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Archangel


Introduction by James Mates


‘The camps are rooted in the history of the state, but dedicated also to the present, and will be part to of the future. They have their permanence, they have their place, they are indestructible.’


 


 


 


When Archangel first appeared in 1982 there was no reason to think that was about to change. The Gulag was a central, arguably an essential part of maintaining Soviet power, and with Brezhnev and Reagan locked in the deadliest arms race yet conceived by mankind, there was no indication the Soviet system was weakening.  And yet, within less than a decade the USSR had been swept away, broken into seventeen independent republics. The statue of Felix Dzerzhinsky, founder of the NKVD that was to become the KGB, had been toppled from its plinth outside the notorious secret police headquarters, the Lublyanka. Boris Yeltsin was conducting an unprecedented experiment in privatisation and democratic reform. The Gulag, and the state repression with which it was synonymous, were gone. Francis Fukyama was writing about the ‘End of History’, but it turned out not to have been the end, merely an interlude.


The use of Siberian exile as a dumping ground for criminals and the political prisoners had long pre-dated the Bolshevik revolution. Since 1649 the Tsarist prison system had used exile as punishment, forced labour, and a way to populate the vast empty spaces of the Russia’s Far East. Fyodor Dostoevsky’s four year term of penal servitude in Siberia gave the world The House of the Dead and the greatest memoir of life as a prisoner of the Tsars. The Bolshevik leaders themselves were to suffer exile and imprisonment by the Tsarist secret police before themselves inflicting it upon countless millions of others.


The system is, with good reason, most closely associated with Josef Stalin and the purges. An estimated 20 million soviet citizens died during his bloodletting, many of them from cold, hunger, over-work or execution in a network of prison and forced labour camps that stretched the length of the USSR. From 1930, when the number of prisoners was officially recorded at 180 thousand, the system grew to hold 2.5 million by the time of Stalin’s death in 1953. Few would argue with Gerald Seymour’s verdict that while Stalin lies buried in the walls of the Kremlin, ‘the camps remain as a headstone in perpetuity to his memory’.  


The man who had led the NKVD for the last fifteen years of Stalin’s rule, Lavrenty Beria, tried to seize the Kremlin for himself on Stalin’s death. He immediately ordered a clear out of large parts of the Gulag; as the man who had put so many into the system in the first place, he perhaps knew better than anyone how uneconomic it was, and how innocent were so many of its inmates. But Beria moved much too far and too fast.  He was swiftly deposed and just as swiftly executed. His successor, Nikita Kruschev, oversaw changes to the camp administration that saw all the most dangerous political prisoners forced into special camps, ‘osboye lagerya’, for spies, Trotskyists, anarchists, nationalists and assorted others deemed too dangerous to be kept alongside thieves, rapists and murderers. At their peak these ‘special camps’ held more than 200 thousand people.


It is to one of these that Seymour’s Michael Holly is sentenced to 15 years: Dubrovlag, one of the two most notorious and strict political camps. These camps were consigned to the harshest regions of the Arctic - Vorkuta, Norilsk, Kolmya - or in the case of Dubrovlag, the bleak forests of Mordovia. Without apparent irony the prisons were given names that evoked scenes of pastoral beauty: Dubrovlag means Oak Leaf Camp, Steplag means Steppe Camp with others named after mountains or the sea-shore. Prisoners were allowed only minimal contact with the outside world: two letters at most per year, and all work was forbidden except manual labour. Camp 3 at Dubrovlag was, as Seymour describes it, ‘the cesspit into which are flushed the malcontents and malefactors of the USSR’.


The historian Anne Applebaum, in her magisterial work Gulag - A History, placed the network of camps firmly in the context of a political system that made prisoners of all its citizens. ‘In prison camp slang, the world outside the wire was not referred to as freedom, but as the ‘bolshaya zona’, the big prison zone, larger and more deadly that the ‘small zone’ of the camp, but no more human and certainly no more humane’. Those, both inside and outside the USSR, who believed that the Gulag had been swept away with the death of Stalin, were disabused by the publication in 1962 of Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.


Solzhenitsyn’s service in the 1941-45 Great Patriotic War did little to protect him when he chose to criticise Stalin in 1945. It was not unusual for those who survived the camps to write memoirs, but what made his book so remarkable was not the account of the banality, the futility, the boredom of camp life, as told though a single day in the life of his composite hero. It was the fact that it was published at all. Kruschev was convinced that it would help in his battle with opponents in the Politburo. In fact it did the opposite. The backlash was intense: none of Solzhenitsyn’s work was to be published (legally) again in the Soviet Union until 1989, and within a year Kruschev himself had been deposed. Solzhenitsyn was expelled from the USSR in 1974, but the flood of letters and memoirs sent to him in response to Ivan Denisovich was to form the basis of the The Gulag Archipelago, and of much of our knowledge of the post-Stalin prison system.


The sudden collapse of the Soviet Union was supposed to have consigned that system to the history books. In the heady early days of the new Russia there were plans to reopen some of the most notorious camps as tourist attractions to remind future generations - as the German had with the Nazi death camps and the South Africans with Robben Island - of the evil men were capable of. In 1993 I travelled with a film crew to an abandoned camp in Vorkuta, deep in the Arctic Circle, which was already turning itself into a museum with audio guides, photo exhibits and walking tours of the perimeter guard towers. It was February and so cold that it was hard to imagine surviving a single night there, let alone fifteen long winters. Precautions against escape were rudimentary. As our guide explained, ‘In winter if you leave the camp the cold will kill you. In summer, in the forests, the mosquitoes will kill you. No one who escaped ever survived.’


But there were too many vested interests still in power in the ‘new’ Russia for such openness to last long. The KGB was transformed into the friendlier sounding FSB, but the same cadre of officers remained in charge, and in time reverted to old ways. One of them, of course, a former KGB Colonel Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, was handpicked by the ‘democrat’ Boris Yeltsin as his successor, and with Putin came the resumption of a long tradition of political repression, arbitrary arrest and a judiciary that acted at the behest of its political masters.


A fifteen billion dollar fortune was not enough to save Mikhail Kordokovsky from arrest and ten years in jail, while his company Yukos was confiscated and divided amongst Putin’s close circle. Nor was an international campaign enough to keep two members of the girl-band Pussy Riot from being sentenced to penal servitude for the ‘crimes’ of hooliganism and blasphemy. They were to serve their time in Mordovia, in rebuilt camps on the site of Dubrovlag.


