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Chapter 1

			Protest Is Akin to Suicide

			March 14, 2022

			“Three, two, one…Presenter, in the frame!” shouts the director from the studio control room. His voice is tense but firm. An air is like an air, and he had thousands of them. Before my eyes is a wall of monitors.

			The program Vremya is on the air. Ekaterina Andreeva is in the studio.

			The presenter today is wearing a black jacket and a white T-shirt with a red heart underneath. Every day since the beginning of the war she has worn such T-shirts on the air. Every new day, a new T-shirt and a new heart.

			Lines run briskly across the teleprompter screen. Andreeva minted every word:

			Main events of the day: a strike on civilians. Dozens of people, including children, died in Donetsk after being shelled by Ukrainian nationalists….

			They unlocked Mariupol and began the mass evacuation of civilians, who were actually being held hostage by the neo-Nazis.

			Medals of Valor were awarded to eleven other servicemen who distinguished themselves during a special military operation….

			The clock struck 9:01 p.m. About an hour more, and that would be the end of the day. In the huge newsroom behind the anchorwoman are several editors. As the camera picks up, you can see them staring intently at their computer screens. Viewers think the people in the studio are watching the airwaves or monitoring the news. In reality, they are shopping online, booking hotels, and looking for a quicker way to avoid evening traffic jams. No outside noises reach Ekaterina Andreeva. Her seat is shielded by a tall glass partition.

			Seven meters from the presenter, a policeman sits lazily, tapping on his phone. Outside the newsroom there are two more security posts. Three security guards from Channel One’s own security service, dressed in black suits, boredly look around. They know every employee of the Newscasting Directorate by sight, but still ask for a pass every time. There is a barbed wire fence around the TV center and two more rings of security.

			Sitting in the small office of an international newsroom, I try to concentrate as I listen to the online broadcast of the UN Security Council meeting on the situation in Ukraine. There are several monitors in front of me with pictures from Reuters, Sky News, and Eurovision. It’s war. There are horrific images of destroyed Ukrainian cities, bodies lying motionless on the ground, explosions, and an endless stream of refugees. Channel One has a subscription to these videos and can use them freely, but we only show images sent from the Russian Ministry of Defense, FSB, and filmed by our own correspondents. Our main task is to create a parallel reality and make the war look like an operation to liberate peaceful residents of Donbass. A few minutes before the start of the live broadcast, an intercom call goes out.

			“Marina, we have to redo Nebenzya’s speech. Take another fragment, about the death of an American journalist,” the chief editor of the Vremya program shouts loudly into the receiver.

			Vasily Nebenzya is Russia’s permanent representative to the UN. He just said that journalist Brent Reno was killed in Irpin by a Ukrainian bullet, not a Russian one. These words urgently need to be aired. Everything that can play against Ukraine is carefully extracted from the vast array of information.

			I run to the editing room. A red light flashes on the door of the newsroom. Access to the air broadcast zone is only by special electronic passes. I have one of those.

			“We’re redoing Nebenzya. I’m going to have to hurry up,” I tell the editor while running my eyes over the layout. “The Ukrainian Block is about to end; I don’t have much time.”

			I fly into my office with frantic speed and grabbed my white jacket. In the sleeve of my jacket is a wrapped poster. Inside the newsroom, I take it out and quickly climb up to the podium where the presenter is sitting. Dozens of spotlights hit my eyes.

			“On how to mitigate the impact of Western sanctions…,” Andreeva reads monotonously.

			“No war! Stop the war!” I shout, unfurling a huge banner behind her back. I don’t recognize my own voice.

			Andreeva continues to read nonchalantly from the prompter: “And at a meeting in the government they discussed how to maintain accessibility….”

			I understand that another camera is working. The red light is on the left, which means that viewers can’t see the poster on the air behind the anchorwoman. I take one step to the left. Now they can see the sign: “No war. Stop the war. Don’t believe the propaganda. You are being lied to here. Russians against war.”

			Out of the corner of my eye I see myself on the monitor, but the picture immediately changes. It was the director in the control room who finally reacted and started some kind of reportage to hide what was going on in the studio. My protest lasted only six seconds.

			I walk out of the studio on cotton legs. The blond policewoman flutters her eyelashes in surprise and silently looks in my direction. I walk through the newsroom and drop the poster next to the photocopier that stands under the stairs. The entire management of Channel One’s newscasts department is already walking toward me down the corridor.

