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To Nugzar Mikeladze





DECEMBER 26, 1991: Dissolution of the USSR

JUNE 8, 1991: Chechnya declares independence from Russia

JUNE 12, 1991: Boris Yeltsin elected first president of the Russian Federation

APRIL 1, 1993: First issue of Novaya Gazeta is published

DECEMBER 11, 1994– AUGUST 31, 1996: First Russian-Chechen War

AUGUST 7, 1999–APRIL 16, 2009: Second Russian-Chechen War, ending with
annexation of Chechnya

AUGUST 9, 1999: Vladimir Putin appointed prime minister

DECEMBER 31, 1999: Yeltsin resigns

MAY 7, 2000: Putin begins first term as president

MAY 12, 2000: Novaya Gazeta journalist Igor Domnikov is attacked; he dies on
July 16

JULY 3, 2003: Novaya Gazeta journalist Yuri Shchekochikhin is murdered

MAY 7, 2004: Putin begins second term as president

SEPTEMBER 1, 2004: Beslan massacre

OCTOBER 7, 2006: Novaya Gazeta journalist Anna Politkovskaya is murdered

MAY 7, 2008:: Dmitry Medvedev takes office as president, names Putin his
prime minister

AUGUST 8, 2008: Russian forces invade Georgia

JANUARY 19, 2009: Novaya Gazeta’s Stanislav Markelov and Anastasia
Baburova are murdered



JULY 15, 2009: Novaya Gazeta journalist Natalia Estemirova is murdered

MAY 7, 2012: Putin begins third term as president

JUNE 11, 2013: The State Duma passes a law restricting all public speech that
could be deemed “propaganda of homosexuality”; according to the law
LGBTQ+ people are “socially unequal”

MARCH 18, 2014:: Russia annexes Crimea

APRIL 7, 2014: War in Donbas begins; Russian troops covertly enter East
Ukraine

SEPTEMBER 30, 2015: Russia begins military intervention in Syrian civil war

MAY 7, 2018: Putin begins fourth term as president

FEBRUARY 24, 2022: Russia invades Ukraine



CONTENTS

CHAPTER 1. The Men from T

Putin’s Been at It for a Long Time, but Picking Medvedev Was a Huge
Pain in the Ass ◆ May 8, 2008[*]

CHAPTER 2. Childhood Ends

The HZB ◆ May 25, 2011

CHAPTER 3. Moscow Isn’t Russia

Life on the Sapsan Wayside ◆ June 6, 2010

CHAPTER 4. Justice vs. Decency

From Sunrise to Sunrise ◆ May 26, 2009

CHAPTER 5. Helplessness

Numbers

CHAPTER 6. What It’s Like to Be a Woman

The Highway ◆ October 7, 2010

CHAPTER 7. My Love (Invisible and True)

With Love and Sorrow ◆ February 2, 2019[*]

CHAPTER 8. Non-Russians

The Last Helicopters ◆ March 19, 2021[*]

CHAPTER 9. My First War (Mama and Crimea)

Your Husband Voluntarily Went under Fire ◆ June 17, 2014

CHAPTER 10. Memory (Erasure)

Dreams of Beslan ◆ September 2, 2016



CHAPTER 11. The Darkness Has No Heart

Rust ◆ July 14, 2020

CHAPTER 12. It’s Been Fascist for a Long Time (Open Your Eyes)

Internat ◆ April 30, 2021[*]

CHAPTER 13. The War (How It Broke through the Soil and Blossomed)

Mykolaiv ◆ March 13, 2022[*]

CONCLUSION. Novaya and I (We Were a Cult)

Acknowledgments
Translators’ Acknowledgments
Index

_145137698_



what else:
if night falls
let everyone
close their eyes

if day
breaks
let everyone
open them

◆ FEDOR SVAROVSKY



I

CHAPTER 1

THE MEN FROM TV

DON’T REMEMBER MYSELF as an infant, my memories begin from the time
I am four, maybe three. I remember the silhouettes bending over me, or
maybe I just think I do. I remember my grandma, she died when I was

five, which must mean I have memories from when I was younger. Babushka
would make fun of me and slap my hand and then laugh. She wasn’t always
all there, she was sick. When madness came over her, she would get shy and
searching. She thought she was living with strangers and would become
eager to make us like her. When she regained her senses, she’d turn back into
the woman who had for many years been—and remained—the head of the
household. She was accustomed to being obeyed and demanded obedience.

