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‘If God does not exist, then everything is permitted.’


Fyodor Dostoevsky


 


‘Man is wolf to man.’


Title of gulag memoir by survivor Janusz Bardach
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Saturday 13 October, 1951


They lay as straight as scaffolding, stark in the glare of the train engine’s headlight. A quintet of bodies on the snowy tracks, parallel and neat. Feet together, arms straight, with their heads turned delicately to one side. As though Death had asked them all to form an orderly queue, and each damned soul had politely obliged him.


Revol Rossel, lieutenant in the Leningrad militsiya, drew on his cigarette, blew out a ring of grey smoke and observed the crime scene from a distance with studied impassivity. It was a habit now, that face. An expression that so far, even though he was thirty-four years old, had kept him out of the camps. ‘Every man must have one face for the world and another for himself, Revol,’ his father had once told him, with a stoic wink. At the time, neither his father nor Rossel had properly understood what a sound piece of advice this was, the kind that could help any Soviet citizen live a little longer. Especially one who lived in Leningrad, a city for which Stalin was known to harbour misgivings.


As Rossel watched on from the front passenger seat of the Moskvich, he could hear the car’s engine wheezing. Away to the left and across a deep field of snow, a black steam engine wheezed and stood still. Behind the engine and its cargo, the track was flanked by trees for kilometre after kilometre but here, before him, it was crossed by another line of rails, forming a small clearing.


‘Come on, then, gentlemen. Time for us to take our bow.’


The car doors beat a tattoo of slams as Rossel and his fellow cops got out. They moved together, lifting their knees high to make progress in the deep drifts. Under their regulation coats, sporting the insignia of their respective ranks in the militia, they wore a variety of pullovers, trousers and thick underwear. Standard uniform alone was no match for a winter’s night. A few hours ago, the radio had said it was minus twenty-seven. ‘Cold enough to turn good hot Russian piss into icicles,’ as Sergeant Grachev had put it the last time he had regaled them all with another story of how he had slaughtered members of the 33rd Waffen SS en route to Berlin.


Next to the steam engine stood two men, frozen and forlorn. Rossel looked to the right at the second track. It met the main line at a forty-five-degree angle, turned and ran parallel for a few dozen metres, merged at a points system and veered off again into the pines.


One of the two men next to the train moved forward to meet them – the train driver, Rossel guessed. He wore a thick, quilted coat over his overalls and a large fur hat that seemed to almost swallow up a shrunken head, and he reeked of burnt coal.


‘What kept you?’ the driver grumbled.


Rossel ignored the question and looked over him at the other man, from the local militia. This must be the one who had phoned in. He was short and thin and looked like a frightened animal – in his early twenties, practically a boy. The youngster and the driver had sullen faces. They’d been quarrelling, no doubt about it. Rossel guessed the driver had wanted to shunt the corpses out of the way, to hell with it, and get going again; the lad would have been too terrified to touch a thing – a policeman from the sticks refusing to budge until someone else took command.


‘What kept you, eh?’ repeated the train driver.


Rossel looked at him and returned fire. ‘Driving nearly fifty kilometres at four in the morning in a blizzard so thick it would turn a snow fox blind. That may have had something to do with it,’ he said.


It had been snowing for three days and it was only mid-October. Nothing like it since the winter of ’42, according to survivors of the Siege of Leningrad. Once the militia officers had got outside the city, it had been more like skiing than driving.


Rossel’s men drifted off to look closer at the crime scene, peering at the corpses one by one but not touching them.


‘What happened?’ Rossel asked the driver. They were only a few hundred metres away from the vast shoreline of the already partially frozen Lake Ladoga. Rossel wondered if the bodies were ice fishermen; sometimes they’d sit and drink for hour after hour. Then they had wandered onto the tracks, clinging to each other to stay upright, before freezing to death . . . 


‘They were on the line, already like that,’ said the driver. ‘The snowplough went through yesterday but just in case I was going at a crawl. I saw them right enough.’


‘The penalty for lying to officers of . . .’


The driver spat and shook his head. ‘Go and have a proper look, gundog. You’ll see.’


The locomotive’s engine hiccupped and shuddered.


‘What are you carrying?’ asked Rossel.


‘Coal. Scrap metal. Twenty wagons.’


A good thing the train had stopped, then. There wouldn’t have been much left of the bodies if that lot had thundered over them.


‘Is this a main line? Why didn’t anyone find the bodies earlier?’