			“Was that you?” is the first question. The deputy head’s face is tense, his eyebrows drawn together.

			“Yes, it was me,” I say. There’s no point in denying it.

			The head of the Directorate of Information Programs, Kirill Kleimenov, hearing my answer, suddenly turns around and leaves without saying a word.

			“Let’s go to my office,” says Alexei*, his other deputy.

			This good-natured-looking man worked for years as NTV’s own correspondent in London. We go into his spacious office.

			“Would you like some water?” Alexei asks.

			I take the glass handed to me. My hands are shaking, and I hardly take a sip. The door opens, a policeman enters the office almost silently, and like a shadow, without saying a word, freezes by the door.

			“Do you realize that you set up your colleagues?” Alexei begins.

			“It’s my personal choice; they have nothing to do with it.”

			“Do you have some kind of conflict with your colleagues?” he continues.

			“No, I’m a completely peaceful and conflict-free person.”

			“Maybe you have relatives in Ukraine?”

			“Yes, I have two cousins living in Ukraine. Thank God they are in a safe place. Don’t look for personal motives. I have virtually no contact with them and haven’t been to Ukraine in twenty years. I was simply protesting against the war, as I consider this war to be the worst crime of the twenty-first century.”

			“I would have liked to meet you under different circumstances…. But there is no other way out. Write a letter of resignation at your own request,” sums up the deputy head.

			I refuse to do it without lawyers. Then Alexei asks me to at least write an explanatory letter. I write a few lines:

			“I, Marina Vladimirovna Ovsyannikova, do not agree with the information policy of Channel One. I consider the war unleashed by Russia to be the most despicable and horrible crime. And all of you will sit in the dock at the International Criminal Tribunal in The Hague!”

			I hand the chief the piece of paper, surprised at my own courage. A few days ago a new article on fakes appeared in the Criminal Code. For an anti-war protest on live television I could be sent to prison for fifteen years.

			A policeman leads me out of the office. Behind the doors are several other policemen and security guards from Channel One’s internal security service. They look at me with eyes full of horror.

			“I need to get my things,” I say to the men in uniform.

			I am led down a wide corridor with glass partitions. We go into the general editing area. There are ten people inside. There is an expression of fear and confusion on the faces of my colleagues. I notice two employees from the elite department of Garant TV. It is a division that exclusively serves President Vladimir Putin and the top Kremlin officials. Only the most experienced and most vetted people work there. There are similar departments on all the federal channels. Garant TV is an unofficial name, a reference to the Basic Law of the country, which states that the president is the main guarantor of the Constitution. For the sake of keeping Putin in power, the Russian Constitution has already been changed twice.

			My colleagues seem to be beginning to realize that they’re not going home anytime soon. The investigators will be questioning them all night. There will be no more live broadcasts. All news releases from this day will go with a slight delay.

			I take my things and head for the exit.

			On the whiteboard is a reminder in large letters from the leadership: “This is not ‘WAR,’ but a ‘SPECIAL MILITARY OPERATION.’”





Chapter 2

			Who Do You Work For?

			Two policemen lead me down the long corridor of the television center.

			Meanwhile, the picture of the anti-war protest is already being broadcast by all the leading TV companies in the world. Hundreds of people are writing words of gratitude on social networks. Near Ostankino, as I will be told later, a man is standing with a bouquet of white roses, which he wanted to give me as a sign of gratitude.

			We go into the police department, which is located right in the TV center building. There’s a lot of commotion inside. The service phones are ringing non-stop. Some plainclothes police arrive. They don’t pay the slightest attention to me. I understand that I have not a minute to lose. Unobtrusively, I take my phone out of my bag, open the social networks, and post a video message that I recorded at home:

			What is happening now in Ukraine is a crime. Russia is the aggressor country. And responsibility for this crime lies on the conscience of only one person. And that person is Vladimir Putin.

			My father is Ukrainian, my mother is Russian, and they have never been enemies. The necklace hangs around my neck (in the colors of the Russian and Ukrainian flags) as a symbol that Russia must immediately stop the fratricidal war so that our brotherly peoples can still be reconciled.