The pardons given to Khordokovsky and Pussy Riot on the eve of the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics merely served to highlight the way that freedom and liberty were the gift of the Kremlin rather than the judiciary. Many of those arrested during the 2012 ‘Bolotnaya’ protests against the return of Vladimir Putin to the Presidency did not enjoy such clemency, and were joined in 2014 by those who dared protest against their country’s incursions into Ukraine.


There has been no return, so far, to the human rights abuses of the Brezhnev era, let alone those of Stalin in the 1930s, but enough to remind us that history can move backwards as well as forwards. Penal servitude is back, as is the East versus West spying game in which Michael Holly became an unwitting victim. The era of ARCHANGEL has passed, but its themes and subject matter remain, tragically, very much in the present.


 


James Mates, London, August 2014










Prologue


The Aeroflot was eighty minutes late.


For ‘operational reasons’, the girl at Information explained. Eighty minutes late out of Moscow, and she had that sweet Swiss haughty stare which seemed to say that he was lucky the damn thing was airborne at all.


Alan Millet stood close to a television monitor screen that would tell him when the Ilyushin was on final approach. He might seem calm, but it was a sham. He was nervous and excited.


The passenger would be in the back seat of the tourist section, in the centre of three, with Security on either side. Sometimes the passenger was handcuffed for the length of the flight, sometimes only until it had left Soviet airspace, sometimes just up the aircraft steps at Sheremetyevo.


He looked at his watch. There was time for another coffee, but he had already been three times to the coffee shop. He would wait. He would watch the passengers as they came through the silent-opening glass doors. His passenger would not be delayed by baggage collection. Just a grip bag, a holdall, or a plastic sack. There wasn’t much to bring, where this one was coming from. The Security men would stay on the aircraft, and there would be some insult or jibe, then their noses would be back into their magazines, the stewardesses would bring them another drink, and they would prepare themselves for four hours flying time back to Moscow.


Letters and figures raced across the width of the monitor screen. The Aeroflot was announced. He felt a dribble of sweat on the skin at his back.


It was good of the Deputy Under Secretary to have sent him. There could have been a Consul despatched from the Berne embassy, there could have been a local Century staffer. Better that it was Alan Millet, that it should be he who sealed the file on Michael Holly.


Alan Millet had thought many times of Michael Holly in the months since those first sparse reports had seeped into Century House from the camps at Barashevo. It had seemed so bright, so promising, the opening of the Holly file. But the brightness had been scrubbed clear and all because a man had been struck by coronary failure in his cell in a London gaol.


Millet lit a cigarette, drew once on it, dropped it, and crushed it under his foot. He walked towards the ‘Arrivals’ door. It would not be hard to identify the passenger.










Chapter 1


The distance between the steel-faced door and his bed mocked the man. A few moments before he might have quarried the strength to crawl across the floor to the door, might have gathered the will to beat his fists below the spy hole. But the chance had gone. He lay on his tousled blanket and the soft pillow, and the pain in him swelled and blustered like an autumn stormcloud.


There was always a light burning from the ceiling of a cell for men like him. Bright in the evening, dimmed in the night after lock-up. A dull light now, but his eyes fastened on the wire webbing around it, as if that small bulb was a talisman. A terrifying loneliness because he could not reach the door, and his voice had fled in defeat from the surging agony that consumed his chest and left arm, and that ebbed at the pit of his throat.


His mind was alive. Thoughts and memories competed with the crushing weight on his upper ribs, the pressure of a pitiless binding that pinioned him to his bedding. Thoughts of the screw who would be sitting in his cubicle at the end of the landing with the central heating pipe against his feet and his newspaper on the table. Memories that were laced in a foreign tongue, wreathed in foreign smells, dinned by foreign sounds, wrapped in foreign tastes. The thoughts and the memories were the intruders because the pain was creeping wider and would win.


There was no one to listen for his whimpered call. He was isolated from the living, breathing world of a thousand souls who eked out their existence beyond his cramping cell. He wrapped his arms across his body, squeezing at the pressure that engulfed his heart, as if he might spirit away the growing wound.


But he was no fool, this man. He knew the meaning of the pain. A few brief hours earlier, he could have described to his companions in the exercise yard or the Recreation hall the classic symptoms of the cardiac attack. Often they came to him as a counsellor, tapping at what they regarded as his superior knowledge. He told one man of the treatment necessary for hernia and abscess, he told another man of the letter he should write to the solicitor who had acted in defence, he told another how he should conduct himself at the next visit with the wife who was being bed-humped by the lorry driver next door . . . All the cons came to his cell. They asked and he answered. He would know the sign posts of the coronary. It would have been expected of him.


He lay very still on his bed because movement aggravated the pain and his legs were useless things.


A man lying in an upper-landing cell of Her Majesty’s Prison, Wormwood Scrubs, and watching death scurry closer.


Just a small snapshot kept him company, a wallet-sized picture stuck to the cream-painted brickwork beside his face. A woman with fluffy blonde hair that had been combed before the wind caught at the strands. A woman in a short-sleeved blouse and a dowdy grey skirt. The photograph had been sent to him after conviction and sentence, after the stripping of his cover. The photograph dug out his buried history. The woman posed before the red-stone mausoleum containing the few earthly remains of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. He had taken her there on the last day before he had left Moscow. A spring day with summer closing on them quickly, and they had made the pilgrimage down the steps into the hushed sepulchre, made themselves a microcosm of the slow shuffling queue. Afterwards, when the sunlight had again recaptured them, he had positioned her so that the edifice of the tomb peeped over her shoulders. He had used the foreign-made Instamatic which his position permitted him to purchase in the Foreign Currency shop at the hotel down from the square. When they had brought him to this place and slammed a door on his freedom, she had sent him her photograph. Pretence had no more value.


He gazed at the photograph, looked on it, loved it. He would not see the woman again. He would see nothing of the past again. Not the wastelands of Sheremetyevo airport, nor the Lubyanka offices behind the curtain of guards, nor the primly ordered sleeping-quarters of the training camp at Ryazan, nor the small flat on the outer span of the Prospekt Mir. It was only a small flat, but adequate for a man who travelled, and for his woman who would wait a year or a month for his return, or eternity. A good woman, laced with Georgian temper . . . and the pain ripped again deep into his chest, and he gasped, and his voice rattled a call for help and his body was swept in wetness.


He heard the footsteps far away on the landing. Steps that paused and halted. The screw was checking the spy holes. Sometimes he would look into each cell, sometimes into the first three, sometimes a random selection from all those on the landing.


Shit. So unfair.


