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Author’s Note


Readers may wonder, quite justifiably, how much of this book is truth, and how much is fiction. The answer is that there is no fiction at all: I do not have enough imagination for it.


The only liberty I have permitted myself is to change some names: not the names of my fellow-prisoners in the Small Zone, nor the names of our tormentors, but the names of those who sympathised with us and helped us secretly. The reason is obvious: to protect them from reprisals. Therefore, I have changed the names of almost all the criminal prisoners, the warders and some of the officers. In a number of instances I have also altered the sequence of events, to prevent the KGB from working out how, despite all their efforts, we managed to maintain contact with the world outside the camp. In making these small changes I have taken great care not to distort, in any way, the true picture of our camp existence. It remains for me to offer my sincere apologies to the many thousands of victims of Soviet women’s camps for omitting from this book so many other events due to limitations of space. And finally, to offer my deepest gratitude to those people who, although not mentioned in this book, helped me to survive everything, regain my freedom, and, therefore, to write my testimony.


I.R.
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So here I am, riding along in a black Volga. They said that they are taking me home. For good. A ‘clean’ release. They have even returned my passport without any entry about my criminal record. And to cap it all, they even offered generously to drive me home – in a KGB car. What can all this mean? I sit in the car, trying to gather my wits. They are watching me, so I must not show any sign of confusion, any emotion at all. The reflexes evolved during four years of imprisonment function automatically – never trust them! Never drop your guard!


The KGB man sitting beside me makes small talk. Of course, he knows exactly what is going on, whether I am really being released or whether this is just another exercise in psychological pressure. As yet, I am not privy to his knowledge. I will not know for another half hour. There are plenty of reasons for my doubts: after all, did they not tell me, three months ago, when I was taken away from the Mordovian labour camp, that I was going home? Yet instead of home, I was brought under guard to the KGB prison in Kiev. ‘So, you’ve come to be released, Irina Borisovna?’fn1 they said to me upon arrival. ‘But you still have three years of camp and five of exile to serve. Now, if you were to write a clemency plea, who knows what might happen …?’


I remember how furious I felt at that moment – not with them, but with myself. For two whole days I had travelled on a special transport believing that I was going home. Home to Igor, home to Mama, home to our dog, Ladushka …


What a gullible fool! Just as well I did not let them see at the time that I believed them: gave no start of surprise, maintained a stony face and a steady voice – the Stanislavsky method of acting par excellence. So their psychological gambit did not pay off. They got no pleas for clemency out of me. Nor will this latest trick, if it is a trick, gain them anything. But maybe, just maybe, this time it is for real. After all, is it likely that they would try the same deception twice? On the other hand, they do so many idiotic things.


Don’t think about it! Look, instead, at the falling leaves outside: yellow, red: it’s October. My fifth October as a prisoner – can it be the last? Don’t think! Listen to what the KGB man is saying … What on earth is he on about? About radical changes in the education system. Fine. Respond in top form: discuss language study, physics, maths. And indeed, some changes would not come amiss, the existing system is useless. But what direction should those changes take? Ah, there’s the rub!


We move on to the weather: green grass, blue skies. A black Volga. But where is the prison grey to which I have become so accustomed? Here it is, right beside me – my prison uniform. Strange that they did not take it away as they usually do before releasing a prisoner … Stop thinking about that!


Let’s talk about literature. Don’t you think Bulgakov is a wonderful writer? Yes, he did live in Kiev, his house is on the Andreyevsky Incline. Lovely place, Kiev, by any standards. No, I can’t say I like Boroday’s contemporary sculpture: a big statue is not necessarily a beautiful one. You don’t care for it either? What an amazing likeness in tastes – and between whom! We laugh a little.


The car window is open a crack and, oh, the smells, the heady smells. Forbidden smells, free ones: that one, now, that’s freshly cut grass. And this one – almost like mushrooms, or maybe it’s just damp earth? Here’s a familiar one – petrol. Pull yourself together! Remember, you’re travelling under guard, even if it is for the last time. I wonder what the driver is thinking about?


As if on cue, he joins in the conversation. We discuss Gorbachev’s anti-alcohol campaign and the clandestine ‘moonshine’ industry which flourishes alongside it:


Moonshine liquor, moonshine liquor,


We’ll just have to make you quicker!


The driver introduces a historical note: this is not a new ditty, he tells us, it dates back to Khrushchev’s time. History repeats itself … We laugh again. Isn’t this trip fun? And what’s that building over there? Oh, that’s a new one, Irina Borisovna, it was built when you were no longer here. Brief silence. We pass a young couple, arms entwined around each other, but too quickly to see their faces.


The driver makes no unnecessary detours: here is our street, Vernadsky Prospekt. Just a few blocks from home now … Anyone can stop their hands from shaking if they try … Well, almost anyone. Heartbeat and pulse are harder to control, but controlled they must be – I’m as thin as a rail, you can see the tremor of the smallest vein in my neck. The best thing to do at such a time is to start playing Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto in your head, that makes everything inside slow down. There, that’s better. Now everything is as it should be. Well, comrades, what next?


They open the door for me.


‘Here, Irina Borisovna, let me help you with that bag … On which floor is your flat?’


Good heavens, on which floor is it? I can remember the address and telephone number – those I have given to so many people at so many times. But the floor? A blank …


‘The fifth,’ I say suddenly, the words floating up out of my subconscious. And the fifth it is. Our door, the doorbell, Ladushka barking inside. What if there is nobody home? I don’t have a key! Still, maybe KGB men always carry something that will open any door.


‘Who’s there?’ That is Mama’s voice. She is really Igor’s mother, but I have called her Mama ever since they arrested me. From the time I sat in the court-room and heard her frantic cry in the corridor: ‘Let me in! My daughter is in there!’


Of course, they did not let her in. They did not let anybody in. But from that moment, I became a daughter to her, and she became a mother to me.


‘Who’s there?’


What should I say? ‘Ira’? Or should I call out a warning: ‘House search!’ After all, I still do not know for sure why they have brought me here.


‘Ira.’


Our hallway, with familiar clay dishes decorating the walls. The smell of home. Ladushka jumps around, barking. Either she has forgotten me – four years is a long time – or the strange man is upsetting her.


Mama stands there, frozen in shock.


‘For good?’ she manages finally.


‘For good,’ I tell her.


Only now does she let herself burst into tears. My nieces peer out of their room: slim, and so much older than I remember … They were such tiny creatures when I was taken away, the youngest had not even started to talk. They are silent now, too, watching me with big, round eyes. In any case, there is enough confusion around without their adding to it.


Mama keeps crying and hugging me, I mutter something in response. This is just the moment for my escort to depart if I am really going to be left here. On the other hand, how is he to take me if not? The driver did not come up with us, and a KGB escort always consists of at least two. Moreover, it would be rather beneath his dignity to drag me out of the house by force, he is a KGB general, no less. Well, let events take their own course.