			Unfortunately, I have been working at Channel One for the past few years, doing Kremlin propaganda, and I am very ashamed of it now. I am ashamed that I allowed lies to be told from the TV screen. I’m ashamed that I let the Russian people be zombified.

			We stayed silent in 2014, when all this was just beginning. We did not go to rallies when the Kremlin poisoned Navalny. We just silently watched this anti-human regime. And now the whole world has turned its back on us. And ten more generations of our descendants will not wash away the shame of this fratricidal war.

			We, Russian people, thinking and intelligent, only in our power to stop this madness. Come out to the rallies; don’t be afraid; they can’t put us all in jail.

			The video loads very slowly and I look around. I notice that one of the guards is staring in my direction. I instinctively cringe.

			“Marina, are you okay? Do you have a lawyer?” a message from a former colleague of mine pops up on the screen. After Putin unleashed the war in Donbass, she left the state television channel Rossiya and joined the opposition. I quickly send her the video.

			“Marina, where are you?” I see a message from Igor Riskin, former correspondent of Channel One in Washington. He has been living with his family in the United States for a long time now.

			“I’m at the police station in Ostankino,” I manage to write. And just in case, I also send him the video.

			“Quickly turn off your phone,” I hear a demanding male voice. I look up and see a short man in front of me with a black folder under his arm.

			“Why did you do it? Did you act alone or did someone help you?”

			I tell him the whole truth. I was alone; no one knew about my intentions to go live. When the war started, I had a strong emotional shock; I couldn’t eat, drink, or sleep. I wanted to go to Manezhnaya Square, but I saw that the Federal Guard was grabbing everyone who was protesting and throwing them into police vans. Then I decided that I could make a more effective protest.

			It was my weekend. I bought a piece of absorbent cotton and markers, and I drew this poster on my kitchen table. Right after that, I recorded a video message. At first I wanted to stand back inside the newsroom, but at the last minute I decided to run right behind the host. I was 90 percent sure that I wouldn’t be able to do it; either I wouldn’t make it into the studio, or my knees would shake at the last moment, or the director would quickly remove me from the frame.

			More and more people come into the office. They are from different power structures, but they ask the same questions:

			“Why is the inscription in English?”

			“In English, the message for the Western public is that the Russians are against the war; they don’t want this war. Only one person needs this war—Vladimir Putin, because he wants to keep power in his hands. And for the Russians who are zombified by propaganda, I wrote very simply, ‘You are being lied to here!’ I just wanted them not to fall for this propaganda, to look for alternative sources of information. Learn to compare and analyze.”

			I stop talking for a second. The hands of the clock hanging on the wall are approaching midnight. The investigators are diligently writing something in their reports.

			“I want to call a lawyer; give me the phone!” I demand.

			They suggest that I go somewhere else to meet the lawyer. We go out the rear entrance of the TV center and get in the car.

			“Where are we going?” I wondered aloud.

			My sullen companions keep silent. I keep my eyes on the road. On the left are high-rise buildings, and on the right stands the Ostankino TV tower, glowing with advertising lights. The car pulls into the territory of the All-Russia Exhibition Center, which is closed to cars, and stops beside a gray two-story building, hidden from prying eyes by a blind fence. A huge sign on the facade reads, “Police Department.”

			“Wow,” I say. “I’ve walked these alleys so many times, but I didn’t even know that there was a police department in the park.”

			We enter the building. There’s not a soul inside, except for the officer on duty.

			“Where is the lawyer?” I glance around the small office, which is piled with papers. My question remains unanswered. The investigator closes the door firmly and starts to explain softly that he is from the Center for Counteraction to Extremism.

			“Is this an interrogation? Let me at least call my son. He’s worried; I usually get home from work at this time.”

			“It’s not an interrogation; it’s just a friendly conversation,” the investigator says, smiling like an old friend. “You see, I’m not writing anything. I just want to understand why you did it. Who ordered it?”

			“My conscience! Are you familiar with this concept? I am an adult and I make all my decisions on my own. Once again, it was my personal choice. The war was the point of no return. It was no longer possible to remain silent. In the last twenty years Putin has destroyed all independent media in Russia. It all started with the demolition of NTV, then came the elimination of TV Dozhd and Ekho Moskvy, and now there are no opposition media left in Russia. All television is in state hands. After Maidan, Ukraine became the main enemy of the Kremlin. For eight years, the state media have been doing everything possible to dehumanize Ukrainians and make Russians hate them. If we said anything about Ukraine and its inhabitants, we used only the words ‘nationalists,’ ‘followers of Bender,’ ‘supporters of Right Sector,’ and fighters from the Azov regiment. The president of the independent country, Volodymyr Zelensky, was called ‘clown,’ ‘comedian,’ and ‘drug addict’ on the air.