Three years in this place, three years of desiccating boredom, and they kept saying that soon he would go, and he had dreamed of nothing beyond the aircraft and the car to his flat, and the body of the woman who had stood before the Mausoleum for his camera. And now he would be cheated. No sound from the landing. The screw might have returned to his cosy room, he might have opened one of the other cells and stepped inside to take a cigarette with a lifer. On this landing all men were solitaries. Why should he bother to peep through the other spy holes, at men who slept or played with themselves or read trash books? Why bother to look in on a man whose chest was crushed by a granite weight?


He called again and could not hear the reed voice. There was no echo from the shining white tower of the corner lavatory, nor from the oakwood table made by an earlier generation of prisoner, nor from the metal chair, nor from the books, nor from the transistor radio. A silence kept company with his short bursts of breath, and he thought he could hear the perspiration running to the pits of his arms. He was dying and there was no witness.


The footsteps dragged closer to his door. Measured, confident steps. No way to stop the pain, and his body could not outlast the hurt. They would find him dead. They would stand in the cell and talk in quiet, controlled whispers of his age, fifty-one years. They would speak of his weight, seven kilos over. Of his smoking, two packets minimum a day. Of his exercise, the least that he could escape with. Of his eating, all that was put before him, and wiping up with bread the slicks of fat left on his plate. Textbook abuse and textbook penalty.


To die alone, that was an obscenity. To die without a hand to hold.


The footsteps reached his door.


The man tried to move on his bed, he failed. He tried again to shout, and there was only the thin wheeze of his breath.


There was the scrape of a drawn bolt, the hiss of a turned key in an oiled lock, the tinkling of a light chain cascading loose. He saw the face, shadowed by the steep black peak of the cap. Ironed shirt, pressed uniform, polished boots, bright splash of a medal ribbon. The man saw all of that and could not speak. A voice was directed towards him, there was the command for an answer. Slowly he moved his head as if that were a gesture of respect in itself. The moving of his head brought new agony, and his cheeks twisted. The uniform spun into a blur as it stepped back into the brightness of the landing. The man heard the voice, registered the urgency.


‘Mr Jones . . . It’s Demyonov . . . grey as a bloody battleship. Reckon it’s one for the medic . . .’


Another set of pounding feet.


Another shadowed face at the door. Another strident call, and the man could not respond.


‘Come on, Demyonov, let’s have you. What’s the matter? Lost your bloody voice for once?’


His lips fluttered. There was a kaleidoscope of thoughts in his mind, and none could slide to his tongue. He peered back at the men at the door, and his eyes bled for attention.


‘Get the medical orderly, and I should say a bit of speed about it.’ Mr Jones was senior duty officer. The ‘cons’ stood up when Mr Jones came into their cells. He liked to say that he ran a tidy landing. No messing, no back talk. But the man could not rise, could not speak, and the burden of pain overwhelmed him.


‘Not feeling so good, Demyonov? Well, not to worry. Medic’s coming over to have a look at you. You’re a bit grey, I’ll say that.’


From far down on the bed he heard the voice. He stared at Mr Jones’s knees, and saw the careful darn of a short rip beside the knife crease. He remembered that it was said that Mr Jones had a kindly way with him. The cons reckoned there was a softness hidden behind the booming mouth and florid lips. The cons said that he’d learned a garrulous friendliness when he was young and had done shifts in the Pentonville death cell. They said that when things were really grim, like hideous and worse, that then Mr Jones could make himself almost a human. The old cons reckoned he’d have had a bright word for the lad who was being tripped through the door and up the steps and onto the platform as the clock chimed. He’d heard all those things about Mr Jones. You heard everything about everybody when you’d done three years in the Scrubs.


He raised his eyes. He saw the care of the afternoon shave, the eruption of worming veins on the cheeks, the nervousness flickering at Mr Jones’s mouth.


‘Don’t you worry, Demyonov, Medic’s on the way. Can’t have you going under, can we? Not when you’re going home. Well, that’s the talk, isn’t it?’ The Medical Orderly was puffed by the time that he reached the cell door. The warder stayed outside, and the Orderly took Demyonov’s fingers from Mr Jones. It was a cursory check, the wiping of the damp sheen from the prisoner’s forehead, an open hand laid across his chest, two fingers on the wrist for the pulse.


‘I’m going to get the Doctor in.’


‘Drag him in from home?’ queried Mr Jones.


‘I’m not taking the rap for shifting this one . . .’


The Orderly turned from his patient to the warder in the doorway.


‘. . . Get yourself down to the telephone, tell Admin that I want the Doctor. Make sure he knows who he’ll be seeing, that’ll bring him fast enough. Better get the Deputy Governor up too, but the Doctor first.’


And then there was nothing to do but wait and watch. The Orderly crouched over the bed, wincing at the man’s pain, and Mr Jones paced on tip-toe the short length of the solitary cell, and both wondered how long he would last. If he moved the man and killed him, he’d be subject to inquiry and inquest; if he let him be and allowed him to slip, the brickbats would fall as hard. This man above all others. Everyone knew him in the Scrubs. Oleg Demyonov . . . described in chorus by the Attorney General and the Lord Chief Justice as the most dangerous individual threat to the security of the state of the last decade. A pudgy little bugger, overweight and balding, ready with a riposte to anyone. Hold out, you little creep, hold out until the Doctor gets here. It was cold in the cell. Had to be, because for the last two years they’d shut the central heating down earlier. Not that Demyonov was shivering, he’d enough on his plate without feeling the chill of a January evening. The Orderly was cold, only the short white coat over his shirt, and his ears strained for sounds on the iron staircases.


The Doctor was young, with the aloof stamp of his trade. Into the cell, opening his bag, taking the place of the Orderly. The Deputy Governor hovered behind him. The Doctor enacted his routine. Pulse, blood-pressure wrap on the arm, stethoscope to the chest. He spoke gently to the man who had been a spy, reacting to the faintest twitches of the eyebrows.


‘Where’s the pain, Demyonov . . . ? Just in the chest . . . ? In the left arm as well . . . ? Does the pain go further . . . ? Problem with breathing . . . ? Has this ever happened before . . . ?’


The Doctor eased away from the bed, stripped off the wrap, laid the passive hand back across the man’s chest.


‘I want a 999 for an ambulance – he might have a chance at the Hammersmith. He’s none here. His blood pressure’s down in his boots.’


‘If he’s to go out of here to hospital, Home Office have to sanction it.’


‘If he doesn’t get to the Hammersmith, he’ll be going out of here in a box.’