‘Thank you for the lift,’ I say in the manner of a social hostess. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’


He responds in the same vein. ‘Thank you, no. I don’t want to be in your way.’


He really leaves. I hope that a few transgressions will be forgiven him, come Judgment Day, for declining that cup of coffee. There follows a confused telephone conversation with Igor. He’s leaving work straight away and rushing home, right across town. And I sit in something soft, nursing the receiver against my cheek, even though it is now silent. Now I can let myself go. Mama is fussing around in the kitchen, I ought to go and offer to help. What a silly thought – help. How can I possibly help when I have forgotten even simple household tasks, cannot even remember where everything is kept? Still, I ought to go there, be beside her. Instead, I wander over to the mirror. Well, Madam, how do you like what you see? Mirrors are not permitted in prison. In the last three months I have only seen my reflection once, in an open mirror door of one of the prison offices. A thin, close-cropped urchin looks back at me now, with very dark eyes.


What of it, that I offered a KGB man a cup of coffee? I am the victor, not he! Igor will be here any moment, then a horde of friends, and I shall be able to look them in the eye without flinching: everything is in order, there has been nothing in these four years of which I need to feel ashamed.


I will tell them everything, I think, not knowing yet how difficult that is, to tell everything: how you want to leave out all that was so terrible, and dwell only on the funny moments! Even now, as I sit down to write this book, a small voice whispers at the back of my mind: leave it, forget about it, enough is enough! But I will remember. I know what must be done.
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For seven months now, I have been living like a queen: doors are flung open before me wherever I go – into cells, interrogation rooms, the court-room … Other hands close these doors behind me, too. Not that I do much walking these days, just the odd stretch now and then along some corridor. Still, I maintain the correct regal bearing. Mostly I am driven from place to place. An impressive number of people are employed in ‘serving’ me: just to get a pencil sharpened I summon a junior officer of the guard. Should the Queen desire to have a fresh pair of socks issued out of her personal effects, any number of minions must spring into action, including the prison governor (he has to sign all paperwork, and Her Majesty’s demand for socks must, of course, be duly recorded). The prison in which I am being held is called the Isolation-Interrogative Prison of the KGB, but during the Second World War, under German occupation, it was used by the Gestapo. Here, for the very first time in my life, I have a room all to myself. It is even furnished with a steel cot, a small night-table, and a slop-bucket which serves as a lavatory. All the Queen’s papers, in view of their importance to the state, are regularly scrutinised by ‘competent persons’. For this very reason, my first collection of poems written in prison is not committed to paper, but has been memorised painstakingly, word for word. In principle, heads are also subject to scrutiny in this place, but the principle has not been enforced in my case because of my very decisive ‘veto’. This privilege was not easily won, and gives me the right to walk proudly. Make the best of it, gentlemen: such is my royal will.


Today I am leaving my Kiev residence for one in Mordovia. Today is the start of my journey to labour camp, a van will deliver me to the station in an hour’s time. All my papers, I have been told, will be sent on separately ‘so that you won’t have to cart them around yourself’. The papers in question are my sentence, my appeal against it, my statement at my trial, my notes concerning the official record of the trial, and poems by Tyutchev, Pushkin, Shevchenko, Lermontov and Zhukovsky, copied out of books from the prison library. Oh, well, I would probably not get a chance to read them during transportation to the camp. I feel a slightly feverish exhilaration, as always before a journey. Of course, I know full well that this will be no ordinary trip: guard dogs, yelling guards armed with machine-guns, the stuffiness and oppression of Stolypinfn1 railway cars, the stench of transit prisons … Nevertheless, my spirits are high: these first seven months have not passed too badly. They did not get so much as a word out of me under interrogation, I did not make a single plea to my captors, all they got out of me was the statement I made at my trial and a flat refusal to take any part in the proceedings. Quite an acceptable beginning for a political prisoner. Now comes the next step – transportation to the camp. My services to the Motherland have received the highest accolade: seven years of strict regime camps to be followed by five years of internal exile.


The sentence came as a twenty-ninth birthday present. But I got another present on that day: Igor was summoned as a witness to my trial. From the doorway, he called out to me: ‘Hold steady, darling, I love you!’ And then, turning to the judges, he told them exactly what he thought of them and their proceedings. Among other things, he threw at them that I am a member of International PEN (news to me!) and then, just before they managed to hustle him out, one last look at me. Tell me, dear comrade-judges, has anyone ever looked at you like that? Or at you, my warder-escort? Or at you, Prison Governor Petrunya? No, of course they haven’t. And that is why you cannot understand how I can face the journey to the camp with a smile.


They issue me rations for the journey: half a loaf of black bread and some herring. From my former reading of samizdatfn2, I know that this means twenty-four hours of travel before the first transit stop. Eating the herring is inadvisable, because it makes you terribly thirsty, and there will be nothing to drink. Thank you, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, for your priceless counsels! Who can say whether Igor and I would have had the presence of mind to burn all letters and addresses while the KGB hammered on our doors, had we not read your works? Or would I have been able to summon sufficient control not to bat an eyelid when they stripped me naked in prison? Without you, would I have grasped that cardinal principle for all prisoners of conscience: ‘Never believe them, never fear them, never ask them for anything’? Thanks to you, even such trivia as the business with the herring is known to me in advance. A zek’sfn3 light body, a zek’s light bundle … The carriage is waiting, a Black Maria. Oh, well! It’s April. The journey lies before me. The van is brought right up to the railway carriage, so you step straight from one into the other. A guard-dog barks frenziedly somewhere below: yes, I have read about all this. Here they are, the crowded Stolypin compartments. A welter of female bodies and faces penned up in a wire enclosure measuring three cubic metres. How many prisoners can there be in here, crammed in on two tiers? About fifteen? The next such ‘cage’ is full of men. A clamour goes up as they see me.


‘Look, here’s a young one!’


‘Hey, sweetheart, where are you headed for?’


‘Girlie, look at me!’


Someone proffers a sweet through the wire mesh. The guard lashes out, the sweet falls to the floor and the hand is hastily withdrawn – it lacks several fingers and is covered with tattoos. The sun sets behind the hills. We all look each other over, smiling.


‘No talking!’


