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    How I Became a Traitor

    an essay

	


Part One

	BENEFITS OF BEING MARGINAL

	“I was not a human being here. Not a visitor. I was a refugee. A victim. And they didn’t care that I was also a hunter. A real sadist. I was hunting for my robber. But they only saw me in one dimension.” 

	from THE MINING BOYS

	 

	I must to admit, in the novel THE MINING BOYS, I embellished some moments. For instance, in the scene where I am beaten by a Ukrainian military while trying to reach the border, I wrote that he was hitting me and simultaneously singing the Ukrainian anthem. In reality, he wasn’t singing but was swearing loudly. The anthem seemed to me a more expressive way to convey the absurdity of what was happening—the character seeks protection but ends up trapped by the very person he sought protection from. Nevertheless, the essence remained unchanged—an unlawful beating, malicious and ugly, perfectly illustrating what Ukraine was like in the early days of the war, while on TV, they spoke of unity.

	I allowed such distortions because, in writing the novel, my goal was to create a work of fiction, not a documentary text. In writing this essay, my goal is different—to show reality without embellishments, the reality that is not spoken about.

	Why is it not spoken about? Because speaking the truth is unpatriotic. Because, in war, you must support your country, no matter what crimes it commits. Otherwise, you become an eccentric outcast. Because patriarchal society demands that all guys want to fight, or else guys will be deprived of the crucial right to be called guys. Because they’ll beat you and make you apologize publicly in the end.

	So why can I say what others can’t? It’s because I’m gay, and Ukrainian society is so homophobic that it mentally aligns much more closely with Russia than with Europe. Having lived 30 years in a homophobic country, I fully experienced what it’s like to be a marginal and an outcast, so such a perspective is not only not frightening but even familiar to me. Moreover, I am guided by the words of Max Stirner, who wrote about the human limit: “I have the right to everything I can get hold of. And I cannot grasp what is beyond my reach.” Since I can write, I will write and turn the word into an elegant revolver with ink bullets.

	The state metamorphosis amuses me – for 30 years, society insisted I was abnormal just because I like guys. Now, suddenly, it demands that I defend it. The victim defending the offender is a Slavic trait, especially prevalent in Russian literature. However, as great as that literature may be, this phenomenon is far from common sense. Much of what is happening today in Ukraine and Russia is far from common sense.

	Through this text, I want to lift the veil of propaganda through which the world receives information about the Russo-Ukrainian war. Propaganda claims Ukraine is fighting for democracy, yet human rights are being revoked within Ukraine. It says collective responsibility exists, meaning every Russian is guilty of the war, yet it doesn’t apply this principle to itself. Propaganda says killing is normal, that every Ukrainian should know how to kill. I consider any killing just that – killing, and nothing more. Just as I consider any rape – rape, regardless of the context. It’s a curious question: if forced love is called rape, why don’t we call forced defense a crime? Forced mobilization in Ukraine seems to have peaked, but it shows no signs of stopping. That’s what I want to talk about.

	You see, this damn marginal is loading the revolver with ink bullets. Politicians come and go; political regimes eventually weaken. The power of a writer resurrects every time someone reads their works. Care to guess whom the writer’s revolver is aimed at now?

	 

	DAMN GRILLE OF INDIFFERENCE

	“Adults cry louder than their children. Children grow up after every loud explosion. Jazz, that’s what kept me from going crazy. Yeah, people literally went crazy. Once on the street I saw a couple. The girl kisses the boy, and she cries. The boy laughs, and therefore she kisses not even his lips, kisses his gums. He laughs. Then the doctors push him to the ambulance.” 

	From HOLES IN THE SHAPE OF HUMANS

	 

	I’m writing this text in Portugal, in the cozy Biblioteca Municipal Almeida Garrett. Due to renovation work, the main entrance of the library is closed, so I had to bypass the building through Parque da Quinta da Macieirinha. To do this, I descended from the hill and ascended on the same hill from the west side on slippery cobblestones. I walked along a stone wall with occasional openings fenced with an iron grille.

	Behind one of these grilles stood a guy around 30. In one hand, he held a cigarette, and in the other, a paper cup of coffee. Due to recent rain, it’s no wonder I slipped on the cobblestones and fell. I fell right at the feet of this guy. He waved his hands, causing his coffee to spill on the floor. It immediately became clear that, due to the presence of the grille, he couldn’t help me in any way. All he could do was watch. I saw how he resigned himself to this. Amazing transformation. I got up, shook myself off, and walked away.

	I don’t feel like a stranger inside this Portuguese library because, besides the tanned Portuguese, there are many lively Brazilians, energetic Africans, a couple of Russians, a group of Americans with accents straight out of English language audio textbooks, and a funny six-year-old Filipino who accidentally called me “Daddy.” One might assume that I would feel just as comfortable throughout Europe. But that’s not the case.

	Most Europeans – especially guys – often ask me the question: “Why didn’t I want to fight for my country?” There’s no sympathy in this question. No solidarity. Just curiosity. Just like in the situation with my fall and the iron grille. The same invisible grille appears in every interaction with Europeans. NATO gives them a sense of security. In Portugal, war feels impossible, so communication with a refugee from Ukraine is met with a coldness contrasting with the Portuguese warmth.

	In Portugal, I am an eccentric exhibit, someone who gained useless life experience during wartime. The Portuguese are too far from Ukraine to understand that the enemy is not Russia or Ukraine but the system. And even if war feels impossible in Portugal, it doesn’t make the country safe from the potential harm the system can inflict. The funniest part of the Portuguese situation is that relatively recently, in historical terms, Portugal had the dictatorship of António de Oliveira Salazar, while neighbouring Spain had the dictatorship of Francisco Franco. But even this doesn’t help the locals wake up to see something more significant behind the war in Ukraine, threatening not only Slavs but everyone.

	Indifference is the danger of our era. Indifference from satiation. From illusory safety. Whether it’s a TV screen, a computer monitor, or the iron grille of a Portuguese library — we are all hostages to the state system. No matter how non-systemic you consider yourself, whether a marginal, an outcast, or anything else, the state still views you as its resource. While a girl demands not to be objectified by guys in a bar, guys are objectified by the state. Ukraine easily turned its male population into a mobilization reserve. Now, Ukrainian authorities officially state that they will seek the deportation of all guys with Ukrainian citizenship from abroad, forcing them to choose between prison or war. I don’t accept such a choice. What would you choose?

	It’s remarkable how a state threatening its citizens with death also uses the manipulation of revoking citizenship as a lever. I won’t waste time discussing how absurd it is to take pride in something bestowed upon you by chance rather than earned by your efforts. I’ll just say that losing citizenship of a country that threatens you is not disgraceful; it’s an honour and a privilege. It’s the same honour as being labelled a foreign agent in Russia in the current realities. In general, any attempt by the state to stigmatize you, viewed from a historical perspective, appears as an honourable award, although in the present moment, it looks like a catastrophe.

	Not all Russians are bad. Not all Ukrainians are heroes. There’s no reason to trust Russian statistics because even before the war, we knew that statistical institutions in Russia are under the regime’s control. Also, it’s naive to trust Ukrainian statistics, but for some reason, this is not so obvious to many. Both sides tarnish people, turning yesterday’s relative into a target for artillery.