I was sick all the time, I’d always get colds. I rarely went out. In my
memory, it’s always twilight. A new building was slowly rising up in front of
our windows, rising to block out the light. In the right corner of the room we
lived in, there was a piano for me to grow into. Mama hoped I would one day
learn how to play. In the left corner, there was the television. It worked, but
the picture was fuzzy, shot through with static, making it look black-and-
white.

The television was huge, or it seemed huge to me, with a bulging silver-
gray screen made of thick glass. Dust adored it. I would pull up a chair, climb
onto it, and brush the screen with my fingers. It felt like touching a moth’s
wings, ever-so-gently. Mama would say: that’s the static.

I waited for evening for my allotted pleasure. That’s when Good Night,
Little Ones! would come on. The puppets, a piglet named Khryusha and a
bunny named Stepashka, would talk to each other, and then they would play a



cartoon. I loved the hand-drawn animations, but sometimes they’d be stop-
motion instead, clay or just dolls. Those seemed like a sad waste of the magic
of television. I could play with dolls all by myself.

I noticed that Mama turned on the TV before it was time for Good Night.
She’d come home from work, hang up her trench coat, and sit down on the
couch, still in her shoes. She’d wait a few minutes for her feet to “settle” and
then she’d get up and plod over to the TV to turn it on. It’d be a show about
grown-ups or news.

I hated the news and didn’t understand how anybody could voluntarily
watch it. The pictures that broke through the grainy broadcast were
mystifying. People yelled, went places, there were identical anchors with
identical intonations. I couldn’t understand what they said. Mama watched
them in silence. She was so tired.

Little by little, I was figuring out what was going on. One day, Mama told
me our country used to be called the USSR, but now it was Russia. It had
been better in the USSR: there was a lot of food, people were kind to each
other. Now things were different. Later, I learned that Mama had been a
chemist, but the institute where she had worked no longer paid money,[*] so
she became a cleaning woman and teacher and also washed diapers at my
preschool. This was why she was so tired and didn’t play with me and didn’t
hug me as much as I wanted. I asked her whose fault it was that the USSR
had turned into Russia. Mama said Yeltsin. Who’s Yeltsin? The president.
What is the president? The most important person in the country.

Mama pointed him out to me on the news. The most important person in
our country was ugly and old, with a giant head. I didn’t understand what he
was saying. He mumbled just like my grandma did when she was sick,
stretching his words.

I’d watch him and think, It’s your fault that my mama is tired. That she
drags her feet when she walks like she’s old. That she doesn’t play with me
and doesn’t hug me as much as I want. That people used to be kind and live
in the USSR, and now we live in Russia, and Russia is worse. When Yeltsin
appeared on the screen, I’d furrow my brow and say, Yeltsin is bad. And



Mama would smile. I started watching the news with Mama and yelling at
Yeltsin just so I could see her smile.

Sometimes Mama’s friends from the institute would come over. They’d
sit in the kitchen and I would be underfoot. Whenever anyone mentioned
Yeltsin, I’d perk up my ears. And then, in the next available pause, I would
add, “Yeltsin is bad.” The grown-ups laughed. They’d say, “Your little girl is
so grown up.” The grown-ups told me that Yeltsin was also a drunk. And so I
started saying, “Yeltsin is a bad drunk.” The grown-ups laughed at this, too.

The older I got, the more I could understand the news. Miners were
beating their helmets against a bridge in Moscow.[*] Mama sent the miners
money, she said they were starving. Chechens were fighting with Russians. I
was afraid of Chechens, I thought they were all scary bad guys with beards,
just like pirates. I wished I could see one of them in real life. Then came the
criminals. I never saw them but I would hear them. Sometimes, there would
be shooting outside. Mama would say, Stay away from the window.