We continue to exchange smiles. They are zeks, and so am I. Later, when the train gets under way and the guard is replaced by a less obnoxious one, they get him to pass me another sweet, and I reciprocate with a pack of cigarettes (I knew these must be bought before the journey, whether one smokes or not). Soon, I learn my first word of ‘zek-speak’: a ‘warmer’. A ‘warmer’ is the acquisition of something not officially permitted, such as our exchange of a sweet for cigarettes. The first, obvious interpretation of this word strikes me immediately – something to warm the heart. A further interpretation was to come some six months later: when you eat, you feel the cold less than when you are hungry. So a ‘warmer’ can, quite literally, be calories …


I have an enclosure all to myself. According to the regulations, especially dangerous state criminals must not be allowed to mingle with other prisoners and exercise a bad influence on them. Who knows, ordinary criminals might just take it into their heads to stop stealing and robbing, and take to writing poetry! Or, worse still, start coming out in support of that traitor, Sakharov. In reality, however, what price isolation, when every compartment consists of three walls and a wire-mesh front? It is relatively easy, with a bit of dexterity, to pass notes through the wire from one enclosure to another, up and down the length of the carriage. And every word can be clearly heard.


‘Hey, Number One, why are you travelling alone?’


Number One – that’s me, because it is the number of my enclosure, right at one end of the carriage.


‘I’m a “political”.’


‘Go on! Was it you, then, who took a shot at Andropov?’


‘Why, has someone taken a shot at him?’


This is news to me. I was allowed no newspapers in the KGB prison and, anyway, this is not something that would have been mentioned in the press. I went into prison under Brezhnev, and only learned from the prosecutor’s speech at my trial that we were now ruled ‘by comrade Andropov himself’.


‘You bet they did, but missed, worse luck.’


‘No they didn’t, he was hit in the knee.’ This is another enclosure joining in.


‘No, I’m here because of my poems.’


‘How’s that? Your poems against the government, were they?’


‘No, independent of the government, so they took offence.’


‘About God, eh?’


‘About God, too.’


‘Yeah, they wouldn’t like that. Say, how about reciting some of them? Remember them, don’t you?’


How could I forget? I recite the poem I dedicated to Sakharov:


Don’t attempt to coerce,


If a boy flies the nest and bereaves you –


Write it off as a loss, you exemplary homeland and nurse!


You are quick to forget how to bless your own son as he leaves you,


And instead you have learned the cruel art of pronouncing a curse!


What you put in your bread –


So that no one looks elsewhere for savour,


How you loose on the trail your swift dogs and their practical art,


And poverty, jail and the nightmare asylum for ever –


Cease to harp on those strings.


We have studied and learned them by heart.


Those with wide-spreading wings,


Who from birth have been stubborn and awkward –


Don’t attempt to coerce, using bribes or the menacing word –


We’re not reached by such things.


We leave and go onward and onward …


People say that a shot in the back simply cannot be heard.


They are all quiet, listening. Heavens, what do they make of it? These are common criminals, half of them would not have so much as read a book in their lives. On the other hand, maybe they are not all like that: how varied are the people who have passed through our prisons! These listen avidly.


‘No talking!’


I fall silent without demur: it is wiser to wait until the early vigilance of our guards loses its edge. This won’t take long. Some ten minutes later, a voice calls out: ‘Number One, you write it out and pass it along to us in Number Six, okay? What’s your name?’


‘Ira.’


‘Start writing, Irinka!’


Generally speaking, writing is a bit risky. Under Soviet law it qualifies as ‘dissemination of slanderous documentation in poetic form’. Discovery can lead to the institution of new criminal proceedings. On the other hand, I have no intention of spending the next seven years in camp cowering in silence like a frightened mouse. That would be playing right into the hands of the KGB, whose aim was to make me fear giving my poems to anyone. As for my travelling companions – well, they are human, too, criminals or not, and I am not the Almighty to sit in judgment on them. For better or for worse, they are my people, just as the young guard in his military uniform is, too. No, I shall not stoop to self-censorship!


Writing is difficult, though, because the train jerks and words jump on the paper. Better wait until the train stops. What should I write, so that they will all understand? I know – the one about the prison gnome. And something light-hearted – say, the poem about the flying cat. And the one about the old lady, who waits for the return of her son. The next halt is a long one, and I cover a double sheet of paper ripped out of an exercise book.


‘Girls, pass this on to Number Six, will you?’


‘How about something for us?’


‘You can have this when they finish reading it. I can’t write it all out ten times!’


‘Is it all right if we copy it out for ourselves?’


‘Of course. But you could get into trouble if the guards find it.’


‘Bugger-all is what they’ll find.’


‘Another word out of any of you, and nobody will be allowed out to the toilet until tomorrow!’


This last remark is from the guard. The threat is a weighty one. What are you supposed to do if they don’t let you out of the pen to use the toilet? Moreover, trips to the toilet are regarded by the guards as a nuisance: one of them stands watch outside the lavatory, one plays sentry in the passageway, and a third must open every enclosure in turn and escort the prisoners to the toilet and back, one by one. So from the point of view of the guards, the fewer trips there are to the toilet, the better, and toilet detail is kept to a minimum, driving the prisoners to desperation. The men occasionally cannot hold out and urinate into plastic bags, if there are any around, or into their boots. The women weep and wail, but hang on. However, this fair-haired youngster is clearly not one of the nasty ones, and has issued his threat simply to restore order. The women in Number Three sense this immediately: ‘Hey, there, my fair little soldier-boy. Why are you so cross, eh? Come here and I’ll give you a kiss!’


‘Behave, will you.’


‘But I’m not misbehaving, am I? I’ll just give you one kiss, and it will make your whiskers grow like anything. Do you want fair whiskers, or ginger ones?’


‘That’s enough of your chattering, you hear?’


‘Oh well, if you don’t want us to talk, we’ll sing you a song. Come on, girls, all together now:


Valentina Tereshkova


Stupid bloody fool


Went to suck milk from a cow


But got under a bull …’


‘Watch it, girls, don’t try my patience too far.’


‘We’ll try you, all right, and get a bun in the oven. All the better, it means we’ll get out come the next amnesty.’


‘Yes, we’ll have nice little fair-haired girls out of you!’


‘Shut up, will you! The convoy commander will be coming through any minute now!’


This appeal works, for the prisoners know that the young guard could get into trouble for talking to them. Everyone quietens down. In any case, it must be time to bed down now: they loaded us on to the train in the evening, and how much has happened since then! It would be interesting to know what the time is. This interest is purely academic: prisoners are not allowed to have watches or clocks. You are wakened when necessary, and taken where necessary. How strangely reality narrows in prison. I know nothing: not where I will be tomorrow, not the direction in which I am travelling, nor what is going on there, in the outside world. I don’t even know anything about Igor, whether he has been arrested or not. A month has passed since my trial, and we have not been allowed to exchange letters or see each other in that time. Where is he now? Probably getting ready to go to sleep, too – but where? On our folding couch at home, or on a plank bed in prison? Sleep, my dear one. May the Lord give you strength.
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Morning. The train has been stationary for several hours now. I have learned that we are being taken to Moscow, and shall arrive there only in the evening, at best. It is twelve hours by ordinary passenger train from Kiev to Moscow, but carriages with prisoners are attached to goods trains, so our journey will take at least double that time. I half-doze most of the time: this way, the hours do not drag so heavily, nor do the surroundings impinge so much on one’s consciousness. There is a swell of noise in the carriage, though, which cannot be ignored: ‘Hey, chief! Take us to the toilet!’