‘The last passenger trains stop at eleven, if they haven’t iced up – the new diesels can’t handle this cold,’ the driver replied, rubbing his eyes. ‘I was the first of the freights tonight. Some idiot overloaded a wagon at the depot and it tipped. Held me up for more than two hours.’


He muttered something about boilers and valves and made as if to go without wishing to demean himself by asking permission. Rossel shrugged and the driver vanished behind the engine’s headlight.


The other one, the youngster from the local cop shop, looked up at him, awaiting orders. He was only a private.


‘Where is everyone?’ Rossel asked him.


‘Arrested.’


‘I mean your colleagues. Why are you here alone?’


The lad looked down at the snow.


You’re joking.


‘All of them?’


A nod.


Well, fuck your mother. The MGB were sweeping through the ranks of the militia like a scythe through a wheat field. The military, the police, the Chekists’ own ranks . . . Where terror reigned, it often reigned most cruelly among men and women unwise enough to have put on a uniform. An entire station, though, even if it was just a provincial outpost? The militia existed to keep some measure of public order but social discipline was mostly enforced elsewhere. The unions, the factory floor, the people’s courts, even the criminal underworld – all were in competition for the loyalty of the Soviet citizen. Being a policeman was a simple job that recruited people with a simple attitude to justice, and therefore had a high number of thugs in its ranks. Counter-revolutionary sedition was hardly their forte.


Rossel looked back at the bodies and tried to bring his thoughts into line.


The driver of a standard night-time freight train stops because there is something on the track. He jumps down to have a look. He suspects fallen trees, or cargo spilled from some other train. But it isn’t.


He radios to the next station; the station calls the local police. Except there aren’t any apart from this pathetic specimen, who – although he’s been denying it – calls the first Leningrad militia headquarters whose number he can see on the wall. And Sergeants Grachev and Taneyev, doing their turn on the night shift, call me. And because Sergeant Grachev is a bastard who only plays it by the book when he can cause maximum disruption, he gets Captain Lipukhin out of bed, too, knowing he will have a head like industrial glue.


More than fifty kilometres outside our jurisdiction, in the middle of nowhere. The local militia purged by the MGB.


Rossel knew better than to ask why. Stick to the crime.


He left the wretched private and stomped over to his men, staggering a little where the plough had made fresh peaks of the snow. He reached Captain Ilya Lipukhin first.


‘What have we got, boss?’


Captain Lipukhin stared back at him through melancholic, bloodshot eyes. As so often these days, the breath of Rossel’s superior stank of cheap vodka.


‘Murder,’ he said. ‘Maniac.’


And vomited.
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‘Number one. Frozen solid – and I mean solid. Right the way through, I reckon. Like the clumps of bread they used to give us in the 8th Guards. Fucking teethbreakers.’


Sergeant Grachev brushed the snow off the body and tapped it with his gloved knuckles to underline the point.


‘Face removed, some of the teeth taken out. Or smashed out. Hands cut off.’


At the sight of the corpse’s cheerful, toothless grin, Captain Lipukhin turned away, coughed furiously and heaved again. Rossel guessed he’d managed to puke up a fair amount of alcohol already. Lipukhin’s little weakness was getting bigger by the day.


‘Look at what she’s wearing,’ Grachev continued. ‘She looks like a Snow Queen. But the gown isn’t frozen. This bitch has been dressed by somebody after she was killed.’


Too small. Too thin. It wasn’t her. Just as always, relief swept through Rossel in an intense but fleeting wave. Every female corpse might be Galya until he knew it wasn’t. Until he was certain.


He leaned over and stared at the girl’s red velvet dress. Grachev was right. It looked expensive.


‘What’s that in her throat?’ He pointed. ‘An icicle?’


A long and thin frosted object stuck out of the corpse’s larynx. Grachev took off a glove and tapped it before quickly putting it back on again.


‘Glass,’ he said.


Grachev bent closer, turned his head sideways. His cap slid off, revealing his scarred and shaven skull.


‘Hollow. A glass tube.’ He glanced across at the other four bodies. ‘Different size tubes but they’ve all got them, Comrade Lieutenant.’


Rossel straightened himself and clapped his hands together to warm them.


‘Pity they aren’t icicles, Sergeant. If that was so, all available evidence would be pointing directly at the magic powers of the Snow Queen and our case would be closed. Comrade Taneyev?’


Sergeant Taneyev, their old-timer, only a few weeks from his pension, stepped forward. The flash of his camera flared as he took a portrait or two of the unknown icy aristocrat. Hands by her sides, her body perpendicular to the track, her head exactly in the middle of the rails.


