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1.

In the middle of the night, unable to sleep, Samson tiptoed out of the darkened bedroom, taking care not to wake Nadezhda. He went into the living room, then into the kitchen, where his hand brushed against the cold copper measuring bucket Dr. Vatrukhin had brought home. Reaching inside, he fished out the last soaked apple. It crunched loudly between his teeth, the malic acid reviving his tongue and lips.

Beyond the sole kitchen window, the city, worn out by upheavals, slept in an impenetrable shroud of darkness. The streetlamps were out. Not a single light flickered in the windows of the houses opposite, and so neither the windows nor the houses were visible. Everything seemed to be smeared with thick Chinese ink. Because he could not see it, even the floor beneath Samson’s feet felt tenuous, insubstantial, as if it were ready to open up and swallow him at any moment. The thought of that staggered him a bit—or perhaps it was merely his tiredness. His hand groped for the window latch. A cool, damp breeze swept his face.

Samson peeked out. The city’s invisibility forced him to hold his breath and listen close.

The city was silent, reluctant to make its presence known with even the slightest sound. When Samson strained his hearing, he caught only the quickened beating of his own heart. But then he picked up something else—a faint rustle, like something gently scratching against wood. He glanced back at the kitchen table, suspecting that a mouse had just scampered across it.

Yet the kitchen was as silent as ever. Samson realized that the mouse had probably scurried across a different piece of furniture, his late father’s desk, which had been requisitioned in March by the Red Army in accordance with the directive concerning excess furniture and transferred to the Lybid station of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Militia. He had followed the desk to the station in the hope of bringing it back, but had instead found himself installed behind it as a worker-peasant policeman-investigator, despite the fact that neither he nor anyone in his family had ever worked in a factory or plowed a field.

He remembered the conversation between the two Chekists he had overheard that very night—more precisely, the conversation overheard by his severed ear, which lay in the upper left-hand drawer of his father’s requisitioned desk, inside a tin that had once held boiled sweets from Montpensier. Perhaps this brief exchange was the reason he couldn’t sleep. What had the agents been looking for in his office? Why were they so convinced of his propensity for violence? Did they really think that he was capable of shooting a man, digging the bullets out of his still-warm body, and cutting off his ear as a souvenir? What savagery . . . Worst of all, they seemed to have delighted in these speculations about Samson. Their fear had even seemed tinged with a degree of envy.

Of course, what had led them astray was his imperishable ear. Truth be told, it amazed Samson himself—not only its ability to deliver distant noises and conversation into his inner auditory world, but also its confounding imperishability. How can an ear sliced off by a Cossack saber in March still be living, warm and quivering in May? Was it in fact some sort of miracle, some divine gift? Maybe this was how God protected pure souls from Cossack pogromists and Red Army raiders? Or perhaps time itself had simply stopped, abolishing its own laws of decay in light of the general savagery of recent years? After all, why should it enforce its laws? Now, no one could expect to live to a calm, well-fed old age and to die quietly among loved ones. Death was no longer in the hands of God, but in those of the Antichrists.

That was what the yard-sweeper’s widow would mutter to herself whenever she was dissatisfied with something. No, not quite. She would mutter, “Power is in the hands of the Antichrists.” Of course, these Antichrists were sure to meet the same absurd, random death that awaited everyone else these days—or, even worse, an utterly inexplicable one, which left no bodies behind.

From there, Samson’s thoughts leaped to the Red Army soldiers who had disappeared in the Halytska bathhouse. Assembled, attired, and armed to sow death among class enemies, they themselves had instead vanished inexplicably, evaporated, leaving behind their rifles at their barracks and their boots, tunics, and trousers in the bathhouse changing room. Samson suddenly felt it inappropriate to call these men Antichrists. The widow could call anyone whatever she wanted, but he, by virtue of his profession, had to take a different perspective. To him, these twenty-eight missing bodies were victims. Their status would change only if they were found alive.

The night filled the kitchen with its damp coolness, forcing Samson to close the window. The aromas of the kitchen came alive in the closed space, growing bolder. The strongest of these was the smell emanating from the paper bag with the dried pigs’ ears, which Samson had received as a token of gratitude from his Chinese comrade Li Yin Jun, after rescuing him from the Cheka.

He considered giving half of them to the yard-sweeper’s widow as he left the kitchen, quietly closing the door behind him so that their smell wouldn’t seep into the living room.



Before entering the bedroom, Samson froze for a moment. A single snore had sounded from his father’s study, where Dr. Vatrukhin had taken up residence. Then a floorboard seemed to creak behind his back. But soon silence resettled on the flat.

Although Samson had given up his bedroom to him, the doctor would, from time to time, rise in the middle of the night and carry his sheet, blanket, and pillow into the study, choosing to sleep on the couch there, although it wasn’t nearly as comfortable as Samson’s bed.

He was motivated by his troubled sleep, by what appeared to be a nervous desire to conceal himself in smaller quarters. The fear of being mobilized to Moscow, which had driven him from his home into Samson and Nadezhda’s flat, clearly continued to haunt him, even here.

Despite his good-natured importunity and demonstrative determination to become one of the family, the doctor remained for Samson a slightly superfluous person in the flat, an outsider. Yet, at the same time, his presence there in the evenings reassured the young investigator, who was often unable to return home early enough to keep Nadezhda company before bed.

Before dawn, pressed up against the warm, silky side of Nadezhda’s body, Samson managed to get some sleep. But, as soon as the sun began to rise, the vanished Red Army men crept into his dreams. This forced his eyes to open inquisitively, and, soon after, his whole body stirred and demanded meaningful movements.

Half an hour later, the wooden steps of the Lybid station’s staircase were creaking beneath his feet.

After assuring himself that the Montpensier tin had not disappeared from his desk during the Chekists’ night-time visit, Samson went back into the corridor.

Plump jute sacks were piled high on the wooden floor of the evidence room. Each was tied shut with a length of twine, from which hung a wooden tag the size of a child’s palm, bearing a number in purple.



Vasyl, looking sour, was bent over the evidence log. The creaking door drew his attention.

“Good morning,” Samson offered with a nod and fixed his eyes on the sacks. “Their things, yes?”

“That’s right,” Vasyl answered. “And I’ve got nowhere to put them.”

“I’ll take them,” Samson said calmly. “I could also use twenty-eight tailor’s dummies . . .”

“Come again?” Vasyl asked, eyes widening. “Where am I supposed to get you those?” He shook his head in despair. “Another round of expropriations?”

Samson perked up unexpectedly.

“Well, it doesn’t have to be twenty-eight,” he conceded. “Twenty-seven would do. I still have that one for Jacobson’s suit.”

Samson’s sudden uplift did not infect Vasyl. The latter merely shook his head once more and stared into the depths of the evidence room, which overflowed with objects of all sorts.

Samson, too, gazed deep into this eclectic collection, making out briefcases, pairs of boots, a wooden butter churn, cardboard boxes. His eyes began to blur.

“Can’t we do without the dummies?” Vasyl wondered out loud and glanced sideways at the jute bags. The expression on his face suggested to Samson that he had come up with a solution. “What if we nailed twenty-eight hooks to the wall, like in the bathhouse? Then we’d hang all the tunics in a row and put the boots under them. We could tuck the trousers deep into the boots, so they don’t fall out. Underwear and footwraps, too—down into the toes. Could even pass a rope through one of the sleeves and trouser legs of each outfit, to keep them sorted and straight. We’ve got ropes to spare.”

“But that would look like some sort of changing room. We’re talking about the personal effects of soldiers who have vanished without trace,” Samson sputtered. “With dummies, things would be different, clearer. I could almost communicate with them.”



Vasyl twisted his thin lips and gazed into Samson’s eyes with suspicion.

“How drunk have you got to be to start talking to dummies? To make their acquaintance, so to speak?” he muttered skeptically, trying not to sound offensive. “Besides, to squeeze them into the office, we’d need to move out the desks.”

Samson shrugged uncertainly.

“Yes, it would take some doing,” he reluctantly agreed. “But they have letters, passes, photographs of their wives in their pockets . . . They’re ordinary people, after all. And, with the help of those items, we really can get acquainted. I can at least try to understand them,” he said thoughtfully.

Vasyl chuckled and shook his head.

For a moment, Samson imagined a row of dummies dressed as Red Army soldiers, with numbered tags pinned to their shoulders.

“What if they’re still alive?” he suddenly wondered out loud.

“Naked men don’t live long,” Vasyl pronounced with a sigh. “And you can pick their pockets without the help of dummies, you know.”

Samson, lost in thought, ignored this observation.

“But what if they’ve deserted?” he continued, developing his theory. “Maybe someone was waiting for them with changes of clothes?”

“How could a bunch of naked fellas leave the bathhouse without anyone noticing?” Vasyl objected.

Samson thought it over.

“In general, yes,” he said, after a pause. “It’s hard to leave the bathhouse naked without someone noticing. But maybe they changed their outfits before leaving? We’ll need to conduct another search.”

Heavy footsteps sounded outside.

“There you are!” Nayden barked, stepping into the office in his rumpled tunic. His red eyes, glaring from his puffy face, expressed extreme anxiety. “If the Cheka drags me away to Sadova Street tomorrow and shoots me for negligence, it will be your fault,” he announced, poking his index finger painfully into Samson’s chest. “Although, I think they’ll shoot you first,” he added.

“Why? What happened?” Samson asked, taking half a step back and losing all interest in dummies and Red Army soldiers.

“The men we sent to retrieve Shpakevich returned empty-handed. He ran off, together with his wife. The house is locked. They gave the dog to their neighbors yesterday morning. There were soldiers guarding the house all night, thinking he’d return. Now we can’t carry out the sentence, which means we can’t make out a certificate of execution and burial of the body—and that means the case isn’t closed. If Abyazov finds out, there’ll be hell to pay.”

The sudden alarm that swept over Samson threatened to drown out the secret joy he felt at the news of Shpakevich’s escape.

Vasyl stood silent and stony-faced, like a stranger to proceedings. Suddenly, he came to life, jerked his head, raised his fingers to his short mustache, as if to check whether it was still there, and turned to Samson.

“Maybe we can execute him in advance,” he suggested.

“What do you mean?” asked Nayden, uncomprehending but interested.

“Well, I mean, ahead of time. We can make out the document about him being shot, and then they’ll shoot him in earnest when they find him.”

Nayden gave the proposition some thought.

“An execution consists of a shooting and a document, not of a document alone,” he pronounced sullenly.

“We’ll fire a shot, make out the document, then give our detectives a photo of Shpakevich and let them find him,” Vasyl declared, sounding ever more convincing. “Do we have a photo?” he asked, turning to Samson.

The young investigator shook his head.

“Alright,” Nayden said and nodded. “That’s what we’ll do. Exactly at midnight, in the station’s coach house, Samson will fire a shot. We’ll then go up to my office and draw up a document certifying that the shooting was carried out by investigator Samson Kolechko in the presence of you, Vasyl, investigator Sergius Kholodny, and myself.”

“Why me?” Samson interjected, indignant.

“To make amends for not wishing to sign the sentence in the first place,” Nayden explained. He turned his gaze back to Vasyl and continued: “We’ll send a copy of the certificate to Abyazov and close the case. Where’s Kholodny?”

“Last saw him on the first floor.”

“Find him and send him to my office. And make some tea,” Nayden commanded, his face no longer expressing extreme anxiety. He cast an ironic, unkind glance at Samson and walked out, slamming the door behind him.






2.

As he sat down at his desk, Samson glanced at the wall across from him. There, only a couple of days earlier, between two windows, had hung a diagram of pork cuts. Now, that diagram lay on the floor.

The voices of the Chekists who had rummaged through his desk drawers the previous night suddenly came back to him. Had they taken the diagram down from the wall to examine it more closely? After all, they had mentioned it in their conversation. It was on the basis of those pork cuts that they had come to a completely illogical conclusion about his character, his supposedly sadistic inclinations.

To distract himself, Samson forced himself to think about the missing Red Army soldiers. Now would be a good time to pay another visit to the Halytska bathhouse, but it would be better to take Kholodny along. He had already conducted an independent search the previous evening, peering under every bench, examining every corner of the spacious rooms and halls, and finding not a single clue, not even a hint of one . . . If he were to go back with Kholodny, then maybe they’d spot something. Four eyes were better than two. In his experience, all people looked at the same thing differently, which meant they saw it differently. Kholodny would walk slowly through the steam room, through the bathing hall, the corridors, and would surely pick up on something Samson’s eyes had been too fatigued or inexperienced to notice. But where had Nayden sent the former priest?

About fifteen minutes later, tired of waiting in silence, Samson learned from Vasyl that Kholodny had taken the station’s cart to retrieve food rations from the warehouses down by the river. There was no point in sitting around any longer, so he went back to the bathhouse alone, resolving to inspect the scene of the strange crime even more attentively.

After the mysterious disappearance of the soldiers, the facility had temporarily closed its doors to Kyivans seeking a proper steam bath. There was no chance of running into strangers. Samson had already questioned the workers individually, later writing down their testimony from memory. The resulting three sheets of paper had given a material start to the investigation, which Samson had christened “The Bathhouse Case.” Now, having reviewed the notes and returned them to their folder, he realized that he needed to conduct another conversation with the stoker. And, if he really wanted to be honest with himself, then he’d have to speak with all the other workers too, including the senior attendant, Uncle Karp, as well as the changing-room attendant and the rest. In truth, the three sheets he had filled with remembered testimony not only failed to re-create the picture of the day on which the incident occurred, but, on the contrary, blurred it with unnecessary and irrelevant details. The problem was that Samson had not conducted these conversations in accordance with protocol, using pre-prepared questions, but as if over tea, chatting about anything and everything that might come into his interlocutors’ minds . . . What difference, for example, did it make that the chiropodist had gone to the Jewish Market to have his scissors sharpened, and had loitered at the grinder’s stall, discussing the advantages of studded winter horseshoes? What did this story add to Samson’s understanding of the case? Nothing. Only that the chiropodist had left the bathhouse for an hour after the missing soldiers had already arrived.

The embarrassment Samson felt due to his obvious professional shortcomings left him as soon as he exited the police station. His hand tightly clutched the worn handle of his leather briefcase. This solid, brown item, which Vasyl had issued to Samson on a temporary basis, had a significant air about it, an air that enveloped the young investigator. A man in uniform carrying such a briefcase could not help but command respect or at least special attention from passersby.

On Karavaevska Street, a fresh breeze, filled with the scent of herbs and flowers, reached Samson from the direction of the university’s botanical gardens. Warm and rough, it flew into his nostrils and brushed past his bare right earhole, which made him pull down his leather cap to protect himself from intrusive natural phenomena.

He had to pound his fist on the front door of the Halytska bathhouse three times before he heard the iron bolt slide out on the other side.

“When will you let us stoke the stove again?” a bearded man in a gray cotton shirt and military breeches asked by way of greeting. “Folks have been signin’ up in droves, whole factories. Lice are eatin’ them alive. What are they supposed to do, go across town? Them other bathhouses are expensive, and the steam ain’t half so good.”

“Soon,” Samson responded. “We’ll figure out what happened to the soldiers, and you’ll open up.”

“Sure, sure,” the man said, shrugging his shoulders and stepping aside to let the investigator in. “We’ve had folks go missing before, and has anyone found them? Like hell, they have.”

“You work in the changing room, is that right?” asked Samson, looking closely at the familiar beard. The man’s face was distinguished by a particular kind of elusiveness: his small eyes and his large nose seemed to be chance neighbors, having been originally intended for two different people. His beard, meanwhile, stood out for its thickness and neat fullness.



“That’s right,” the attendant responded with a nod.

“Where could we sit down? I’d like to ask a few more questions.”

“All you fellas know how to do is ask questions,” the attendant chuckled and led the visitor toward the changing room. He handed Samson a stool from behind the counter and sat down on a chair.

Samson took out a sheet of paper and a pencil from his briefcase, watching the attendant’s face grow more serious at the sight of these simple tools for recording a conversation.

“Alright, go ahead, ask whatever you want,” the man said, now more accommodatingly.

Having written down the attendant’s name once more, Samson began to pose a new set of correct, clarifying questions, as pointed as a well-sharpened pencil. He was immediately convinced that he had not come in vain. The man with the incongruously arranged face revealed to him that, in the past year, three different women had come to the bathhouse, each claiming that her husband had gone there to wash and failed to come home. Once, they even managed to find the missing husband’s clothes, returning them to his wife. There was a farewell note in one of the pockets: having decided to end his life in the bathhouse, the husband asked his wife to forgive him and not to look for his body. But how could they not look? They searched all over the bathhouse, of course, turning the whole place upside down. No luck. Everyone concluded that the man had faked his death to abandon his wife. Later, they learned that the wife’s jewelry had also gone missing—and jewelry doesn’t just leave on its own.

The conversation with the changing-room attendant took up four sheets of paper. Tired of writing, Samson stretched his fingers, tapping them on the counter as if he were playing the piano. Then he asked about the stoker.

“What would he be doing here, with the bathhouse closed?” the attendant answered. “Must be at home.”

“So how will you summon him when you reopen?”



“Whaddya mean, ‘how’? I’ll send a boy from the market to fetch him. And whaddya need him for, anyway? All he does is toss wood into the stove; doesn’t come out into the other rooms.”

“That reminds me,” said Samson. “I wanted to have a look at the stoves. Didn’t occur to me yesterday. I was too tired. How many of them do you have?”

“One big one for the communal steam room, and five small ones,” the bearded man explained. “But we haven’t stoked the small ones for three years now,” he added, and offered to show Samson the big stove himself.

He led the young investigator into a narrow corridor that he had never seen before. After about twenty steps, they stopped in front of an unsightly wooden door. Samson noticed a tar-blackened wooden square on the wall opposite.

“Where does that lead?” he asked.

“Out to the street, for bringing in firewood.”

“Open it up, please.”

The attendant pulled an inconspicuous handle, and the hatch, creaking on its ungreased hinges, opened sideways, blocking the narrow corridor. The bathhouse’s outer wall was thick, and Samson had the feeling that he was peering into a cupboard. In this cupboard he saw an axe, and, farther on, the tarred square of another hatch, held shut by an iron hook placed into a loop sticking out of the brickwork on the side.

“A person could escape through here,” Samson pronounced out loud.

“Could, could,” the attendant agreed. “It’s about seven feet off the ground out there, maybe more. The fellas usually stand on their carts when they hand up the firewood.”

The stove room behind the door across from the tarred hatch turned out to be narrow and tall. A poker rested against the woodpile on the left. Directly in front of him, level with his belly, Samson saw a large cast-iron stove door. Beneath it was a smaller draft door. His hand automatically reached for the large one. The bitter smell of cold woodsmoke wafted into his face. The inner size of the stove was astonishing. It was probably no smaller than a locomotive’s firebox. One couldn’t quite stand up straight in it, but two or three people could sit there comfortably.

Samson tried to make out the back of the stove. He took a poker and began to rake the ashes and unburned firewood toward himself.

“What’re you doing that for?” the attendant asked in surprise. “You’ll only get yourself dirty!”

The investigator looked back at the bathhouse worker with displeasure, continuing to thrust the hook of the poker as far as he could into the stove. Try as he might, he couldn’t reach the very back of it. Giving up, Samson pulled the poker back and noticed that he seemed to have hooked something. It was a charred strip, not unlike a burnt leather belt. He turned it around in his hands, then glanced at the attendant again.

“What could this be?” he asked.

“Beats me! We burn all sorts of rubbish in there. Why let it go to waste? And when they had us wash the prisoners from Lukyanivka, they brought five bags of lousy clothes with them. Burned those in there, too.”

There was a stool to the right of the stove, on which the stoker apparently rested while working.

Samson placed the stool under the large door and climbed up on it. Bending down, he stuck his torso into the opening and was finally able to reach the back of the stove with the poker. Raking the ashes, he seemed to have hooked something else. Bringing his catch closer, he reached into the black pile with his hand and stirred it, thinking that it would all fall through the grate. But that wasn’t the case. Some of it fell away and scattered, but a black stick clanked strangely when it hit the grate. The investigator picked it up and backed out of the opening. Examining the find, his blood suddenly turned cold.



“Os femoris,” he announced fearfully.

“What’s that?” the attendant exclaimed, his voice trembling.

“It’s a bone,” Samson sighed. “Human. From a leg. What’s the stoker’s name?”

“Ignat Mrachkovsky.”

“Where does he live?”

“In Kostopalivka, at the end of Skobelevska Street. Went to visit him there once.”

“Is that where they burn cow bones?”

“That’s the place. They got three bone-char factories there.”

Samson gazed at the fire-baked thigh bone.

No, he thought, this is definitely human. Could it have belonged to one of the soldiers?

He turned again to the bearded man. “Could you climb in there and carefully sort through everything that hasn’t been incinerated?” he asked, nodding toward the stove.

“Not a chance,” the attendant drawled. “Wouldn’t catch me in there. Let Ignat do the sorting—he’ll feel right at home.”






3.

Samson burst into Nayden’s office without knocking. Only upon noticing the commander’s bewildered expression did he realize that he had acted childishly.

“What’s the matter?” Nayden asked sternly, holding his certifying stamp aloft over a document he had just drawn up.

“I found them,” Samson pronounced breathlessly. He failed to suppress a triumphant smile as he pointedly raised his brown briefcase.

Nayden looked puzzled. “All of them?” he asked, gazing at the briefcase with suspicion.

“So far only one, probably. They burned him in the bathhouse stove. We need to detain the stoker immediately—I know the address.”

“Alright,” Nayden declared, nodding. “Well done. I didn’t expect you to resolve this so quickly. Go and send some soldiers to fetch him. Tell them it’s an order, from me.”

Samson raced down to the ground floor, leaping over steps, and relayed Nayden’s order to the Red Army man on duty. The soldier asked for the address and telephoned for a truck.

With a sense of duty fulfilled, Samson returned to his office, picked up the diagram of pork cuts, and spread it out on his desk. Tilting his briefcase, he deposited the charred bone onto the paper. It looked frightening, ominous. He shook the ashes from his hands onto the floor. His initial disgust at touching the bone had subsided. Then his eyes jumped to the pile of jute bags that held the lost soldiers’ uniforms. The thought of nearly thirty tailor’s dummies again floated into his mind, but he immediately drove it away. Vasyl was right: there was simply no place to put them. But it wouldn’t do to turn his office into a bathhouse dressing room.

Each of the lost soldiers would have to be reduced to a box or envelope containing the contents of his pockets. These items would speak on behalf of their owners, or, rather, would reveal what was most important about the men who had carried them. Tunics and boots were government-issued, not personal items. They could easily be taken from the dead and issued to the living. All they could reveal was the size of their temporary owners’ bodies, and even then only approximately. They said nothing about these men’s thoughts and plans. That was, after all, how Samson had been outfitted at the military-clothing warehouse in Kurenivka when he first took up his position, and not once had he wondered who had previously worn his boots. All he needed to know was that the boots fit. Nor had his innermost feelings been in any way altered, or even slightly affected, by his new uniform.

Heavy footsteps resounded in the corridor. The door swung open and Sergius Kholodny lumbered into the office. He froze at the sight of the charred bone on Samson’s desk.

“What’s that?” he asked, after a pause.

“Os femoris—the thigh bone of one of the missing Red Army men,” Samson calmly explained. “Found it in the bathhouse.”

“Lord,” Kholodny sighed. “Who could have done such a thing, killing and burning them?”

Samson was about to say something in response, but instead he sank into thought.

“I believe I’m beginning to understand,” he finally declared. “This,” he continued, glancing at the bone, “probably belonged to their commander. My guess is that they strangled him in the steam room, then tossed him into the stove. Having rid themselves of the corpse, they deserted.”

Now Kholodny took his time, thinking it over. He sat down, wearily lowered his elbows onto his desk, and unbuttoned the collar of his tunic to give his thick neck a rest from the restrictions of the uniform.

“A reasonable supposition,” he pronounced respectfully.

It seemed to Samson that, with the arrival of his comrade, the air in the office had changed, growing salty. He turned his head to the door and sniffed.

“Your birthday is just around the corner, isn’t it?” Kholodny inquired out of the blue.

Samson, taken aback, asked, “How do you know?”

“Vasyl told me. He noticed the date in your personnel file.”

“I hadn’t planned on celebrating it this year,” Samson muttered mournfully. “It hasn’t been a happy one. With my father gone, I just don’t feel like it.”

“How can you not celebrate?” Kholodny looked critically at his comrade. “You were born just after May Day! God has ordained it!”

“You no longer take orders from God, remember?” Samson said with a smile, recalling the former priest’s antitheistic rants.

“True enough,” Kholodny conceded. “But your birthday isn’t even yours, really. It belongs to your parents, who celebrated it back when you couldn’t even string two words together. It’s your obligation to keep celebrating, in their memory.”

The mention of his parents briefly plunged Samson into the past. He nodded.

“Alright, perhaps I’ll think of something.”

“Good. Now, what’s in those bags?” the former priest asked, changing the subject.

“The missing men’s clothes, from the bathhouse,” Samson explained.



The door suddenly flew open and Abyazov appeared on the threshold, a folder in his hand.

“What a stink!” he barked as he walked in, shaking his head in displeasure, and handed the folder to Samson. “Nayden said that the case of the lost soldiers was assigned to you. Here are their roster and identification cards. If you discover that the crime was motivated by class hatred, notify us immediately. We’ll take it from there.”

Samson nodded.

“And what on earth is that?” the Chekist snarled, noticing the charred bone that lay atop the diagram of pork cuts. “From the meat case, eh?” He nodded toward the door and added, “It’s likely just this sort of material evidence that’s stinking up your station.”

After he left, Samson continued to wonder about the new scent. It didn’t strike him as particularly unpleasant.

Soon the investigators heard a car driving away from the station.

“Care for some herring?” asked Kholodny.

“Certainly!” Samson answered. “So that’s what the smell is . . .”

“Yes, there were barrels of herring on a barge down at the river port. The hold was still covered with German seals. The sailors were selling the fish on the sly, little by little, at the Rye Market—but the Extraordinary Provincial Food Committee got wise to them. You can’t get anything past the ExProFooCom. They tracked the sailors to the port and put a stop to their theft. What a disgrace. Now, they’re rationing out the fish. You’re married, so you’re entitled to three. Ask Vasyl. But first, let’s split my two portions and celebrate.”

“What’s there to celebrate?” Samson inquired cautiously, thinking that the conversation would again turn to his birthday.

“Your first success!” Kholodny exclaimed, indicating the charred bone with his eyes. “But put it away for now, will you? And turn that pork diagram over—we’ll use it as a tablecloth.”

When Kholodny stepped out to retrieve the herring, Samson wrapped the thigh bone in a newspaper and slipped it into his briefcase.



Then he took the diagram to the window, shook off the ashes, and placed it back on the desk, face down. And yet, although the pork cuts were out of sight, the young investigator could not put them out of his mind. Somehow, at that moment, they reminded Samson especially painfully of the meat case, of the fact that he would, at midnight, have to place a bold full stop in the file—more precisely, a false full stop. He no longer even felt secret joy over Shpakevich’s escape from actual execution.

Thanks to Sergius Kholodny, the feast of roughly chopped herring commenced with passion and joy, but it came to a quick end with the onset of heartburn and thirst. The fish were small and too thoroughly marinated in brine. Even their very aroma was somehow too strong, too chemical. Apparently, they had sat in their barrels long past their finest hour. Yet their taste differed only slightly from that of pre-revolutionary herring, which Samson’s father would occasionally buy at the grocery store on Khreshchatyk to have with his Friday glass of vodka.

“Be careful with that water,” said Vasyl, who noticed Samson drinking greedily in the corridor, repeatedly dipping the communal mug in the bucket. “A mite rusty. Still good enough for tea, so long as we’ve got sugar—but drink it straight and it’ll make your belly ache.”

Having drunk his fill, and tasting no rust on his tongue, the young investigator returned to his office. The diagram, after its service as a tablecloth, looked not just unsightly, but rather, in these times of famine, criminal. The tails, heads, and backbones of the two herrings they’d devoured lay in a puddle of murky pinkish brine. To get all that out of sight, Samson crumpled the diagram into a ball and shoved it into the garbage can. Fortunately, the brine had not leaked through the thick paper, leaving the desktop dry. Sitting down, Samson opened the folder that held the roster and identification cards of the lost soldiers.

The first name was that of their commander, Ivan Evgrafovich Spektor, born in Odesa in 1888.



Samson imagined Spektor as a lean Jewish man with sharp features. He imagined his movements to be abrupt, as befits a commander, and his voice to be hoarse, accustomed to rudeness and shouting. How else was one to deal with the rank and file of the Red Army, who are so hostile to discipline and so easily distracted by other people’s property, whose stomachs and eyes are always so hungry?

Putting the roster to the side, Samson saw Commander Spektor’s identification card. The folder was in proper order. He had no doubt that beneath the commander’s card lay that of the soldier next on the roster. The documents had obviously been compiled by an experienced officer, not by some former peasant or worker.

Spektor’s face fully accorded with Samson’s expectations. He smiled.

“What are you smiling about?” asked Kholodny.

“I was testing my physiognomic intuition,” Samson explained.

“How did you do?”

“Perfect score. I’m convinced that they burned their commander in the stove. His name was Comrade Spektor.”

“How do we prove it?”

“That I don’t know. Not yet.”

“Did you happen to see a skull in there?”

“No. The bones of the skull are apparently thinner. It must have been reduced to ashes.”

“That’s how it goes,” Kholodny agreed. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. But the thigh bone may be enough. If you find out the commander’s height and compare it with the length.”

Samson gazed at his comrade approvingly. “Why didn’t I think of that? We should consult a physician.”

The physician who came to mind was Dr. Trattner, who had refused to replace that Belgian swindler Luc Jacobson’s tubercular bone with a silver one. The memory of Jacobson dampened his mood. The fool had turned out not to be so foolish after all, having conspired with the soldiers at the station to steal back his suit and his silver femur from the investigator’s office. Samson tried to drive away these thoughts, but they only moved slightly to the side, as if to spy on him, to observe the thoughts that would replace them.

“I know just whom to ask!” Samson declared cheerfully.

He had recalled the surgeon-princess Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits, a good friend of Dr. Vatrukhin. She was sure to help. Trattner was a sly one, not entirely trustworthy.

Samson looked down at his leather briefcase.

“I’ll take the bone to a knowledgeable surgeon. In the meantime, check the pockets of the soldiers’ tunics and trousers, will you? Put everything you find in separate piles. Oh, and one more thing—ask Vasyl to hammer twenty-eight nails into the wall. Then hang up the uniforms in order,” he added, shooting a glance at the open folder on his desk, “following the roster.”

Kholodny responded with a firm nod.






4.

Kyivan crows cawed loudly, querulously, in the trees surrounding the campus of the Oleksandrivska Clinical Hospital. A funeral service had just been held at St. Michael’s Church, and a coffin was being carried down the steps. The sun was shining.

Samson was in luck, but not entirely. He found Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits in the hospital, in the surgical ward, but he had to sit outside the operating room for more than an hour before he had the chance to speak to her. At last, she came out into the corridor, clearly fatigued, wearing a white gown stained with blood. Not noticing the visitor, she shook her head sadly and began to walk away.

“I beg your pardon, Vera Ignatyevna!” Samson said as he rose quickly from his chair, leaving his briefcase on the floor.

“Yes?” the surgeon-princess responded, looking back at him. He had been sitting beside the door, not across from it.

“Perhaps you remember me—Samson Kolechko, of the police. You extracted two bullets from my arm not so long ago.”

“Young man, I extract bullets all day, every day,” she replied, giving him a condescending smile.

“I understand,” Samson muttered. “But I need to speak with you, urgently. It won’t take a minute.”



“Come with me,” the surgeon-princess said.

The first thing she did in her office was to take off her blood-stained gown. She tossed it in a basket that stood by the wall and took a clean one off a hanger.

“Roll up your sleeve and show me the arm,” she commanded, sitting down at her desk.

“No, it doesn’t hurt anymore. That’s not the problem,” Samson said, sitting down opposite her and taking the paper-wrapped bone out of his briefcase. “We found this in the stove of the bathhouse near the Jewish Market. A detachment of Red Army men went missing there recently. Could you determine whose thigh bone this was?”

Vera Ignatyevna turned the bone in her hands, examining it carefully.

“It certainly didn’t belong to a Red Army man,” she declared. “Perhaps to a Red Army woman, but not to a man of any sort.”

“A woman?”

The surgeon-princess nodded.

“But there were no women present,” Samson muttered, shaking his head.

“How do you know?” Vera Ignatyevna inquired with a smile. “Were you getting washed with them?”

“I have the roster,” Samson responded, and immediately realized that this argument was not especially convincing. But then another argument occurred to him. “If there had been a woman among them, disguised as a man, she wouldn’t have gone to the bathhouse, where she would have had to disrobe.”

“Quite right,” agreed Vera Ignatyevna. “In that case, this bone has nothing to do with the Red Army at all.”

In order to depart on a warmer, less professional note, Samson informed the surgeon-princess that Dr. Vatrukhin was staying at his flat for a time, and that he was in good health and spirits. It seemed to Samson that the news interested Vera Ignatyevna.

“Ah, please give him my best regards. And tell him he’s always welcome at my home,” she said. “You can come as well. You’ve accompanied him once before, I believe?”

“Indeed!”

“So you know the way. I’ll be glad to see you.”

On the way to Tarasivska, dozens of truisms besieged Samson’s mind, as if each one intended to irritate him more than the others, to deal the fatal blow to his already wounded self-confidence. He was ready to throw away the burnt bone and was searching, in vain, for words to explain the matter to Nayden. Only when he approached the Lybid station—more precisely, when he saw the astronomical observatory on his right—did he finally manage to pull himself together. He stopped in his tracks, gathered his courage, and, with an effort of will, put his thoughts in order. Human bones, he reflected, did not just end up in bathhouse stoves on their own. This meant that, in his investigation of one crime, he had accidentally stumbled upon another. It was to the victim of this second crime that the femur had belonged. And the stoker must be the perpetrator, or at least the accomplice.

When Samson returned to his office, Kholodny immediately informed him that Ignat the stoker had been detained and brought in half an hour earlier.

“Go ahead and question him while he’s still shaken up,” the former priest advised.

Samson left his jacket on the back of his chair and his leather cap on his desk, grabbing only his briefcase.

The interrogation room smelled of sour milk. Samson would have liked to air out the room, but there was no window. The stool, attached by a chain to the concrete floor, stood at an angle to the table. But the young investigator had already sat down in his chair and laid out paper, pen, and ink. He had no desire to get up again. What he wanted to do was to loosen his belt, or even to take it off altogether, along with his heavy wooden holster.

The soldier whom Samson had sent to retrieve the detainee appeared to be in no hurry to carry out the order. This might have been for the best, as it gave him time to think over his questions.

Suddenly, Samson realized that the detainee he was expecting to see wasn’t the stoker, but Briskin, the meat speculator he had interrogated so many times before. It was Briskin’s face that had swum up in his memory, while Ignat’s face failed to come to mind in any way, although he had met and spoken to the man not long ago.

The door opened and the soldier shoved the stoker, his hands bound in front of him, into the room.

“Sit down there,” Samson commanded the detainee. “And you,” he addressed the Red Army man, “wait outside by the door.”

Although the light from the bulb overhead was rather dim, Samson readily recognized the man. His large ears momentarily evoked a degree of envy. Such ears seemed to call for a thick beard, but Ignat’s narrow chin bore only a neatly trimmed Van Dyke beard more appropriate for a university professor than for a bathhouse stoker.

“Let’s proceed,” Samson began. “Please answer the following biographical questions concisely. Surname, first name, patronymic?”

“Mrachkovsky, Ignat Ustimovich,” the stoker pronounced in a trembling voice.

“Year of birth?”

“Eighteen seventy-seven.”

This and the following preliminary questions seemed to lull the man into a sense of greater security. His voice stopped trembling, though it remained quiet and somewhat fearful.

“How many people have you burned in the stove?” Samson asked unexpectedly.

The stoker’s face turned to stone. His eyes grew glassy, filling with terror.

“But I . . .” His voice trembled again. “I only been on this job a week! I was working at the Karavaevska bathhouse—working there a long time—then they lured me over to the place on Halytska, ’cause their old stoker stopped showing up. Woulda stayed where I was, otherwise.”

“How did they lure you?” asked Samson, looking up from the sheet of paper on which he had been recording the detainee’s responses in shorthand.

“With grease.”

“Grease?” Samson repeated, perplexed.

“You know, more money, on the sly,” Ignat explained.

Samson bent over his briefcase and slowly pulled out the paper-bound bone. He unwrapped it on the table and held it out in his hand, so that the stoker could have a better look.

“Who is this?” the young investigator asked.

Ignat swallowed nervously and stared at the burnt bone.

“God knows,” he muttered.

“And you don’t?”

“No . . .”

“I fished it out of your stove. Could there be something else in there?”

“I swear to God, I don’t know, believe me!” the stoker pleaded. “I never burned a soul! Only firewood! And when I raked the ashes the next morning, there weren’t any bones!”

“No bones? Here’s one.” Samson lifted the femur higher.

“Maybe it’s been there a while?” Ignat suggested. “At the back? I couldn’t reach that far.”

“You couldn’t reach it, but I did?” Samson asked, grinning sarcastically and dipping his pen into the inkwell. “I used the poker and reached it, but you couldn’t.”

“With the poker?” the stoker asked, bewildered. “Poker ain’t for that—poker’s for stoking the fire. Shovel’s for raking the ashes, and the handle’s too short to reach the back.”

Samson shook his head dubiously. “What do you know about the previous stoker?”



“Don’t know a damn thing! Only that he lives out on Trukhaniv Island. Maybe he got tired of crossing the Dnipro by boat twice a day. And, if he don’t have a boat of his own, he’s got to pay someone to take him. I can tell you what they told me, anyway—that he’s a queer fellow, liked to look at the fire.”

“See? And you claim you don’t know anything. What’s his name?”

“Zhora Protalin, I think. Kept to himself, they say. Didn’t really get along with anyone. Quiet type. Don’t drink, neither.”

“And who do you get along with?”

“Well, I’ve had drinks with the senior attendant. And with the changing-room attendant. That’s it.”

* * *

Throughout the two-hour interrogation, Samson had managed not only to record everything that was said, but also to make notes for the future—whom to question, what to ask, and so forth. Now, he was tired and decided to take a break.

When he returned to his office, he was surprised to see that Kholodny had occupied both their desks with stacks of papers and other small items taken from the pockets of the missing soldiers.

“Don’t touch any of it,” the former priest warned Samson. “Might mix things up. I’m sick to death of all these papers.”

“Where are Commander Spektor’s belongings?” Samson asked.

Kholodny sought the stack out with his eyes and pointed to it.

Samson retrieved the material from his desk and took it over to the window. He leafed through the documents, the stamped passes, and lingered over a letter with an Odesan return address. It read:


Dear, beloved Yosya,

We miss you with all our hearts! There’s less shooting in Odesa now, more at night than during the day. Thank you for sending the sugar. We still have salt. I’m sorry to tell you that we gave your violin to the neighbors, in exchange for flour. When this is all over, we’ll get it back . . .



Kholodny interrupted his reading, asking, “Do you have heartburn?”

“I did,” Samson admitted. “From the herring.”

“It’s been giving me trouble for a while, even before the herring.”

“Have you tried drinking soda water?”

“I have. Doesn’t help.”

“I’ll ask the doctor,” Samson promised.

And it occurred to him that it might indeed be time to go home for an hour or two—to see Nadezhda, have supper, ask Dr. Vatrukhin about Kholodny’s condition.

When he shared his plans with the former priest, the latter pulled a meal voucher out of his pocket and gazed at it contemplatively.

“I ought to go down to the cafeteria and have something, too,” he concluded.






5.

Nikolay Nikolaevich, you’ve surpassed yourself!” Nadezhda exclaimed, her gaze directed not at Vatrukhin, who sat opposite her, but at her plate of borscht. “Did your mother teach you to cook?”

“Heavens, no, dear Nadezhda! My mother was a woman of the ancien régime. Men, in her view, were congenitally incapable of cookery,” answered Vatrukhin. “And how do you like our borscht?” the doctor asked, turning to Samson.

“It’s splendid,” the young investigator answered, and continued chewing, with relish, a dried pig’s ear that had been boiled to remarkable tenderness. “I would never have thought of using these in place of meat!”

“Who told you that ears weren’t meat?” retorted Vatrukhin, chuckling. “Now, we’ll just have to make sure that we’re always well supplied with beets, cabbage, and potatoes.” Glancing again at Samson, who had emptied his deep plate, he asked, “Would you like some more?”

“No, thank you,” Samson replied with a sad smile. “I shouldn’t. If I eat too much, I’ll feel sleepy, but I have to return to the station by midnight.”

“What on earth for?” the doctor inquired, somewhat worriedly. “I’ve heard of a policeman’s ball, but a policeman’s midnight Mass?”



“It’s something like that,” Samson answered tensely. “But we’re not to discuss it.”

“Of course, of course. You have matured quickly, young man. What a difference two months has made,” reflected Vatrukhin, shaking his head. There was neither delight nor surprise in his words. They were merely a statement of fact. “I well remember how you, still a boy, ran up to my door after your father was killed. And now you sit here before me, a formidable, independent man in the prime of your life. Alas, the prime of your life has come at an unfavorable time—a time of troubles.”

A silence as tense and heavy as a thundercloud settled over the table. Nadezhda tried to chase it away by busying herself, ladling out boiled pearl barley into the deep plates that had held the borscht. She still wore the prim blue blouse and long black skirt in which she had returned home from the Provincial Bureau of Statistics. Even at supper, Samson’s wife looked like a responsible civil servant.

“It would be tastier with a bit of butter, but we’ve run out,” she said in a half-whisper. “Eat, eat . . . I should go to bed. We have a long and important day at work tomorrow, have to assemble at seven in the morning.”

“So early? What will you be doing?” Vatrukhin asked. Then, glancing sideways at Samson, he added, “Or is this another official secret?”

“Nothing secret about it,” Nadezhda responded with a dismissive wave of the hand. “We’re conducting an urgent inventory of river transport: ships, boats, barges. Before the reopening of navigation.”

“The Dnipro has been navigable for a month now. You must mean before nationalization,” the doctor corrected her, jokingly. “These days, things here are usually inventoried before they are taken away.”

“Nationalization is not robbery. It is perfectly legal,” declared Nadezhda. “Eat while it’s warm,” she suggested rather coldly, implying that she had no wish to continue the conversation.

Over tea, however, everyone’s mood improved. Vatrukhin seemed more pleasant to Samson, Nadezhda less strict.



The supper’s aftertaste turned out to be that of apricot. The doctor placed a jar of jam on the table, which he had received from a patient that morning in lieu of a fee.

Samson blew on his cup of hot tea and stared at the orange fruits suspended, intact, inside their green glass container.

The doctor’s edible fees served to enrich their not so varied meals. True, these fees were mostly sweet—sometimes honey, sometimes jam—and only occasionally more interesting in flavor, like soaked apples or salted cucumbers. Were smoked ham or dried beef too much to ask for? A sin to complain, of course. It might have been the doctor’s unfailingly sweet, friendly manner that inspired his patients to offer him sweet rather than savory gifts. The surgeon-princess Vera Ignatyevna—now, there was a dry person, sharp in demeanor. Surely she received ham.

These thoughts brought a smile to Samson’s face. He cast a kindly glance at the doctor.

“Nikolay Nikolaevich, Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits sent you her regards.”

“Is that so?” Vatrukhin asked, his eyes widening.

“That’s right. I went to see her on official business. She said that she would like to host us.”

“Ah, we must go! Our last visit was most enjoyable, don’t you think?”

Samson nodded, not noticing that Nadezhda was gazing at him intensely.

“Enjoy your tea, but I’m off to bed,” she said, rising from the table. “It’s pitch-black outside. Might as well be midnight.”

The word “midnight” stung Samson, sending a cold shiver down his spine. He rose, stacked up the empty plates, and carried them into the kitchen.

Surprised by the sudden departure of his companions, Vatrukhin shrugged his shoulders, yet remained in his seat. The living room was lit dimly due to the weak flow of electricity. It was only when the sound of running water and clanking dishes reached his ears that he rose and carried the cups and saucers to the kitchen.

* * *

Toward eleven o’clock in the evening, a nearly full moon shone over deserted Zhylianska Street. After a relatively warm day, the air had cooled and grown sticky, as if it had been mixed with wallpaper paste. The wind, wandering lost in the streets and courtyards of Kyiv, and therefore blowing not north or south, but in the face or at the back, from every direction, forced this sticky air under Samson’s collar and even under his leather cap.

Samson listened to the sound of his boots hitting the cobblestones and tried to think of nothing else. Bothered by his wooden holster, which kept knocking against his side, he pressed it firmly to his hip and tried to walk faster, but then he slowed down again, remembering the false execution scheduled for midnight. It threw his mind into disarray. On the one hand, it was an obvious deception, the discovery of which might put an end not only to his career, but also to his freedom. On the other hand, the false execution would only postpone Shpakevich’s real death. The Cheka and police would continue to search for him, and when they found him, they would kill him secretly and illegally, because, on paper, he would already be dead—executed tonight, in an hour’s time.

A strange noise up ahead distracted Samson from his thoughts and brought him to a stop. Soon, he saw a pack of lean street dogs trotting toward him.

The nearly full moon illuminated their undulating backs, making their fur glisten. They ran with their muzzles close to the ground, as if they had picked up the scent of meat and were in a great hurry to catch up with it.

Samson felt uneasy. He unfastened the cover of his holster, pulled out his revolver, and hoped the dogs would run right past him without incident.



When the pack was no more than fifteen feet away from him, a growl burst into his bare earhole. He met the gaze of a raw-boned black Great Dane, obviously the leader.

Without thinking, Samson fired twice at the Great Dane, then pumped the remaining bullets toward the pack. The roar of the shots soared above the buildings on Zhylianska, then fell, scattering on the cobblestones.

The young investigator felt the ground beneath his feet tremble. Perhaps it was his knees.

The dogs suddenly dashed into a fenced-off gateway, turned around, and galloped away like horses in the direction of his home.

Only the Great Dane and another mongrel were left lying on the road. The mongrel was no longer moving, but the Great Dane’s hind legs still twitched.

* * *

“Comrade Nayden was looking for you, Comrade Kolechko,” the soldier on duty informed Samson as he entered the station.

“Is he in his office?” the young investigator asked.

“Yes, Comrade.”

On the first floor, Samson stopped at the drinking bucket, scooped up some water with the communal mug, took a couple of sips, and wiped his face with his palm.

“There he is,” Nayden snarled sarcastically as Samson stepped through the door. “We had lost hope of ever seeing you again. All the documents have been prepared and signed,” he said, looking back at Vasyl and Kholodny, who were seated on the couch by the left wall. “The only thing missing is your signature, as usual. Or would you rather leave a fingerprint?”

“I was rushing to get here, I swear,” Samson began to explain. “A pack of street dogs attacked me on the way. I had to shoot at them. Now I’m out of bullets.” He glanced down at his holster.



“We’ll take care of that,” Nayden responded. “Go on and sign,” he commanded, nodding at the document on his desk. “Vasyl labored over it for two hours.”

Samson bent down and read the “Act Concerning the Execution of the Sentence”:


We hereby confirm that the sentence against citizen I. S. Shpakevich, born in 1889, was carried out at midnight on 7 May 1919 by investigator S. T. Kolechko in the presence of the commander of the Lybid police station, K. I. Nayden, investigator S. T. Kholodny, and commandant V. M. Maliarsky. We, the undersigned, witnessed the execution of the detainee, after which his body was interred in a secret location without ritual.



Samson lifted a pen from the inkwell and signed his name at the bottom of the document.

“Terrific,” Nayden declared with a firm nod, and rose from his desk. “Now we can bring this case to a close.”

* * *

The “coach house” that stood on the right of the Lybid station’s courtyard only carried that name for the sake of appearances. No coaches had ever been parked there, only carts and gigs. Now, this wooden shed was at Vasyl’s disposal, but he seemed to be in no hurry to load it up with material evidence. For one thing, it was too easy to break through the gate, to say nothing of the wicket door built into the gate. For another, he needed the space to store things that were of no investigative value, such as bales of hay for horses or the empty boxes in which weapons were delivered to the station and which could not be immediately returned.

Fortunately, the shed was currently empty. Despite this, a Red Army man with a rifle stood guard outside.



“Nobody came in or out?” Nayden inquired sternly.

“No, Comrade.”

“Then go and get some rest,” Nayden said, nodding toward the back entrance of the station.

Vasyl opened the door in the gate, and, one by one, ducking their heads, the men stepped into the dark interior. A match was struck. Vasyl lit the candles in the lanterns that hung from the ceiling. The darkness thinned and Samson made out a strange figure by the rear wall. It appeared to move slightly.

“Who’s there?” he asked in a whisper.

“A dummy,” Vasyl responded. “I thought you liked dummies.”

“Shut the door,” the commander ordered. “Time to wrap this up.”

Kholodny looked around, then returned his gloomy gaze to the motionless dummy. “Yes, let’s not drag it out,” he muttered.

“Here, Comrade Kolechko,” said Nayden.

Samson saw seven bullets in the commander’s outstretched palm. He took them and loaded his revolver.

“Citizen Shpakevich,” Nayden suddenly addressed the dummy in a voice that seemed excessively loud. “By decision of the Extraordinary Committee, you have been sentenced to the most severe form of punishment.” He turned to Samson.

The young investigator raised his revolver, took a couple of seconds to prepare himself, then fired twice.

The dummy staggered but stood firm. Vasyl ran up and pushed it over.

“Vasyl, if the bullets went through, find them. If not, wrap the thing in sackcloth,” Nayden commanded. “A cart is on its way. The driver will help you load it. He knows where to go. Then clean the floor with soap, as if you were washing off blood. Got it?”

Vasyl glanced at the bucket of water that stood in the corner and at the bar of brown soap beside it. He nodded.

“Then report to my office. We’ll be waiting,” the commander finished his orders. He swung open the wicket door and stepped out into the dim yellow moonlight. Samson and Kholodny followed him.

“Somehow, I don’t feel like sleeping,” Nayden added, looking up at the moon. “Beautiful night, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” agreed Kholodny. “And nothing can kill the beauty. Neither blood nor shooting . . . We should drink to the repose of the dead.”

“Let’s do that,” Nayden responded, and grinned. “Everything happens in advance, today—the execution, the repose of the dead. Oh, well. Better early than never,” he concluded, and walked off toward the back entrance of the station.






6.

Samson had never before felt such pain in his ribs and shoulders. It was strong enough to wake him. He tried to turn over on his other side, and only then realized that he was not at home. An unpleasant musty scent exacerbated his disorientation—a scent accompanied by the sound of snoring, followed by the smacking of lips.

The young investigator turned back and saw Kholodny, who was also lying on the floor of their office, having spread out a few of the lost soldiers’ greatcoats. His comrade’s face seemed larger than usual, as if he’d been stung by a swarm of bees.

They must have downed more than a few drinks for the repose of the dead, he thought, and felt his left ear burn with the internal heat of shame.

He tried to piece together the previous night, to recall all that had happened after the false execution of Shpakevich. He remembered the three of them going up to Nayden’s office. Vasyl had turned up ten minutes later, carrying a bottle of vodka corked with newspaper, four mugs, a few boiled eggs, and a matchbox filled with salt.

All attempts at conversation had failed. One of the four would utter some meaningless phrase, eliciting no response from the others. They soon gave up and began to drink in silence—too stern a silence, it had seemed to Samson, like that preceding death. They did keep exchanging glances, however, looking at each other in a new way, as if trying to identify a future Judas.

Vasyl did the pouring, and always poured less into his own mug. Nayden also drank little, taking small sips—too carefully, it had seemed, distrustfully. Kholodny and Samson, on the other hand, had not restrained themselves. They didn’t stop until the bottle was empty.

Samson’s gaze drifted under the desk that had belonged to his father. His belt hung from the back of his chair, but attached to it was a holster he did not recognize—one of brownish-red leather.

He felt even queasier. He raised himself with difficulty, pressing his palms against the rough fabric of a greatcoat, and sat up. His head began to buzz, and it took some time for the noise to subside.

Glancing sideways at his comrade again, he decided that it would be unfair to say that the former priest was snoring. Each harsh nasal noise was followed by three or four barely audible breaths.

The young investigator gathered his strength, stood up, and realized that he had been sleeping with his boots on. Taking on the full weight of his body, his feet began to ache awfully. He limped over to his chair, plopped himself down, pulled off his boots, and unwound his footwraps. The relief was immediate. Only then did he reach for the belt and open the leather holster.

Inside was a small pistol, about the size of a lady’s, though no different from a man’s in shape.

It was slightly larger than the one the Belgian swindler Jacobson had used.

Where, he wondered, was his revolver? With a sigh, he bent over and checked his briefcase, then pulled out the drawers of his desk.

Yet his head still refused to think. It sounded like it was full of flies, while his throat was as dry as a burnt-out house.

“What the hell?” Sergius Kholodny’s voice suddenly rang out. He fidgeted, rose from the floor, and gazed around in confusion.



“Are the greatcoats all mixed up?” Samson asked, nodding at the material evidence of the missing Red Army detachment scattered all over the floor.

“These aren’t that important—it’s the stuff on the desks that counts . . .” Kholodny responded, indicating the stacks of documents and other papers that Samson had not yet reviewed. “But we’ll examine these too, sure enough. We may find something sewn into the lining . . .”

“Into the lining?” Samson thought out loud.

“Oh, yes. Easiest way to safeguard your valuables from theft or searches. I’ve done it myself,” the former priest admitted, pulling down the bottom of his jacket. “Meal voucher and money, right here.”

The door opened and Vasyl poked in his head.

“Nayden wants you in his office, for tea,” he announced.

Samson reluctantly pulled on his boots and fastened his belt. Kholodny, it turned out, had slept with his belt and holster around his waist.

* * *

The commander looked surprisingly fresh-faced, as if he’d spent the night on a feather bed. The expression on that fresh face, however, was angrier than usual.

His favorite mug sat on the desk before him, steaming.

“More sugar?” Vasyl asked solicitously.

“More? No,” the commander replied, shaking his head. “Three cubes are plenty.” He raised the mug to his lips and took a sip, then looked at Samson. “You look wilted,” he said.

“I slept poorly,” the young investigator explained. “And I don’t feel well in general. I didn’t even make it home last night.”

“That’s because your home isn’t here, at the station. Mine is, for now. As to your not feeling well, that’s his fault,” Nayden declared, nodding at Vasyl. “He brought us the wrong vodka.”

“A mistake, I confess, but what can I do?” Vasyl spread his hands. “I don’t sample any of the stuff our fellas confiscate. This one, turns out, came from them railway thieves. Used it to get the passengers good and drunk, so’s to rob ’em. Seems they mixed it with something, but nothing too deadly. Could’ve been worse, you know.”

Samson and Kholodny were sitting on chairs by the wall. When they heard that the vodka had been laced with a sleeping agent, they grimaced.

“Comrade Nayden, someone stole my personal weapon during the night, leaving this instead,” Samson admitted, looking down at his leather holster.

“No one stole anything,” the commander shot back. “I took your Nagant out of pity. You yourself told me you couldn’t even walk with it. Showed me the bruises on your hip, remember? So now you have a Mauser. Get used to it. It shoots well, fits in the hand like a charm, and it’s lighter.” Nayden’s gaze floated over to Vasyl. “What are you standing there for? You see that our comrades are suffering thanks to your criminal oversight!”

Vasyl scurried out of the office.

“This goes without saying,” Nayden began, in a whisper. “Not a word to anyone about last night, neither before the fugitive is found and executed, nor after. Is that clear?”

Samson and Kholodny nodded firmly.

Vasyl returned with a bundle in his hand. After closing the door behind him, he unwrapped the paper, revealing a small, ornate bottle of fine French cognac.

“Pure?” Nayden inquired sternly.

“As the driven snow! It’s sealed, see?” Vasyl indicated the wax at the top of the bottle. “No weapon, this. It was found at the scene of a crime, the flat of the murdered Professor Peletsky.”

He skillfully removed the sealing wax, took out a pocketknife, pulled a corkscrew from its handle, and effortlessly freed the amber liquid. Kholodny and Samson were each given a mug, which Vasyl assured them he had washed out with soap after the previous night’s fiasco.

“Drink,” Nayden ordered. “Or you’ll be groaning all day, rather than working.”

After chasing down the cognac with warm tea, Samson’s mood improved. He also noticed that Kholodny’s face no longer looked quite so puffy.