‘Toilets aren’t supposed to be used during stops.’


‘Well, when are we going to move, then?’


‘When the time comes, that’s when.’


An outburst of helpless swearing among the prisoners. Who can say when the train will move again? After a while, the train finally jerks into motion.


‘Hey, chief!’


The ‘chief’ does not deign to reply. This is not yesterday’s young lad, the guards have changed. This new one must be an ‘overtimer’, one of those who remains in this job of his own free will. Though what could motivate someone to take up this kind of work for a living voluntarily, is beyond me. We cannot see his eyes as he stands with his back to us. His fat cheeks, however, protrude from both sides of his head, which looks red and robust, even from the back. Does he hear the pleas of the zeks, or has he learned to switch off? A woman in the third enclosure is weeping, she has just about reached the end of her endurance.


‘Chief! At least let the pregnant one go!’


The chief doesn’t give a damn about pregnant women: you can tell by that expressive back of his head.


How much time has passed? Half an hour? An hour?


‘Hey, fellas! Start ’er rocking!’


Our seemingly deaf and mute tormentor reacts as if stung: ‘Who said that?!’


But in the general uproar, it is quite impossible to determine the culprit. It was a young male voice, but there must be about seventy men in the carriage. In the next moment, I find out what that seditious call to ‘rock’ means: the prisoners bodily start to rock our carriage. All together, in unison, throwing themselves first against one wall of their enclosures, then against the opposite one. The carriage is so packed that the results can be felt almost immediately. In this manner, the carriage can be tipped off the tracks, derailing the whole train.


The convoy supervisor comes running: ‘Who started this?!’


Up yours, mate: the whole carriage keeps rocking. I’m doing my bit, too, in my solitary enclosure. We’ll die and take you with us, you fat-faced swine! Obviously, this prospect does not appeal to him – two guards with keys appear hotfoot. One of them opens the enclosure in which the pregnant woman is locked. I see her as she passes my cage: a small, tear-stained face, a shock of hair peeping out from under a washed-out headscarf.


The tension dies down. Keys rattle, enclosure doors bang, and my travelling companions all pass by me, half a step away, to the toilet and back.


My God, how many of them are there? I ought to keep count, for did I not promise myself, as I stepped across the threshold of my first prison cell, that I would miss nothing? That I would watch and remember everything, down to the tiniest detail? For the day would come when all this information would prove vital, and not just the emotional aspect, but facts and figures. But right now I simply cannot force myself to keep a tally: grey faces, grey clothing … Only their eyes are different. They all look at me with unconcealed curiosity: a ‘political’ is no mean title!


‘How’s it going, Irinka?’


I smile. Eyes looking into eyes. And another look on the way back. I stand right up against the wire. What terms stretch before you, lads? How many of you will survive the camps, how many will emerge crippled or deranged? Whom have you left behind, and will they live to see you? And how many of you actually have a place to call home? What will be the fate of the child the woman in the third enclosure will bear? What will his first words be, learned in the camp? It was only later that I found out that the average mortality rate for babies in the camps is one in eight. How much I still have to learn, despite all that I have read about prisons and camps. So this is what you are like, zeks of my time. Let us exchange a forbidden smile. That, too, is a ‘warmer’.


With amazing sleight-of-hand, someone slips something into my pocket through the wire mesh. So adroitly is this done, that I scarcely notice it, and the guard misses it altogether. And again. And again. A small square of paper, folded several times, falls to the floor. A note! Quickly, I cover it with my boot: like all the other zeks, I wear tarpaulin soldiers’ boots. Only mine are smaller than the regulation issue, Igor somehow managed to get a pair in my size and passed them to me in prison. Whew! Looks like nobody saw the note. I drop my handkerchief, then scoop up the note as I bend to retrieve it. I have not yet acquired the dexterity of a zek. Never mind, I will learn.


When everything quietens down and the guard turns his back on us again, I start to examine my booty.


‘Hello, there, Irisha! My name is Volodya. My term expires in three years’ time. I am very fond of poetry. My favourite poet is Omar Khayyam. Here are some of his verses that I remember by heart, I hope you like them too.’


And, on a separate bit of paper, verses out of the Rubaiyat, closely written in tiny script (he must have written them when the train was stationary). Almost no grammatical errors. How about that! Much can be expected during transportation to the camps, but hardly something like this. Later, these verses were to be confiscated when I was searched upon arrival at Lefortovo prison, as were the Tyutchev and Pushkin poems which I had copied out and which were ‘travelling separately’. Instead of having them returned to me, I was given a document listing them as confiscated: the document stated that these poems were found to be slanderous, ideologically dangerous, and for this reason had been destroyed by burning. The reason for this bizarre act was not hard to guess: the Kiev KGB staff are not expected to know anything about literature, and they had simply decided that these poems had all been written by me. It had not occurred to me to note that this poem was written by Pushkin, or that one by Tyutchev, as I had known them from childhood. So, by courtesy of the ignorance of the Kiev KGB, I was arbitrarily elevated to genius rank: writing about the mountains of Georgia, the depths of the Siberian mines, about thunderstorms in early May … Naturally, this ‘creativity’ only served to increase the vigilance of the KGB. That’s right, my bright sparks: keep your eyes peeled and your ears open: what will be, will be. In the meantime, on to the next note.


‘Irinka, our names are Vera and Lyuba. We’re on our way from a juvenile offenders’ zone to an adult one. We both have a year left to serve, though it’s not likely we’ll end up in the same zone. Write how long you’ve got to serve, we didn’t hear when you told the others. Vera thinks you said seven years, but that can’t be right, can it? Is it true that our political prisoners get sent to America in exchange for our spies that the Americans have caught? Write about your politics and pass it along to the fifth cage. All the others in here want to know, too.’


‘Ira, you said that there is a political camp. Is that the one where they kept Solzhenitsyn? I read his One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich when I was still free. Some of our boys say that Solzhenitsyn is a Jew, and that he has been imprisoned again. Is that true? Send your answer to the seventh, and mark it for “The Lip” – that’s what they call me.’


Among the notes, I discover a caramel in my pocket. The aniline colours of its wrapper have imprinted themselves on the sweet itself in bright red and violet diamond shapes. We used to joke about these caramels in Odessa, saying that they were made of pure acetone. It melts slowly, slowly in my mouth. I will never know whose gift this is. Maybe it was slipped to me by that young, blue-eyed man with ringworm on his shaven head, or that elderly, homely-looking woman with smiling wrinkles, or that swarthy ‘stripey’ (a term applied to those who are on special regimefn1, and therefore almost certainly doomed). Whoever it was – my heartfelt thanks. This caramel is the best I have had in my life. I reply to the notes as clearly as possible. The notes themselves I destroy, for we shall soon be in Moscow and that means we will be searched. I keep only the verses of the Rubaiyat: if they find them, let them search for a zek called Omar Khayyam!