	But is a person inherently evil? For example, the initial reaction of the guy behind the iron grille of the library was noble — to help someone who fell. However, because of the presence of the grille, all he actually did was spill coffee on the fallen me. People are inherently more inclined to goodness than to wickedness, but conditions created by the system, such as this grille, turn an average person into a scoundrel. How does this happen? The system provides people with justification. Justification seemingly grants the right to indifference. Indifference leads to inaction. And an individual’s inaction allows the system to commit crimes and remain unpunished.


Part Two

	FOUGHT THE CULTURE, WOKE UP IN DIRT

	“It’s impossible to accurately recount the horrors of wartime because when you narrate it, you add a logic that often doesn’t exist during war.”

	from THE MINING BOYS

	 

	From books on the craft of writing, I know the plot structure that will be interesting to most people. All you need for this is the juxtaposition of opposites. You need to demonstrate how a character ends up on the side of the one they fought against in the beginning. For example, a concentration camp victim encounters a guard and falls in love with them. Interesting? Indeed, but much more interesting is observing something that is not an individual but an entire country.

	At the beginning of the war, Ukraine tried its best to show that Ukrainians and Russians not only are not fraternal peoples but also have nothing in common at all. This led to the cancellation of Russian culture in Ukraine. By cancelling the culture, we legitimized ignorance and now find ourselves akin to Russia not in a love for the novels of Fyodor Dostoevsky but in harsh mobilization measures, the suppression of freedom of speech, and dissent. Despite Friedrich Nietzsche’s attacks on morality, Ukrainian military surpassed him in this — in Odessa, soldiers beat a man in front of his tiny child because he refused to take a military draft notice.

	Even if Ukraine wins the war, the Ukraine I lived in no longer exists. If at the beginning of the war, Russia claimed that it came to save the Russian-speaking population from discrimination by Ukrainian authorities, it sounded absurd. As a Russian-speaking resident of Ukraine, I’ll say that before the war, there was little discrimination, but now it has appeared – the mayor of Kharkiv was fined for giving an interview in Russian.

	But now a Russian-speaking Ukrainian cannot claim discrimination on a linguistic basis because, in doing so, he would indirectly confirm Russia’s statement and thus take the side of the aggressor. But I don’t support Russian aggression. Nevertheless, I say that the Russian language is my native language, not Ukrainian. Even in my Ukrainian passport, my name is written in both Russian and Ukrainian. The fact that the contemporary authorities exclude the Russian language everywhere, considering that half of Ukraine’s population is Russian-speaking, is a monstrous violation of rights. And it’s not just about minority rights. Even in this, Ukraine is still closer to Russia than to Europe, where such discrimination seems at least inappropriate.

	The media depicts Ukraine as a country fighting for democratic values and freedom. However, at the same time, Ukraine has cancelled human rights. War justifies everything. The ban on men leaving the country has been in effect since the first day of the war. Today, a man in Ukraine cannot get a job, go to the hospital, buy or sell real estate without the involvement of the military commissariat. Police and military beat, humiliate, and detain any guy they encounter on their way to forcibly send them to war. Draft notices are often used as a method of punishing citizens for not looking the way they should, speaking the wrong language, or simply not liking a specific representative of authority.

	At the beginning of the war, I followed the events not through news sites but through videos on TikTok, where ordinary people posted videos of shelling and explosions. TikTok app turned to the territory of free news but it has ended by now. Anyway, it was obvious who the enemy was. Pretty soon these videos were mixed with recordings of different kinds of crimes — military personnel forcibly taking young men right off the streets. Try entering keywords like “мобилизация Украине”, “Украина повестки”, “Украина призыв” in the TikTok search field, and you’ll witness the scale of how Ukraine destroys, intimidates, and humiliates its own citizens. But these videos are quickly deleted. Similar videos can be found on Russian TikTok with one difference — in Russia, mobilization happens periodically, while in Ukraine, it has been continuous for a year and a half.

	The top leadership of Ukraine declares its readiness to continue the war at any cost and intends to achieve victory no matter what. But what is the price of such a victory? The price is me. My life. The lives of my friends. If the state has decided it’s ready to pay such a price, it doesn’t mean I’ve made the same decision. The cunning of the system is that it merges with the citizen when it’s convenient, under the guise of patriotism, and separates itself the rest of the time.

	Yes, the cancellation of Russian culture in Ukraine succeeded. Today, it’s easier to buy a collection of poems by Joseph Brodsky in Lisbon than in Kyiv, but who became poorer because of it? Now Russia and Ukraine are united by cruelty justified by the desire to seize or reclaim territory, expand borders, or simply maintain existence, at the cost of young men from poor families who don’t have $10,000 to buy a pass for their son to leave the country.

	Regardless of the motives, a crime should remain a crime. If people in Russia are silent out of fear, in Ukraine, they are silent due to a logical trap set by propaganda. If you defend Russian culture and the native language, it means you justify the aggressor. It’s uncompromising and effective.

	But why attack culture at all? O-o-oh, that’s beneficial to both sides. A reflective person won’t just pull the trigger so easily.

  
	“I don’t want to die because of

	two or three kings whom

	I’ve never even looked in the eyes.”

	by Joseph Brodsky

	

	Culture will make people doubt the expediency of aggression. Culture knows how to show that the world is not divided into black and white, into strangers and our own, that the world is much more complex. Therefore, even if Ukraine wins the war, the Ukraine I lived in no longer exists, and there is no going back. My goal is not to allow them to do the same with culture.

	 

	PRICE LIST FOR HEROISM

	“Amazing feeling. Once I read a story about how a hand rebelled against its owner. I would not have believed that I would find myself in a similar situation with the language, and yet I ended up…”

	from HOLES IN THE SHAPE OF HUMANS

	 

	Ukraine actively breeds heroes. Firstly, by declaring the entire Ukrainian nation as a nation of heroes. Then, by singling out heroes individually among the military and politicians. Following literary cleverness, I would assume that each such hero has an increased chance of becoming the opposite of what we are used to considering a hero.

	Heroization is the sealing of a person at the moment of the highest manifestation of nobility. It’s the peak. After the peak, there will inevitably be a descent; the Portuguese hills leave me no doubt about that. Yesterday the media wrote “Glory to the Ukrainian army,” and today I see an article with the text: “In Kryvyi Rih town, a group of veterans of the Armed Forces of Ukraine beat participants of a bike ride, accusing the young people of not going to defend their homeland.”

	On the Internet, it is easy to find information from sociological studies that tell, through examples, how embittered people return from war, how strongly traumatic events of this kind affect the psyche. These people need special treatment, but having lived in Ukraine all my life, I’m more than sure that the state will not be able to organize this special treatment. The war has not yet ended, and I already see such news – in Zaporizhia city, a military man was not allowed into a cafe because he was in military uniform. Not receiving due respect and care but faced with indifference and injustice of the capitalist world, a former soldier will undoubtedly begin to seek an outlet in the antisocial dimension. Being a marginal, a rebel, a Russian-speaking author in a Ukrainian-centric dictatorship, a gay man in a patriarchal society, some manifestations of the antisocial dimension are well known to me, but in my case, it does not involve violence.

	In the case of participants in military actions, violence is unlikely to remain only on the battlefield because sometimes even a school teacher finds it hard to leave thoughts about work in the classroom, let alone a soldier. Aggression, intolerance, PTSD. Professional deformation is a phenomenon that is not so easy to get rid of. Therefore, I am not surprised by news like this – in Kyiv, a court fined a soldier who beat a designer near a club due to homophobia. He was fined $45.

