	How was I in his way? Could I have staged an escape? Disturbed the passing citizens? They robbed me of even that small entertainment, because from then on, the moment I climbed up, a guard would materialize out of nowhere and chase me down.

	At last I was formally charged. All by the book: in the presence of my lawyer, an investigator (a different one entirely, not the girl from the district station) read me the charge, and I signed a paper saying I had been informed and understood what I was accused of. It was all dry, without superfluous words or emotion. No one cared that at that moment somebody’s fate was being decided. For the two servants of the law it was a routine procedure, one they had each sat through many times. And I felt more and more that nothing depended on me, that I could no longer influence what was happening in any way. It was as if a wave had caught me up and was carrying me off, and my task was not to go under.

	On the evening of the tenth day the guard said:

	“Out, with your things.”

	However much I wanted to believe they were letting me go home, I couldn’t allow myself the luxury. Gathering the few belongings I had accumulated over ten days, I presented myself to the guards. As custom dictates, they put me in handcuffs, and my hopes of a happy release melted on the spot. I was put into a big truck specially fitted out for transporting prisoners, and we set off.

	Where we were going at that hour of the night, and why, no one of course informed me. Stupid jokes poured from the guards:

	“What, frozen? The mean cons will warm you up where you’re going,” said one.

	“I’d warm her up myself,” the other chimed in, and they all died laughing.

	I suppose the silly boys were simply showing off to each other and to me. But all their jokes and smirks stirred only disgust and hatred. The intellect of these guards — or at least their life experience — didn’t stretch to compassion. Or maybe, like me not long before, they simply didn’t grasp the seriousness of my position? And to imagine that you yourself might one day be the one under escort is unthinkable. In youth, everyone believes nothing bad will ever happen to them.

	And so, at the end of our journey, I understood that we had arrived at the SIZO — the pretrial detention prison that was to become my home.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	The long procedure of intake began. Two young men did all the work, and analyzing it later, I understood that here, too, God knows what was going on. They took my blood — and by no means with a disposable syringe, the kind taken out of its neat wrapper in front of you and fitted with an equally clean, slender little needle. No: this dinosaur reposed in a metal tray. It was enormous and looked about fifty years old, with a needle to match — huge, thick and ancient. To the pain was added the fear of infection, because looking at that monster, its sterility was hard to credit.

	After the blood came the order to strip to the waist. Now I think it was pure improvisation on their part, but at the time I had no wish to argue and collect bruises. Personal searches are supposed to be conducted only by people of the same sex as the person searched, but in the gloom of that casemate I wasn’t going to quibble over trifles. I stood feeling like a complete fool, half-naked under the gazes of the prison staff. At least my chest had always been a point of pride, so I felt no particular shame. And thank God there was no gynecological examination!

	Finally came the already familiar procedure of fingerprinting. It was a fairly unpleasant business: they smeared the fingers with a greasy black substance and pressed each finger very firmly to the paper, then the whole palm. The stuff didn’t wash off easily; a thin film of the filth stayed on my hands, and I only got it off the next day.

	Then — the photograph. With a little board, like in the movies. And that, essentially, was all. The atmosphere wasn’t tense; it was friendly, even. One of the fellows processing me joked constantly and chattered about everything under the sun. His name was Andrei, and as far as I understood, he was a prisoner just like me. The staff was short-handed, and they drafted inmates into the work. Outside, Andrei had worked as a doctor, and so valuable a specimen was not to be shipped off to a colony. In those days people’s salaries went unpaid for six months at a stretch, and here was a chance, on perfectly legal grounds, not to pay the man performing a doctor’s duties at all. In exchange he held a privileged position, could move freely about the SIZO, and differed little from the staff employed there.

	Andrei saw that I kept silent and flinched at every sudden movement.

	Writing my particulars into a fat dog-eared ledger, he asked:

	“Article?”

	“Is that required?” I asked warily — by then the cops’ reactions to my charge had worn me out.

	“I have to write it down,” Andrei said. “What’s the matter? Nothing surprises anyone in here.”

	I named my article and, growing a little bolder, added:

	“The second the menty find out, every one of them considers it his duty to hit me.”

	Andrei whistled.

	“You’re the first one I’ve met in here with an article like that. Don’t worry: the cops can’t reach you here. You’re in the SIZO now — in plain words, prison. There are no cops here, and you needn’t fear their revenge. We’re guarded by the military, and they couldn’t care less about cop vendettas. If anything, the two sorts can’t stand each other.”