‘It has to be cleared . . .’


‘The ambulance or he’s dead,’ snapped the Doctor.


It was not a quick affair, the transfer of Oleg Demyonov some eight hundred yards from the Scrubs to the Hammersmith Hospital. Authorization to be granted, the patient to be carried tortuously on a stretcher down the steep staircase from the upper landing, locked gates to be negotiated. The prison was a whispering murmur of information by the time that the high wooden gates reluctantly swung open, and the ambulance roared into a left turn past the gaunt homes of the gaol’s staff. As if sensing freedom, the driver played a tattoo on his siren, though the road ahead was well lit and clear of traffic.


Into the Medical Block, into the lift, into the Coronary Care unit. The Doctor peeled away as the plastic double doors flapped shut in the wake of the wheeled stretcher. The Deputy Governor was at his shoulder.


‘I wouldn’t go in there if I were you. I mean he’s not going to run away, is he? They’re going to have their work cut out. He’s not going to make a dash for the fire escape.’


The Deputy Governor and Mr Jones fidgeted in mutual discomfort. It went against the grain of their lives to let a prisoner out of sight. They heard through the doorway staccato shouts for jelly, for drip, for ECG. A small stampede of men charged past them and through the door. They heard the whining of a buzzer, the noise of fists beating on flesh.


‘Cardiac Arrest team. They’re walloping his chest now, trying to beat it back into action . . . Being who he is I suggest you give the Home Office another bell. That’s my lot, good night.’


The Deputy Governor followed the Doctor down the stairs.


Mr Jones was abandoned in the deserted corridor, hands folded across his stomach, skirted by passing nurses and doctors. A bloody shame for old Demyonov, he thought. Even a bloody Russian would look forward to going home, wouldn’t he, even if it meant traipsing back to Moscow? Funny thing was that he wasn’t a bad chap, and they’d miss him at the Scrubs whether he went out in a box or with a one-way airline ticket.


From his tunic pocket Mr Jones took a set of clippers and started to tidy his nails. There would be a few minutes before the storm broke.


 


He walked from East Acton Underground station through the estate of Council homes, where the walls were daubed with tribal soccer slogans and teenagers fumbled in the entries to the garages with their girl-friends’ zippers.


Past the prison with its floodlit walls topped with barbed wire coils, past the twin towers of the gate house, past the surveillance cameras. His hands were deep in his overcoat pockets, and in the rush out of his home he had forgotten the scarf that was a month-old Christmas present. He had been lucky with his connections, had caught the trains quickly. God alone knew how he was going to get back to Century, but Alan Millet’s wife always took the car on a Saturday night to her bridge session. He’d have to go back into Century, after a thing like this it would be expected of him. Of course, all the business could have been managed at the end of a telephone, but that wasn’t the way of the Service. Not that Alan Millet could complain. Holly was his man, and once, long ago, Holly had been his pride.


The lights of the hospital blazed down on him as he turned off the pavement and threaded his way through the car park.


The Medical Block had a certain venerable charm, and the warmth cascaded around him. He was stopped by a porter. What was his business? Coronary Care, first floor, he was expected. Alan Millet ignored the uncertain statement that visitors were not permitted this late at night. In his wallet he carried the authority of a polaroid-printed identity card that governs entry to Century House. He hesitated for a moment at the top of the stairs, looked both ways down the corridor, and saw the upright figure of a uniformed prison officer.


He nodded a courtesy greeting and pushed his way through the doors. He saw two occupied beds and, from the pillows, pairs of concerned eyes peered at him. They were the living, they could resent the circus arrival that had been summoned to the curtained laager in the far corner. There was a trolley beside the semi-concealed bed, its top stretcher surface empty. A nurse was detaching electrodes from their cables, another was writing her notes busily. Two young doctors stood close to each other, their eyes hollowed by tiredness. A pair of West Indian porters, expressionless, wheeled the trolley away across the open-plan unit and out through the door.


‘Doubtfire, Home Office.’ A sharp voice behind Millet. ‘You’re a bit late, old chap.’


‘Millet . . .’ he paused, ‘. . . Foreign and Commonwealth. What’s happened to him?’


‘Just gone on the trolley. There’s a box underneath the top, they put them in there, doesn’t upset people that way. About twenty minutes ago they gave up. Not a chance, everything done that could have been, he had the red carpet.’


‘They said he hadn’t long when they called me at home. I suppose I was sort of hoping . . . they’re sometimes wrong.’


‘Good riddance. What’ll he get, Hero of the bloody Soviet Union?’


A nursing Sister approached the two men. The message was bright in her eyes. This was an operational area.


Doubtfire had a car and driver. Night Duty Officer for the Home Office, a travelling fire brigade. He was returning to his cubbyhole in Whitehall and the telephone that he prayed would stay silent, and a thermos of instant coffee. Millet was thankful to accept a lift. In the back of the car they talked in desultory fashion. Two practised civil servants, uncertain of the other’s role and standing, and cautious of confidences. Millet was dropped in Great Charles Street at the entrance to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, which left him a long walk along the river to Century House.


The wind whipped at Alan Millet’s legs as he hurried along the empty pavements. The sleet pecked at the skin of his cheeks, fluttered his close-cut hair. He was obsessed with a man called Michael Holly. A tall man, alive with enthusiasm, totally self-contained. Memories more than a year old. He supposed that every desker felt a stifling involvement with his field man. Like the first whore of a man’s life, never forgotten, never to be escaped from. There was a pub across the river, where he had taken Holly – he always called himself that, never bothered with his given name – where they had sipped their drinks and nibbled at the tired bread and ham, where Holly had asked the expected question. What happens if . . . ? No problem, Alan Millet had said, no problem there. The ransom money’s under lock and key in the Scrubs, and a bloody good laugh he’d had as he said it. Nothing for Holly to worry himself with, and of course it wouldn’t come to that anyway. A bloody good laugh . . . The street lights picked out the man who stood against the river parapet, and who stared down at the ruffled water. Must have been the antibiotics he had been taking to stifle the influenza bug, must have been that which had loosened his tongue. A field man should never have been given a guarantee.


But Millet had offered Holly a promise.


It won’t happen, of course . . . but there’s a man in a cell at Wormwood Scrubs. Of course it won’t happen . . . but if it did, well, there’d just have to be a swap.


Bloody marvellous, wasn’t it? And all the spadework done through Belgrade, all the ribbons tied. All ready for the flight to Berlin, and the only haggle was over which crossing-point, what time, which day.