	If $45 is the price set by the state for beating, then in Ukraine, you can easily open a business where, at a fixed price, you can buy boys for beating. Voiceless and silent boys. Powerless, and therefore unprotected.

	One day the war will end. The heroes will return home. The poor country will become even poorer. I remind you that the minimum wage in Ukraine is only $212, and the pension is $70. The cost of a single beating is $45. The Apple Pencil, with which I take notes for my texts, costs as much as 2 Ukrainian pensions or 3 beatings. Will you place an order, sir?


Part Three

	HUNTING UKRAINIAN BOYS

	“Humanism is the defense of every individual. Fascism is an attempt to ‘protect’ a nation.”

	from THE MINING BOYS

	 

	I find my own inconsistency surprising: I was just a nice guy, and now suddenly I’m part of the mobilization reserve. If at the beginning of the war there were indeed many volunteers, then after a couple of months, their numbers sharply decreased. New soldiers had to be forcibly taken from the streets. What an exciting game it is to run away from the military, who are supposed to protect you, and at night hear explosions from Russian missiles falling on our cities, allegedly for the sake of defense. Even a torn condom in an acid club is not as dangerous as the defense of Ukraine and Russia, the scars of which will be visible even from under the lid of my coffin.

	On the first day of the war, my partner and I naively set off for Lviv to cross the border there. Only on the road, which took 33 hours instead of 6, did we learn that the president had signed a decree banning guys from leaving the country. Still, we decided to try to leave the country because this ban sounded so absurd that it seemed implausible. War. Closed borders. Ukrainian-speaking soldiers look at my passport, and seeing that I am from the eastern part of the country, immediately treat me with suspicion, as if I am a traitor and the cause of the war.

	My hometown was occupied in the first days of the conflict. It is still occupied. My relatives called me and told me to go to them for salvation, not to Lviv. I thought they had gone mad from active shelling, staying in the basement, yes, in Ukraine, basements are called shelters, and even after a year and a half of war, real shelters are equipped in few places. This once again demonstrates that Ukraine is saving its borders, but not its citizens.

	It turned out that when Ukraine closed all borders for guys, the Russian borders remained open. Therefore, it was possible to leave the occupied territories for Russia through Crimea, and from Russia to Georgia or Turkey, and from there to Europe. By the time I understood this scheme, it was already too late – we found ourselves in the Ukrainian-speaking Lviv, where everything Russian was despised, even us, because we speak Ukrainian with an accent.

	For two and a half months, we lived in an office on the floor. We slept under the table in the conference room with glass walls. What could be more absurd than trying to hide for two and a half months in a room with transparent walls? I describe this period in the novel “THE MINING BOYS.”

	From time to time, employees came to the office. I tried to keep communication to a minimum to avoid trouble. I didn’t trust anyone, especially those trying to gain trust. For two and a half months, we bathed in a bucket for floor cleaning and wiped ourselves with napkins. Two-and-a-half-damn-months! All because we were hiding in our own country from the Russian army and Ukrainian soldiers, while trying to contain a bout of paranoia. However, paranoia still doesn’t let me rest today.

	An incredible situation unfolded with housing in western Ukraine, which is now showcased as an example for every true Ukrainian to follow. While many Europeans were letting Ukrainians into their homes for free, in Lviv, rental prices equaled those in Paris. The free shelters organized by the city authorities were scrutinized by the military, who took guys from there and sent them to their deaths. It was such a cheerful time.

	Soon it became apparent that in Lviv, the police and the military were hunting boys on the streets. However, they targeted those who had come to Lviv from other regions. They particularly disliked Russian speakers because, in their opinion, the war started because of them. That’s what one of the guys who came to the office told me. I was afraid that any of the employees would report us to the cops just because they didn’t like my accent or my orientation. Recently, I watched a movie about how during World War II, a group of Jews spent several months in the Lviv sewer system, hiding from the Nazis. Were we any different from them? And the TV still talked about universal unity and imminent victory.

	In some stores, they refused to serve me because of the language. I spent these 2 and a half months in previously unknown stress. This situation reached its peak on May 9. On this day, our countries celebrate the end of World War II. There were rumors that on this day, Russia would drop an atomic bomb on Kyiv. We were so tired of the tension in western Ukraine that on May 9, under the threat of atomic war, we went to its epicenter just to stop hearing the Ukrainian language, accusations of having an accent, blame for the start of the war, and so on.

	What I wrote above is unacceptable in the conditions of a non-free but proud Ukraine. Official media talk about unity, the absence of language problems, and I feel like a Jew hiding in the sewers. I am Anne Frank. The insane pianist. And only by a miracle did I not end my own life.

	Meanwhile, while Ukraine’s official rhetoric constructs a positive image of a country fighting for freedom, frozen in a half-step away from victory over a decaying empire, the nation is actually witnessing the festering growth of discriminatory practices, the impunity of authoritative structures, and the powerlessness of ordinary people. In such a period, writers should stand on the side of common sense. But what is happening in reality?

	This is what’s happening: Ukraine’s most popular writer, Serhiy Zhadan, releases a music video in which two girls kiss for a couple of seconds. Part of the video is set in a church. Ukrainian society is outraged that lesbians are kissing in the same video where a church is shown. The priest who allowed the shooting is suspended from service in the church. The writer himself says nothing substantial on the matter and obediently removes the video from YouTube. In an interview, he only talks about how Russian-speaking writers in Ukraine are currently inappropriate. And they were inappropriate before. No struggle. No coverage of relevant issues. Only speeches consonant with the official rhetoric: Russia is the aggressor empire, and Ukraine is the heroic victim. But is this a struggle? A writer is made great by the words he writes; the same time not only an unfortunate word, but also something unspoken at the right time can make him miserable.

	I don’t believe in Ukraine’s victory because at the moment, the interests of the Russian-speaking population, which is not a minority, are being suppressed. Just as the interests of the Ukrainian-speaking population were suppressed before. I don’t believe because Ukrainian soldiers have to buy their own uniforms, while corruption scandals erupt at the highest levels. I don’t believe because I see few differences between Ukrainian propaganda and Russian propaganda. Both are aimed at deceiving, substituting concepts, and suppressing freedoms.

	The state is concerned only with survival at any cost. The state justifies it by any means necessary. As usual, it’s the ordinary people who suffer. But now their mouths are shut because expressing an opposing view to the official one is unpatriotic. In Odessa, a man was forcefully taken by the military and driven to the draft board. Later, the regional draft board admitted the excessive emotionality of their employees. That’s what they called it—excessive emotionality! You can’t object or speak out against it. It’s unpatriotic. This is the very case where I’m glad to be faggot—it gives me freedom.


THE BRIGHT FLAME OF FORCED MOBILIZATION

	“What’s the point of politeness when they politely request nonsense?”

	from THE MINING BOYS

	 

	To give one’s life for someone is a noble impulse. But if someone, in an office tone, prepares a plan for you on how you must give your life, it is a crime, and the owner of that office tone is a criminal. Somehow, not them but I became the criminal.