“Now, get back to work,” Nayden declared, dismissing his subordinates. “I expect a report on the bathhouse case by this evening. Abyazov will come tomorrow or the day after, demanding answers.”






7.

Despite the cognac, Samson failed to regain true physical and mental balance after his dramatically uncomfortable night. He couldn’t concentrate properly on the items drawn from the pockets of the lost soldiers, and his legs weren’t steady enough to carry him to the Halytska bathhouse—or, for that matter, home. He sat at his desk, thinking of what he might do that would be the least bit useful after this lousy start to the day.

And then he remembered Ignat the stoker, whom he had questioned for two hours. He decided to interrogate him again.

Before stepping out, Samson asked Kholodny to check whether anything had been sewn into the linings of the greatcoats. The former priest seemed happy to carry out the task—and why not? He wouldn’t even have to leave the office to do it.

* * *

Seated on the chained stool, his bound hands resting in his lap, Ignat stared at Samson rather too intently.

“You look like you seen a ghost,” he commented, rather timidly.

The young investigator wanted to reply rudely, but he held back, realizing that an emotional response would only make him appear weak. Instead, he again turned his attention to the stoker’s large ears, his wedge-shaped beard, and the lines of his face, which were, this time, more clearly defined.

“I’m just tired,” Samson responded calmly.

“Must wear you out,” Ignat said, nodding sympathetically. “Questioning people all day, shooting them at night.”

The young investigator tensed.

“Who told you that?”

“The guards. Soldier boys. Said they loaded five bodies into a cart near the coach house.”

“Making things up,” Samson muttered. He could tell he didn’t sound convincing. The stoker’s eyes narrowed.

“If you had too many at night, try pickle brine in the morning,” Ignat said, changing the subject. “Two or three glasses and the light’s back on, like a candle.”

“I haven’t got any brine. I had some tea,” Samson admitted.

The stoker’s eyes widened. “Tea won’t help. Some folks at the bathhouse think tea’s good for you after a steam bath, too—but it ain’t. I’ll tell you a secret. Steam ain’t too good for you, either. If you take in too much, it can burn your heart. Matvey the chiropodist told me. It’s his birthday, you know. He’s hosting folks at the bathhouse tonight. Let me go, won’t ya?”

“To a birthday party?” Samson asked, taken aback.

“I tell ya, he’ll have more food than he knows what to do with. All the merchants at the Jewish Market love ’im. The Chinese, they’ll bring dried ears—old Katya, she’ll bring her giblet pies. I’d hate to miss it.”

Samson gave the matter some thought. He was initially angered by the thought of the chiropodist celebrating his birthday at the crime scene. The police had ordered that the bathhouse be closed for the duration of the investigation. And it was closed to visitors—but the workers were still hanging around the place, and apparently hosting parties. Yet perhaps this was for the best?



The fog began to lift from Samson’s mind.

“And, if I do let you go, will you come back?”

This unexpectedness of this question stumped the stoker.

“Could we . . . do that?” he asked cautiously, after a pause.

“No,” Samson answered quietly, realizing that he had drawn the detainee into an interesting game, the rules of which he could change at will.

“I’d come back, I swear,” the stoker pleaded, also in a whisper, and he looked back at the door, behind which stood a soldier. “I’d be here at dawn. When we start drinking over there, we don’t stop before five in the morning.”

“Wait here awhile. I’ll go ask the commander,” Samson said, rising from his chair.

“Maybe you’d better not?” the detainee blurted out in a frightened tone. “The commander might not allow it.”

“Give me a minute, in any case. I’ll go and think it over.”

Samson drank two mugs of water from the communal bucket, then went into the evidence room. Vasyl was sitting at his table, taking apart an old copper alarm clock.

“Is it broken?” the young investigator inquired.

“That’s right,” Vasyl confirmed. “Been lying around a long time, useless.”

“Do you happen to know how to sew things into clothes?” Samson asked.

“What’s there to know?” Vasyl responded, shrugging.

“Would you help me, if necessary?”

“Sure thing.”

Samson nodded gratefully. A plan had formed in his mind, but he was not ready to share it. He returned to the interrogation room and, in the dim light, began to examine the stoker’s clothes. His gray peasant shirt had apparently once been white. Its collar was tightly buttoned around his sinewy neck. Over it hung an unbuttoned black serge jacket with a crumpled short collar. None of its four buttons matched. A blue one had clearly been intended for a woman’s blouse.

“Up,” Samson commanded.

Ignat rose to his feet, his face expressing bewilderment.

“Spin around for me.”

“Why should I? I’m not a top.”

Samson approached the detainee and began to button his jacket.

“What are you doing that for?” Ignat asked, taking fright.

“Hold still,” Samson hissed, trying to determine how closely the jacket hugged the stoker’s body. “Too tight?” he asked, almost sympathetically.

Ignat looked down at his jacket and his bound hands. “Not at all.”

Samson pulled at the buttoned sides of the jacket and realized that the stoker had plenty of room underneath.

“I’ll need you to take it off,” he declared.

“But why?” the detainee inquired with a mixture of fear and indignation. “It gets awfully cold in the evenings.”

“You’ll get it back,” Samson promised, and immediately realized that the stoker wouldn’t be able to take off his jacket while his hands were bound.

He summoned the soldier on duty, who untied Ignat’s wrists. Once he had the jacket, Samson ordered the soldier to stay where he was.

* * *

Samson returned to the evidence room with the jacket in his hands and a tin in his pocket. The tin, of course, held his severed ear. Unfortunately, it now seemed too bulky. He asked Vasyl if he had any small containers.

After rummaging around awhile, Vasyl returned with a mother-of-pearl casket, a copper cigarette case, and a small silver snuffbox with engraved initials.

Samson picked up the snuffbox, opened it, and the smell of tobacco hit him like a blow to the face. He moved the exquisite object farther from his nose, but his eyes were alight with curiosity.

He turned his back to Vasyl, quickly transferred the ear, and snapped the snuffbox shut. It was no thicker than a notebook, which meant that it wouldn’t even make a bulge in his pocket.

The young investigator explained to Vasyl that the snuffbox had to be sewn into the jacket in such a way as to remain unnoticeable, both to the person wearing it and to anyone else.

Vasyl examined the jacket more closely, touching it here and there.

“I’ll put it here, on the side, under the ribs,” he suggested.

Fetching scissors, a small knife, and a box of needles and thread, he got to work without asking any further questions.

“Here you are,” he announced about fifteen minutes later. “Wear it in good health.”

Samson grinned at that comment and decided that he would indeed try on the jacket. It turned out to be quite comfortable, even looser on him than on the stoker. He patted his sides and found the hidden silver snuffbox, which he had not felt otherwise. Slipping his hands into the pockets, he found, in the one on the right, a set of keys.

* * *

He returned to the interrogation room still wearing the jacket. Ignat jumped up from the chained stool indignantly.

“You’ve got no right!” he cried.

The soldier on duty instantly pointed his rifle so that its bayonet nearly touched the detainee’s chest. Ignat quickly sat down again and bowed his head.

Samson removed the jacket.

“Don’t worry, I don’t need anyone else’s clothes,” he said. “Here.”

“Take aim at him, will you, Comrade?” the soldier asked Samson, looking warily at Ignat. “We know his kind . . .”

The young investigator drew his new Mauser from its leather holster and pointed it at the stoker. His hand adjusted to the pistol. It did indeed feel better than the revolver, and it was certainly lighter.

Once Ignat’s wrists were tied, Samson returned the Mauser to its holster and asked the soldier to wait outside.

“I’ll let you out at four today,” Samson said, gazing directly into the stoker’s eyes. “You’ll come back in the morning. A bomb has been sewn into your jacket. If you try to run away, it will go off. Any attempt to remove it will also set it off.”

Ignat’s face turned white. He made an effort to pat the sides of the jacket with his bound hands. When he came across the object in the lining, his fingers trembled.

“Don’t be afraid.” Samson tried to calm him down. “Just don’t touch it. And don’t mention it to anyone. Everything will be fine.”

“What if I get drunk and fall?” Ignat asked, his voice sounding genuinely desperate.

“Try to drink less,” advised Samson.

“What do you mean, less? I can’t very well drink less than the others, can I?”

“Then try not to fall. Lie down in the bathhouse until your head clears up. You know, until the light’s back on, like a candle,” Samson said and grinned.

Ignat nodded humbly. It seemed that he no longer expected to derive much joy from the coming bout of drinking.






8.

For lunch, Kholodny headed to his favorite Soviet cafeteria on Stolypin Street. He invited Samson to come with him, but the young investigator decided to go home, even if he would only be able to stay for a few minutes. He wanted to prove that he was well and to explain that he had spent the night at the station because he had been on duty.

He expected to find Dr. Vatrukhin alone. Nadezhda was likely at the Bureau of Statistics at this hour, and he considered the possibility of stopping by there as well.

Samson’s thoughts were suddenly interrupted when a large black automobile, its engine roaring and popping, raced past him on Tarasivska Street, leaving behind a cloud of smoke. The young investigator paused by the wall of the nearest building, waiting for the smoke to dissipate.

“They’re letting me go out today—to get drunk,” he heard a familiar voice boast nearby.

Yet the street was empty. He smiled, realizing that his ear had picked up Ignat’s conversation with his cellmates.

“You fool,” a hoarse male voice responded. “They’ll be spying on you the whole time. Watch your back.”



“Fool or not, I’ll be the one drinking vodka. So let them spy—I ain’t stolen nothing, ain’t killed no one. Got nothing to hide.”

“Oh, sure, sure . . .”

“Honest!” Ignat assured his interlocutor.

“If all that’s true, maybe you could go see my wife, ask her to pass along some smokes?” the hoarse one suggested.

“Where do I find her?”

“In Kurenivka.”

“No, that’s too far,” the stoker drawled contritely. “I’m just going nearby, to celebrate. Due back first thing in the morning.”

“Bastard . . .”

“You’re the bastard!” Ignat’s voice rang out in response, and then Samson heard what sounded like a wooden hammer striking a mound of meat, followed by a heavy crash.

“What did you do that for?” the stoker asked plaintively, quietly.

“No one asked ya to talk, did they? Everyone else keeps to hisself, so why you gotta talk? Quit flappin’ yer gums, ya goddamn gum-flapper . . .”

Samson shook his head, feeling a surge of pity for Ignat. The smoke had cleared and he continued on his way.

* * *

He passed no one on Zhylianska Street except two women in peasant garb with baskets in their hands. Yet, as soon as he saw his home, his heart began to beat excitedly and he quickened his pace, ignoring the loud pounding of his boots on the cobblestones.

There was a cart parked in front of the building. A driver was pacing back and forth, dressed lightly, as if it were summer, despite the fact that the gusty wind carried a damp chill through the air. Not even Samson’s leather jacket protected him fully.

The slightly open entrance frightened him even more. He remembered the cart on which his father’s desk had been taken away. Could this be another requisition?

Samson dashed into the building and, taking the stairs two at a time, raced up to his floor. The open door to his flat intensified his fear. He quickly drew his Mauser and stepped inside, but saw no one in the living room.

And then, out of nowhere, appeared Dr. Vatrukhin, holding two suitcases. He looked pale and somewhat confused. When he spotted Samson with his pistol drawn, he froze, suitcases hanging at his sides.

“What happened?” Samson asked nervously. “Where is Nadezhda?”

“Nadezhda is at work,” the doctor answered in a trembling voice. “She waited and waited for you, weeping. I told her to go to the police, and she said, ‘Samson is the police! He must be dead!’ I tried to reassure her, but she wouldn’t hear it. And then, at three in the morning, they brought us a dummy with bullet holes! I couldn’t sleep either, not for a second. I’ve decided to return home.”

“What dummy?”

“In there,” Vatrukhin responded, nodding toward the bathroom.

Samson walked over and looked to the left. There, by the window, stood a tailor’s dummy with two rough-edged holes in its batting-stuffed chest.

“Look on the windowsill behind it,” said the doctor. “I plucked them out with tweezers.”

Samson slipped his Mauser into its holster, approached the window, and saw two bullets on the sill.

“Please do understand,” Vatrukhin continued. “As long as your flat was calm and quiet, a joyful peace reigned in my soul. But, under the current circumstances, I simply cannot remain . . .”

“I assure you, there is no danger,” Samson said uncertainly. “I wish I were allowed to explain, but I’m not—it’s an official secret.”

“Official secrets are never peaceful,” Vatrukhin commented with a faint smile. “I am grateful to you for all you have done. It’s time to stand on my own two feet. I’ve been a parasite long enough.”

The doctor walked into the hallway, but stopped at the open door and put down his suitcases.

“If I may,” he said, turning around. Then he paused, apparently choosing his words. “Could we have a brief quiet chat in your late father’s study?”

The wooden floor in the study was spick and span, glistening. The abacuses and family photos hung neatly on the walls. All the abacus beads had been carefully pushed to the right. The bookcase had also been wiped clean, to the last speck of dust.

“As you can see, I’ve tidied up a bit,” Vatrukhin reported. “I ask only one thing—that you allow me to store, for a time, my professional valuables.”

“Valuables?” Samson repeated, somewhat puzzled.

“Yes, these,” the doctor replied, retrieving a small, neat, brown leather case from the corner between the wall and the bookcase.

He placed the case on the wide windowsill and opened it. Three or four dozen porcelain eyes stared up at Samson. They sat in their nests in pairs, with their blue and gray pupils. They also differed in size, but not very dramatically. Only one pair, in the bottom row, drew special attention. These two orbs were smaller, apparently meant for a child.

“I haven’t even started working with these. Quite expensive, you know. I ordered them from Japan some time ago. I would wager that this is the only set of its kind in all of Kyiv.”

“Yes, of course, do leave them here,” Samson urged. “And we can keep your suitcases, as well. You had better visit your flat first. It may already have been confiscated by one institution or another.”

“No, no, it hasn’t been touched. I stopped by this morning. The lock is still in place, opens easily.”

* * *



From the kitchen window, the young investigator’s gaze followed the cart in which the doctor rode home with his possessions.

He had grown calmer, since his fears had proved to be groundless. Yet he also understood that, with the doctor’s departure, the flat would now be defenseless—at least during the day, when he and Nadezhda were both at work.

Samson found a small hunk of black bread on the kitchen table, dipped it in a jar of sunflower oil, sprinkled it with salt, and took a bite. The calm in his mind solidified. All thoughts stopped, all worries froze. He himself froze, as if at that moment he would rather be a statue by Rodin than an investigator with the Kyiv police force.






9.

Samson returned to the police station in a sullen mood. He immediately went to see Vasyl, intending to voice his displeasure at the night-time delivery of the executed dummy to his flat—an act that had caused nervous shock both to Dr. Vatrukhin, who had suddenly left for home, and to Nadezhda.

“Nayden’s orders,” the evidence-room commandant responded guiltily, shrugging his shoulders. “I’d told him how you wanted to dress twenty-eight dummies as soldiers. Seems he remembered.”

Samson decided against voicing that same displeasure to Nayden. His gaze fell on the reassembled alarm clock, which sat ticking loudly on Vasyl’s desk. It was nearly half past two.

Samson remembered that today, at five in the afternoon, the chiropodist’s birthday party at the bathhouse would commence. Voices would reach him from the bathhouse through Ignat’s jacket, growing increasingly intoxicated, rowdier, and more slurred. He would have to extract, from this babble, information that might reveal the fate of the lost Red Army men.

The young investigator considered the task ahead. Previously, he had merely overheard what was said near his severed ear, all of it happening by chance. Sometimes the noises would catch him in bed, sometimes on the street. He would stop and concentrate, so as not to miss anything. But, this time, good fortune and foresight had given him the opportunity to prepare in advance, to execute methodically a plan he had kept secret from his colleagues. What the plan required was a quiet corner. Of course, he could go home again, but then he would be unable to act quickly. What if he needed to dispatch soldiers to make arrests? The drunken attendees might give him all the evidence he needed.

“Listen, I’m sorry,” Vasyl muttered, unable to understand why Samson was still standing silently in front of him. Was the young man waiting for a full-throated apology?

“Forget it,” Samson mumbled with a wave of his hand, refusing to let go of his train of thought. “I need help.”

“What kind of help?” the evidence-room commandant asked eagerly.

“I need a small room, where I can work alone, in silence,” Samson began to explain. “No bigger than a cupboard, as long as there’s room for a desk. And no one can bother me.”

“A place to think, eh?” Vasyl asked.

Samson nodded.

“Say no more. Nayden likes to do his thinking alone, too. Sometimes, he’ll up and shout, out of the blue, ‘Get outta here! And don’t come back for two hours.’ He locks the door and everything.”

“Maybe he just needs some sleep?” Samson suggested.

Vasyl shook his head. “When he sleeps, he leaves the door open a crack, so as to hear any sudden noises. Anyhow, I’ve got just the place for you.”

Vasyl led Samson out of the evidence room. At the end of the corridor, he opened a narrow door on the right. The young investigator saw another storeroom with a single window and a wide sill. There were buckets, mops, and brooms by the wall.

“Not much space, that’s for sure, but enough for a chair,” Vasyl offered, casting a questioning glance at Samson.



The young investigator imagined a chair at the windowsill, which could easily serve as a table.

“It’ll do,” he declared, nodding. “Just don’t tell anyone. I don’t want interruptions.”

“Only Nayden, if he comes looking for you.”

* * *

Closer to five, with the stoker due at the bathhouse, Samson moved his chair into the storeroom, bringing with him some sheets of paper, a pencil, a pen, and an inkwell.

The windowsill really did serve as a table. The window faced the side of the neighboring building, but it also had a view of the station’s courtyard. In any case, it showed no movements that might distract Samson. The fact that a breeze kept shaking the branches of the nearby maple and poplar trees, which were covered with young leaves, would only help the young investigator focus his mind.

Suddenly, he heard a knock. He pulled the door firmly shut, lest it should open accidentally, sat down at the windowsill, and dipped his pen into the inkwell.

Another knock made clear that this was Ignat seeking entrance to the Halytska bathhouse.

“Who’s there?” came a dry voice, muffled by a closed door.

“It’s me, Ignat,” answered the stoker.

The door creaked open.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in jail?” the dry voice asked, sounding surprised.

“They let me go for your birthday,” Ignat replied. “That detective with the missing ear did. Good fellow, none too bright. Just a boy, really.”

“The deaf one?”

“That’s him.”

Samson curled his lips. He wrote down Deaf, then crossed it out. The nib of the pen turned out to be bent, catching and tearing the paper. He jabbed the pen back into the inkwell, picked up his pencil, and crossed the word out again.

He grinned at the thought of them thinking him deaf and shook his head.

By the sound of it, Ignat and the guest of honor—that is, the chiropodist—were walking along a corridor. Then, the quality of their footfalls changed, and Samson realized that they were mounting the stairs. This piqued his curiosity. He began to count their steps, hoping to determine what floor they intended to reach. It was a three-story building, in which, as Samson understood, only the ground floor was currently in use, with its large halls and communal steam room. On the first floor sat the private steam rooms, the stoves of which, according to Ignat, had not been lit for a long time. The young investigator had examined these rooms briefly during his first search—four identical, small, cozy chambers with tables and beds, and one very spacious area, big enough for ten people. Fine nests for wealthy lovers or drinking companions.

The sound of the footsteps changed again, which meant that the stoker and his guide were now walking along the second-floor corridor. They stopped a few moments later, a door creaked open, and someone shouted in a drunken voice, “Why, if it ain’t the Grimy Gnat! In the flesh . . .”

Grimy Gnat, Samson wrote down, realizing how right he had been to abandon the pen. For one thing, one never needed to dip a pencil in ink, and, unlike a pen’s nib, its tip ran smoothly across the paper.

“Sit yourself down!” another voice rang out.

“Who split your lip like that?” asked a third.

“I was askin’ for it, really,” explained Ignat as a chair scraped across the floor. “Started flappin’ my gums in the clink. Get this straight, boys—if you end up in the clink, keep your mouths shut, or you’ll get it like I did.”

“As if we all haven’t done our share of time,” a familiar voice—perhaps that of the changing-room attendant—said through laughter.



“I haven’t,” declared the chiropodist.

“You’re pullin’ our legs,” someone challenged him pertly. “I remember they hauled you off to jail when you broke that drunken clerk’s arm, back in 1915.”

“Sure, they took me down to the station, but they let me go an hour later. Didn’t spend a single minute in the clink.”

The chiropodist, wrote Samson, broke the arm of an inebriated clerk in 1915.

There was the clatter of dishes, the sound of vodka being poured into shot glasses.

“More for me,” someone demanded.

“Where’d you get the pork fat?” a younger voice inquired in joyful surprise.

“Everything’s from around here, from our own Jewish Market,” the chiropodist responded.

“Tender as can be,” someone drawled.

“That’s a Mirgorod pig for ya,” the chiropodist chimed in again. “Fattened on pumpkins. That’s why the meat and fat are as tender as Klava’s buns.”

Mirgorod pigs, Samson put down. Fed on pumpkins. Tender fat. Klava sells buns. He suddenly wanted to cross out what he had written, but he stopped himself. Even such unpromising information might prove to be useful in the end.

The more the guests drank and ate at the invisible but audible table, the slower their conversation grew. For some half an hour, they spoke largely about sauerkraut and peppered tripe. Of course, they did not neglect to drink to their host’s health, wishing him a speedy recovery from gout. Samson also recorded the fact that he suffered from gout.

“And now I’d like to toast our dear Matvey Panasovich in verse!” someone declared in a drunken voice. The scrape of a chair informed Samson that the speaker had risen to his feet.



Samson listened close, pencil in hand:


Just like the sun, our dear Matvey

rises at dawn—the day to greet,

to warm our hearts with his attention,

to work his magic on our feet.

Like Jesus Christ, he reaches out

to touch yer ailing heels and toes.

When he relieves yer constant torment,

you can stand firmly on yer own.

The folks he treats can go out dancing

and drink however much they want,

now that their feet are fit as fiddles,

their corns and calluses all gone.

You’ll wanna hit the road and wander,

now that yer boots no longer chafe—

you’ll thank the Lord for dear Matvey,

who keeps yer trotters nice and safe.

Never without his trusty knife,

he rights all wrongs—that ain’t no bunk!

He’ll cure ya of yer pain and troubles,

whether he’s sober or blind drunk.

And that’s why all of us, we’re hopin’

that his good fortune never ends!

We drink to celebrate his birthday—

we’re all of us his grateful friends!





The toast in verse was followed by two minutes of silence.

“Comrades,” the host finally said, with a tremor of drunken sentiment in his voice. “What can I say? Thank you. From the bottom of my heart. Touched to tears, I am. You really wrote that yourself, Semyon?”

“Not a chance!” the man who had recited the toast responded. “This one’s from all of us. We pooled our money and ordered it from Ovsey at the market.”

“From Ovsey?” the host repeated, sounding somewhat wary.

“He composed it right off, out of respect. There’s always a crowd of people around him, ordering songs, but he said, ‘Matvey Panasovich gets his first.’ ”

“Well, that’s good. Glad he respects me. I respect him too, you know. Trimmed his corns a dozen times. Say, did he ask about the missing soldiers? I heard he’s sniffing around, maybe writing a song about ’em.”

“That’s all we need!” someone cried out.

“He didn’t ask a thing, not a word,” Semyon reassured the chiropodist.

Samson grew excited, his pencil flying across the paper. He took down the information about Ovsey, noting that some of the guests were afraid the market singer would compose a new song about the lost Red Army men.

Meanwhile, the celebration continued. Now, only the smacking of lips and the clinking of glasses reached Samson from the Halytska bathhouse.

The young investigator yawned and gazed at the branches outside the window. They shimmered in the breeze, dazzling him. He closed his eyes and froze, trying to ascertain his inner state. The previous night, which had left his whole body aching, came back to him. In fact, it was his body that brought back the experience, with a sudden wave of fatigue. He yawned again without opening his eyes. Just then, a new topic of conversation at the bathhouse drew his attention to the task at hand.



“What do they want from you, Gnat?” someone asked.

“First, they accused me of burnin’ someone in the big stove. That deaf fella shoved a bone in my face, asked me whose it was. But me, I never burned no one. My face must’ve shown it, ’cause the fella let up.”

“What kind of bone was it?”

“Who knows? Burned black, ’bout a foot and a half long.”

“He fished it out of the stove right in front of me, almost fell in there himself. It was all the way in the back,” someone offered, and Samson realized that this was indeed the voice of the changing-room attendant who had accompanied him on his second search of the premises.

“How did a bone wind up in there?” the chiropodist asked, sounding surprised.

“You’d have to ask Zhora. That was his job. Like I always say, there ain’t nothin’ scarier than a fella who doesn’t drink,” declared the changing-room attendant.

“Zhora’s got a dark soul, I grant you,” the host confirmed.

“Vanished, too—without a trace,” someone added.

“Ah, to hell with ’im . . . Might already be down in the ground,” suggested another voice, previously unheard by Samson.

“That’s for sure,” Matvey Panasovich responded with a sigh. “We’ve got another matter to discuss. A gentleman and his lady friend want a steam room for tomorrow. The lady stood there waiting while he and I were talking. She had a nice fur coat on, too. Brave lass—wasn’t afraid of bandits or the Bolsheviks.”

“Why here? Why not the bathhouse on Karavaevska?” asked Ignat. “That’s where the rich ones usually go.”

“Who knows? They came to us. I think we oughta do it—clean up room number three, stoke up the stove. They want it from five in the evening till midnight. If she’s got a fur coat, she ain’t hard up. Whaddya say, Gnat?”

“But I promised I’d go back to the station.”

“Alright, so go back. If he let you out to celebrate my birthday, then he might let you out for another reason. Maybe he’ll even spring you loose altogether.”

“Maybe so,” the stoker said uncertainly.

“If you don’t show up by three, I’ll light the fire myself. The fellas will bring up the firewood.”

Samson’s fatigue receded, chased away by lively indignation. So that was how they did things, he thought as he wrote. They liked the lady’s fur coat, did they? A bunch of bathhouse thieves was what they were—and killers, too, in all likelihood. Otherwise, why would they be afraid of Ovsey’s future song about the lost soldiers? He’d have to pay Ovsey a visit.

* * *

When Samson came to, it was dark outside. Worried by the fact that he could hear nothing from the bathhouse, he pulled his watch from his pocket. It was half past ten. Ignat had told him that their parties didn’t usually break up until five in the morning. So why couldn’t the young investigator hear anything? And when had he drifted off?

Samson looked through his penciled notes, which covered two sheets. He regretted that he had not marked the time of each utterance. But he was somewhat cheered by the significance of what he had recorded. Now, it was time to go home, if for no other reason than to reassure Nadezhda. After all, with Dr. Vatrukhin gone, she was completely alone.

Samson flicked on the light in his office, but, seeing that Kholodny was again stretched out asleep on a bed of greatcoats, immediately flicked it off. He entered quietly, slipped his notes into a desk drawer, and left just as quietly.
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That night Samson had a nightmare. He dreamed he had been locked in the steam room with the executed dummy, and that someone was mercilessly stoking the stove. His eyes filled with acrid sweat, and bright red blotches appeared on his legs and shoulders. The hot air stung his nostrils, so he breathed through his mouth. He tried to break down the oak door, but it yielded neither to the pressure of his shoulders nor to the blows of his fists.

He was prepared to depart from life, when Nadezhda’s unexpectedly cool yet gentle voice asked, “What’s the matter, darling?”

His wife’s voice seemed to envelop his head, slipping first into his bare earhole, then into his left ear.

“Nadezhda, my dear,” Samson sighed in relief. “You’ve saved me . . .”

He rolled over onto his right side and embraced her, pulling her close. Her strong hands immediately pushed him away a bit.

“Cool down, darling,” she whispered. “You’re drenched, and now I am too. I’ll go dry myself off.”

She got out from under the covers, threw on a robe, and stepped out of the bedroom.

Samson was made painfully aware of his body heat. He touched his neck, and its unpleasant stickiness embarrassed him, made him feel guilty.

When Nadezhda returned to the bedroom, she smelled fresh and minty. Samson then hurried to the bathroom, to wash up with cold water, but there was no water in the tap. Nor was there any left in the basin on the little table. The damp towel Nadezhda had just used to dry herself lay beside the basin and, after a second’s thought, Samson picked it up and used it on himself.

* * *

“I left some salted millet porridge on the stove. Keep an eye on it. That’s your breakfast. I have to go. There’s a lot to be done at the port,” Nadezhda sternly and clearly informed her husband, who was sitting at the living-room table. “Where’s our doctor?”

“Dr. Vatrukhin moved back to his flat. He feels the threat of mobilization has passed.”

“Oh. I had gotten so used to him,” Nadezhda pronounced softly, her face relaxing for a moment.

“We could pay him a visit,” Samson suggested. “Although, without an invitation, that wouldn’t be quite comme il faut.”

“Later, when we aren’t so busy,” Nadezhda said, leaning over to kiss Samson on the cheek. “I’m off. See you this evening.”

“I wanted to tell you about work over breakfast,” Samson complained.

“Over supper,” Nadezhda suggested. “I’ll tell you all about what we’ve been doing, too. Well, not all about it. We have new rules. Certain things must be kept secret even from spouses.”

Samson nodded to show that he understood. Nadezhda’s boots tapped away toward the door. The flat grew quiet.

Looking at his watch, the young investigator was surprised to see that it was only seven.

His thoughts turned to his nightmare and, from there, to Ignat and the ear sewn into his jacket. Samson held his breath, attending fully to his external and internal hearing. He picked up the unobtrusive beating of his own heart and, against that faint background, someone’s light snoring.

The stoker was still asleep, he realized, and so he went to the kitchen to check on the porridge.

Only when he was chewing his last spoonful of breakfast did a cough resound in his head.

“Off I go,” Ignat told someone.

Samson leaped to his feet, realizing that he too would have to run. He wanted to catch Ignat immediately upon his return, while the stoker was still half asleep, still warm and foggy-headed from the vodka. It was easier and more fruitful to question people in that state.

Zhylianska Street was full of life that morning. Citizens who had accepted Soviet rule hurried up and down on either side. These were clerks and other working folk, neat in appearance, purposefully striding to their official destinations. Past Samson flashed leather jackets, caps, riding breeches, and strict long skirts, under which the heels of women’s shoes and boots almost tap-danced along the pavement.

“Where to?” an unfamiliar voice demanded sharply on his right.

Samson turned, saw no one, and immediately heard the stoker’s response.

“Was released from custody yesterday. Now, I’m back. That was the order. Is Investigator Kolechko here?”

“No,” the guard who had stopped Ignat at the entrance to the station answered, somewhat sardonically. “Probably snoring in his warm bed.”

Samson quickened his pace. The guard’s words had offended him.

Entering the station, the young investigator saw him—a tall soldier in a greatcoat, holding a rifle. The man instinctively stood at attention.

“Snoring in my warm bed, eh?” Samson angrily repeated the soldier’s words, but then bit his lip. Such comments could raise suspicions and lead to unnecessary conversations.



“But I . . .” the soldier babbled. “I was joking . . .”

“Uh-huh,” Samson muttered, walking away. “Keep joking and see where it gets you.”

He went up to the interrogation room, intending to get settled and summon Ignat for questioning. But this was not to be. Another Red Army man was stationed outside.

“Who’s in there?” asked Samson.

From behind the door came Nayden’s voice, angry and louder than usual, followed by the sound of a blow and a scream.

“Comrade Nayden is interrogating an inside thief,” the soldier replied.

“An inside thief?” Samson repeated.

“That’s right: Private Codreanu.”

“What did he steal?”

“Canned fat.”

“Must have been hungry?” Samson explained out loud to himself, more than asked.

“We’re all hungry,” the soldier responded quietly, in an entirely unsoldierly tone. “But not everyone steals.”

Samson nodded, opened the door a crack, and stuck in his head.

“Comrade Nayden, will this take long?” he asked. “I have an urgent interrogation to conduct.”

“Not long,” answered Nayden. “I’ll give this bastard one more wallop and be done with it.”

A loud slap resounded, accompanied by a groan. Yet it seemed to Samson that Nayden had hit the thief more humanely this time, not with all his strength. Still, when the soldier was leaving the room, his eyes down, the young investigator noticed a bruise and even dried blood at his temple. It would be hard, he thought, to get such results with a fist. When he was alone in the room, he looked around for objects that could be used to beat or frighten a detainee, but found nothing. It occurred to him that Nayden might have employed the butt of his revolver.



Ignat was brought in about five minutes later. His hands were not bound. Apparently, no one was paying attention to such matters at this early hour. At least it was easier to remove his jacket. Leaving the stoker alone on the chained stool, Samson went to see Vasyl, who extracted the snuffbox and sewed up the lining with a few stitches of black thread.

“Go on, tell me everything,” the young investigator commanded Ignat, having sat down at the table and laid out the sheets of paper he had covered in notes the previous evening.

The stoker repeated in detail what Samson himself had heard, yawning every now and then and holding up his head with evident difficulty. It seemed to droop to his left shoulder of its own volition.

“That’s all of it,” he concluded, and yawned again.

Samson sat silently for a while, sensing that the stoker was keeping something from him. But what was it?

“Let me go home, will ya? You see for yourself that I’m ready to help. If I hear something, I’ll come right back,” the detainee pleaded.

“Maybe I will. Tomorrow,” Samson responded, still going over what he had heard and written down.

“Can’t it be today? Just for lunch, maybe? I have a piece of pork fat in the cellar. Someone might snatch it, or the rats might get at it.”

The young investigator’s head began to buzz from the mental strain. He stood up, opened the door, and ordered the guard to escort Ignat back to his cell.

“Come on, let me go, I’m begging ya,” the stoker turned and said as he was leaving, and immediately received a kick from the Red Army man.

“Get movin’,” the soldier barked at him.

Samson gathered up the papers and went back to his office. Kholodny was out, but, in theory, would soon appear.

Sitting down at his father’s desk, he was surprised to find that the usual desire to unbuckle his belt and lower it to the floor, along with its heavy holster, did not arise. The young investigator was gladder than ever to have his new light Mauser.



He drew the snuffbox from his pocket and the Montpensier tin from the upper left-hand drawer of the desk, then opened them both. The strong, penetrating smell of some special tobacco once again rose from the snuffbox. He sneezed, yet he could not tear his gaze and thoughts away from his ear, which, mysteriously, exuded ruddy health.

At last, he adjusted the cotton wool in the tin, placing upon it the two bullets that Princess Gedroits had extracted from his arm, so that they wouldn’t jangle. He carefully closed the round lid and just as carefully slipped the tin back into the drawer. The snuffbox that still held his ear went into the right-hand drawer, so that its scent wouldn’t contaminate the drawer with the tin. An interesting idea occurred to him: he had now separated the ear and the bullets and should perhaps add to the tin the bullets Dr. Vatrukhin had dug out of the dummy. What would the Chekists who searched his desk at night say about that? A mischievous smile momentarily enlivened his lips.

Running his eyes over his penciled notes, Samson finally realized what Ignat had neglected to mention: the plan concerning the gentleman and his mistress—she of the nice fur coat. That is, the stoker had kept silent about a crime, likely a murder for the purpose of robbery, which was to take place that very day in the very same bathhouse where the Red Army soldiers had disappeared.

“That’s why he’s so eager to be released,” Samson muttered, nodding. “Wants to aid his accomplices . . .”

The unusually sonorous singing of birds reached Samson through the window. This was how birds expressed their joy at the sight of the sun, at the prospect of a new day. The sun was indeed dazzling. It now shone with the strength not of spring, but of summer. But three hours had passed since dawn. Why would birds—noble birds, not crows—be so joyous at this hour?

Samson stepped over to the window and looked down at the courtyard—at the coach house on the right, at the truck on the left, at the wooden trash can that Vasyl had cobbled together. The day promised to be clear and merciless, at least in relation to the couple who had requested a private steam room on the first floor. What was the right thing to do? This second crime, obviously planned by the chiropodist, lay atop the first, which was more significant. The chiropodist must also have been responsible for the disappearance of the Red Army men. He was the brains behind it all.

If the police were to nab them for this crime, then they could accuse them of the other—interrogate them until one of them cracked. But they would have to catch the plotters in the act. What if they arrived too late? Samson frowned, trying to guess the method by which the bathhouse workers would try to murder their victims. In all likelihood, Matvey would strangle them, to avoid blood and screams. His hands were powerful. The young investigator tried to recall what room the workers had mentioned, then searched through his notes. He underlined No. 3.

“Here already, I see!” Kholodny’s baritone burst into the silence of the office. “Forgive me, I wanted to show up earlier, but my heartburn is killing me. Did you happen to speak with that doctor of yours?”

“I’m sorry, I forgot,” Samson confessed. “And now he’s moved out of my flat. But I’ll stop by his place and ask, I promise.”

“Maybe he’ll prescribe me some drops. I’m sick and tired of it . . . My throat, my stomach—”

“Sergius,” Samson cut his comrade off abruptly. “Go over to Vasyl, get a needle and some thread, and stitch up each stack so that it doesn’t fly apart,” he directed, pointing to the piles of photos, letters, and documents on both his desk and that of Kholodny.

“Have you been smoking?” his comrade asked, sniffing the air.

“No. I’ll explain that later.”
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As Samson told him about the planned murder and robbery in the bathhouse, Nayden stared at the young investigator with astonishment.

“How did you manage to sniff that out?”

Samson hesitated.

“The stoker told me,” he lied. “I released him, briefly, to attend a drunken party at the bathhouse.”

“Without my knowledge?” The commander frowned, but then shook his head and looked at Samson approvingly. “In any case, well done!” He thought for a moment, rubbing his temples and gazing down at the painted wooden floor. When he raised his eyes, they shone with steely determination. “Alright, we’ll guard all the doors and windows on the ground floor. When they try to bring out the corpses, we’ll nab the lot of them. They’re sure to crack and tell us about the missing soldiers.”

Samson grew numb, his face expressing utmost bewilderment.

“You mean we’re going to let them kill the couple?” he asked, almost defiantly.

“How do you plan to save them?” Nayden answered the question with a question. “If we warn them before they go in, there will be no crime and we’ll never find out what happened. What’s more important to you: the lives of a well-heeled scoundrel and his mistress, or the truth about twenty-eight Red Army men?”

“But the soldiers are already dead.”

“Dead or deserted—we don’t yet know. And we never will find out if we remain squeamish.”

“No, we can’t allow it,” Samson said firmly. “There must be another way.”

“Go ahead, find one. Your brain seems to be working today, so figure something out,” Nayden said, smiling sternly. “But if you can’t, by lunchtime, we’ll do as I said.” He nodded toward the door. The conversation was over.

In the office, Samson found Kholodny carefully threading together papers. The former priest’s round face, framed by a short, bristly beard, was contorted into a martyr-like grimace of pained concentration.

“Where did you get the thimble?” Samson asked.

“Vasyl. He has everything,” his comrade muttered without raising his head. “Without it, I’d have pricked my fingers a hundred times by now.”

“I’m going to the bathhouse again,” Samson said, switching to a confidential half-whisper. “If I don’t return in an hour and a half, you’ll have to come get me. Take along a few soldiers.”

“I’ll just come with you now,” Kholodny suggested.

“No, I have a special plan. If we go together, it won’t work.”

Kholodny paused his sewing and looked up at his comrade.

“Don’t be a hero. If you sense danger, open fire. No hesitation.”

* * *

Samson’s fist had already pounded on the front door of the Halytska bathhouse three times. The only way to knock louder was to use the heel of his boot, with his back to the entrance, but the young investigator was reluctant to do that. There were people out and about. Even if they were mostly market folk, and not especially sophisticated, it would have been rude to kick the door in front of them. Instead, he pounded on it four more times with his fist. Only then did footsteps sound on the other side. Someone barked discontentedly, “We’re closed!”

“Police!” Samson shouted in response.

The door opened slightly and the familiar face of the changing-room attendant, crumpled and dissatisfied, appeared in the crack.

“I’m here to see Matvey Panasovich, the chiropodist. Is he in?”

The attendant was surprised. Policemen usually used surnames, not first names and patronymics.

“Yeah, he’s in,” he responded. “But busy. Playing cards. Whaddya need?”

“To have my calluses trimmed,” Samson explained in a friendly tone, glancing down at his boots.

“You should do less walking,” the attendant mumbled. “Well, come on, then . . .”

At the sight of the investigator, the chiropodist abandoned his solitaire game. His eyes darted around, as if searching for an escape route. But when he heard that the uninvited guest required his professional services, he relaxed. He asked Samson to leave his boots in the changing room, in order to keep the floor clean, then led him to another nook, which was directly accessible from the washroom. There, he sat down on a low, crude stool with short legs, and pointed the guest to a tall chair that stood in front of it. Seated there, as if on a pedestal, Samson felt important, worthy of respect. This is exactly how black-bearded Assyrian shoe shiners positioned their clients. But here the atmosphere was more intimate. Although the bathhouse had been closed for a week, the air still smelled of cold, dissipated steam. Of course, Samson now knew that the bathhouse hadn’t been entirely closed to paying clients. The private steam rooms were on a different floor, yes, but, as Samson had learned back in high school, air likes to move up and down: warm air rises, cold air sinks.



The chiropodist’s tenacious fingers grabbed hold of Samson’s left foot as if it were a separate object and turned it upside down.

“Aha,” Matvey Panasovich exhaled, then let go of the left foot and started on the right one. “Oh,” he said, pressing a hard spot on the heel. “I see what we’re dealing with.”

Matvey Panasovich went to the far wall of the washroom. Samson heard metal rattling, then the bubbling noise of water being released from the tap. The chiropodist returned with a full washtub.

“Put your feet in here, let them soak. Water with soda. Those calluses will loosen right up. I’ll go tend to other business.”

It was strange and unpleasant to be left all alone in a nook of the spacious bathhouse, like a patient stretched out on a steel table, awaiting an operation, but forgotten by the surgeon.

The water in the washtub was warm and felt good on his feet, but the situation itself was disturbing. The young investigator didn’t doubt for a moment that the chiropodist was capable of murder. Although he had a holster with a Mauser hanging on his belt, Samson was now alone, without boots, which meant that his feet wouldn’t have a strong grip on the floor. Sitting with one’s bare feet in a washtub was the same as being naked. Here, of course, it was proper to sit naked—in this very chair, with calluses softened by steam.

Samson listened closely to the sounds of the bathhouse. He heard a couple of muffled voices from the direction of the changing room. Somewhere, a door slammed. Someone coughed. Suddenly, like a blow to the head, Nayden’s voice burst into his right inner ear.

“Where’s Kolechko?” the commander inquired sharply.

“Out working a case,” replied Kholodny.

“Which case?”

“The bathhouse. He came up with some sort of plan. Said, if he doesn’t come back in an hour and a half, we have to go over with soldiers and get him out.”



“How long has it been?”

“About forty minutes, I think,” answered Kholodny.

Samson grew anxious, began to fidget, leaned over to the washtub and felt his calluses. They seemed to have softened.

“Matvey Panasovich!” he shouted, without much hope that his words would reach the chiropodist. “I’ve got to get back to work!”

To his surprise, Matvey Panasovich returned.

“My work’s no joke, either,” he pronounced, fingering the calluses. “I don’t mess around, don’t rush things. Tell you what I’ll do—I’ll trim this one. Then, you come back when we open again. These others, here, need steam.”

An odd little knife with a short, wide blade flashed in Matvey Panasovich’s hands. He used his fingernail to lift the edge of a callus on the back of Samson’s heel, inserted the blade, and skillfully removed the hardened skin.

“How much do I owe you?” asked the young investigator.

“Who takes money from the police?” the chiropodist responded and burst out laughing. “I did for you what’s in my power. When the time comes, you’ll do for me what’s in your power.”

“I see . . . Listen,” Samson began, feigning hesitation, “I would like to come back with my wife, to visit one of your private steam rooms . . .”

“Out of the question,” Matvey Panasovich cut him off, shaking his head. “You yourself forbade it. Come when we open again and we’ll work something out. But it won’t be free. Firewood’s as expensive as sugar, these days.”

“I know, I know,” Samson responded, nodding.

* * *

Kholodny gazed at his returning comrade with something approaching hostility. The index finger of his right hand was wrapped in white cloth, tied with twine, with blood seeping through it.

“Nayden demanded that you go see him immediately.”



“What happened to your finger?”

“The needle ran right through the thimble. You try piercing a dozen photographs in one go.”

“You should have done them one by one,” Samson said sympathetically.

“Why don’t you sit and pierce papers one by one?” his comrade muttered.

* * *

The first thing Nayden asked was whether Samson had come up with a clever solution to save the rich man and his mistress. The expression on the young investigator’s face indicated that he had drawn a blank.

“Then we do as I said,” Nayden declared decisively and, at the same time, somewhat angrily, as if he had really been counting on Samson to find a better solution. “How long do people spend in those private steam rooms?”

“I can’t say, I’ve never been in one,” Samson admitted. “I would guess two or three hours. That is, if they don’t get drunk. If they do, then all night long.” He remembered how he himself had woken up on the floor in his office the other day, and felt ashamed again, but he didn’t show it.

“Alright, let your detainee go and stoke the stove. The couple will arrive at five. At six, we’ll surround the whole building, so that not even a rat could sneak out. Then, we’ll see . . .”
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A breeze picked up toward evening, accompanied by a light drizzle. Perhaps this was why Halytska Square felt so empty to Samson. It was usually noisy well past dark, although, of course, most trade died down after four or five, leaving open only cheap taverns and their clandestine competitors, makeshift dives concealed in wooden sheds and other nondescript buildings. It was to these taverns and dives that the evening crowd flocked. They mostly drew people who had something to do during the day. Outside the authorized taverns bustled small crowds of strangers, listening to each other not without interest and casually sipping beer. It never really mattered to any of them what the other person was saying exactly, for people always talked about the same things—their fears and what had happened to them that day or the day before. Thus, each listener could learn from each speaker news of the daily troubles of Kyivan life, along with various means of avoiding these troubles, or at least of reacting to them properly.

Every so often, laughter spilled from one or another of these café crowds—some of it light and sincere, some distinctly nervous.

“What are you staring at? Eyes over here,” Nayden’s voice burst into the young investigator’s left ear.



Samson turned away from the Jewish Market and nodded.

“Will the boys be there, around the corner?” Kholodny asked the commander, indicating the soldiers Nayden had ordered to stand in front of the last house on Stolypin Street and await further instructions.

The soldiers had scattered a bit, but they remained near enough to the corner house. A few were smoking, while one had placed the butt of his rifle on the pavement and, for some reason, kept sticking his index finger into the barrel, as if checking for obstructions.

“What a crew,” sighed Kholodny.

“They’re all we’ve got,” Nayden shot back.

“The Chekists have more men,” the former priest responded.

“The Chekists have Chinese soldiers, it’s true, while we have this lot—our own kind. Thickheaded, ignorant revolutionaries and thieves,” Nayden commented, his voice softening.

Samson had an urge to contribute his thoughts to this discussion, but he managed to keep them to himself.

“Alright, let’s circle the building, see where the doors and windows are,” Nayden commanded.

The yellow three-story Halytska bathhouse looked to be lifeless. Its front windows were dark, although half of the windows in the building beside it glowed with warm, homely light. The entrance was closed.

They walked around the building on the left and entered the courtyard. Several sheds that must have been used to store firewood stood cheek-by-jowl in a far corner. Three massive stumps indicated that, not long ago, the branches of age-old trees had rustled here, their crowns likely reaching up to the roof. They had obviously been cut down for firewood last fall or the fall before.

“Look!” Kholodny exclaimed and pointed to the two lit windows on the second floor.

“The private rooms?” Nayden asked, turning to Samson.

Samson nodded.



“The lovemakers are still at full steam, then,” the commander surmised. “As soon as the lights go out, we’ll know they’re finished. That’s when we strike. I’ll go around and fetch our boys.”

Kholodny and Samson watched the windows. Samson tensed up when he saw something move. His partner slowly drew his revolver, held it at his side for a moment, then slid it back into the holster.

“So, they’ll . . . be killed?” asked the former priest, who only partially understood the situation.

Samson pursed his lips, looked around, and spotted a stone lying beside the nearest stump. Kholodny’s eyes followed his comrade’s gaze.

“I think the bathhouse attendants are going to kill and rob them,” the young investigator finally pronounced. “If they don’t kill them, the couple will scream, try to resist. They can’t let that happen.”

“And then we’ll arrest them,” Kholodny caught on. “But why not take them right away? Before they go through with it?”

“Nayden wants to catch them red-handed.”

“Understandable,” Kholodny sighed. “Though not very Christian.”

The sound of boots preceded the appearance of Nayden with five Red Army men.

“Which of you has the most schooling?” he asked the soldiers.

Four of them immediately pointed to the shortest man.

“That would be Vitya, here,” one of the four announced. “Beats us at cards every time.”

“Listen,” Nayden sternly addressed Vitya. “You watch those windows. As soon as the lights go out, send one of the others to get me.” He turned to another soldier. “Go around the corner, there. You’ll see a low door and another window. Make sure none of the bastards get out—or I’ll have your head. If they make a run for it, open fire and stop them. Arrest every last one.” Facing the remaining three men, he concluded, “You stay here, under Vitya’s command. If anyone tries to run, shoot them in the legs and detain them. Are we clear?”

“Yes, Comrade!” the soldiers answered inharmoniously.



Nayden, Samson, and Kholodny left the courtyard and returned to the street, and stopped ten paces away from the front entrance. The commander nervously lit a cigarette. Samson stepped aside to take another look at the Jewish Market. Some unknown force seemed to be pulling him toward it. Or was the force unknown? It was the energy of this strange little world, an energy completely different from that of other neighborhoods—of Khreshchatyk or even of Podil, whose Rye Market could easily out-bustle the Jewish Market on Sundays, when all of Kurenivka, Pushcha-Vodytsia, Horenka, and nearby villages descended on the place. One didn’t see many villagers at the Jewish Market. It mainly attracted city folk, from the well-heeled to the slum-dwelling, who lived along the streets, alleys, and dead ends surrounding Halytska Square, as well as people who didn’t naturally belong to the city but had simply settled there, like cockroaches in a kitchen. The traders, too, were local, including the Chinese peddler who sold dried pigs’ ears and other Eastern goods and treats to all comers, but especially to his compatriots in Kyiv, who craved a taste of home. Not even Nadezhda’s chief, Valerian Sergeyevich Poddomov, Kyiv’s head statistician, could establish the number of these compatriots with any certainty.

Kholodny suddenly grew restless, shifted from foot to foot a few times, and looked around.

“I need to relieve myself,” he said. “Maybe I should ask to use the latrine in the bathhouse?” He looked back at Nayden. “It’s a fine one, all marble.”

“You’ll manage without marble,” the commander responded, narrowing his eyes. “Go back behind the sheds. Take another look at the windows, while you’re at it.”

The sky was growing overcast, and the light drizzle had given way to occasional large drops of rain. Kholodny hurried into the courtyard, taking short steps. A lively noise came from the direction of the market. As night approached, the first to leave the taverns were family men, whose consciences demanded they return home, even if not in the best condition. They would emerge and linger outside, allotting proper time to the ceremony of bidding farewell to their brothers in beer and vodka.

A familiar voice reached Samson through the general hubbub—the voice of Ovsey, who was either singing or reciting his latest composition.

The young investigator immediately remembered that the chiropodist had mentioned Ovsey at the previous evening’s drinking party. He hadn’t just mentioned him—he had said that the market singer was sniffing around, trying to learn what had befallen the lost soldiers.

Samson glanced at the Red Army men, positioned like chess pieces, ten or twelve paces apart. They stood quietly, watching the main entrance and windows of the bathhouse, though their eyes were sometimes drawn away by ladies passing by. Despite these occasional lapses in concentration, the armed phalanx could stop any bathhouse attendant, of that he had no doubt.

He approached Nayden, who had just finished his cigarette and was stamping out the butt with his boot.

“I’d like to step away for a minute,” Samson said, nodding toward the market. “Maybe I’ll discover something. There are a lot of potential witnesses out there.”

“Go ahead,” Nayden responded. “We still have some time. But make it quick. And if you hear shots, make it double quick.”

The young investigator walked briskly to the corner and, after letting a cart carrying barreled pickles—their smell unmistakable—pass before him, ran across the street and hurried to the already considerable crowd gathered around the market singer.




There was once a dark-haired fellow

in a nice old-fashioned frock,

patient, curious, and mellow,

kind and steady as a rock.

He was living with a granny,

ninety-five if she’s a day.

She was frail and needy, and he

helped her in a Christian way.

Sunday, on returning home

he came upon a thief—

the lame rascal reeked of prison,

in his hand he held a knife.

Ah, the blade was sharp and bloody . . .

It had clearly played its role.

On the floor—the granny’s body . . .

Lord Almighty, bless her soul!

When the thief spotted our fellow,

oh, he got a proper scare—

he rushed headlong to the window,

broken glass flew everywhere.

But our fellow bravely caught him,

grabbing hold of his left leg!

Well, the leg—who woulda thought it?—

came right off . . . It was a peg!

Like a viper, without yelling,

the thief thrust his evil blade

right into our fellow’s belly

just the once, and killed him dead!



Then he left the flat, the crooked

bastard, picking up his leg.

The police are out there, looking

for that heartless limping yegg.



Samson listened to the end, grinning wryly. To his surprise, five people from the crowd approached the poet-singer to purchase sheets on which he had typed out this lyrical rendition of a recent crime.

“Nonsense,” Samson muttered to himself and shook his head. Ovsey must not have yet finished his song about the Red Army men.

The crowd dispersed and the poet-singer was counting his earnings when Samson approached.

“Say, how much for that song?” he asked.

“Same as always,” replied Ovsey, shrugging his shoulders. “Twenty in tsarist kopecks, forty in Kerensky rubles, or three in Soviet rubles.”

Samson pulled from his pocket some crumpled meal vouchers and a few Kerensky and Soviet rubles. He offered Ovsey a brown two-ruble note bearing the emblem of the Russian Soviet Republic, but the poet was staring at another piece of paper in the investigator’s left hand.

“Maybe you’d treat me to lunch instead?” he casually inquired.

“Don’t you see the stamp?” Samson objected, looking down at the voucher. “They might think you’re with the police.”

“Lord, people have thought far worse of me,” the poet responded.

The sly glimmer of an unexpected thought flashed up in Samson’s eyes.

“Alright, if you treat me to tea, I’ll treat you to lunch,” he said amiably.

“It’s a deal!” Ovsey declared joyfully, gesturing for Samson to follow him deeper into the market.

He lived in the last shed of a dead-end row. A small window fed light into the shed, and one step away from the window, but not in front of it, sat a potbelly stove, the pipe of which ran through the wall that marked the end of the row. A crude wooden stool painted blue stood in front of a small wooden table that supported a massive Triumph typewriter, to the left of which lay a stack of gray paper. There was a small couch by the wall opposite the door, topped with a mountain of fabric.

When Ovsey lit a few candles, Samson saw that the mountain was made of clothes and a thick red cotton blanket.

“Have a seat there and I’ll fetch the tea,” the poet directed, then grabbed a kettle from the stove and dashed out.

He returned a few minutes later with boiling water.

“The Chinese boys keep their water boiling at all hours,” he explained, pouring a small amount of tea leaves from a wooden box into two tin mugs.

“I heard you were writing a song about some soldiers who’d gone missing,” Samson announced, gazing with genuine curiosity at Ovsey, who had already sat down on his blue stool.

“Oh, I’ll be writing that one for ages,” the poet responded. “Can’t just make up the truth, you know—have to sniff it out.”

“Well, what have you sniffed out so far?”

Ovsey pressed his lips together, as if commanding them to stay shut.

“You must have learned something . . .”

“That I have,” said the poet, nodding. “I learned there were twenty-eight of them, but one disappeared.”

“What do you mean, one? All twenty-eight vanished.”

“I mean the second time around. First, all of them; then, one of the twenty-eight.”

“I don’t understand,” Samson admitted.

“Neither do I,” said Ovsey, gazing into the young investigator’s eyes. “But that’s what I heard one cabby tell another, the day after the first disappearance.”

“Do you know this cabby?”

“No, no—cabbies, they see and hear a lot, you know, and they all talk. So, one of them told another, and then the news reached me through the third or fourth . . .”



“Interesting,” Samson exhaled.

“Sure is,” said Ovsey, nodding and baring his yellowish teeth in a mischievous smile.

Just then, a shot rang out in the distance and Samson leaped to his feet.

“I’ll be back,” he promised, and rushed to the door.

“Don’t forget your song,” the poet said to Samson’s back, holding out a sheet.

“Save it for me,” the young investigator responded without turning around.






13.