			“With the help of controlled media, the Kremlin deceives an entire nation using the Goebbels technique of constantly calling black white. It is this false information that allows it to change the consciousness of the masses. Propaganda is poured into the masses in a continuous stream, day and night, through all channels. No wonder millions of Russians have been turned into hordes of cruel executioners.”

			I speak quickly, almost without pausing. Anger and indignation grow in my soul by the minute.

			“I haven’t watched television in ten years, and I can tell you that my colleagues don’t watch it either. You understand that the Kremlin propaganda is only believed by poorly educated people from the regions, mostly the elderly, who have never been abroad. Seventy-seven percent of Russians do not even have a passport for travel abroad. According to statistics, only five percent of our fellow citizens have been to Europe or the United States. No wonder that the majority of Russians believe Putin and think that the West is full of enemies. Have you been to Europe yourself?” I ask the investigator.

			He shrugs his shoulders in silence and continues to listen to my monologue.

			“I wish I had left Channel One eight years ago,” I add. “I guess I was saved by the fact that I worked in the international department. I didn’t have to write propaganda texts. I watched CNN, Sky News, Reuters, and APTN. I talked on Skype with political scientists, scholars, and our colleagues from the U.S. and Europe. But the cognitive dissonance of everything that was going on increased every year. I looked with envy at my colleagues, who could give up everything and leave. I could not afford it; I had a difficult divorce, two children, an unfinished house, an elderly mother, a car loan, and a lot of other problems. I was weak, and I could not find the strength to leave TV. The schedule was convenient; I worked one week and rested the next week. That was the schedule of news broadcasting on all the central TV channels. It was ideal to raise children, travel, do sports, and meet with friends. But on the first day of the war, I definitely decided I was going nowhere.”

			The clock struck five o’clock in the morning. There is a pre-dawn silence outside the window.

			“You know, I’m tired. Under Article 51, I don’t have to testify against myself. I have to go out….”

			The investigator accompanies me to the bathroom door.

			“Why are you following me?”

			“That’s the way it’s supposed to be. In case you open your veins there…”

			This was not some super-intelligent frontline investigator from Lubyanka, but an ordinary policeman not at all adept at international politics. His phone kept ringing, and I could hear fragments of phrases on the other end of the line.

			“Ask her why…and how does she feel?…. Who helped her?….” Invisible interlocutors from high offices located on Staraya Square and Lubyanka are constantly present in our conversation. Apparently, they are trying to decide how to hush up this grand scandal.

			“So, is this a criminal case or an administrative one? What do you think?”

			“Call me a lawyer; let him explain to me all the nuances. I am, unfortunately, not a lawyer by training.” I get irritated, but I realize that irritation does not help. I force myself to calm down.

			“Who do you work for?” he repeats again.

			“There’s no need to look for ulterior motives. It was a normal reaction of a normal person to a criminal war. The fact is that on February 24, each of us had a ‘Contract with the Devil’ quietly placed on our desks. If you stayed to work for this criminal regime, it means you signed it….”

			The investigator looks at me fearfully. I suspect that he is recording my interrogation on video. I speak very honestly and openly. Let them know that protest sentiments have penetrated the “holy of holies”—the main mouthpiece of the Kremlin propaganda program, Vremya.

			“But still, who ordered this action? Who paid you?” The investigator would not stop.

			“Paid? I don’t need anything in particular. I live an ordinary middle-class life in Moscow. I have everything a person needs to be happy—a son, a daughter, a house, dog, car, friends….”

			“But that bracelet you have on your arm, what kind is it? Gold?”

			“The usual costume jewelry. What are you implying? Do you think that everything in this life is done for money? You are sorely mistaken!”

			“I’m still sitting here thinking…administrative or criminal? You want to go to jail?”

			“I’m a normal person, and of course, I don’t want to go to jail. But anyway, when I decided to protest on the air, I was aware of all the risks. I assumed I would spend two or three years in prison.”