I am transported through Moscow alone, in a large truck with a canvas hood. My guards are two young men, cradling submachine-guns. Naturally, they are curious to know who it is they are guarding. I tell them my story. They are incredulous: ‘Surely not seven years plus five?!’


I open a shutter in the door to catch a glimpse of Moscow. The night wind blows my hair back from my forehead. Lights. The area is unfamiliar. After a little awkward humming and hawing, my custodians come up with an amazing offer: I’m young, so are they. Maybe I would like to have ‘a quickie’ with whichever one of them I fancy most? There is still some way to go, and the other one will turn his back. Moreover, if I chance to become pregnant, I’ll almost certainly get out of camp early, because pregnant women or women with children are usually included in the amnesties proclaimed from time to time. In fact, two amnesties are expected quite soon in connection with the forthcoming revolutionary anniversary dates.


Luckily, I have enough nous to take no offence at their generosity. When all is said and done, in their own way they honestly want to do me a good turn. As tactfully as I can, I explain that while I think they are both fine specimens of manhood, I am a married woman, and faithful to my husband.


‘Religious, are you?’


‘Yes, I am.’


To them, this is a perfectly acceptable explanation, and the subject is closed. No – then no. They are, in fact, immeasurably more sensitive than KGB men, whose response would certainly have been: ‘Where’s the husband who will wait for you for seven years!’ How many times I heard such remarks during the seven months I spent under investigation!


My poor investigator, Lukyanenko, was at his wits’ end to come up with something that would shake my composure. He never did, and finally gave up trying. After every question, without even expecting an answer, he would note down ‘no reply’ in the protocol. But these lads – their questions I do answer, whatever they want to know. I recite poems, explain who Sakharov is. In this way we pass the journey to Lefortovo. They give me a pack of cigarettes and I take it, even though I do not smoke myself: they will be a welcome gift for others. After all, I am not alone any more. With whom shall it fall to me to share skilly?fn2


At Lefortovo prison, after being searched, I get what is a treat for any zek – a shower. This is one good thing about being in transport: the prisoners have to be able to wash once a week, and I still had five days to go before my next scheduled wash. This unexpected bonus is because all incoming prisoners in Lefortovo have to be given a wash. How long will they keep me here? No use asking, of course. I have a cell to myself, thank God. Faces, shaven heads swim before my eyes … I have become unaccustomed to people during seven months of solitude. KGB do not qualify as human beings, after all! But my erstwhile travelling companions are people, even though some of them may be killers and thieves. Our nation has always referred to those sentenced to hard labour as ‘unfortunates’. And unfortunates they are, and I pity them as, no doubt, they pity me. Certainly I know about the vicious camp ‘laws’ by which criminals live, about merciless revenge, about the exploitation of the weak among them … Yet there is something else to them as well – and that I will never forget. I shall try to appeal to that ‘something else’ which exists in even the most hardened criminals, and the guards, and maybe even in that one, who has just peered in through the Judas-hole in the door to check whether I am asleep or not. Oh, Lord, save my unfortunate people and have mercy upon them!
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The next leg of my journey begins after two days of solitary confinement in Lefortovo prison. This time, to my surprise, I am pushed into an enclosure with ten other women, either through oversight, or because of shortage of space. For obvious reasons, I make no protest: new faces, new encounters. Introductions are quickly made, stories swapped. Some of the women are reluctant to talk about themselves, turning the conversation to other subjects. The old lady in the corner is called Granny Tonia by everyone. She cries almost incessantly. During the journey she recounts how she, at the age of sixty-five, was sentenced to four years for making moonshine vodka.


‘Come off it, Gran,’ scoffs Lida, who has obviously been around and seen it all. Her lipstick is a vivid slash in an unwashed face. ‘Nobody gets four years for hooch if they’re a first offender!’


‘That’s just it,’ sobs Granny Tonia, ‘they shouldn’t!’ She blows her nose, not into a handkerchief, but a small white rag with fraying edges. ‘All my life, as long as I can remember, everyone in our village has brewed moonshine, and nobody got into any trouble over it. All you had to do was give Misha, our local policeman, a tenner before a holiday and he’d turn a blind eye. But then he got drunk and drowned when he rode his motorbike into the pond, and they sent such a swine to replace him, you wouldn’t believe! Where they got him from, God knows! So he turns up at my place just before the October festivities – the bastard nosed out that I live alone, don’t have nobody to stand up for me … Well, he found everything, he did. I tried to talk my way out of it, but “no”, he says, “I’m going to report you.” My neighbours advised me to slip him twenty-five roubles so’s he wouldn’t report me, and, as it happened, I’d just sold some potatoes and had a bit of ready cash. So off I went and offered him the twenty-five. And what does he do? He takes it, that’s what, and right then and there starts writing out a new report this time accusing me of trying to bribe him. Oh, I begged and I pleaded, but they still took me to court on two charges … While they were still holding me, even before my trial, there was an amnesty for moonshiners, but not for bribes. And the judge says to me, he says: “For the illegal brewing, citizeness, one year, and you would have been on your way home now. But for offering a bribe – it’s four years of ordinary regime camps for you.”


Granny Tonia sobs again into her little white rag. Her house is left untended, so is her cabbage patch. How likely is it that she will survive four years in the camps? Better that she had been left to die quietly in her little village hut.


‘Give over, Gran,’ everyone tries to console her, ‘ordinary regime isn’t that strict, you’ll pull through. There’s good folks everywhere. You’re old, nobody’ll push you around. And they won’t set you to sewing, neither, they only put strong and healthy ones on that. Come on, now, stop snivelling.’


A discussion starts about assignment to sewing detail. The worst of these is the heavy-duty work: making quilted jackets and pants, military greatcoats. The work-rooms are full of floating fibres and fluff, which you inhale during the entire shift. Moreover, the cloth has usually been treated with chemicals, and contact produces skin ulcers which become progressively worse with continued handling of the material. If you go to the camp medic, you will be told that the ulcers are the result of engaging in ‘homosex’ – that is, lesbianism.


‘But I don’t!’ protests the sufferer.


‘In that case, it must be from sexual deprivation,’ counters the medic.


These two causes suffice to explain away any eventuality, and in both cases imply that the prisoner is at fault, and shouldn’t waste the medic’s precious time.