No book, not even the cheapest boulevard paperback, had ever depicted a scene such as the one Samson witnessed that night at the Halytska bathhouse.

It was past midnight, but he and Nadezhda still sat at the table in the living room, under a lamp flickering torturously with a weakening, near-death supply of power.

“So, what will they do with them now?” asked Nadezhda, her voice trembling with alarm or simply amazement. “It’s a good thing the soldiers didn’t abuse her.”

“With Nayden present? Never. They are crude, I admit, but not that crude,” Samson responded, defending the honor of the fighting men.

“But they found them in the nude and led them out just like that. Didn’t even allow them to get dressed. Did they find that funny? Did they mean to humiliate them?” asked Nadezhda, shaking her head and staring into her cup of tea, which had grown cold.

“Class hatred,” Samson said, nodding thoughtfully. “Yes, they meant to humiliate them.”

The young investigator sat with his back to the bathroom and felt a draft. Nadezhda must not have closed the window tightly. He walked into the bedroom, threw a blanket over his shoulders, and returned to the table.

“Nayden ordered the soldiers to drape some sheets over the couple, and that was how they were brought to the station,” he said, continuing. “I’m sure the boys went back for their clothes. There was no time for them to dress at the bathhouse—the changing-room attendant ran in one direction, the chiropodist in another, and there were two or three other shady characters in the mix. They ran off, too. A failed operation, in other words. But these things happen,” he added in a self-justifying tone. “And the naked lovers didn’t even realize that we had saved their lives.”

“Don’t worry,” said Nadezhda, gazing tenderly at her husband. “You’ll find them. They can’t go very far. Kyiv is like a ship in the middle of a sea of banditry. There are so many vicious gangs surrounding the city that your bathhouse fugitives, however bad they may be, will be too afraid to leave.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Samson agreed. “And how are things at the port?”

“Not good,” his wife admitted. “Several ships sailed off under cover of night. A lot of the barges have sunk. And many people are hiding their personal boats. I told the chief that what we need is a ship with soldiers, so that we can stop vessels right on the river and register them—and, if need be, arrest the people on board. He said I was dreaming . . .”

As Samson listened, it occurred to him that it would be nice to stoke up the stoves in the flat from time to time. He yawned, and Nadezhda yawned in response. It was time for bed.

Beneath the warm blanket, Samson forgot all about the stoves. He and Nadezhda comforted themselves with love until they worked up a pleasant sweat, then fell fast asleep—but only after wriggling away from each other, to cool down a bit.

* * *



The next morning, at the station, Samson was confronted by a puzzle. The first thing Nayden did was hand him a statement concerning the theft of clothing. Under normal circumstances, the young investigator would have merely added this statement to a pile of similar documents, but this time the victims were the very lady and gentleman who had been detained the previous evening in the nude. They were released during the night, after a telephone call from a Bolshevik official who happened to be the detained gentleman’s brother. Two soldiers were sent to the bathhouse to retrieve the couple’s clothes, but they returned empty-handed. Consequently, when the former detainee came back to the station to pick up the garments, he was asked to make out the statement on his own behalf and on behalf of his lady.

“What do I do with it?” asked Samson, raising his perplexed eyes from the paper.

“Put it in the bathhouse file,” the commander answered impatiently. “And wrap this whole thing up. You’ve been at it long enough. Have you dealt with that bone you found?”

“Well, yes, but not entirely,” Samson admitted.

“Then what are you standing around for?” Nayden barked, firing a gaze as quick and hard as a bullet at his subordinate.

Samson took the shot. There was no way to dodge it. He nodded and scurried out.

He ducked into his office just long enough to review the interrogation transcripts. Finding the address of the former stoker who lived on Trukhaniv Island, he muttered, “Alright,” and resolutely rose to his feet.

* * *

Samson jumped out of the cab at Poshtova Square, right beside the river port. To his surprise, he saw a ship leaving the shore with a crowd of passengers on deck. Hurrying to the docks, he spotted three boatmen at a guard booth.



“I need to get to Trukhaniv,” he announced, trying to sound as casual as possible. It seemed he succeeded. All three turned to the policeman, their faces registering cautious respect.

“Let’s go,” said the stockiest of the trio. “Just there, or there and back?”

“There and back,” replied Samson. “But you’ll have to wait.”

“Understood,” the stocky fellow said and nodded. “You ain’t goin’ fishin’, by the looks of it.”

The boatman took up the oars while Samson sat down at the stern.

A cold, damp wind blew their way. Here, on the water, the young investigator felt uneasy, as if he had been cast onto the waves in a frail sloop.

He reached out to the shores of Trukhaniv Island with his eyes. It was, objectively, not very far off, but when seen from the boat, the distance appeared to grow. The water, too, appeared strange—as if it were rising ever higher. The waves, whipped up by the wind, rocked the boat, but it still seemed to float along the Dnipro with relative ease, its course dependent solely on the measured strokes of the oars.

“Have you been registered by the Bureau of Statistics?” Samson asked unexpectedly, recalling Nadezhda’s complaints.

“Oh, sure, I signed right up,” the man answered with good-natured irony.

“Why don’t you want to?”

“So’s not to lose my boat. You think I ain’t seen how it’s done nowadays? They went around registerin’ sewing machines, too. Said that it was just for the sake of order. Then, they came back in a truck—took ’em all away. Said they’d organize a sewing factory and, if you missed your Singer so much, you could go work for them, on a Soviet salary. Took away my neighbor’s machine—now, she can’t earn her bread nohow.”

“A sewing factory?” Samson repeated, not without surprise. “Where did they open it?”

“On Khoryva Street in Podil, in an old furniture workshop. Two dozen sewing machines—that’s the whole factory. Ain’t nothin’ else there.”

On the bank, near the wooden bridge to which they had moored the boat, a middle-aged woman wearing soldiers’ boots, men’s trousers, but a feminine blue blouse with rolled-up sleeves, was doing her laundry in the river. Beside her on the sand stood a basket full of wet, already washed clothes.

“Do you happen to know where citizen Protalin lives?” Samson asked her, getting out of the boat.

“Sure I do. There, second to last,” she responded, indicating the house with her eyes.

A street of uniform single-story wooden houses went off to the right and climbed a low sandy hill, disappearing behind it. Beyond that rose a dense forest of pines.

Samson nodded, deciding not to miss this opportunity to learn more about the former stoker.

“A good neighbor, is he?” the young investigator asked in a friendly tone.

“We ain’t close,” she said, and shrugged. “Says hello, says goodbye. Keeps calm enough. Never seen him drunk.”

“He lives alone?”

“Nah, with his wife. But she stays at home. Gray as a mouse, that one. Born weak, and consumptive, to boot—always coughin’.”

The sturdy wooden house in front of which Samson stopped seemed to boast of the fact that its owner was good with his hands. The lower beams of the façade were protected by resin from the damp air blowing off the river. The carved window frames also gleamed with some sort of protective coating.

Of course, even during a flood, the water would never reach the windows, Samson thought as he walked up to the threshold and knocked on the door.

The oak door, with its massive wooden handle, opened soundlessly. This eerie absence of sound spooked the young investigator, making him feel as if he had been robbed of his hearing, but the sincere, not at all wary or hostile face of the owner dispelled all fear.

“Who’ve you come to see?” asked the former stoker, looking down. He was half a head taller than Samson. His wrinkled gray linen pants and tight shirt, darned in several places, emphasized his athletic build.

“Are you citizen Protalin?”

The man nodded.

“I’m with the police and I’ve come to ask you about the Halytska bathhouse.”

“I see,” the man responded. “Well, come in, then. You can leave your boots on. Just knock the dirt off.”

Samson dutifully stamped his feet on the threshold, shedding crumbs of earth. A large clump of dried clay fell from the arch of one of his boots. Noticing it, he lifted the other to check for another such clump but found none.

The owner of the house led the way into the living room, offered the young investigator a stool at the table, and sat down opposite him.

“So, what’s this about the baths?” he asked.

Samson found Protalin’s lack of alarm at this unexpected visit from the police rather curious.

“How long did you serve as a stoker at the Halytska bathhouse?” he inquired.

“Not long. About five months.”

“What were your impressions?”

“All bathhouses are the same, really. Only difference is the size, the customers. What happened?”

“Haven’t you heard? Nearly thirty Red Army men vanished, leaving only their uniforms behind.”

“I heard, I heard . . . Thought it was just a rumor. Doesn’t seem possible. I mean, we had single folks disappear, sure—but only if they wanted to.”



“What do you mean?”

“Well, how do people abandon life? They leave their clothes on the riverbank, hoping to be listed as drowned and crossed out from the living. Same with the bathhouse, only not as often. Not everyone can think of such a thing.”

Samson glanced around the room and saw a couple of icons in the corner, a few framed photographs elsewhere on the walls.

“Do you live alone?”

“Now I do,” said Protalin, heaving a heavy sigh.

“A long time?”

“Almost a month.”

“Did you live with your wife before?”

“Yes, as it should be.”

“Where did she go?” Samson asked, glancing around again, as if searching for the woman.

“She died,” the owner of the house pronounced with pain in his voice.

“My condolences. Is there a cemetery on the island?”

“Don’t need one. I worship fire,” the former stoker responded, lowering his voice.

Samson looked up at the icons.

“Those keep the neighbors from prying,” Protalin explained. “The cemetery here floods every other spring. And what good is there in giving a body to the earth? The earth takes everything—all sorts of rubbish, carrion with anthrax . . . I gave my Marina to the fire. The fire cleansed her, sent her up to the heavens. She may already be star dust.”

“You . . . burned her?” Samson clarified.

Protalin nodded.

“Do you have a document confirming that she died of natural causes?”

“Where would I get such a thing nowadays?” the owner of the house asked, taken aback. “We don’t have any doctors here on the island, and no one from the city would sail over to see a corpse.”



“But don’t you understand? You’ve violated the law.”

“Whose law? Yesterday, Hetman Skoropadskyi laid down his laws; today, the Soviets lay down theirs—and tomorrow? Denikin? I can’t keep up with all them laws . . . I’d rather wait for things to settle, then go make out a paper about Marina’s death.”

“How do you plan to make out a document if you burned up your wife’s remains?”

“Like it was always done. I’ll bring witnesses. When she died, I summoned her brother and his wife to pay their respects. They’ll confirm everything.”

“Where did you burn her body? Not in the bathhouse, by any chance?”

“That’s right, in the bathhouse,” the widower responded, lowering his head.

“Did you remove the bones from the stove?”

“No bones left. Only ashes.”

“Not quite,” Samson said firmly. “One bone remained. A femur.”

Protalin looked up at the visitor and a spark of either fear or despair flashed in his eyes.

“How can that be?” he whispered. “I raked it clean. Where is it? Do you have it?”

“We have it.”

“Will you give it back to me?”

“I’m not sure,” the young investigator responded with genuine uncertainty. “My commander will decide. Let’s go.”

“Where to?” Protalin asked, his eyes widening.

“I’m taking you back to the station. You’ll have to make a statement concerning your wife’s death. Maybe you’ll think of something to share about the bathhouse on the way. As I said, my commander will determine our course of action.”






14.

Wouldn’t ya know it? Right on time!” Vasyl greeted the young investigator and his detainee with delight. “They just brought us these here typewriters.” He nodded toward a cart.

“Are those all for us?” Samson asked, gazing at a dozen heavy machines resting atop a rag-draped bed of hay.

“No, we get two. They’ll take the rest to other stations. Pick up that one there and bring it up to Nayden’s office,” Vasyl responded, pointing to the largest of the bunch, a hulking black Triumph.

“Will you help?” Samson asked Protalin.

The former stoker nodded silently.

The machine weighed no less than forty pounds. Samson and Protalin held it on either side as they carried it up the stairs, occupying the entire width of the flight. The pad of the middle finger on Samson’s right hand pressed against some sharp-edged part, and so he kept trying to adjust his grip as they walked.

When they stopped at Nayden’s office, the young investigator knocked on the door with his elbow and then pushed it open slightly.

“Comrade Nayden, Vasyl asked us to bring you this.”

Nayden rose from behind his paper-strewn desk, looking rather bewildered. “Where am I supposed to put it?” He glanced at the machine with irritation.

“Perhaps on the floor, for now?” suggested Samson, concentrating on the pain in his middle finger. “This spot will do,” he told the former stoker, not waiting for the commander’s response.

“Georgy?” Nayden said, suddenly turning his attention to Protalin. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve detained him. I was just about to bring him to you, in fact. He says he burned up his late wife’s remains in the bathhouse stove.”

“Really?” asked Nayden, not sounding especially perturbed. “Alright, leave him to me. I’ll figure it out. There’s a lady waiting in your office. Do what she asks and get her the hell out of here. I’ve had enough!”

“I’ll go and see about this lady, then,” Samson muttered as he made his way into the corridor. Unpleasant premonitions twisted his lips, and he entered his office with the expression of someone who had just swallowed a fly.

Kholodny was out, and a well-dressed curly-haired brunette of about thirty was sitting at Samson’s desk. She held in her hands the papers of one of the missing Red Army men, which she had apparently been perusing.

“What do you want?” he asked angrily.

As she turned toward him, he recognized her at once as Katya Valeryevna, Shpakevich’s wife.

“I need a little document,” she responded in a singsong voice, ignoring the investigator’s tone and the look on his face. “A death certificate, for my husband. Here,” she said, then took a folded sheet of newsprint out of her bag, unfolded it, and handed it to Samson.

The young investigator reached for the page of newspaper. One of the columns of text was circled in pencil: Yesterday in Kyiv, by decision of the Soviet authorities, were shot . . . There followed a list of three dozen names, among which, underlined in pencil, was Shpakevich I. S.



“Your commander told me that you personally shot my husband, and now it is your duty to issue a certificate.”

Samson stared into the brazen lady’s eyes. She knew perfectly well that her husband was alive. They had escaped together, leaving their dog with their neighbors. And now she had the audacity to show up and demand a certificate of execution? A pang of anger struck his heart. His mouth felt dry, irritated. He craved water.

“I’ll be back,” he said sternly and left.

After filling a mug with water from the communal bucket, he drank it in one gulp, feverishly thinking of how to proceed. He remembered, with rising indignation, that Nayden had ordered him to do what the woman asked. Not only had the commander told the woman who had “shot” her husband, but now he had placed the young investigator at her service. So much for that brilliant execution in advance! It was all the fault of that cunning Vasyl . . . What a farce—the bullet-riddled dummy stood in his flat, while the dummy’s “widow” sat at his office desk, demanding a document certifying the actual death of her husband.

Samson shook his head and drained another half a mug. It gradually dawned on him that the execution of the dummy could turn into a complete catastrophe for him, Nayden, Vasyl, and Kholodny. All the woman had to do was to report to the Cheka that her husband was alive, and the four of them would immediately be arrested and shot for having committed forgery, with aggravating circumstances. On the other hand, why would she talk? If she did, the Cheka would keep her locked up until she revealed her fugitive husband’s whereabouts. This thought reassured Samson. She needed the death certificate to deceive others, just as Nayden and he had deceived the Soviet authorities.

Looking and feeling calmer, the young investigator returned to his office. He sat down at Kholodny’s desk and faced his visitor with a greater degree of kindness in his eyes.



“Why exactly do you need this certificate?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” the lady asked, sounding surprised. “First of all, it confirms my status as a widow.” At that word she snuffled, pulled a handkerchief out of her bag, and dabbed her eyes, although Samson had noticed no tears. “Besides which . . .” she began, then paused, sighing heavily. “Besides which, sooner or later, I will have no choice but to apply for a survivor’s pension.”

The thoughts in Samson’s mind were again an anxious jumble. None of this seemed to fit into any framework of common sense. He wanted to put it behind him as quickly as possible.

“Please take this chair,” he asked the lady, rising from Kholodny’s desk and moving over to his own. Once seated, he pulled out the upper left-hand drawer, extracted a clean sheet of paper, dipped his pen into the inkwell, and wrote, in a beautiful calligraphic hand, the word Certificate. Beneath it, he continued:


I hereby confirm that citizen Ivan Stepanovich Shpakevich, born in 1889, was indeed executed on the premises of the Lybid station of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Militia on 7 May 1919. Investigator of the Lybid station, S. T. Kolechko.



After adding a sweeping signature, he presented the document to the wife of the “executed” man.

“What about the stamp?” she asked coldly.

This sent Samson to Nayden’s office.

“Yes?” the commander’s voice rang out in response to the knock on his door.

Nayden and Protalin were drinking tea. Their easy demeanor further perplexed the already confused Samson.

“The lady requires a stamp,” he said, extending the paper to Nayden.

The commander retrieved a stamp from a desk drawer and resolutely applied it to Samson’s signature. The bold red star in the center looked plump, as if it had just been fed. Its appearance instantly transformed the paper into an important state document.

“Thank you,” the lady declared in a serious tone, clutching the certificate in her hands and hurrying toward the door.

Samson couldn’t bring himself to say, “You’re welcome” or, “Goodbye.” He silently watched her go and remained standing for a minute or two, still trying to disentangle the whole incident. It occurred to him that she might be planning to get rid of her husband, now that he was officially dead. But this didn’t seem entirely plausible.

A knock distracted him from further speculations. Protalin stuck his head around the door. Nayden was standing behind him.

“Give him the bone,” the commander ordered. “And get down to business, will you? Let’s find those soldiers.”

Samson removed the charred femur from his leather briefcase, wrapped it in the list of executed citizens given him by Shpakevich’s wife, and handed the package to Protalin.

“My deepest thanks,” said the former stoker. “Didn’t expect such quick results . . .”

“Neither did I,” Samson admitted. “How do you know Comrade Nayden?”

“Used to attend lectures on animal psychology together. He wanted to be a dog breeder, you know.”

“And you?”

“I was interested in psychic similarities between humans and animals. And my dream was to start a menagerie. With zebras.”

“Zebras?”

“Oh, yes. We know next to nothing about them. We’ve got horses and donkeys all worked out. But zebras? All we know is that they have stripes. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

Samson gave this some thought and had to concede that his own knowledge of zebras was indeed limited to the fact that they had stripes. The realization gave him a bitter feeling. The bitterness, of course, had less to do with zebras than it did with his ignorance concerning other matters, like the motives of Shpakevich’s wife. That, in turn, reminded him of a more pressing task.

“You still need a death certificate for your wife,” he reminded Protalin in an almost friendly manner.

“Yes, yes, I know,” the former stoker responded, nodding. “Comrade Nayden promised to help.”






15.

Once the office was empty, Samson’s gaze turned toward and lingered on the greatcoats hanging on the wall behind Kholodny’s chair. His fit of pique seemed to have focused and sharpened his thoughts. He felt a surge in his capacity for work.

He picked up one of the stitched stacks of papers that had been found in the pockets of the vanished men. This one belonged to twenty-year-old Ivan Koryachkin, a private from the Tver Governorate. It contained nothing of genuine interest—only the young soldier’s identification card, an itemized certificate concerning his receipt of his uniform, and a bit of newsprint, free of text, on which someone had scribbled in pencil: I owe you 3 rubles 20 kopecks.

Subsequent stacks turned out to be thicker, more intriguing. Many included photographs of wives with children, and one even featured a photo in which five soldiers bravely pointed their rifles, bayonets attached, in the direction of the photographer.

At first, Samson didn’t quite understand what he wanted to find. But gradually he began to pay keener attention to the dates and places of birth. Of the twenty-eight missing, only five were from Ukraine, including Commander Spektor of Odesa. The rest were from Tambov, Saransk, and the like. Strangely enough, three of the birthdates, including Spektor’s, fell on the very week when the detachment made its fateful visit to the bathhouse. This was not in itself especially revealing. Still, it was worth noting. After all, people celebrate their birthdays even in the middle of a war. As long as they’re alive and able, they celebrate. It would be good to learn when, where, and with whom Spektor had celebrated his.

Opening the folder that held the roster, the young investigator peered at the column of names and surnames and left pencil marks beside those of Spektor and the two others whose birthdates were near the commander’s. Then he found their stitched papers. He reread the letter from Spektor’s wife in Odesa, then examined a scuffed photo-card taken from the pocket of Private Oleksandr Benko. It showed two soldiers with their arms thrown over each other’s shoulders. One of them was Benko, while the other had inscribed the back with a fountain pen, albeit rather clumsily: To Sasha Benko, in eternal memory, from his comrade Andrey Kovtun. 13 April 1919. Kyiv.

“Kovtun?” Samson muttered thoughtfully and looked down at the roster. “Not listed,” he whispered. That meant that Kovtun hadn’t disappeared, that he was somewhere in Kyiv. But of what use could he be? The young investigator again stared at the greatcoats on the wall and suddenly wondered about the whereabouts of his own comrade. If Kholodny were in, he would send him to search for Kovtun. They could at least ask the man whether Private Benko had shared with him the detachment’s plans to desert en masse, or any other details from the lives of his fellow soldiers.

Samson walked over to the evidence room—the domain of the cunning, all-knowing Vasyl—and tapped lightly on the open door.

“Ah, come in!” announced Vasyl, a thin smile lighting up beneath his mustache. “I was just meaning to go over and ask you about the briefcase and snuffbox. If you don’t need them anymore, bring them back, will you? They say they’re going to check what we have here against the official list.”



“I can bring back the briefcase,” Samson responded, clearly surprised by this unexpected request.

“And the snuffbox?”

“Well, I’ve put something in it,” the young investigator explained, touching the edge of his bare earhole.

“If you need it, keep it,” Vasyl declared, with a shrug. “Nice little thing, and useful, too.” Then, raising his squinting gaze to Samson’s face, he asked, “Did you need something else?” His eyes surveyed his collection of objects that had silently witnessed crimes of all sorts.

“I’m looking for Kholodny. Do you happen to know where he was sent?”

“Nowhere. After seeing the stoker out of his office, Nayden pulled in Kholodny as he was going up the stairs. He’s been there for half an hour already.”

Back in his office, Samson picked up a pencil and began to draw a plan of action on the back of an old document.

He drew a square and wrote the word Bathhouse inside it, then, to the right of it, made a circle, in the middle of which he wrote Market. He added two crosses to the circle, writing Ovsey beside one and Yu beside the other.

At that point, his conversation with Ovsey about the Red Army man who had disappeared a second time—that is, who had vanished after going missing with the other twenty-seven—surfaced in his memory. Ovsey had heard about this second disappearance from a cabby. That made sense. None of this could have happened without a cabby—without a cart or a wagon. If all twenty-eight soldiers were dead, how many carts would it take to transport their bodies? If stacked sideways, five or six would fit on a single cart. So, five or six carts would be needed for the lot of them. And with five or six cabbies involved, any hope of keeping a secret was lost . . . Now, if a single cart had been used, then it would have had to travel back and forth five or six times, but that would have left only one cabby as a witness. Not a witness, in fact, but an accomplice. And Samson would have to seek him out among the acquaintances of the bathhouse staff. But where could they have taken the naked corpses? To the cemetery? The morgue? Samson’s head buzzed with the effort of answering these questions. He fixed his eyes on the paper, imagining over two dozen men in civilian clothes slipping out of the square of the bathhouse, one by one, and scattering in every direction. Indeed, the men might still be alive, having disguised themselves in order to desert. In that case, they hadn’t needed carts. People who wish to get away on foot prefer to blend into the crowd, and the Jewish Market was an ideal place to do that. But if they had deserted in that manner, then no cabby would have known a thing about them and Ovsey would never have heard about the twice-disappearing Red Army man.

Samson would have to wait until Ovsey ferreted out some new information about the lost soldiers for his song. Or should he try to find and question some cabbies himself? The trouble was that he didn’t know any cabbies personally—and there were hundreds upon hundreds of them in Kyiv . . .

The young investigator’s gaze tore itself away from the square of the bathhouse and came to rest on the crosses that represented the market’s tunesmith and the Chinese merchant. Their voices sounded in his memory—Ovsey’s unpleasantly singsongy; Yu’s thin and foreign in tone.

The thought of Yu brought to mind his compatriot Li Yin Jun. He remembered how he and Yu had raced across the city to Holosiiv to petition the Chinese consul to get Li Yin Jun out of the grips of the Cheka. The boy who had driven them hadn’t uttered a single word of Russian, only throwing a few phrases of Chinese at Yu. He was unlikely to have a true common language with most Kyivan cabbies, but there might still be some means of communication between them, since they were forced to travel the same roads.

Yet, no matter how hard Samson tried to imagine what these means might be, he could not.



The office door creaked open. Kholodny stepped inside, glanced first at his comrade, then at the sheet of paper with the square, circle, and crosses. The look on his face made clear that he was thoroughly puzzled.

“What?” the young investigator asked defensively. “I’m doing what we were taught to do, drawing a map of the crime scene.”

“That’s not what troubles me,” the former priest responded, his voice betraying deep-seated unease, and then he fell meaningfully silent.

“What is it, then?” Samson asked. “What were you doing with Nayden?”

Kholodny sat down and propped his heavy head on his hands, pressing his elbows into the desk.

“I can’t disclose that,” he said uncertainly. “Nayden ordered me to keep quiet for now.”

Samson looked at his comrade suspiciously. “Has something happened at the station again? More thefts?”

Kholodny shook his head. Samson could see that, with a bit more encouragement, the former priest would tell all. Yet he didn’t wish to push his comrade to reveal an official secret. Should Kholodny let him in on it, they could both be punished. That said, whatever it was might directly concern the young investigator, in which case he had the right to know.

“Nayden ordered you to keep it from me specifically?” he asked cautiously.

“To keep it from everyone,” confirmed Kholodny. “And especially you.”

Now Samson grew even more suspicious. Perhaps this was all connected to the escaped Shpakevich and the fraudulent execution.

“Am I being accused of official misdeeds? Of a crime?” he whispered.

The astonishment on Kholodny’s face reassured the young investigator. Although Sergius continued to chew his thick lips in silence, it was now clear that the official secret concerned something or someone other than Samson himself.

“If you don’t want to share, I won’t press you,” he declared, and again turned his attention to the cross that represented Yu.

“What can I share?” Kholodny sighed. “I carried out your request. That was the start of it.”

“Which request?”

“I checked the soldiers’ clothing for hidden items,” explained Kholodny. “And I found some. In the lining of Commander Spektor’s greatcoat. Tsarist banknotes, a gold coin, and an officer’s identification card—from the White Volunteer Army. In his name.”

“From Denikin’s army?” Samson asked, unable to believe what he had heard.

The former priest nodded.

“So, what do we do now?”

“That’s the trouble. Nothing. Nayden thinks that Spektor is a spy. He might have convinced the whole detachment to desert and join the enemy. Denikin’s men are advancing, you know. God forbid they should reach us . . .”

Samson’s flesh began to crawl, but this was more due to surprise than to fear. The White troops were probably still quite far from Kyiv, somewhere near Poltava. Otherwise, panic would already have spread through the city. It had not.

“What Nayden said is that I should keep quiet about the identification card and proceed with the investigation as if nothing had happened. That is, the crime took place in the bathhouse. The bathhouse staff were involved—otherwise, they wouldn’t have run. Our men are searching for the chiropodist and the changing-room attendant. Unless those two make it to the outskirts and join one of the gangs, we’ll track them down, sooner or later. In the meantime, we need to find the missing soldiers’ bodies.”

Samson had never heard Kholodny convey so much information in one breath. Apparently, he and Nayden had had a very clear and tense conversation. The commander had probably described, with equal clarity, what would happen to the former priest if Abyazov and the Cheka got wind of the possible desertion. The designation of the case would immediately be changed from criminal to military-political, entailing all kinds of unpleasant consequences not only for those under investigation, but also for the investigators. There would be no tailor’s dummies involved in the executions carried out in the Cheka’s courtyard at 5 Sadova Street.






16.

The conversation with Kholodny left a lasting unpleasant aftertaste. Samson felt the approach of danger on his very skin—so much so that he decided to take the snuffbox that held his ear home with him. Before he left the station, he pushed it to the very bottom of his tunic pocket.

But, instead of turning for home, he set off in a different direction, toward the Jewish Market. He wanted to see Yu and, together with him, drop in on the boy who had driven them to Holosiiv. Perhaps the little fellow had heard something, if only in passing, about carts full of corpses.

Of course, Nayden’s hypothesis would mean that the search for corpses was a pointless exercise. But, if they really had planned to desert to Denikin, why would they choose so strange a method as vanishing at a bathhouse?

The question brought Samson to a momentary stop. He looked at the sky. Light clouds masked its blue cloth, but sometimes they broke, letting through not only the blue, but also the sun’s rays. Just then, a ray fell at the corner of Karavaevska and Nazarivska streets, where Samson stood, as if someone up above had wanted to emphasize the fairness of his question and the obviousness of the answer.



The disappearance of a detachment of twenty-eight men in a bathhouse for the sake of desertion could not have been a plan conceived and carried out by Comrade—or White Officer—Spektor. It was just too illogical. Now, everybody and his brother had heard about their disappearance, were mystified, eagerly awaited a solution. If the detachment had wanted to desert, they could have done so right from the barracks. They could simply have walked out in the middle of the night, their rifles on their shoulders, and marched off to the outskirts. The sight of such a detachment would have aroused little suspicion in Kyiv, and even less outside the city. People would have assumed the men had been sent on a mission—say, to take on Hetman Struk and his bandits.

Why would they have left their weapons in the barracks? A thoughtless, perilous act. How would they free themselves if someone should suspect something and demand to see their papers? On the other hand, when soldiers aren’t in uniform, they’re perceived as civilians—but only if they’re dressed in civilian clothes, of course, not running naked from a bathhouse.

The sun withdrew behind the clouds again, depriving Samson of its support. The young investigator’s confidence in his answer vanished with the sunlight.

Yu was not at the market. After waiting a while at the familiar stall, surrounded by the smell of dried pigs’ ears, Samson walked off toward the row of wooden sheds to visit Ovsey the poet. But a heavy black padlock hung on the door to the poet’s “office.”

This spoiled the young investigator’s mood. He looked around, suddenly sensing that he was being watched, that someone had just peeked out from behind the corner of the first shed in the row. Quick steps sounded somewhere nearby. Samson returned to the open market square. Trade had already stopped until the following morning, but a few people were still milling about. Three young wastrels stood outside one of the local taverns, engrossed in a loud argument. An older, better-dressed man, wearing a jacket and baggy trousers, stepped out through the open door. He approached the youngsters and said something. After that, all four went back inside.

Samson suddenly wanted to visit the tavern himself. It would have been better to go with Kholodny, of course—to take a small table and enjoy a mug of Kabinet each. Unfortunately, before leaving the station, the young investigator had sent his comrade to Pechersk, to check whether Private Andrey Kovtun, the friend of one of the missing soldiers, was serving in the barracks there.

He had given the former priest a photograph of the two soldiers with their arms thrown over each other’s shoulders.

“Which one is Kovtun?” Kholodny had asked.

“One of the two,” Samson had answered. “When you find out which, mark him with a pencil.”

And now Samson missed his comrade. The door to the tavern was wide open. The young investigator stood at the intersection of two odors: that of dried pigs’ ears and that of beer. He chose to follow the scent of beer, leaving behind the market’s empty stalls.

* * *

The air inside the cramped, gloomy tavern, with its too-small windows, felt sticky. It seemed to soak up the discordant chatter from every table, making it impossible to pick out any individual voice, to discern any discrete word.

After casting a glance around the place, Samson approached the counter.

“A mug of Kabinet,” he said to the rotund, stoop-shouldered barman in a stained white tunic.

“You can get your Kabinet on Khreshchatyk,” the barman snapped back. “We’ve got Bavarian and Table Beer.”

“Bavarian, then.”



The barman grumbled, stared straight into the young investigator’s eyes, and said, “Most people go for Table Beer.”

“I’ll try that next time,” Samson assured him coldly.

“Have a seat,” said the barman, nodding toward an unoccupied table in the corner. “I’ll bring it over.”

The Bavarian was indeed a disappointment. Had the barman’s words lent it a sour taste? Samson couldn’t send the mug back, of course, especially since he had been told that the other beer was better. He forced himself to take a big swig, after which the taste seemed to improve.

An old, gray-bearded man in a blue padded jacket who sat nearby was obviously drinking Table Beer. The Bavarian had a bright brown tint, while the liquid in the old man’s mug was a sunny yellow.

While Samson was examining the old man’s drink, the old man, his lips twisted sarcastically, was gazing at the young investigator’s leather holster.

“Are you here on assignment, Comrade Commissar?” he whispered, his face taking on a foolish expression.

Samson turned away. The old man was obviously drunk and worked up. Talking back could lead to trouble. The young investigator had stopped in to enjoy a glass of beer—a much-needed break—not to attract attention. In retrospect, he should probably not have gone to a tavern in uniform, and armed to boot. It was just that he and Kholodny had already done so more than once, after work. True, those had been taverns of a higher class, where, unlike this place, respect for and between clients was a steadfast rule.

The young investigator had the urge to finish his beer in one gulp and clear off, but something stopped him. He lacked the lively energy that impels a fellow to jump to his feet and walk right out. Besides, to leave now would be to surrender to the drunk old man, and he couldn’t allow himself to do that.

Samson’s thoughts were cut off in an instant by a metallic sound, as if a knife had been drawn across glass right next to his ear. He froze and heard someone’s rapid breathing quite close by. Checking his holster, he found that his Mauser was safe—but then felt warm breath fanning the back of his hand. Leaning forward slightly, he stuck his hand under the table and touched what was clearly a child’s shoulder. He sank his fingers into the boy’s forearm and tried to drag him from under the table, but a sharp pain in his wrist loosened his grip. As he pulled back his hand, he heard the boy’s boots clattering along the wooden floor toward the exit. The back of his hand was covered in blood. The boy had slashed it with a knife. Samson didn’t even hear himself scream, nor did he know what it was he shouted, exactly. “Get him,” was it? Or had he simply yelped in pain? The barman hurried toward him with a bottle of vodka and the white rag he had been using to wipe off the counter. Without a word, he pressed Samson’s wrist to the table, doused the wound with vodka, then wrapped the rag around his hand.

“Couldn’t just have your beer and go, could you?” he hissed discontentedly as he ambled away.

Watching the barman return to the counter, the young investigator noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that the drunk old man was gone. When had he left? Rattled and puzzled, Samson rose to his feet and, abandoning his unfinished beer, walked quickly out of the tavern.

* * *

Pressing the rag with his left hand, he wondered where he should go to seek medical attention.

The snort of a horse reached him from the darkness of the market square. He turned around. About fifty paces away, at the turn to Stolypin Street, stood a cab.

Deciding immediately to visit Dr. Vatrukhin, he ran over and commanded the young driver, “To Naberezhno-Lybidska! I’ll guide you from there.”

The cabby wore a blue waterproof raincoat that was much too big for his scrawny frame. Noticing how it shimmered in the darkness, Samson glanced up at the sky, from which a fine drizzle fell steadily to the ground.

Despite the discomfort caused by the heavy, blood-soaked rag, upon closer inspection of the driver, Samson decided to climb not into the back of the cab, but onto the box, to sit beside him.

“What’re you doing?” the young man asked, rather surprised.

“I’d like to see where we’re going,” explained the investigator.

The cabby looked down at the rag and saw that it was dripping blood.

“Don’t worry, it’ll wash away,” Samson tried to reassure him. “Let’s go.”

The young man gave a shout and the horse moved off.

“Wild place, that,” he said, glancing sideways at his passenger’s bloody hand. “I don’t go there myself.”

“The Jewish Market, you mean?” asked Samson.

“That’s right. All you hear over there is yellin’ and howlin’.”

“I’m sure people get murdered, too,” the investigator added.

“You’d know better than me,” the cabby replied with a wince, glancing at the bare earhole peeking out from under Samson’s leather cap. “Yer the policeman.”

“That I am,” Samson responded. “I don’t go there without a good reason either. Say, have you ever been asked to transport corpses from Halytska Square?”

“I’ve been asked a lot of things,” the cabby sighed. “In my line of work, anything’s possible.”

“So, you have done it? You’ve transported corpses?” the investigator followed up, growing tense.



“Sure, I have. Took one straight from a restaurant to the morgue at the Oleksandrivska Hospital. Another time, a fellow had me take his pal to the Jewish Hospital—had a knife in his back. Didn’t make it. Died on the way, on account of the shaking. Unloaded him at the hospital, anyway.”

“Was that a while ago?”

“A long while. In the days of Hetman Skoropadskyi and the Germans.”

“Has anything like that been asked of you more recently, in the last few days?” Samson inquired. “I heard that twenty-eight corpses were taken somewhere from Halytska Square. Is there anything to that?”

“I don’t drive nights. Life’s worth more than rubles.”

“You know it happened at night?”

“Who’d stand there loading up twenty-eight corpses in the daytime?” the cabby asked, laughing.

This laughter troubled the investigator.

“So, you know this for a fact?”

“What fact?” the cabby responded dismissively. “I’m just picturin’ it. Can’t see any other way they could do it.”

“Maybe you heard about all this from your fellow cabbies?”

“Well, you know, people like to talk. I’ve heard about them soldiers in the bathhouse. If there aren’t any corpses, then someone must’ve taken ’em away. And they couldn’t do that without trucks or carts.”

“And if they used carts,” Samson pressed the cabby, “do you suppose they would have made repeated journeys using one cart, or one journey using several carts?”

The young man thought it over as the wheels rattled along the cobblestones past the Mary Magdalene Orphanage and turned onto Sadovo-Botanichna Street.

“I’d use one cart,” he said with the air of an expert. “But it all depends on the distance. For a half-hour drive, one cart—there and back a few times. If it’s a long ways away, best take a few carts and do it in one go.”



Turning his attention to the road, Samson realized that it would take no more than ten minutes to reach Dr. Vatrukhin’s home. It was time to wrap up the conversation.

“I heard from another cabby that one of the corpses ran off,” he said cryptically, and peered at the young man’s soft, not at all chiseled profile.

“Heard the same thing,” the cabby responded. “Only it didn’t run off, it fell out. They lost it. That’s what I heard.”

“Did they go back and find it?”

“Never did. Must’ve rolled off into the gutter or some bushes. Didn’t even look for it. Ain’t a cabby’s job to keep an eye on a passenger’s goods, especially if the passenger’s there the whole time.”

“You mean someone went with the corpses?”

“No doubt about it. Wouldn’t expect a cabby to load ’em up, drive ’em, and unload ’em all by hisself, would ya?”

“Who was it?” the investigator asked excitedly.

“Some say it was Hetman Kaidan, others say it was one of the fellas from the bathhouse—either Matvey or Ostap.”

“What’s the name of the cabby who lost the corpse?” Samson asked with bated breath. He could already see their destination ahead on the right and desperately wanted to hear the answer to this last and most important question.

“All just rumors,” the cabby began dismissively. “Heard it was Klim from Kurenivka. But he’s like me, I think—don’t like driving at night.”

“Does this Klim have a surname?”

“I’m sure he does, but I don’t know it. We ain’t family. His mare’s named Fish, that I know. Good strong horse. That’s why they call ’im Fishy Klim. We’ve got more Klims around than you could shake a stick at.”

“There,” said Samson, pointing to the lighted windows of the familiar two-story building.

“So, it’s a doctor you wanted?” asked the cabby, looking down at his passenger’s bandaged hand. “This one’ll fleece you good. Shoulda told me and I would’ve taken you to a cheap one.”

“Next time,” Samson replied, handing the young man his fare. “What’s your name?”

“Mishka the Sieve. You can find me by the City Duma most days.”

“The Sieve?” asked Samson, climbing down to the ground.

“Surname’s Sivak, but you know our folk have no use for surnames . . . They twist ’em all round. So that’s what they call me. If you need me, ask any cabby for Mishka the Sieve.”






17.

Who is it, Dunya?” Vatrukhin’s voice boomed on the other side of the door.

“Some Samson,” his wife’s voice answered.

“It’s me, Nikolay Nikolaevich—Samson Kolechko!” the young investigator shouted almost hysterically.

“Goodness, open the door!” the doctor commanded, sounding alarmed.

The heavy wooden bolt scraped against the fitting, then stopped.

“I can’t,” Dunya complained. “My arm’s gone numb.”

“Let’s do it together.”

The door opened and, in the dim light of the electric lamp that hung in the hall, Samson saw the breathless doctor and his youthful wife.

“What is that there?” Vatrukhin asked, looking down at the bloody rag.

“A knife attack. In a tavern.”

“To the kitchen, quickly,” the doctor ordered.

There, he guided Samson toward the sink and turned on the faucet, which released a weak stream of water onto a tall pile of dirty dishes.

“Remove the rag and rinse the wound. Has it been disinfected?”

“The barman poured vodka over it.”



“Good man,” the doctor said, leaning over to examine the hand. “Where did I put that tourniquet?”

He reached into the bottom drawer of the kitchen cabinet and pulled out a length of rope. As he tied it around Samson’s arm, just above the wrist, the young investigator gave a small yelp.

“Be patient—you’ll only need a minute or two. Here, take this and press it to the wound. Now, follow me to my office.”

Samson pressed a handkerchief folded in four against the laceration.

By the time they reached the office, the handkerchief was soaked through with blood and dripping scarlet drops onto the parquet.

“Press your finger here.” The doctor pointed to a spot on the back of the young investigator’s hand. “Ramus carpalis dorsalis—not the most complicated thing in the arterial system,” he declared, sprinkling the swollen wound with a clear solution and applying cotton wool.

The new bandage was stiff. Samson couldn’t even move his fingers.

“Be patient, comrade policeman,” Vatrukhin advised, with a heavy note of irony. “You must pay for every deed, especially for visits to the tavern. By the way, since you’re with the police, you should always carry a piece of rope with you, to bind a wounded arm or leg and keep them lifted. Otherwise, you’ll lose too much blood—and blood is life. Do you understand?”

Samson nodded.

The doctor’s gaze fell on the Mauser in the leather holster.

“I seem to recall a wooden holster,” he said, somewhat surprised.

“Yes, this one is lighter and more convenient,” Samson explained. “Easier to open, too.”

“Dunya, dear,” Vatrukhin called through the open doorway. “Get the bucket. There’s a bit of blood on the floor.”

“There’s more than a bit in the hall, and I haven’t washed that yet!” his wife cried out plaintively in response.

“Well, shall we have some tea?” Vatrukhin suggested. “I’ll have to make it, of course, since Dunya’s scrubbing away.”



Nikolay Nikolaevich seated his guest at a tea table by a window overlooking the courtyard. The little table, with its lacy white tablecloth, momentarily plunged Samson back into his childhood. Samson, Samson, his mother’s voice chimed in his memory. Fetch your sister—she’s in the garden! It’s time for tea and jam!

Immersed in this scene from his childhood summers at the family’s dacha, Samson wondered where his father had been that particular afternoon.

Father had sometimes accompanied them to Vasylkiv, sometimes not. At that moment, he was absent from the spacious glassed-in veranda of their wooden dacha, which looked like something out of a fairy tale. A large dining table stood in the center, surrounded by heavy chairs, while in the corner stood a smaller tea table. The tea table was an ideal place for a couple, seated face to face. It could comfortably accommodate three people, but certainly not four. And so, when Samson’s father was present, the family gathered around the big table, and, in his absence, they gathered around the small one.

“You’re lost in thought,” the doctor’s voice broke into his reverie. “Don’t tell me you’re contemplating the fate of man.”

Samson emerged from his reflections with a shudder and saw a cup of tea in front of him.

“Does it still hurt?”

“It does,” Samson nodded.

“Your artery was cut, so try not to use your hand unless you absolutely need to. Come back tomorrow and I’ll make you a new bandage.”

Samson’s eyes shone with gratitude.

“Are you concerned by the situation at the front?” asked Vatrukhin.

“I am,” the young investigator admitted. “But I try not to think about it. There are more important matters to contend with. Most pressing among them is my current case—the case of the lost soldiers.”

Samson divulged what he had learned since the last time they spoke, up to and including the words of Mishka the Sieve, who had driven him to the doctor’s door. Only at the very end of his tale did he question his decision to share so much about his work, but if one couldn’t trust a doctor who had twice treated one’s wounds, then whom could one trust?

“An amusing story,” Vatrukhin drawled.

The word “amusing” did not sit well with Samson.

“I would sooner call it tragic,” he corrected the doctor.

“Amusingly tragic,” Vatrukhin compromised. “If not for the bathhouse, this would indeed be a pure tragedy. But the setting adds a hint of unreality to the whole affair, does it not?”

“That it does,” confessed Samson. “On the surface, we have a site devoted to cleanliness, where no one can hide a thing from anyone else; yet, if you dig deeper, you find dirt, malice, and the oddest people—a cruel, thieving lot. And now they’ve all run off and hidden. The changing-room attendant, the chiropodist, the stoker . . .”

“They’ll come back, I assure you. If not under this government, then under the next one. Who would abandon such a place? You should arrange an ambush,” Vatrukhin suggested, smiling excitedly. “But you don’t really think these men kidnapped and killed your soldiers, do you? What possible reason could they have for doing it?”

“No obvious reason. Perhaps they simply hate Soviet power?”

“Why would they hate Soviet power?” The doctor laughed off the suggestion. “If it’s hatred you seek, look to former tsarist officials, to Vasily Shulgin and his daily Kievlyanin. Seek hatred in the hearts of those whose sons or fathers were shot at 5 Sadova Street.”

The doctor’s speech, which Samson had partly elicited, began to irritate and even anger the young investigator.

“I should go,” he declared, rising to his feet. “I need to stop by home before I return to work.”

“Of course, dear comrade. Do be careful—especially with your right hand. What is that hole in your tunic?”

Samson followed the doctor’s gaze and saw that the bottom of his right pocket had been sliced open. Unthinkingly, he pressed his bandaged hand to the compromised pocket, felt the snuffbox that held his ear, and calmed down.

“Must have been made by the same knife that slashed your hand.”

“Yes,” said Samson, nodding and growing anxious again.

* * *

Samson walked quickly back to his building, but, seeing no light in the windows of his flat, he decided not to go upstairs. He didn’t wish to disturb the yard-sweeper’s widow, who did have a light in her kitchen window, which was right beside the entrance.

Nadezhda was still at work. Such a strong sense of duty could not but arouse respect in the young investigator, together with the desire to emulate her example.

This desire turned Samson in the direction of the station and made his boots feel unusually light, although he knew quite well how heavy they were in reality, how much of a relief it was, both physically and mentally, to pull them off in the evening.

He was surprised by his surge of energy, which made the walk up Tarasivska very easy indeed.

Before entering the station, Samson bumped into Kholodny. They climbed the stairs shoulder to shoulder.

“What happened?” asked the former priest, noticing his comrade’s bandaged hand.

“I was slashed at the Jewish Market. Not too serious. It’ll heal. What about the barracks? Did you find Kovtun?”

“Not only did I find him, but we had a nice long talk,” Kholodny responded with a triumphant expression on his face.

“Well?”

“The main thing I learned is that Spektor intended to celebrate his birthday with the entire detachment. Private Benko told Kovtun about it the day before the soldiers went missing. He said that the commander had promised them no end of sweet wine and black caviar. So, either they all ran off from the bathhouse together, to celebrate somewhere else, or they meant to have the feast in the bathhouse. No one would have allowed it in the barracks.”

“Very interesting,” Samson commented, gazing approvingly into his comrade’s eyes. “Let me read over the transcript.”

The proud smile slid off Kholodny’s face.

“I didn’t write down his answers. He wouldn’t have told me so much, had he seen me writing. And I would have had to demand his signature under ‘Taken down correctly from my words’ . . . But I remember everything he said—for now, at least.”

“Then write it all down as quickly as you can,” Samson pleaded. “Otherwise, you’ll forget something important and we’ll have to question him again.”

Kholodny sat down at his desk and obediently pulled out a pen, an inkwell, and two sheets of paper from a drawer.

“You go get some rest at home,” he said, looking at Samson. “I was planning to spend the night here anyway. You can read it in the morning,” he added, nodding at the still blank sheets of paper.

Samson had already opened the door when the former priest addressed him again.

“Oh, I forgot. We’ve got soldiers lying in wait outside the homes of the stoker, the chiropodist, and the changing-room attendant. Maybe they’ll get lucky and catch one—bring him back to the station by morning. No telling whether he’ll be alive or dead, though. The boys have orders to shoot if the suspects resist.”

“Who gave the orders?”

“Nayden. Told them not to stand on ceremony.”

* * *

It was drizzling outside. Samson glanced up at the dark, impenetrable sky, then ran his left palm across the top of his leather cap, wiping away the moisture. He immediately felt new large drops take its place.



To keep his bandaged hand dry, he stuck it into his trouser pocket. As he walked down Tarasivska, he wondered whether Nadezhda was still awake. If she was, then they could talk, if only for a little while, sharing their thoughts and problems. But if she wasn’t, then they would see each other early the next morning, before rushing off to work.

He was forced to wait a few minutes in front of the entrance.

“Forgive me, I know it’s late,” he said to the sleepy widow as she let him inside.

“Don’t you worry,” she muttered. “I wasn’t so sound asleep. Your Nadezhda, she only came home half an hour ago, tired and pale as death. Asking about you.”

Silence reigned in the flat. Apparently, Samson’s wife had gone straight to the bedroom as soon as she arrived.

The electric lamp in the living room failed to turn on. No power. The young investigator had to light a candle. The small flame illuminated a clean table, free of plates and cups. The only object lay in front of Nadezhda’s chair: a pistol in a small beltless holster.

Samson removed his belt and holster, placing them on his chair.

“What does she have there?” he whispered to himself, extracting the pistol from the holster on the table with his left hand.

It was a Colt 1911, and though it was smaller than the Mauser, Samson didn’t like its shape and feel—too angular, the handle too rough.

Wondering whether every Soviet worker was now obliged to carry a weapon, he sadly shook his head. Then, he sat down in his chair, pulled off his boots, and undressed. He walked over to his father’s study barefoot, in his underpants, the burning candle in his hand and the snuffbox that held his ear tucked under his arm.

He opened the glass-fronted bookcase and put the snuffbox on top of the books in the left corner of the middle shelf.

Suddenly, he heard a rustle, glanced at the snuffbox, but realized that the bookshelf could not be the source of such a sound. He must have heard it with his left ear. The rustling had disappeared, but Samson was able to trace its origin. It had come from below—the sound of a mouse scurrying across the wooden floor.

The creature must be hiding now, but where?

The young investigator extended his hand and bent over slightly, illuminating the floor in front of him with the light of the candle. The dim moonlight pouring in through the window helped the flame disperse some of the darkness of the study. It also outlined the shoulder of the executed dummy, which stood at the edge of the window.

Carefully closing the bookcase, he began to walk away, but then turned back to the dummy. He thought he had heard someone breathing. A familiar rhythm. His father’s.

The dummy stood motionless on its pole, manifesting no signs of life. It was definitively unable to breathe.

Samson’s father appeared in his thoughts, urging him to go to sleep.

Climbing into bed, Samson snuggled up to Nadezhda’s warm sleeping body. Without waking up, she moved away from her husband, failing to reciprocate his desire for closeness. All the same, her warmth, which had accumulated under the blanket, gently enfolded him, submerging him into blissful slumber, where the worries and doubts of the day are ground into dust and disappear. Just before drifting off, he stretched out his bandaged hand to touch her, but stopped short so as not to disturb her deep, valuable sleep—her reward for impeccable service.

* * *

“What happened to your hand?” she asked in the morning, at breakfast.

“A knife wound,” the young investigator calmly explained.

She nodded, picked up her Colt, and sniffed the barrel. “I had to shoot yesterday,” she pronounced thoughtfully. She then put the gun aside, reached for her spoon, scooped up a bit of porridge, and placed it in her mouth. Before chewing, she released a heavy sigh.

Samson was too shocked to eat.



“Did you hit them?” he asked.

“Whom?”

“Whomever you shot at?”

“Don’t know,” Nadezhda answered. “The soldiers showed up just then and took over. We were led behind the sheds.”

“Took over what?”

“The battle. With the boatmen at Korchuvate. We were waiting for them to show up, thinking there would be two or three—but no. About twenty sailed in. They were bringing boats from the other bank, planning to conceal them. They had seven boats tied together, like a caravan.”

“So, what happened after the soldiers came?”

“I’ll find out today and tell you this evening,” Nadezhda promised. “That is, if you want to listen.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” her husband asked, his eyes widening in confusion.

“Well, because tomorrow is a special day. Tomorrow, everyone should listen to you.”

“What do you mean?” Samson pressed, almost indignantly.

“I even bought beets yesterday,” Nadezhda continued, her eyed filling with tenderness and hope. “You really don’t know what I’m talking about?”

Samson tried to concentrate, but something prevented him from thinking—perhaps the expectation of news from the overnight ambushes on the bathhouse fugitives.

“Tomorrow is your birthday, my dear,” she whispered, giggling soundlessly. “How could you forget about your own special day?”

“Lord, that’s right,” Samson breathed out. “Tomorrow.” His face darkened.

“What’s the matter?” his wife asked worriedly.

“We should invite the doctor,” Samson muttered anxiously. “He’s almost family.”



“I already have,” Nadezhda informed him. “And my parents are coming. You just need to invite Comrade Kholodny and your commander. There will be enough borscht for everyone.”

“But where will we get the meat for it?”

“I’ll make it like last time, with pigs’ ears.”

“Then we should also invite Li Yin Jun,” Samson suggested. “For what time?”

“Eight,” his wife responded.

“Oh, I nearly forgot. The doctor gave me some important advice. Do we happen to have a good piece of rope here?”

“Of course we do,” said Nadezhda. “In the kitchen cupboard, right-hand drawer.”






18.

Ah, it’s a bit early, but happy birthday, dear Samson!” Dr. Vatrukhin exclaimed, letting the young investigator into his flat. “I expected you closer to suppertime.”

“I was afraid I wouldn’t be free later, so I decided to come first thing in the morning,” Samson explained. “And, in any case, we’ll see each other tomorrow evening.”

“We will indeed. I am afraid, though, that Dunya will not be able to accompany me. She is visiting her aunt in Darnytsia and plans to stay there for a couple of nights.”

Nikolay Nikolaevich’s flat was untidy, testifying to his wife’s absence. Samson noticed boot prints on the parquet floor, and also the fact that the chairs around the table were positioned strangely.

It didn’t look like the usual disorder, although there were signs of that as well. The table was littered with dirty cups and glasses, and a copper teapot had been placed atop a leather-bound book.

“Has someone conducted a search?” Samson asked, looking around the living room.

“Search? No.” Vatrukhin dismissed the question. “Some old acquaintances dropped by. Since the gentlemen were armed with Mausers and revolvers, I decided not to ask them to remove their footwear, and they apparently are not in the habit of wiping their boots with a rag.”

“What did they want?”

“That I go and work for them,” the doctor responded with a sigh. “At the Soviet Health Commissariat. What could I do but treat them to vodka and tea? I explained that I suffer from syphilis and am therefore unfit for Soviet service. As soon as they heard that, they made for the door, almost at a run. A pity that the idea of syphilis only entered my gray head during the second hour of their visit.”

“Do you really have syphilis?” Samson asked, eyes widening.

“How can you ask such a thing? I’m the very picture of hygiene. That was just a story to scare them off—the same story decent girls tell Red Army men who won’t leave them alone. The Bolsheviks fear syphilis more than they fear class enemies and Denikin’s forces combined. You can shoot and kill an enemy, but bullets won’t save you from syphilis. Come, sit. I’ll apply a new bandage, clean up a bit, then make tea.”

Vatrukhin gathered the cups and glasses on a round copper tray and walked into the kitchen. He had also taken the teapot, and now Samson’s hands reached, of their own volition, for the leather-bound book. It turned out to be Sigmund Freud’s Trauer und Melancholie.

A few minutes later, Vatrukhin returned, rebandaged Samson’s hand, and left the room again.

The young investigator heard water being poured into a bucket. He turned his head and saw the master of the house with a wet rag in his hands. Vatrukhin bent down quite deftly and wiped away the traces of his uninvited guests. Then he dipped the rag back in the bucket and swiftly expanded the area of clean parquet flooring.

“You read German, Nikolay Nikolaevich?” Samson asked.

“Certain books can only be read in German. The meaning is lost in translation. Please excuse me for taking so undignified a pose.”

Gazing at the wet, shining parquet, Samson remembered the stone floor of the bathhouse, which also had glistened with moisture. He recalled, too, how clean the washroom, the communal steam room, and the private rooms on the first floor had seemed.