	On TV, they scare me with the idea that they will take away my citizenship. On social media, they show videos of frightened guys apologizing on camera for daring to say something that contradicts the official rhetoric. Prison or war – I’m disgusted that I even have to make such a choice. Fortunately, Friedrich Nietzsche taught me to choose a third option from two. So here I am to tell you a story you won’t want to believe.

	I realize that, on the one hand, they say Ukrainians are a nation of heroes. On the other hand, they declare that all Russians are bad, as they cannot get rid of their regime. The cancellation of Russian culture and the emergence of reactionary Ukrainian culture. Support for Ukraine by the American Congress. Support by European countries. However, the culture and politics of one country are often opposites. What Russian writers have skillfully and sharply written about Russia, criticizing it, no Ukrainian writer has managed.

	The rejection of culture in Ukraine happened easily, indicating that culture was not essential for most Ukrainians. The reason is Maslow’s pyramid, and the fact that a Ukrainian, receiving his $212, is forced to think about survival rather than the problems described in the books of Fyodor Dostoevsky or Leonid Andreyev. Well, without culture, there is no human dignity, no values worth defending. Without culture, there are no meanings to uphold. Without culture, a person can be easily pushed towards war. It’s easy to say who the enemy is and who the friend is. It’s easy to divide the country based on language. It’s easy to fuel internal conflicts and manage divided and weakened groups.

	I feel disgusted that war has interfered with my creativity. I would assign a higher value to any erotic scene than to war, because war comes from death, while the most depraved erotic scene comes from love. But at the same time, I cannot refrain from writing. I cannot, because if I don’t become someone who voices his opposition, the crimes will continue to multiply. In Europe, I received protection as a refugee, seeking refuge from Russian aggression, but few realize that I am equally seeking refuge here from Ukraine.

	Anarchists surrounded me throughout my life. It happened because of my love for rock music and alternative literature, due to my interest in counterculture in general. I don’t consider myself an anarchist, but many principles of anarchism are close to me, as some religious principles are close to me, without making me a religious person. All of this falls into the realm of art, literature. I construct a territory of freedom in my books, and I don’t care how this freedom will be called later.

	But for someone who has been associated with anarchists for a long time, I behaved foolishly. I allowed myself to forget that the state is an exploiter, and a person in it is expendable. If I hadn’t forgotten this, I would hardly have been surprised that Ukraine reclassified me from a human to a mobilization reserve.

	At the beginning of the war, I expected my state to protect me, but it made a demand – give yourself to the war in my honor. Fill your pale body with bullets. Learn our slogans and forget your principles. All the time I spent in military Ukraine, for women and children, there was only one enemy – Russian missiles. For me, there were two enemies – Russian rockets and Ukrainian police who want to send me closer to the Russian missiles. In my own country, I, like many guys, was trapped. I couldn’t leave a place where staying was dangerous. Why forced mobilization did not remain a shameful fact of the past, like burning women at the stake for suspicion of witchcraft, is beyond my understanding.


Part Four

	LOOK, THE BORDERS OF THE COUNTRY, CULTURE AND PERSONALITY ARE ROTTING

	“Homeless. Grenade. Should i kill them out of pity for them, or pity them to remain indifferent to them… I don’t like the way I think about it at all. And I think about it because of the war. I’m afraid to imagine what those who return from the front will think about.”

	from HOLES IN THE SHAPE OF HUMANS

	 

	On the Internet, you can find many discussions about borders and where they should actually be drawn. Should Eastern Ukraine go to Russia, and Lviv to Poland? Hungary could also claim some territories, including Uzhhorod, where, along with Russian, even Hungarian was abolished, considering that there is a large population of ethnic Hungarians. Accusing Ukraine of Nazism, for many Ukrainians, means siding with Russia, but doesn’t Ukraine itself show its negative side by suppressing ethnicities living on its territory?

	As for borders and where they should be drawn, I have one solution. Occam’s razor, which will cut off all the unnecessary. My solution to the border issue is this: war unites people, but the acceptance of historical shame will create a real border for any country. For example, Ukrainian rhetoric contains the idea of collective responsibility. That is, according to the average Ukrainian, every Russian is guilty of the war. But let’s try to apply the principle of collective responsibility to Ukraine. It’s no secret that Polish people are concerned about the events of the Volhynian massacre. If collective responsibility exists, then every Ukrainian should acknowledge that they themselves are guilty of the Volhynian massacre, just as every Russian is guilty of the war. Where people stop acknowledging this guilt is where the real border of Ukraine will be, as the Volhynian massacre was committed by real Ukrainians, whom Ukrainian propaganda now sets as an example for residents of eastern Ukraine.

	The question of borders doesn’t particularly bother me, just like the question of nationality. On the gravestone of the Russian poet Velimir Khlebnikov, it is written – Chairman of the Earth. A mocking title, but there is more rationality in it than it seems at first glance. Being abroad, I don’t feel any particular discomfort because the cultural space today is shared. I still read Dostoevsky and Thomas Mann, the Marquis de Sade and Kōbō Abe. Russian literature is still sold in bookstores across Europe just because it has made a significant contribution to world culture. Ultimately, it is world culture that occupies me. I write not for Ukrainian or Russian readers, but for a global audience. Works of art, be it a painting, a book, or a film, are created at too high a cost to give up on it for political reasons. Well, propaganda in art has existed before, and it’s not so difficult to detect and dismiss it.

	Over the past year and a half, I have written a novel titled THE MINING BOYS and a collection of stories called HOLES IN THE SHAPE OF HUMANS. Both the first and the second book tell a story of struggle, hatred, sex, freedom, and submission. They delve into the realm of fabricated crimes, depicting a narrative where an entire country becomes what it fights against.

	To be honest, I look at the events unfolding quite pessimistically because everything happening in both Russia and Ukraine seems to be driven by distorted pretexts of propaganda rather than the pursuit of peace and justice. In Europe, I observe a sea of cynical curiosity.

	“Why didn’t you go to fight?”

	“Would you go?”

	The very framing of this question seems monstrous to me, as essentially, I am being asked why I didn’t want to die. One day, I decided to find statistics to confront the audacity of such questions.

	What percentage of soldiers die during active combat? I posed this question to ChatGPT. The artificial intelligence responded: “It is impossible to provide a definitive percentage, as it depends on numerous factors.” I then clarified that I was interested in the death statistics in the war between Russia and Ukraine. The response I received was: “As of the end of my data in January 2022, Ukraine is not in active war, and I cannot provide up-to-date statistics.”

	It turns out that the ChatGPT knowledge base is unaware of the war in Ukraine. Like a deceived parent unaware of what happens to their child when skipping school, ChatGPT thinks everything is fine with Ukraine—no attacks, no deaths, nothing happened. And I don’t exist until I speak. Until my story is published. And if there is no reaction, it means crimes can be multiplied. And they are multiplying. Meanwhile, the world stands in line for a morning latte with coconut milk, oblivious to it all.

	 

	November 2023

	Porto, Portugal


  
    Forest

    a short story

  

	 


They did not take him right away. First, they simply looked. The way people look at something they have already decided to steal, but have not yet reached out for.

	“Documents.”

	He took out his passport. The man looked at the photograph, then at him. Picked at the glued-in photo with his fingernail. Looked again. Longer than necessary. As if he had mistaken the sweat on his face for wax and was waiting for the boy to melt.

	“What are you staring at, scared?”, the second one asked with a kind of vile brotherly concern.