When I was five, I found out that we were all going to die. Even Mama. A
little while later, I realized that Mama might not die of old age sometime in
the future, she could die any moment because of the criminals. I started being
scared of the night. Evil came closer at night, darkness opened the door to it.
I would get up on the windowsill and stare into the darkness. I believed that
my gaze lit Mama’s way home and protected her. Sometimes, the terror
would overwhelm me. Then I would take out our tin of old buttons and pore
through them all like they were treasure. The buttons protected me from the
terror a bit.

When I was in third grade, I finally saw the criminals up close. I was
taking a shortcut home, through the courtyards, instead of taking the streets.
Mama said never to do that, but I was in a hurry. I came upon three men and
another one with them, but somehow apart. I remember them wearing black
leather trench coats, but I probably made that up. One of the three men was
swearing and then another one got out a gun. It was small and very black. I
ducked into the nearest building to wait out the shooting. Two gunshots. I
waited a little while longer, then peeked out of the doorway. The man who
had been standing apart was curled up on the ground. Behind his ear, there



was red. I couldn’t see the criminals anymore. I made a wide arc around the
man, then ran home. I didn’t tell Mama. I knew that worrying could make the
heart stop, and, with all of my little body, all I wanted was for Mama to live.

The criminals were because of Yeltsin, and so was the darkness outside
the window, and all the long evenings waiting for Mama, and how we never
had enough money—I knew what money was now, how much it cost. We
didn’t always have food. When I was nine, I joined a choir, we’d sing in
hospitals and Houses of Culture. They paid choir members 30 rubles a
concert, 60 for soloists. I wanted to be a soloist. Sixty rubles could get us
seven loaves of bread.

I would ask Mama, If the USSR was such a good country, why didn’t you
stand up for it? Mama would say, We were deceived. Yeltsin lied to us.

I began watching the news with a voracious rage. I was impatient for
Yeltsin to die. They would definitely show that on the news.

But: he kept not dying. Other people were dying. There were constantly
funerals, coffins upholstered in red were continually being carried out into
our courtyard. I would go up to our neighbors and ask, Why did he die? Why
did she die? Alcohol poisoning, hanging, shooting, being murdered during a
robbery, dying in a hospital that didn’t have any drugs or doctors. My mama
lived, my gaze protected her. Sometimes I’d bargain with God. I’d tell him, If
Mama dies and I go off to live in the forest, what are You gonna do then?

When I was in seventh grade, here is what Yeltsin did. On New Year’s
Eve, while Mama and I were having our holiday dinner, he came on TV and
he said, “I am tired. I’m stepping down.” And with that, he stopped being the
president. It was a New Year’s Eve miracle. Mama cried and laughed and
called all her friends and I thought, Finally. Now our new life would begin.

Six months later, there were elections. Vladimir Putin won. Putin was
nothing like Yeltsin, he was athletic and young, with clear eyes. The eyes
were the only memorable thing on his face. He had a special voice, it always
sounded like he was restraining a growl. But when he smiled, everybody
around him was very happy.

Mama didn’t vote for Putin. She said he was KGB. I knew what KGB
agents were, two of them had apartments across the way. They were



maniacally suspicious, they drank a lot and weren’t friendly. We didn’t talk
to them much.

On the day of the election, I went out to the courtyard to play. People
were coming home from the polling places and asking each other, Did you
vote for Putin? Me too. People would ask me about my mother. I would say,
No, we’re for the communists. Boys from our courtyard told me the
communists were all rotting in their graves. We almost got into a fight.

People believed that Putin was going to protect them. Before the
elections, buildings were blown up in several cities. We learned the term
terrorist attack. Men from our building took turns doing night shifts, making
sure that nobody wired our house with explosives. Putin said that we simply
needed to kill all the terrorists and then the buildings would stop blowing up.
He started a new war in Chechnya. I started washing floors. I was almost a
grown-up now and I wanted to make some money so that my mother could
be less tired. I’d get so tired, I would come home and do exactly what Mama
did: go and sit down on the couch with my shoes on until my feet “settled.”
Mama didn’t get mad.