The young investigator began to wonder who kept the establishment so spick and span. He imagined a table covered with food and bottles, at which nearly thirty naked, rowdy soldiers sat celebrating their commander’s birthday. Surely they would have left behind a ton of rubbish, or at least a heavy load of dirty dishes. The changing-room attendant was obliged to remain downstairs, guarding the clothes. Ignat the stoker would hardly have stooped to the task of scrubbing the floors. And Matvey the chiropodist? Not a chance. There was a man who knew his own worth. Someone else must do the cleaning at the bathhouse. And, if that person were found, Samson might at least learn whether a great deal of rubbish had been removed from one room or another. Why hadn’t he thought of it before?

“You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders,” the doctor’s voice sounded above Samson’s head. “The tea is almost ready, and here is some raspberry jam. Abandon your fears and worries for a while.”

* * *

Samson entered the station with a quick, disciplined step and marched up to Nayden’s office.

“Come in,” the familiar hoarse voice responded to the knock at the door.

“Comrade Nayden, I would like to invite you to my home tomorrow evening. To celebrate my birthday.”

Nayden eyed Samson with suspicion. “What a time to celebrate,” he commented without rancor.

“I wouldn’t be, but Nadezhda . . . She’s preparing borscht.”

“Borscht, you say?” asked the commander, adopting an unusually life-affirming tone. “Is she skilled?”

“She certainly is.”



“Alright, then. If we live till tomorrow, we’ll raise a glass.”

“Was the ambush successful?” the young investigator inquired.

“Mixed results. One arrested, one killed, one escaped,” the commander responded, with a tired smile. “Among our soldiers, two killed and two wounded.”

“Whom did they nab?”

“The changing-room attendant. He took one look at the soldiers and reached for the sky. The stoker made a run for it. That was the end of him. But the chiropodist, that bastard, opened fire and got our boys. Hard-boiled son of a bitch. Still out there . . .”

“Is the detainee here?” Samson asked, delighted. “I happen to have a few questions for him specifically.”

“Just for him, eh? The others don’t interest you?” Nayden replied sarcastically. “Well, go and ask your questions. I’ll get some shut-eye. Stayed up all night, waiting for news.”

* * *

Sitting down at his father’s desk, Samson tried to collect his thoughts, but they refused to come together. Like Nayden, he felt pulled toward sleep. He did everything he could to stay awake, shaking his head and even pressing his fingers to his temples, as he used to do in school before exams, but the fatigue that had suddenly come over him seemed intent on victory.

“Coffee. I need coffee,” Samson whispered, then immediately thought of Vasyl.

It was tea in which Vasyl specialized, but he never seemed to run out of resources, so perhaps he could find some coffee as well?

Samson politely knocked at the door of the evidence room and immediately, by force of habit, tried to open it. To his surprise, it was locked.

“Who’s there?” Vasyl’s displeased voice inquired from inside.

“Samson. I need help, Comrade Vasyl. Urgently.”



The door opened.

“What kind of help?” asked Vasyl, the tips of his thin mustache rising affably.

“Do you happen to have any coffee? I have an important interrogation to conduct, but I can barely stay awake,” Samson explained.

“Oh, I’ve got a bit of everything. An important interrogation, you say? Who’s the lucky fellow?”

“The changing-room attendant from the bathhouse.”

“The one who killed two of ours?”

“No, that one got away. This one surrendered.”

“Well, have a seat while I brew your coffee.”

Samson sat down while Vasyl walked over to a side table on the right, pumped up the kerosene stove that sat on top of it, struck a match, and placed a small copper bowl of water on the flame. Then, he squeezed into a passage between the wooden shelves loaded with paper-tagged items of evidence.

The cramped space filled with rustling. Then Samson heard, “Oh, damn your mother, what’s that pokin’ me?”

Before long, Vasyl emerged with a small wooden box in his hands.

“Well, on such a special occasion, I might as well brew a cup for myself,” he announced, then pulled a spoon out of his tunic pocket and opened the box. The invigorating scent of coffee permeated the room.

“Why isn’t the box tagged?” Samson inquired out of sheer curiosity.

“It’s my box is why,” Vasyl responded, giving his guest a sly glance. “The coffee is communal. It was taken as evidence, but food and drink are never tagged. Those are the rules. Provisions are allowed for the needs of the station.”

“That’s wise,” Samson commented, nodding approval. “Otherwise, they might spoil, especially since we don’t have a root cellar.”

“Who says we don’t?” Vasyl said, chuckling. “It may be small, but it’s there. Made it myself.”

“For food? I’ve never noticed.”



“You wouldn’t have. It’s in the basement, but not on the prisoners’ side. On the left, in a corner. Got a lock on it you’d need a sledgehammer to break.”

“And is that lock keeping anything safe?”

“It sure is. There’s always something in there. Right now, it’s half a barrel of herring for rations and sauerkraut for the prisoners. They’re people too, you know—gotta eat something.”

The coffee in the copper bowl came to a boil, and the air grew thicker and heavier.

“Another minute or two,” Vasyl pronounced weightily. “Only I got no sugar. We’ll drink it black and bitter.”

“That doesn’t bother me,” said Samson, lifting his wounded hand.

The bandage attracted Vasyl’s attention. “What’s that about?” he asked.

“I was slashed with a knife at the Jewish Market.”

“D’you file an injury report with Nayden?”

“What’s the point?”

“Those are the rules. You’ve already been wounded twice.”

“Once, with two bullets,” Samson corrected Vasyl.

“Two bullets make two wounds, and the knife makes a third. And, for three wounds, you get a badge or medal.”

Samson was about to wave this off, but he held back, not wishing to draw more attention to his bandaged hand.

Vasyl lowered two tin mugs of fragrant coffee onto the square table and sat down on a stool. After trying and failing to drown the floating coffee grounds with a spoon, he skimmed them off the top and flicked them onto the floor.

The young investigator took a sip of the poorly ground coffee and began to grind the crumbs with his teeth, intensifying the taste in his mouth. It was precisely in his teeth and cheekbones that he first felt the vigor returning to his body.

“Have you ever had black caviar in your cellar?” he asked, staring into Vasyl’s eyes.



“Caviar’s on our red list—both the black and the red kind—along with smoked fish and other delicacies. If we get our hands on any of that, we have to send it straight to the Food Commissariat’s warehouse.”

“Have you had to do that?”

“No. About a month ago, the boys confiscated some food from a murder scene. There was a jar of black caviar there, but it was small, no more than a quarter of a pound,” Vasyl recalled. “What do they need a thing like that for at the Commissariat? So, Nayden and I had it for breakfast, with our tea.”

“Is black caviar expensive, these days?” Samson wondered out loud.

“Where are you going to get it?” Vasyl asked in response, spreading his hands. “Speculators charge its weight in gold. The kind of product you can get killed over.”

The last phrase paralyzed Samson. Maybe, he thought, someone had been killed for caviar.

“What’s the matter? Toothache?” Vasyl asked sympathetically.

“No,” Samson responded, emerging from his thoughts. “Nothing’s the matter. And thank you for the coffee.”

“Just don’t go spreading the word, eh?” his mustachioed host pleaded. “Or I’ll run out before you know it.”

“I won’t tell a soul,” the young investigator promised. “Not even Kholodny.”

“Kholodny knows. We have a cup or two on occasion.”

“He never told me!”

“Well, I did ask him to keep quiet, too. Come to think of it, you’d better not tell him. Might make him feel bad.”

“Alright,” Samson said, assessing the coffee’s effect on his body and mind. He was now prepared for a serious interrogation. All he needed was his official pack of cigarettes, some paper, a pen, and ink.






19.

When the Red Army man on duty led the detainee into the interrogation room, Samson was taken aback. The changing-room attendant was unrecognizable.

“Are you certain you have the right person?” the young investigator asked the soldier.

“You asked for ’im, I brought ’im,” the soldier muttered, not at all in a military manner.

“Have a seat,” Samson said, shooting a glance at the chained stool opposite his chair.

The detainee first straightened the stool and only then lowered his rear onto it.

“Something is different about you,” Samson said, still peering at the changing-room attendant’s face. The man’s small eyes and potato-like nose seemed to confirm his identity, but nothing from the nose down looked right. “Ah, the beard is gone,” the young investigator at last concluded.

“Cut it off,” the man admitted.

“To change your appearance and avoid capture?”

“That’s right.”

“And all for nothing,” the investigator commented and shook his head. “The beard suited you.” He picked up his pen, looked at the metal nib, dipped it in the inkwell, and wrote the date on a clean sheet of paper, followed by the words Transcript of Interrogation.

“You already interrogated me at the bathhouse,” the attendant reminded him.

“I have a few more questions,” Samson explained. “By the way, your stoker Ignat was killed last night while resisting arrest.”

“Killed?” the attendant repeated with fear in his voice. “Killed dead?”

“Dead. Will you answer my questions truthfully?”

“Have I ever lied to you?” the attendant asked tensely. “Won’t hide a thing, as if my soul depended on it.”

“Alright, then, let’s begin with the subject of your last clients, for whom you warmed up the private steam room.”

“But I don’t know anything about them! It was Matvey who struck that deal.”

“Then why did you flee that evening? Together with the stoker, Matvey, and a third man?”

“Well, I heard shots—thought it was Hetman Kaidan’s bandits. At first, I froze, but when I saw the rest of ’em running, I followed.”

“Who else was in the bathhouse, besides the couple?”

“Nobody!”

“I understand there were four people running—Ignat, Matvey, you, and one more.”

“Must’ve been Matvey’s pal, George. They play cards together.”

“Where does this George live?”

“How should I know? Somewhere nearby. Matvey told me he sometimes drops in on the fellow after work, for a quick drink.”

Samson diligently wrote down both the questions and the answers—the former in abbreviated form, the latter in full. This proved easy enough to do, since the attendant was not particularly eloquent or longwinded.



“Alright,” the young investigator pronounced, placing a full stop at the end of a sentence and looking up at the detainee. His face suddenly showed angry determination. “This is a question of extreme importance. What were you planning to do with the corpses of the gentleman and his mistress?”

The attendant flinched in surprise. Something in his throat got knotted up and he began to hiccup.

“I . . . hic . . . I don’t understand the question . . . hic . . . Nobody planned to kill ’em! I mean . . . hic . . . I just sit in the changing room, so maybe I missed something . . . hic . . . But nobody wanted to kill that couple! What for?”

“The woman had an expensive fur coat.”

“You can’t sell a fur coat when summer’s around the corner,” the attendant confidently declared.

“What about the fences at the Jewish Market?”

“Won’t take it. You think they’ll want to store it till winter? The moths would eat it up.”

“And yet the couple’s clothes disappeared,” Samson pronounced, staring into the attendant’s eyes and seeing fear and doubt play across his face.

Convinced that the detainee was lying, the young investigator took out his pack of cigarettes and a box of matches. He lit up, almost without coughing, and again stared into the attendant’s eyes.

“So, what happened to their clothes?” he clarified his question.

“Swear to God . . . hic . . . I don’t know. The people who use the private steam rooms, they go in clothed. The changing room’s only for the communal room.”

Samson took a long drag on his cigarette, pulled it out of his mouth, leaned forward, and blew a thick stream of acrid smoke straight into the detainee’s face. The booming depth of the man’s cough rather frightened the young investigator.



“I’ve got the . . . what’s it called . . . angina,” the detainee croaked, no longer hiccupping.

“Let’s get back to the missing Red Army men,” Samson said, stubbing out his cigarette on the matchbox. “Could they have been using one of the private rooms as well?”

The attendant cleared his throat and paused, apparently pondering the question.

“Nah,” he finally drawled. “They left their uniforms with me, so they must’ve gone into the communal room. They would’ve gone upstairs dressed, otherwise. And you can’t fit a crowd like that into a private room, anyway. Wouldn’t be comfortable.”

“No, it wouldn’t be. Not with their clothes,” Samson confirmed. “You see, we have a witness who can testify that the commander of the detachment was going to celebrate his birthday with his men. Which means they would have come with bags, bottles, dishes . . . And one couldn’t very well host a celebration like that in the communal steam room. When we led that couple out of the private room, we saw an empty bottle of champagne on the table, along with glasses and plates and all sorts of food. You all ran away and never returned, isn’t that right?”

“That’s right.”

“Then how is that, the next day, everything was gone? The room was spotless.”

“Klava, probably,” the attendant suggested, with a shrug. “She cleans for us.”

“What Klava? You never mentioned any Klava.”

“Don’t know her surname. Lives at the corner of Dmytrivska and Pavlivska streets. There’s a two-story brick building there, on the left, with a wooden outbuilding. That’s where you’ll find her, in the outbuilding.”

“How could she have entered the locked bathhouse and taken everything out without attracting the notice of the soldier on watch?”



“You’d have to ask your soldier about that,” the attendant responded, with a grin. “We know how those fellows keep watch . . . And Klava, she has a key. She cleans at night, when everyone’s gone.”

“At night?”

“That’s right. She doesn’t just clean the bathhouse. We’re her last stop, on the way home.”

* * *

Samson returned to his office in a fine mood. He nodded to Kholodny, but his comrade didn’t even raise his head. He was feverishly cleaning something—probably his disassembled pistol.

Having sat down and added the interrogation transcript to the case file, the young investigator again turned his attention to the former priest, who had strangely ignored his arrival.

“Is something the matter?” he asked.

Kholodny’s busy hands stopped their movement, and he raised his head. His face really did seem paler than usual, unhealthily so. What surprised Samson most, however, was not this new pallor, but the object the former priest had been strenuously scrubbing with fabric. It was the large silver cross Kholodny always wore under his tunic, for additional protection.

“My stomach is killing me,” Kholodny squeezed out. “I won’t be able to stand it much longer.”

“You need to see a doctor.”

“I’ve already spoken to one medic. He told me to make fleawort tea. Been drinking it for three days, and the pain is only getting worse.”

“Where did you get the fleawort?” asked Samson.

“Picked it right here, in the courtyard.”

“Who was this medic?”

“Ours. The one assigned to the station. One of the soldiers.”

“No, you need a real doctor,” Samson announced firmly. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”



“To the Oleksandrivska Hospital. I know a surgeon there.”

“I won’t go,” Kholodny responded, stubbornly shaking his head.

“Say, why are you cleaning your cross?” the young investigator asked, hoping to distract his comrade from his fear of medical treatment.

“Cleaning my weapons soothes me.”

“So clean your pistol.”

“I’ve already done that. All that’s left is the cross.”

“Let’s go, I tell you,” Samson pleaded. “Things can’t get any worse. This lady surgeon will know exactly what to do. There may be no need to operate.”

Kholodny heaved a heavy sigh, placed the heavy cross around his neck, and lowered it under his tunic. His face still expressed painful doubt.

“I’ll tell you something interesting along the way. I have a feeling that we’ll soon have good news for Nayden—if not today, then tomorrow.”

A faint glimmer of curiosity sparked in the former priest’s eyes. He slowly rose from his desk.

* * *

They found the surgeon-princess Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits in her office.

She ordered Kholodny to strip to the waist and asked Samson to wait in the corridor. The young investigator sat down on the bench opposite the door and considered the next steps to be taken in the case of the lost soldiers. His thoughts centered on the rumors about the sole surviving Red Army man. Seeing as this supposed survivor never returned to the barracks, the idea was hardly credible. And then there was this whole business with the black caviar. Where would common soldiers get their hands on such rare goods?

He felt he should probably speak to Private Kovtun himself. Kholodny had done an excellent job of writing down his own conversation with the soldier from memory, but he still might have missed something. All the same, the notion that Spektor had celebrated his birthday at the bathhouse seemed more and more convincing to Samson. And the commander could only have hosted such a bash in one of the private steam rooms. The soldiers must have gone missing after the party. Or perhaps during it, and even because of it? Was the black caviar the cause? Vasyl’s voice swam up in Samson’s memory: The kind of product you can get killed over. But killing twenty-eight soldiers—that is no simple feat. If guns had been used, everyone would have heard the shots, and there would have been blood everywhere. Poison was the only real option. But they had probably brought their own food . . .

Samson’s bandaged right hand momentarily drew his mind away from the lost soldiers. He touched it with his left hand, felt no pain, and decided he would remove the bandage the next morning.

Perhaps the caviar had been poisoned, he thought. Where had it come from? Or was this all just barracks gossip? Klava the cleaner—that’s who would know for sure whether a party had taken place in the bathhouse, and, if so, what kind of food was left behind.






20.

Samson returned to the station alone. After examining Kholodny, the surgeon-princess came out into the corridor to report that the former priest would have to go under the knife.

The young investigator could not guess how Vera Ignatyevna had explained the need for the operation to Kholodny, but when he parted from his comrade, the latter wore the expression of a doomed man who had resigned himself to his fate.

“You can visit him in three days,” the surgeon-princess announced. “Not a moment sooner. And when you come, don’t bring any food,” she added sternly.

As luck would have it, there wasn’t a single unoccupied cab outside the Oleksandrivska Hospital. It was nearly four in the afternoon. Samson desperately wanted to conduct a surprise search of Klava’s residence at the corner of Dmytrivska and Pavlivska streets. To do this he would need, at a minimum, Nayden’s permission and a couple of soldiers. The plan was simple: to discover some of the food and possibly the clothes of the lovers who had been detained in the bathhouse, and then to pin Klava against the wall and press her for any information she could give about the day the Red Army men went missing. Of course, if people had been enjoying themselves in the other private steam rooms that day, then things would get complicated. Klava would prove useless, unless she had truly extraordinary powers of recall—powers most charwomen did not possess.

Approaching the Besarabsky Market, Samson heard the sound of a tram and took off as fast as his legs would carry him. He was fortunate. It was the number 8. The tram, its back doors open, slowed down as it turned off Kruhlo-Universytetska Street, and Samson effortlessly jumped aboard. A few minutes later, the tram turned again, this time onto Karavaevska Street, leaving behind Nikolaevsky Park, with its enormous monument to Emperor Nicholas I, who stood facing the university.

Samson had just enough time to marvel at the fact that the monument had not yet been knocked down. The fence of the botanical garden already sparkled before his eyes. He jumped—almost stepped, really—off the slowly moving tram and hurried toward the station.

* * *

On learning that Kholodny was to be operated on, Nayden pursed his lips.

“We’re short of men as it is,” he muttered.

The commander’s mood improved markedly after Samson reported on the latest developments in the bathhouse case. He approved the search of Klava’s residence, ordering the young investigator to take not two, but four soldiers with him. One would guard the entrance, while the other three would go through every nook and cranny.

“The people around the market are a thieving lot,” Nayden advised Samson. “Unfasten your holster, trust no one, and be ready for anything.” He glanced at the young investigator’s bandaged palm, bared his teeth in a sly smile, and added, “Of course, you’ve already learned that lesson. And there’s no sense in going before dusk. You won’t find anyone.”

At around eight in the evening, when the sun had not yet set but had already descended behind the suburb of Sviatoshyn, when its remaining rays were expending their final strength to paint the roofs of Kyiv’s houses yellow, Samson and four soldiers stopped at the corner of Dmytrivska and Pavlivska streets. He fixed his gaze on the left side of Dmytrivska, but saw no wooden outbuilding—neither by the nearest two-story house, nor by one farther off.

He wondered whether the changing-room attendant had mixed something up. After all, he hadn’t said that he had ever visited Klava at home. The young investigator smacked his lips in annoyance, ordered the soldiers to wait, and walked across the road to examine another yellow house. He found no outbuilding there either. Moreover, there was another two-story house abutting it, painted blue. Huffing, Samson turned to face the soldiers, but then noticed an open iron gate leading into a courtyard.

The space beyond the gate seemed oddly dark. Samson resolutely headed toward it, unfastening the top of his holster as he went. Now, he would be able to draw his pistol in a fraction of a second—or would have been able to draw it, rather, had his hand not been bandaged.

That second thought made Samson stop in the passageway just beyond the gate. He tugged at the bandage’s knot with the fingers of his left hand, then unwound it. The bandage fell to the ground. He picked it up, crumpled it into a ball, and stuffed it into his pocket. Glancing at the wound, he realized that it no longer hurt. Nor did it hurt when he wiggled his fingers. His attempt to clench a fist, however, was not so painless. He straightened his palm, but nevertheless felt more confident. Now, he really would be able to grab his pistol without delay.

The young investigator surveyed the yard. It was enclosed by a tall wooden fence. He saw a few mulberry trees on the right and a dozen thick elderberry bushes directly in front of him. Farther on, to the left, stood a wooden outbuilding with small square windows. Its walls partially retained the green paint that looked like it had been applied the previous year, or perhaps a year before that. The metal sheets of the roof showed off their rust in the tired sunlight. Two wooden steps led up to the front door, which bore a pair of massive locks. No one, it appeared, was home.



“You go behind the mulberry trees,” Samson ordered three of the soldiers, then turned to the fourth, who was clearly older than the others. “And you go to the corner across the road. As soon as you see a woman walk through the gate, shut it behind her and stand guard outside.”

“What if a man goes in?” asked the soldier.

Samson thought it over. For all he knew, Klava was married, and her husband might come home before she did.

“Whoever comes in, shut the gate, and don’t let anyone out without my permission,” Samson pronounced, somewhat less confidently. “I’ll be with them, behind the mulberry trees.” He indicated the other soldiers with his eyes, and then asked them, “Can any of you whistle loudly?”

“I can,” answered the youngest-looking one.

“Excellent,” said Samson, then turned to the soldier whom he had ordered to go out into the street. “If you hear two whistles, that means someone is running toward you. Have your rifle at the ready.”

“Shoot to kill?” the soldier asked.

“No, just to frighten. Up in the air. And if you hear one whistle, that means we need help. Come as quick as you can,” he directed, nodding toward the locked outbuilding.

The sky grew dark. The sun had descended behind the Zhytomyr woods. Samson and the three soldiers squatted down, leaning their backs against the fence. One of the soldiers took a handful of sunflower seeds from his pocket, shared it with his two comrades, and the three of them began to crack them with their teeth.

Samson sensed his own hunger, but felt it would be improper to ask the soldiers to include him.

A car drove down the street. Its rumble flew through the gate and circled the yard as if in search of an exit. All the windows were lit in the two-story house, but those of the outbuilding remained dark. The air was cooling quickly, filling with moisture.

“How long do we wait?” the soldier who knew how to whistle whispered to Samson.



“Until two in the morning, no later,” answered the investigator, suddenly wishing to see what an expression of discontent among the soldiers would look like.

The young soldier just hemmed, but calmly, indifferently. The other two seemed not to have even noticed the brief conversation.

The ensuing silence was broken by the sound of footsteps.

Samson poked the young soldier in the shoulder and whispered, “Did you hear that?”

“No,” the soldier whispered in response and shrugged.

Surprised, Samson listened close as the footsteps grew louder.

He stared impatiently at the entrance to the courtyard, then turned his eyes to the young soldier, who met his gaze and shrugged again.

It occurred to Samson that he might be picking up sounds with his severed right ear. But the ear was in his father’s study, where the windows were closed. What could be the source of these footsteps?

They grew still louder, and now the soldiers tensed up, their eyes fixed on the dark square of the passageway.

A thin figure of indeterminate gender walked briskly into the courtyard, holding either a purse or a small sack in each hand. Soon after it turned left, the wooden steps of the outbuilding creaked.

Samson determined it was Klava when he saw how carefully she placed the purses or bags on the threshold.

Keys jangled. The woman unlocked and opened the door.

The soldier who knew how to whistle rose abruptly, but Samson cooled his zeal with a wave of his hand.

The door closed behind the mistress of the outbuilding. No sounds indicated that she had bolted it from the inside. Perhaps she was planning to leave again?

The windows lit up.

“Let’s move, but quietly,” Samson commanded the soldiers in a whisper.

They reached the outbuilding without a sound, but the threshold creaked beneath their feet. The young investigator pulled at the door handle, certain that the door was unbolted, but it did not give. Sensing that they had no time to waste if they wanted to take Klava by surprise, he threw himself at the door with all his might. It swung open with a crash. Once inside, he saw he had torn a wooden latch from the jamb.

“Police!” Samson shouted, rushing forward. The soldiers, rifles in hand, hurried in after him.

Standing stock still in the middle of the outbuilding’s only room, the woman stared at the young investigator with amazement rather than fear, as if she had just witnessed a spectacular circus act. The soldiers pointed their rifles at her, but Samson turned and ordered them to stop.

“Are you Klava?” he asked the woman.

She nodded.

“What is your full name?”

“Klavdia Tarasivna Kondratenko,” she responded in a hoarse, smoke-damaged voice.

“Do you live alone?”

“I do. What is this about?”

Samson looked around the room, his gaze stopping on an oval dining table with three chairs.

“Are you sure you live alone?”

“It’s all aboveboard, all in keeping with our Soviet laws,” Klava replied, obviously having recovered from the shock of the raid and pulled herself together. “If you mean the chairs, I’m just following the rules: one is for me, one was for my late mother, and the third is for guests. You weren’t invited, but, since you’re a guest, feel free to sit down.”

“I think I will. Please, join me,” said Samson, now realizing that questioning Klava would be no cakewalk.

She glanced back at the bags she had left near the kitchen cabinet, then sat down.

The young investigator caught a questioning look from one of the soldiers and nodded vaguely in response, mentally asking him to wait for further orders.

“Do you happen to have a pencil and paper?” Samson asked, sitting down across from her.

“No, nothing like that,” she replied. “Don’t the police have anything to write with?”

Samson cast his eyes around the room again, hoping to catch the woman in a lie, but there were indeed no writing implements to be found.

“Do you clean at the Halytska bathhouse?” he asked, returning his gaze to Klava.

The woman adjusted her black blouse, over which a black flannel scarf with bright red roses draped from her shoulders. Then she looked down at her skirt, which reached just below the knees, and plucked from it some invisible bit of lint.

“I clean four bathhouses,” she answered. “And also a restaurant and a grocer’s stall.”

“I’m only interested in the Halytska bathhouse,” Samson clarified.

“But you’ve shut it down,” Klava retorted indignantly.

“You know why, don’t you?”

“I’ve heard things, but I don’t know what to believe.”

“What have you heard?”

“Something about thirty-three Bolsheviks going missing.”

“Do you know when this supposed disappearance took place?”

“All of Kyiv knows . . .”

“Did you clean the bathhouse that night?”

“I cleaned it every night, on my way back from the Karavaevska bathhouse.”

“And did you notice anything unusual?”

“Same as always. Where the ordinary folks wash—nice and easy. Where the rich scoundrels raise hell—all sorts of dirt, godawful stench, broken bottles, spit all over the floor . . .”



“You mean the private steam rooms on the first floor?”

“That’s right.”

“So, all the private steam rooms were in use that day?” Samson asked, leaning his whole body forward.

“No,” she responded, shaking her head. “I only found a mess in one of them—the big one, right next to the stairs.”

“What did you find, exactly? Food? Vodka?”

“Food, vodka, you name it . . . About twenty empty bottles alone! Another four with some left in ’em. I poured it all into one. And wine, too. Greedy bastards had brought more than they could finish.”

“What was left of the food?”

“Half a pound of ham, lots of bread, boiled eggs . . . even a little box of salt.”

“What about black caviar?”

Klava narrowed her eyes. The question clearly did not sit well with her.

“Was there any black caviar?” Samson repeated.

“Maybe a spoonful, if any. I would have eaten it right there, on the spot. When I work late, I get hungry, so I eat what I find. I’m not eager to cook for myself at two in the morning.”

“I understand,” the young investigator responded sympathetically. “But there was caviar? It’s vital for me to know.”

“Yes, there was,” she replied more decisively. “There was black caviar. And I ate what remained of it. That isn’t forbidden by Soviet law, is it? To eat what the rich leave behind?”

“No, it isn’t,” Samson confirmed. “And now let’s have a look at what you’ve brought home today,” he added, nodding toward the two small bags on the floor.

“I brought what I found!” Klava snapped back.

Samson ordered the soldiers to empty the bags onto the floor. Without even getting up from the table, he saw among the goods a piece of sausage that had fallen out of its wrapper, a pair of ladies’ leather gloves, an open, possibly empty bottle of port, and various items of clothing.

“What do we have, there?” the young investigator asked the soldiers. The one who knew how to whistle approached the pile and squatted down beside it.

“Pork fat, dirty trousers, a jumper, two bars of soap . . .”

“These are my work clothes,” Klava interjected.

“. . . two wallets,” the soldier continued.

“With money inside?” asked Samson.

“Yep, money,” the soldier answered, nodding, then continued his inventory: “A bedsheet, real fancy. Tablecloth. Candles . . .”

“Where did all this come from?” the young investigator asked Klava.

“From the Karavaevska bathhouse. Some drunks left it behind. Should I have let it go to waste?” she responded, almost hissing.

Samson too felt that the time for amicable conversation had passed—that he would have to resort to what the denizens of the Jewish Market might call “gevalt.”

“Then we are dealing with theft,” the young investigator pronounced coldly. “Will we find other stolen goods in here?” He looked around once more, trying to identify all the places where such goods might be hidden. “You two, start the search,” he said, addressing the standing soldiers. “And you,” he added, turning to the squatting whistler, “have your rifle at the ready.”

“What are we looking for?” asked one of the two.

“Anything that might have been stolen: food, clothing, purses, wallets, valuables.”

Klava leaped up from her chair and rushed to the kitchen cabinet, but her skirt turned out to be too tight. She lost her balance and fell to the floor.

The whistler quickly raised his rifle and fired a deafening shot. Samson winced as the roar burst painfully into his bare earhole. Klava stared at the barrel, her face distorted with fear. The other two soldiers froze in place, not having even begun to carry out their order.

“Aim directly at her,” Samson commanded the whistler. “And you two, get to work.”

The enthusiasm and efficiency with which the soldiers emptied the room’s cabinets, shelves, and two chests of drawers indicated to Samson that this wasn’t their first search. The fact that they seemed to take cruel pleasure in the task was not at all reprehensible. After all, they were helping to combat crime, and when crime loses its fight against justice, even the most civilized, most well-mannered citizens are allowed to gloat.

“A fur coat!” one of the searchers shouted, raising the fox-colored treasure above his head.

“Is that from the Halytska bathhouse?” Samson asked Klava, who was still sitting on the floor. “One went missing there the other day.”

The woman maintained an angry silence.

“Oh, and here’s a dandy suit!” the same soldier announced.

“Pocket watch!” exclaimed the other soldier.

Klava refused to say which of the items were her personal belongings and which had been stolen, so Samson and the soldiers had to rely on their own judgment. Luckily, they had discovered a few linen bags, into which they transferred nearly everything they found.

“But where is the food?” the young investigator wondered out loud, looking back at the woman.

“Bet she has a cellar,” the whistler suggested. “Yard’s just the place for it.”

Samson ordered the two soldiers who had conducted the search to poke around the yard. They found a cellar with an icebox under the outbuilding, from which they extracted no less than forty pounds of perishable goods, including a large two-pound tin of black caviar. The tin had been concealed under darkened pieces of ice, which showed that Klava knew perfectly well how valuable it was.



Having sent one of the soldiers to look for a cab, Samson moved a chair closer to Klava and sat down.

“Where did you get the caviar? From the large private steam room at the Halytska bathhouse?”

She kept silent.

For a long time, the cabby refused to pull into the yard. He was too afraid. In the end, the soldiers had to threaten him with a rifle. After loading the cart up with the confiscated items, they led it out to Dmytrivska Street, where they sat the woman on the side, with her back to the goods. The four Red Army men also found places on the sides, while Samson climbed onto the box, next to the cabby.

“How will you pay?” the stocky driver asked distrustfully, nervously clutching his whip.

“In rubles. Soviet rubles,” the young investigator responded.

Dmytrivska looked dead at that hour of night, but as they reached Halytska Square, it came to life. An adolescent lad suddenly dashed up to the horse and whistled directly into its ear. The horse darted to the right and the cart nearly overturned, sending Samson and the soldiers flying off onto the cobblestones. One of the rifles fired a shot as it hit the ground. The lad and all the other pedestrians scattered every which way. The cabby, who had barely managed to stay on the box, shouted at the horse at the top of his lungs. It stopped.

When the men rose to their feet, they saw that Klava had vanished.

The soldiers stared at the young investigator in confusion.

“We’ll arrange an ambush at her home tomorrow,” Samson said calmly. “Fugitives always return home. Now, let’s go,” he ordered, turning to the cabby.

After the soldiers climbed back onto the cart, it moved off again.






21.

What do you all think you’re doing?” Vasyl asked the soldiers as they carried bag after bag of stolen goods into the evidence room. “Where am I supposed to fit all this?”

Samson yawned. Fatigue and hunger competed within him. He sympathized with Vasyl, who was also likely in need of sleep. Their arrival had forced him up from the bench on which he had probably been dozing. The poor man had even gotten out a wadded blanket in a cover of coarse red calico.

“No, you can’t leave that here!” the evidence-room commandant continued to protest.

He retrieved a thick ledger, opened it roughly in the middle, then took a pen and inkwell out of his desk.

“Sit yourself down and list everything,” he grumbled, glaring at Samson. Then, turning to the open door, he asked, “Where did they go?”

“There’s more down there. Food.”

“Thank God for that,” Vasyl sighed, shaking his head. “Food, we don’t have to list.”

Despite his threats to make Samson fill out the evidence ledger himself, Vasyl took pity on the yawning investigator. He sat down at his desk and began to move the pen across the paper.

“We left the food downstairs with the fellow on duty, like you ordered,” the whistling soldier reported, peeking into the room. “Are we free to go, now?”

“You are. And thank you,” Samson responded. Then, he began to dictate the contents of the bags to Vasyl.

“Keep the fur coat and the suit close at hand,” the young investigator directed, after completing the inventory. “I’ll summon the owners tomorrow. That will clear up some space.”

“Oh, sure, plenty of space,” the evidence-room commandant muttered. “And they won’t come for that fur coat, either. How many times have we summoned victims to retrieve their goods? No one ever comes. Too afraid to claim their own things.”

Samson didn’t wish to argue, but for some reason he felt that neither the suit nor the fur coat would long remain in the evidence room.

The inventory behind them, Vasyl and Samson went down to the ground floor and carried the bags of food into the root cellar.

“That’s black caviar,” Samson explained, pointing to the large blue tin. “We’d better hide it in the back.”

“Don’t you worry; no one’s ever pinched anything from here.”

Before leaving the station, Samson went up to his office—and froze right at the door. A foreign object on his desk glowed almost phosphorescently in the dark. His hand rose to the light switch. The lamp on the ceiling flared up uncertainly, dimly.

Right in the center of the desktop lay a postal envelope of fine snow-white paper, bearing a clumsy ink inscription: To Investigator Samson Kolechko.

Surprise swept away his fatigue. Samson pulled from the envelope a sheet of paper folded in half, at the top of which were printed the words: Kyiv Jewish Hospital. 1 Baggovutivska Street.



The image of Dr. Trattner, with his roguish smile, immediately swam up in Samson’s memory. The letter read:


Dear Mr. Kolechko,

Finding you absent, I leave you this letter with an invitation to meet tomorrow at 5 o’clock in the afternoon at your favorite tavern at the Jewish Market.

Sincerely yours,

Luc Jacobson



The letter left Samson feeling more perplexed than ever. Perplexity called for deep thought, but the young investigator was far too tired to think. He placed both the envelope and letter back on his desk, flicked off the light, and closed the door behind him.

* * *

Returning home half asleep, Samson pulled off his boots in the hallway, so as not to wake Nadezhda with his heavy steps. He walked barefoot to the living-room table. A geometric reflection of the moon fell onto the parquet through the uncurtained windows.

The young investigator removed his belt and holster, hanging them on the back of a chair, then undressed before going into the bedroom. Inside, he sat down on the edge of the bed. The curtains were drawn, so the darkness was impenetrable to the eye. He lay down slowly and carefully, slid in under the blanket, and reached gently toward his wife, hoping to draw comfort from her warmth. But his hand failed to find her. Nadezhda wasn’t there. Dumbfounded, Samson ran his hand over her pillow. It was smooth and cold.

“Where is she?” he asked himself in a whisper, sitting up and lowering his bare feet to the floor.

Soon, he was dressed again, tightening the belt and holster around his waist. After putting on his boots, he went down to the street.



He decided not to wake the widow unnecessarily and left the door to the house slightly open. There was no danger of anyone sneaking in, as he didn’t go very far—only out to the middle of the road, to listen to the noises of the city.

Zhylianska, however, was silent and motionless. This silence weighed heavily on Samson. He peered in the direction from which Nadezhda usually came home from work, and saw nothing stir. The picture of the moonlit street before Samson’s eyes remained unchanged, as if some unknown artist had committed it to canvas once and for all.

Just in case, he looked back at the widow’s apartment, thinking that, if her windows were lit, he would ask her to bolt the door and wait for his return. Then, he would set off for the Bureau of Statistics, knowing that he would be met by a sleepy Red Army guard who had been ordered to let no one inside. But even a brief talk with this soldier might bring some clarity to the situation.

Unfortunately, the windows were dark. No surprise. It was, after all, one in the morning.

Then it occurred to him that, if he were to close the door, which was usually bolted, no would suspect that it was unlocked. There wasn’t a soul to see him do it.

Samson stared at the entrance, then whispered, “It’s only a few minutes. There and back.”

He closed the door and walked off to the right, stepping as softly as possible, so as not to alert all of Zhylianska to his presence with the clinking of his metal heel taps.

A cool gust of wind struck him at the corner of Kuznetska Street, bringing with it the sound of distant footsteps. They were irregular, lacking rhythm, crowding together and drowning each other out.

Samson stopped. The gust died down, and it was now easier to make out the irregular tapping. Two people were walking, out of step. He had suspected it was a patrol and was somewhat relieved that it clearly was not.



A minute or so later, the ghost of a woman’s voice reached Samson, sounding rather like Nadezhda’s. He strained to listen and picked up a fragment of another voice, this one a man’s. It was impossible to hear what either of them was saying, but the tone of their conversation was calm, leisurely. So was the pace at which they walked.

No, he thought, it wasn’t Nadezhda, and he grew worried again.

Not wanting to be noticed by the approaching couple, lest they think him a bandit lying in wait, the young investigator ducked into the recessed entrance of the nearest building.

“Doesn’t he tire you?” said a familiar man’s voice.

“Not at all!” a woman’s voice responded.

Samson shuddered and pressed his back against the locked oak door. Past him walked Nadezhda and the man with the familiar voice. She was carrying a bulging briefcase, which puzzled her husband still further. The pair stopped somewhere close by.

“I can walk the rest of the way on my own,” Nadezhda said rather sternly.

“Let me accompany you to the door,” the man insisted. “It isn’t safe out here.”

“Alright,” Nadezhda gave in. And they continued down the street.

After waiting a bit, Samson stepped out from his hiding place and looked around the corner. Nadezhda and her companion were approaching the door he had left unbolted.

Now, she would wake the widow, the young investigator supposed, and the man would step aside so that the widow wouldn’t notice him. He walked up the opposite side of the street, never taking his eyes off them.

Yet, Nadezhda and her companion remained standing in front of the door, continuing their conversation. The briefcase rested on the pavement at her feet. Samson could no longer catch a single sound. Had they switched to a whisper? Why?

He was now almost directly opposite them, leaning against a wall. He saw Nadezhda glance up at the widow’s flat, then check the door. She was clearly pleased to discover that it wasn’t bolted.

The man nodded to her several times, saying goodbye, then headed back up the street.

Samson hoped she wouldn’t bolt the door behind her. As soon as he saw the light come on in their living-room windows, he ran across the street and tried the handle. The door gave way.

Bolting the door behind him, Samson went up to their flat. The living room was now dark again. The silence, which Samson had not expected, aroused suspicion and concern.

Once again, he pulled off his boots, undressed by the chair, and walked barefoot into the bedroom.

Pulling back the edge of the curtain to let in a sliver of moonlight, he saw Nadezhda’s head on the pillow. He let go of the curtain and climbed into bed as carefully as he had before, but this time his hand did not seek his wife’s warmth.

The only thing he managed to think before fatigue plunged him into the abyss of sleep was that Nadezhda could not have dozed off so quickly. No more than a couple of minutes had passed since the moment she drew the blanket over herself.

* * *

When he awoke, Nadezhda was gone, but the warmth of her body lingered underneath the light blanket.

As Samson sat up in bed, he regretted that his wife hadn’t said goodbye before leaving. Suddenly, the sharp sound of a window being thrown open made him wince. This was followed by the patter of hurried footsteps, then a door being slammed.

Why, the young investigator wondered, had she gone into his father’s study? He ran his fingers along the edge of his bare earhole, then looked at the back of his hand. The wound was healing.

He walked into the living room in his underwear. A fresh, damp breeze from the open windows enveloped his body. He dressed quickly, leaving his belt and holster on the back of the chair. The kerosene stove hissed in the kitchen.

They breakfasted on barley porridge drizzled with sunflower oil, washing it down with tea.

“We need to air out the flat before the guests arrive,” Nadezhda explained. “There’s an odd stench in your father’s study, so strong I nearly fainted! And everything is covered with dust. I’ll do a thorough clean on Sunday morning.”

Samson looked attentively at his wife, in her light green dressing gown, and nodded as she spoke, but he was thinking of something else—namely, of the man who had walked her to the door the previous night.

“Were these part of your rations?” he asked, indicating the pearl barley and the bottle of sunflower oil.

“Yes, together with some sugar, salt, a pound of flour, two pounds of potatoes, and two bars of soap,” she responded. “I had nothing to carry them in, so I borrowed my chief’s briefcase.”

“So that was Poddomov who saw you home last night?” Samson inquired. “I didn’t recognize him!”

“Oh, did you see us?” Nadezhda asked in response, sounding surprised but not at all flustered. “Yes, he insisted on it. Refused to let me go alone with a briefcase full of rations. Galya Savchenko was robbed the day before yesterday, just a few steps away from the Bureau. She had been taking her rations home. Me, I would have shot those thieves on the spot.”

“Yes,” Samson agreed. “We need to be tougher with such people. Just yesterday, a thieving charwoman ran off after we arrested her . . . I don’t think she was the least bit afraid that we might shoot her. But why run if you can’t go home? Where will she go now? Will she have her friends hide her?”



“None of them fears us,” Nadezhda commented, her expression turning quite serious. “They say straight out that, when the Germans return and reinstall Hetman Skoropadskyi, they’ll put us all in prison.”

“Who said that?”

“One of the boatmen. His vessel was confiscated after he maliciously interfered with our efforts to inventory the river transport.”

Samson peered anxiously into his wife’s eyes. “You really ought to be careful. A person like that might try to take revenge.”

“Not this one. The Chekists took him away. We bring them out with us, these days.”

Now, the young investigator was grateful that Nadezhda’s chief had escorted her home.

“You haven’t forgotten about this evening, have you?” she asked.

“Of course not. Comrade Nayden promised to come. I asked the Chinese merchant at the market to pass a note with my address to Li Yin Jun. With Kholodny in the hospital, we shouldn’t expect anyone else to come.”

“Except for my parents!” Nadezhda reminded him. “They’re bringing liqueur.”

Samson nodded, but his face took on a confused expression.

“What is it?” his wife asked worriedly.

“I remembered something—a very odd letter,” he answered. “From the criminal who shot me and was released from prison by request of the Belgian consul. He asked me to meet him today, at five in the afternoon.”

“He wrote you a letter?”

“Left it right on the desk in my office!”

“At the police station?” Nadezhda asked, her eyes widening.

“Yes—and he had the nerve to mock me, too. He wants to meet where my hand was slashed. Called it my ‘favorite tavern.’ ”

“The scoundrel! What does he want from you?”



“Don’t know. He recently persuaded some soldiers at the station to steal for him. They took his suit and the silver bone.”

“Then you ought to arrest him,” advised Nadezhda. “Then and there.”

“Not in the tavern,” Samson responded, shaking his head. “But perhaps outside. Then again, if I did, I’d have to write up a statement, interrogate him . . .”

“Can’t someone else conduct the interrogation?”

“As I say, Kholodny’s in the hospital. There’s no one else I can ask.”






22.

As he listened to Samson, Nayden kept glancing back at the window. Large drops of rain were beating against it. The commander clearly didn’t like the weather any more than he liked what the young investigator had to say.

“You should have taken five or six soldiers instead,” he said, when Samson had finished his report. “Then that slattern wouldn’t have given you the slip. When will Kholodny be released?”

“I’ll find out when I visit him today.”

“Vasyl!” Nayden shouted at the top of his voice, glaring at the closed door to his office.

About half a minute passed before it swung open and the evidence-room commandant appeared on the threshold, huffing and puffing.

“At your service, Comrade Nayden,” he announced.

“Kolechko is going to see Kholodny at the hospital. We need to whip up a care package. Who knows what they’re feeding him there . . .”

“Understood,” said Vasyl.

“Comrade Nayden, we can’t,” Samson protested. “They operated on his stomach. The doctor told me explicitly that I cannot bring food.”

“Did she say anything about liquids?” Nayden asked, staring into the young investigator’s eyes.



“No.”

The commander returned his gaze to Vasyl, giving him a nod and a wink. The evidence-room commandant responded in kind and left the office.

“There is one more matter to discuss. An urgent one,” Samson said, lowering his voice to attract greater attention. “Luc Jacobson has asked to meet with me today, at a tavern. It was for him that the soldier stole the suit and the silver bone from the station.”

“Is that so?” asked Nayden, seeming genuinely stunned. “That’s a new one—a criminal inviting an investigator out for a drink . . . How do you plan to handle this?”

“He must be arrested. But not in the tavern. Afterward.”

“Why not before?”

“Because then I might never learn why he invited me in the first place,” Samson explained.

“You’re right,” the commander responded, nodding and biting his lower lip. “Take six soldiers. Position two across from the front door, and two on either side of the tavern. They’ll grab him when he comes out.”

“But we’ll be coming out together,” Samson objected, picturing the scene. “Shouldn’t they grab him after we say our goodbyes?”

“Don’t you want to take part in the arrest? It was you he shot, man! And it was your office his accomplice robbed!”

“If we were to do it before entering the tavern, perhaps,” Samson spoke uncertainly. “But to talk to him over a drink, and then to place a gun to his forehead? That seems . . . uncivil . . .”

“Uncivil?” Nayden repeated, and burst out laughing. “You really are something, you know that? The things you come out with!”

Samson knew that he had expressed himself badly. He simply could not find the right words.

“I really am curious as to why he invited me,” he said calmly, gazing into Nayden’s eyes. “What if he wants to share information that might be useful to us?”



“That doesn’t change a thing,” Nayden responded, with a wave of the hand. “We can collect the information, then throw the informant in jail.”

“All the same, I would prefer it if the soldiers carried out the arrest without my participation,” the young investigator declared a bit more confidently. “That would make it easier for me to interrogate him. What if he knows something about the missing Red Army men? That might even be his reason for wanting to see me.”

The commander contemplated the proposal for a minute or two before opening his mouth again.

“Alright,” he exhaled. “We’ll do it your way. You come right back from the tavern and record your conversation. The soldiers will deal with the bastard themselves. Then, the two of us will go enjoy some birthday borscht.”

* * *

The cabbies were especially accommodating that day, likely due to the rain, which kept a great many potential passengers off the streets.

Kholodny’s face was pale, but, when he laid eyes on his partner, he smiled like a child at the sight of his beloved grandmother.

The spacious ward was crowded with beds, all of them occupied. To the left of the former priest lay a man with an earthy complexion. His eyes were closed. One might have thought him a corpse, had his chest not been rising and falling peacefully.

“Well, how are you?” asked Samson, standing at the foot of his comrade’s bed.

“Barely even hurts,” Kholodny responded, looking down at the rough gray blanket over his belly. “Just starving is all. They won’t let me eat a thing.”

“Here, from Vasyl,” Samson said, handing his friend a flask of vodka.

The former priest glanced around nervously as he slipped the gift under the blanket.



“When will they let you out?”

“In three days, Vera Ignatyevna told me. There isn’t enough space for everyone. She said I’ll be able to walk, but, for the first month, running is strictly prohibited.”

“Understood,” Samson responded, nodding. “Alright, I have to run back to the station. We have no end of work today.”

* * *

At half past four, the Jewish Market still resounded with overlapping voices, though not as loudly as it usually did before midday. The Chinese merchant Yu no longer advertised his dried pigs’ ears by shouting that now familiar word, “Zhu-er-duo!” Yet, he still stood at his stall, and at that moment he was talking to a Chinese customer. Samson watched them for several minutes, unnoticed, peering over the shoulders of jostling peddlers. He saw Yu hand the customer two small newspaper bundles and receive money in return.

The banknotes looked unusual, and Samson wondered whether some new currency had been issued. His curiosity was piqued, but only momentarily. His mind was occupied by the far weightier, more consequential mystery of the Belgian swindler’s invitation.

After positioning the soldiers and explaining to them once more how and when to act, the young investigator entered the tavern.

A heavy, sour odor struck his nose, causing him to wince. He stopped two steps from the counter and looked around—no sign of Jacobson.

“Ah, good evening,” said the familiar barman, and, with a gesture of feigned hospitality, pointed him to the very table where he had been attacked.

Samson’s eyes immediately darted under the table, and it seemed to him that the wound on the back of his hand began to ache, as if imploring him not to return to that dangerous seat. He understood, of course, that every seat in the tavern was dangerous for a uniformed investigator with a pistol in his holster.



“Sit, sit,” the barman insisted. “Someone will come to take your order. In the meantime, would you like a mug of Table Beer? Or did you enjoy the Bavarian you had last time?”

The bitter taste returned to his tongue. “Table Beer,” he responded.

The barman grinned and walked away.

From his seat, Samson looked around again. The tavern was sparsely populated, and the patrons looked relatively decent, with the exception of a young fellow who sat at the table closest to the counter. He had clearly taken a beating. His face was badly swollen. In front of him stood a mug of beer, but in his hand he held a shot glass of vodka, somewhat hesitantly. A mug of beer was lowered onto the investigator’s table.

He took out his watch and checked the time—three minutes past five.

A sip revealed that Table Beer was far nicer than what he had drunk last time.

“Pleasure to see you,” a familiar foreign voice sounded behind him.

Samson twitched and turned around. There stood Jacobson, wearing the suit that had only recently hung on a tailor’s dummy at the station.

The Belgian swindler sat down at the table. “Good of you to come. I have long wanted to talk.” Jacobson’s Russian had improved markedly, but he had not lost his accent.

“Yes, hello,” Samson pronounced cautiously, tensely. He was puzzled. How had Jacobson ended up behind him? He was seated at the corner table again, so the Belgian would have had to pass him first. “What did you want to talk about?” he asked.

“First, I must show you the credentials,” the Belgian responded, pulling out a number of papers from the inside pocket of his jacket and handing them to the young investigator.

Samson read the first: This is to certify that Luc Jeanovich Jacobson is indeed a secret agent of the All-Ukrainian Extraordinary Committee (Cheka) for special assignments. This document was signed by none other than Abyazov, as was the second: Comrade Jacobson has the right to carry weapons and walk the streets of Kyiv at any time of the day or night. And the third: I order representatives of the army, police, and all Soviet institutions to render assistance to Comrade Jacobson in the fulfillment of his duties. Comrade Jacobson’s property is exempt from requisitions and confiscations. All three documents bore the red stamp of the All-Ukrainian Extraordinary Committee.

Samson’s rational processes ground to a halt, his mind sagging under the weight of what he had just read. He was unable to respond.

“I see you are confused,” Jacobson said with a light note of irony in his voice.

“You . . . know Abyazov?” Samson squeezed out.

“Ah, I know him very well!”

“Is he aware that you stole a suit and almost four pounds of silver from the police?”

“But it is my suit and my bone,” the Belgian protested, his round face expressing extreme displeasure. “I am the victim of crimes. My uncle was murdered and my possessions were taken from me. The suit, it has returned to its owner—that is all,” he declared, gradually calming down. He lowered his gaze to his right sleeve and stroked the fabric.

“Alright, the suit belongs to you,” Samson reluctantly agreed. “But you must give us back the silver bone. It is the proper thing to do.”

“Impossible,” the Belgian responded, smiling wryly, and lowered his gaze again—not to his sleeve, but to his right leg.

“You mean they’ve actually done it? They’ve replaced your femur?” the young investigator asked, incredulous. “Who? That fraud Trattner?”

“He is no fraud,” Jacobson answered, shaking his head.

“The usual, Luc Jeanovich?” the barman asked, looming over the table.

“Yes, Severin, please,” the Belgian answered, glancing up at the barman, then returning his gaze to his interlocutor. “You are—how you say?—a poor judge of character.”

“I’m a poor judge?” the young investigator repeated, dumbfounded. “It is Comrade Abyazov who can’t judge properly. What does he need a person like you for?”

“Everyone needs foreign experts, these days,” Jacobson stated firmly.

“And you fancy yourself an expert?” Samson asked sarcastically.

“I am foreign,” the Belgian replied in an even tone. “That means I am an expert. Please, do not be angry. I am not running away. I have come to you myself.”

“Why? What is it that you want?”

“To offer my help. I feel indebted to you. Do you need help?”

The young investigator was at a loss. He had the creeping suspicion that Jacobson wished to learn something from him—something quite specific.

“What kind of help can you provide?” he asked, not without a hint of sarcasm.

“Perhaps you are seeking some information?”

The air in the tavern, which was still largely empty at this early hour, underwent a strange transformation. The usual sour, slightly nauseating smell of bad beer was suddenly augmented by a familiar noble aroma. Samson sniffed as he turned to the counter. All became clear. The barman was approaching their table with something strikingly small grasped in his bearlike hands.

A moment later, he placed a blue porcelain cup of coffee in front of the Belgian. The item looked extremely out of place.

“Thank you, Severin,” Jacobson cooed.

The barman’s face beamed with pride. He evidently took special pleasure in satisfying the exotic desires of foreigners.

“You don’t drink beer?” the young investigator asked, somewhat surprised.

“First, that is not beer,” the Belgian responded, glaring disdainfully at Samson’s mug. “Second, I do not drink alcohol. I prefer to see the world soberly, both day and night. And third, if you do not need any information from the Cheka, then forgive me for troubling you . . . Goodbye.”



Jacobson took a sip of coffee, clicked his tongue, and sighed.

Samson watched him closely, still unable to assimilate all he had learned. One fact was clear: the Belgian had on his person actual documents from the All-Ukrainian Extraordinary Committee, signed by Abyazov. Could Abyazov have issued such documents to an amateur foreign rogue? Samson had no concrete answer, but, judging by what he knew, Abyazov would have likely responded in the negative. What did that imply? It implied that Jacobson might not be the fool and swindler Samson had at first taken him to be. Who was he, then? Here was a man who had nearly become a victim of the Red Army bandits whom he himself had hired to commit robberies. He had also somehow convinced a soldier attached to the police station to steal material evidence. Without a doubt, he had some criminal and psychological tricks up his sleeve. Was that enough to secure him a place with the Cheka?

“You understand,” Jacobson spoke again, his voice now sounding less friendly than ingratiating, “as an agent of the Cheka, I have acquired much information, even information about you. I only wish to be useful . . .”

“Luc Jeanovich,” Samson began, adopting a pleasant mien, “I do have one question . . .”

Jacobson leaned in, a spark of heightened attention lighting up his eyes.

“Would you be able to find out if a case of theft has occurred recently—one involving black caviar? And, if such an incident has taken place, who is handling the investigation? The police or the Cheka?”

“Ah, you have understood my capabilities,” Jacobson responded, his lips relaxing into a calm smile.

He finished his coffee, and it was obvious that he was preparing to leave. Samson suddenly wanted to see him rise to his feet and walk. Would he still have his limp? But then he remembered the Red Army men positioned outside, who had orders to arrest the Belgian and deliver him to the station. The plan had to be called off—but how?



“I will leave a note for you with the guard at the station,” Jacobson promised.

“Wait, allow me to walk you to your cab,” Samson suggested.

“Gladly.” The Belgian nodded. “It is waiting for me on Stolypin Street.”

They left the tavern together, and Samson led Jacobson to the corner of Halytska Square and Stolypin Street, from where the sound of a neighing horse reached his ears.

The baffled Red Army men huddled together and followed about ten paces behind them, rifles in hand.

Jacobson looked back at the soldiers, then gave Samson an ironic glance.

“You have nothing to fear,” he said. “Next time, come alone. I promise I will not shoot at you again.”






23.

Angered by Samson’s failure to arrest Jacobson, Nayden refused to celebrate his subordinate’s birthday over borscht. The real reason was clear, but he instead cited extreme fatigue and the need to prepare certain documents for the commissariat.

Before dismissing Samson, he gave him a cardboard box of Mauser cartridges as a gift.

“Happy birthday,” he pronounced dryly. “Don’t take offense. I’m just not in a celebratory mood. We’ll have a drink when we close the case of the missing soldiers.”

Samson left the cartridges in his desk and walked home unencumbered.