	They did not return the passport.

	“Let’s go.”

	The bus was standing nearby. The vilest thing was that it was not a military bus, but an ordinary one. Inside, several young men were already sitting. Different faces, but the same expression on all of them. Not people, but cardboard boxes full of office belongings after a firing.

	He sat by the window. The glass was dirty. At eye level someone had tried to scratch a curse word into it. It smelled of sweat, plastic, and that foul kind of fear that makes even the texture of the floor suddenly seem important.

	The door shut.

	No one asked where they were being taken. That would have been excessive. Everyone’s eyes turned into black elevator shafts. The youngest suddenly hit himself on the head and began muttering that he should not have left the house. Someone nervously hid a hand in his pants. Someone cracked a joke too loudly, but the joke died at once. Fear restored order quickly.

	The medical exam passed insultingly fast. Undress. Turn around. Say “no.” Say “no.” Say “no.” They did not even need him to say “yes.” Everything had already been decided for everyone in advance.

	The word “fit” did not sound like a sentence. It sounded like a warehouse mark. Suitable. Take him. Next. In moments like that it becomes especially clear that a man can be called both a defender and a thing at the same time, and the system will not even notice the contradiction. More than that: the more honor they simulate in front of such a defender, the less any real sense of his own significance remains in him.

	They kept them there for a full day. The boys lay in the corridors on top of their jackets, sleeves thrown over their faces. Someone snored. Someone cried. Soldiers and doctors rushed past with the same businesslike purposefulness with which beetles carry garbage. They drank water from the tap. The line for the toilet was so long they pissed two at a time into the sink. Smokers nearly fought over tobacco. Time did not move. It rotted.

	On the morning of the second day they lined everyone up in the yard in four ranks. Some were trembling. Some pretended they had come here of their own accord. Some laughed hysterically. Men in uniform were explaining something in even voices, but no one was listening. The boy was looking only at the gate. It was slightly ajar. Just enough for hope to look idiotic.

	Then someone shouted:

	“Military bastards!”

	And they started beating him immediately. Not the soldiers. Their own people. At the same time the gate opened wider, buses rolled into the yard, and everything became even more idiotic than it had been a minute before.

	One of the commanders came over. He looked not into his eyes but through him, as if he were already calculating where to put the check mark.

	“If you’re too chicken to fight, get in the first one.”

	“The first bus?”, the boy asked.

	The commander nodded with the same expression a cash register receipt might wear while explaining the meaning of life.

	And the boy walked.

	Just like that. Past the line. Past the gate. Past the man with the papers. No one stopped him. No one even looked at him the way people look at a human being. Of course not. He was not a human being anymore. He was a box. A service. A thing. A receipt that had not yet been thrown away.

	At first he walked slowly. Then faster. Then faster still. He did not run, that would have looked suspicious. He simply walked as if he had really been entrusted with something important.

	At the corner he stopped and realized that he no longer had a passport.

	That was how an ordinary boy turned into Exhibit B.

	He stood there for one more second, then kept walking. As if by now it no longer changed anything.

	***

	Mid-January. Frost. Evening approaching. The train is stuck in the forest, the power is out on the line, and for the fourth hour now we have been waiting for an old locomotive to drag us to the nearest station. In the morning the mobile operator sent a message saying it was better not to leave the house: after the rains, the frost had returned, and the whole country had turned into an ice rink. But messages like that are hardly written for people who planed their trips in advance.

	Inside the carriage it is warm and stifling. At first people were angry; now they have simply gone limp. Someone is eating. Someone is sleeping in a coat. Every half hour the driver’s voice announces that the delay will be another thirty minutes, and each time there is more personal insult in that voice.

	Exhibit B is sitting next to me, writing something in a small notebook, almost childish. He holds it near his knees, as if it were not notes but shame. He writes quickly. Then stops. Looks out the window. At me. Starts writing again.

	“Writing poetry?”

	He shrugs.

	“I don’t know.”

	Outside, the forest. The snow lies so evenly it is as if no one has died here all this time. Color is slowly draining out of the world: blue, gray, black. I look out the window and try to imagine what it is like to sleep in a forest like that. In the snow. In the dark. Under a tree. I cannot imagine it.

	“How did you even do it?”

	He does not answer right away.

	“We chose the spot in advance. While it was still light. Fell asleep at sunset. Woke up at sunrise.”

	Pause.

	“At first separately. Then together.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“We joined our sleeping bags. Warmer that way.”

	He says it calmly, almost bored, as if he is not retelling his own escape but the rules for obtaining a visa.

	“Weren’t you scared?”

	He turns his head slightly.

	“We were so tired there was no strength left for fear.”

	And he starts writing again.

	The lights in the carriage flicker a couple of times. The train does not move. I put my hand on his notebook.

	“Help me imagine what it was like. I want to know everything.”

	He looks at my hand, then at me.

	“Why do you need that?”

	If only I knew myself.

	***

	He bought the map for almost nothing. That alone should have been a warning, but in moments like these, cheap feels less like a warning and more like mercy. The man who sold it talked for a long time, tediously, with a kind of panicked precision, as if he already knew exactly how people die from not listening carefully enough.

	“Repeat it,” he said. “That you won’t go alone.”

	“Yeah, yeah, it’s dangerous to go alone. I got it,” Exhibit B replied dryly. “But finding a partner for an escape isn’t that simple either.”

	“No. Again. Repeat that you won’t go into the forest alone.”

	And Exhibit B repeated it until he promised he would find someone.

	On the second call he heard agreement. Firm agreement from a guy who was fed up with everything. Power outages. Russian missiles at night, Ukrainian soldiers hunting you during the day. Impossible to find a job if you’re a man of draft age. There was no need to persuade him.

	Only then did the instructions continue. The most dangerous parts were the entrance to the forest and the fences at the border. The forest itself, according to the map seller, was “just long.” That “just” lingered in his head for a long time, like the smell of cheap tobacco. Long like what? Like a walk? Like an illness? Like a sentence without commas? He did not mention the bodies at first. Added that later, in passing, as if it were a minor technical detail.

	To get to the forest, they had to hire a local driver. He looked like someone who had already seen everything and would not be surprised anymore, even if a corpse started talking from the trunk. He asked no questions, just drove: avoiding checkpoints, slowing down where they needed to be unnoticed, speeding up where they needed to look confident.

	All this time Exhibit B was thinking about the money. Not the amount, but the moment of handing it over. Service, payment, end of transaction. It was the last normal ritual left in his life.

	When the forest appeared on the horizon, the driver stopped without comment. Simply turned off the engine, as if putting a period at the end of a sentence. The air outside was worse than frost, it was damp, crawling under clothes immediately. Exhibit B held out the money. The driver looked at him with an expression that seemed to be weighing not the bills, but his chances of making it to morning.

	***

	They entered the forest without any ceremony. No sound, no light. Even the wind seemed to have stayed outside. The forest did not greet them. It simply existed. And that was enough.

	Exhibit B glanced back almost immediately. The road was already gone. The car had disappeared. It all happened so fast it felt as if he had not been driven to the forest, but simply returned there under warranty, like a defective item.

	The first hour was almost pleasant. That was what irritated him most. The air was cleaner than in the city. The moss looked too green, the pine needles underfoot sprang softly, the trees stood with that dark dignity people later pay for in travel brochures. Exhibit A even stopped, ran his hand along a trunk and said:

	“Beautiful.”