Judging by what I hear, everyone’s ambition seems to be to get themselves assigned to some kind of ‘domestic’ duty – in the kitchens, as cleaners, or something similar. Prisoners given these duties are housed separately and in less crowded conditions, their chances of early conditional release are greater. All this wisdom is not a whit of use to me: political prisoners are not subject to amnesties or early releases – just as they do not indulge in lesbian practices or have anyone to tend to their needs. Nevertheless, all this makes fascinating hearing. I estimate that there are some one and a half million women in Soviet camps, and they all face similar problems.


Another of my new travelling companions, ‘Auntie’ Lyuba, killed her husband with an axe. She talks about this quite willingly, even with a touch of bravado:


‘For twelve years that no-good drunk spent every penny on booze, and would beat me up every which way. One day, along he comes, all set to lay into me again, so I grabbed the axe, showing him that he’d better keep his distance. But he paid no heed, just kept coming at me, so I bashed him one with the butt end. Dropped like a log, he did. First I thought it was just because he was drunk – I hadn’t hit him all that hard. But it turned out that was enough to do him in. Well, I ran to get the doctor, and when he came he said: “That’s it, Lyubov Yakovlevna. You’re a murderess!” But I don’t regret it – not for a moment I don’t. I spent three months in prison, and the guards only hit me once. Before I’d get bashed about practically every day … And the investigator, he didn’t raise a finger against me either: I told him the truth straight away, that made it easy for him to wind up the case. He even sympathised with me, gave me cups of tea …’


Her hands are plump, short-fingered. There is a visible indentation on one of her fingers from a wedding ring. She confides that the ring had been such a tight fit, they had not been able to get it off in the prison, it had had to be sawn off. It is against regulations for prisoners to wear rings, even wedding rings. And why would she need a wedding ring now, anyway?


It is time to eat, so we pool our resources. I had laid in supplies before transportation, for while under investigation you may buy up to ten roubles’ worth of foodstuffs a month. I had made a special effort, in order not to arrive in the camp empty-handed. Alas, all that was left by the time I reached my destination were several heads of garlic: everything else was given away during the journey to my pitiful, emaciated companions. At least half of them would not have had anyone to bring them anything while they were in prison, to say nothing of those who were being shifted from one camp to another after years of confinement. Grey-faced, withered, with bluish lips were some of them: others sought to brighten their pallid faces with defiant slashes of bright, cheap lipstick. My hands seemed to move of their own accord to share what I had with them, while something inside me screamed and screamed its pity for these pathetic creatures …


Later I was to learn that I had acted in error: after all, these women were from and for ordinary regime camps, a far cry from the strict regime camp which was my destination. In the strict regime camps one may purchase food only up to the value of five roubles per month, parcels are few and far between (you are entitled to one parcel weighing five kilos, once a year, after you have completed half of your sentence) and the camp administration can deprive you of both these ‘privileges’ at any time. And does, as a rule. So the women with whom I was to share the coming years in Barashevo were even hungrier and more emaciated than my companions on the train. Yet the Barashevo women were more human, for all that: it was something in their eyes, in the way they held themselves. When I joined them, they immediately forgave me my misguided charity during transportation, making a joke out of it: it turned out that just about all of them had done the same. When all is said and done, this was no more than a normal reaction, when you see something like that for the first time. The garlic I had brought with me to Barashevo was eaten, bit by tiny bit, over a period of two months, and every time it was produced I would cringe with shame, even though my folly had been forgotten by the others long since.


In the carriage, the fact that I am a ‘political’ arouses much interest. I have to explain everything from scratch yet again: about human rights, about my poetry, then read that poetry – to the whole carriage. The guard is clearly interested, too, for he makes no move to stop me. Nowadays, since my arrival in the West, people frequently express surprise at my ability to recite from memory, and at the ease with which I answer questions. The reason for this, ladies and gentlemen, is that my first large audiences – a hundred people or more – were crammed into these carriages, where not everyone could see me, just hear my voice. The poetry had to be read in as straightforward a manner as possible, and the questions answered simply, without trying to be ‘clever’, just as I do now in English, for my knowledge of English is no more sophisticated than the ‘ordinary’ Russian of my fellow prisoners. There may be the odd few in the camps who can recite the verses of Omar Khayyam, but the overwhelming majority of camp inmates are semi-literate. Nevertheless, I recite:


I see a household cat in my despairing,


Who makes no noise and knows how to behave.


Her needs are few – a scratch will start her purring,


A scrap to eat and whispered words: ‘Be brave!’


My throat escapes her claws’ unlooked-for pricking,


She never interferes if I have guests.


The minute-hand enchants her with its ticking


And brings her consolation, even rest.


She climbs up on my knee when sensing nightfall,


And, child-like, noses round and falls asleep


As on my book I see the patterned light fall,


Those meaningless cast-iron shadows creep.


But in the darkness, like a mouse a-chewing,


She stirs as if in sleep she seemed to see


A dwelling that sets off her tiny mewing,


The house of warmth that you will build for me.


I read on: what price I and my poems if I can’t get through to this audience? Too many of us have been too far ‘removed from the people’ already. I recite whatever comes to mind: the poem about the unattainable cherry-red dress, the one about the exemplary Motherland, who executes the best of her children, the one about the flying cat …


Granny Tonia weeps again. After blowing her nose, she fishes out a wrinkled apple from somewhere. ‘Here, daughter, you have it, you’re young. I’m not going to come out of the camp alive, anyway, but you’ll live. You keep writing!’


I accept the apple, my first honorarium, still warm from her hands. I’ll keep writing, Granny Tonia. If I survive, I’ll write. Actually, sentimentality exacts a just price, like any tendency to paint something in one colour. The prison administration tries to reduce every prisoner to grey, and it would be equally wrong for me to depict the same in rosy hues. While Granny Tonia and I were succumbing to sentiment, someone stole my toothbrush out of my bag, and it would be silly for me to be surprised by that.


The train rattled on and cheery, worldly-wise Varyukha instructed me in camp know-how: ‘The main thing is to keep your wits about you. As soon as you get to the camp and pass through quarantine, make sure you’re issued everything you’re supposed to get, and have it locked in the store, otherwise someone’s bound to swipe it. Then, when you put your sheets and things out to dry, stay right there: your knickers will be pretty safe unless they’re a foreign make, but your sheet will disappear, you can bet your life!’


‘But why the sheet?’


‘Simple. Thing is, you should get three sheets, but you’ll be lucky to get two. The bunks have to be made up “white”, that means sheet on top. While you’re away working, “they” go around checking that the sheets are clean and without wrinkes. That’s what these top sheets are called, “raid” sheets. You don’t sleep on it, just keep it for the bosses to look at. So in fact you’ve got the one sheet, to put on the bottom and on the top and to wash. The next lot you’ll get only in about two years’ time. So it’s no wonder they get swiped.’


‘But even if everyone has them stolen, that still leaves two for each one!’