			It is ten o’clock in the morning. I hear voices outside the door. A young guy brings us coffee in paper cups and pancakes. The investigator asks him to keep an eye on me, and he disappears. I take a sip of coffee, while I watch my guard carefully.

			“Oh, Zelensky expressed his gratitude to you,” he says suddenly, taking his eyes off the phone. But, embarrassed, he quickly shuts up, realizing that he said too much.

			“Great, thanks to Zelensky,” I say enthusiastically, “he’s a hero who didn’t run away from the surrounded Kiev. He stayed with his people even though he was asked to evacuate to Lviv. Not like Putin, who started a criminal war in Europe and is hiding in a bunker.”

			The interrogator returns; apparently, he has received a new batch of instructions. The tone of the interrogation changes.

			“Marina Vladimirovna, why don’t you love your homeland?” he asks sharply when we are alone again.

			“I do love my homeland. But you must understand that the motherland and the people who are in power now are two completely different things. Look what they have done. Millions of Ukrainian refugees are on the border with Poland, Moldova. These are defenseless women and children. In one day Putin deprived them of everything—homes, housing, jobs. I know what it’s like; I went through the same thing when I was a child. My family had to flee Grozny when the first Chechen war broke out there. We were left without an apartment, without things, with absolutely nothing. My mother, at forty years of age, had to start her life from scratch. She still can’t recover from this trauma. Those were the nineties, long years of misery, poverty, humiliation. I had a miserable childhood. So I understand very well what the future holds for refugees. The scale of the tragedy is colossal, and you don’t understand all of this; you’re just sitting in your office. Russia will not wash its shame away for a long time, and your children and grandchildren will pay for this criminal war.”

			“You are wrong. Putin did everything right. If it weren’t for us, the Ukrainians would have been the first to attack us. Besides, the U.S. and NATO are at war against us.”

			The investigator takes a noisy sip of coffee and continues in an unexpectedly ingratiating voice, looking into my eyes: “Do you want to work for us? You won’t need anything.”

			“Are you kidding me? The people who are now in power disgust me deeply. I’d rather starve to death. To start a war in the twenty-first century, you realize that’s really insane….”

			“After all, it’s a criminal case. You will go to jail,” the investigator says firmly, as if answering the question that had tormented him.

			“Get a lawyer,” I say. I can’t hide my irritation anymore.

			The investigator comes out again. His partner immediately appears. They don’t leave me unattended for a minute. I lie down on the back of the couch, close my eyes, and try to distract myself a little. But the blood pulses in my temples and my consciousness draws the bleakest pictures. I understand that my fate is now being decided in the highest offices.

			“Macron offered you political asylum and diplomatic protection,” the policeman sitting next to me reads the news feed aloud.

			“It can’t be.” I open my eyes, not fully believing the reality of what is happening. The reaction of the international community is like a straw for a drowning man. I grasp at it, hoping to float.

			From the corridor, fragments of the investigator’s phrases can be heard: “Got it; that’s right. Let’s do it.”

			After a few minutes, he returns and says, “We will go to court soon. We’ll try you on an administrative offense.”





Chapter 3

			A Guest from the Future of Russia

			There are several reporters on duty outside the courthouse. I wave at them from the window of the police car, but they don’t see me through the tinted car windows. The police officers lead me into the Ostankinskiy court from the back entrance.

			“Hold on, you’re a real hero!” whispers an unfamiliar man in the corridor.

			I smile back at him. We go up to the third floor and enter the courtroom.

			I take a sheet of paper and start writing a petition to postpone the hearing, because I don’t have a lawyer. At that moment, a short man with an athletic build rushes into the hall.

			“I finally found you.” He sighs happily.

			Anton Gashinsky, a well-known lawyer from Belarus, quickly starts filling out the necessary paperwork. I tell him that I have a seventeen-year-old son, Kirill, and an eleven-year-old daughter, Arisha, and ask for the phone to call them.

			“Kirill. How are you?” I ask my son.

			“You should have at least warned us, because we’re all standing around.” My son’s voice sounds unhappy.

			“I couldn’t have warned you. You would have tried to stop me. Remember last week when I wanted to go to the anti-war protest organized by Navalny’s headquarters in Pushkin Square? You hid the keys to my car. I just couldn’t keep quiet. Please send me a scan of your sister’s birth certificate,” I ask my son.
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