Our television kept getting worse; it became hard to make out the faces in
the black-and-white static. I started reading newspapers, we had them at our
school library. I got obsessed with them—the pictures didn’t change, you
could think while you read. I decided to go work at one. The pay was no
worse than washing floors. I wrote about bus pass scams, a teen health clinic,
the skinheads that had appeared in our city. I was proud I was writing about
grown-up things and considered myself a reporter.

Then one day I happened across a copy of Novaya Gazeta. I opened it up
to a story about Chechnya. It was about a boy who wouldn’t let his mother
listen to Russian songs on the radio. Russian soldiers had taken his father
away and brought him back as a corpse with no nose. The article had the
words cleansing and filtration center. Soldiers killed thirty-six people in the
village of Mesker-Yurt. One man (he survived) was crucified, they drove
nails through the palms of his hands. The article was signed “Anna
Politkovskaya.”



I went to the public library and asked to see the collection of Novaya
Gazetas. I searched for Politkovskaya’s articles. I read them. I’d feel like I
was getting a fever, I’d put my hand on my forehead, but it was just clammy
and dead. It turned out I didn’t know anything about my country. TV had lied
to me.

I walked around with this realization for several weeks. I’d read, go pace
in the park, and then read more. I wanted to talk to a grown-up about it, but
as it turned out, there weren’t any around—all of them believed television.

I was angry at Novaya Gazeta. It had torn the commonly held truth away
from me. I’d never had my own truth before. I am fourteen, I thought, and
now I’m like some sort of invalid.

I decided I had to work at Novaya Gazeta.
It took me three years, but I made it happen.



T

PUTIN’S BEEN AT IT FOR A LONG TIME, BUT PICKING
MEDVEDEV WAS A HUGE PAIN IN THE ASS

May 8, 2008

he Kremlin has been on high alert since 11 a.m. on May 6 because of
the inauguration.[*] Instead of the usual gaggle of camera-clutching

tourists, the cobblestones have been swarming with military men, peculiar
people in black suits, tuxedoed musicians, and chorus girls. They’re holding
the final rehearsals for the parade, and the choir, and the orchestra, too. But
most importantly, these rehearsals are for the TV correspondents.

Sixty-nine cameras will be trained on the president as he assumes his new
role. They will film from the ground, from the waists and shoulders of
cameramen, and from the towers overlooking the square. Channel 1 will be
filming from helicopters. After many rounds of negotiations, a Belgian TV
crew has been granted permission to mount their cameras to cables strung
over the fortress walls.

Rehearsals began at the end of April. The Channel 1 camp by Sobornaya
Square has been up for a whole week—some vans, an HQ tent. Inside their
tent, they have internet, hot water, salami, and ramen. Men’s suits hanging
along the walls (anyone caught on camera has to be dressed for the occasion),
assorted notices, rehearsal schedules. They’ve already filmed one hundred
hours of the fifty inaugural minutes, from every angle. Putin’s procession
across the parade, then Medvedev’s, the ceremony in the Grand Kremlin
Palace, both presidents’ reappearances before the crowd, their speeches—
again and again and again.

It doesn’t seem like the camera choreography should be too complicated.
There are just two principal figures. Putin exits one building, then walks to
another. He goes up the right-hand staircase of the Grand Kremlin Palace. A
short while later, Medvedev’s motorcade sets off from the White House and
heads to the Kremlin. He enters through a different door. They only meet



once they are both inside. After the ceremony, they go down to the soldiers
together.

Directors, correspondents, camera operators, editors, guards, and soldiers
swarm Sobornaya Square. Nobody wears a badge; after a week of rehearsals,
everyone knows one another. The TV people are quick to obey the young
men with the transparent earpieces. Everyone—the cameramen, the soldiers,
the guards—is constantly on their walkie-talkies. Someone is shouting, “Get
the machine gunners behind the sight lines!” Nothing happens.

Nine platoons are going to parade in front of the Grand Kremlin Palace.
For now, thirty soldiers representing the front and rear ranks, accompanied by
their major general, stride out balletically onto the square, legs straight and
toes pointed. The soldiers wear heavy greatcoats—their commander, a dead
expression. “Good thing it’s cold,” says the cameraman standing next to me.
“Day before yesterday, one of those boys passed out from the heat in the
middle of the rehearsal.”