The front entrance was unbolted. Nadezhda’s parents came into the hallway as he was pulling off his boots, greeted Samson with tender words, and returned to the living room.

A minute later, the young investigator himself entered the living room and his nose immediately picked up the warm, viscous scent of borscht. Nadezhda was apparently still busy in the kitchen, but her parents and Dr. Vatrukhin were at the table. The doctor stood up, his eyes bright with joy.



“Happy birthday, dear Samson!” he boomed, then he looked at the bag at his feet, bent down, and reached inside.

Samson nodded and hurried into the bedroom to change his clothes.

He emerged wearing the trousers of his high-school uniform and a blue linen shirt. The doctor, who had been waiting, now approached him ceremoniously.

“Dear Samson, permit me to embrace you,” he said solemnly, and raised his hands above the young man’s head.

Samson extended his own hands, but then he saw that Vatrukhin was about to place a large garland of dried ceps around his neck. The aroma of the mushrooms blended with that of the borscht. There was no way to dodge the garland. The doctor then hugged the young man, causing several mushrooms to crumble and fall onto the parquet.

“Thank you, Nikolay Nikolaevich, thank you,” Samson stammered, taking a step back and freeing himself from the embrace.

“You needn’t thank me,” Vatrukhin responded, also stepping back. “I’m so very glad that fate has brought us together, despite the circumstances under which it has done so. Let us drink to your health!”

He looked back at the table, where Trofim Sigismundovich and Lyudmila Nikanorovna sat with shot glasses of liqueur in their hands.

Nadezhda hurried into the living room. She wore the sundress she had recently acquired in exchange for three sacks of firewood. The scent of borscht in the air intensified as she lowered a metal tray bearing a lidded yellow saucepan onto the table.

Samson and the doctor took their seats, and Nadezhda began to ladle the borscht into bowls.

The bowls in front of two unoccupied chairs remained empty.

Samson noticed that the two chairs were not their own. They had probably been borrowed from the neighbors.

“Commander Nayden will not be joining us,” he said quietly.

His gaze fell on the two pigs’ ears that floated like half-sunken boats in his bowl of borscht. He wished Nadezhda had cut them into pieces, but the sight of them clearly did not bother her parents or the doctor. They were patiently awaiting the toast.

At last, Nadezhda sat down and picked up her glass, which Vatrukhin had obligingly filled.

“My dear husband and comrade,” she began, looking tenderly at Samson. “I wish you a happy birthday! May you be brave, may you be hale, and send our enemies to jail!”

The liqueur was stronger than Samson had expected, but, after draining half of her glass, Nadezhda showed not the slightest hint of disgust or dissatisfaction with the taste.

The door to the hallway had remained open, so everyone turned their heads when they heard a knock.

Samson hurried to the front door, opened it, and saw Li Yin Jun in his Red Army uniform.

“It’s so good to see you!” Samson exclaimed sincerely. “Please, come in!”

Li Yin Jun left his rifle and boots in the hallway, but carried the paper package he had brought into the living room.

“The comrade was late—he must take a penalty drink,” Nadezhda’s father cheerfully declared.

“But he was on duty,” Samson said, trying to defend his Chinese friend.

“If I must, I will,” Li Yin Jun pronounced in a perfectly calm, friendly tone, having already taken his seat at the table.

Trofim Sigismundovich filled the soldier’s glass and peered questioningly into his face.

“To Comrade San Son!” the soldier exclaimed, and raised his glass. After downing the drink, he again looked up at Nadezhda’s father, whom he assumed to be the master of ceremonies.

Interpreting the look correctly, Trofim Sigismundovich refilled Li Yin Jun’s glass, together with all the other glasses on the table.



Nadezhda ladled borscht into the new guest’s bowl. He got three pigs’ ears and stared at them with great interest.

“Borscht?” he asked.

“Yes, proper Ukrainian borscht!” the hostess responded proudly.

“With ears?” he mused more than asked, trying to fish one out with a spoon. It proved too big, so he picked up a knife and fork and cut it into three pieces right in the bowl. Placing a piece in his mouth, he began to chew with relish.

“That’s just what we call our traditional borscht—‘borscht with ears’!” Nadezhda’s mother offered.

“No, but that’s different. Those ‘ears’ are just little dumplings,” Nadezhda explained.

“Very tasty,” Li Yin Jun averred. “I did not know one could prepare it like this.”

“We’ll call it ‘borscht à la Chinoise’!” the doctor joked.

“Good name,” Li Yin Jun replied, nodding. Turning to Samson, he asked, “Are these ears from Yu at the market?”

“Yes, the very ones you gave me,” the young investigator confirmed. “What does he call them? Zhu-er-duo?”

“Zhu-er-duo,” Li Yin Jun repeated, nodding. “But, for the borscht to be truly Chinese, we need hot peppers. Do you have hot peppers?” he asked Nadezhda.

“I’m afraid not . . .”

“No problem,” the soldier replied cheerfully, and dug his hand into his trouser pocket. Samson was surprised at how deep the pocket seemed to be.

Finally, Li Yin Jun pulled out a bag roughly the size of his palm, untied the coarse thread that held it closed, and laid three small burgundy-colored peppers on the table.

He then picked one up, raised it over his bowl, and ground it into a red dust. The pepper, it turned out, had been dried. After stirring it in, be brought a spoonful to his lips, and joy lit up his face.



“Now, it is à la Chinoise! Try it,” he said, turning to Samson.

Samson scooped up some of Li Yin Jun’s borscht, placed the spoon in his mouth, and immediately felt a fire break out. All was aflame—his tongue, his gums, and, most of all, his larynx. Yet, he continued to chew through the burning, sensing that the pigs’ ears had taken on a new and intense, even salvational flavor. Half-salty and half-sweet, they battled to defeat the merciless red pepper that was trying to consolidate its position in every crevice of his mouth, like a soldier in a trench.

Samson’s hand reached for his shot glass of its own accord. He tipped the liqueur into his mouth and immediately realized that half measures would not do. Dashing into the bathroom, he filled a mug with water from the basin and drank it in one gulp. He then rinsed his mouth and watched with some alarm as dozens of red flakes disappeared down the drain along with the water.

When he returned to the table, there were tears in his eyes.

“That’s some pepper,” he said to Li Yin Jun in a friendly tone. “We usually season borscht with garlic.”

“Garlic is good,” the soldier agreed. “I eat it for breakfast.”

Trofim Sigismundovich gazed at Li Yin Jun’s bowl, mesmerized.

“Try it,” Li Yin Jun urged. “Real Chinese borscht.”

Nadezhda’s father glanced doubtfully at Samson’s flushed face, scooped up an exceedingly small quantity of peppery borscht, held his shot glass at the ready, and brought the spoon to his lips. He grimaced, but quickly wiped the frightened expression from his face. There was still a bit of borscht left in the spoon. He looked around. It seemed to Samson that he wanted to empty the spoon discreetly onto the floor, but, in the end, he lowered it into his own bowl, stirred the contents thoroughly, and, now a little more boldly, slipped another half-spoonful into his mouth.

“In moderation, very tasty indeed,” he said, scooping up the next spoonful along with a piece of ear.



Samson also cut the ears in his serving into small pieces and enjoyed their delicate taste in the absence of red pepper. He was soon done and was about to ask for more when Nadezhda herself offered to refill everyone’s bowls. All agreed.

The birthday supper was capped with tea and jam. Li Yin Jun surprised the others once more, scooping a bit of jam into a saucer and crumbling into it another dried pepper. He evidently enjoyed this sweet and spicy concoction a great deal, washing it down with tea.

Everyone stared at the soldier with curiosity, but no one dared ask to try the dish. Li Yin Jun himself had apparently decided not to offer them the chance to experience another new flavor. Samson’s face, which still looked like a red buoy floating off the coast of Odesa, warned the others against seeking further culinary thrills.

When the tea was finished, the doctor was the first to excuse himself. Li Yin Jun volunteered to escort him home, which pleased Vatrukhin very much. The hour was late, not especially propitious for solitary walks.

Nadezhda’s parents decided to stay.

“You can take our bedroom,” Nadezhda told her mother. “We’ll sleep in Samson’s old room.”

Trofim Sigismundovich and Lyudmila Nikanorovna retired a few minutes later. Samson and Nadezhda were alone at the table. Samson did not feel like going to sleep. He was excited and strangely cheerful, thanks either to the sense that the celebration had gone off without a hitch, or to the effects of the pepper. Nor did Nadezhda look tired. Samson was about to start a conversation when the light went out. The electricity had stopped flowing.

“I’ll be right back,” he whispered.

He fetched some matches from the kitchen, moved a three-branch candelabra from the windowsill to the table, and lit the candles. The flickering flames lent a peaceful, magical air to the atmosphere.

“Oh, look—your Chinese comrade forgot something,” Nadezhda said, having noticed the paper package lying on the floor where Li Yin Jun had sat.

The young investigator bent down and lifted the package onto the table.

“Rather light,” he said. “There’s an inscription.”

He brought it closer to the candles.

“Happy birthday, San Son,” he read out loud.

He opened it, stuck his hand inside, and pulled out a long garland alternately strung with dried peppers and pigs’ ears, both of which had been part of their special supper.

Nadezhda laughed.

“Why do they all bring garlands?” she asked, touching the dried mushrooms that still adorned her husband’s chest. “Let me hang this one on you, too. You’ll look splendid, I just know it.”

She gently placed the peppers and ears around Samson’s neck. His nose picked up a surprising mixture of aromas, each pronounced and persistent, each declaring itself loudly, if that word can be applied to scents. The peppers infused the air with a certain alluring threat, the smell of the mushrooms summoned one into the autumn forest, while the dried ears reminded one that the whole world was filled with meat—that this meat might walk, crawl, or fly, but would in the end become food or soil.

“You look like a beautiful maiden from Tahiti,” Nadezhda said, gazing lovingly at her husband. “I saw photographs of them in a magazine.”

“Beautiful maidens usually have two ears,” Samson replied with a smile, then carefully removed both garlands from his neck and carried them into the kitchen.

When he returned, he saw his wife watching the flames dance atop the candles. She looked enchanted.

“Sit down,” she whispered to him.

He felt her whispering voice to be in perfect harmony with the intimate lighting.



Sweet silence hung over the living room for several minutes. The triple aroma of the garlands had largely faded, but hints of it lingered. Strangely, Samson felt he could taste all three flavors on his tongue.

He fixed his gaze on Nadezhda. It seemed to him that she was waiting for him to break the silence. In the candlelit air, her eyes looked moist and attentive.

“Thank you for remembering my birthday,” Samson began in a gentle voice. “I would have let it slip by. I’ve been so busy lately, so confused. Some things have been hard to comprehend, others hard to accept. And I still don’t know whether I’ve made the right moves . . .”

Nadezhda gazed at him inquisitively, stared, and listened. Her eyes seemed to say, Tell me more, don’t stop. Was she merely listening to his voice, the native music of her domestic life? No, Samson believed that she was genuinely interested in his words.

He told her about his meeting with Jacobson and the Belgian’s offer.

“Do you think I was right to agree?” he asked.

“Of course you were,” Nadezhda said approvingly. “As long as the information is reliable, its source is irrelevant. We receive anonymous reports all the time. Just the other day, we confiscated two boats thanks to one such report.”

“You’ve begun to confiscate boats?”

“Only when people try to hide them. If the owners are honest, we simply register the boats and leave them where they are. As it should be.”

“Listen, why do you think Abyazov would enlist Jacobson?”

“Perhaps he noticed some special talent,” Nadezhda suggested.

“Yes, he’s certainly talented, in his way,” Samson agreed. “Let’s see whether these talents of his will be of use to me.”

* * *

To ensure that Nadezhda got enough sleep before rising early for work, Samson decided not to trouble her with his presence on the narrow single bed. He took a blanket and pillow and settled down on the couch in his father’s study. Yet sleep would not come. For a long time, he lay on his side, thinking about the day behind him and the day before that, about his birthday supper, and about Nadezhda.

His wife had reacted far more positively to the news about Jacobson than had Nayden, who at first all but shouted that Samson had thwarted an arrest. The commander’s fury, however, was soon stifled by the young investigator’s argument that it was simply impossible to arrest a secret agent of the Cheka, who carried on his person three documents signed by Abyazov. Only then did Nayden express interest in what the Belgian had said.

“I believe he wanted to apologize for stealing the suit and the bone, and he offered to repay us by serving as an informant. And he also feels guilty about shooting me,” Samson explained.

The commander grew a bit nervous.

“Isn’t an informant in the Cheka too dangerous a luxury?” he asked.

“Well, we aren’t digging into the Cheka, exactly—we’re just working our case, following the clues,” Samson objected.

“If Abyazov finds out that the Belgian secretly offered us his help, they’ll shoot him,” Nayden thought out loud.

“What if Abyazov himself sent him to me?” the young investigator suggested, also thinking aloud.

“That would place us in even greater danger,” the commander concluded. “Watch yourself. I don’t like any of it.”






24.

In the morning, Nayden inquired about the ambush that had been arranged at Klava’s outbuilding.

“So far, no results,” Samson reported. “Neither has Matvey the chiropodist shown up at his place. But I’m certain that they’ll emerge sooner or later. They’ll need fresh clothes and other things.”

Nayden nodded and the two parted ways. More precisely, Nayden stayed in his office, while Samson went over to his own. There, he reread the transcript of his recent interrogation of the changing-room attendant. He then thought back to his first visit to the tavern at the Jewish Market, after which he had hailed a cab and rushed to Dr. Vatrukhin’s flat, dripping blood at every step. He remembered his conversation with the young cabby, Mishka the Sieve—and slapped his palm on the desk. How could he have forgotten about Klim and his mare, Fish? Mishka had said that Klim was the driver who’d lost one of the corpses. The young investigator needed to speak to Mishka again, quickly, and recalled what the cabby had told him at parting—that he could usually be found by the City Duma. After glancing at his clock, Samson hurried out of the office.

* * *



A tram packed to the brim with passengers rang its bell as it approached Samson on Duma Square. The sound of quarrelling voices reached his ears. The tram stopped and a woman in peasant garb climbed down from the front door, holding the end of a thick rope in her hand. She then began to tug at the rope with all her might, as the other passengers shouted rude words in response. Glaring impatiently at the woman, the driver rang and rang his bell.

The passengers crammed at the front of the tram bent their bodies awkwardly, and from the midst of their dense mass a white goat, to whose collar the other end of the rope was attached, leaped out onto the road.

The tram moved off again, while the woman with the white goat walked past Samson and disappeared into the nearest gateway. He followed her with his eyes, then turned toward the sound of snorting horses. A row of cabs awaited customers outside the City Duma, now occupied by all sorts of Soviet clerks and officials.

The driver of the first cab was a bearded, corpulent man in baggy blue trousers and a padded jacket.

“Where to?” he shouted at Samson.

“Nowhere,” the young investigator responded. “I’m looking for a cabby I know.”

“What’s the name?”

“Mishka the Sieve.”

“Took off an hour ago. To Holosiiv, I think.”

Samson walked along the row of cabs. Once sure that he had not been deceived, he decided to wait at the nearest café. After paying for a cup of tea and a bagel, he sat down at a wobbly table by the window and observed the cars and horse-drawn transport passing through the square.

Soon, the young investigator noticed Mishka returning from the direction of the Besarabsky Market. He calmly finished his tea while the cabby turned around to take his usual place outside the Duma. Seeing that Mishka was again wearing his long blue raincoat—which had made him so easy to spot—he glanced up at the sky. There was no sign of coming rain, only a couple of harmless clouds.

“Ah, it’s you! Where to?” the cabby happily inquired.

Samson resolutely climbed onto the box, forcing Mishka to slide along.

“Let’s first have a chat,” the young investigator responded. “Where do I find this Klim you told me about?”

“Well, he’s a coachman, not a cabby, so he ain’t that easy to find. If there’s no job, he sits at home.”

“Then let’s pay him a visit at home,” Samson suggested.

Mishka’s face registered no objection. On the contrary, his eyes sparkled with curiosity. It turned out, however, that this curiosity had to do not with the purpose of the journey, but with Klim’s address.

“Sashka!” the cabby called out to his comrade, who sat on the box of the cart directly behind them. “Know where Fishy Klim lives?”

“Sure do. In Vitryani Hory. Remember the church on Syretska?”

“Yep.”

“He’s in the whitewashed hut right beside it, behind a wicker fence. Got an old oak growing out front.”

Mishka glanced at Samson.

“That’s a way away,” he said, with a sly half-smile.

“You’ll be paid,” the young investigator promised.

“It’s my job to warn ya,” the cabby chuckled with satisfaction. “Say, you’d better move to the back. I need room for my elbows.”

Samson obediently moved onto the soft black leather seat.

The cabby pulled the reins with his left hand, lightly struck the horse with the whip in his right hand, and shouted, “Go!”

To their left, quite close by, another tram rang its bell. Looking around, Mishka briskly and skillfully turned the cab, and the horse’s hooves began to clop their way toward Podil. They swiftly approached the former Merchants’ Hall and the entrance to its garden.



Samson stared at the garden as they drove past, recalling how Nadezhda and he had strolled there not so long ago, holding hands, gazing down on Podil and the mighty Dnipro, talking of this and that in the company of dozens of other young citizens. They should do that again, he thought. They would just need to wait for an appropriately sunny, festive day.

When they turned onto Verkhniy Val Street in Podil, Mishka suddenly pulled at the reins and stopped the cab, drawing level with a cart loaded with wooden boxes. He chatted with its old driver for close to ten minutes. Growing impatient, Samson rose to his feet to attract Mishka’s attention.

“You seen Fishy Klim today?” the cabby asked the cart driver.

“No, it’s three days since I seen ’im,” the old man answered. “Been around Kurenivka, I hear.”

“That’s my godfather,” Mishka explained to Samson as they moved off. “Haven’t seen him for a week. He’s kept himself busy delivering goods.”

Samson nodded sympathetically and turned to face the houses gliding by on their right. He had yet to spot a single wicker fence, which meant that such fences were uncommon in Kyiv and that they were likely to identify Klim’s home without difficulty.

The horse slowed down on the steep path up Tatarka Hill.

It occurred to Samson that they might drive past the cemetery—and, just then, as if they had overheard his thoughts, crows began to caw loudly overhead, playing that same creaky, cacophonous music that always sounded from the crowns of the burial ground’s towering maple and oak trees. It was high time he visited his mother, father, and sister, he realized.

The journey to Vitryani Hory took another half hour. They stopped at the wooden church at the end of Syretska Street, but saw no wicker fence beside it, so they drove on until Samson spotted a huge century-old oak, behind which a white hut with a thatched roof seemed to be consciously hiding from view. The young investigator had little doubt that this was Klim’s abode, but he grew certain of it when he noticed the wicker fence and gate.

Then, he heard a horse’s neighing and, searching for its source, saw a stable that stood a bit to the right of the oak. Mishka, too, glanced anxiously in the direction from which the neighing had come.

“Must be home,” the cabby concluded. “But why hasn’t he fed Fish? Poor mare’s cryin’.”

Mishka got down from the box and marched off toward the stable. Fish neighed again, and now Samson, too, heard notes of distress in the sound.

The young investigator stepped through the open wicker gate, approached the hut, and knocked. He was met with silence. Peering into the small square window, he saw only a white curtain. After knocking again and realizing that no one would answer, he tried the door. It opened easily.

“Citizen Klim, are you there?” Samson shouted, stepping into the entrance and seeing another closed wooden door in front of him.

The silence, which only his voice violated, began to weigh on him. He opened the second door, which led to the living room. The unexpected gloom seemed to throw an all-obscuring veil over his eyes. He groped in vain for a light switch but saw no lamp suspended from the ceiling. To his relief, squinting, he made out a candlestick and a box of matches on a small lace-draped table.

Samson struck a match and lit the candle. The room immediately grew brighter—brighter and more terrifying, because at his feet, face down, lay a male body in long underwear and a linen shirt. A knife handle stuck out of the man’s back, and a circle of blood had soaked through the fabric around it.

The young investigator bent down and touched the dark spot with his fingers. The blood was dry.

“I’m going over to the well,” Mishka shouted through the open doors. “Looks to me like poor Fish hasn’t had any food or water for two days. Where’s he gone, that fool?”

Samson wanted to shout back and to show Mishka where Klim had “gone,” but he resisted the urge, because he hadn’t yet decided how to proceed. They were currently in the jurisdiction of the Lukyanivka police station. The correct thing to do would have been to notify them, yet the young investigator’s intuition told him that Klim’s death was connected to the case of the lost soldiers, which was his and his station’s domain.

Suddenly, he heard footsteps. Mishka stopped beside him and stared in horror at the corpse with the knife sticking out of its back.

“Lord Almighty,” the cabby exhaled, and crossed himself. “That’s why the mare’s hungry. What will become of her? She won’t make it . . .” He cast a questioning glance at Samson. “Maybe . . . I ought to take her? Just for now?”

“Did he live alone?”

The cabby nodded. “Bachelor. No kin.”

“Alright,” Samson declared, turning to Mishka. “You’ll drive me to the Lybid station and I’ll have you make out a receipt for the mare and write down everything you know about Klim and the missing soldiers, including what we’ve discovered here. Then, you’ll come back for the mare and I’ll notify the Lukyanivka station, so that they can send a patrol to the scene. Not a word to anyone else, you understand?”

Mishka the Sieve grew visibly tense. It seemed that the proposed plan struck him as suspicious and somehow disconcerting. Yet, he also understood that he would soon be able to claim Fish as his own. At that moment, there was nothing he wanted more. And so he met his uniformed passenger’s gaze and nodded in agreement.






25.

Late that evening, Samson and his wife drank herbal tea and spoke of horses. The conversation started with the orphaned mare Fish and ended with Nadezhda expressing her desire to ride.

“I’ll ask around,” Samson promised. “I hear the hippodrome is open again. They used to offer horseback riding.”

“In two weeks, we’ll begin inventorying horses and horse-drawn transport,” Nadezhda suddenly announced. “You will all probably be involved.”

“Us?” Samson asked, surprised.

“Yes,” Nadezhda responded confidently. “More than two hundred horses have disappeared from the Red Army stables just this month. They’re all likely now harnessed to carts and carriages.”

“Cavalry horses?” Samson wondered out loud. “They aren’t built for that . . .”

“My job is to count and record them,” his wife declared. “I’ll let the police and Cheka determine whether they’re legitimate or stolen.”

The faces of cabbies Samson had recently encountered, including that of Mishka the Sieve, flashed through his mind. Seasoned rogues, one and all. They wouldn’t submit to an inventory or census without a struggle. It would be the same as with the railway workers—or worse. At least one knew where to find the railway men. Cabbies, on the other hand, were scattered throughout Kyiv.

These thoughts upset the young investigator. He gazed at his wife with tender but worried eyes.

“Will you be working at the office tomorrow, or out by the river?”

“At the office,” Nadezhda responded.

* * *

First thing the next morning, Samson set off to see Dr. Vatrukhin. Dunya opened the door.

“Why so early, at the crack of dawn? Nikolay is barely awake!” she complained, turning toward the living room, where a door slammed.

“Ah, Mr. Investigator!” Vatrukhin joked as he peeked into the hallway, his face puffy with sleep. He wore a long white dressing gown that reached down to his leather slippers. “Come in. I’ll just wash up. Dunya, dear, make us some coffee and boil a couple of eggs. It’s time for breakfast.”

The doctor was pleased to see that Samson’s hand was healing.

“I’ll give you some more ointment with beeswax to apply overnight. It’s looking good—and you too seem to be in a better mood.”

Samson nodded and took a sip of the strong coffee. “Indeed,” he drawled. “We’ve made progress on the case. Although, we’ve added another murder.”

The doctor now heard all about Klim and the rumors concerning the cabby’s night-time journeys to and from the bathhouse. At first, the young investigator kept quiet about his own possible collaboration with Jacobson—the subject seemed too sensitive—but, in the end, he couldn’t resist divulging that as well.

“Do you recall the Belgian fellow who shot me?” he asked.

“Of course! One doesn’t forget such things.”

“I happened to bump into him at a tavern, and he told me that he had actually managed to have his diseased femur replaced with the silver one. It looks like Dr. Trattner performed the operation.”

“And you believed him?” Vatrukhin exclaimed, his eyes wide.

Samson shrugged his shoulders.

“If that is true, then Professor Trattner is a genius and a future Nobel laureate,” Nikolay Nikolaevich commented with a sly smile. “He is, however, far more likely to be a scoundrel. I would bet he put the Belgian under anesthesia, made a bone-long incision in his thigh, then stitched it up, having touched nothing under the skin.”

“But the fellow does walk much better than before,” Samson objected.

Vatrukhin gazed condescendingly into the young investigator’s eyes.

“After any sort of operation on the bones of the leg, a patient is unable to take a single step without crutches for several months—sometimes up to a year. And here we are speaking of a silver bone, newly attached to two joints! Can you imagine?”

“Well, you’re the doctor,” Samson conceded, nodding. “Still, it’s rather odd.”

“When you visit your comrade in the hospital, ask Vera Ignatyevna for her opinion. I would also advise you to drink less beer. It seems to me you’ve been spending too much time at taverns.”

* * *

On the way to the station, Samson continued to ponder the Belgian’s claim. It was indeed suspicious. But then, why had Jacobson lost his limp? Unable to find an answer to that question, he distracted himself with thoughts about the lost soldiers. Klim’s murder indirectly confirmed that he was involved in this case. And if he was, then Matvey the chiropodist could be the killer. But why use a knife rather than the pistol he had used to escape arrest?

Samson imagined Matvey entering Klim’s hut with the pistol in his pocket. Klim turns away to treat his guest to some tea or vodka, at which point Matvey shoots him in the back? No, he stabs him, to avoid attracting the neighbors’ attention. A gunshot would have brought about panic, shouting, witnesses . . . But how would Matvey have got to Vitryani Hory in the first place? By cab. Samson felt he needed to find the cabby who had taken him there, but he didn’t have a photo of Matvey, and a verbal description can never be fully relied upon. There simply aren’t enough words. His only hope was that the ambush at the chiropodist’s house would not fail.

A surprise awaited the young investigator at the station.

“Comrade Kolechko, a foreigner came round looking for you,” the soldier on duty informed him.

“Chinese?”

“No, some other kind. Left a note. Here.”

Samson unfolded the square of paper and read the familiar handwriting: Come to your favorite pub at noon. In his mind, he heard the doctor’s warning about too much beer.

Up in his office, he slipped the note into the bathhouse case file and picked up the statement made out by Mishka the Sieve. He wanted to refresh his memory of the previous day’s events, and also to check whether he had missed some important detail on his first read.

The young investigator sorely wished he could add to the file a transcript of Klim’s interrogation, but dead men answered no questions. Of course, the cabby’s death was a kind of answer in itself. One way or another, he had been involved in the case of the lost soldiers.

In some strange fashion, these considerations focused Samson’s mind, made him more alert—just in time for another conversation with Jacobson.

* * *

Emerging onto Halytska Square, Samson stopped and listened. The varied noises and voices, the shouts of cabbies and the cries of merchants, all fell into order in his head, taking their places in his internal library of sounds.



The symphony of the market sounded at full volume, but each of its soloists stood out against the backdrop of the hundred other instruments in this improvised orchestra. One of the soloists picked out by Samson’s ear was Ovsey, who was belting out, a cappella, his latest heart-rending composition. The young investigator’s keen eyes quickly found the crowd gathered around the poet. The magnetic force of curiosity propelled him to join it. What if the poet had completed his ballad of the lost soldiers and was now sharing it with these lovers of street song and frightening rumor?

As he drew nearer, the air shook with the single chime of the bell of the Church of St. John Chrysostom. Samson pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time again. Noon. He had to hurry.

The young investigator did not stop as he passed by the crowd, but he did slow his pace a bit—enough to hear:


Her blood flowed like a river,

her pale lips whispered, ‘Dear,

your daughter’s in the cellar,

and has been for a year . . .



Samson hemmed as he approached the tavern. Ovsey’s newest composition clearly told of some domestic crime unconnected to the bathhouse disappearances, but it would still be good to have another talk with him. Then he recalled the conversation at the bathhouse, which he had heard through the stoker’s jacket. That was how he had learned that Ovsey was sniffing around for information about the lost soldiers. Someone at the table had expressed extreme displeasure when that was mentioned. Had it been Matvey? If so, then the poet might yet face the same fate as Klim.

Having decided to reread the transcript of that conversation on his return to the station, Samson entered the tavern and immediately met the eyes of the by now familiar beefy barman in his dirty apron. The man smiled slyly and nodded toward the table at which the young investigator had already sat twice.

“You are late,” the Belgian pronounced sternly instead of greeting him. “For me, every minute counts.”

“Forgive me,” Samson responded, pulling out his watch again. “It’s only three minutes past noon.”

Jacobson, too, pulled a watch from his breast pocket by its silver chain and opened the lid. “Four,” he corrected the young investigator, but then immediately flashed a welcoming smile. “It is not a problem. I am glad to see you.”

The barman placed a small cup of coffee in front of the Belgian, then turned and fixed his suddenly hostile gaze on Samson’s holster.

“A mug of Table Beer?”

“May I have coffee instead?” Samson asked. The need to apologize to Jacobson and the barman’s evident hostility had conspired to make him feel like a timid schoolboy.

The barman turned his questioning eyes to the Belgian, who gave him a nod.

“You need a good suit,” Jacobson suddenly pronounced. “Your uniform, it does not inspire goodwill. May I recommend a tailor?”

“No need. I have a tailor. Why did you summon me?”

“You asked me for something,” Jacobson said quietly, leaning over the table and giving his coffee a sniff. “You will be interested.”

“You mean to say you have information to share?”

“Yes. I did promise, did I not? In Belgium, we keep promises.”

“What is it? What have you learned?”

“Do not rush me,” the Belgian chided. “I need to find the words.”

The process of choosing the right words, however, did not take long. The appearance of a confident smile on Jacobson’s lips indicated that he had located them. He stared into the investigator’s eyes and gave his report in an even, almost mechanical voice, as if he were a musical box.

“On Thursday, March twentieth,” he began, “four barrels of black caviar were stolen from a warehouse of products for high-level workers. Agent Schiffner of the Cheka is in charge of the investigation. He may be found at the headquarters on Sadova Street, office number nine. The thieves have not been caught, and the caviar has not been found. Three days ago, a stranger tried to sell caviar at the Demiivsky Market. He was beaten and thrown out.”

“What do you mean by ‘stranger’?” Samson interjected.

“I mean he is not from the market,” Jacobson explained. “Each market has its own merchants, yes? Strangers are not allowed to sell.”

The young investigator nodded, then asked, “Who was guarding the warehouse?”

“A new detachment every week, so that they do not steal. Do you wish to know the most interesting thing?” Jacobson asked, gazing at Samson expectantly.

“Of course,” the young investigator urged him.

“Commander Spektor’s detachment guarded the warehouse from March tenth to March seventeenth.”

“Why didn’t Abyazov tell me?” Samson exclaimed with genuine indignation, then immediately glanced around in fear.

The tavern was nearly empty. None of the neighboring tables were occupied, but a group of five men were drinking beer to the left of the entrance. Two of these men were clearly looking in their direction.

“You are attracting unnecessary attention,” Jacobson remarked.

The barman placed another cup of coffee on their table and the hot aroma tickled Samson’s nose.

“Excuse me,” Samson said, lowering his gaze, raising the cup to his lips, and taking a sip. The flavor struck him as unusual—a barely perceptible sweetness commingled with a pleasant bitterness seasoned with oriental spices.

“The coffee is Persian,” Jacobson explained, noticing the expression of mild curiosity on his interlocutor’s face. Then he returned to the matter at hand. “Are you sure that Abyazov wishes you to succeed?”



The Belgian’s words drew Samson away from all thoughts of coffee.

“What do you mean?”

“Abyazov does not trust the police. He wants the Cheka to solve the case.”

“The case of the lost soldiers or the case of the stolen caviar?”

Jacobson did not respond. The look on his round face indicated that he was lost in thoughts of his own. Staring down at the tabletop, he took a sip of coffee. Then he glanced back at the counter. The barman was nowhere to be seen.

“Which case?” Samson asked again.

“I have already said too much,” Jacobson responded. “And you have not told me anything.”

“What could I tell you?” Samson asked, surprised. “You haven’t asked—”

“You are right—I forgot. I wanted to ask about Nayden. Do strangers come to see him?”

“What kind of strangers?” Samson asked, wincing at the unexpected question.

“He was an officer of the tsarist army. Perhaps his old comrades have visited?”

“I haven’t seen any such visitors,” Samson answered rather coldly. “Not once.”

“Ah. If you do . . .”

Jacobson did not finish the sentence, instead giving Samson a significant look. The look was unnecessary. The young investigator understood the situation perfectly well. The conversation about black caviar had obviously come to an end.

“Doesn’t it hurt to walk with a new femur?” he asked cautiously.

“It does,” the Belgian admitted. “It is only by force of will that I maintain composure.”

“Would it not be better to use crutches?”

“Absurd!” Jacobson blurted out indignantly. “So . . . unattractive.”



In the end, Samson decided to ask the Belgian to let him know if he should hear anything more about the caviar.

“And you let me know as well, yes?” Jacobson asked in response. “By the way, do you yourself enjoy black caviar?”

“I used to like red caviar a bit better. But it’s been three years since I’ve tasted either kind. How can I reach you? At Sadova Street?”

“Why travel so far? You can leave a note here,” the Belgian responded, nodding toward the counter. “Oh, and one more question. Do you happen to know of a good tinsmith? I will need little tin boxes.”

“For what purpose?”

“I would like to open a workshop. To make goods.”

“You ought to ask around at the market. I’m sure you’ll find one.”

* * *

This time, the young investigator went out into the street alone, leaving his coffee unfinished—with no regrets. It was not to his taste.

The Jewish Market was still buzzing, but at half strength. Many of the merchants and buyers had gone to have lunch, and the idle consumers of gossipy poems and ballads had also scattered now that Ovsey had finished his performance. Samson hardly even noticed his feet carrying him to the row of wooden sheds where the poet kept his “office.”

“Just the fellow I was thinking about!” the market poet exclaimed with evident delight. “Come in, come in.”

Not wanting to be dragged into a long visit, Samson refused Ovsey’s offer of tea and compote, explaining that he only had about a quarter of an hour and was curious to know whether the poet had learned anything more about the missing Red Army men.

Ovsey’s face took on a cautious expression and he switched to a half-whisper: “Too long a story,” he said. “And too tangled. Won’t fit into a single song . . .”

“Indeed,” the young investigator replied, nodding. “It also involved the theft of black caviar. Have you heard?”



The poet’s eyes lit up with curiosity. “The theft of caviar?” he echoed. “Interesting . . . Who nipped it? The soldiers? Or was it taken from them and . . . that was why they . . .”

“Still unclear,” Samson said, trying to dampen his interlocutor’s ardor. “You really hadn’t heard a thing about the caviar?”

The poet thought for a while.

“They say some village lad came by, all in rags, hawking caviar on the cheap. But he wouldn’t show the stuff. How was anyone supposed to believe him? A man selling caviar ought to be wearing a tartan suit made of Scottish wool, and English boots.”

“Did you see this lad?”

“I don’t see anyone, really—not as separate people. They’re a crowd to me. A crowd that gathers, scatters . . . Someone pops out and buys five sheets of a song. I earn my ruble and get back to work.”

“What are you working on now?” the young investigator asked, nodding toward the massive Triumph typewriter with a sheet of paper sticking out of it.

“Writing a song about the suicide of a woman revolutionist.”

“Where and when did it happen?”

“Over in Pechersk. I changed a few details, of course. In my song, she hangs herself on account of losing faith in the revolution. In truth, she got caught embezzling state funds. Her lover had put her up to it.”

“I hadn’t heard about it,” Samson admitted.

“What use is it to you? Another trivial tragedy. The crowd laps them up, though.”

“Listen, there’s a reason I came to see you,” Samson changed subjects anxiously, having suddenly remembered his thoughts before the tavern. “I wanted to warn you. Matvey from the Halytska bathhouse recently voiced certain threats against you, while drinking. It had to do precisely with your interest in the missing Red Army men.”

“Is that so?” asked Ovsey, with notes of fear in his voice. “Thank you for telling me. And I had just composed a birthday poem for him . . .”



A steady light knocking sounded overhead, and Samson cast a puzzled glance at the unpainted plywood ceiling.

“Rain,” Ovsey drawled with an odd degree of affection. “Well, I’d better get to work,” he declared, looking at the typewriter. “In the rain, the words come easily.”

Samson nodded in parting and stepped outside. The large drops that fell from the sky left expansive blots on the trampled clay path that led from the poet’s shed to the market square.






26.

Samson’s second visit to Kholodny initially cast a pall over him. His comrade lay on a hospital bed under two blankets, shivering. This was in late spring, with the sun warming the Kyiv air to between twenty and twenty-five degrees Celsius.

Overcome with fear, the young investigator told his comrade that he would return in a couple of minutes, then marched over to Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits’ office. She was in. With a stony face, the surgeon-princess heard out his concerns, which sounded more like complaints.

“Young man,” Vera Ignatyevna began when he fell silent, her voice ringing with steel. “I have pulled your comrade back from the brink of death. In fact, I am still pulling him! That is why he will have to remain hospitalized. The length of his stay depends solely on his body.”

“You mean he was close to death?” Samson asked, now even more frightened.

“Had you not brought him in when you did, he would already be looking down on us from the heavens,” she said, glancing up at the ceiling.

“I see, I see—forgive me, please. It scared me to see him shivering under two blankets.”

“Those shivers are evidence of his body’s struggle to live,” the surgeon-princess responded, softening her tone. “So, let him shiver in peace.”



The young investigator returned to his comrade’s room in a calmer state.

“You’ll be alright,” he whispered, leaning over the headboard. “Just a bit longer.”

“I’m tired of waiting,” Kholodny responded in a weak voice. “I want to get out of here,” he added, then nodded toward his neighbor on the left.

Samson glanced over at the man, whose face was as ashen as that of a corpse.

“What’s wrong with him?” Samson asked in a whisper.

“Perforated ulcers. The nurse says it’s not even worth cutting him open.”

After relating the latest developments in the bathhouse case, the young investigator got ready to leave.

“Back to the station?” Kholodny asked, with more than a hint of envy in his voice.

“Not yet. I’d like to have a look at the warehouse from which the caviar was stolen, see what they keep and how they guard it.”

“Say hello to Nayden for me,” the sick man muttered, barely audibly.

“I will,” Samson promised.

* * *

The road from the Oleksandrivska Hospital to the warehouse for high-level workers was short but steep. To make things worse, the cobblestones on Levashovska Street glistened with rain that evening. No cabby was willing to drive up or, especially, down it, for fear that his cart might overtake his horse. Fortunately, there were many byways.

The warehouse occupied tower number five of the Pechersk Fortress. Armed soldiers stood guard all around, and patrols passed to and fro. The sight of so many military uniforms quickened Samson’s step. His heart, too, beat faster. Pechersk had always seemed alien and vaguely hostile to him, but now he felt the danger on his skin.



About twenty paces from the tower, he was stopped by a patrol of three soldiers. One of them demanded to see his papers, seemingly ignoring his police uniform. Having examined his identification card and his license to carry weapons and walk the streets of Kyiv at any time of the day or night, the Red Army man silently returned the papers and the trio moved on, casting suspicious glances in both directions.

“Is this the warehouse for high-level workers?” Samson asked a guard, nodding toward one of the entrances to the tower.

“Yes, comrade,” the guard answered.

Just as the young investigator raised his hand to knock at the door, it swung open. Out stepped a large man of about fifty, wearing a military-cut civilian suit. He was clutching a brown folder stuffed with papers and fastened with string. A Red Army man briefly appeared in the space behind him, and the door immediately began to shut.

“Wait a minute, comrade!” Samson shouted. “Hold on!”

The door stopped and a stunned young, almost boyish face peeked out at him.

Leaning toward him, Samson explained the purpose of his visit. The soldier left to consult with his commander. About five minutes later, the door opened once more.

The officer who emerged demanded to see the young investigator’s papers. After examining and returning them, he asked for a more detailed explanation of the purpose of the visit. At the mention of the stolen caviar, he grimaced in displeasure.

“How do you know about the caviar? The Cheka agents have been through here, written down everything they needed. Why is this any of your business? You’re not even from the Pechersk station.”

Samson tried to explain that the theft appeared to be connected to a disappearance he was investigating in his own jurisdiction, and that it was important for him to visit this crime scene in order to get to the bottom of that case.



“No,” the officer declared firmly. “We store secret products which can only be viewed by people with special permission. Access to the warehouses is strictly limited, especially after the theft.”

Samson realized that further efforts to gain entry were hopeless.

“Do you keep a record of who was on guard on which day?” he asked, expecting no concrete response.

“Of course. We keep everything in order.”

“May I perhaps see that record?” the young investigator asked, in an almost obsequious tone.

The officer glared into Samson’s eyes, then noticed the absence of his right ear. Respect and curiosity tempered his gaze. He even seemed to bend his neck slightly to glance into Samson’s bare earhole. Something resembling a repressed smile crept onto his face.

“Alright,” he relented. “But only under my supervision.”

Samson was delighted, though he tried not to show his joy. He followed the officer inside and heard an iron bolt clang behind him.

“This way,” the officer commanded. “To the left.”

A soldier sat behind a desk that was incongruously large for the commander’s small, brightly lit room.

“On your feet!” the officer barked, and the soldier leaped up, walked to the door, and froze, although no one had given the command “Attention.”

“Have a seat. The records are there.”

Samson opened the one closest to him. The sheets bore penciled lines that were filled with writing in ink. His eyes found the date April 15, 1919, and read: Internal patrol led by Detachment Commander Xiao Bing and Deputy Detachment Commander Chang Li.

The young investigator looked up at the officer and asked, “Chinese?”

“We have one Chinese detachment and five domestic ones. Each guards the warehouses for seven days. Then we rotate.”

Samson nodded.

“The leaders of the internal patrol remain at the entrance and check on the posted guards every two hours. The outside patrol checks the documents of passers-by and all suspicious citizens.”

Without looking back at the officer, the young investigator kept nodding and leafing through records until he came to March 20. Strangely, the names of the officer and soldiers on patrol were again Chinese.

No, he decided, thinking of Li Yin Jun: the Chinese soldiers could not have done it.

He flipped through a few more pages, then suddenly stopped, staring at what he saw: March 13, 1919. Internal patrol led by Detachment Commander Spektor and Deputy Detachment Commander Sinyakin.

“May I have a pencil and piece of paper?” Samson asked, looking up from the records.

The officer complied, and the young investigator copied out everything concerning Spektor’s detachment.

As he left the tower, Samson kept repeating the name Sinyakin in his head, trying to remember whether he had seen it on any of the documents removed from the lost soldiers’ uniforms.

He had been walking along Moskovska Street for some ten minutes now, and still encountered the occasional soldier. Even the civilians in this neighborhood seemed to walk and behave in a military manner. They might be former military personnel reassigned to the Soviet civil service, or perhaps they were former tsarist officers. That latter possibility was remote. The members of the tsarist army who had not been shot by the Bolsheviks a year ago had long since fled. If any of them were still in town, they would never dare show their faces out on the street. Life was more valuable than fresh air.

The sun peeked out from behind the clouds and gilded the cobblestones. A detachment of Red Army men marched toward him—apparently going off to guard important government buildings, or perhaps even the warehouse for high-level workers. Samson stopped and watched them pass. The name Kovtun swam up in his mind.



Of course, he thought with delight. This was where Kholodny had gone to question Private Kovtun, who had inscribed a photo-card to one of the lost soldiers as a keepsake. It was Kovtun who had mentioned Spektor’s plan to celebrate his birthday over black caviar. Blood rushed to the young investigator’s head and he felt flushed with excitement.

Deciding to question Kovtun himself, he set off with a military stride toward the three-story Pechersk barracks, which sat some distance down the road, on the left.

It turned out that Kovtun was on guard duty at the time, but his commander was considerably more respectful of the police than the head of security for the warehouses had been. He asked Samson to wait, and sent another soldier to replace the private.

There was no place in the barracks where the two men could be entirely alone. All the rooms were being used for other purposes. They had no choice but to sit on two cots in the corner, face-to-face.

Kovtun looked to be about twenty-five. He rested his rifle against the wall and gazed piteously into Samson’s eyes, as if he wanted to ask him for something.

“My comrade spoke to you recently,” the investigator addressed the private. “About your friend. I don’t recall the name . . .”

“Sasha Benko,” Kovtun offered.

“I want to clarify a few things. Perhaps Sasha told you who was friendly with whom in his detachment? What sort of relationship did he have with Commander Spektor? And did he ever mention Deputy Commander Sinyakin?”

“Sinyakin?” the private repeated. “Come to think of it, he did . . . Don’t remember too well, but I think there was a fight . . . Sinyakin took a beating, along with four other men. The idea was that the commander hadn’t been fair, showed them special favor . . .”

Samson groped in his tunic pocket for the folded sheet of paper from the warehouse, and then his fingers came upon the short, thick pencil with which he had made his notes. He realized, to his horror, that he had unintentionally stolen the instrument.

“That’s all he said . . . Said they gave those fellas a proper beating, and that took care of that . . . No more special favor,” the private went on haltingly, but he stopped when he saw Samson pulling out a piece of paper.

Remembering Kholodny’s explanation of why he hadn’t recorded his own questioning of Kovtun, the investigator slipped the paper back into his pocket.

“What else did he tell you about Commander Spektor?”

“Hardly a thing . . . Said he was a decent man, even let one of the soldiers go home for a while . . . Not far, just out of town . . . And the fella came back with pork fat for everyone . . . Say, why did you come instead of the police priest?” Kovtun asked unexpectedly.

“Police priest?”

“You know, the one with the big silver cross on his chest . . .”

Samson’s initial confusion dissipated. He realized that Kholodny had spoken to the private in a special way, not as he would in the interrogation room.

“Are you religious?”

“Oh, yes, very . . . I told him everything, you know—as if I were confessing. Is he alright?” the private asked, sounding strangely worried.

“No. No, he isn’t. He’s at the Oleksandrivska Hospital, fighting for his life. If he were well, he would have come with me,” Samson fantasized out loud, carefully watching the private’s face and trying to decide how to continue the questioning.

“If he . . . doesn’t make it . . . will you keep his promise?” Kovtun asked, his gaze as piteous as it had been at the start.

“What did he promise?” Samson asked cautiously.

“To help me get out of the army . . . and into the Monastery of the Caves . . . I’ve been dreaming about it . . . The monks, they’re so well fed . . . and no one asks them to fight . . . They just sit and pray to God all day . . . Will you help me?”

“It would be difficult,” Samson admitted. “Very difficult.”

“But the priest promised! Will you promise?”

“How can I do that? Maybe—maybe he knows how,” Samson suggested, suddenly wanting to end the conversation. “When he recovers, I’ll ask him.”

“What if I tell you a secret?” the private whispered.

The investigator grew tense.

“Military secrets are of no use to me,” he answered, also in a whisper, but sternly, suspecting that Kovtun, who seemed simple-minded enough, might nevertheless intend to play some crooked game.

“This ain’t no military secret,” the private continued. “It’s about Spektor. Something Sasha told me.”

Samson felt terribly uneasy. It wasn’t his place to bargain, much less to make promises he could not keep. His thoughts seemed to rush in every direction, seeking a method by which to tease out the private’s secret without guaranteeing that the police would help him desert. Then he remembered Jacobson saying that Kyivans trusted foreigners more than they did their own, that they were ready to believe all sorts of things. But Samson was no foreigner . . . On the other hand, if deception could help him crack a criminal case, then why not? Besides, a promise to help was not a promise to succeed.

“Alright.” Samson sighed and shook his head, as if he had made an important decision. “I promise to help, if our priest doesn’t make it. Now, tell me your secret.”

Kovtun drew out the silence, as if he were not yet absolutely confident that he was ready to share his clandestine knowledge with the investigator.

“Well?” Samson urged him.

“Spektor had a lover,” the soldier whispered. “Sasha used to spy on them. A grocer over on Besarabska Square. Spektor would go there once a week, and the grocer would close his shop for half an hour or more.”

“Why do you think they were lovers? Maybe they were doing something else?”

“What else could they be doing? Spektor always left empty-handed . . .”

Puzzled by the private’s logic, Samson nevertheless nodded.

“Is this shop at Besarabsky Market? Or on the square?” he asked, after a short pause.

“How should I know? Never been there myself. Probably on the square, since it’s open trade at the market—no windows or doors. So . . . will you put in a word for me?” the private asked, leaning his whole body toward Samson.

“To whom?”

“With the monks at the Caves, or at least the ones in Zvirynets . . .”

“Ah,” the investigator replied. “Let’s wait for Comrade Kholodny to recover. He’ll do as he promised. And if he doesn’t recover, then I’ll try my best . . .” Samson pronounced the last phrase so uncertainly that he himself was disgusted by his intonation, twisting his lips.

“I believe you, comrade . . . What should I call you?”

“Investigator Samson Kolechko.”

“Comrade Kolechko, do you wear a cross?”

“No,” Samson responded. “But I have one.”

The private silently unbuttoned the top of his tunic, reached inside, and pulled out a small cross on a silver chain. He kissed the miniature crucifix, then slipped it back into his tunic.

* * *

Approaching the turn onto Levashovska Street, Samson reflected on how glad he was to have gone to see Kovtun. He had learned that Spektor was close to Sinyakin. Still, they couldn’t have stolen four barrels of caviar by themselves. Someone else in the detachment must have helped them. The young investigator pictured the criminal operation: men bringing four barrels up from a cellar, rolling them out onto the pavement, and loading them onto a cart. It was a shame the guards hadn’t let him examine the warehouse itself, so that he could imagine the scenario even more clearly. But then he remembered that he wasn’t investigating the theft of caviar—he was working the case of the lost soldiers. The caviar theft was the domain of a certain Schiffner, agent of the Cheka, who occupied office number nine at Sadova Street. Perhaps he should pay him a visit, exchange information? No, he decided. They would say that he was meddling in matters that didn’t concern him.

The young investigator glanced around to distract himself.

Oleksandrivska Hospital loomed on the left. Soon, he would turn onto Baseina Street, come out into Besarabska Square, and catch a tram. Should he stop at the square and look for Spektor’s grocer? No, he would go straight to the station. The conversation with Kovtun needed to be recorded as accurately as possible. He carried it in his memory with utmost caution, lest an important detail should escape.






27.

After setting down from memory everything Kovtun had told him, Samson went through the stitched packets of documents retrieved from the lost soldiers’ uniforms until he found Sinyakin’s. It contained his service record, a certificate concerning receipt of his uniform, several letters, and notes penciled on torn-off margins of newspapers.

All the letters were from the soldier’s sister, who lived in the village of Myronivka, in the Vasylkiv District of Kyiv Province.

It occurred to Samson that Sinyakin might still be alive, having escaped after the others went missing. If so, he might be hiding out with his sister in Myronivka. So, why not take a squad of Red Army men and ride out to the village? The young investigator’s enthusiasm quickly cooled. Bandits ruled the countryside. It would take more than a few soldiers to break through their defenses.

Instead, he read the sister’s letters, which only confirmed his suspicions about life in the Vasylkiv District. She informed her brother that bandits had slaughtered the Jewish family next door and looted their home, had ambushed and murdered a Red Army patrol unit, and had burned down the mill in the neighboring village and hacked the miller into four pieces. To make things worse, their family cow had grown weak and there was nowhere to get milk.

The penciled notes, by contrast, were brief, neatly written, and mysterious: Come on Tuesday; Come on Thursday; Don’t come on Friday. Could they have had something to do with the caviar? There were no mistakes in spelling. Perhaps they’d been written by Spektor, who had a better education than the rest?

Slipping Sinyakin’s packet back into his desk drawer, Samson stood up and set off to see Nayden.

* * *

“Stay out of the caviar!” the commander responded angrily to his subordinate’s report. “We’re looking for missing soldiers!”

“But the soldiers were involved in the theft,” Samson objected.

“The Cheka is investigating the theft. If you find the caviar, hand it over to them. Now, do you have any actual news about the soldiers?”

“Yes.” Samson nodded. “The entire detachment had been tasked with guarding the warehouse a week before the caviar heist.”

“Will you drop this caviar nonsense?” Nayden demanded, sounding more furious than before.

Samson fell quiet, his shoulders drooping.

“But . . . I think they may have been killed because of it.”

“The entire detachment? Over some caviar?” Nayden asked mockingly.

“I . . . may have found one survivor,” Samson responded, under his breath.

Nayden immediately changed his demeanor, his face expressing curiosity rather than rage. “Go on,” he urged.

The young investigator told his commander first about the rumors that a single soldier had escaped after the others went missing, then about his suspicions that this survivor was Private Sinyakin, Spektor’s confidant, who was born not far from Kyiv.



“Well, then, you must find him. He’ll tell us what went on in that bathhouse.”

“I’m looking,” Samson assured Nayden. “It seems he’s trying to sell off the caviar they stole.”

“Caviar again,” the commander muttered, but no longer quite so angrily.

* * *

Half an hour later, a Red Army man knocked at the door of Samson’s office.

“There’s a citizen asking for you,” he declared.

The young investigator went down the stairs and out into the yard. To his surprise, he saw Ovsey Bazarny, whose face was unusually joyless and pale.

“Comrade investigator, I’ve come to say goodbye,” the poet announced in a plaintive voice.

“What happened?”

“Matvey left me a warning.”

“Show it to me.”

“He wrote it right on the door, with charcoal: Get out of Kyiv or lose your life.”

“How do you know it was Matvey?”

“Because he left the same message for a merchant at the market a year ago. Wrote it on a crate, that time.”

“Did the merchant leave?”

“Vanished. Didn’t wait around.”

“And you’re leaving, too?”

“Think so. I want to live. But I came to ask your advice.”

Samson thought this over. People usually came to the police for help, not for advice. Ovsey, in all likelihood, was just too shy to ask for help directly, so he’d decided to call it “advice.”



“Ask me anything,” the young investigator said, addressing the poet decisively, trying to infect him with this very decisiveness.

“Do you know of a safe route to Vinnytsa?”

“There isn’t one,” Samson answered, after a short pause. “There are all sorts of hetmans with their gangs, and Petliura’s troops. I don’t think you’ll make it.”

Ovsey heaved a heavy sigh. “So, what should I do? Hide in Kyiv?”

“Let’s walk over to your square,” the young investigator suggested. “I’d like to see the message for myself.”

“But it’s dangerous . . .”

Samson demonstratively patted his holster. “I believe you’ll be safe with me.”

“I’m not sure about that. It isn’t seemly for poets to walk arm in arm with policemen.”

“I see,” Samson said and nodded. “Well, then, let’s do this—you go back to your office, and I’ll come by in an hour?”

Still dubious, Ovsey delayed his response. His wandering gaze spoke of an intense internal debate, the weighing of arguments known only to him.

“Alright,” he finally exhaled. “You can come by—but only for a minute.”

He turned around and, without saying goodbye, set off toward Karavaevska Street. Following the poet with his eyes, the young investigator noted the man’s strange, uncertain gait, as if he were walking against his will or splitting a strong headwind with his body.

* * *

Back in his office, Samson sat down at his desk and thought over the threat to Ovsey. Might the police use this situation to catch Matvey? Although, if the chiropodist had managed to shoot his way out of an ambush by a unit of armed soldiers, he would probably resist mightily again. No, it wouldn’t be easy to nab him. Yet, it had to be done. The young investigator hit a mental blind alley. To get out of it, he reached for a pencil and a piece of paper.

He drew the row of wooden buildings at the end of which stood the shed, with its single small window, where Ovsey composed and typed up his sensationally tearful creations. He then marked the shed with a big cross and, in his head, counted the number of steps from its door to the start of the row. It turned out to be about fifty. The only path from there was to the left, toward the market square, but it was blocked by rows of crates. It would be impossible to jump over the crates, although there were gaps between them. However, it would be easier to run along the row to the left, toward Stolypin Street, or to the right, toward Dmytrivska Street. The path to the right was shorter. It went past the back of the tavern.

Samson penciled arrows marking Matvey’s potential routes of escape. He imagined the chiropodist running toward the crates, shooting at the policemen and soldiers behind him, then rushing toward the cabs parked along Stolypin Street. Leaping up behind one of the drivers, pointing his revolver at his back, and shouting, “Go, damn you!” Then what?

The chase scene that arose in the young investigator’s imagination did not please him. One cannot aim accurately from a cart as it bounces over cobblestones. And a sharp turn at high speed could flip the thing over, leading to broken ribs. They would have to stop Matvey earlier.