Michael Holly for Oleg Demyonov. Them happy and us happy.


But now a man lay in the mortuary of the Hammersmith Hospital and Alan Millet’s promise was a worthless thing.










Chapter 2


His weapon against the rusty binding of the bolt was a fifty kopeck coin.


For more than an hour he had crouched on the floor, bracing himself as the speed changes of the train and the unevenness of the track destroyed the momentum of his painstaking work. With the milled edge of the coin he chipped at the red-brown crust that had formed between the lower lip of the cap of the bolt and the metal sheet plate of the carriage flooring. He had something to show for his effort. A tiny pile of dust debris was collected beside his knee, and some had stained the material of his grey trousers.


Those who had known Michael Holly at his home in the south-east of England, or had shared office and canteen space with him at the factory on the Kent fringes of London, might not now have recognized their man. A year in the gaols had left its mark. The full flesh of his cheeks and chin had been scalped back to the bone. A bright confidence at his eyes had been replaced by something harsher. Clothes that had hung well now fell shapelessly like charity handouts. A ruddiness in his face had given way to a pallor that was unmistakably the work of the cells. His full dark hair had been cropped in the barber’s chair of the holding prison to a brush without lustre.


This was an old carriage, but still well capable of performing the task set for it when it had first joined the rolling-stock in the year that Holly had been born. It had carried many on this journey. It had brought them in their hundreds, in their thousands, in their tens of thousands along this track. It was a carriage of the prison train that ran twice weekly from the capital city to the interior depths of the Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic of Mordovia. On the floor, in the filth and the watery amber half-light, he scraped at the bolt that had felt the boots and slippers and sandals of the prisoners who had encompassed his life time. Not easy to prise at the rim of the bolt, because this was a purpose-built carriage. No ordinary carriage, not subject to any hasty conversion to ensure its usefulness, but out of the railway factory yards of Leningrad and designed only for transporting the prisoners. A walkway for the guards, and compartments to separate the convicts into manageable groups, each fitted with small hatches for the dropping of their black bread rations, and unmoveable benches and shelves for a few to sleep on. The carriages had their name. The Stolypin carriage carried the name of the Tsarist minister struck down by an assassin seventy years before. The new men of the Kremlin were not above the simplicity of taking a former idea and adapting it to their needs. The walls, the bars, the bolts and the locks remained; only the prisoners of the regime had changed.


They had brought Holly by car from the Lefortovo gaol to the train while Muscovites still slept. He had barely slept after the meeting with the Consul from the Embassy and the escort of men in the khaki uniforms of the Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti had taken him still drowsy from the back seat to the train at a far platform. The one who wore on his blue shoulder flash the insignia of major’s rank had shaken his hand and grinned a supercilious smile. Into the carriage, the door slammed, the bolt across, the key turned.


Two other men for company. Perhaps they had been loaded on the train many hours before Holly, because they seemed to him to be sleeping when he had first seen them in the darkened carriage. He had not spoken then, they had not spoken since. A barrier existed between them. But they watched him. All through the morning, as they sat on the makeshift bunks, they stared without comment at the kneeling figure who ground away at the rust around the bolt.


The work at the bolt, mindless and persistent, allowed the thoughts of Michael Holly to flow unfettered. The week before had stretched the distance of a lifetime. And the lifetime had ended in a death, and death was the carriage that rolled, shaking and relentless, towards the East.


Where to go back to, where to find the birth? Months, weeks, days – how far to go back? The coin had found the central stem of the bolt, the rust shell was dispersed. The bolt was not strong, arthritic with age and corrosion. How far to go back?


Not the childhood, not the parentage, that was a different story, that was not the work of the last crowded hours. Forget the origins of the man.


What of Millet? Complacent, plausible Millet. But neither was Millet a part of these last days, nor was the journey to Moscow, nor the rendezvous that was aborted, nor the arrest and the trial. Millet had a place in the history of the affair, but that place was not in its present, not in its future.


Where did the present begin?


Michael Holly, now on his knees on a Stolypin carriage floor, and unshaven because they would not permit him a razor, and with the hunger lapping at his belly, had been a model prisoner in the Vladimir gaol 200 kilometres east of the capital. A foreigner, and housed on the second floor of the hospital block in the cell that it was said had held the pilot Gary Powers and the businessman Greville Wynne. Down for espionage, given fifteen years by the courts. Everyone from the governor to the humblest creeping ‘trustie’ knew that Michael Holly would serve only a minimal proportion of those fifteen years. There was a man in England, there would be an exchange. So they gave him milk, they gave him books to read, they allowed food parcels from the Embassy. They waited, and Michael Holly waited, for the arrangements to be made. The Political Officer at Vladimir said that it would not be too long, and the interrogations had been courteous, and the warders had been correct. When they had taken him from the hospital block with his possessions and spare clothes in a cloth sack he had smiled and shaken hands and believed that the flight was close, Berlin he had thought it would be. In Lefortovo holding prison he had learned the truth across a bare scrubbed table from the Consul sent by the Embassy. An obsequious little man the Consul had been, crushed by the message that he brought. The Consul had stumbled through his speech and Holly had listened.


‘. . . It’s not that it’s anyone’s fault, Mr Holly, you mustn’t think that. It’s just terribly bad luck, it’s the worst luck I’ve heard of since I’ve been here, that’s eight years. It was all set up – well, you know that. People had worked very hard on this matter, you really have to believe that . . . Well, we can’t deliver. That’s what it’s all about now. A swap is a swap, one man to be exchanged for another. It was you and this fellow, and we can’t deliver . . . I’m dreadfully sorry, Mr Holly, it’s the most extraordinary thing but the chap’s dead, snuffed it. He had the best medical treatment – well, you’ll not be interested in that . . .’


The bolt shifted. Holly strained with his fingers to twist the coin under the lip of the bolt. The bolt had moved a millimetre, perhaps two.