	“Let’s go, idiot,” said Exhibit B, nodding.

	They walked slowly, talked, joked. Compared the forest to the sea, to sex, to business, to everything people love to romanticize. It was that brief stage of any disaster when you still think you’re in control simply because nothing has resisted you yet.

	They did not yet know that the forest is not a place. The forest is a process. Slow, like decay. You enter it as a human being and leave it as something simpler.

	“Didn’t they tell you the most dangerous parts are the entrance and the fences?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“Maybe.”

	“Then why are we talking so loudly?”

	It was truly absurd. So absurd that they both laughed. The laughter sounded in the forest like something forbidden. Like a joke at a funeral. Like an erection during a church service. The forest answered with silence.

	Not ordinary silence, but the kind in which you suddenly hear your own existence too clearly. Steps. Breathing. Your jacket. Saliva in your mouth. Thoughts. Especially thoughts. Staying silent became uncomfortable. As if the forest were patiently waiting for them to perform something dramatic.

	Name yourself.

	The thought came not like a voice, but like a splinter driven under the skin in several places at once. Exhibit B brushed it away irritably, like a mosquito. Not now. Keep walking.

	To avoid listening to the forest, they started their stupid game.

	“What else do people romanticize?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“Life by the sea.”

	“Yeah… mold. Wind. Damp walls.”

	“Sex on the beach.”

	“Sand everywhere.”

	“Freedom.”

	“Hard.”

	“Emigration.”

	“Lonely.”

	“Running your own business.”

	“No days off.”

	You could dismantle almost anything this way. Any dream, any beautiful image, any word. Reduce it to the point where only fatigue remained. The forest listened. The forest, it seemed, approved.

	By evening they realized they were more tired than they wanted to admit. They found a place to sleep: bad, uneven, too open. But they were too tired to choose. They laid out their sleeping bags and lay down.

	The ground was cold, but that could still be endured. Worse was the silence. During the day it only watched; at night it came closer. In the darkness the forest stopped being a landscape and became someone’s breathing.

	“What if there’s a wolf?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“Are you serious?”

	“No, but still…”

	Exhibit B stared into the darkness. He didn’t know what to answer.

	Name yourself.

	He closed his eyes, but that only made it worse.

	So they got up and went to find another place. To pack up, they had to put on again all that store-bought absurdity they had been carrying as proof of their preparedness. Backpacks, raincoats, boots, stove, thermos, flashlights, food, knife, wire cutters, sleeping bags… all that hiking inventory bought a week before the escape had suddenly become heavy and almost ridiculous. They thought they were preparing for survival. In reality, they had just carefully packaged their fear.

	This time they chose a spot differently. Not where it was nicer, but where there was less chance of dying or being seen. They looked for at least some cover on two sides: a snowdrift, a fallen tree, a slope. The night forest quickly cured them of aesthetics. Now there was only the geometry of survival: how to lie down without freezing, how to hide without being seen, how to breathe so the silence would not decide you had to lose.

	When they lay down again, Exhibit A suddenly asked:

	“What else do people romanticize?”

	Exhibit B looked into the darkness.

	“Escape,” he said.

	“Good night.”

	But of course there was no good night. Only a pause between two attempts not to die.

	***

	Morning came not because they had rested, but because it became light. The light seeped through the trees and immediately exposed the lie of the night. In the morning it was impossible to pretend this was just a pause, an adventure, a test of character. In the morning it looked exactly as it was: two exhausted guys who had slept in the dirt, in a forest they might never get out of.

	Exhibit B opened his eyes with the feeling that he had not slept at all. His neck hurt. His hands felt alien, not his. Exhibit A lay beside him motionless, a thin line of saliva running from his mouth toward his ear, pooling into a small shining lake.

	“Get up.”

	“Already?”

	“Already.”

	They ate in silence. The stove barely worked. The food was disgusting, it didn’t satisfy, it just disappeared in the mouth, leaving behind a chemical aftertaste. The water was icy, but not refreshing. Exhibit B caught himself counting cookies. Not to save them, to create the illusion of order.

	When they started walking again, it became immediately clear: it wasn’t the forest that had changed. It was the body. It had become slow. And mean. Every step required agreement. The backpack dragged his shoulders down as if it had filled itself with stones overnight. His legs were no longer walking, they were obeying.

	“Are we even moving forward?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“If we think about that too often, the path will become unbearable.”

	“If you keep answering like that, you’ll become unbearable.”

	By noon the map no longer felt like a tool but like mockery. It did not lie. That would have been easier. It simply kept silent about the important part. That the same kilometer can be a different degree of humiliation. That mud can be deeper, snow heavier, air thicker. That sometimes distance is not measured in meters, but in how many times you’ve already wanted to lie down and stay.

	They came to a stream. The water was so cold they had to warm their hands three times just to fill one bottle.

	Name yourself.

	The thought returned the moment they stopped.

	Coward?

	Exhibit B remembered the bus. The passport. The half-open gate. The ease with which he had been let go.

	Honest?

	He remembered his mother. His voice on the phone: everything’s fine. I’ll tell you later.

	Free?

	He looked ahead. Then back. Both directions looked equally bad.

	“Do you feel it?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“What?”

	“As if the forest doesn’t care anymore whether we make it or not.”

	Exhibit B said nothing.

	By midday they had almost stopped talking. Words began to get in the way, taking up space that was now needed for breathing. Even thoughts shrank into commands: go, step, don’t fall.

	When Exhibit A finally sat down straight into the mud, without choosing a spot, without even trying to make it look decent, it did not look like rest. It looked like a small defeat.

	“Five minutes,” he said.

	“We already rested.”

	“Then ten.”

	Exhibit B stood and looked at him. For a second it felt almost easy. He could just go on alone. No one slowing him down. No one pulling him back. No one would ever know the exact moment a person stopped being a friend and became just weight.

	Name yourself.

	He took a step back.

	Then another.

	Then sat down next to him.

	The ground was cold and wet, but it almost felt good. Like a punishment he had chosen for himself.

	***

	They no longer walked. They pushed themselves forward. The forest grew denser, the air heavier. Branches hit their faces not painfully, but irritatingly, like a persistent thought. The ground spread under their feet, pulling them down. Conversation disappeared. Words became unnecessary. You had to pull them out like splinters, and no one wanted to bother.

	The forest no longer looked like a forest. It looked like a warehouse. Everything stood, lay, hung there not for beauty, but because it had not yet been taken away. Trees – future coffins. Stones – future gravestones. All of it would be used. Just not yet.

	Exhibit B stopped.

	“What?”, Exhibit A asked, taking a few steps ahead.

	Exhibit B did not answer. He was looking to the side. Something there broke the line between the trees. At first it looked like a shadow. Then like a pile of branches. Then like a shape.

	They came closer.

	A backpack.

	It lay on its side, half pressed into the snow. Too deliberate to be an accident. There were no tracks around it. That meant it had been there a long time. Since before the snowfall.

	Exhibit A crouched.

	“Maybe…”

	Exhibit B already knew it should not be opened. It was a simple kind of knowledge, without arguments. Like not touching a live wire. But the zipper was already moving. The sound felt too loud.