Samson drew three small stars, representing soldiers, opposite the exit to Stolypin Street, and added another two opposite the exit to Dmytrivska. He concluded it was impossible to position a soldier at the dead end of the row of wooden sheds or inside Ovsey’s office. There was just enough room for himself and the poet—nowhere for a third man to conceal himself.

With the help of the pencil and paper, the young investigator’s plan matured. He brought it to Nayden.



“Solid,” the commander declared, assessing the sketch. “But you’ll need to rile him up. Anger blinds a man. This one’s already a surly son of a bitch, of course, but if you could provoke him further . . .”

A funny but quite appropriate idea brought a smile to Samson’s lips.

Nayden stared at him questioningly.

“I know just the thing . . .”

“Well, what is it?”

* * *

The door to the evidence room was locked.

“Vasyl?” Samson shouted, his voice echoing down the corridor.

He suddenly grew nervous, imagining Ovsey in his office, trembling with fear.

“Here I am,” Vasyl announced, peeking out from another doorway.

“Do you have any chalk or charcoal? Something we could use to write a message on a wall?” Samson asked.

“Come with me.”

Given the choice between both materials, the young investigator opted for chalk. Matvey had used charcoal. A new message in white would stand out more starkly.

* * *

Samson’s feet carried him down Karavaevska Street toward Mariinsko-Blagovishchenska Street. A wind bathed his face in the evening’s coolness. As if tired out by its daylong struggle to break through the clouds, the sun had turned red and begun its descent down invisible heavenly steps. Soon, it would disappear behind the buildings that stood between Samson and the train station.

Matvey wouldn’t show up in broad daylight, the young investigator thought as he walked. He was more likely to come at dusk or after dark . . .

He pictured Ovsey’s office: the table with the typewriter, the chair, the stool, and the couch on which one could sleep, though not very comfortably. An occasional nap wouldn’t do any harm, but every night? Your back would never forgive you. This implied that Ovsey lived somewhere else, with a normal bed and a wardrobe, a kitchen and a stove. Yet he hadn’t mentioned another home, instead asking for help in fleeing the city. Did this mean that Matvey knew of the poet’s other address? Did Ovsey live with someone else, whom he didn’t wish to put in danger?

Samson sighed, regretting that he knew so little about Ovsey and that he had never asked the poet to reveal more about himself.

Mariinsko-Blagovishchenska was livelier than Karavaevska at that hour. There were more carts, carriages, and horse-drawn cabs, and more cars to frighten the horses with their roaring engines. Pedestrians, too, would turn to look at the cars, and always with apprehension rather than mere curiosity.

“Whoa, there!” someone called out to the young investigator as he passed the Red Cross building.

He turned and saw an old man in a monk’s attire, with a staff in his hand and a knapsack over his shoulder.

“What do you want?” he demanded impatiently.

“Happen to know when we can expect the Kingdom of God?” the old man asked.

Dumbfounded, Samson shook his head. “You’d know better,” he said, and continued on his way toward Halytska Square, only a bit faster than before.

Suddenly, he saw a couple walking toward him with an equally hurried gait. The woman with dark hair he immediately recognized as Shpakevich’s “widow,” who had recently come to the station to ask for a certificate confirming her husband’s execution. Beside her walked Shpakevich himself, grasping a plump leather briefcase. He hadn’t changed a bit since the day of his arrest, still sporting the same wedge-shaped beard, the same spectacles, the same kindly professorial mien.



Noticing the young investigator, the couple stopped abruptly. Shpakevich glanced nervously from side to side, as if looking for a way to escape.

“Don’t move!” Samson shouted, racing up to them. “How could you ask me for a certificate? Have you no shame?” he asked the wife indignantly.

“Why should I be ashamed?” she responded with confidence, digging an elbow into the ribs of her husband, whose shoulders were hunched in fear. He straightened his back and cautiously raised his eyes.

“Can’t you stay hidden, you fools?” the young investigator blurted out. The proper thing to do, he thought, would be to arrest them both and take them to the station. But then what? He would again be ordered to carry out a night-time execution in the coach house—only, this time, the condemned wouldn’t be dummies. He swallowed and shook his head sadly, uncertain how to proceed.

“Allow me to introduce you to my fiancé,” the woman pronounced, and again lightly elbowed her companion. He straightened his back once more and gazed inquisitively, plaintively into Samson’s eyes. “Ivan Todosyevich Sikorsky.”

Samson stared at the lady in utter bewilderment.

“You have heard, I am sure, that the Soviet government allows its citizens to change their names in order to break ties with their bourgeois past. In two weeks, Ivan Todosyevich Sikorsky and I are to be married. I will then adopt his surname.”

Samson had indeed heard of this policy, but it interested him significantly less than the fact that Shpakevich—or the man formerly known as Shpakevich—was calmly walking the streets of Kyiv while soldiers were looking for him, with orders to kill. However, it soon dawned on the young investigator that Nayden had not in fact sent anyone to search for the escapee.

“Where will you live after the wedding?” he asked, more or less out of idle curiosity.



“At my address,” the woman answered. “In Pushcha-Vodytsia, 60 Nekrasovska Street. Where I lived with my first husband, who was shot by the police. Where else are we supposed to live?” she inquired, squinting into Samson’s eyes.

“Go on, then,” he muttered dully.

“Go where?” the woman asked.

“Katya Valeryevna,” the young investigator breathed out, remembering her name. “Go wherever you were going. I wish you luck.”

“We thank you,” said the man formerly known as Shpakevich, breaking his long silence.
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The door to Ovsey’s office was locked. Disappointed, Samson shook his head and read the charcoal inscription on the wall: Get out of Kyiv or lose your life. Reaching for the piece of chalk in his pocket, he wondered what he should write in response. Perhaps, I am not afraid? No, that would be too civilized. It might even trigger laughter. He needed to incite anger, to write something rude—something one drunk might shout at another outside a tavern.

“What are you doing?” Ovsey’s frightened whisper sounded behind the young investigator’s back.

He turned around. How could the poet have snuck up so quietly? Or had Samson been too deeply absorbed in his own thoughts?

“What do you need that chalk for?” Ovsey asked.

“To write a response,” Samson explained, nodding at the clumsy charcoal threat.

“So, you want him to kill me, is that it?”

“Unlock the door,” Samson instructed.

Ovsey removed the padlock and the two stepped inside.

“Will you wait for him alone?” the poet asked, his voice full of distrust.



“Why alone? You’ll be here with me. And we’ll position soldiers near the square.”

“To hell with you!” Ovsey suddenly burst out, but the exclamation sounded plaintive and hushed.

Shocked by the rudeness of the words, especially coming from a poet and singer, Samson took a step back and raised his right hand to his holster.

Ovsey also took a step back.

“Why do you need me to stay?” he asked, his gaze as desperate as that of a beggar on the church steps. “Let me go, and wait for him on your own! But . . . but if he kills you, he’ll keep going until he gets me, too!”

“Simmer down,” Samson urged, removing his hand from his holster.

“I’m scared,” Ovsey squeezed out.

“Alright,” Samson relented with a heavy sigh. “Do you have another key to the lock?”

The poet nodded, walked over to the couch, reached under the blanket, and handed over a key.

“Do you have a place you can stay? Not too far from here?” the young investigator asked.

“I can stay with my sister.”

“We’ll do it this way,” Samson began, dropping the key into his pocket. “Spend the night at your sister’s place, then come here tomorrow at one o’clock, so that people see you at the market. If you can, sing something for the crowd. Then sneak away. I’ll wait for Matvey without you. It’s dark in here, isn’t it?”

The poet struck a match and lit a candle. Now, all the corners of the shed were open to the eye, while the massive black Triumph shone with a strange, magical glow, its enamel surfaces reflecting the little flame.

Ovsey bent down and lifted a brown leather briefcase from the floor. Slipping two slim stacks of his printed works inside the briefcase, he gazed around, as if bidding a silent farewell to the office.



“But you must come tomorrow, understand?” Samson insisted. The poet nodded and left.

Samson went up to a small square window, which was covered with a white cambric curtain, then stepped outside. The twilight had thickened. Now, even the dead end of the path was invisible. Everything looked gray. The walls of the sheds merged with the darkening air of evening.

He walked about twenty paces away from Ovsey’s office and then began to close the distance again, slowly, keeping his eyes on the window. The candle was still burning inside, but the young investigator saw no light until he was ten paces away. At that point, he noticed that the area in front of the window had grown a bit brighter. The curtain hid the flame well.

It would be wise, he thought, to light two or three candles tomorrow, to make it clear that someone was inside.

Walking back into the office, Samson found rings for a padlock on the door and door frame. That meant that Ovsey sometimes locked himself in. There was no bolt on the inside of the door—only a weak little hook.

He took the blanket off the couch, folded it, and placed it on the wooden floor, in the corner. Drawing his Mauser, he sat down on the blanket and listened. The silence was pure and complete. Then, suddenly, a car rumbled by. The young investigator was shocked—a car couldn’t have passed so close to the shed, and no engine was loud enough for its sound to reach him from the street.

He realized that the sound had come from his father’s study on Zhylianska Street. The window must be open, he thought, a bit irritated.

Soon, he calmed down and, for a minute or two, sat motionless on the blanket. Then, he put his gun down on the floor and tried to pick it up again quickly. The attempt was awkward and loud. Should he put it down on a rag? He imagined himself lifting the Mauser from the rag with a quick and precise movement, then shook his head. It was best to hold it the entire time. The main thing was not to fall asleep.

After locking the door behind him, Samson took the chalk from his pocket and wrote a message directly beneath Matvey’s: To hell with you. He could hear Ovsey saying it. In fact, they were the poet’s words. The young investigator had simply readdressed them to a more deserving recipient.

* * *

On the corner of Stolypin Street, Samson crossed paths with a homeless urchin, who froze in fear at the sight of him.

Samson felt for a Kerensky ruble in his pocket, easily distinguishing it from its Soviet-issued counterparts by its size and paper quality.

“Here,” he said to the lad, who was standing stock-still, five steps away from him.

“What for?” the lad asked, sounding suspicious.

“You know where the market singer’s shed is?”

“Sure—what of it?”

“There’s a message on the wall. Do you know your letters?”

“I can read. Can’t write, though.”

“Do this for me—read what it says, then go and tell everyone. Not today. Tomorrow morning.”

“Who’s everyone?”

“Everyone at the market. Got it?”

The urchin scurried up to Samson, snatched the money from his hand, and again retreated to a safe distance.

“Do what I say, will you?” the young investigator pleaded in a friendly tone.

“Easy,” the lad responded. “Read it and tell folks.”

Samson nodded and continued on his way.

* * *

The windows of his and Nadezhda’s flat were dark, but there was a light on in the widow’s kitchen. A minute after he knocked at the locked front door, the bolt creaked and the widow let him inside.



“Come in for a while, dear boy?” she offered cheerfully.

Although the young investigator sensed the long day’s weight on his shoulders, he nodded. One mustn’t too frequently reject the invitations of the woman responsible for the safety of one’s home.

The widow sat Samson down at her kitchen table and poured him a glass of liqueur. After filling her own glass, she gave him a significant look.

“You ought to try to come home earlier,” she said. “A man ought to pay attention to his wife . . . Otherwise, God knows what might happen.” The closing words resonated with genuine concern.

“Well, she isn’t back from work yet,” Samson responded, glancing up at the ceiling. “And here I am.”

“She isn’t back because the flat is empty. Do you know that some other man has accompanied her to our door three times, by my count?”

“That was her chief,” Samson explained. “He feels it isn’t safe for her to walk alone.”

“Ah, so you know, then,” the widow exhaled, evidently relieved.

Samson drank his liqueur and went up to his flat. Turning on the light in the living room, he looked around and thought that it would indeed have been nice to see Nadezhda at the table, waiting for him with a cup of tea.

He put a kettle of water on the kerosene stove, then caught a warm, sweet smell in the air—a smell that reminded him of childhood, of those moments when his nanny would take freshly baked pies out of the oven. He searched for the source of the pleasant aroma. Everything in the kitchen was cold: the piece of bread wrapped in paper, the saucepan with the remnants of that morning’s porridge, the glass jar of cherry jam Dr. Vatrukhin had left behind.

After cracking open the window to air out the deceptive smell, he went back into the living room and did the same thing there. The aroma was even stronger in his father’s study. Approaching the window, he bumped into the tailor’s dummy. It swayed on its long, thick leg as if it were alive. This made him feel uneasy, and he flipped on the light. The dummy was still swaying, and he thought he saw barely noticeable curls of smoke rising from the two bullet holes in its chest.

He went back to the kitchen, dug around in a drawer for a needle and thread, returned to the study, and sewed up the holes. Stepping back from the window, he found that he was unable to tear his eyes away from the dummy—especially from those two marks of violence.

A thought crept into Samson’s mind. Perhaps it was no accident that the dummy had wound up in the study. It was as if it were acting as his late father’s representative, watching over things on his behalf.

On a chair by the wall on the left lay the brand-new suit his father had never had the chance to wear in public—the suit he had been on his way to pick up from the tailor’s when he was killed, back in March. What was Samson to do with it? The young investigator had recently taken it out in order to try it on, to see whether it could be altered to fit him. He could also sell it at the Jewish Market, of course, but it would be better to wear it. His father would have approved of him carrying on in his footsteps, as it were. And the tailor could surely use the work.

Samson picked up the jacket and shook it out, then noticed the dummy out of the corner of his eye. It still seemed to be swaying. He approached it and threw the jacket over its shoulders. A perfect fit. Once buttoned, the jacket sat beautifully, as if on a man of athletic build. Yet, the dummy’s wounded chest, showing at the neck, looked alien, hostile, offended.

The young investigator fetched one of his father’s shirts from the living room, removed the jacket, and put the shirt on in its place, turning up the hem and tying the sleeves in a weak knot behind the dummy’s back. He buttoned the shirt to the top and draped the jacket over it.

After flipping off the light and closing the door, so that no outside light would penetrate the study, he peered at the dummy and saw that it looked very much like his father. Suddenly, he heard excited, rapid breathing and took another step toward the dummy. Then, he glanced at the bookcase, the glass-fronted doors of which stood open, and realized that his severed ear was picking up and transmitting his own excited breathing.

The young investigator returned to the living room, took out a pen, an inkwell, and a sheet of paper, and began a letter:


My dear Nadezhda,

I realize that I have paid you far too little attention. It would be a pity if my death were to put an end to our marital coexistence and mutual love, which has not yet had the chance to develop in full due to the complexity of the current historical moment. Yet, if this were to happen, do not allow yourself to go into mourning and do not consider your life a failure. Live on, despite your losses. If I should die tomorrow, bury me next to my parents and sister. And please remain here, in our flat. I bequeath it to you. You may show this letter as evidence.

One more thing: You will find a snuffbox in the bookcase inside my father’s study. It holds my severed ear. I would like you to place the snuffbox in my coffin.

With love,

Samson



Samson reread the letter several times and, after some thought, boldly crossed out the last three sentences.

For a moment, he wondered whether the ear would continue to hear after he himself was gone. The absurdity of the thought brought a tired smile to his lips.

He folded the letter in four, walked into the study, and slipped the paper into the watch pocket of the dummy’s jacket, so that the edge stuck out, attracting attention. Then, he retrieved the snuffbox and went back to the living-room table. He wanted to open it, but something stopped him. Instead, he began to search for a better hiding place. Despite the drowsiness and slowness of his thoughts, he soon knew just what to do.

The young investigator rummaged through the drawers in the kitchen and found a hammer, nails, and a small cardboard glove box without a lid. Crawling under the living-room table, he nailed the box from the inside to a wooden rim that encircled the bottom of the tabletop. After lowering the snuffbox into its new home, he crawled out and walked around the table, making sure that the hiding place was in fact invisible. Satisfied with his work, he made some tea and took a seat at the table, just above his ear. The bang he heard when he firmly set down his mug confirmed the location.

A moment later, Samson also heard footsteps from the street. Looking out the window, he saw Nadezhda approaching the building, accompanied by her chief.

“Please, join us!” he called out. “I’ll come down to open the door!”

Poddomov stopped in his tracks and seemed to shudder, looking behind him as if preparing to retreat. While Nadezhda calmly looked up and waved, her escort did indeed begin to step back. It was late, so perhaps he was right not to want to come up.

When his wife was asleep, Samson quietly got out of bed and tiptoed into the living room. He had remembered that the wardrobe from which he’d taken his father’s shirt an hour earlier also held his school uniform. He had recently put on the trousers and tunic, but he hadn’t touched the cap in a long while. It lay on the shelf, together with the clean tablecloths and the Morocco leather dining-chair covers his mother had so loved.

The young investigator took out the cap, folded the uniform, and placed them in an old valise in which his father had sometimes carried one of his abacuses to work. He then put the valise in the hallway, so as not to forget it in the morning.

* * *



After breakfast, Samson kissed Nadezhda more passionately than usual and embraced her as if he was departing for distant, dangerous lands.

“What’s got into you?” she asked.

“It’s going to be a difficult day,” he responded, and gave her another long, tender look. Then he walked into the hallway, grabbed the valise, and left the flat.

Either the special farewell to Nadezhda, or the previous evening’s encounter with the dummy in his father’s study—if not both—made Samson feel strangely insignificant, completely dependent on circumstances. For a moment, he resigned himself to the fact that someone else would decide his fate. Yet, almost immediately, an unknown inner force rose up to combat his sense of helplessness. It revived the young investigator, preparing him for reckless acts of heroism. Onward, he told himself, looking up at the patchy sky.

He was heading up Tarasivska, overtaking other pedestrians and occasionally glancing at their faces, but he did not feel himself to be in physical motion. It was as if he were being carried along by some magical power, which made sure that the soles of his boots never touched the road, that he wasted none of his ardor on mundane tasks, instead accumulating it for those movements whose goal was unconditional victory.

Vasyl stood outside the station, looking around expectantly. They shook hands, and Samson was about to mount the steps to the entrance when a cry hit him in the back: “Comrade investigator! Comrade investigator! Hold on a minute!”

Turning around, he saw the young cabby with whom he had discovered Klim’s body.

“What is it, Mishka?”

The cabby came up so close that his sour breath made Samson wince and take half a step back.

“They stole the mare,” Mishka whispered excitedly. “The one I was to look after.”

“Klim’s mare?”



“That’s right. Took it from the yard, sometime at night. Write that down, will you? Since it’s under my name now. I don’t wanna be held responsible.”

“Go to the officer on duty,” Samson directed, pointing toward the open door. “Ask for a pencil and paper, and make out a statement.”

“But I can barely write . . .”

“Do your best,” the young investigator responded, and the cabby hesitantly walked inside.

“What, you know all the cabbies by name?” Vasyl inquired with a sly smile.

Samson laughed that off and told the evidence-room commandant about Klim and his mare.

“That’s the horse that went missing?” Vasyl asked. “You know, about five years ago, I knew a driver in Kurenivka who sold his horse five times.”

“How?”

“Well, she was trained to come home from anywhere your parked her. This driver, he was a drunk. Every evening, he’d fall asleep right on the box and fall backward into the cart. That’s how the horse knew when to start for home. So, he sold it the first time, and the new owner, he unharnessed her and left her in his yard. What did she do? She went right out and found her way to her old home. They’re smart, horses. They know their master, and the master’s friends and family, too. Recognize them by sight and smell.”

Up in his office, the young investigator tried to concentrate on the serious task ahead of him—laying an ambush for the chiropodist—but Vasyl’s words about smart horses wouldn’t leave his mind. He opened the bathhouse case file, copied out Klim’s address, then went downstairs and dispatched two soldiers to check on the crime scene, handing them cab vouchers.

“Look around the yard and inside the stable. If you see a mare, bring her back to the station and put her in the coach house.”



“Bring her back? How?” one of the soldiers asked, confused.

“Ask the cabby to attach her bridle to the back of his cart, that’s how,” Samson explained.

He went up to his office again, no longer distracted by the question of Klim’s mare. But then his gaze fell on Kholodny’s desk, and he thought about paying him a visit—to say goodbye, just in case. He immediately reconsidered. It was bad luck to do such things. And, in any case, the trip to the hospital would sap his strength, and he would need every ounce of it this evening.

He took out his school uniform and cap from his valise and put them on.

A moment later, Nayden popped his head into the office and exclaimed, “What is this, a carnival?”

“I figured that, if I showed up at the market in my police uniform, someone might see me and tip off Matvey.”

“Good thinking,” the commander drawled, nodding. “Any news about Kholodny? When is he coming back?”

“I plan to visit him tomorrow,” Samson responded. “I’ll report directly afterward.”

When Nayden left, the young investigator glanced around for a mirror, but there wasn’t one, so he simply looked down at himself. His boots didn’t match his trousers, which were now bunched up below his knees—but, then again, many Kyivans dressed incongruously these days, paying no mind to the opinions of others, so Samson wasn’t especially concerned about drawing undue attention.

* * *

At around five in the afternoon, Samson took three wax candles with thick wicks from Vasyl, who also cracked a few jokes about schoolboys and schoolgirls. Samson cut him off. This was no time for humor.

Downstairs, he summoned five Red Army men, who had already once waited in vain outside the Halytska bathhouse, and commanded them to appear at the market at a certain hour, explaining where to stand and what to look for.

“Remember—aim at his legs. He has a lot to tell us, so make sure not to fire at his head or chest. Aim only at his legs.”

The soldiers nodded, but somewhat uncertainly. They, too, appeared to be puzzled by the school uniform. Only Samson’s holster seemed to inspire their confidence, but he feared that it also distracted them from what he was saying. Consequently, he stressed again that Matvey would not surrender willingly—that he would shoot back and try to escape—so there was no need to wait until he drew his weapon. They should immediately raise their rifles and fire at his legs.

The young investigator picked up the paper-wrapped bundle of candles, walked out of the station, and saw that the sky was already darkening in the east. “God be with me,” he whispered. He made sure his tunic hid his belt and holster, and marched off toward Karavaevska Street.

* * *

By the time he reached Halytska Square, the dusk had thickened. There were almost no people at the market, only a few passers-by, some of them heading to the tavern.

Samson hurried past the storage crates and turned down the row of sheds, noting that the darkness was even more intense here than in the square.

He removed the padlock from the outside of Ovsey’s office, looped it through the rings on the inside, and lit the candle that stood beside the typewriter.

The darkness was definitively dispelled when he also lit one of the candles he had brought with him. Finding no place to put it, he dripped some of its wax onto the table. After holding the candle upright for half a minute, he let it go. It stood as straight as a pine tree.

He checked the window, making sure the curtain was closed, then sat down on the folded blanket in the corner, pulled off his belt, and took out his Mauser, placing it next to him.

It was a quarter past seven. Samson caught himself wondering whether Matvey would even come, but he immediately put his doubts aside. The message in chalk was sure to get a response. The chiropodist could not overlook such a slight. He would show, and probably quite soon, since he likely knew that Ovsey seldom spent the night at his office.

His confidence restored, the young investigator listened closely to the silence, occasionally glancing at his Mauser.

An hour passed before he heard footsteps outside—oddly light, not very masculine footsteps.

Tensing up, he pressed his back into the corner.

The footsteps stopped right in front of the door.

“Ovsey, dear, open up,” said a quiet female voice.

Samson tried not to make a sound. He assumed the woman would try once more, then leave, but that did not happen.

“Ovsey, I know you’re in there. Are you with someone else?” the woman asked, with notes of concern and offense in her voice. “Who’s in there with you?” she demanded more sternly. “I’m not leaving, you hear? I swear, I’ll claw her eyes out!”

The woman’s threats grew louder and louder. Concerned that she might scare off Matvey, the young investigator rose quietly, approached the door, and said, “Ovsey isn’t here. I’m a friend of his, from Vinnytsa. He’s letting me stay here.”

“What friend?” the woman asked, incredulous.

“A distant friend. You don’t know me. Come to the window.”

Samson briefly pulled the curtain aside, showing her his face and, more importantly, revealing that neither Ovsey nor any woman was present.

“Where is he, then?” she asked, switching back to a half-whisper.

“With his sister.”



The woman said nothing in response. She simply turned and walked away.

The young investigator returned to the corner, but as soon as he sat down a suspicion struck him like a blow to the head. What if the woman had been sent by Matvey? If she told him that Ovsey was gone, the chiropodist wouldn’t come. What’s worse, he would seek the poet out at his sister’s home and kill him there. At least Samson hadn’t given away the address. In fact, he didn’t know the address. But maybe Matvey did?

Samson felt more and more uneasy. The damp air of the evening seeped in through the shed’s thin wooden walls. Was there any sense in staying? Yes, he decided—at least until two in the morning. Then he could put out the candles. No one kept the lights on past two in the morning.

Close to eleven, when Samson had already begun to contemplate leaving at one in the morning, or even at half past twelve, he again heard footsteps. These were heavy, quite obviously those of a man. He grabbed his Mauser, seized with fear.

Someone stopped just outside the window.

“You son of a bitch,” rasped a familiar hoarse voice.

Just as the young investigator raised his Mauser, the door flew off its hinges with a mind-scrambling crash and a gust of wind blew out the candles. He felt that something terribly huge was about to fall on him from above.

He jerked to the right and fired his Mauser into the dark. Someone else fired at almost the same instant. A loud ringing echoed through the shed and painfully penetrated Samson’s bare earhole. He saw one of the bullets ricochet three times, making yellow streaks in the air. It narrowly missed his eye, knocking a piece of wood out of the wall beside his head and flying off toward the doorway.

Something heavy hit the floor. Samson tried to jump to his feet, but slipped and fell back. He realized that his legs were not ready to obey him, so he sat for a minute, listening closely. When he tried to rise again, he succeeded. He then struck a match and, with the help of its small dancing flame, saw a body lying face down in front of him. He looked for a candle. Ovsey’s had been crushed in the tumult. His own was bent but still in one piece. He lit it again, propped it against the typewriter, and noticed that one of the keys was pressed all the way down.

Cautiously leaning forward, he realized that a bullet had typed a letter on the sheet of paper in the machine, pressing and knocking the enamel off the key. The letter was M. A remarkable coincidence, he thought. With his final shot, Matvey had typed the first letter of his name.

His ears once again caught the sound of approaching footfalls. Several people were running toward the shed. These were, no doubt, the Red Army men Samson had stationed around the square.

“Come out with your hands up or we’ll riddle the whole place with bullets!” one of them shouted angrily.

“It’s me, not him!” Samson called back in a weakening voice. “Get in here!”

The soldiers walked in, stepping around the prone body and keeping their eyes on it.

“We were sure you were dead,” one of them admitted. “Turns out, it went the other way.”

“Didn’t manage to hit him in the legs?” the eldest soldier half-asked, half-stated.

“It happened very quickly,” Samson replied apologetically. “In the dark. He broke down the door and the wind blew out the candles.”

“Where should we take him?” a young soldier asked, yawning. “The morgue on Fundukleev Street?”

“Hold on,” Samson said, raising his hand, which was still clutching the pistol. The handle was wet. That meant his palm was sweating, due to all the excitement. Mausers didn’t sweat, after all—they only fired.

The young investigator suddenly felt weak and sat down on the couch.

“Get a cart and take him to the coach house. We need to check his pockets . . .”



The Red Army men seemed unwilling to carry out the order. After exchanging puzzled glances, they turned their eyes to Samson and did not move.

“Do you fail to understand me?” he asked in an angry but not threatening tone.

“Comrade Kolechko, you have blood on your hand,” said the young soldier.

Samson looked down and realized that what he had felt on his palm hadn’t been sweat. He saw blood dripping to the floor.

One of the soldiers bent down over the corpse.

“You got him right in the temple,” he announced, nearly sticking his finger into the wound.

“Let me see,” said the young investigator, also bending forward. “It must have been a ricochet. He was turned the other way when he came in.”

He then reached into his jacket pocket with his free hand, recalling Dr. Vatrukhin’s advice to carry a rope, in case he needed a tourniquet. But the rope was in his other trousers, back at the office.

“Do any of you have a rope?” he asked the soldiers.

“I do,” one of them responded, and lifted his tunic to reveal that his trousers were belted with rope.

“I’ll need that.”

The soldiers helped him tie the rope just below his shoulder. The bullet had struck him above the elbow, but it had missed the bone, so he could still move his fingers and bend his arm.

“Find me a cab,” Samson commanded. “And a cart to take him to the coach house.”

“But there’s a horse in the coach house,” the eldest Red Army man suddenly remembered.

This news revived Samson.

“We found it in that dead cabby’s yard, in front of the stable,” the soldier added.



“Take the corpse there, anyway. We’ll get it to the morgue tomorrow morning, after a proper inspection.”

The soldiers suddenly became more agreeable. Two of them stayed with Samson, who sat down on the couch once more, while three went to look for a cab and a cart.

Vatrukhin again, Samson thought feverishly, and he felt uncomfortable, realizing that his visits to the doctor were increasingly frequent and intrusive.

The clatter of hooves on cobblestones reached his ears. The horse seemed to stop some distance away.

The two soldiers who had gone to look for transportation came back into the shed.

“The cabby’s waiting,” one of them announced. “We’ll get you in over there. Doesn’t want to come any closer—says he’d never manage to back out.”






29.

Ah, look who’s up,” Nikolay Nikolaevich’s voice sounded overhead. “At last. Young man, I’m afraid it’s my fault that you’ve been unconscious so long.”

Although his mind was clouded and his head felt terribly heavy, Samson managed to raise himself up on his elbow and look around. He was in Vatrukhin’s living room, on a couch, beside which, on a stool covered with oilcloth, lay scissors and tweezers. The doctor’s wife was wiping a windowsill with a rag, while the doctor himself stood at the foot of the couch. Raising himself a bit higher, the young investigator glanced about for his boots, but they were nowhere to be seen.

“Did I sleep here all night?” he asked.

“If you can call it sleep,” Vatrukhin responded, smiling wearily. “In any case, you spent the night. I’m not a surgeon and don’t know how to administer general anesthesia, so I poured some half a liter of vodka down your throat before I started poking around in your arm. You’ll take your souvenir home with you.”

“What souvenir?”

The doctor walked to the stool and picked up a small surgical tray, on the white enamel of which lay a mangled bullet, not completely clean of blood.



“I don’t know how to account for your luck. Not only did the bullet enter your flesh sideways, but it didn’t even nick a single vein,” Vatrukhin marveled. “Nonetheless, your right arm is hexed, as my dear Dunya would say,” he added, glancing at his wife. “Seems to attract all sorts of trouble—knives, guns . . . If I were you, I’d learn to eat with my left hand, just in case.”

Samson attempted a smile, and nearly succeeded.

He lowered his feet to the parquet, which was cold and slightly damp after a recent washing. His right arm was bandaged above the elbow. The wound ached, but only dully.

“We’ll need to find you a shirt,” the doctor pronounced, gazing at Samson’s bare torso. “Your tunic can be washed and mended, but the old shirt is ruined.”

“And my belt? My holster?” asked the young investigator, bending over to peer under the couch.

“The soldiers who brought you took those back to the station. I really ought to hang out a new sign—Emergency Treatment of Knife and Bullet Wounds. I’d have patients day and night. In fact, I already do,” the doctor joked, staring into Samson’s eyes.

* * *

On the way home, Samson tried to recall the previous evening in detail, but the picture refused to come together. A thundering roar, gunshots, the fiery trajectories of ricocheting bullets, then hurrying footsteps and the clatter of hooves. Suddenly, a single thought canceled all his attempts to assemble the details. It occurred to him that Nadezhda likely did not know whether he was alive or dead. Perhaps she hadn’t even gone to work . . . Samson imagined her at home, worried sick. What would he have done in her place? Of course, he had already been in her place, when she’d been kidnapped by those brutish railway workers.

A woman walking in the opposite direction threw him a surprised glance. He tried to examine himself from the side. Nothing too odd. True, the doctor’s shirt sat loosely on his frame, but at least it concealed his new bandage. He had tucked his trousers into his boots again, so that they were bunched up below his knees, but there was nothing especially unusual about that either. In his hand was a small bag that held his heavy tunic, which was stiff with dried blood. He would have to let it sit in a basin of water for a while, then wash it clean and ask a tailor to sew up the bullet hole. Ah, and he was also wearing his old cap, so he probably looked like a schoolboy adrift in time, with no present or future. He was forced to agree with the passing woman’s glance: a rather pitiful sight.

He gave the yard-sweeper’s widow a mere nod when she opened the door for him, then rushed up the stairs. After flipping on the light in the hallway of his flat, he froze, staring with fear at the dirty footprints on the floor, which had clearly been left by a man’s boots. He counted them: three in the hallway, then a few in one place at the door to the living room. The visitor must not have gone farther. It was hard to imagine that a person who had entered someone else’s home in dirty boots would suddenly take them off there, continuing barefoot or in slippers.

“Nadezhda, dear!” the young investigator called out. His wife did not respond.

Samson pulled off his boots and went into the living room. He saw a mug on the table and a candle that had burned down almost to its socket. There was some tea left in the mug, but it had long since cooled.

The fact that the candle was just a stump surprised him. Nadezhda usually took out the stubs if they reached within an inch of the socket, and he did the same. This candle had gone out by itself, which suggested that she had waited for him at night, when there was no power. She had then fallen asleep—perhaps at the table, perhaps in bed. But the footprints . . . Who else had been here?

“Need milk?” a female voice rang from the street below.

“I’ll take some!” the widow’s voice responded.



Samson’s eyes lit up. He dashed into the hallway, pulled on his boots, and raced down the stairs. The widow had just stepped through her door with a can in her hand.

“Did someone come up to our flat last night?” the young investigator demanded, stopping her with his hand.

“Yes, one of your soldier boys, from the police. Stamped in after midnight. Needed to see Nadezhda. Said it was urgent.”

“Are you sure he was from the station?” Samson pressed the old woman, peering into her eyes.

“Sure, I’m sure. Showed me his papers. It was dark, of course . . .”

Returning to his flat, Samson walked around the dirty prints. It occurred to him that he should wipe them away with a wet rag, but another, sterner thought intervened. He decided not to touch them, in case they were—God forbid—evidence of a crime.

He locked his door and went down to see the widow again, this time not with a question, but with a request.

“Will you be washing clothes today?” he asked.

“I will.”

He handed her the small bag that held his tunic.

“Please, wash this for me. It’s stained with blood, and I don’t want to worry Nadezhda.”

“Of course, dear boy, of course,” the widow promised.

* * *

Near the station, Samson slowed down, thinking of where to go first—to the coach house to search Matvey’s body, or up to Nayden’s office to report on the previous evening’s developments. Something told him that the commander would be displeased to learn that his subordinate had killed the one man who could have revealed the secrets surrounding the lost soldiers. There was, of course, the changing-room attendant, but he either really didn’t know what had happened or refused to speak. Well, perhaps he would speak now that the chiropodist, whom everyone had feared, was dead. It was hard to believe that twenty-eight naked corpses could be carried out of the bathhouse without him noticing.

The young investigator paused, imagining the perpetrators carrying the naked corpses out at night, loading them onto a cart, and covering them with matting or sackcloth. Klim would have driven them off somewhere, making his way along deserted streets, and would then have returned for the next batch. So many questions remained unanswered . . . Where could he have taken the corpses? How had they died in the first place? After all, they were healthy men who had seen their share of combat.

Sighing, Samson walked into the station, went up the stairs, and knocked at Nayden’s door.

“Why aren’t you in uniform?” the commander inquired sharply.

“It’s . . . it’s in my office,” the young investigator stammered, sounding guilty. “I . . . I had to change for the ambush, you know . . .”

“Well, go and change again, and come right back,” Nayden ordered.

Stepping into his own office, Samson spotted his belt and holster on the seat of his chair. This calmed him down, and he began to pull off his boots with his left hand. As he removed the doctor’s shirt, he felt a stronger ache in his fresh wound.

It was only when he was putting on his usual trousers that he noticed a small gray envelope on the desk, next to the bathhouse case file.

The young investigator restrained his curiosity until he was fully dressed. The sleeve of his tunic pressed on the bandage, but he would just have to endure it.

The envelope contained two photographs of the chiropodist’s corpse on the floor of Ovsey’s office.

Samson knew what Nayden would tell him now. He hadn’t thought of the need to photograph the crime scene. But how had the soldiers found a photographer at night? One thing was clear: they hadn’t followed his orders, leaving the body where it was. This meant that at least one of them had remembered the rules concerning the documentation of crimes better than he had himself, despite the fact that he had taken the proper courses, where these rules had been explained ad nauseam.

The young investigator felt hot under the collar. He tried to justify his actions, reminding himself that Ovsey’s office was not a crime scene so much as the site of a criminal’s death. But this argument would hardly convince Nayden. Why even try? It was best to admit one’s mistakes.

He entered Nayden’s office with his head down, prepared for a deluge of offensive remarks.

“How’s the arm?” the commander asked in a sympathetic tone.

“It barely hurts,” Samson responded cautiously.

“I sent a soldier to your flat last night,” Nayden continued. “To reassure your wife. That, there, is everything from the dead man’s pockets,” he added, nodding toward a large brown envelope on his desk. “Interesting fellow. Do you like to play billiards?”

The young investigator stared at Nayden in shock. He still expected the commander to explode at any moment, expressing in no uncertain terms what he thought of Samson and his badly bungled ambush.

“I used to, but . . .”

A piece of paper appeared in the commander’s hands. It was Samson’s sketch of Ovsey’s office and the surrounding area.

“Look, he burst through the door, his right side facing you,” Nayden said, running his finger through the penciled doorway. “But he was killed by a bullet to the left temple!”

A Duchenne smile spread across the commander’s face. Every word he uttered seemed to delight him.

“He burst in and immediately started firing!” the young investigator exclaimed. “His own bullet ricocheted!”

Nayden shook his head, reached into a desk drawer, and brought a crooked bullet, clamped between his thumb and index finger, up to Samson’s face.

“This is from your Mauser,” he pronounced victoriously. “You fired once, but your bullet bounced twice off the walls and flew directly into his temple. Well done! I’ll have to take you to a billiard hall.”

Samson was silent. He didn’t quite know how to react to this unexpected outpouring of approval.

“Thanks to you, we didn’t sleep a wink, of course,” Nayden said, no longer smiling, but with kindness still glowing in his eyes. “Had to wake up the photographer, call in Vasyl. Oh, and here’s a funny thing. When the corpse was brought into the coach house, the mare started licking his face. Interesting, no?”

The young investigator raised his left hand to his chin. Now, he too was smiling.

“She recognized him,” he breathed out excitedly. “So, I was right . . .”

“Right about what?”

“The cabby Klim—or maybe he and Matvey together—used that mare to transport the bodies of the missing Red Army men,” Samson explained.

“Why would she lick his face if she’d only seen him once or twice?” the commander asked, incredulous.

“It was more than once or twice,” Samson objected. “Much more. And it wasn’t just the Red Army men. Other people have gone missing in that bathhouse. I think I understand, now . . .”

Vasyl cracked open the door and peeked into the office.

“The car’s here,” he said to Nayden. “I’ll be on my way.”

The commander nodded, and the door closed again.

“Well, if you understand so well, then I await a written report indicating the location of the soldiers’ bodies, as well as the cause of and motive behind their deaths.”

Nayden’s voice had taken on a chillier tone. There was no longer even a trace of a smile on his face, and no sign of kindness in his eyes.

Samson grew tense. “Yes, Commander. Permission to leave?”

“Go on. Just be careful with that right arm. Not very lucky, is it?”






30.

A pale-faced young soldier with a rifle in his hands stood guard in front of the coach house. His thin face, with its deep-set eyes, expressed both fatigue and anxiety. Crows cawed in the uppermost branches of a nearby oak tree. The soldier glanced up at them from time to time, his face brightening, as if receiving an infusion of faith and hope.

On seeing Samson stepping out of the building, the soldier drew himself up, straightened his back, but only for a moment. Soon, fatigue hunched his shoulders again.

“Open the door,” Samson ordered.

“You oughta be careful in there,” the soldier responded, a note of panic in his voice. “I swear, there’s evil spirits about . . .”

“Are you religious?” the young investigator wondered out loud, remembering Private Kovtun’s dream of joining a monastery.

“No, no.” The soldier shook his head. “But that mare—she’s been licking the dead man’s face, neighing over him, like she’s grieving . . .”

“Don’t close the door behind me,” Samson instructed, entering the shed.

The sun hung directly above the station and its rays did not penetrate the doorway, but there was still plenty of light—enough for the young investigator to read fine print, even in the farthest corner.

The chiropodist lay on his back, feet to the door and dead eyes turned to the ceiling. His lips were now permanently twisted, either in pain or rage.

The mare stood a little farther off, but, when she saw Samson, she perked up, swished her tail, snorted, shifted from hoof to hoof, then came closer, staring at the living man. The young investigator watched the animal without moving. The mare approached Matvey’s body, bent down, and ran her wide tongue across his face. Then she shook her mane and backed away again.

Yes, thought Samson, these two were no strangers to each other. If Matvey had really killed Klim, then he had done so to keep the cabby from talking. That would make sense if Klim had been the one responsible for carting off the dead Red Army men. And the fact that Klim’s mare recognized Matvey meant that the chiropodist had sat on the box next to the cabby on more than one occasion. There was no other explanation for the horse’s interest in the corpse. Unless, perhaps, Klim and Matvey were old friends? Unlikely. People like Matvey weren’t made for friendship—at least, not for any form of friendship Samson could easily imagine.

The young investigator squatted down beside the body.

The mare snorted and came closer again. She lowered her large muzzle and licked Matvey’s left temple, where blood had dried in a burgundy blot around the bullet hole.

“Why are you so fond of him?” Samson whispered, trying to catch the mare’s eye. “Do you know something about him?”

He reached out and tried to pet her, but she snorted and backed away into the depths of the shed.

“You see?” the young investigator continued. “You don’t know me, so you’re afraid. But you’re not afraid of him. Not because he’s dead, but because you know him.”



* * *

Climbing the wooden steps to his office, Samson continued to ponder the question of the mare and Matvey.

A silly idea flitted through his head—the idea of collecting testimony from animals . . . Just think of all the cats, dogs, and horses who had witnessed murders and robberies. If only it were possible to make them talk. He laughed off the notion, but—behind the laughter, the self-irony, the slight sense of shame at his childish imaginings—somewhere in the dark corner of his mind, a doubt arose. Was it really so funny? Perhaps it was indeed just a matter of skill. Perhaps he simply didn’t know how to extract the information he needed from these creatures.

At his desk, the young investigator began to examine the contents of Matvey’s pockets.

Besides the vouchers for bread and meals at the Soviet cafeteria, he found several official documents, all individually folded in four. One identified the chiropodist as foreman of the workers at the Halytska bathhouse. Another certified his membership in a Voluntary People’s Guard squad, granting him the right to carry a weapon. A third listed him as a second-category recipient of food rations. The last one proved to be of particular interest—a confirmation of Matvey’s identity by the cabby Klim Petrovich Matsura and the charwoman Klavdia Tarasivna Kondratenko.

There they were, thought Samson. The whole crooked gang. Matvey had already finished off Klim. Klava, too, might be dead by now. Who else would have been privy to the chiropodist’s evil deeds? Ovsey? The changing-room attendant? The men with whom he used to play cards? But those players were fairly removed from the goings-on at the bathhouse. They themselves might have been hardened criminals and were unlikely to have been his targets. Ovsey was at his sister’s, if nothing had happened to him the previous night. While the changing-room attendant was still at the station. It was time to speak with him again.



* * *

The light bulb in the interrogation room had burned out, so Samson had to ask Vasyl for a candle and candlestick.

“I’ll need them back when you’re done,” the evidence-room commandant warned.

In the light of the candle, the room looked almost cozy. Its glow barely brushed the dark, dirty walls. The little flame created a luminous sphere, about four yards in diameter, which took in the table, the interrogator’s chair, and the seat of the stool on which detainees were questioned, but not the heavy chain that held the stool to the floor. Neither did it reach the light bulb that now hung mute and powerless from the ceiling.

A Red Army man opened the door and unceremoniously shoved the attendant inside. The man kept himself from falling by putting his right leg forward and raising his bound hands to his chest. He froze in that position, staring at the candle, whose flame also illuminated the heavy copper candlestick beneath it.

Following the detainee’s gaze, Samson pictured a terrible scene, imagining the changing-room attendant lunging toward the table, grabbing the candlestick, and bringing its base down on the interrogator’s head—that is, on his head. His eyes nervously darted down to the man’s bound hands.

“Sit!” he ordered, pointing to the stool.

The attendant took three timid steps forward and sat down. His face expressed no aggression, only fear and bewilderment.

Samson opened a drawer and looked down at a pack of cigarettes. According to his training, the thing to do was to light up and blow smoke into the detainee’s eyes. He had never liked the procedure, but now it seemed downright inappropriate. After all, he might accidentally blow out the candle, creating a highly dangerous situation. Even if the flame remained safe, the smoke might obscure it so much that the detainee would be moved to act rashly—say, to try to throw the stool at the investigator, forgetting that it was chained to the floor.



Closing the drawer, Samson noticed that the detainee was closely monitoring the movements of his left hand.

“Have you remembered anything else about Matvey Panasovich?” he asked, staring into the man’s eyes.

“Told you everything I know,” the changing-room attendant muttered stubbornly.

“Were you afraid of him?”

The man sighed heavily.

“Everyone’s afraid of him,” he pronounced quietly, after a pause.

The flame responded to his words, or rather, to his breath, with a slight nod.

Samson moved the candlestick closer to himself, but the changing-room attendant’s face grew dimmer as a result, as if it were fading into the distance. Afraid of missing any telling changes of expression, the young investigator returned the candlestick to the edge of the table.

“Would you like some tea?” he asked.

The detainee gave a start and gazed at him with suspicion in his eyes.

“Soldier!” Samson shouted, watching the flame.

The door opened and the Red Army man peeked inside.

“Ask Vasyl for a cup of tea.”

“Why don’t you let me go?” the changing-room attendant asked plaintively when the door closed again.

“I’d like to, I really would,” the young investigator responded. “But I can’t do that until you tell me everything you know. You have nothing to fear. Matvey has been killed.”

The changing-room attendant twisted his lips, showing disbelief. “A trick,” he said. “I know how you operate.”

Samson squinted. “Been here before, have you? Back in the time of the tsar?” he asked in a far less friendly tone.

“Once or twice,” the detainee answered. “A drunken fight, pushing the police chief into a puddle . . . I’ve done things.”

“I see . . . So, you don’t believe that Matvey is dead?”



“How is anyone supposed to believe you?” the changing-room attendant asked bluntly. “Can’t even count the number of times people’ve tried to kill ’im. Always ended the other way round.”

“Why did they try to kill him?” Samson asked, latching onto the detainee’s words.

“Lots of reasons,” the changing-room attendant responded, sounding less confident. “He didn’t just work at the bathhouse, you know . . . His friends, they were no angels. Had scars all over their faces and hands. Saw that for myself when they came to visit.”

The young investigator hurriedly took a pencil and a sheet of paper from the drawer and began to write down what the detainee had said.

“What are you doing?” the man asked fearfully.

“Our conversation was so involving that I forgot to transcribe it,” the young investigator answered, looking up from the paper for a moment.

The soldier returned with a mug of tea, placed it on the table in front of Samson, and walked out.

“Go ahead, it’s for you,” the young investigator announced.

The changing-room attendant raised his bound hands, indicating that it would be difficult for him to drink.

“Go ahead and try,” Samson urged him, finishing the final sentence of his transcription.

The detainee rose to his feet, managed to grasp the mug, and sat down again.

“Would you like to see Matvey’s body?” the young investigator suddenly inquired. “Maybe that would dispel your fear?”

“Where is it?” the changing-room attendant whispered, and Samson noticed that the whisper sounded theatrical in the candlelight, as if the two of them were on stage, not in an interrogation.

“In the station’s coach house.”

The detainee said nothing for a while, just sipped his hot tea and stared down into the mug.



“That shed where you shot the meat merchant?” he finally asked, still whispering timidly.

The question surprised Samson and made him wince.

“Do you want to finish me off in there, too?” the detainee continued, the fear in his voice turning to horror.

“Who told you?” the young investigator demanded, peering into the detainee’s eyes.

“Everyone down there in the cells knows about you . . .”

At first, Samson wanted to protest, to insist that he hadn’t shot anyone. But then he remembered the certificate he had made out for Shpakevich’s “widow” and the document he had signed after the “execution.” It was impossible to tell the truth—particularly to a person who might himself have been involved in a case of homicide.

“Well, shall we?” Samson asked, dropping the subject of the meat merchant’s fate. “Go down and have a look?”

“Whatever you say,” the changing-room attendant answered resignedly. “You’re the boss around here.”

* * *

Samson brought four Red Army men with them. The changing-room attendant apparently did believe that he was to be shot, and so he at first refused to step inside the coach house, but the soldiers shoved him through the doorway. On hearing the mare snort, he threw himself up against the wall. It took a full minute for him to recover his courage and approach the chiropodist’s corpse.

The young investigator stood so close to the body that his boot nearly touched Matvey’s upturned right hand. On his orders, the soldiers brought candles up to the deceased’s face.

“Are you convinced?” asked Samson.

“I suppose so,” the changing-room attendant answered uncertainly, and again moved back toward the wall. A drama was playing out on his face. He was trying to maintain a calm appearance, while his pressed lips spoke of rising anger. Suddenly, the anger boiled over. He lunged toward the corpse and began to kick it, raising his bound hands to his belly so that they wouldn’t restrict his legs.

“You finally got yours, you dirty rat!” he snarled. “Take that, you son of a bitch! You rotten bastard!”

Samson was stupefied and the soldiers took a step back in surprise.

“Stop!” the young investigator cried out, coming to his senses. “Stop him!” he commanded, turning to the Red Army men.

One of them skillfully struck the detainee in the head with the butt of his rifle. The man fell to the ground, wheezing.

“Take him back to the interrogation room,” the young investigator ordered, stepping out of the shed.

* * *

“Will you speak now?” Samson asked the changing-room attendant when they were again alone inside the luminous sphere of candlelight.

“About what?” the detainee responded quietly, in an insulted tone.

“Well, for one thing, why were you kicking him?”

“On account of my wife,” the detainee answered.

“Interesting. But first let’s return to the subject of the lost soldiers. What happened to them?”

“Don’t know,” the changing-room attendant muttered, bowing his head and staring at the floor. His face was now invisible.

“How can that be? You sit at the entrance to the bathhouse. No one comes in or goes out without passing you.”

“I went home early that evening.”

“At what time?”

“Just after ten.”

“Why?”

“Matvey,” the changing-room attendant answered, raising his head.



“Tell me more,” Samson directed.

“He ran up to me, shouting. Said I had to get the hell out of there. He was looking for Ignat. When he found him, he came back to shout at me some more.”

“And you left right away?”

“Sure did.”

“What mood was he in?”

“Drunk and in a rage.”

“Why was he in a rage?”

“How should I know? I was in the changing room and he comes running down the stairs, heading straight for me. Looked like he was gonna slug me, too—I even ducked.”

Samson resumed his transcription.

“You saw him run down the stairs?” he asked, looking up.

“Didn’t see him. Heard him. It was quiet in the bathhouse, no more water or steam. And he made a racket, stamping in his boots.”

“And you said he was in a rage?” Samson repeated.

“That’s right. He’s always blowing his stack over this or that, but he was white hot that time.”

“Over what?”

“No idea,” the changing-room attendant responded, shaking his head.

“And he didn’t explain himself later?”

“We weren’t friendly like that. I told him to stay away from my wife once, and he pulled out his knife—said, if I ever mentioned her again, he’d make her a widow.”

“Why didn’t you go to the police?” the young investigator asked, his eyes widening.

The changing-room attendant gazed at him as if he were an idiot, and said nothing.






31.

It suddenly grew dark outside Samson’s office window, as if all the clouds of Ukraine had gathered for a constituent assembly over Kyiv.

The young investigator flipped the switch on the wall and glanced up at the bulb that hung from the ceiling, trying to determine whether it was of any use. It wasn’t, especially. The glowing spiral inside indicated that it was capable of doing more, just not at that moment. As he turned off the light, shaking his head in disappointment, he heard footsteps in the corridor.

The door opened and into the office stepped Sergius Kholodny.

His face was still deathly pale.

“Hello,” Samson said nervously.

The former priest raised both arms, as if asking for an embrace. Samson stepped forward and hugged him, feeling the large silver cross press into his chest. Then his comrade’s full weight seemed to descend onto his shoulders, as if Kholodny had been seeking support rather than an embrace.

“Forgive me,” the former priest whispered. “The flesh is still weak.”

He walked hesitantly to his desk and lowered himself into the chair.

“You should have stayed in the hospital,” Samson chided.



Kholodny heaved a sigh. “I’d be alright, if it weren’t for the stairs,” he pronounced quietly. “I couldn’t stand it any longer,” he added, throwing his head back to indicate the immediate past. “With everyone groaning and dying around me, while I’m still alive.”

“Did Vera Ignatyevna allow you to leave?” Samson asked, incredulous, and tried to imagine what he would do if Kholodny took a turn for the worse.

The former priest shook his head. “She didn’t see me go. Vasyl came by yesterday, told me you were almost ready to wash your hands of the bathhouse case.”

“What?”

“That you were closing in on the missing soldiers, I mean. And I couldn’t let you do that without my help.”

A melancholy smile spread across Samson’s face.

“How can you help me if you can’t even stand on your feet?”

“With God’s help,” answered Kholodny. “Somehow, with God’s help, I will help . . . I just need a half hour’s rest.”

Samson glanced at his own desk and saw the transcript of his recent interrogation.

“You know what,” he said, returning his gaze to his comrade. “Review that transcript, as well as the other documents I’ve rounded up. Maybe you’ll notice something I haven’t. I’ll go out for a walk around the Besarabsky Market, before it starts raining.”

* * *

Walking through Nikolaevsky Park, Samson stopped in front of the monument to Nicholas I and gazed up at the slender figure atop its mighty pedestal. For some reason, the clouds had parted directly above the tsar’s bronze head, but this could not be any sort of sign. It would soon be a year since the entire royal family had been shot, putting a definite end to monarchy in the Russian lands. Who would rule over this spot tomorrow? Would Hetman Skoropadskyi return, or would the Bolsheviks remain in power? Might the White Army turn the tide once more and make Kyiv the capital of their southern rump state? Or would Makhno’s anarchists sweep through the city, robbing and plundering, before retreating to their merry stronghold in the Poltava region? It was impossible to make out a clear image of the future from here, where the bronze tsar still stood, just as it was impossible to see the sun through the thick blanket of clouds overhead.

Samson went on his way, his mind abandoning with surprising ease the monument to the past, which by some miracle had not yet been torn down and blown to pieces. His thoughts turned instead to black caviar, and to the unknown grocer who was linked by personal or commercial interests to the commander of the missing detachment, Ivan Spektor.

Besarabska Square resounded with the ringing of trams. Two passed by simultaneously—one in the direction of Karavaevska, the other in the direction of Kruhlo-Universytetska. Both were packed with passengers, but whereas one group was peaceful and orderly, the other was raising hell. The burgundy-red number 9 sped by too quickly for Samson to learn what all the fuss was about.

Meanwhile, his feet carried him into the market. Here, he knew, he would have to be more vigilant. All about were pickpockets—young lads who had clearly come not to shop, but to hunt. The young investigator transferred his crumpled banknotes from the side pocket of his tunic to his trousers.

Walking past the grocery aisles, he began to doubt the wisdom of this outing. All the sellers seemed to be large-bodied women in white coats that looked to have been pulled on over furs. He got this impression because he saw three such heavyset women in a row, each standing in stark physical contrast to their petite prospective customers, who gazed meekly and longingly at their desired goods, but often lacked the courage to ask about the price. There were no price lists. This meant that the grocers hooked potential customers by means of their questions. None of these questions communicated a desire to buy; they were, rather, encyclopedic in nature. Everyone, it appeared, merely wanted to know how much tea, sugar, or flour went for these days.

Just then, from the opposite end of the enormous indoor market, came a loud cry, one word of which stood out most clearly: thief!

Samson grew scared. He realized that now all eyes would turn to him, a man wearing a police uniform, with hope and expectations—that he might have to take off in pursuit of some pickpocket or grocery thief, when he had come here for a different, far more important reason.

He quickly made his way toward the exit, escaped from beneath the dome of the famous Kyivan market, and felt the tightness in the air that usually preceded a storm. Looking up at the sky, he thought the clouds were much lower to the ground than they had been half an hour earlier.

A tram came ringing past him. To the right was Khreshchatyk, to the left Vasylkivska Street. Private Kovtun had been clear: Spektor had frequented a grocery shop on Besarabska Square, not on Vasylkivska.