‘. . . But I can assure you that people back in London were really most upset at this development . . . I’m afraid the Soviets are going to take rather a hard line with you now, Mr Holly. There’s no point in my not being frank . . . The Foreign Ministry informs us now that, since your parents were both born Soviet citizens, under Soviet law you are a Soviet citizen also. I know, Mr Holly . . . you were born in the United Kingdom, you were brought up there, you were in possession of a valid British passport when you travelled to Moscow. The Soviets are going to disregard all that. We’ve had a hell of a job getting this degree of consular access. I want you to know that. We said they couldn’t have the corpse if we didn’t get it – that’s by the by – but it’s understood by both sides that this is the last of such meetings. You’re being transferred to the Correctional Labour Colonies, but you won’t be classified as a foreigner, you won’t be in the foreigners’ camp. They’re going to take you beyond our reach . . . Mr Holly, you’ve always proclaimed your innocence of the charges and accusations made against you. From our side, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office have been very firm too. You are innocent as far as Her Majesty’s Government is concerned. We’re not wavering from that position. You understand that, Mr Holly? We deny absolutely that you were involved in any nonsensical espionage adventure. It’s very important that we continue to take that line, you can see that, I’m sure. Mr Holly, the British government knows that you have supported your parents most generously during their retirement. Your parents will not be abandoned by us, Mr Holly, just as we will not abandon the stance that you were completely innocent of trumped-up charges. You do understand me, Mr Holly . . . ?’


The bolt rose a centimetre.


There was a dribble of sweat at Holly’s forehead. Too much space now for the coin to be useful, his finger could slide under the lip. The rough metal edge cut into his finger tip. An eddy of chill air swirled into the carriage, fastening on his knuckles. He heard, louder than before, the dripping clatter of the wheels on the rails beneath him.


‘. . . Look, Mr Holly, I’ve painted the picture black, because that’s the only honest thing to do. We’ll keep trying, of course, that goes without saying, but in the present climate of relations there’s little chance of your situation altering dramatically. You’ll be going to the camps and you have to come to terms with that. What I’m saying is – well, you have to learn to live in those places, Mr Holly. Try and survive, try and live with the system. Don’t kick it, don’t fight it. You can’t beat them. I’ve lived here long enough to know. In a few years things may change, I can’t promise that, but they may. And you have my word that you won’t be forgotten, not by Whitehall, not by Foreign and Commonwealth. It’s going to boil down to keeping your pecker up, looking on the best side of things. You’ll do that, won’t you, old chap . . . There’s not really anything more for me to say. Only I suppose, Good Luck . . .’


That was what the present had on offer to Michael Holly. A furtive junior diplomat bowing and scraping his way out of the interview section of the Lefortovo, ogling the KGB man and thanking him for a fifteen-minute access to a prisoner for whom the key was now thrown far away.


Forget the present, Holly, reckon on the future. The future is a plate of steel floor covering that creaks and whistles as it is dragged clear of the supports to which it was bolted down thirty years before.


That’s the future, Holly.


A steel plate above the stone chippings and wood sleepers that mark the track from Moscow to the East through Kolomna and Ryazan and Spassk-Ryazanski. The chippings are coated in fine snow, and the cold blusters into the carriage through the draught gap. Behind him the men swore softly, breaking their silence.


The train was not running fast. He could sense the strain of the engine far to the front. There was a dawdle in its pace, and there had been times when it had halted completely, other times when it had slowed to a crawl. The daylight was fleeing from the wilderness that he could not see but whose emptiness beyond the shuttered windows he understood. Barely audible above the new-found noise of the wheels, he heard the sharp step of feet in the corridor and close to the door of their compartment. There was the flap of the food hatch swinging on its hinge one door away from his. Holly pushed the steel plate down, eased the bolt back into its socket with his toe.


The flap of the door flipped jauntily upward. A sneering face gazed at the caged men. Three brown paper bags were pushed through the hatch to tumble to the carriage floor. The flap fell back. The two men moved at stoat’s speed past Holly. One bag into the hand of the man who was gross and white-skinned, a second for the man with the beard. For a fleeting moment he braced himself for confrontation, suspecting that they would want all three bags, but they left him his. They darted back to their bunk and behind him was the sound of ripping paper. Animals . . . poor bastards, pitiful creatures. But then at Vladimir, Holly had been segregated from the mass of the zeks, the convicts who formed the greatest part of the prison population. At Vladimir, Holly had been categorized as a foreigner, he had been on the second floor of the hospital block and allowed special food and privileges. There was nothing special for these men. These were the zeks – they might be killers or thieves or rapists or parasites or hooligans. At Vladimir, Holly had been different from these men.


But not any longer. The stammered words of the Consul flooded back to him. He was to be classified as a Soviet citizen, he was being sent to the Correctional Labour Colonies . . . Try and live with the system, don’t kick it and don’t fight it, you can’t beat them. You’ll hear of me, you bastard, you’ll hear of Michael Holly.


He reached out across the floor, snatched the last paper bag. A slice of black bread, supple as cardboard. A mouthful of sugar held in a torn square of newspaper. A fillet of dry smoked herring. It might have been better at Vladimir for Holly than for the zeks herded into the communal cell blocks, but he had learned to eat what food was provided. He had been taught the hard lesson that you eat where there is food, because food is sustenance and without it there is failure and collapse. Always he felt sick when he ate, but he had been taught and he had learned, and his eyes squinted shut and he swallowed. The last meal for how long?


Holly grimaced.


Not much to eat in the snow beside the tracks, nor in the forests that would skirt the railway line.


They’ll come with dogs, Holly, dogs and guns and helicopters. The compartment of the carriage is the small camp, everything out there is the big camp. The big camp is vast, colossal, but even beyond the hugest encampment there is still the wire and the watch-tower and the searchlight. Live with the system, the Consul had said. You’ll hear of me, Mister bloody Consul, you’ll hear of Michael Holly.


He munched hard at the bread, biting deeply. He turned towards the two men, smiled at them for the first time. They looked away.


It was ridiculous that he should think of lowering himself through the floor of the carriage, that he should contemplate hanging for moments or minutes beneath the train, that he should consider allowing himself to fall on to the frozen stones between the wheels. Lunatic to reckon that it would work for him . . . but only as stupid as the acceptance of the alternative which was fourteen years in the camps.


His clothes were wrong. They had dressed him in the shoes and suit and overcoat that he had worn when arrested. Not the clothes for cross-country, and he would stand out like a beacon on the fringes of the villages and collectives that he must circle like a fox coming to the dustbins for food.


The distance was impossible. Nine hundred miles to the Turkish border, seven hundred to Finland. Lunatic. He wouldn’t get a mile clear of the track. But there would never be another chance, not in fourteen years. Never again a time with such opportunity as from the train that plodded across the flat wilderness lands on the way to the East.


He twisted away from the two men. They whispered to each other.


Back to his knees. Fingers again under the bolt. His body straightened as he took the strain and pulled the bolt upwards. Scratches of bright metal showed in its grime as the stem of the bolt edged clear. His fingers began to scrabble at the coarse edge of the steel plate. Should have worn gloves because they would have protected his hands, but they would have denied him the freedom of movement that he now needed. Even the numbed fingers could feel pain from the sharpness of the metal. And the plate screamed as he wrenched it upwards.