Rossel took out another cigarette – a Belomorkanal papirosa – twisted the cardboard tube at one end that served as a crude filter and lit the rank tobacco at the other.


‘Number two,’ said Grachev, replacing his cap as they shuffled to the next corpse and sweeping the snow off the body. ‘A priest. Also frozen solid. I reckon they all are. No face, teeth bashed in, fingers snipped. And – well, look at that.’


Rossel took an extra hard drag.


The priest’s throat and chest had been opened and the voicebox pulled out. It lay on the victim’s neck, next to a large gold cross, with the robes covering the rest of the body. Above the faceless skull sat a black cylindrical hat. Again, the body was at right angles to the track but in this case the head had been set on the rail. To which it was probably now stuck.


Taneyev stepped forward again and pressed the shutter without warning. The flash went off right in their faces, the flare made worse as it rebounded off the pure white ground. The other three sprang away, temporarily blinded, Sergeant Grachev spewing curses.


‘Taneyev, you clumsy prick. Who do you think you are? Sergei fucking Eisenstein?’


Rossel sank to one knee in the deep snow and tried to blink away the imprint of his own blood vessels on his pupils, wondering how Sergeant Taneyev had survived three decades in the militia without someone arranging some sort of accident or denouncing him to the MGB.


He looked back at the train. Its headlight was still shining fiercely and behind it was only darkness. That seemed to be the choice he was facing – searing light or total blackness. Rossel was not normally a religious man – the opposite, in fact. The teachers at the state orphanage in Kostroma had made sure of that. Taught him to worship only Marx and Lenin, after the secret police had come for his parents. In his teenage years he had even been a member of the League of the Militant Godless, and there was nobody more radically atheist than those lunatics. ‘The struggle against religion is the struggle for the Five-Year Plan!’ – the slogans were etched onto his brain. But there was something about this crime scene, much more than any other he had witnessed – the fastidious arrangement of the figures on the track; the primordial bleakness of the surrounding landscape and the incessant, banshee murmur made by the wind coming off Lake Ladoga. Deep drifts, darkness and dead bodies. It all brought back any number of memories from the siege of Leningrad. And of his sister, Galya, whose face he had last glimpsed fading into a blizzard many years ago. The lieutenant felt the urge to cross himself.


The officers regrouped, drawn together by the next corpse. It was wrinkled all over, like it belonged to an old man.


‘Number three,’ Grachev resumed. ‘As you can see, this one’s completely naked. Similar treatment, but with some additional work. I cleared the snow around him a bit and found some delicacies. That’s his heart, I reckon.’ He pointed to the brown lump next to the body. ‘And those other things next to the heart are his balls. His prick’s still on, though. Lucky devil!’


All the corpses lay over both sets of tracks where they ran side by side. In three cases the heads lay on the rails; in the other two, they lolled between them.


Rossel stepped away from body number three and took a look around, inwardly berating himself for his carelessness. Bleary with sleep and cold, he’d assumed he was on his way to some sort of stupid accident. Alcohol to blame, nine times out of ten. And if the secret police had been involved, well, the worst it could have been was an execution. In those cases, you made it your job to blunder all over the crime scene and ask all the wrong questions, or none at all. Cart the poor sods off and invent a cause of death.


But there was no blood. The faces were a mess but there did not seem to be any exit wounds, so there had been no shots to the back of the head, secret police-style. No rope binding the hands or feet.


Maniac. Maybe Lipukhin was right.


The cops had all left clear sets of footprints from the car to the railway but none of them had checked to see if there were any other traces of the person, or persons, who had brought the bodies to their resting place. Rossel looked the other way, across the open ground to the forest on the other side of the tracks, along the main line and the secondary line. Where did that lead, anyway? But there were no footprints, no scars in the snow that a dragged corpse might have made, no tyre tracks.


‘When did it stop snowing?’


Rossel’s voice stopped his men as they were settling down to corpse number four. They looked at one another.


‘It was snowing when I went on shift,’ said Grachev. ‘After that I was head down in paperwork. Seemed to be snowing the whole time, though.’


Paperwork? From eight in the evening until two in the morning? Rossel doubted it. Sergeant Grachev preferred to concentrate on his smoking, and on keeping a weather eye out for any prostitutes brought into the station he could rape.


‘It was snowing when I went to bed,’ said Lipukhin. ‘About . . .’ he faltered. ‘About ten.’