‘Nah, that’s just in the beginning. The ones that’ve been in for long stretches have had several issues, they can have five or six sheets. Then the ones going away leave their sheets to others. You’ll soon get the hang of it all, you’re educated. If you write clemency pleas for the others, they’ll give you all sorts of things as payment.’


‘What do you mean, write clemency pleas?’


‘Appeals for clemency: addressed to Valentina Tereshkova, say, or the Government, saying things like “I’m sorry, I realise the extent of my crime and ask to have my sentence reduced”. Everyone writes them.’


‘And does it help?’


‘Sod all, especially if they’re sent to Valentina Tereshkova. She’s a prize bitch anyway, it was her that introduced the zek uniform and identity tags.’


‘How?’


At this point, the whole carriage hurries into emotive speech. This was the first occasion of many when I witnessed the virulent general hatred the zeks have for Valentina Tereshkova, the chairwoman of the Soviet Women’s Committee. Not once in four years did I hear a good word about her. At first, I could find no obvious reason, but from the explanations which ten or twelve women, all talking at once, gave me on this occasion (and they were all from different prisons and camps, so there could have been no collusion) the following story emerged.


Formerly, the women prisoners had been allowed to wear their own clothing, both under Stalin and under Khrushchev. Khrushchev even repealed the regulation about the wearing of chest identity tags. So in Khrushchev’s time, women prisoners, not close-cropped and in their own clothes, looked reasonably human. They could even buy material in the camps to sew clothes for themselves. That was until Valentina Tereshkova paid a visit to the Kharkov camp. The camp administration, bowing and scraping, had the prisoners lined up. And here our ‘Valya’ really made her presence felt.


‘What’s this?’ she demanded. ‘Some of these women are better dressed than I am!’


Some object for envy! But as a result, all the prisoners’ clothes were confiscated, and a standard uniform was devised: it is not hard to imagine the creations dreamed up by the State. Identity tags to be worn on the chest became mandatory: failure to wear them ranks as a violation of camp regulations. Similarly, headscarves have to be worn at all times, in line, at work – in fact everywhere, to be removed only at night. This is hardly beneficial to the hair and scalp, but what can one do? Then there are these ghastly boots: with typical inconsistency, women are allowed to wear light shoes in summer in the Ukraine, but not in the Russian republic. The only warm items of apparel permitted are socks and vests. So in winter the women must line up, teeth chattering, in short ‘standard issue’ cotton skirts. It’s easier for the men – they, at least, have trousers and long-johns. Still, Valentina Tereshkova’s aesthetic feelings are now satisfied. She can visit the Kharkov zone without any undue apprehension (this zone, because of the scare Tereshkova put into everyone, was turned into a ‘show’ zone and disciplinary measure upon disciplinary measure were heaped upon its hapless inmates). Still, Tereshkova can now come to this zone – and, indeed, any other in the USSR – secure in the knowledge that nobody will be better dressed than herself. All will be dressed equally badly. Long live communist legality! I must have heard this story in different places from different zeks at least thirty times.


The prisoners express their ‘appreciation’ of Tereshkova in ditties, only one of which contains no obscenities. That is the one I have already cited, the others are absolutely unprintable.


‘In that case, why does anyone bother addressing clemency pleas to her?’


‘Because they’re stupid, that’s why!’ retorts Varyukha. ‘They all keep hoping for something: an amnesty, a pardon. Mind you, sometimes one’ll get released before some anniversary or other, but that will be one in a hundred thousand. I’ve never written any, there’s enough silly idiots without me.’


Yes, all this tallies with what Solzhenitsyn has written. I try to quote him as closely as I can from memory. The carriage is enthralled: what else has he written? Impossible to retell the whole Gulag Archipelago, of course, but I recount as much as I can. The guard (they’ve changed shifts again) utters a word of caution: ‘Be quiet for a bit, the boss is about due to come around.’ And once his senior has been through, he prompts me: ‘Go on, what else is there?’


I do go on. Who needs this more than you in uniforms, be they zek uniforms or military ones? Not all of you are lifelong thieves and bandits. Your lives have been disfigured, but your souls are intact. How do you souls fare, hammered by the machinery of lies and violence from early childhood? How wonderful if they do not succumb, but is there any chance of that? I continue to hope that there is.
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The transit prison in Potma is a disgusting place. Not that there are any pleasant transit prisons, I suppose. The powers that be recollect my status and isolate me in a solitary cell. It is a large, cavernous place with no bunks, just two tiers of uninterrupted wooden shelves along the walls. High above there is a small window, its glass long gone. Heating is switched off at the beginning of April, and we are now in the middle of the month. Hummocks of snow lie here and there on the floor. Oh, but I’m going to be cold in here! I did not know, then, of the cold I would have to endure in the years ahead. The cell boasts a tap – truly a touch of luxury. Unfortunately, this luxurious fixture leaks, creating a large permanent puddle on the floor: I can jump across its length, but not its breadth. The presence of the puddle means constant, chill damp. In a couple of hours, all my clothing is clammy. I sit there, teeth chattering, rhyming ‘sanitation’ with ‘civilisation’. Then I hear tapping of another kind: someone is signalling along the heating pipe which passes through all the cells. That means I am being invited to establish contact. I was taught on the train how this is done. You place the base of an empty mug against the pipe, and press your ear to the open end. That way, you can hear everything. To say something yourself – yell into the cup, keeping the base against the pipe.


‘Sixteen, sixteen, come on the pipe!’


That means me.


‘Speak up!’


‘Write a letter to your folks, there’s a chance to send it from here. Keep it by you – they’ll be loading us on the train tomorrow, so you just slip it to us. No sweat. Oh, write out some of your poems for us, will you? The girls in here are asking for ’em. They won’t look for poems on us, so don’t worry. Me – I’ve had a whole exercise book of poems for years now, and nobody’s so much as given it a glance. So get cracking. You got envelopes?’


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Thanks!’


‘Right y’are. See here, when you’re on the pipe, talk slow, like. Otherwise it’s hard to make out. That’s all then. Cheers!’


To write, or not to write? Never mind the poems, but the letters …? How reliable are these chance travelling companions of mine? You come across all kinds – one of them may really somehow manage to send my mail on, but another could well turn it over to the guards in the hope of some reward or concession … The conversation took place ‘on the pipe’, I could not see the face of my would-be benefactor. Even if the letter were to go safely on its way, how should I address it? Our home address is out, for a start, because the KGB checks the mail. The best thing would be to direct it to some ‘low profile’ friend or acquaintance in Kiev, and ask them to forward it to Igor. I have committed a number of such addresses to memory, so there is a choice. And I really ought to write: my trial was extraordinary even by Soviet standards, violating every possible judicial norm. I was deprived of defence counsel, and of the right to a final word. The only spectators allowed into the court-room were KGB ‘extras’, so the officials were free of any constraints whatsoever. To this day, I don’t know why they chose the five poems cited in the indictment at the trial: if they were looking for ‘anti-Soviet’ material, there were others that were much more suitable from a KGB point of view. Yes, I will write, and come what may. For a while, I even forget the cold as I set everything down in detail: the names of the investigating officers, the judges, the appeals panel … What a pity I don’t have a copy of my sentence – there are some truly mind-boggling passages there!