	Inside were ordinary things. Food. Gloves. A thermos. Everything arranged just like theirs. With the same care. The same hope. That was the worst part.

	Exhibit A closed the backpack and wiped his hands sharply on his pants, as if he had touched something dirty.

	“Let’s go.”

	Too fast.

	They took a few steps, but Exhibit B came back. Bent down. Took three packs of cookies.

	“We’re low on food,” he said.

	It was not an excuse. Just a fact.

	After that, walking became harder. Not because of fatigue. Because of understanding. The map was no longer a route. It was a list of those who had tried. The backpack was just one point on that line.

	Name yourself.

	Now it was no longer a thought. It was accompaniment. Like breathing. You could not get rid of it.

	Coward?

	Exhibit B sped up.

	Free?

	He stumbled, but did not stop.

	Alive?

	He did not answer.

	Exhibit A began to fall behind. First one step. Then two. Then he stopped.

	“I can’t anymore.”

	Exhibit B walked a few meters more before realizing he was alone. He turned. Exhibit A was standing, holding onto a tree.

	And suddenly it felt light.

	He could go on. Faster. Without extra weight.

	Name yourself.

	He took a step back.

	Then another.

	“Five minutes,” he said.

	Exhibit A smirked.

	“You already said that.”

	Exhibit B sat down beside him.

	They were silent.

	The forest was in no hurry.

	***

	The dog appeared on the third day. Ginger. The worst version of a dog you could imagine. Its fur hung in patches, ribs sticking out beneath it. The skin on its belly sagged like poorly hardened wax. It smelled like a pharmacy. Old bandages.

	It came out of the bushes so calmly, as if it had always been there and was simply waiting for them to become tired enough to notice it.

	Exhibit A stopped. The dog stopped too. Its tail did not wag. But there was no fear in it either.

	“Don’t…”, said Exhibit B.

	Exhibit A was already taking out a cookie.

	The last intact cookie.

	He held it in his hand as if deciding not a question of pity, but a question of order. Then he crouched and held it out. The dog took it carefully. Almost politely.

	Exhibit B said nothing. But later, during a break, he nudged him:

	“Now it won’t leave us.”

	He was shaking stones out of his boot.

	“They’ll spot us. We’ll get caught because of this dog.”

	Exhibit A shrugged and looked at it. It lay a short distance away, breathing heavily.

	“Maybe it’ll lead us out.”

	After that it would disappear and then return again. When it was gone, it felt easier. When it came back, it felt calmer. As if they had gained a witness. As if the forest itself had become curious how it would end.

	By noon they reached the river.

	At first Exhibit B did not understand that it was it. After all the stories about cold, current, bodies, it looked like a bad joke.

	Narrow. Shallow. Gray water running quickly between stones.

	“That’s it?”, Exhibit A asked.

	Exhibit B checked the map. Nodded.

	They stood there looking at the water with irritation. At another time of year desperate men drowned here. Now the river lay before them like a sick animal that could no longer bite.

	They took off their boots and stepped in. The cold hit like a blow to the groin. Exhibit A cursed. Exhibit B moved faster because he understood: if he stopped, his legs would no longer belong to him.

	They reached the other bank too quickly. So quickly it felt almost embarrassing in front of those who had died here in another season.

	“I wonder how many men drowned here,” said Exhibit A.

	Exhibit B looked at the water and tried to imagine it in November. Black. Swollen. How it takes a man by the legs, spins him, slams him against stones, drags him down until he becomes just another heavy thing.

	The dog crossed last. Just walked through and shook itself.

	Exhibit A suddenly laughed.

	“You know what else people romanticize?”

	Exhibit B looked at him.

	“Obstacles.”

	“And courage.”

	“Yeah. And courage.”

	Then they both turned to look back at the other side. It looked exactly the same. The same mud. The same trees. The same country they had not yet left.

	Name yourself.

	He did not answer.

	He just pulled on his wet boots and kept walking.

	The dog got up and followed them.

	***

	Until the fourth day, the forest at least pretended it could be walked through. Now it stopped pretending. The hills ended. The mountains began.

	Rocks jutted out of the slopes like teeth. The trees were sparse, thin, as if they themselves did not understand why they were growing there. The wind interfered. Face, neck, hands, everything was covered in small cuts. The forest cut the boys the way bread is cut.

	In the morning it still seemed: today it will end. That this climb is the last one. Beyond it – the border. Another country. The end.

	Half an hour later it turned out to be only the approach. Then another. And another.

	A person cannot live on the edge for five days in a row without inventing a reward. So they climbed not because they could, but because they had already promised themselves there was something there.

	Exhibit A walked ahead. The back of his head – short, rough, almost military – looked too vulnerable. They had shaved their heads before the escape. Not because it helped. Because by then rationality had run out. Only superstition remained. Soldiers are shaved, so there must be meaning in it. A transition. From one state to another. Now the wind hit directly against skin.

	Exhibit B suddenly remembered the night they had cut each other’s hair. The room. Music. Laughter. Cheap alcohol. They laughed too loudly, as if trying to drown out what had already begun.

	Exhibit A had been going bald fast. He was only twenty-seven. To hide it, he had grown his hair long and styled it so carefully no one noticed the disaster. No one would have thought a dancer would face baldness so early. And who cares how well you dance if your attractiveness is already flirting with the bust of Lenin. When Exhibit B started cutting his hair, the mood had suddenly collapsed.

	“It’ll grow back in Europe,” he had said then.

	Now it sounded like an insult.

	The wind hit again. They kept climbing. Up. Slip. Stone. Hands. Up again. At some point they had to start dropping things. Everything that wasn’t necessary to survive until evening became excess. Backpacks were lightened as they moved. Things fell down the slope, disappearing between the rocks. Only the essentials remained, but even that felt too heavy.

	They heard chainsaws somewhere far away. Another life. Another work. Another normality. Each time, Exhibit B looked for the dog. Regretted it. Too late.

	By noon of the fifth day the trees began to thin. At first they didn’t believe it. Then something straight appeared ahead. Unnatural.

	A fence.

	Exhibit B stopped. They had been told there would be two fences at the border. Now they saw five. Five lines. Five attempts to stop you. Between them stretched strips of land. Bare. Cleared. Like pages where everything had already been written.

	They lay down. Watched. Tried to understand the rhythm. Cameras? People? Any chance at all?

	At that moment the dog appeared again. Stood slightly aside. The same one. Ginger. Stupid dog. Calm. As if it had led them here.

	Exhibit A cursed. Exhibit B looked at the fences. Then at the dog. Then back at the fences.

	And understood: waiting is not an option. Waiting means going back.

	“It’ll give us away,” he said.

	He took out the wire cutters.

	And ran.

	No signal. No plan. No dignity left.

	Forward.

	***

	The first fence was weak. Old. Almost pathetic. The wire gave way immediately. And that made it worse. Beyond it – open ground. Bare. Nowhere to hide. No way back. If they were spotted, they would be sent to war. Or to prison. It was unclear which was worse.

	The second fence was higher. Harder. Exhibit A climbed first. Got caught. Hung there.

	“Help me. Come on, help me!”

	Exhibit B yanked him down. The fabric tore. The sleeve stayed behind, hanging like a small flag.

	They got over.