Rossel saw Grachev and Taneyev smirk. About ten when you slid under the table, comrade?


So, none of them had any idea. Best guess was that the snow had stopped sometime between two and four. But it had been coming down for most of the early winter, coming down like God wanted to bury the world and never see it again. Here it was up to their thighs. You could rake enough powder over your tracks and wait for the weather to do the rest. The five bodies lying on the railway lines near Lake Ladoga might as well have fallen out of the sky.


The fourth corpse was also male. But it looked like the body of a younger man – more muscle definition, no sagging flesh. Perhaps as young as twenty but no more than forty, Rossel thought. It was naked and mutilated like the third except that, as Grachev said with a malevolent grin, ‘both prick and balls are in place this time. And look at that girth, in this temperature, too. If there’s pussy in Heaven those bitches are going to get themselves nice and wet when this fine young gallant turns up.’


Last one. Rossel lit another papirosa from the remnants of his previous one and double-pinched the cardboard filter.


‘Oh shit,’ said Grachev. ‘Oh fuck.’


Rossel looked across at the sergeant kneeling over the corpse, saw him brush a clump of snow off its head and point at it.


‘This one’s a blue-top,’ said Grachev. ‘This one’s MGB.’


Her cap was, indeed, blue-topped with a red band and black visor. The tunic had flashes on the sleeves and throat that Rossel couldn’t identify, blue thread at the wrists, and epaulettes without any markings. A corroded badge was clipped to the breast – he could just make out a sword designating the bearer as a member of the Ministry for State Security.


Like the others, most of the face had been removed. Unlike them, her eyelids had been left open though her eyes were only white, milky globes. Grachev inspected the mouth.


‘More amateur dental work. Her tongue’s gone, too.’


She was naked from the waist down apart from some voluminous knickers. Pink ones, or red ones that had faded. Real passion killers. Whoever she was, she had been short and stout, and the flesh of her thighs had frozen into stubby white lumps that looked nothing like human legs.


‘Three men, two women,’ said Rossel. ‘A Princess, a Priest, Nude without bollocks, Nude with, and now the Secret Police Officer.’


Grachev blew out his cheeks. ‘A real fucking jazz band,’ he muttered.


‘Jazz is bourgeois, comrade,’ said Taneyev.


They stared at him. Taneyev cradled his camera, his face as long and solemn as ever. He wasn’t trying to crack a joke.


Grachev spat.


‘Thank you, as ever, for your close attention to Party doctrine, comrade,’ he said, ‘and for setting me, all of us, indeed, on the right fucking path, comrade, and for . . .’


Rossel intervened. ‘That’s enough, Sergeant.’ Once Grachev got going, he wouldn’t stop.


Grachev, as ever, flirted with disobeying orders but this time fell silent. Probably because Taneyev didn’t give a shit how long he ranted for. Mouthing platitudes and scraping through to retirement was the old man’s priority now. Or perhaps it was because the sight of the MGB uniform had put them all on edge.


‘Comrade Lieutenant, I’m not sure how best to proceed. What do you think we should do?’


This was Lipukhin, sidling up to him. The captain had got the vodka out of his stomach and some colour had returned to his cheeks but he still gave off the petrol scent of cheap alcohol. Tall though he was, Lipukhin still had to raise his head to murmur the question into Rossel’s ear.


Rossel knew what they were all thinking. Grachev, crouched once more over the woman, his face set in his habitual mask of rodent insolence. Taneyev, hands twisting over his camera, his eyes round and unblinking, desperate to make it through the last few weeks before the safe harbour of retirement, a pension and anonymity. Lipukhin, with the film star looks that the drink had only just begun to spoil. A captain in name only, these days, waiting for orders.


The thought was: Might it be possible to forget about the one in the MGB uniform . . .?


The row of dead was being dusted anew with snow flicked over them by a stiffening breeze. Beyond them was the light that arrowed out of the steam engine. The driver was stamping in the thick drifts and the local copper was still staring at his boots.


Rossel tapped his thumb rhythmically on the ring and little fingers of his left hand – or the little that was left of them – his habit when he needed to think. The twin stubs were a memento from the Chekists, the name still given to the secret police. Rossel was well aware there’d be no hiding anything from them. There never was. In fact, he was mildly surprised MGB officers weren’t here already. Dead bodies were, after all, their speciality.