A dozen or so Kremlin street sweepers weave in and out of the ranks.
They’re all conspicuously Slavic, in handsome green uniforms. There’s not a
speck of dust to be seen—the cobblestones look like they have been scrubbed
—but stubbornly, the sweepers keep on, sweeping between every crack.
Periodically, a woman in a business suit shouts at them. “Every last inch of
the square better shine!” “Then why didn’t they issue us vacuum cleaners?”
the sweepers talk back. The woman nods toward the guards. “They wouldn’t
allow it.”

“Sweepers, out! Now! Where are the presidents?” This is Natasha, a slim
woman in jeans. She’s from the president’s office. She is directing the
movements of all the cameras.

The “presidents”—the president’s bodyguards, doubling as stand-ins—are
standing around. Putin is played by a swarthy guy in a raincoat whose only
resemblance to the original is his total lack of distinguishing features.
“Medvedev” is very young; curly hair, wire in ear, and an exceedingly sly
look on his face. “They look nothing like them!” I protest. “It’s just the
height that matters—down to the inch. So the cameras can hit their marks,”
Lyosha the technician explains as he puts up a rain shelter for the cameramen.



“That Putin’s been at it for a long time, but picking Medvedev was a huge
pain in the ass.”

“Putin—go!” Natasha calls out. The serviceman sets off with a leisurely,
presidential gait along the front ranks standing to attention. A camera,
attached sideways to its operator’s special plastic vest, moves in parallel,
behind the row of soldiers. An assistant grips the cameraman by the waist for
stability and, step by step, both are backing up, quickly and precisely. “Putin”
walks up to the red-carpeted staircase and begins to ascend. The cameraman
bends over backward, keeping “Putin” in the center of the frame. “The
camera shook! Let’s do it again!”

Then they rehearse the post-ceremony departure. The presidents try hard
to walk in step, but again everyone is dissatisfied. “Twenty! Twenty paces!
Again!” “Are you sure Medvedev should be on Putin’s left?” another director
asks Natasha. “Maybe we swap them?” “I’m sure. Let’s run it again!” Then
the directors get in a long argument regarding the placement of the opulent
gilded lectern on which the president’s speech will be laid out tomorrow.
They’re arguing over twenty inches, and these, as it turns out, will have a
profound effect on the visuals.

Finally, the major general crisply marches up to the stand-ins. He raps
out, “Comrade President, the parade in honor of the inauguration of the
president of the Russian Federation is assembled.” He salutes. “Putin” looks
into the nearest camera and moves his lips silently for several minutes. This
is the outgoing president’s farewell speech. The cameramen film him
intently.

While they change over the lighting, the two presidents wait on the
staircase, gazing out at the soldiers, looking very important. “Good thing it
won’t be sunny,” says “Putin.” “You squint and it makes you look mean.
This way you can just look straight ahead. Easy.”

“Uh-huh,” says “Medvedev.”
One of the directors dashes over to explain for the umpteenth time which

way everybody is going and when and what camera will be pointed at them.
The guards pay the closest attention. They’re the ones who will have to relay
all these intricacies to the real Putin and Medvedev.



“I hope it’s all sinking in,” Lyosha grumbles. “Last time, at the economic
forum in Saint Petersburg, we also went through all these rehearsals. Made
backdrops, filled in an ice rink, guards everywhere, cameras. Putin gets out of
the car and they tell him, You walk in front of the cameras like this and like
that. He goes, I’m not walking in circles, and crosses right over the ice rink,
over the ice. The guards are losing their shit, we’re freaking out . . .”

“And what if Putin sneezes?”
Lyosha gives me a blank look.
“Or Medvedev stumbles? Live on the air.”
“That is exactly why,” Lyosha tells me with pride, “there’s always a slight

delay in the broadcast with these kinds of events.”
So, what have we got here? We’re all on tenterhooks, worrying about

somebody tripping over a treacherous fold in the carpet, extremists jumping
out of the bushes, the president stuttering during his oath, when actually, a
happy ending has been preordained all along. What are we all worrying
about?