There’s no plan, Holly.


The blueprint of the plan is to run. The plan is to fill the lungs and run faster, run further. To run, and anywhere.


There is nowhere to go, no haven, no safety.


Better to run and be caught than the other, because the other is fourteen years of failure.


Anything better than the prison cage. Holly smiled to himself, chuckled softly, because he saw in his mind the face of the man who had brought the food to the hatch, and he thought of the retribution that would fall on the cretin’s shoulders. That alone was worth it . . . No, no, out of your bloody mind, Holly, and he laughed again. Why not, Holly, why not be bloody mad? He heaved again at the floor plate and there was room for his feet to slide down towards the blurred stones between the sleepers.


Are you going, Holly? Night’s coming, you can see the black shadow on the stones that rush past and between your feet. The train’s idling, not running fast. Are you going, Holly? Your decision, Holly, yours and no one else’s. He took a great gulp of the fresh air, enough to sustain him. He looked once more behind him.


The two men sat on the bunk shelf very still, and their saucer eyes never left Holly’s face.


Holly pushed his feet beneath the steel plate and the wind caught at his socks and trousers and drove a channelled wind against his legs and he cursed the awkwardness of his overcoat, and his feet kicked in the space like the feet of a hanging man. He searched for a resting place for them and they lashed in a helplessness before finding a firm ledge out in the grey darkness beyond his vision. Holly wriggled, squirmed, manoeuvred his body down into the hole. The stench of the floor was close to him, the smell of vomit and of urine. The floor edge tore at his buttocks, the cloth of his trousers ripped. The rim of the steel plate scraped his upper thighs. Go on, Holly . . . Don’t hesitate, don’t look down, not at the stones, not at the wheels, not at the rushing sleepers. The train’s crawling. Never again the same chance, Holly, not for fourteen bastard years. Don’t look down . . .


When you fall, fall limp.


When you hit, clutch your body with your arms, don’t bounce with your legs.


Remember the wheels. When you’ve fallen, stay still, don’t move.


Is there a guard box at the end of the train? Hadn’t looked, had he? Is there a machine-gunner at the end of the train? But he’ll be high, and looking forward, the windows and the carriages will be his watch.


Just remember the wheels.


The train’s running slow. It can be done at this speed. Leave it, and perhaps the gradient’ll even out, the speed’ll pick up.


Go now or you’re lost, Holly.


Go.


The last effort. The last pushing pressure on the steel plate to create the space for his stomach and chest.


Past his eyes exploded the boots and ankles and shins of the big man sweeping towards the doorway of the compartment. And the smaller man was at Holly’s back, his knee at Holly’s shoulder blades and his fingers deep in the spare folds of Holly’s overcoat, and he pulled and wrenched to drag Holly from the hole, and Holly knew his stale breath as he hissed and heaved to prise Holly clear. The big man beat on the door and shouted in the high nasal tone of the Caucasus, slammed his fist into the woodwork, demanded attention. The guard was running in the corridor. The big man turned and came fast towards Holly and caught his throat. Holly could not resist, and they squeezed him out from the hole and when his feet were clear the two men stamped together on the steel plate to flatten it back, and between his knees he could no longer see the whiteness of snow on the stones and the zebra flash of the sleepers. The bolt scraped in the door. The doorway gaped around the guard. The guard stood uncertain. His right hand was half hidden by the cover flap of the holster that he wore at his belt.


‘Comrade . . .’ wheedled the big man with the pleading of a comic. ‘We need water. Please, Comrade, we have had no water . . .’


The guard stiffened in anger. He had been made to run, and they wanted water. ‘Piss yourself for water.’


‘How long till we can have water, Comrade?’


The guard was young, a conscript. Command did not come easily to him. He dropped his eyes. ‘In two hours we are at Pot’ma Transit. There will be water there.’


The door swung shut, the bolt ran home. Beneath Holly the wheels quickened over the rails. He felt weak and drew his knees up to his chest to contain his body warmth. The men had gone back to the bunk shelf and their feet swung, threatening and powerful, beside his face.


Holly looked up at them, into their mouths, into their eyes. The tiredness had stripped his fury.


‘Why?’


The big man picked his nose.


‘You have to tell me why.’


The big man spoke slowly and without passion. ‘Because of what would have happened to us. Because of what they would have done to us.’


‘You could have said something . . .’ Holly’s voice tailed away, beaten by the new apathy that overwhelmed him.


The small man speared Holly with his gaze. ‘For me it is myself first. Then it is myself second. After that it is myself third.’


‘If you had gone we would have been taken again before the courts. They would say that we were your accomplices, they would say that we helped you. You are a foreigner, we owe you nothing.’


‘A new charge, a new trial, a new sentence . . . For what? For nothing.’ The small man battered his fist into the palm of his hand.


‘Your escape is not worth to us one single day more in the camps. How then can it be worth five more years?’


‘I understand,’ Holly said, little more than a whisper.


He rose stiffly to his feet, then bent and found the bolt where it had rolled against the compartment wall underneath the shuttered window. He placed it carefully into its entry, then stamped it down.


He walked to the wall of the compartment and dropped his weight against it and closed his eyes. He thought of the forest beyond the carriage walls, and the lights in small homes, and the unmarked snow.


 


The darkness of the long winter night had settled when the train came to an untidy halt at Pot’ma station. Holly joined the lines of men and women who formed files of fives beside the carriages and waited to be counted. The area was gaudily lit and the dogs on their short leashes yelped and strained the arms of their handlers. The dogs and the guards who cradled sub-machine-guns formed a ring around their prisoners. Captors and captives stood in dumb impatience for the roll-call to be finished.


That night they would be held in the Pot’ma Transit prison. Away to the north, curving smoothly, stretched a branch line that Holly could see illuminated by the arc lights. The two men with whom he had shared the compartment from Moscow stood away from him, as if by choice.


Holly started to murmur a tune, something cheerful. Close to him was a girl who rocked a sleeping baby and, when she caught his glance, she smiled sadly and held the baby tighter to save it from the snow flurries.


A tiny girl, but her eyes were bright and large and caring, full of the compassion that should have been a stranger in the Pot’ma railway yards. Even here, she seemed to tell him in her silence, there could be some small love for another sufferer, for a baby. When the order came she reached down to help an older woman to her feet and passed her the well-wrapped bundle, then she turned her back on the men and was swallowed by the mass of female prisoners.