No, there would be no hurried burials, no cover-ups. They had to get the bodies back to Leningrad, get the officers swarming all over the case, smother it in paperwork before the MGB smelt it out and got their hands on four lonely officers of the people’s militia.


He could afford no more encounters with the MGB. Not after last time.


Rossel raised his head.


Perhaps they really could pin it on the Snow Queen, he thought. An easy arrest to make, given her legendary temper and fairly obvious royalist sympathies.


His voice assumed an air of command.


‘Get that lad to find a truck. And let’s get some hot water from the train to unstick that . . .’


But Grachev had already swung a leg back. His boot thudded into the head of the priest.


‘Done,’ the sergeant said.
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They had left Grachev and Taneyev behind to commandeer an ex-military ZIS-5 truck that the local policeman had conjured up after an hour’s hunt – the only useful thing he’d done all night. Taneyev had taken another twenty photographs before they loaded the corpses into the back of the ZIS, wrapping them in tarpaulins. Grachev hadn’t been joking – the bodies were as stiff as tree trunks. The morgue would probably warm them up. But they were surprisingly light. Corpses, as all of them had experienced, were usually a devil to shift, but not these.


Rossel and Lipukhin drove back alone in the Moskvich, Rossel at the wheel, while his captain hacked at the ice on the inside of the windscreen that formed when their breath billowed onto the glass, forming tiny crystals before their eyes. A broken wooden cooking spoon and old copies of Pravda and Soviet Sport were kept in the glove compartment for exactly that purpose.


They travelled in silence for the first thirty minutes, focused on staying on the road, Rossel battling with the slipping and sliding, the car’s winter tyres and snow chains grinding and squeaking under the flimsy floor, Lipukhin scraping.


Once they got closer to Leningrad the road was a little easier, the snow flatter and more compact.


‘Any thoughts, Revol?’


‘None worth sharing, Comrade Captain.’


Lipukhin smiled.


‘On the case, I mean.’


Rossel shrugged.


‘He’s neat, our maniac is neat. I mean, lined up like that, as if they were queuing for the Bolshoi? When I think of madness I think of chaos, of utterly irrational acts. This isn’t like that.’


‘He took out their teeth and cut off their faces,’ said Lipukhin. ‘That says maniac to me. Drunken headcase.’


‘Or he wanted to disguise their identities,’ said Rossel. ‘He has purpose. He has reason.’


Lipukhin grunted and gave the window a desultory scrape with the spoon.


‘He or they?’ he said after a moment.


‘That I’m not sure about, yet. Are you?’


The captain hesitated before answering.


‘No, not really. Although that was a lot of meat, a lot of cold cuts to shift for just one person.’


‘Two men, then,’ said Rossel. ‘They bring them out in a truck and then plonk them on the rails. Piss off well before the train arrives. The fresh snow covering their tracks, as it did most of the bodies before the light from the engine picked them out.’


‘Yes, maybe two. But I’m still not sure. Why would they do it? What could be their motive for arranging them like that? It would be a strange pact to make.’ The captain took a swig from an imaginary bottle and then put on the slurred and exaggerated voice of a tramp hammered on black-market hooch. ‘Care to come out to Ladoga with me, comrade? I have some corpses I wish to place in rather particular poses on the railway lines out by the lake.’


‘There could be another, more obvious, explanation.’


‘Which is?’


‘I didn’t want to say anything in front of Grachev and Taneyev. Especially not Grachev. He’d sell his own mother for three kopeks.’


Lipukhin nodded.


‘Taneyev, on the other hand, is obviously a man of great integrity,’ said the captain. ‘Well, he might hold out for four. But your explanation is that the Chekists did this, Revol? Yet why would they murder one of their own?’


On the face of it, this was a fantastically stupid question. The Chekists – as OGPU, as NKVD, as MGB – had spent years liquidating each other as enthusiastically as they had liquidated spies, saboteurs, fascists, writers, priests, kulaks, Trotskyites, musicians, generals, doctors, coppers, anyone who spoke a foreign language or who had been abroad, any anti-Soviet elements in general.


Rossel sought a diplomatic answer.


‘Most likely, no. But it wouldn’t be the first time?’ he ventured.


Lipukhin shook his head.


‘I can’t see it, myself. Not out there, near the lake. Too far for the blue-tops to travel. Especially in this weather. Too much like hard work. I’m told they have a favourite spot for that sort of thing. In the woods near Toksovo. Be careful if you go picking flowers out there, Lieutenant. They say every snowdrop, in every coppice, blooms from a traitorous seed.’