The young investigator approached the edge of the pavement and stood with his back to Bibikovsky Boulevard. Before him loomed the enormous temple of trade that was the Besarabsky Market, while to the left stretched rows of three- and four-story residential buildings with shops on their ground floors. The same sorts of shops were to be found in the buildings on the left side of the square, opposite the market.

A few drops of rain fell from the sky. Samson pulled his leather cap down over his temples and cast a searching glance at the clouds. If the rain started now, it would continue all night long.

The shop windows shone with a surprising brightness. Perhaps, he thought, they received a special “commercial” grade of electricity from the power plant in Podil, not the weak variety that reached the police station.

With brisk steps, Samson walked the length of the nearest building on Khreshchatyk. He saw not a single grocery item in the glowing windows of the shops. Turning left, he walked along the tram tracks toward Kruhlo-Universytetska without taking his eyes off the façades at his side.

At the end of the second building, the young investigator stopped and looked back. He had walked right past a grocery shop—one so humble in appearance that it had almost escaped his notice. Although his intuition told him that there was no point in going in, he nevertheless decided to have a look.

Just as he was about to pull the wooden, ornately glazed door toward himself, it swung open. Barely managing to step aside, he let out a male customer. The man wore a respectable black cloak and a bowler hat of the sort one hardly ever saw these days. Such hats drew too much attention from beggars, as well as from Red Army men and the more revolutionary of Kyiv’s denizens.

The man disappeared into the dark, but a puzzling smell lingered beneath Samson’s nose. The smell had nothing to do with fruit and vegetables. It was that of pickled herring. Of course, the man could have come to the shop with herring he had acquired somewhere else, planning to purchase some other commodity appropriate to his petty bourgeois—judging by the bowler—existence.

Samson ran his hand over the wet glass of the large window and saw the usual mounds of goods behind and on either side of the grocer—a tall, stately man in a pince-nez and white tunic, who was showing something or other to a female customer all in black.

The smell of herring had dissipated in the air. In its place rose that of fresh dung, which had apparently just fallen from under the tail of a horse that had gone past, pulling a cart loaded with heavy sacks over wet cobblestones.

Having decided to observe the shop for a while, the young investigator walked over to the road, where the tram tracks gleamed faintly. His eyes had already grown accustomed to the murk, and the interior of the shop glowed brighter, making it easier for him to see the grocer, who was now alone.



Another tram came ringing past behind his back. This one seemed especially bright, and for a fraction of a second its light reached the façade of the building. The illumination lasted long enough for Samson to notice something strange. The sign above the shop appeared to have extra letters. Was it the name of the person who’d owned it before it became state property?

After taking a few steps forward, the young investigator was able to make out the letters without the help of another source of light: Groceries and Fish. At first merely surprised, Samson soon experienced a surge of excitement—the excitement of a hunter. He wanted to march right in and ask the grocer if he had any black caviar for sale.

Luckily, prudence intervened. To walk in and ask for caviar while wearing a policeman’s unform? Pure stupidity . . . He would have to return in the guise of a wealthy Kyivan—a man who had not yet been robbed of his possessions and status by the Red Army and the Bolsheviks—and to inquire about caviar in a conspiratorial whisper. But what would he wear? His school uniform had not yet been mended. And, even if it had been, the sight of the patch on the sleeve would immediately raise doubts as to his solvency.

The rain lent a sheen to Samson’s leather jacket, so that it reflected any light that hit it. Noticing this, the young investigator decided to distance himself from the shop. He didn’t want the grocer to spot him through the window.

On the way back to the station, he wondered how late the shop would stay open. The evening and its darkness had apparently inspired in Kyivan pedestrians a sense that the world around them was extraordinarily fragile, that they themselves were easily broken. This sense made them quicken their pace and brush aside all desires save one: to return home in one piece and to survive another night, another stretch of dangerous dark hours.






32.

The streetlamps barely illuminated Karavaevska, receiving some help from the lighted windows of the houses on the left side of the street. A tram was catching up with Samson from behind. He felt as if its ringing were pushing him forward, injecting vigor into his legs.

And then everything turned dark and quiet. The lights in the windows and the streetlamps went off, and the tram stopped ringing, rolling almost silently, from sheer inertia, for about ten yards. The young investigator looked back and, in the dark, heard the sound of passengers jumping down onto the cobblestones, as well as the disgruntled grumbling of those who were approaching him, continuing their route on foot.

Samson also kept walking. It would take him no more than a minute or two to reach Tarasivska Street.

As he ran across Karavaevska, he was almost hit by a cart. It took him a second to realize how close he had come to disaster. A gust of wind from the speeding vehicle forcefully struck his back, together with the driver’s foul curses.

The young investigator wondered where the man was rushing off to, but he did not dwell on the incident. The invisible danger had passed, failing to draw his attention from the main topic of the evening—that is, from the grocery and fishmonger, which might hold the solution, or at least part of the solution, to the riddle of the lost soldiers.

At the entrance to the station stood a Red Army man with a rifle on his shoulder and a candle in a glass lantern, which he held by the metal ring at its top.

“Stop! Identify yourself!” he shouted tensely to Samson, bringing the lantern level with his shoulder.

“Samson Kolechko,” the young investigator informed him.

The soldier nodded, and added, “Be careful with them steps. Comrade Nayden took a spill earlier.”

Strangely enough, the darkness didn’t bother Samson one bit. He had by now gone up and down the stairs at the station hundreds of times, walked through its corridors hundreds of times, and been down to the guard room and prison cells in the basement dozens of times.

His feet carried him to his office, then effortlessly navigated the darkened interior and found his chair. He groped for the case file, sensing the need to record the results of his surveillance of the shop. Yet, he was reluctant to strike a match. He wanted more time to think, and darkness, in his experience, greatly facilitated reasoning, removing from one’s field of vision anything that might prove a distraction. Besides, he knew the office’s layout and contents like the back of his hand—could clearly picture the greatcoats of the missing soldiers behind Kholodny’s chair, as well as the wooden coat-stand on the right.

The young investigator again recalled, in detail, his conversation with Kovtun, and especially what the private had said about Spektor’s visits to the grocery shop. Why had Kovtun’s comrade in Spektor’s detachment concluded that his commander’s relationship with the grocer was sinful? Perhaps he had witnessed them kissing or embracing instead of shaking hands? But that could simply indicate that the two men were united by a common cause, connected as if by kinship. And what could this cause have been, if their meetings had taken place in the shop, rather than at the grocer’s home?

Samson smiled like a hunter about to bag a big trophy. He thought back to his stroll among the stalls of the Besarabsky Market, and then remembered a recent newspaper article. It spoke of the need to use the enormous refrigerated cellars beneath the market to store corpses, as a result of the cruelty of contemporary life. But this was merely rhetoric. All corpses were, as before, taken to the morgues at Fundukleev Street, at the Oleksandrivska Hospital, and at other hospitals throughout the city. That meant the market’s cellars were still being used for their intended purpose: to store food. Dozens of merchants operating at the market went down there every morning to retrieve their goods. One couldn’t very well conceal twenty-seven dead soldiers in such a place, or even four barrels of stolen caviar. Now, if there was a cellar beneath the grocery shop, it could surely be used to store the caviar. And, after all, one can’t sell fish without a cold place to keep it.

The young investigator’s throat was dry, but he resisted the urge to step out into the corridor and slake his thirst at the communal bucket. He didn’t want to frighten away the thoughts busily building a vivid picture in his mind—the picture of a crime that, although it officially took place inside the Halytska bathhouse, now seemed to involve more territory, a wider range of motives, and a larger cast of accomplices.

Samson could, of course, organize a raid of the grocery and fishmonger, and, if he was lucky, find the stolen goods. But what if luck wasn’t on his side? If the raid failed to turn anything up, it would only hamper the investigation, making it more difficult to establish a connection between the theft of the caviar and the disappearance and deaths of the Red Army men, some of whom had committed the initial crime.

Having sketched out the situation in his mind, Samson tried to commit it to memory in the form of a crude illustration, in which all the characters, including the grocer, wore foolish smiles on their faces. Those smiles must have been the manifestations of the young investigator’s confidence in his mental superiority. Now, he knew exactly how to proceed, but first he would have to write everything down, so that, after perusing the case file, Nayden and others could fully appreciate his powers of observation, his intelligence, and his insight.

The upper left-hand drawer of his desk held a candle but no matches. He stepped out of his office with the candle in his hand. At the opposite end of the corridor, a glass lantern glowed dimly on a windowsill. Samson opened its small glass door, lit his candle, and was about to return to the office when he heard heavy footsteps ascending the stairs.

He paused and, a few moments later, saw Kholodny mounting the wooden steps.

“You look like Stolypin before his death,” Samson said, shaking his head. “If we had to take you back to the hospital in a cart, I don’t think you’d make it.”

“I’d make it,” the former priest stubbornly objected. “I’m feeling better already. It’s just hard to walk is all. A stabbing pain low in the belly . . .”

They walked to the office together.

“Well, have you read the file?” asked the young investigator.

“I have. You’ve really learned how to question them, haven’t you?”

“I try to write everything down, at least,” Samson answered. “You, on the other hand, didn’t write a thing about your promise to help Kovtun join a monastery.”

Kholodny heaved a sigh. “My memory’s shot, on account of my stomach,” he said.

“It’s alright,” his comrade responded. “But I’m glad I spoke with him myself.”

He told the former priest about his recent conversation with the private, about the grocery shop that also sold fish, and about the fact that Spektor’s detachment had been guarding a warehouse for high-level workers from which food had been stolen.

“Why didn’t he tell me anything about this grocer?” Kholodny asked indignantly.

“Listen, you didn’t tell me that Kovtun dreamed of leaving the army, did you?” Samson responded, grinning. “Do you remember our courses? We were told that a detainee ought to be questioned at least thrice, each time by a different investigator.”

“I remember,” the former priest confessed.

Before leaving the office, Samson laid out the lost soldiers’ greatcoats on the floor, so that Kholodny could sleep more comfortably, and left a mug of cold water on his comrade’s desk. Promising to return with a lot of interesting news in the morning, he asked the former priest to tell Nayden not to expect him before ten.
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At around seven the next morning, Samson hurried to see Sivokon, his father’s tailor, carrying his damaged school tunic. Sivokon was awake and greeted Samson with a friendly smile. After examining the bullet hole, he asked the young man to wait twenty minutes, but he managed to finish the job even faster.

“Do you need me to deepen the pockets in your trousers?” he asked, handing over the mended tunic.

Samson declined politely, paid what he owed, and left. Out in the street, he noticed the absence of the usual sign: Suits. Morning Coats. Tailcoats. Instead, a board nailed to the wall beside the front door read: Deepens Pockets, Mends Clothes, Sews in Documents and Valuables.

At home, Samson dug out the trousers of his father’s never-worn three-piece suit, made by the same Sivokon. They turned out to be just the right length, but far too wide. After Nadezhda raced off to work, the young investigator used an awl to pierce additional holes in his father’s leather belt, which helped keep the trousers in place. His father had had a respectable paunch, and now the excess fabric gathered in accordion pleats that ran from Samson’s waist to his groin. The effect was ridiculous, even clownish. The only thing missing was a pair of huge colorful boots with toes turned up, in the Persian fashion.

Facing the mirror, Samson began to nudge the excess fabric to the sides. Now, the trousers were no longer quite so silly in appearance. And, when he put on the matching jacket, their disproportion became almost unnoticeable. The jacket itself did make him look a bit plump, but only when buttoned. Hanging loose, it was quite decent. In fact, its bulkiness added solidity to his boyish face.

Once he had put on his father’s old English-made high-button shoes, Samson took one last look at himself in the mirror. He was sure that his new outfit would earn him the grocer’s trust.

* * *

Khreshchatyk was not a market square. The shops around it never opened before nine in the morning, and so it was at nine on the dot that Samson approached the grocery and fishmonger.

He walked through the door with unusual self-assurance, as if the suit and shoes had instilled in him the eternally confident gait of his late father.

“How can I help you?” the grocer asked in a practiced, friendly voice from behind the massive cash register on the counter.

Samson froze, dazzled by a long-unseen abundance of goods on the shelves. There were at least a dozen tea tins alone, all of different shapes and sizes.

“Your sign reads ‘Groceries and Fish,’ ” said the young investigator, looking the grocer in the eye and trying to sound as serious as possible.

“True,” the grocer responded. “We sell both.”

“May I ask about the fish?” Samson said, recalling a turn of phrase he had heard more than once at the Jewish Market.



“Why not? We have types of herring. One is rather special, with spices, for refined tastes,” the grocer happily began his pitch, anticipating profit. “But, of course, it isn’t cheap. You understand.”

“Nothing is cheap, these days,” Samson confirmed. “Allow me to explain—I have in mind a particular item,” he continued, sweeping the shelves with a searching glance. “I’m not sure you can help me . . .”

“What is it?” the grocer asked, leaning over the counter and preparing to listen attentively.

“My wife’s birthday is coming soon, and I would like to treat her to a bit of black caviar,” Samson half whispered with an air of urgency.

“It is one’s sacred duty to indulge one’s wife on occasion,” the grocer responded, nodding thoughtfully and scanning his interlocutor from the top of his head—pausing briefly at the bare earhole—down to his shoes, which Samson had carefully wiped with a wet rag before leaving home. “And how much would you need?” he asked.

“No less than a pound, I’d say.”

After a half-minute pause, still looking thoughtful, the grocer glanced at the closed wooden door behind him. It shone with brown varnish and led to some interior space.

“I believe I can be of assistance,” he finally declared. “I have a friend who trades in caviar. But, as you know, it is an expensive and dangerous product. One can’t simply buy it, just like that.”

“How does one buy it, then?” the young investigator asked.

“Well, usually we do it this way. You leave the money with me and write down the address at which you would like to receive the item. You have my word that it will be delivered. The young man—that is, the caviar merchant—will bring it at the appointed time. He’s a nimble fellow, very responsible. We’ve had no complaints.”

Now, it was Samson’s turn to pause for half a minute, as he considered where to set his trap for the caviar merchant. He didn’t wish to involve Dr. Vatrukhin, and, of the other addresses he knew, only one wouldn’t raise suspicions: his own.

“I live not far from here,” Samson told the grocer. “And how much would a pound cost?”

“A hundred Soviet rubles. We don’t accept Kerenskys or coupons. If you have a five-ruble tsarist gold piece, we’ll take that. You understand—we can’t be too careful.”

The young investigator slipped his right hand into his jacket pocket and realized with horror that he had failed to transfer his money from his uniform. Gradually losing his composure, he checked the left pocket, then the pockets of his trousers.

“What is it?” the grocer asked, narrowing his eyes.

“I’m afraid I left my wallet at home,” Samson muttered.

“Check the inside pocket,” prompted the grocer. “People often place their money closer to their hearts, without even thinking.”

Samson looked down at his breast pocket and suddenly sensed a weight on his chest—not a spiritual weight, but a physical one. He put his right palm to his heart and felt something heavy and rectangular underneath the fabric. The grocer gazed at the scarred back of the young investigator’s hand and kept his eyes on it until it disappeared into its sleeve. Drawing his father’s wallet from the inside pocket of his jacket, Samson stared at it, dumbstruck, as if he had just received it directly from the dead man’s hands.

“Smythson,” the grocer pronounced respectfully, pulling a similar wallet from his trouser pocket. “You have excellent taste, young man.”

The praise, though unearned, helped Samson pull himself together. He opened the wallet and saw a glint of gold amid the tsarist and Soviet banknotes. Plucking out the five-ruble piece, he extended it toward the grocer, who grabbed it and hid it somewhere beneath the counter. The man then took out a pencil and ledger.

“Write down your address. He will bring it tomorrow.”



Samson did as he was told. “Can he come at noon?”

“Certainly,” the grocer confirmed. “But do make sure someone will be there.”

“If he knocks, a woman will open the door for him. My flat is on the second floor.”

The grocer turned the book around and made the necessary notes beside Samson’s address.
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At home, having changed back into his uniform, Samson spent a long time examining his father’s wallet. Its yellow-brown leather surprised his fingers with its softness. In a small hidden compartment, he found a high-denomination coupon from the time of Skoropadskyi and several Ukrainian paper kopecks, which looked more like little square stamps than money. The compartment also contained two more five-ruble gold pieces. Yes, the young man reflected, the time of ringing coins had come to an end, perhaps forever. He wondered what kind of money was to be found in Symon Petliura’s wallet. Smiling, he tried to recall whether Petliura had issued his own currency. Finding no answer in his mind, he put aside both Petliura and his father’s wallet, slipping the latter back into the jacket’s inside pocket. He then hung the jacket on the dummy in the study, fastening its buttons.

* * *

The first person he bumped into at the station was Vasyl. The generally good-natured evidence-room commandant was clearly dissatisfied with something. When he directed his narrowed eyes at Samson, the young investigator realized that he was the source of the dissatisfaction.



“Am I supposed to feed that mare of yours?” he asked indignantly, by way of greeting.

“Can’t the soldiers do that?” Samson responded uncertainly.

“They’ve received no such order! Nobody’s been told what to do with that damned mare. She kept the whole neighborhood awake with her hungry neighing. And Nayden’s been waiting for you all morning. Go, go!”

The young investigator had been wanting to see Nayden in any case, so that he could boast about his successful visit to the grocer and his plan to arrest the soldier who’d escaped from the bathhouse. But this invitation promised nothing good.

“Comrade Kolechko, you are courting serious trouble,” the commander muttered sternly from behind his desk, without asking Samson to sit down. “Why did you order the soldiers to leave that corpse in the coach house? Have you been in there lately? Have you smelled the air?”

Samson realized that he wouldn’t be able to get out of this situation so easily.

“Comrade Nayden, I had a plan—”

“When did you have this plan?” the commander interrupted, raising his voice. “What was it? Why didn’t you report it to me? Why wasn’t it carried out?”

“I was alone, Comrade Nayden. You know that Kholodny was in the hospital . . . I didn’t have time—”

“Kholodny is back. He’s been on his feet since six in the morning, waiting to carry out your plan.”

“He mustn’t, in his state,” Samson protested hesitantly. “And I haven’t yet thought it through completely . . . But I have a feeling it will work. We’ll need Matvey’s body, so I would like to leave it where it is for now.”

“Have you learned to interrogate the dead?” Nayden asked, an unkind grin contorting his tired face.



“Almost,” Samson responded with unexpected boldness. “I think I found a survivor. We’ll be able to arrest and question him tomorrow.”

“You mean the fellow who sells caviar?” Nayden asked, his voice dripping with dismissive irony. “Thanks to your obsession with caviar, the missing soldiers remain missing, and the local laborers have nowhere to bathe. High-level workers have already turned up here three times to complain. If I don’t have your notorious plan on my desk in half an hour, then the corpse will be taken to Fundukleev Street morgue, and you’ll be charged with sabotage and official misconduct.” To emphasize the point, Nayden slammed an open palm down on the stack of documents on his desk, causing the entire desktop to bounce and his spill-proof inkwell to turn over and spit a few purple drops onto the papers.

Samson hurried out into the corridor, his heart pounding and his eyes blinded with anxiety. He paused in front of the door to his office, calming himself. When he finally came in, he met the gaze of Kholodny, who was sitting with the bathhouse case file open before him. He had been reading another interrogation transcript.

The young investigator noticed that all the greatcoats were hanging on their hooks again. In general, the office looked cleaner and tidier than usual.

He sat down at his desk and was about to take off his belt and holster, but something stopped him. A great deal of work and much walking lay ahead of him, which made the question of comfort seem out of place.

“So, what next?” asked the former priest.

The question sounded like mockery to Samson, as if it were a continuation of Nayden’s tirade.

Restraining his desire to complain about the commander, the young investigator responded, “I’m going to draw up a map, like we were taught, in order to outline a plan of action.”

Samson’s words, uttered with cold neutrality, failed to draw his comrade’s attention away from his rather unfriendly gaze.

Kholodny shifted in his chair, his face showing pain. After settling into a more tolerable position, he glanced down at the sheet of paper in front of him, then up again, looking his partner in the eye.

“It’s all clear as day,” he said amicably. “Especially in light of your last report. There’s no doubt that the disappearance of the soldiers is connected to the theft of the caviar.”

A sense of relief washed over Samson, sweeping away his momentary hostility toward his comrade.

“Nayden really let me have it, just now,” he muttered resentfully. “He doesn’t want to hear a word about the caviar. Says the Cheka are dealing with it—we shouldn’t get involved. But how can we not, when it’s one and the same criminal matter?”

“Then perhaps we should involve the Cheka in the bathhouse investigation?” Kholodny asked cautiously.

“No,” the young investigator responded decisively, shaking his head. “Too dangerous. They’ll take the case away from us. And they won’t exactly reward us for good behavior, either . . .”

Kholodny sighed. “But we can’t work their case and not tell them about it, can we? Then they’ll definitely put us up against the wall,” he said worriedly.

Samson sank into thought. The prospect of ending up in the basement at Sadova Street seemed quite real and terrifying.

“I need to bring my plan to Nayden in half an hour. If I don’t, he’ll have Matvey’s body taken to the morgue.”

“What do you need that corpse for?”

“Klim’s mare kept licking Matvey’s face, like he was an old friend. That suggests Klim and he made many journeys together, carting things back and forth. I feel this will help us—I just don’t quite know how yet.”

The young investigator became thoughtful again, and Kholodny decided not to disturb him. But, after a few minutes had passed, he broke the silence, timidly.

“What . . . sort of plan do you think you’ll present?”

“The main thing is to leave the body where it is,” Samson began, picking up a pencil and pulling a sheet of paper closer. “Look,” he continued, staring at the blank page. “Here is the bathhouse and Halytska Square. Here is the grocery and fishmonger. Here is the warehouse for high-level workers. And here, far beyond the margin, lives Klim, with his mare Fish. This,” he said, stabbing his pencil into the square of the shop, “is where the stolen caviar is likely stored. This is where it was stolen. And this is my flat,” he concluded, drawing another square, “where the soldier who somehow survived at the bathhouse will bring a pound of caviar tomorrow at noon, and we will immediately take him into custody.”

The former priest tried his best to examine the sketch, but he couldn’t from where he was sitting, and pain prevented him from rising to his feet.

“Why would the soldier come to your flat with the caviar?” he asked, clearly confused.

Samson told him in detail about his visit to the grocery and fish shop.

“Well, that’s your answer!” Kholodny exclaimed joyfully.

“Answer to what?”

“To the question of why Matvey’s body must stay where it is. The soldier will have to identify him. I mean, it was clearly Matvey who killed the others. We just can’t say how.”

This idea delighted Samson, who jumped up from his chair and hurried over to his comrade. He wanted to embrace him, but then he saw Kholodny’s arms outstretched as if in warning, and so he stopped, simply gazing at him with gratitude.

“You are a genius,” he announced.

Kholodny’s round face glowed with pride. “Still, we need to let the Cheka know, come to some agreement,” the former priest said.

“I know the name of the agent working the caviar case,” Samson responded, nodding. “I’ll go see him now.”
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The very appearance of the Cheka headquarters at 5 Sadova Street slowed Samson’s steps. He first stumbled over a loose cobblestone, then stopped. A truck pulled in near the entrance. Several Chinese Red Army men with rifles over their shoulders leaped down onto the pavement, followed by two men with their hands tied behind their backs, who clambered out clumsily. The soldiers led them inside and the truck drove away.

Only by an effort of will did the young investigator force himself to climb the three steps that led to the door and pull it toward himself. He was immediately confronted by the iron gaze of a soldier from the Caucasus.

“What do you need?” the Red Army man asked sternly.

“To see Agent Schiffner, office number nine.”

“Did he summon you?”

“No.”

“Then you can’t.”

Samson was taken aback. The last time he was here, the guard had merely checked his documents and let him through. But back then he had come to see Abyazov, the chief.



“Then I’d like to see Abyazov,” he announced as clearly and forcefully as he could.

“Is he expecting you?”

“He’s always expecting me. He instructed me to come whenever I needed.”

The soldier frowned, drawing together his thick black eyebrows, but a sense of confusion showed in his eyes.

“Alright. Go ahead.”

Samson dashed inside and almost ran up the stairs. Stopping on the third floor, where Abyazov had his office, he realized he had gone too far. None of the offices here were numbered. They were marked only by signs indicating each occupant’s surname, rank, and position.

He descended to the floor below and, after letting an elderly man in a gray suit, who was clearly neither a soldier nor an agent, pass by, he checked the nearest office. Number fifteen. Finding the office he needed, he knocked at the door.

“Yes,” he heard from within.

“Are you Agent Schiffner?” Samson asked, stepping inside and gazing questioningly at a large man seated behind a massive desk. The man wore a military uniform and thick spectacles.

“I am. And who are you?”

Samson extended his identification. The agent glanced at it quickly and handed it back.

“What is the purpose of your visit?” he asked in an official tone.

“You’re investigating the theft of black caviar from a warehouse for high-level workers, yes?”

“How do you know that?” Schiffner asked, his spectacles magnifying the unfriendly glint in his eyes.

The young investigator fell silent. He had not prepared himself for such questions.

“Answer me—who told you?” the agent pressed him.

“You see, I’m an investigator myself,” Samson began, humbly trying to convince his interlocutor that this was a conversation between colleagues, “and I just wanted—”

But Schiffner raised his right hand, ordering him to stop. “It appears you do not understand my words. The question is: Who told you?”

Samson recalled his conversation with Jacobson. The Belgian’s round, slightly puffy face appeared so vividly before his mind’s eye that it was as if he were seeing it in life. He imagined the little man shaking his finger at him, warning, Don’t you dare give me away . . .

The agent’s right hand, which had just interrupted his visitor, reached for the telephone on his desk.

Realizing he was in danger, Samson ran out of the office and his boots clattered across the corridor’s wooden floor toward the stairs.

On his way down, he saw two Chinese soldiers blocking his path, their rifles upraised. He stopped a few steps above them, bidding farewell to Nadezhda in his heart. He also remembered Kholodny, who had convinced him to come here, and whom he would never see again.

The soldiers mounted another three steps, still aiming their eyes and their rifles squarely at the young investigator. He stayed where he was and, only now, meekly raised his hands, although no one had ordered him to do so.

One of the men pulled the Mauser from Samson’s holster, while the other gestured for him to turn around and go back up the stairs.

On the third floor, the soldiers directed him to the door of Abyazov’s office. One of them knocked.

“Yes,” a familiar hoarse voice sounded. “Come in.”

Samson was pushed inside, the door slamming shut behind him. The Red Army men remained in the corridor.

In the middle of the office, with his back to his desk, stood Abyazov, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Well, well, well,” he said, gazing at Samson with a mixture of anger and contempt. “While normal people go out of their way to avoid Sadova Street, policeman Kolechko tries to sneak inside the holy of holies of Soviet power. And that’s not all. He lies, telling the guard that the chief is expecting him, and then goes to pump Senior Agent Schiffner for information.”

“I just wanted to offer my help,” Samson mumbled.

“Lies have never helped anyone,” Abyazov responded, stretching his thin lips into a strange, tense smile. Thanks to the overall maliciousness of his expression, the smile looked more like a wolfish snarl.

“Have you found the lost soldiers?” the Chekist chief continued, slightly tilting his head to the side, without taking his eyes off Samson.

“Nearly. The problem is—”

“You’ll explain the problem to your interrogator!” Abyazov barked. “Together with your commander! Your foul den should have been cleared out and burned to the ground long ago, to banish the spirit of the old regime once and for all! We don’t need any more sabotage!”

“There’s no sabotage, I assure you,” Samson timidly offered in defense of the Lybid station, his home away from home.

“There’s nothing! Nothing at all happening over there!” shouted Abyazov, beside himself with rage. “You don’t even know how to question suspects. I’ve read your transcripts—a load of horseshit. We get dead men to tell us more. Our suspects confess after we kill them, show us what they hid and where. And you, you useless bastards? We ought to line you up against the wall, together with all enemies of Soviet power! What are you staring at? What do you have to say for yourself?”

As the Chekist’s hand reached for the collar of Samson’s tunic, the young investigator stepped back.

“We do the best we can,” he said. “Nayden works day and night. Sleeps right on the floor of his office. Kholodny had surgery and came back as soon as he could walk. We don’t have enough competent people.”

“Who has enough competent people, these days?” Abyazov shouted in response. “You think I do? I swear, I feel like I’m running a parochial school. Every minute, some agent comes asking, ‘Comrade Abyazov, how do I do this? How do I do that?’ What am I, a professor?”

“Well, you are exceptionally knowledgeable,” Samson said quietly, attempting to reduce the intensity of his interlocutor’s anger.

“So, what, you have questions, too, eh?” responded Abyazov, emitting a hoarse, unhealthy chuckle.

“I do.”

“What is it?” Abyazov asked, no longer chuckling.

“What can we do to stop a corpse from stinking quite so badly—in a barn, where it isn’t very cold?”

The Chekist’s eyes widened and his face, which had been crumpled with anger, smoothed out a bit. “You’d need to wipe it down thoroughly with strong vinegar, let it dry, and then douse it with homemade sunflower oil. Pour some down the throat and in the rear, too.”

“Thank you,” Samson said.

Abyazov now gazed at the young investigator with a certain befuddled curiosity. But then his eyes drifted to a portrait of Felix Dzerzhinsky on the wall. He seemed to forget all about Samson. His face grew entirely soft, and he even lost his military bearing, slouching a bit.

“We’ve uncovered the conspiracy,” he whispered, still staring at Dzerzhinsky’s framed paper face behind its thin pane of glass. “They will not kill you. We will kill them.”

Samson grew tense. Turning his eyes to the desk, he saw a revolver lying atop a stack of folders tied with gray ribbons. Beside it stood a gray marble lamp with a glass shade the color of malachite. A holster that held another pistol hung from the Chekist’s belt. Returning his gaze to the desk, the young investigator spotted a small tobacco tin. He glanced up at Abyazov’s head: his ears were intact. So, what was in the tin? The air didn’t smell of tobacco.

The Chekist chief sighed, looked around, and frowned at Samson, as if he had noticed him for the first time.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, but without his former anger.



“I came to see Agent Schiffner. I wanted to tell him that the case of the lost soldiers is connected to the case of the stolen black caviar, which he’s investigating . . .”

An entirely different, completely bewildered Abyazov now stood before Samson.

“So, the case of the lost soldiers is not political?” he muttered, then sneezed. “Get in here!” he shouted.

The two Chinese soldiers entered the office and Abyazov pointed at Samson.

“Keep him out in the corridor, for now,” he commanded.

The young investigator dutifully followed the soldiers out of the office.

“Do you know Li Yin Jun?” he asked them, after they’d taken their positions against the opposite wall.

They showed no sign of having heard him.

“I’m a friend of his,” Samson said, looking one of the soldiers in the eyes.

“They only understand commands,” a young agent making his way toward the stairs explained as he passed by.

A coughing fit broke out behind the office door. The soldiers exchanged glances, but their faces remained emotionless.

A few minutes later, Samson heard footsteps. The door swung open. Abyazov beckoned him inside, then raised his palm to the soldiers, signaling that they should stay where they are.

The first thing the young investigator noticed when he stopped in the middle of the office was that the tobacco tin was gone.






36.

Nayden stared in surprise at Samson, who had hurried into his office without knocking, distracting him from the handwritten document he was reading.

“What happened?” he asked. “Why do you look so pale?”

Without waiting for an invitation, the young investigator plopped down wearily into the chair on his side of the desk.

“I spoke to Abyazov,” he exhaled.

“Without my permission?” the commander demanded coldly.

Samson nodded. “I didn’t go to see him, I went to see Agent Schiffner, who’s investigating the caviar theft. But he refused to speak with me. And then they wouldn’t let me leave. Took me to Abyazov’s office.”

“Go on.”

“He suspects us of something,” the young investigator announced, raising his eyes to Nayden. “Suspects you even more.”

“Of what?” Nayden asked, tensing up and lowering the document to the desk.

“He knows that you served in the tsarist army.”

“He does?” the commander asked, running his palm over his unshaven cheek and biting his lower lip. “What else did he say?”

“He said that our station should be cleared out and burned to the ground. That we have an old-regime spirit and don’t even know how to interrogate suspects. According to him, the Cheka can even get the dead to talk . . . I think he’ll show up here before long . . .”

Nayden was silent for a while.

“Alright, then,” he finally said. “We’ll see what happens. You never did bring me that plan of yours, did you?” The commander stared into his subordinate’s eyes, but his gaze no longer contained even a tenth of the anger it had held that morning.

“Comrade Nayden, may I ask you something?”

“Well?”

“When Kholodny brought you the papers he had found in Spektor’s greatcoat, identifying him as an officer in the tsarist army, you took them away. Why didn’t you want them included in the case file? Is it because you too had served in the tsarist army?”

A sad smile spread across the commander’s face.

“I don’t give a damn about the tsarist army,” he said, his expression reinforcing his words. “I would have had to report the discovery to the Cheka. If one of the persons involved falls under political suspicion, the case is theirs. I thought Kholodny and you would handle it more quickly.”

“We will handle it,” the young investigator pronounced firmly but quietly. “In the course of his eloquent ranting, Abyazov revealed something useful . . .”

“I see,” Nayden responded, twisting his lips. “Now, what about the corpse in the shed? Should we cart it off?”

“No. We’ll wipe him down with vinegar and sunflower oil, and then he’ll show us what he did with the soldiers’ bodies.”

Nayden’s mouth was agape. “Was this Abyazov’s useful suggestion?”

“More or less. Only he doesn’t know about the plan.”

* * *



Having asked Vasyl for bottles of vinegar and sunflower oil, Samson ordered two soldiers to undress Matvey’s body and to apply the scented liquids. The young investigator remained in the coach house to oversee their work. Klim’s mare also watched the men undress the deceased chiropodist with great interest, from time to time displaying signs of anxiety.

When Matvey’s face, chest, and stomach had been generously treated and the aroma of sunflower oil had displaced the odor of decaying flesh, the soldiers turned the body over.

One of the Red Army men poured vinegar onto a rag and began to rub it into the dead man’s neck and shoulders. He pursued the task with diligence and, it seemed, with real pleasure. The soldier holding the bottle of oil watched his comrade intently, eagerly awaiting his turn.

“They used to rub me down like this at the village bathhouse, before the steam and birch twigs,” the first soldier drawled in a singsong voice, looking up at Samson. “Should we dress him or leave him like this?”

“Get him dressed,” the young investigator answered. “He’s going out to pay a visit.”

The soldier froze for a moment and grinned. “Well, well, well,” he said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t mind going out on the town after death, either . . .”

When the job was finished, Samson locked the shed and went up to the office.

At his desk, he pulled out his sketch, reached for a pencil, and made a mark representing a small cart.

“What are you drawing there?” asked Kholodny.

“The plan of action,” the young investigator responded. “For this evening.”

“I’m coming with you,” the former priest declared.

“How? You can’t run—can barely even walk or sit.”



“I’ll manage.”

Instead of responding, Samson merely sighed and rose to his feet.

* * *

This time, he entered Nayden’s office only after knocking and hearing, “Yes.”

“Remembered something else about Abyazov?” the commander asked.

“No,” the young investigator responded, holding out his sketch. “I want to share my plan.”

Nayden perked up, moved aside the papers on his desk, and reached for the sketch, but then quickly tore his gaze away from its incomprehensible markings and trained it on Samson.

“I’ll explain,” the young investigator assured him. “That’s only a diagram.”

The explanation took about five minutes. Nayden listened attentively, and after Samson fell silent, he sank into thought.

“What do you say?” the young investigator prodded impatiently.

“Interesting,” the commander finally said. “If it works out, it will be a miracle.”

The last word made Samson furrow his brow. “And tomorrow,” he continued, now more confidently, “when we question the caviar merchant, we’ll find out what happened to the soldiers in the bathhouse. That will be the end of it.”

“Alright,” Nayden replied. This sounded to Samson like approval. “I’ll bring all the soldiers we have.”

“Kholodny wants to come, too,” the young investigator added.

“What? How can he?” Nayden demanded indignantly.

“He can play a corpse.”

“That’s the only way,” the commander responded, nodding. “When do we go?”

“At midnight. I still need to find the cabby, Mishka the Sieve.”



“Do you know where to look for him?”

“I do.”

“Alright. Ask Vasyl for more ammunition, both for you and for the soldiers.”

“Yes, Commander,” Samson answered in military fashion and rose from the desk.






37.

Toward evening, it started to rain, the downpour growing now heavier, now weaker. Nayden stared at the wet window, sighing through pursed lips.

“What luck. On this of all evenings,” he repeated, having already uttered these very words several times.

After gazing intently, questioningly at Kholodny, he turned to Samson.

“Enough dawdling,” he muttered nervously. “Finish your tea and let’s go.”

The young investigator took a sip and rose to his feet.

The door to the commander’s office opened and Vasyl peeked in, his eyes immediately settling on Samson.

“Your cabby—what’s ’is name . . . He’s down there with a cart,” the evidence-room commandant announced.

“Tell him to harness Klim’s mare to the cart and to leave his own horse in the coach house.”

“What about the corpse?”

“I told you,” the young investigator responded, shaking his head with evident discontent. “We have to put him on the box next to Mishka. You said you knew how to keep him up there.”



“So I did,” Vasyl said, nodding uncertainly. “I found two sticks, to put under his jacket at the back. And I’ll tie a rope around his chest.”

With that, he disappeared.

Nayden drew his revolver and spun the cylinder, checking the chambers, then took a box of rounds out of his desk drawer and examined them too, before slipping them into the pocket of his leather jacket, which hung on the back of his chair.

“It’s time,” he announced, rising to his feet.

“The rain has stopped, I think,” Kholodny commented, glancing back at the window.

The three men listened in silence.

“You’re right,” said Samson, nodding.

“Well, then, God be with us,” Kholodny responded, slowly and carefully clambering out of his chair.

The commander, who was already wearing his jacket, gazed skeptically at the former priest. “Maybe you ought to stay behind,” he suggested.

Kholodny pursed his lips in such a manner that no words were needed to clarify his meaning.

* * *

The station’s entire detachment of soldiers, except for the two charged with guarding the prisoners, stood near the coach house, awaiting orders.

“Attention!” Nayden shouted, raising his hand. “Your task is to follow the cart, keeping about fifty paces behind. Be prepared to engage in combat at any moment. But only on my orders. I will be with you. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Commander,” muttered several cheerless voices.

“We will first go to Halytska Square, where we will position ourselves at the corner of Stolypin Street and observe the scene.”



Nayden led the soldiers out of the courtyard. Samson listened to the loud clatter of their boots fade as they moved along Tarasivska Street.

Soon, silence was restored. The rain did not return, although it had left souvenirs in the form of several puddles, including one at the entrance to the coach house, which shone dully in the dark.

The now familiar snort of Fish reached Samson’s ear, followed by the creaking of wheels. Mishka the Sieve led the mare out of the shed. Matvey’s corpse sat upright, leaning awkwardly, on the board that served as the box.

Samson approached the cart with nervous steps.

“Chief,” the cabby started babbling, “I won’t go with him—I won’t—how could I?”

“You can and will,” the young investigator declared. “And I will come with you, so there is nothing to fear.”

“I’m not afraid,” Mishka protested, glancing sideways at the corpse. “It’s just . . . he’ll fall on me.”

“He won’t,” Vasyl assured him. “One of the sticks slipped a bit, but we’ll prop him up good.”

The evidence-room commandant climbed onto the cart, while Mishka sidled up to Samson.

“You’ll give me Klim’s mare again, won’t you?” his whispered, his warm breath brushing against Samson’s bare earhole. “It ain’t my fault she ran off.”

“If you do what we say, she’s yours,” the young investigator answered.

“With the cart?”

“With the cart. But on the condition that you’ll continue to assist us with transportation, if need be.”

“Well, you see that I’m ready to help. Came straightaway,” the cabby responded with evident satisfaction. “But how are you gonna fit up there, next to me and . . . him?” he asked, nodding at Matvey, whose back was now, thanks to Vasyl, ramrod straight.



“I’ll ride in the back, on the hay,” Samson answered.

“What about me?” asked Kholodny, who stood on the other side of the puddle.

“You too, right beside me,” the young investigator responded. “I’ll help you up.”

He could not, however, manage it on his own. His comrade proved too heavy for the skinny investigator not long out of school. Only with Vasyl’s and the cabby’s aid did he manage to lift Kholodny onto the edge of the cart. The former priest immediately fell backward onto the hay, then began to push off with his hands in an attempt to sit up.

“Stay down,” Samson told him. “It won’t be comfortable.”

But Kholodny stubbornly sat up, dangling his legs over the edge.

“Let me try, at least,” he muttered.

“That should do it,” Vasyl announced, stepping away from the cart and squinting at his handiwork.

Samson, too, glanced at Matvey, and shuddered. The chiropodist looked very much alive.

“Let’s move.” He prodded the cabby.

“Good luck,” Vasyl said in parting.

Sliding as far away as he could from the corpse, Mishka shouted at the mare and drove the cart out of the courtyard.

“Just don’t go too fast,” the young investigator warned.

“I know, I know,” he replied. “We have to creep along, or we’ll lose . . . him.” The cabby cast another anxious glance at Matvey.

* * *

“Where should I stop?” Mishka asked when the Halytska bathhouse appeared before them.

“At the entrance,” Samson commanded.

Unpeopled in the dead of night, Halytska Square looked even more boundless and dangerous than usual. Samson peered at the rows of stalls, hoping to spot Nayden and the soldiers, but his eyes were unable to pick them out in the surrounding darkness. The approaching bathhouse, however, grew ever more clearly visible. The cabby turned and stopped so that the cart’s left side faced the entrance. Kholodny grunted and sank back onto the hay.

“Now, get your legs up here and stay that way,” Samson instructed. “Make room for me. We’ll cover ourselves up with this burlap. The main thing is to stay awake.”

“And what should I do?” Mishka asked, looking back.

“Nothing,” Samson answered, with some agitation. “Let’s wait and see how long Fish stands still without a command.”

A few minutes later, the mare began to show signs of anxiety. She looked back at Matvey as if expecting him to shout a command. Watching her, Samson wondered whether she would simply head home to Klim’s stable again.

Then, Fish snorted and took a few steps forward.

Mishka looked back questioningly. “What now?” he whispered.

“Nothing,” Samson whispered in response.

Meanwhile, the mare was slowly pulling the cart along the wall of the bathhouse. Suddenly, she stopped—right below the hatch for bringing in firewood. She looked back at Matvey once more, then pointed her snout at the tarred wooden square, a few feet above the cart.

“That’s it,” Samson whispered excitedly, immediately covering his mouth with his palm so as not to frighten or distract the mare. “Climb down,” he commanded the cabby in a quieter whisper.

Mishka turned and looked at him in confusion.

“Climb down here, onto the hay,” the young investigator clarified.

When the cabby followed his order, Samson covered all three of them with the burlap. It was rather tight. Now, three heads in caps showed on one side of the horse, three pairs of boots on the other.

Samson raised his head to see Fish better. The mare turned to look at Matvey again. The disappearance of the living driver did not seem to trouble her one bit. She snorted, stamped a hoof, and took another few steps forward. Her pricked ears clearly expected a shout, but Matvey was unable to issue commands. After another look back, she began to pull the cart across the square.

Samson held his breath, gazing down the deserted black streets. The windows of the sleeping houses looked to him like dead eye sockets.

Fish turned onto Bibikovsky Boulevard and slowly proceeded in the direction of St. Volodymyr’s Cathedral. Samson raised himself up on his elbows and peered back at the receding square. He believed he heard the footsteps of the soldiers, but his eyes failed to catch even the slightest movement. They must have been doing their best not to spook the mare, he reflected hopefully.

He looked to his other side and thought he saw Matvey’s corpse strike the mare with a whip. Impossible, of course—but the illusion frightened him, and the mare did indeed quicken her pace considerably.

“Stop fidgeting, will you?” Kholodny asked in a whisper, his body pressing on Samson’s left side.

The young investigator froze, listening closely to the clatter of hooves and the creak of the wheels.

At first, these appeared to be the only sounds in the street, but at some point they were augmented by another dull noise, coming from behind the cart.

Surely, thought Samson, these were the soldiers, running to catch up. He calmed down. Bibikovsky Boulevard came to an end and the mare first turned onto Baseina Street, then chose the Dog Path, which caused the young investigator some anxiety. The last thing he needed was for the bandits that loitered all along here to decide that the cart held something of interest to them.

Yet, even the Dog Path showed no signs of life at this hour. Only bushes and vegetable gardens floated by on either side. The cart rolled past the turn toward the chapel where Kholodny’s comrade, the revolutionary anti-priest, had recently united Samson and Nadezhda in matrimony. Where was Fish taking them? Out of the city?



“How much longer will it be?” Mishka hissed in a whisper from the other side of Kholodny.

“Who knows?” responded the young investigator.

One of the wheels ran over a rock or a thick branch, shaking the cart violently. Samson threw a nervous glance at Matvey’s corpse and saw that it was still upright. Vasyl’s extra efforts had not been in vain.

The Dog Path led out to Moskovska Street. There, Fish first turned left, then, a few minutes later, right. The sight of the buildings on either side of the street reassured Samson. He listened closely, trying to find auditory evidence that Nayden and the soldiers had not lost them, that they were somewhere nearby. He found no such evidence, but this did not dampen his mood. Despite his fatigue, he sensed a lively curiosity awaken within him. Where were they going? His plan had clearly worked. Soon, they would discover the remains of the missing Red Army men, which would in turn reveal how they’d been killed. The reason for their deaths was obvious enough. Matvey had wanted to get his hands on their stolen caviar. Or perhaps he’d been in on the initial theft, but then they’d cheated him. In any case, what had helped Samson complete his plan was Abyazov’s bragging about the Cheka making dead men show what they knew. Of course, it had already begun to appear in his inner thoughts by then, as if in a fog, more in the form of a premonition than a plan.

As he reflected on the wisdom of having kept the mare and Matvey in the shed until his thoughts had matured, lining up into an effective chain of events, the cart’s creaking wheels rolled past the Gate Church of the Monastery of the Caves.

Now, Mishka too raised himself up on his elbows and stared eagerly, nervously, at the road ahead. Samson was about to order him to lie back down, but the mare’s confident stride suggested that no amount of movement on the hay would distract her.

Fish turned a corner, following the course of the fortification wall. On their right stood a two-story monastic building, a candle burning in one of its windows. Before them appeared a chapel and, beyond it, a small gate. It was there that Fish stopped, issuing a neigh.

Samson grew tense. Kholodny and the cabby each held their breath.

All was silent again, but not for long. A door creaked. Someone cleared their throat, approached the gate, and drew the wooden bolt. The right leaf of the gate opened inward and a tall, bearded monk peeked out, covering his yawning mouth with a broad palm.

“Ah, it’s you,” he mumbled. “How many, this time?”

Matvey, needless to say, could not answer. Samson cast an anxious sideways glance at Kholodny, who lay perfectly stiff, without breathing, and might as well have been dead.

“Three,” the young investigator wheezed out, and faked a cough.

Panic seized hold of him. He pulled out his Mauser and clenched it tightly beneath the burlap. The monk did not respond, but he opened the other leaf of the gate. Without waiting for a command, the mare entered the monastery.

“I won’t close up. Before you leave, knock on the door,” the monk called after the cart, and withdrew into the wooden gatehouse.

“Monastery of the Caves,” Mishka whispered fearfully. He had raised himself up on his elbows again.

Kholodny heaved a sigh, gently pushed away the men on either side of him, and slowly turned over, groaning. Freeing his hands, he crossed himself. “Well, then, God be with us,” he said, watching the monastic buildings float past.

The mare slowed down. For a moment, Samson was worried that she had forgotten where to go, but she did not stop, pulling the cart toward the lower part of the monastery.

The young investigator peered at the clouds cloaking the sky. Had the moon been shining, he would not have felt quite so uneasy. The opacity of the dark was unsettling. And, although the absence of any sound other than those made by hooves and wheels indicated that there was nothing to fear, anxiety slowly overtook his mind and body.



Fish came to a fork and turned right, onto the narrower of the two brick paths. An eagle owl hooted at the top of a tall oak tree and immediately dived down, unfurling its wide wings. Samson heard its flight before it passed over the cart, spooking the mare, and soared up again, vanishing into the low, dark sky.

“Lord help us,” whispered Mishka the Sieve. “This ain’t gonna come to a good end.”

“Nothing comes to a good end,” Kholodny pronounced in a weak but authoritative voice. “Even the greatest good granted to us by God—life itself—ends only in death.”






38.

Samson’s gaze was drawn to a light on his right. Once again, he saw a candle burning in the window of a monastic cell. The sagging two-story brick building floated past. Now, the cart rolled through the monastery’s orchards and gardens. The bell tower of the Far Caves appeared on the left. The cart approached the squat three-arched entranceway to the caves, beyond which stood a huge wooden door.

Fish stopped, the noise of her hooves and of the cart’s wheels slowly fading away. Silence descended on the square between the bell tower, the small single-domed Church of the Conception of St. Anna, and the three-arched passage to the caves.

The mare turned her head from side to side, then looked back at Matvey, as if expecting him to take action or shout a command. Suddenly, she neighed—neighed so loudly and sharply that Kholodny flinched, his heavy body rocking the cart.

“Quiet,” Samson commanded him in a whisper, raising himself up on his elbows and clutching the Mauser in his right hand.

The neigh rolled away into the distance. All the men heard now was its receding echo.

The mare came a few steps closer to the arches.

“We’d better go back,” Mishka whispered, trembling with fear.



Samson turned and shushed him.

The cabby pulled the burlap over his head, shielding himself from the frightening scene, while the young investigator turned his ear to the sound of hurried footsteps. They were approaching from the direction of the cells the cart had just passed. He tried to determine the number of feet involved. The fact that the rhythm was irregular suggested there were at least two people walking. But how many?

Peering down the path, Samson saw nothing. This surprised him, since the sound of the steps seemed to be coming closer and closer.

“Don’t move,” he whispered to his comrades, and lay face down in the hay.

“Him again,” a hostile male voice announced. “Seraphim, open the door.”

A monk in a black robe walked past the men, keys jangling in his hand. Two others approached the cart.

“Matvey Panasovich,” one of them began in a grumbling tone. “I asked you not to bring any more. The brothers have been complaining. They worry we won’t have room for our own remains.”

“Odd smell,” the other monk commented. “Like sunflower oil.”

The huge door creaked open.

“Matvey Panasovich!” the first monk called out again.

Lying motionless and trying not to breathe, Samson nervously wondered what the monks would do when they discovered that Matvey was dead. Would they run or fight? But how could they fight? Surely, they had no weapons.

Without waiting for Matvey to respond, the first monk approached the mare’s rump and squinted up at the dead man’s face.

“What’s the matter with you?” he asked, sounding concerned and confused.

Unable to restrain his terror, Mishka the Sieve uncovered himself, jumped down from the cart, and set off running.

The monks froze in place.



Slowly, cautiously, the one who had tried to get Matvey to talk came closer and touched the corpse’s hand.

“What the devil?” he breathed out, recoiling. “A dead man brought us living bodies?”

Samson sprang up and aimed the Mauser at the monk’s chest.

“Hands up!” he ordered. “Quick! Sergius, get the other one.”

Kholodny was already sitting up, but uncertainly. He stared at the second monk, while the night air resounded with the broken rhythm of fleeing feet. It was impossible to determine whether this noise belonged to the terrified cabby or to the monk Seraphim, who had opened the door to the caves before running for safety.

The first monk slowly raised his hands, and the second did the same. Samson jumped down to the ground.

“What have you done with the soldiers’ bodies?” he demanded, although he already knew where to look for them.

The first monk pointed to the caves with his chin.

“Take me there,” Samson ordered, pointing the Mauser at the monk again. Then he turned his gaze to Kholodny. “Make sure this one doesn’t get away.”

Kholodny nodded.

* * *

The heavy wooden door, partly hidden from view by the three-arched baroque façade, opened onto a gallery leading down into the ground. The monk approached the left wall, where a shelf held a few lanterns. He struck a match and lit the candles in two of them, then handed the first to Samson. In the light of the flame, enhanced by its glass container, the monk’s face looked perfectly white, like a sheet of expensive paper. His facial features, too, seemed excessively correct. It was as if the man were not an actual monk, but rather a live model from an icon-painting workshop.

Samson’s hands were now occupied. In his right he held the Mauser, and in his left the lantern, which he had to carry at chest level in order to see both the monk’s back and the yellow brick path under his own feet.

At one point, the monk stumbled slightly, bringing the young investigator to an abrupt stop. Samson took a step back, reflecting in horror that, had he not caught himself, he might well have fired at the monk’s back. He imagined the deafening sound of a gunshot in this strange, enclosed space.

When they continued on their way, the monk glanced back, as if to check the distance between himself and the pistol.

“Face forward,” Samson ordered.

Soon, they stopped in front of a small metal door. The monk placed his lantern on the ground and pulled the large handle with both hands until the door gave way and slowly opened.

“We have to be careful,” he said, picking up the lantern.

This passage turned out to be much narrower than the gallery that led up to it, and the ceiling was lower. The smell of damp hit Samson’s nostrils. He could discern several strange yellow spots in the barely penetrable darkness. As he approached, he saw that these were candles in many-branched candlesticks on tall silver legs. The candlesticks stood in niches.

He remembered Jacobson and wondered how many candlesticks had gone into his silver bone, but then he pushed the thought away. The young investigator could not allow himself to be distracted. He had to be alert, prepared for anything—to pay attention only to the back and hands of the monk in front of him.

On the left and right appeared sarcophagi with glass lids. Samson brought his lantern up to the one on the left and saw a withered black hand lying atop church vestments of gold brocade. Holy relics.

“Are these saints?” he asked.

“They are,” the monk responded. “The one on the left is Pimen Postnik. On the right is the head of Clement, Bishop of Rome.”

They walked for a few more minutes past sarcophagi and reliquaries, until the underground tunnel turned right. Here, they were met by pitch-blackness, which required them to take shorter, more careful steps. Fortunately, a yellow glow up ahead spoke of yet unseen candlesticks.

“Hurry up,” Samson ordered.

They took another turn, and soon an underground church flooded with candlelight revealed itself on their right. On the wall opposite hung icons, and to the left and right of them extended wide aisles lined with wooden tables. Atop the tables, shoulder to shoulder and facing the underground sky, lay a multitude of male corpses. The air was thick with the oily scent of incense.

“Paisius, come,” said the monk in a voice that sounded stifled, as if the atmosphere were unsuitable for speaking.

From a darkened corner emerged a novice. He looked no older than seventeen.

“Are all the bodies Matvey brought us here?”

“They are,” the novice responded, nodding toward the naked men.

“All here, then,” said the monk, turning to Samson and raising his lantern, although the many burning candles made its light superfluous.

“What were you planning to do with them?” the young investigator asked, directing his gaze at the novice.

“Nothing. Just preparing them for life everlasting,” he answered, sounding somewhat perplexed. “Anointing them with oils and balms, to keep them from perishing.”

“Why?” asked Samson, his eyes widening.

“Does every sinner not dream of becoming a saint?” the monk asked in response, lowering his lantern onto the edge of the nearest table, beside a corpse whose face Samson recognized as that of Commander Spektor.

“I don’t understand,” Samson confessed, shaking his head. “Matvey, a criminal, brought you over two dozen dead soldiers, and you took them—and concealed them. You aided him in the commission of a crime.”



“Is it not a crime before the Lord to bury hundreds of bodies in mass graves without a service?” asked the monk.

“What do mass graves have to do with it?” Samson shot back, growing angry. “We’re talking about a heinous mass murder! And you helped the man who did it hide the bodies!”

“I do not think that any violence was done to them,” the monk responded, glancing at the bodies, which looked yellow in the candlelight. “They died in their sleep.”

The young investigator gazed at the bodies more intently.

“They died so that they would do no more harm to others,” the monk continued.

“That’s enough!” Samson declared. “You’ll have your say under interrogation. Let’s go back.” Then he glanced at the novice and added, “You come too.”

“He can’t go,” the monk objected.

“Why?”

“We cannot leave the dead unattended. We must show them respect.”

Samson surveyed the naked men once more, counting them. Twenty-seven.

“Right,” he muttered to himself.

“What is?” asked the monk.

“Never mind,” the young investigator responded. “Alright, he can stay here, for now. You come with me.”

* * *

As they came closer to the three-arched entranceway, Samson began to suspect that something had gone awry. Shouting, or perhaps just loud voices, filtered into the gallery through the half-open door. When they came out into the open, their eyes were dazzled by the glow of lanterns in the hands of the monks who had surrounded the cart and Kholodny. The flames largely illuminated the monks’ black robes, only slightly brightening their faces. The air was filled with the murmur of discontent, which threatened to turn into unbridled anger.