	His words calmed me, and I really did feel better. One fear down.

	He led me to a room resembling a storeroom, where I was issued a piece of thin blanket (literally a piece — a meter square), a sheet with a huge hole in the middle, a metal mug, and a spoon with no handle. I signed for the blanket, sheet and utensils, and Andrei and I parted.

	With this kit I followed the escort guard down the dark corridors. After processing, the old woman reappeared too — she had evidently been through the whole procedure earlier. I doubt they made her strip to the waist.

	When we climbed a little higher (whether we left the dungeon level I don’t know), I saw rows of cells. A long corridor ran off to the right and left as far as the eye — and the dim lighting — could reach. Along both sides were identical metal doors painted green, distinguished only by numbers painted on in white. The guard brought us to one of the doors. He told me to face the wall, hands behind my back. He opened the cell and sent the old woman in. Closing the door behind her, he silently led me on down the corridor.

	At last we stopped. My escort produced a ring of keys and first of all kicked the door, shattering the sepulchral silence of that gloomy corridor with a deafening clang. By now nothing left in this world interested me; all my thoughts were on the far side of the mysterious door. After some fiddling with the lock, the guard finally got it open.

	What appeared before my eyes in the first instant made me recoil, and my mind began working in one direction only: escape. To run, run from here and never see this horror, never smell this smell, and to forget. I backed away, but I was shoved unceremoniously into the cell. The door clanged shut at my back, leaving the guard — and my hopes that this was a cruel joke or a bad dream — in the other world.

	I saw, or rather felt on my skin, the gaze of twenty pairs of eyes: displeased, surprised, sleepy, indifferent — anything you like except friendly. To take it in was, at that moment, beyond my reason. It refused to process what it saw. And this is what stood before me: a space of some fifteen square meters — a hundred and sixty square feet — holding six three-tier bunks. Just right of the door stood a small table that could seat three at most, one side pushed against the wall. Above the table hung a shelf honeycombed with pigeonholes holding mugs and plastic butter tubs. To the left, a small sink. Right behind it, two steps from the table, was the toilet — the same hole in the floor as at the IVS (though behind a low metal door).

	My nose was hit at once by an unbelievable, nauseating blend of every smell at once: unwashed bodies, cooking food, the toilet. All of it hung in clouds of cigarette smoke, wrapping you in a heavy shroud and leaving nothing to breathe. I wondered where any oxygen could come from at all — this many people would surely consume it instantly. How did fresh air get in here? No ventilation could I discover.

	At first I couldn’t make sense of the workings of this strange, otherworldly place. It was like dropping into some post-apocalyptic movie. An improbable multi-level state, hung all over with bright rags and bunches of food, and with ropes of some kind, plaited, by the look of them, from bedsheets. Fearfully I raised my eyes to the ceiling — and faces looked down at me from there too. Up top, all the people (sexless to me in that moment) had been shaved bald. Their scalps already bristled with regrown stubble, and they seemed to be all spines, like hedgehogs, and they stared and stared. Silently, saying nothing. I had never seen the like in the most frightening film. What to do, how to behave? Some of them watched me with huge glittering eyes, their pupils unnaturally dilated, like lunatics in an asylum. The ones above swam in clouds of cigarette smoke, which by the laws of nature rose upward. The ceiling was gray-yellow with nicotine. The patches of wall visible between the bunks were the same gray-yellow.

	Suddenly, out of the depths of this chaos, a woman appeared. She was combing her long, thick black hair with a bright comb. She had the look of a Gypsy baroness, and in that nightmare she stunned me with her naturalness. As though a character in color had walked into a black-and-white film. She wore violet leggings and a red tank top. The woman stood out, a bright blot against the gray horror. Her appearance helped me master the rising nausea, giving me a single point to focus on.

	She looked about fifty. A long thin nose, lively brown eyes. She studied me closely, and at last I heard the first words spoken in this place:

	“Well then, let’s have a look at your things.”

	Having harbored a dislike of Gypsies since childhood, I read that phrase one way only. I was on the point of resisting, but then remembered my resolution to act wisely and not obstruct the natural course of events. And what was there to fight over? All I had were a few belongings and some books in a plastic bag. A loss I could
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