My letter is written, the envelope sealed and addressed. It contains a full account of my period under investigation, my trial, and a note asking the addressee to pass the contents on to Igor. From the moment he receives this letter, the risk passes from me to him: how shall he publicise this information? If he is still free, that is …


As it happened, this letter was not confiscated, and did reach the addressee. Igor, who had not been arrested, learned of its arrival from mutual friends, but was unable to secure it. Nor would the person who received it give it to me after my release. Either he still has it, or he gave it to the KGB – this highly educated gentleman, who had never been tried or imprisoned. If one is to compare him with those simple, petty criminals who volunteered to post a letter for a ‘political’ with whom they had nothing in common, it is the criminals who emerge favourably. Sadly, such occurrences are not infrequent. I withhold this person’s name not because he had been in our house and broken bread at our table, nor because he has two children who bear his name: it is because a book is no place to settle personal scores. Furthermore, why single him out? There are all too many like him, alas …


My letter written, I set about writing out poems. The difficulty does not lie in writing out some ten to fifteen poems in tiny script, but in something quite different. During every transit stop, I ‘resurrect’ the full index of my poems, and then burn the paper on which I write it out. At the next halt, I repeat the process. I have managed to recall twelve poems written before my arrest, and I wrote another forty-four during the period under investigation. During transportation, I started on a new poem in Lefortovo prison, and I ought to complete it here. Yet every time I start to re-create the full list of my work, there is always at least one elusive poem which tries to escape recollection, and it’s never the same one. This is more annoying than a nagging tooth – sometimes half a day is wasted before everything is fully recalled. On this occasion, it takes half a night. Admittedly, there is not much else to do here. I have no bedding, my clothes are damp through, and a film of ice forms around the edge of the puddle. Not much chance of getting any sleep. Every twenty minutes or so I start jumping across the puddle to get my circulation going and to warm up a bit. The shape of the puddle is reminiscent of the Mediterranean Sea, and even the uneven concrete ‘shores’ around it bear some resemblance to the countries which surround it. The climate, unfortunately, could not be more different …


Water drips monotonously from the leaky pipe. Wooden shelves, steel door, solid walls. The walls of Potma transit prison are not white. They are not even grey or institutional green. They are silver, no less. Covered from floor to ceiling with aluminium paint. At first glance, you feel quite bowled over: there you are, locked into a silver cage. Why silver? Why not gold, then? All government institutions in the Soviet Union, from schools to prisons, are usually either whitewashed, or painted a particularly bilious shade of pea-green, which is slapped on as a matter of course. Yet here we have this astonishing flight of fancy. Try as I might, I can think up no reason to explain the astonishing decor in Potma prison. I learned the answer by chance about a year and a half later: aluminium paint is supposed to repel bed-bugs. The bed-bugs in Potma prison don’t give a damn about this theory, though: they are large, spry and well-nourished. I think it would be easier to exterminate the entire prison personnel and all the prisoners than those bed-bugs. Still, when I heard this explanation – silly as it is – I somehow felt a bit better. Truly, we live in a land of wonders!


The cell walls are inscribed with the usual prison graffiti.


‘Tanyusha, I’ll be waiting for you in the Fourteenth Zone.’ ‘We’re off for a two-year stretch. Katya and Lyuba, 14.3.83.’ But here are a few unusual ones: ‘Masha – snake’ and ‘WULTOT’. What is ‘WULTOT’, and why is Masha called a snake? This is not a customary zek insult.


Had the scribbles been something more simple or crude, I probably would not have paid much attention or remembered these two enigmatic messages. It was not until the following summer that I found out what they meant. There are about a hundred ‘zek-speak’ acronyms which are totally incomprehensible to an outsider. And so it emerged that nobody was saying a word to Masha’s detriment, let alone calling her a snake: on the contrary, she was being referred to as ‘My One Bright Star’fn1. As for ‘WULTOT’ – that is a real cry from the heart: ‘Wake Up, Lenin, They’re Overstepping Themselves!’ It must have been thought up by some naïve soul who had been taught at school that Lenin was ‘the most humane of all humans’ who would not, consequently, dream of overstepping himself.


The widely-used abbreviations of zek slang do not always form pronounceable words. If it ever falls to you, my reader (though God forbid!) to see your name written on a prison wall and followed by the letters ‘LYMTL’, that will simply mean ‘Love You More Than Life’. These letters are no harder to remember than ‘KGB’.
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Finally, my last search before entry into the camp zone. All my ‘civvies’ are confiscated with the exception of tights and a woollen kerchief. The junior official carrying out the search turns out to be quite a nice woman. Her name is Lyuba. She points out to me that the kerchief, strictly speaking, ought to be confiscated because it is chequered and not plain. However, she will let it through so that I can unravel it and knit myself some socks. Coloured socks are not forbidden, so nobody will take them away from me. She issues my zek wardrobe – two chintz dresses. I am allowed to keep my jacket and boots because they conform to regulation design. After a moment’s hesitation, Lyuba returns the track-suit pants she had confiscated five minutes earlier: ‘Here, keep them, just don’t let anyone see you’ve got them.’ She smiles at me, flashing a formidable array of metal crowns. ‘Well, let’s go then, all the others are waiting for you, won’t eat till you show up.’


Her speech is a strange mixture of the formal ‘you’ and familiar ‘thou’ forms of address. The reason for this, I learn later, is that the ‘politicals’ are known to be high sticklers, and take exception to camp personnel addressing them in the familiar form. Still, human nature is human nature, and even in the camp, ordinary conversations take place from time to time between prisoners and personnel: in such cases, if the conversation is an amicable one, the ‘thou’ form may pass unchallenged. For the present, I make a mental note of Lyuba’s strange grammar and follow her to a gate set in a high fence. So here it is, the political zone, a camp within a camp. Whom shall I meet there?


Cursing under her breath, Lyuba wrestles with a bunch of keys and a huge padlock. The gate shudders, then finally gives with a screech of hinges. Barbed wire. A path leading to a small wooden structure which bears no resemblance to an ‘institutional’ building. Rather, it is reminiscent of a dilapidated little summer holiday cabin. Nothing unofficial, though, about the watchtower on the other side of the barbed wire and the submachine-gun in the hands of the guard manning it. A few birch trees grow around the little hut, a few blades of grass poke up here and there. That’s all. I shall spend the next six years and five months on this small patch, surrounded by barbed wire.
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