Rossel pressed his foot down on the brake. The Moskvich veered to the right on the icy road as he slowed it down. Then he turned left at a road sign half-buried in a deep flurry: Leningrad 35 km. He glanced at his watch. It was well past 4am.


‘Maniac it is, then,’ he said. ‘It seems to me we’re looking for a peculiar kind of monster, though. One who first butchers his victims – slices off balls, rips out throats, takes out teeth, cuts off faces – but then arranges their bodies like silk socks in a bourgeois sock drawer, each next to the other. All in a neat little row.’


*


On the outskirts of the city, the snow thinned out and the tyres found it easier to get a grip. The Moskvich had warmed up and Lipukhin settled back into his seat. Rossel was surprised the little car had run out to Lake Ladoga and back without much complaint.


Five thirty, and Leningrad was waking up in the dark. Yesterday had been a typical mid-October day, cold but not unmanageably so. Now, twenty-four hours later, the ‘Venice of the North’, as the locals called it, with its wide canals and imposing pre-revolutionary palaces and mansions, was caked in ice. Rossel drove back the way they had come, down Piskaryovsky Prospect, skirting the city to its east before cutting in over the Bolsheokhtinsky Bridge. At a depot off Smolny Prospect, tram drivers were lighting fires under the chassis to warm up the fuel – a trick they had probably learned getting T34 tanks going during the war. High above them, lit by spotlights – printed on a huge red poster that was lashed to the stately domes of Smolny Cathedral – three men surveyed the scene. One of them was Stalin. The second, a round-faced lifelong bureaucrat with a disdainful gaze, was Georgy Malenkov, rumoured by some to be Stalin’s heir. The third, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline above pince-nez spectacles, was Lavrentiy Beria, deputy prime minister, his name synonymous with state security. The words on the poster read: VICTORY AND FREEDOM! The Tenth Anniversary Celebrations of the opening of THE ROAD OF LIFE. 19 November.


As the Moskvich trundled past, Rossel stared upward into the inkblot eyes that lurked behind the giant lenses, wondering if they helped Beria to bring the sins of Leningrad’s two million citizens into sharper focus.


Police Department No. 17 was on the corner of Vosstaniya and Nekrasova. The Moskvich drew up outside and Rossel cut the engine. The two policemen sat in silence for a few moments, unwilling to start the day any earlier than necessary now that they had lost a night’s sleep, letting Leningraders stumble past them on their way to offices, factories, schools. A gang of construction workers went by, raucous even in the dark morning; eight years since the siege had been lifted and the city was still putting itself back together. Grachev and Taneyev were coming off shift and could go to bed once they had seen the bodies to the morgue.


For the first time since dragging himself out of bed the previous morning, Rossel felt the cold possess him, chilling the lungs and stomach and spine. It could take days to properly warm up from a night like that. He yawned.


‘No time for dozing, Lieutenant,’ Lipukhin said, now thoroughly sober and trying to lighten the mood. ‘I think we need tea. Let’s go and warm our hands and our hearts. Lidia will have filled up the samovar.’


The captain got out of the car, slapping its roof in approval. Rossel watched him cross the road and push open the heavy wooden door to the police station. Before he went in, Lipukhin removed his hat and ruffled his blond hair. He could have been a poster boy for the Soviet paradise – until he’d made the mistake of succumbing to the green snake.


Mistakes.


Everyone had made one. Sometimes they were fatal. Sometimes, Rossel wished his own had been. If he’d kept his mouth shut, kept his smart remarks to himself, perhaps he would still be playing the violin – maybe a job at the Kirov Theatre, maybe some solo concerts here and there. Still young at heart, raising smiles, chasing the occasional romantic liaison with singers or dancers – not forced to confront the craggy, chastened face he saw staring back at him out of the shaving mirror each morning. Prizrak, he would whisper, pointing back – a ghost, its face as white as the suds plastered all over it.


He took off his gloves and examined his hands.


The ring and little finger of the left were both missing. The middle and index intact but stiff and somewhat twisted. His right hand had fared a little better – no fingers missing. But the ring and little finger were broken and malformed.


Like a scale, Rossel could recall the order with perfect clarity.


Do – the left little finger. Already broken by his interrogator who, when that did not inspire a confession, turned to a chisel.


Re – his mind wandering up and down all the most difficult scales, imagining the tips of his fingers pressing the strings into place just so.


Mi. Severed.


‘You can stop this,’ murmured the interrogator. ‘All it takes is your confession.’