The monk who had accompanied Samson suddenly quickened his pace, as if he were no longer concerned about the barrel pointed at his back, and he soon merged with the mass of black robes.

The young investigator was at a loss. A premonition of danger forced him to take a step back toward the door, and it seemed to him that the black-clad crowd had taken a step forward.

“Stop!” he shouted. “Move five steps back!”

The monks did not move, having either not heard or chosen to disobey the command. Meanwhile, Samson’s bare earhole caught the sound of multiple stamping feet, which increased his anxiety. He pointed the Mauser at the black sky and fired several shots.

An echo picked up the gunfire and carried it all around the monastery, bouncing it off the bell towers, spreading it through the orchards and gardens, sending it down to the sacred spring and up to the Hospital Church of St. Nicholas and the Tower of St. Onuphrius. Rather than dying away, the sound seemed to grow ever louder. It took a moment for the young investigator to realize that he was hearing more than an echo—that booming rifle shots had joined the chorus.

Some monks fell to the ground; others scattered in all directions. A bullet buzzed right past his earhole and struck the three-arched entranceway to the caves. He, too, threw himself to the ground, not knowing who was shooting.
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By dawn, Red Army men and Cheka agents were positioned at all the gates of the monastery. No parishioners were allowed to enter, no monks allowed to leave. Twelve of the wounded were taken by cart to the Oleksandrivska Hospital, because their brothers at the Hospital Church of St. Nicholas lacked the skills necessary to extract bullets from living bodies. Nayden dispatched ten soldiers to accompany the injured men and prevent them from escaping.

Not long after the sun had risen, Samson and Kholodny departed the monastery in the same cart that had brought them, which was now driven not by the runaway cabby but by Vasyl, who had come to retrieve them. He kept whipping Fish, trying in vain to make her go faster. The mare looked back and snorted in response to each blow, but refused to quicken her pace.

Samson’s spirits were low. He knew he had caused the shooting spree. The only thing that cheered him—rather, consoled him—was that the hail of bullets hadn’t killed a single man, only wounding a dozen of them. The young investigator now understood what had happened. Panicking, he’d failed to notice the approach of Nayden and his soldiers. When they heard him fire into the air, they assumed he and Kholodny were in trouble. On Nayden’s command, the Red Army men had opened fire at the black-clad crowd.

That raised the alarm at the Pechersk barracks. And the last to arrive were the Cheka, led by Abyazov himself.

The Chekist chief had run up to Samson just as Nayden was ordering the young investigator to return to the Lybid station posthaste and make out a report about the incident.

“In two copies,” Abyazov added angrily, making it clear to whom the duplicate would be delivered.

“The bodies of the soldiers are in the Far Caves,” Samson told him.

“Understood,” Abyazov responded, casting an unfriendly glance at Nayden. Then, he turned toward the Cheka’s truck. “Fyodor, take the Chinese soldiers to retrieve the corpses.” He looked back at Samson again. “You have their uniforms, yes?”

“That’s right.”

“I’ll send a car for them. The men must be buried properly.”

Samson and Nayden exchanged glances.

“But the case isn’t closed,” the commander objected cautiously.

“You’ll close it without those boots and greatcoats, and you’ll report to me as soon as you do,” Abyazov declared, then looked back at the group of monks standing nearby with their hands bound. “A shame all our cells at Sadova are full. Interrogate them yourselves and send me the transcripts. We have a major execution scheduled for tomorrow night. That will free up space for them,” he said, grinning ominously into the eyes of the monk who had guided Samson, then he turned and walked away.

Another truck, this one belonging to the police, drove up to the three-arched entranceway.

“Load the detainees,” Nayden ordered his soldiers.

* * *



“What are you, dead?” Vasyl shouted at the mare, lashing her with his whip.

This drew Samson out of his recollections.

“Leave her be,” Kholodny pleaded in a pained voice. “It’s easier on me this way.”

Vasyl turned and shot an ironic glance at Kholodny, then looked at Samson, who sat with his legs dangling over the edge of the cart.

The city was only just coming awake. They passed only a handful of pedestrians, who turned their heads at the sound of hooves and wheels on the cobblestones and followed the cart with their eyes. There was no other noise in the air.

“So many men for you to interrogate,” Kholodny muttered, sympathetically gazing at Samson.

“Why me?” asked Samson. “You’re better suited for the task. They’re monks, and you were a priest.”

Kholodny mulled over Samson’s words, but his face did not reveal what he was thinking.

“You might be right,” he finally breathed out. “They demand a different approach. Not like the one we took with the bathhouse gang.”

“Entirely up to you,” Samson pronounced with relief, realizing that his partner was willing to take the monks off his hands.

It occurred to him, however, that he should participate, after all. He wouldn’t put it past Kholodny to omit an obvious question or fail to record an answer.

“I’ll go with you. To help get them talking,” he explained.

Kholodny shook his head. “That won’t do,” he said thoughtfully. “Only those with God in their hearts can partake in a true heart-to-heart. And you are not one of them.”

The young investigator twisted his lips and was about to protest, but then he remembered his severed ear in its snuffbox.

“Vasyl,” he called out to their temporary cabby. “Could you drive along Zhylianska Street? I need to fetch something from home.”



“Why not?” answered Vasyl.

The cawing of crows burst into Samson’s bare earhole. He raised his eyes to the sky. The cart was rolling underneath a tall, spreading maple, at the top of which members of Kyiv’s corvid community were discussing the coming day.

Rays of sunlight broke through the branches and descended to the ground. One of them blinded the young investigator, forcing him to look away. Another struck the mare’s back. She tossed her mane and swished her tail, then slowed her pace still further. A few plump browny-yellow balls fell from her backside to the road, and she returned to her previous speed. The tartly sweet scent of warm hay reached Samson’s nostrils.
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Nadezhda was still asleep when Samson dashed into the flat. He walked barefoot into the study and slipped the snuffbox that held his ear into his pocket. Sneaking into the bedroom, he leaned over and kissed his wife on the cheek.

“Did you just get back?” she asked in a sleepy voice, half-opening her eyes.

“I’m only here for a minute. A hard night. And a hard day ahead of me,” he responded, gazing at her with loving, tired eyes. “Will you be going to the Bureau soon?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“Our men will stage an ambush here. At noon. Just so you know. There might be shots fired, but I doubt it.”

“We’re going into the field, too,” Nadezhda told him worriedly. “To Trukhaniv Island. There are a lot of inlets.”

“Counting boats again?”

“Counting and confiscating, if we can’t identify the owner.”

She raised her head and puckered her lips. Samson leaned closer and kissed her.



“I’ll see you this evening, then,” he whispered. “We may have closed the case by then.”

“I certainly hope so,” she whispered, smiling. “Good luck!”

* * *

It took Kholodny a full ten minutes to climb up the stairs. He kept stopping, sighing, grimacing, and gripping his stomach. Realizing that he could not help his comrade, Samson overtook him and entered the office, where Vasyl and two Chinese Chekists were taking down the military uniforms of the no longer lost soldiers.

With extraordinary fastidiousness, the Chekists folded the greatcoats, tunics, and trousers on Kholodny’s desk, making chalk marks inside each one, and lowered them into bags, gently but firmly tamping them down.

Samson had the odd feeling that he was being robbed, that his own clothes were being taken off his back, out in the cold. And, indeed, a chill ran down his spine, reaching his hips and legs.

“Almost done,” Vasyl announced. He finished writing something down in a thick ledger and showed it to the Chekists, who signed at the bottom.

* * *

Once the bags had been carried out into the corridor, the office seemed to grow lighter, brighter. At last, Kholodny made it through the door and sat down at his desk. He looked back at the white wall behind him and sighed in relief.

“What will you sleep on, now?” Samson inquired sarcastically.

“The Lord will provide,” the former priest responded. “Give me the interrogation transcript form.”

Samson pulled out a drawer, took out a form, and handed it to his comrade.



Kholodny also reached into a drawer, retrieving a pen and inkwell, an indelible pencil, matches, and a pack of cigarettes.

“That’s it, I think,” he muttered to himself, surveying the set of devices for fishing out necessary information. “Ah, yes!” he exclaimed in response to some thought, then reached for the form, dipped his pen in ink, and crossed out the word Interrogation in the title, replacing it with Confession.

“What are you doing?” asked Samson.

“You yourself said I would do a better job of questioning monks. Well, I won’t be interrogating them. I’ll be taking their confessions. That, they know how to do. It’s second nature for them, in form and essence. They’ll repent, alright,” the former priest pronounced, casting another glance at his devices and sweeping the cigarettes and matches back into the drawer.

Samson drew the snuffbox from his pocket.

“Please, put this on the table before you start,” he asked.

“What is that? Tobacco?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Samson promised. “It’s important.”

“I understand,” his partner drawled, smiling. “Why blow smoke into their faces when the smell alone will do, eh?”

The young investigator did indeed notice the rich, powerful scent in the air. He remembered how the strength of the aroma had surprised him when he first opened the snuffbox, and he was now tempted to check whether his severed ear had absorbed the scent of that noble tobacco, which had been smoked by some unknown criminal, victim, or witness. The last thing he wanted to do now, however, was to confuse Kholodny by revealing the box’s contents. He would be happy to do so later, if his partner was still curious.

“Just give it back to me after the interrogation.”

“After the confession, you mean,” Kholodny corrected him in an affectedly churchy voice, adopting a facial expression to match and pulling the large silver cross from under his tunic.



“Wait until you’re in the room,” Samson warned, glancing at the cross. “You can’t just walk around the station like that. What if you run into Abyazov?”

The former priest obediently concealed his cross and buttoned up his tunic.

“It’s time,” he said, and slowly made his way to the door.

* * *

Samson took out a pencil and several sheets of paper. Without the Red Army uniforms, the office felt strange, less cozily familiar. It was a matter of getting used to things, and of getting used to their absence. The young investigator would soon become accustomed to seeing the white wall behind Kholodny’s desk, just as he had come to accept the absence of the tailor’s dummy. To think that, only recently, the dummy had stood here wearing the suit in which Jacobson now walked the streets of Kyiv . . .

Nevertheless, the sense of discomfort threatened to distract Samson from concentrating on what he needed to hear: the monks’ confessions.

He rose from his desk and determinedly marched out into the corridor. His feet carried him to the little storeroom where he had listened to the drunken bathhouse banter on Matvey’s birthday. It was a quiet space, cozy and free of distractions. He put the pencil and paper on the wide windowsill and brought a chair from his office. Closing his eyes, he heard footsteps, the creak of a door, and the bang of Kholodny placing the snuffbox on the table.

“This one first—Brother Seraphim,” said the former priest, clearly addressing the soldier on duty.

Two or three minutes of occasional heavy sighing and mumbled complaints about stomach pain were followed by a knock at the door.

“Have a seat, Brother Seraphim,” Kholodny boomed in a welcoming voice. “Consider this a confession. You see, the document even says so.”

The rustle of paper suggested that the former priest was brandishing the form he had retitled.



“However great the sins of man, God’s mercy is endless and His bounties are without number,” Kholodny intoned. “The Lord lifts up the fallen, granting them a vision of their sins, the chance to repent, and the strength to reject evil. He takes no pleasure in the death of the sinner. He died on the cross to save us from death. If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

The pencil in Samson’s hand hovered over the paper, never touching it. He recognized the verses from scripture and decided to wait for more significant information.

“Brother Seraphim,” Kholodny continued, after a short pause, taking a friendlier tone. “This cross has saved my life thrice, shielding me from two bullets and a knife. Look at these dents and scratches. God protects us when we keep His commandments. Amen.”

“Amen,” the monk echoed. “So, you are the priest policeman we’ve been hearing about . . . But they say you’ve renounced the Lord . . .”

“Pay no heed to rumors. Besides, just because He has been renounced, it does not mean that He has renounced and turned away from the one who has renounced Him. The Lord does not abandon even those who lose their faith. Therefore, brother, it is time to repent. How many sins have you committed this year?”

“But father, I was not prepared for this confession,” the monk began. “A penitent must first offer prayers to the Lord in solitude, must contemplate his sinful life.”

“Alright,” Kholodny conceded. “Then let us speak of the soldiers whose corpses you accepted into the monastery. Why did you do this?”

“We had no choice,” the monk replied, heaving a sigh. “Matvey Panasovich told us that, if we refused to give them a Christian burial, he would simply dump them on the Dog Path. How could we allow that to happen to innocent men?”

“But why did you anoint them?”



“To preserve their bodies. We thought we would leave them in the caves. It isn’t only saints who rest there, you know. Titus the Soldier, who was struck in the head with a spear, has been with us for hundreds of years.”

“Twenty-seven relics?” Kholodny boomed incredulously. “Did the abbot really give his permission?”

“Father,” the monk breathed out, sounding genuinely surprised. “Don’t you know that Metropolitan Vladimir was killed more than a year ago? We are no longer a monastery. We’re a monastic cooperative. Our property has been confiscated by the Soviet authorities . . .”

“Is that right? I haven’t kept up with the news,” Kholodny muttered, sounding equally surprised. “Well, then, how did you know Matvey Panasovich?”

Samson took down what he heard in abbreviated form, silently praising his partner for redirecting the conversation.

“He had joined our paid guard when the Metropolitan was killed. After that, he’d sometimes bring us the bodies of people who were accidentally suffocated at the Halytska bathhouse—if he could find no relatives to bury them.”

“He told you these people had been accidentally suffocated?”

“Yes, Father. Such things do happen at bathhouses. People succumb to fumes.”

“And where did you bury them?”

“We would anoint them and send them to other monasteries.”

“What for?”

“To fortify the people’s faith at a time of great turmoil.”

“How many of these accidental corpses did Matvey bring you?”

“No more than four dozen a year,” the monk responded.

“Excluding the Red Army men we recovered this morning?”

“Yes, Father.”

Samson took down the numbers and lost himself in his thoughts, recalling all his previous encounters with the chiropodist. Why hadn’t the young investigator seen him as a hardened criminal from the very start? The man had looked like an ordinary bathhouse worker, raising no suspicions.

“That’s how it is,” he said to himself. Any seemingly ordinary person can turn out to be a villain—even Vasyl. The thought immediately triggered a pang of guilt. “No,” he declared loudly, as a means of confessing his mistake. Vasyl, Nayden, and Kholodny were morally unimpeachable.

“Do you repent of what you have done with the bodies brought to you secretly, under cover of night?” Kholodny asked.

“I repent,” Seraphim exhaled.

“Then we will end it here. For now. Sign the confession.”

Paper rustled again, then a pen’s nib squeaked across it.

“I see you take snuff,” the monk observed.

“I do not,” the former priest responded.

“Snuff is no sin,” Seraphim commented. His voice sounded more distant, and Samson concluded that Kholodny had slipped the snuffbox back into his pocket. “If you would like to confess, you can find me downstairs,” added the monk.

“Thank you. I may, but only after all worldly affairs connected with the soldiers’ corpses are behind us,” the former priest informed the monk in a friendly tone.
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Never before had Samson entered the station with such pride, with his head held so high, as he did that afternoon. Behind him walked three soldiers, escorting the caviar merchant they had detained a half hour earlier. The tall young fellow wore baggy sackcloth trousers, an old linen shirt, and shiny calfskin boots—although the latter had obviously been made for a much shorter individual.

Samson was carrying a German biscuit tin that held a pound of black caviar. He himself had opened the door of his flat when the caviar merchant knocked, leading him to the table and asking him to display the goods, which the young investigator immediately sampled with a silver spoon. The taste still lingered on his tongue, lending his mood a special character, creating the sense that this was a day to celebrate.

The day really was unfolding in a special direction. It promised to become one of those that dwells in the mind forever as a triumph, upholding a person’s sense of usefulness. The young investigator could not help but feel that only a few hours remained until he finally solved a case of unique complexity. He would, quite possibly, return home that very evening and tell Nadezhda of his genuine achievement, his unraveling of this strange and terrible—one might even say macabre—story. How would Nadezhda respond? She would probably give him a loving look and a tender kiss, reward him with the light of her smile and the warmth of her body.

“Straight to the interrogation room,” the young investigator instructed the soldiers.

He himself went to the evidence room and handed Vasyl the paper bag that held the biscuit tin.

“More caviar,” he explained.

“I’ll add it to the rest.”

In the interrogation room, Samson pulled out his official matches and cigarettes, then suddenly remembered about the transcript form. Leaving the detainee on the chained stool, he ordered the guard to stand beside him.

After retrieving the form from his desk, the young investigator paused, then picked up the entire bathhouse case file. He returned to the interrogation room with all the papers he needed.

* * *

“Let’s begin,” he said, when the guard had stepped out and closed the door. “Name?”

“Mykola Tadeyovich Sinyakin,” the fellow answered. “Born in 1894. Peasant family. Village of Myronivka, in the Vasylkiv District.”

Samson took it all down, then noticed the detainee staring greedily at the cigarettes on the table.

“Can I have one?” the fellow asked plaintively. “Might be my last, for all I know . . .”

“Of course,” Samson responded in a soft voice, then lit a cigarette and extended it to the detainee. “If you tell the whole truth and nothing but.”

“Why lie?” the fellow asked, with a bitter smile. “Got nothing to hide. And you’ll shoot me, anyway.”



“From the beginning, then. You were part of Commander Spektor’s detachment?”

“That’s right.”

Samson untied the case file’s string, took out the roster, ran his finger down the surnames, and underlined Sinyakin in pencil.

“How did you manage to survive?”

“Honestly, don’t even know,” the fellow replied, sounding rather guilty. “Woke up freezing, looked down, saw I was out on the road, lying naked. Dark. There’s no one around. So, I found some rags behind a fence, wrapped myself up. Walked for three days, until I made it to my sister’s place, near Vasylkiv. I was sick as a dog, coughing like a consumptive. When I felt better, I changed clothes and came back to the city.”

“Why?” asked Samson. “You could have stayed at your sister’s and no one would have known.”

“Had no choice. Needed money. I couldn’t just hide out at her place. I’d be a burden. Besides, there are bandits all around there. If they found out I was in the army, they’d slit my throat.”

“So, how did you earn money? Selling caviar?”

“Right.”

“The caviar you all stole from the warehouse?”

“Right.”

“How many of you took part in the theft?”

“Well, there was Commander Spektor and me, and then Khristenko, Schwartz, Antonov, and Bagramyan. Also, a guard from the warehouse—think his name was Platon.”

“Where is this caviar now? With the grocer on Besarabska Square?”

“Right. He takes half the money, but I can’t sell it any other way. And I’ve tried, believe me.”

“How did you get the barrels from the warehouse to the grocer’s shop? By cart?”

“That’s right. Did it at night. Driver was a young lad, friend of the commander. Dappled mare.”



“Did Matvey participate?”

“Who’s Matvey?” asked Sinyakin, looking genuinely puzzled.

“The chiropodist from the Halytska bathhouse.”

“No, he wasn’t there,” Sinyakin stated firmly. “I would have remembered.”

“But he was also a friend of your commander, wasn’t he?”

“Don’t know what I don’t know. Never saw them together.”

“Not even at the bathhouse?”

“I mean, he worked on the commander’s feet. Worked on mine, too. But as far as seeing them together . . .” Sinyakin trailed off, either pretending to rummage through his memory or actually attempting to recall something.

Samson suddenly realized that he hadn’t written a word after taking down the detainee’s first response. His pencil now scratched furiously at the paper. Finally, he looked up again.

“What happened in the bathhouse?”

“Don’t remember. I got drunk and passed out. Like I said, woke up naked on the road.”

“And before you passed out?” asked Samson, writing down the detainee’s words.

“Well, we drank. Drank a lot. Ate caviar, potatoes, pickles. We were celebrating the commander’s birthday, going in and out of the steam room. We’d go ten at a time. There’d be so much steam, our heads would spin.”

“But something must have happened. Do you recall anything unusual? Maybe a quarrel? A fight?”

“Can I have another?” Sinyakin asked, bringing his bound hands to his face and taking the cigarette from his mouth. He dropped it to the floor and stamped it out with the sole of his boot.

The young investigator lit another cigarette and extended it to him.

“Well, we did wrangle with the crew, right at the start,” Sinyakin said, taking a big puff and letting it out.



The smoke reached Samson’s face and stung his eyes.

“Watch it!” he barked, moving his chair a little back from the table. “What were you wrangling about?”

“When we got up to the room they gave us, the commander said to the stoker, ‘I know you’ve got a bigger one.’ The stoker said that the big one was taken. So, the commander got cross. He went out, then came back and said the room was empty. The stoker, he got cross too, said the crew decides who gets which room. He marched out and came back with Matvey. The two of them bawled out the commander, then left again. Well, the commander ordered us to pick up all the bottles and food, and move to the bigger room, anyway. It really was twice the size of the little one. I mean, we could all sit at the table together. It was tight, but still . . . The crew never came back. Had to put on the steam ourselves.”

“How did you do that?” the young investigator asked, taken aback.

“Easy. Took the firewood from one stove and loaded it into ours.”

“And what happened then?”

“Don’t remember.”

Samson sank into thought, recalling Seraphim’s words about the bodies Matvey had brought to the monastery: Accidentally suffocated. Had these deaths really been accidental? Perhaps the naked lovers whom the police had rescued would also have accidentally succumbed to fumes.

In that case, the motive was clear: a fur coat, money, other valuables. So, why kill this detachment of Red Army men? That, too, was clear: black caviar. Matvey must have wanted it for himself. The same cart might have been used to transport the caviar and the bodies.

The young investigator took out a clean sheet of paper and put down his thoughts. Although these thoughts were very much related to the interrogation, they did not belong in the transcript.

“Who sold the stolen caviar at first?” he continued.

“The commander. He’d share the money—and treat us to the stuff.”



“How did you come to a new agreement with the grocer, after you returned?”

“I showed up and told him the commander was dead. Said I’d take his place. He didn’t bat an eye. Just told me to keep quiet about it.”

The interrogation continued for another fifteen minutes, ending when the detainee asked for a third cigarette.

“You’ve had enough,” Samson said in response, seeing that he only had one cigarette left. “Next time.”
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Samson’s report cheered Nayden. A sly smile played on his lips as he read the transcript of the interrogation.

“It seems we’ve cracked their case for them,” he said. “Did you make a duplicate for Abyazov?”

“I haven’t,” the young investigator admitted.

“Well, go ahead and make one,” Nayden asked rather than commanded. “He wanted to see it. I’ll add a personal note and send a courier to Sadova. Let him judge who works more efficiently, the Cheka or the police.”

Samson returned to his office. As he copied the transcript, he couldn’t help but think of Abyazov’s animus toward Nayden. It seemed ill-advised, under the circumstances, to rub the Chekist chief’s nose in the fact that the police had solved his agency’s case. Yet, the young investigator couldn’t very well say that to his own commander.

When he had finished his careful work, he observed that the penciled transcript was rather messy, full of abbreviations. Perhaps he could keep the neat duplicate for the file and send Abyazov the rough original? But then he imagined the Chekist chief squinting and furrowing his brow, trying to decipher the scribbled markings. No, a foolish idea . . . He brought the duplicate to Nayden, who had already prepared a brown envelope and his note.

“Your job is done,” he told Samson.

“Comrade Nayden,” the young investigator said timidly. “I need to check one last thing at the bathhouse. And, to do so, I need the help of your friend Protalin, from Trukhaniv Island.”

“The fire-worshipper? Go get him, then. And pass along my greetings.”

“May I ask Vasyl for cab vouchers and money for the boat?”

“Yes. Say you have my permission.”

* * *

This time, it took Samson a full two hours to reach Trukhaniv. The evening rush was to blame. The cab brought him to Poshtova Square quickly, but a large crowd of Trukhaniv residents had already gathered at the wharf, all eager to get home. There were only three boats running between the mainland and the island, and the boatmen would load five or six passengers onto each for every crossing—which meant that a wave could capsize them at any moment. It was the desperate demands of the passengers, not greed, that drove the boatmen to take the risk.

Samson had hoped that his uniform would allow him to skip ahead, but no such luck. The men would have let him through, but the women raised a din. He had to trudge back to the end of the line and wait patiently, like everyone else.

“Why are there so few boats?” he asked indignantly, not having moved an inch in half an hour.

“They’re out here counting boats, you know, so the boatmen are hiding,” explained a man in peasant garb much too warm for the May weather. “What’s the loss of a few kopecks for the evening, compared to the loss of a boat?”

The young investigator sighed and thought about Nadezhda, recalling her complaints about boatmen who concealed their boats in the Dnipro’s many inlets. Now he, too, had suffered because of her Bureau’s work—along with all these quietly grumbling citizens, whose home-cooked dinners were growing cold on the other bank.

It was nearly nine when Samson reached Trukhaniv. To his great disappointment, the fire-worshipper wasn’t home. Had Protalin abandoned the place? He saw candlelight in the window of the neighboring house, knocked at the door, and learned from the woman who answered that the stoker had found work again, this time at the Karavaevska bathhouse. He now spent most nights there, only returning to the island a couple of times a week.

The young investigator returned to the right bank of the Dnipro in the company of the gray-bearded boatman. No one else wanted to leave Trukhaniv at that hour.

“Were you after someone?” the boatman asked cautiously, nodding toward the island receding behind them.

“No, I wanted to visit a friend. But he wasn’t home.”

“Wise man,” the graybeard responded, nodding. “Troubled times. That’s what the priest told us three days ago, in his sermon. Soon, the troubles will sweep over Kyiv, he said. Much killing, many deaths. Best to visit your friends while you can.”

Samson wanted to object, to tell the boatman that everything was and would be alright. Yet, for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

He remained silent for the rest of the journey, staring at the evening water and occasionally glancing up at the approaching lights of Podil.

The crowd at the wharf had thinned to no more than thirty people. Nevertheless, as soon as the boat docked, a small group of citizens rushed aboard, preventing Samson from disembarking. He was forced to push aside two young men and a woman.

“How dare you!” the woman shouted at his back.

By then, he was already hurrying toward the spot on Volodymyr Descent where cabbies usually dropped off passengers looking to cross the river.

* * *

Lights burned in the windows of his flat, and the yard-sweeper’s widow was also awake. Samson checked his watch: half past ten. He knocked at the front door and, before long, heard the widow withdrawing the bolt.

“You’re early tonight, dear boy,” she said. “Nadezhda only got back about ten minutes ago. She probably hasn’t had supper yet.”

In the hallway, Samson took off his boots, hung his damp footwraps over them, and walked into the living room. He had expected to find Nadezhda at the table, but, although the lamp was lit, she wasn’t there.

Surprised, he checked in the kitchen. A kettle was coming to a boil on the kerosene stove, and beside it, on a cutting board, lay half a loaf of brown bread and a small piece of butter. To the right stood a salt cellar, unusually full. Its contents rose up in a perfect cone, like a magic mountain.

Stepping back into the living room, he turned his ear to the bathroom: quiet. Their bedroom, too, was empty, as were the other two bedrooms. The last place he looked was the study. What he saw frightened him. The light was on. Nadezhda sat in the far left corner, on a chair she had brought from the living room, staring wearily at the floor. She hadn’t changed out of her work clothes. To the right of the window stood the dummy, wearing his father’s jacket. It seemed to be looking down at Nadezhda with its invisible head. In any case, its chest was turned toward her.

“What are you doing here, darling?” Samson asked, sounding worried.

She shuddered and looked up at her husband. At first, her eyes looked dull, unconscious, as if she didn’t recognize his face. Then, she shook her head, seemingly chasing away a vision.

“I’m tired,” she whispered. “Very tired. They killed Verochka . . .”



“Which Verochka?”

“My colleague. The one I went down to the river with, to ambush the boatmen. Someone found out where she lived. She was leaving for work this morning—and they got her with a knife,” Nadezhda said, and the last words brought tears to her eyes. She lowered her gaze to the floor again and her shoulders began to tremble.

“Let’s go in there,” Samson suggested, nodding toward the living room, although she wasn’t looking at him. “Come. I’ll pour you a cup of tea. Make you a sandwich.”

Nadezhda shook her head. “I feel better in here.”

Samson glanced at the dummy wearing his father’s jacket, then at his father’s collection of abacuses on the wall, the framed photographs, and the bookcase. Nadezhda’s words sank in, resonated. He approached the chair, knelt down, and wrapped his arms around her, holding her close.

“Maybe we ought to find you a new job?” he whispered.

Nadezhda didn’t respond. Nor did she return his embrace.

She sat still, leaning forward, her hands on her knees.

Samson brought tea and sandwiches, and placed them on the windowsill next to the dummy.

He stirred two spoonfuls of sugar into Nadezhda’s cup.

“Did you make this beautiful mound of salt?” he asked, trying to draw her mind away from grief.

“I did,” she answered. “I was trying to build a little grave. You know, like a pyramid or a mound.”

The young investigator decided to abandon the topic of salt. He poured a spoonful of sugar into his own cup and stirred. Then, more boldly, took a generous pinch of salt from the mound and sprinkled it over his buttered bread.

As he handed Nadezhda her sandwich, he heard a heavy sigh and looked more closely at his wife. It didn’t appear to have been uttered by her. He glanced at his father’s jacket, then heard another sigh.



It was a familiar sound, deep—the sigh of his partner. The young investigator hadn’t yet retrieved the snuffbox from Kholodny.

Samson immediately wanted to run to the station, but something held him back. A surprising sense of calm washed over him. He caressed his wife’s shoulder. She had already straightened her back in the chair and was now eating, having placed her cup of tea on the floor. The young investigator suddenly worried that she might accidentally kick over the cup and scald herself.

“Let me put your tea on the windowsill,” he suggested, and moved the cup without waiting for a response.

She nodded.

“You know what we should do?” he asked, once again trying to draw her attention away from the day’s tragedy. “Add a bit of red pepper! The stuff Li Yin Jun gave us. A Chinese supper!”

Nadezhda gave her husband another barely perceptible nod.

He smiled and walked quickly to the kitchen.






43.

The fire-worshipping stoker Georgy Protalin was brought to the station the next morning by the soldiers who had been sent to find him at the Karavaevska bathhouse. He did not seem at all offended, nor even dissatisfied.

The young Red Army man who knew how to whistle took him directly to Samson’s office.

“Here’s your detainee,” he announced.

“Come in,” Samson told Georgy, perking up. “And he’s not detained,” he added to the soldier, dismissing him, then turned his gaze back to the visitor. “Comrade Nayden sends his regards. I was on Trukhaniv last night, hoping to find you there.”

“I don’t go home so often, these days—” the fire-worshipper began to explain.

“Your neighbor told me,” the young investigator interrupted. “I need your help. You’re in no hurry, are you?”

“Well, I’m partnered with another fellow at the bathhouse. Not much work in the morning. One communal steam room opens at eleven. The other one we open in the evening.”

“Then let’s not waste time. We’re off to the Halytska bathhouse. I’ll need you to inspect the stoves in the steam rooms and write down your conclusions.” Samson rose from his chair, removed his leather jacket from its wooden hanger, and put it on. “We recently saved a couple in one of the rooms. I believe the workers were planning to poison them with carbon monoxide, but I don’t know how to prove it.”

* * *

About fifteen minutes later, the two men were standing in front of the bathhouse, accompanied by one of the soldiers from the station. Samson unlocked the door and ordered the Red Army man to stand guard at the entrance, letting no one pass. Then Georgy and he went up to the second floor.

“Where were these two entertaining themselves?” the stoker asked, turning back to Samson.

“Over there,” the young investigator responded, pointing to the familiar door.

“Number three,” Protalin muttered, nodding, then pulled a large box of matches from the pocket of his lightweight gray coat and shook it, checking its contents by ear. “Alright, I’ll go check. There’s a corridor in the back, with access to all the stoves.”

When the stoker disappeared behind an unobtrusive narrow door, Samson entered the anteroom of steam room three. There was a square oak table, surrounded by four chairs. To the right stood a couch, the size of a small bed. A dusty nightstand held an empty, equally dusty water carafe.

The silence was suddenly broken by the creak of a door. Samson turned back to the entrance, but there was no one there.

“Where’s Kolechko?” asked Nayden’s voice.

The young investigator breathed a sigh of relief, realizing that a door had opened at the station, not here. That morning, he had managed to retrieve his snuffbox from Kholodny and put it back in his father’s desk.

“At the bathhouse,” Kholodny’s voice boomed. “They said he went with a stoker. I was just about to take another monk’s confession.”



“I need you to interrogate, not take their confessions. Are you at least making transcripts?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“When Kolechko gets back, tell him to come see me right away. There are a couple more documents to fill out.”

“I’ll let him know,” the former priest promised.

Another noise sounded—this one dull and seemingly closer to Samson’s other ear.

Samson entered the steam room and the noise grew louder. Georgy was poking around in or near the stove. He pulled out the flue dampers, then put them back in. A barely audible rustle revealed that the stoker had just set fire to some paper, which flared up wildly.

It occurred to the young investigator that he should probably watch Georgy at work. After all, murder by means of carbon monoxide was not so rare and exotic a crime. And who better to explain this phenomenon than an expert in stoves?

Yet these thoughts failed to spur Samson into action. Instead, he sat down on the wooden bench and thought about Nadezhda.

A few minutes later, the stoker peeked into the half-open doors of steam-room three, walked inside, and found the young investigator.

“It all looks good,” he said. “Fine draft. Working dampers. Nothing wrong with the stove. They couldn’t have poisoned that couple with carbon monoxide.”

“Will you check the other stoves?” Samson asked. “We know that four dozen people have been suffocated over the past year.”

“Is that so?” Georgy asked, looking stunned. “Never happened on my watch.”

“Did you work in the later hours?”

“No, I wouldn’t have been able to get home to the island. I’d leave at seven. Matvey and the others would take over.”

The stoker cast a pensive glance at the young investigator.

“Alright,” he declared. “I’ll have a look.”



Samson walked back into the anteroom and sat down on the couch. It was so soft that he immediately felt the urge to lie down. He rested his head on the upholstered armrest, which invited him to relax still further.

The young investigator didn’t even notice as he drifted off to sleep, losing track of time. He awoke to a knock, opened his eyes, and saw Georgy gently tapping his knuckle on the half-open door from the inside.

“Well?” Samson asked, raising himself with difficulty to a sitting position. “Find anything?”

“I did,” the stoker pronounced. “Evil intent. In number five. That’s the largest room. Come, I’ll show you.”

Once inside the spacious steam room, the young investigator realized that this was where Spektor’s soldiers had celebrated their commander’s birthday. Matvey had initially assigned them number three, but they demanded to be moved. And they got their way. Only, they had to stoke up the stove themselves.

“What did you see?” he asked.

Georgy turned on the light and beckoned with his gaze for Samson to follow him.

The stoker knelt before the lower wooden bench, the front of which was covered by two broad boards that had been darkened by moisture and high temperatures. He tugged at the bottom board, which did not budge. Then he tugged at the top board, and its left edge immediately separated from the step. Pulling it off completely, he struck a long match and thrust the flame into the dark opening beneath the four rows of benches.

“Look,” he said.

Leaning forward, Samson saw old leaves from birch whisks, dust and dirt, and, on the right, the end of a metal pipe.

“There’s another one on the left,” Georgy told him, gesturing toward it.



“What are they for?”

“There are five or six of them in here—to slowly pipe in carbon monoxide from the stove. I found a flap over there, with holes and fancy valves, so they could channel some of the gas into the chimney, some into the steam room.”

“Why do it slow?”

“When the gas comes in all at once, people can sense it. They panic. But, if the gas mixes slowly with the air, especially when people are drinking, celebrating—well, they don’t even notice that they’re falling asleep. Asleep forever.”

The young investigator rose to his feet.

“So, Matvey never intended to kill that couple,” he muttered, slightly disappointed, admitting, but only to himself, his recent error in reasoning. “And never intended to kill the soldiers, either. They stubbornly sealed their own fate . . .”

“Need anything else from me?” Georgy asked. “I should probably get to work . . .”

“We’ll just need to make a report downstairs,” Samson responded. “There’s a pen, ink, and paper in the changing room.”

“I’d prefer a pencil,” said the stoker.

Samson fished the stub of a pencil out of his jacket pocket and handed it over.

“I’m terribly grateful to you. Write down what you saw, and you’re free to go.”






44.

At four o’clock that afternoon, Samson, Kholodny, and Vasyl gathered in Nayden’s office. The young investigator untied the string of the bathhouse case file and picked up the document he had added earlier that day—Protalin’s report on the condition of the steam rooms, along with a separate description and diagram of the poisonous stove that had caused the deaths of twenty-seven Red Army men.

He extended the two penciled sheets to the commander.

“Why so glum?” Nayden asked, glancing up at him.

“You’ll see when you read it,” Samson replied, a note of disappointment creeping into his voice. “It turns out Matvey wasn’t guilty of this particular crime. He even tried to dissuade Spektor from using the rigged steam room.”

“Is that what this says?” the commander asked, nodding at the papers in his hands.

“No. I still have to write that up. That’s just a description of the steam room where the incident took place.”

“I see,” Nayden said under his breath, waving Samson away and immersing himself in reading.

The three other men patiently waited for the conversation to resume.



At last, the commander lowered the sheets into the open file.

“Alright. Let’s fill out the necessary form,” he pronounced. “We now have to fill one out for every serious crime, starting yesterday.”

He took out a folded sheet of paper with printed columns and headings, placed it on the desk in front of him, moved the inkwell to the right corner of the paper, dipped his pen, then raised his eyes to the others. His gaze lingered on Samson.

“Essence of the case?” he read aloud from the top of the first column.

“The murder of twenty-seven Red Army men,” suggested Kholodny.

“That’s not quite its essence,” the commander disagreed. “We didn’t know from the start that they were dead.”

“The disappearance of twenty-eight Red Army men,” offered Samson.

“Better,” Nayden declared, and began writing. “The list of victims is attached. Next. Method of murder?”

“Carbon monoxide,” said Vasyl. “Haven’t seen anything like that for a while.”

The commander paused, silently moving his lips as he thought. “I’ll put it down in pencil, for now.” He picked up a pencil, wrote out two words, and paused again. “Conclusion of the investigation?”

“An accident,” Samson said, after a brief silence, narrowing his eyes in displeasure.

“No, we can’t have that,” Nayden objected. “This isn’t a tram collision. I mean, the method of murder was carbon monoxide.”

“Divine providence,” the former priest boomed, and the commander cast a skeptical glance in his direction.

“You suggest we write ‘divine’?” he asked sarcastically.

“Well, maybe just ‘providence,’ then,” Kholodny mumbled.

“Providence,” Nayden echoed. “Could very well be. I’ll put it down in pencil.”

“Do we need to include any information about the criminal activities of Spektor and four of his soldiers?” Samson inquired.

“No need. Let the Cheka write that up. By the way, Abyazov called to thank us for our assistance in finding the stolen caviar. Sounded none too pleased about it,” Nayden reported. An unexpectedly arrogant smile broke out on his lips, but he quickly wiped it away.

Silence reigned in the office for several minutes as everyone pondered the completed case, somehow sensing that, from a bureaucratic standpoint, not everything had been formalized as properly as it should have been.

“Here’s an idea,” Nayden finally began. “We might say more about the essence of the case, in order to show just how much work we’ve done. Let’s try this: ‘The disappearance of twenty-eight Red Army men and the discovery of the secret burial site of the victims of the crime at the Monastery of the Caves.’ ”

“Now you’re talking,” said Vasyl, nodding enthusiastically.

Kholodny nodded as well. Samson was the last to approve of the change in essence.

It took another half hour to complete the form, at which point Nayden went over the penciled words in ink and had everyone sign at the bottom. He then placed the document on top of all the other papers in the case file.

“Vasyl’s going to prepare supper,” Nayden announced, glancing slyly at the evidence-room commandant. “We’ll reconvene here an hour from now and drink to Comrade Kolechko. He deserves it.”

Samson nearly bit his lip in surprise.

“Me? Without Kholodny, I—”

“Silence!” the commander barked good-naturedly, directing a stern but kind, almost paternal gaze at Samson. “In the meantime, go down and order them to release the changing-room attendant. Give him back the keys to the bathhouse. Let him open up tomorrow and hire new workers. But those bourgeois private rooms on the first floor have to be sealed, boarded up.”

The young investigator nodded, then hurried out of the office and down the stairs.



After giving the order and waiting for it to be carried out, Samson decided to meet with the changing-room attendant before the detainee again became a free citizen.

“Do you understand all I’ve told you?” the young investigator asked him as they were leaving the station. “Can you get the bathhouse ready and find new attendants?”

“Won’t even need to look,” the man responded calmly. “They’ll show up on their own as soon as we open. How many jobs let you take a steam bath for free every day?”

“Well, if any new hire starts acting like Matvey, you’d better come and tell us. Tell me personally. In general, if you get wind of any criminal activity, don’t keep quiet.”

The man nodded, but the expression on his face made clear that he had no intention of maintaining a friendship with the investigator.

* * *

Samson climbed up to his office slowly, to the rhythm of his doubts. Only Kholodny managed to distract him—and what a distraction it was.

“I wanted to consult with you,” he said. “As a friend. You see, you’re experienced in these matters, being married . . .”

The young investigator gazed warily at his partner.

“I met a lady,” the former priest continued, in an uncertain tone. “A sister from the Florivsky Convent, no longer devout. Could you . . . have a look at her? I mean, as a friend? I need your honest opinion—would she make a suitable wife?”

“I can,” Samson agreed hesitantly. “But the judgment would be rather superficial.”

“Superficial is all I need,” the former priest responded in a serious voice. “I’ll dig deeper myself.”

The door to the office opened and Vasyl stuck in his head.

“Come, come,” he said. “Time to go. Otherwise, Nayden might drop off at his desk, he’s so dog-tired.”



* * *

Nayden’s cramped office—with its single window, its desk and wide windowsill both piled high with papers, its couch, side table, and cabinet requisitioned from socially inappropriate Kyivan homes, and its row of four chairs against the wall—was hardly the finest venue for a celebratory feast. This occurred to Samson as soon as he walked through the door. It also occurred to him that it would be better to mark the conclusion of their investigation at the place where “divine providence” had meted out its reward—that is, at the scene of the crime, in the bathhouse, where there was a large table, a softer couch, and many more chairs. Then again, crime scenes weren’t usually sites of celebration. Well, perhaps they could simply raise a glass of vodka to the dead and be done with it.

Nor did Nayden’s desk look especially festive. Vasyl had covered it with a length of greatcoat cloth, and this dirty gray-green fabric, topped with dishes and glasses, lent the room a funereal air.

“What are you standing around for?” the commander called out to Samson and Kholodny. “Sit down. You don’t want the vodka to lose its chill, do you?”

A mound of caviar gleamed in a metal bowl at the center of the desk. Beside it, on a cutting board, lay rough slices of black bread. Pickled cucumbers were stacked in a pyramid on a porcelain plate. For a moment, Samson thought they resembled the naked corpses of soldiers loaded into a cart. He blinked the vision away, reached for the uppermost cucumber, and bit off its end with a loud crunch. At that point, Nayden sat down and the others followed his example.

The young investigator chose the chair opposite the commander, pressing his knees against the solid side of the desk.

Vasyl showed everyone the neck of the bottle, which was sealed with wax.

“Here, see? Government-issued. No risk of poison, this time,” he said, and began chipping away at the wax with a kitchen knife. He then used the tip of the knife to extract the cork and poured each man a glass. “Add brine as you like,” he added, pointing at a carafe filled with a cloudy liquid.

Kholodny reached for the carafe and filled the mug beside his metal plate. Samson also poured himself a small portion.

“I’ve come up with something,” the commander announced, with a sly smile. “A new ceremonial tradition, so to speak . . . For our own. That is, for us.” He turned to Vasyl. “Give it here.”

The evidence-room commandant was prepared. He leaped up, fetched the bathhouse case file from the windowsill, and handed it to Nayden.

“Look here. While a case is ongoing, we tie its ribbons in a bow,” the commander began, hooking a loop with his finger and easily undoing the bow. “Now that we’re here to mark the case’s conclusion, let’s use double knots. And so, I solemnly declare this case closed and bound.”

As Nayden tied the ribbons, he flashed a bitter smile that spoke of regret.

“Owing to the death of the accused,” he added, “there will be no verdict or sentence.” He then rose and returned the file to the windowsill.

“They’ll still get into it,” Vasyl mumbled without malice. “When the Chekists show up for another inspection, they’ll crawl through all the files, like cockroaches.”

“Let them untie it themselves, then,” Nayden responded, raising his glass.

This was the first time Samson had seen the commander in quite so cheerful a mood. He, too, reached for his glass.

“You know, Samson,” Nayden said gently, gazing into the young investigator’s eyes. “I honestly didn’t believe you could crack this one. It seems my low expectations were unjustified. So, here’s to you! You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. Now,” he added, turning his gaze to Kholodny, “if your partner spent less time laid up in bed and more time in the field, there’d be no stopping you two.”



The commander tipped his glass of vodka into his mouth. His gaze drifted over to the carafe of brine, but the spoon in his hand gravitated toward the bowl of black caviar. Scooping up a large helping, he popped it into his mouth and began to chew heartily, the muscles of his face working like the coupling rods on a locomotive.

Samson half-emptied his glass and also reached for the caviar. A pleasant salty taste, accompanied by the aroma of homemade sunflower oil, spread through his mouth. He pushed the caviar down with black bread, only then taking a sip of the brine.

“Why so shy, Comrade Kholodny?” Nayden teased the former priest, who was nursing his glass in his hand and hadn’t so much as grazed the food with either spoon or eye.

“I should probably ask the doctor first,” Kholodny responded hesitantly. “Although, she’s the sort of person who would forbid it, anyway—no matter what.”

Gathering his resolve, he took a sip and scooped up a spoonful of caviar.

Vasyl, meanwhile, crunched away at the pickled cucumbers, pushing them down with bread and brine. He had no interest in caviar.

“We ought to tie up three reports of theft with those knots of yours,” the evidence-room commandant suggested to Nayden, nodding toward the windowsill, where no fewer than two dozen folders of varying thicknesses were tied with bows.

“Save that for later,” the commander responded dismissively. “Today is a good day. How did you put it?” he asked, turning to Kholodny. “Let’s drink to divine providence!” The laugh that followed sounded slightly strained, as if he were thinking of something else.

Suddenly, Samson heard a chaotic racket in the background, the kind of noise that is born of communal panic, when people start running for no discernible reason, or stop abruptly and make all sorts of useless, clumsy movements. He looked around at his comrades. Their faces showed they hadn’t heard a thing.



Just in case, he glanced at the window, which was slightly open. Could the noise have flown in from outside?

And then another commotion sounded. This time, Nayden tensed up, glancing sideways at the closed door.

Clear, commanding footsteps approached the office from the direction of the stairs.

The door swung open and Abyazov strode inside. As usual, his face bore no expression, but, upon seeing the feast, he froze. When his gaze found the bowl of caviar, his pale skin flushed purple and his thin lips stretched into a pained, bitter smile.

“I had come to thank you for your help,” he hissed coldly. “And here you are, eating stolen goods.” His eyes grew fiery as he nervously stroked his sharp, well-shaven chin with his right hand. “Who . . . who the hell would do such a thing? Dirty, rotten . . .” He leveled his wrathful gaze at Nayden. “Preserved your love of black caviar from your days in the tsarist army, have you?” he demanded, his voice dripping with venom. “The others seem to prefer red to black. Isn’t that right, Vasyl? Comrade Kolechko, you like red as well, don’t you?” He glanced at Samson, then spotted the sharp kitchen knife Vasyl had used to open the bottle.

The Chekist chief brought the knife up to his face and examined the blade. Then he cast another cold glance around the table.

“You like red, don’t you?” he repeated, a diabolical glint in his eye. “I’ll make it red for you! The taste will stay with you for the rest of your life!”

Abyazov slashed his left wrist and held his gushing wound over the bowl of black caviar, which rapidly filled with blood. Soon, the caviar looked like a black island in a sea of red.

Nayden leaped to his feet and began to search for something with his eyes. Apparently, he didn’t know what he was looking for, and hence took no action.

The Chekist staggered, lowered his hand, and swayed as if he was about to collapse.



“We have to stop the bleeding!” the commander shouted. “You hear me? Rope?” The question was addressed to Vasyl, who raced out of the office.

Samson slapped his trouser pocket and made sure he still had a rope with him. Pulling it out, he leaped toward the Chekist, who already lay sprawled on the floor.

“Hold him steady,” he commanded Kholodny.

The former priest sat on Abyazov’s legs and pinned his arms to the ground. Blood was spurting in all directions. Samson tied the rope just above the elbow of the injured arm. When Vasyl returned with another rope, they tied it just above the wrist. The blood stopped gushing and Abyazov lay unconscious, his sharp nose having turned light blue.

Something protruded from the side pocket of the Chekist’s leather jacket. Samson couldn’t resist reaching inside. He drew out the tobacco tin he had seen on Abyazov’s desk and flipped it open, revealing a mass of white powder.

Nayden dipped his finger into the powder and brought a small amount to his lips. “Cocaine?” he asked, surprised. “Put it back,” he ordered Samson. Then, he turned to Vasyl. “Find out which hospitals are open.”

The evidence-room commandant raced out again and quickly returned.

“The Jewish one, and Oleksandrivska,” he said.

“He probably came by car,” Nayden muttered. “He should leave the same way.”

A group of soldiers, evidently summoned by Vasyl, ran into the office, all of them out of breath.

“Carry him down to the car,” the evidence-room commandant ordered.

“Tell the driver to take him to the Jewish Hospital,” Nayden added.

Samson watched the soldiers go, then turned his eyes to the dark-red stain on the floor.



“What’re we going to do with that caviar?” Vasyl asked glumly. “Toss it out?”

“What else could we do with it?” Nayden responded, shrugging.

“No, I’ll rinse it clean,” the evidence-room commandant stubbornly declared. “Just add a little salt and it’s ready to serve, good as new.”

“Absolutely not!” the commander barked. “To hell with this blasted caviar. Rinse it and send it to the Cheka. Let them return it to the warehouse for high-level workers.”






Epilogue

Try as he might, Samson just couldn’t drift off that night. To avoid waking Nadezhda, he moved to the very edge of the bed. He would feel hot for a while, then cold. Several times, he sneaked out to the bathroom to splash water on his face, hoping that this would provoke his body to protest against his mind’s untimely wakefulness. But, although he grew increasingly tired with each passing minute, his weariness brought him no closer to sleep.

In the end, he walked over to the study and sat down on a chair, naked. He couldn’t see the moon itself, but its magical light poured in through the uncurtained window, casting a faint beam on the right shoulder of the dummy that wore his father’s jacket and spilling in a yellow spot on the long-unpolished parquet floor.

He began to feel terribly cold, but he decided to sit a little longer. Perhaps he would be able to rescue himself from insomnia by climbing under the warm covers in this state.

Abyazov’s hysterical screams still echoed in his mind. He had shouted that the men gathered in Nayden’s office loved red caviar but were eating the black kind. Samson remembered telling Jacobson that he used to like red caviar. That was when times were stable. Jacobson must have relayed the conversation to Abyazov, as would any good Chekist.



The young investigator also remembered the Belgian asking if he knew of a tinsmith who could make little boxes. Did one of those tin boxes end up in Abyazov’s pocket? If so, then the origin of the cocaine was as clear as Abyazov’s reason for recruiting Jacobson in the first place.

It was increasingly difficult to make his tired mind work in the cold, but, by sheer force of will, he remained in the chair, sitting naked and still in the chilly room.

A sudden sound made him flinch and glance at the dummy. A second later, he realized that it had reached his inner ear from the station, although the very same sound had been made here, in his father’s study, thousands upon thousands of times. It was the sound of someone pulling out a desk drawer.

“What do you see in there, Vanya?” asked a male voice.

“Some sort of snuffbox, Comrade Kotsur. Does he smoke?” the invisible Vanya asked in response.

“Not in private. Only on the job, during interrogations. What kind of tobacco is it? Powerful smell.”

“Hey, that’s no tobacco—that’s an ear!” the invisible Vanya exclaimed, genuinely stunned.

“Another ear,” Kotsur muttered pensively. “And a fresh one, by the looks of it. A real sadist, this Kolechko. Who was it he shot the other day?”

“Matvey, the leader of a gang that operated out of a bathhouse,” answered Vanya. “And, before that, Shpakevich, who ran an illicit slaughterhouse.”

“Check to see which corpse is missing an ear.”

“Yes, comrade.”

“And look through the other drawers. Last time, he had a tin can with another ear, and bullets.”

Samson heard desk drawers being pulled out and pushed back in.

“Nothing,” reported the invisible Vanya.

“Alright, we’ll talk to him tomorrow morning. Let’s start with Nayden. Have they taken him to Sadova yet?”



“Yes, comrade.”

A door slammed shut and all grew quiet again. Quiet and anything but tranquil.

“Nayden was taken to Sadova?” the young investigator asked himself, stupefied. His weariness had vanished, and with it went his sense of cold—indeed, his sense of his own body. It was as if he had turned incorporeal, had been reduced to nothing but a tangle of thoughts, which now served as the only proof of his existence.

He rose to his feet, walked over to the window, and opened it. The gust of icy air that struck his face and chest brought him back to his body.

Why, he wondered, was the wind so cold in May? Shivering, he returned to the bedroom and got under the covers.

“Why aren’t you asleep?” whispered Nadezhda.

“I’m worried,” Samson whispered in response. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Would you marry me again?”

“What?”

“I mean, if that were necessary for some reason.”

“If necessary, I’d marry you every single day,” Nadezhda told him, and laid her warm hand on his shoulder.

He calmed down and snuggled closer to his wife.

Feeling more confident, he decided to go to Sadova Street as early as possible. Come what may, he thought, he had to rescue his commander. Either they would walk free, or they would be shot together.

The end, but to be continued.






Select Chronology of Ukrainian History, 1917–1921

March 8–16, 1917: The February Revolution ends the reign of the Romanov dynasty, which is replaced by the Provisional Government headed by Alexander Kerensky.

March 17, 1917: A governing council called the Central Rada is set up in Kyiv.

November 7, 1917: In what has come to be called the “October Revolution,” the Bolsheviks seize power from the Provisional Government, sparking a civil war throughout the lands of the Russian Empire. Most of the forces opposed to the Bolsheviks are part of the White movement.

January 22, 1918: The Central Rada declares the independence of the Ukrainian People’s Republic.

Spring and summer 1918: German troops disarm Ukrainian forces in Kyiv, the Central Rada is deposed, and on April 29, Pavlo Skoropadskyi is declared Hetman of Ukraine. A number of forces vie for control of Kyiv and other parts of Ukraine.



Autumn 1918: The Great War draws to a close. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, signed on February 9 between the Central powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire) and the Ukrainian People’s Republic, recognizes the latter’s sovereignty. As Austria-Hungary, which had controlled much of western Ukraine, declines on the way to its eventual collapse, the West Ukrainian People’s Republic is established on November 1, leading to conflicts with Poland.

November–December 1918: A new governing body, the Directorate of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, is established on November 13, and on December 19, it overthrows Skoropadskyi’s regime and takes power in Kyiv.

January 22, 1919: Union is proclaimed in Kyiv between the West Ukrainian People’s Republic and the Ukrainian People’s Republic.

February 1919: The Bolsheviks take Kyiv, while Symon Petliura is named leader of the Directorate. He heads the Ukrainian People’s Republic and its army, continuing the fight against the Bolsheviks.

August–September 1919: White forces drive the Bolsheviks out of Kyiv and most of Ukraine.

December 1919: Representatives of the Ukrainian People’s Republic issue a declaration of their willingness to accept the Curzon Line, proposed by the British foreign secretary, the 1st Earl Curzon of Kedleston, as the eastern border of Poland. The Bolsheviks retake Kyiv.

April 21–24, 1920: The Directorate signs a pact with Poland, whose chief of state is Józef Piłsudski, ceding the western Ukrainian regions of Galicia and Volhynia in exchange for military aid. The Polish-Soviet War begins.



May 1920: Polish and Ukrainian forces retake Kyiv.

July–August 1920: The Red Army pushes Polish forces back, advancing on Warsaw, and the Directorate is evacuated to Western Europe.

October 18, 1920: A ceasefire between Poland and the Bolsheviks comes into force.

March 18, 1921: The Peace of Riga brings an official end to the Polish-Soviet War, dividing Ukraine and Belarus between the two powers. The Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, which had been founded in Kharkiv in 1919 but not internationally recognized, becomes the official government of the portions of Ukraine controlled by Soviet forces.








Here ends Andrey Kurkov’s

The Lost Soldiers.
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