. . . It’s just terribly bad luck, the Consul had said, it’s the worst luck I’ve heard of since I’ve been here . . .


In ragged columns they were marched between a corridor of armed men to the lorries.










Chapter 3


The western part of Mordovia is scattered with the Correctional Labour Colonies that are administered by the Ministry of the Interior in the distant capital. Mordovia is the cesspit into which are flushed the malcontents and malefactors of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Flat, desolate countryside, unbroken by hills, the plain of Mordovia knows the stinking heat of a windless summer and the cruel gales of frozen winter. A place without vistas, without the opportunity or charity of hope.


To the south of the camps is the main road from Moscow to Kuibyshev and ultimately to Tashkent. Bedfellow of the road is the railway line that runs from European Russia to the desert lands of Kazakhstan. Pot’ma is a hesitation on that journey, none would stop there without business with the camps. The driver of the long-distance lorry would tighten his hands on the wheel and urge his machine faster past the bleak terrain that marks fear and anxiety across the breadth of the Motherland. The passenger in the railway carriage would drop his head into his newspaper and avert his eyes from the window. The camps of Mordovia are known of by all citizens. To the north are the wild acres of the Mordovia state reservation. To the west is the Vad river. To the east flows the Alatyn.


Inside the box of the rivers and the railway and the reservation, the territory is barren, swamp-infested, poorly inhabited. The planners chose well. And having made their decision they set out with a will to forge a network of rough roads through this wilderness that would link the stockades of wire. The camps are historic, as much a part of history as Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili who was to take the name of Stalin. Iosif’s tomb in The Kremlin Wall may be hard to find, but the camps remain as a headstone in perpetuity to his memory. Iosif may have been erased from the history books, but his camps still linger, refined and modernized, as a hallowed memorial to a life’s work of elimination and retribution. They possessed a faint whiff of humour, those men who sat at the ankles of Iosif. Perhaps with the taint of a half-smile they named the camps of Mordovia after the pretty, sun-dappled forests around Moscow where they took their family picnics and holidays. Dubrovlag, that was the name they offered to the pestilence of fences and huts in Mordovia. The Oak Leaf camps. And after Iosif came Malenkov. And after Malenkov came Krushchev. And after Krushchev came Brezhnev. Each in his time has painted over the inheritance of his predecessor, but the Oak Leaf camps have remained because they have been necessary for each new Czar’s survival. Where the planners and architects of Iosif first planted their stakes and hung their wire, there remain posts and fences and watch-towers with searchlights and traversing machine-guns. If it is hard to remember you, Iosif, we can come to the Dubrovlag and watch the slow march of the men who have replaced your prisoners in the Oak Leaf camps.


For thirty miles the branch line from Pot’ma winds north across the desolation of the prisonscape.


Past Camp 18 and Camp 6.


The hamlet of Lesnoy.


Camp 19 and Camp 7 and Camp 1.


The village of Sosnovka.


The station at Sal’khoz, across the road from Vindrey to Promzina.


Over the bridge that spans the turgid flowing stream at Lepley and past Camp 5, and sub-Camp 5 where the foreigners are held incommunicado from the domestic fodder of the Colonies.


Past the farm where the short-term prisoners work under the guard of rifles and dogs, past the fields where beet and potato sprout from the long-used soil.


Past the twins of Camp 4 and Camp 10, one to the left and one to the right of the single track line.


Through the township of Yavas, over the bridge of rusted steel that crosses the river, and past Camp 11 and Camp 2 where the Central Investigation Prison has been built with concrete to house those who face interrogation for misdemeanours committed within the barbed wire and free-fire corridors.


Past more fields where the work is back-breaking and by hand, past the station at Lesozavad and to the hamlet of Barashevo. Here is Camp 3, here is the Central Administration complex. Here at Barashevo are buffers on the siding track because few of the trains that run north from Pot’ma have need to travel further.


The camps are rooted in the history of the state, but dedicated also to the present, and will be a part too of the future. They have their permanence, they have their place. They are indestructible.


They are all criminals, of course, who ride in the Stolypin carriages from Pot’ma on the way to Barashevo. All have been convicted by legally constituted courts. There are some who have stolen from banks, there are some who have read poetry in Pushkin Square in Moscow. There are some who have raped virgin teenage girls in the darkness of an alley way, there are some who have taught their children the liturgy and practices of the church of the Seventh Day Adventists. There are some who have corruptly manipulated the production of state factories for their own personal gain, there are some who have covertly passed on the writings of Alexander Solzhenitsyn. And there are some who are traitors. They are all criminals, those who live in the barracks huts of the camps, and those who will join them when the train reaches the platforms of Barashevo.


 


It had been a luxury, the journey from Moscow to Pot’ma. Only three to share a compartment. And a luxury, too, had been the cell on the second floor of the hospital block at Vladimir. And luxuries are temporary.


There were fifteen of them in the compartment, crammed and squashed for three hours since their loading from the Transit gaol. Difficult to move, hideous to breathe in the shuttered carriage. The tight smell of men who have not washed their bodies or known clean clothes. All together, elbows in ribs, knees in calves, packed tight and swaying with the motion of the train as it struggled north.


When he had woken from a faint sleep on the ice cold floor of the cell, Holly had known that the lice had found him. Creeping little bastards in the hair of his head and his stomach, and he had gouged with his fingernails at the flesh under his clothes. The men who sat or lay near to him on the floor had watched with a curiosity that a man who was held in the Transit gaol at Pot’ma should concern himself with such a small matter as the pin-sharp biting of the louse. Only an old man with his white hair cropped short and worn as a Jew’s cap had spoken to Holly with the wry grin of experience at his mouth. They were nothing, the lice at Pot’ma, the old man said. At the Transit at Alma-Ata there were bugs that saturated the walls of the holding cells, red and fast with their crawl, with a bite like scissors. And at the Transit at Novosibirsk there were rats, great grey pigs, a tail as thick as your little finger, and the men in the holding cells slept in a laager in the centre of the floor and changed the watch in the dark hours so that always some men guarded the edge of their perimeter. So, what were a few lice? Holly had talked with the old man and realized only later that when he spoke all those who were within earshot had listened and tried to learn about him from his words. He was the outsider, he came from beyond the corrals of the big camp, from beyond the wire of the little camp. Though he spoke in Russian, the language that his parents had given him, he was from without the walls that bounded their experience. They examined him with their eyes and ears. They might have wished to touch him. They were without hostility and without friendship. They were interested in an object to which they had not before been exposed.
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