Fa – the ring finger. Down came the chisel.


Sol – the interrogator put the chisel down but started with the hammer on the right. Agony in symmetry.


Scales turned into arpeggios, then the most difficult studies. In the end, he had confessed anyway – confessed to anti-Soviet sentiments, they told him later, though exactly what sentiments he could not quite recall.


Maybe it had been encouraging counter-revolutionary sabotage – that was a favourite during the war. Or enemy propaganda. Plotting to assassinate party cadres. Conspiracy to aid fascism. Profiteering. Wrecking. Diversionary acts. Spreading rumours to undermine morale. Espionage. Hoarding. Choose from an extensive menu, comrades, because in these troubled times, the one thing we’ve got plenty of is crimes of treason. Choose anything you fancy.


The long, angular nose and scarred face of his torturer. The stench of the cell. The musty straps and iron-cold restraints. The way his back was contorted over the special bench. It was all as clear as a sparkling night sky. But the confession was wrapped in fog.


La.


It hadn’t stopped. Not for a long time.


But, when it did, Rossel knew he had become somebody else. It felt as though he had been struck dumb. He had stared for hours at the stumps of his missing fingers. And, then, he had turned to a fellow inmate in that foetid, overcrowded cell and said, They might as well have cut out my tongue. He would never be able to play another note.


In the steamed-up confines of the Moskvich, Rossel shivered and decided it was time to search for that tea. Fuck your mother! He was cold all over.


Except for his hands, which were already numb. His hands couldn’t feel a thing.
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The blizzard swirling in from the River Neva had turned Leningrad white but everything inside the little station house was shadow. A thick layer of black soot from the logs burning in the fire covered every inch of the walls. Vosstaniya Street was home to Militia Station 17. It was a battered fragment of a lost age left behind by the merchants who once owned it before the October Revolution.


Everyone and everything in it had a nickname. Rossel was the Fiddler, because someone had gone through his file on day one and found his diploma from the Leningrad Conservatory of Music. Sometimes he also got compared to Crazy Borya, a deranged tramp who literally scraped a living in all weathers on the bridges of the Griboyedov Canal with a cracked violin and hairless bow. ‘Screeching like a tomcat who’s dipped his balls in chilled vodka,’ as Grachev had put it.


The violin had marked him out as different. Especially as it was buried in the past of a man who hardly ever took his gloves off.


Lipukhin got ‘Comrade Lenfilm’ as he bore an uncanny resemblance to Nikolai Cherkasov, Stalin’s favourite film star. Grachev was ‘Pavel Stalingrad’, as he never stopped bragging about his role in the battle, as part of the 8th Guards Army. And Taneyev was ‘Taneyev’, on account of being so bland and boring nobody could even be bothered to make a nickname up for him. Even the police station itself had its own moniker: The Black House. Because of the soot and, perhaps, the things Grachev did to those suspects who might be having a little trouble confessing in its dank basement.


‘Grachev’s in there with some tart from Sennaya,’ Junior Sergeant Lidia Gerashvili whispered, intercepting Rossel in the middle of the room amid the chairs and desks of the lowest ranks. Station 17, home to a dozen militia officers, was full. Those supposed to be out on patrol on such a freezing morning had discovered vital paperwork that needed doing without delay, while those who really needed to do their paperwork were concentrating on getting the samovar going. ‘He came straight in and dragged her off for interrogation. And you know . . .’


‘I know,’ said Rossel. ‘How long ago?’


‘Only a few minutes.’


Rossel headed for the stairs.


Five dead bodies. Five blood-red stains on the soul of Mother Russia. No sleep to speak of. A corpse in the uniform of a state security officer. He needed to think. But first he had to tackle this.


*


Rossel barged into the interrogation room without knocking. Grachev had his hand raised. He had probably knocked the girl about a fair bit already but she had her clothes on and the sergeant’s trousers were still buttoned up. It could have been a lot worse.


The girl was probably only in her early twenties but she looked a lot older. Her hair was cut short and dyed a dark red.


Grachev started to say something but closed his mouth again. Rossel outranked him. Just.


Grabbing the girl by the neck, Grachev thrust her back into her chair before taking his own seat. He pulled out a fountain pen and notebook from within his tunic. Rossel closed the door and stood by it. Grachev twisted in his chair but Rossel stared him down.


‘Varvara, now you say that’s your name?’ Grachev said, turning back to the girl.


‘Yes.’


She looked uncertain about Rossel’s arrival.