	The third fence was the cruelest. Bars. Reinforced mesh. Everything tighter. No longer a mistake – a system. Exhibit A took off his backpack, tried to throw it over. It got stuck. Like meat. He climbed. Slipped. His palm split open. Exhibit B grabbed him by the strap and pulled. He fell to the other side.

	When Exhibit B climbed, there was no one to help him. The wire grabbed him immediately. His back. His sleeve. His pant leg. He felt the fabric tear. Felt the metal reach his stomach, scratch the skin. One thought: don’t get stuck. Don’t hang here.

	He made it over.

	The fourth and fifth stood almost pressed together. Between them – narrow corridors. You had to squeeze sideways. Elbows. Hips. Back. Everything caught. The border was no longer a line. It was a series of attempts to tear you apart.

	They no longer thought. No longer feared. No longer chose. Personality had stayed somewhere in the forest. Here there were only: hands, legs, breath, blood, movement.

	When the last fence was behind them, Exhibit A sat down. And laughed. Not from joy. Like after anesthesia.

	“Strange…”, he said. “That it wasn’t electrified.”

	Exhibit B stood, bent over. Trying to understand what he felt. He raised his head. The dog was standing nearby. Watching. Its tail wagging. As if all this had been just a walk.

	***

	Exhibit B looked around. And did not understand the main thing. Why no one was running toward them. Why no one was shouting. Why nothing was happening.

	“Get up,” he said.

	Exhibit A didn’t get up immediately.

	Exhibit B took out his phone. Inserted the SIM card. The screen lit up. Signal. Internet. Messages. The world returned too quickly. As if it had been standing behind a door this whole time, waiting to be let in.

	They had been told: in Romania, don’t hide. Find the police. It sounded absurd. For five days the goal had been not to get caught. Now they had to surrender voluntarily.

	They walked down. If it could be called a road. More like a clearing. A place where the ground was slightly less hostile.

	The dog walked with them for a while. Then disappeared. No scene. No farewell. As if it had never been there.

	When they saw the police car, Exhibit A straightened up. Instinct. Exhibit B, on the contrary, shrank. As if pressed into the ground.

	The officers got out. Said something in a soft, unfamiliar language. He didn’t understand a word. Raised his hands.

	“So that makes us anarchists now,” he said. “Criminals.”

	“Yeah…”, said Exhibit A. “Who would’ve thought my crime wouldn’t be robbing a bank, but just hike.”

	No one laughed.

	***

	Everything went too normally. Car. Station. Warm air. Plastic chairs. Bottled water. Tea. Papers. Questions. Tired faces.

	Exhibit B sat and looked at the table. Trying to understand where the relief was supposed to be. It wasn’t there. After the forest, all of this felt… unreal. The dirt. The cold. The fear. The backpack. The dog. The river. The fences. Did all of that really happen to them?

	The police needed documents. It was almost funny. Missiles are flying at us. Our own military hunts us in the streets. They send us to die. And here they need our fucking documents.

	Exhibit B suddenly understood: order is stronger than horror.

	And that is worse.

	***

	The cheap hotel turned out to be expensive. The kind of place they thought didn’t exist in Europe. The room was small. The furniture long outdated. Two beds. Curtains the color of a wound. Too warm. It smelled.

	Exhibit A lay down immediately. In his jacket. Closed his eyes.

	Exhibit B sat on a chair that was too high. Looked at his hands. Swollen skin. Cuts. Dirt embedded so deep it no longer felt like dirt, but part of him. His biography. He ran a finger along his palm. Pain. Good. Alive. That means everything is fine.

	Name yourself.

	The voice returned.

	Without the forest. Without the wind.

	Just the phrase.

	Coward?

	Honest?

	Free?

	He lay down without undressing. The ceiling was low. The sheet too white. Without horror it was impossible. Without horror everything turned into ordinary life.

	“No,” he said out loud.

	Exhibit A did not move.

	The voice stayed.

	Coward?

	Honest?

	Free?

	He closed his eyes.

	“I chose.”

	Silence.

	***

	The light in the carriage returned with a jerk. People moved. Someone cursed. Someone laughed. As if nothing had happened. As if standing in the dark for twelve hours was normal.

	A man from the next row turned around.

	“So what was that voice in the forest?”

	Exhibit B looked at him calmly.

	“It was Brodsky.”

	“The poet?”

	“Yep.”

	Pause.

	“Once he said a person must first define himself in simple categories. Who are you? A coward or not. Honest or not. Free or not. And only then think about bigger things.”

	The man nodded.

	“Convenient. When both the state and a poet are pressing you at the same time.”

	Exhibit B smirked.

	I looked at his notebook.

	“Did it help?”

	“No,” he said. “But at least I had something to think about while I was dying.”

	He said it calmly. Like a fact.

	“And now where?”

	“To Valencia. To my granny.”

	“That one?”

	“Yeah. The one who writes poetry.”

	He said it without irony.

	“When I was a kid, she read poems to me. Only to me.”

	Pause.

	“I thought it was important.”

	He looked out the window.

	“Now I think she just needed something to keep a child busy.”

	“And your friend?”

	Exhibit B looked away.

	“Found a German girl.”

	Pause.

	“Slept with her first. Then decided that was his direction.”

	“Not a bad plan.”

	“Everyone has their own humanitarian program.”

	We fell silent.

	The forest outside moved backward.

	No longer frightening.

	Just black.

	And suddenly I understood: all of this was accidental. The gate. The map. The river. The dog. The policeman. The grandmother. Even Brodsky.

	The fellow passenger fell asleep.

	Exhibit B held the notebook.

	“Will you let me read?”

	He hesitated but then opened it. I recognized the words. It wasn’t about the forest. It was about me. My questions. My gestures. Even the pauses.

	“You…”

	“I don’t like being the only one who becomes material,” he said.

	He looked at me, then asked:

	“Do you remember my name?”

	I didn’t.

	“Call me Exhibit B.”

	“Why?”

	“Because in wartime we all become secondary.”

	The train jerked. People accepted it immediately. As if movement were their right.

	Exhibit B looked out the window.

	“Well then.”

	And fell silent.

	The train picked up speed. The forest stayed behind. But did not disappear. It simply moved inside. And went with us.


  
	P.S: If you enjoyed these stories, here are three more ways to get into trouble.

	


[image: Image]

	 

	 

	PASSPORT

	A European passport is every immigrant’s dream. But how far can someone go chasing it?

	And why is this story being told in a police station?

		 

	DOWNLOAD THE STORY → 


[image: Image]

	 

	 

	JOURNEY TO THE END OF THE NIGHT  

	Three friends set up a literary experiment. They want to test a simple question: can a book change the way you see the world?

	But what happens if the book is dangerous?

	24 hours. One apartment. No talking until it ends.

	A story about what remains when literature stops being safe.

		 

	DOWNLOAD THE STORY → 


[image: Image]

	 

	 

	NADJA

	A certain book has a strange reputation. 

	They say that if you carry a copy of Nadja, people start falling in love with you.

	But what happens if you carry 6 copies at once?

	And why do some readers disappear after the last page?

		 

	DOWNLOAD THE STORY → 


Afterword

	Vincent van Gogh painted around 900 works and sold only one in his lifetime. Maybe we notice things too late.

	Thank you for reading this.

	 

	If you'd like to share a thought, a question, or a disagreement:

	i.kharkow@gmail.com

  


	If you want to find more:

	ikharkow.com
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