The tip of Sergeant Grachev’s tongue was now sticking out of his customarily surly mouth and pressing against his top lip. His brown eyes were locked on her face. He was wearing what one of the junior officers had once called his ‘pussy-licking face’.


‘Not Valentina?’ sneered Grachev.


‘No, like I told you before, no.’


‘It’s just that, when they brought you in, they said Valentina.’


‘I slurred my words, that’s all. I have to take a little vodka to keep out the cold.’


‘Keeping out the cold, that’s what you were doing, is it? When my officers found you sucking khui in an old workmen’s hut behind the Hippodrome?’


‘No, no, I like to drink, that’s all,’ said the girl.


She leaned forward and smiled coyly at Rossel.


‘Perhaps, would it be possible, officers, to request a little vodka? It’s not been a good night for me, after all.’


Grachev opened a table drawer and took out a small bottle of spirit of unknown origin, but probably brewed in a sink in the sergeants’ communal apartment. He stood it next to him on the table and half unscrewed the lid. The girl looked at it and smiled. Grachev moved it back a little on the table.


‘Ah, ah, princess. First a little information.’


‘All right. Yes, it’s true, I do offer the odd cuddle for a kopek every now and then. Times are hard. For me they have always been hard.’


Oh, for Lenin’s sake – this was a waste of time. They had work to do. Rossel would order Grachev back to his desk and get someone else to charge this girl for hooliganism or offending Soviet morality.


Grachev retightened the cap.


‘Not about you, bitch. Sluts aren’t worth investigation, since everyone knows exactly what it is that sluts do. About this customer of yours, Comrade Zhevtun?’


Zhevtun? That was different.


Rossel opened up the manila file in front of him and read out the full name of the suspect.


‘Zhevtun, Dmitri Viktorovich. Wanted for profiteering, illegal import and various other black-market activities.’


‘Never heard of him,’ said the girl.


Rossel stepped forward to a position where he could see both their faces.


‘That is who she was with, Sergeant?’


Grachev scowled. ‘That’s why his file is there, isn’t it?’


‘We didn’t have much time for introductions,’ the girl said.


‘Comrade Zhevtun is someone we’ve been interested in for a while,’ Rossel told her. ‘He is a known black-marketeer.’


Zhevtun was being pursued as a part of a recent crackdown on those who ‘persistently refused socially useful work and led a parasitical way of life’. Only a few months ago, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet had issued a decree against them, promising ‘five-year sentences of exile to special settlements in remote regions’ for anyone arrested for begging, prostitution and racketeering. The decree had thinned out the ranks of the city’s beggars – mostly army veterans trying to scrape a few kopeks together for vodka – who made a nuisance of themselves on public transport, in shops, parks and bathhouses. And also dragged in a few prostitutes, like the girl. But the bigger fish, professional criminals like Zhevtun, were harder to pin down.


‘Not me. I only met him tonight.’


Grachev sighed and got up from his chair. He walked slowly around the desk and then leaned in close, so the girl could smell his foul breath.


‘Stop fucking with us, you little piss hole.’


She moved her cheek slightly to the left, showing the darkening bruise, and raised a disdainful eyebrow.


‘All right, I met him a few more times than that, always in the same place, near the Hippodrome. What’s he done, anyway? Why are you all so hot for him? It can’t just be for flogging a few packs of silk stockings to the wives of the Party nobs coming out of the shops on Nevsky.’


Grachev sat back down. He patted his fat stomach with one hand and with the other rubbed the dirty nail of his index finger over two words of despairing graffiti some long-forgotten prisoner had carved into the desk. ‘Pomogite mnye’, it said. Help Me. Rossel noticed the brown stain of the wood varnish was worn a little there. The girl was playing with fire.


Grachev grinned, showing a decaying row of grey teeth.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘You can think it over in the cell with the Hound.’


‘The Hound?’


Rossel rolled his eyes. But perhaps it was the quickest way.


‘I think he’s downstairs in his favourite cell, the one with the dead rat in it next to the shithouse,’ Grachev went on. ‘Yes, slut, we have deeper cells than this. For the real crazies.’


The girl’s eyes flickered towards Rossel but he kept his face blank. She shifted in her seat. The sergeant’s nail began another rhythmic scratching at the graffiti carved into the desk.


‘Sad, sad story,’ he said. ‘Biology professor he was, a brilliant man by all accounts. Some unfortunate views, however, so the authorities wouldn’t evacuate him with the rest of those spineless State University intellectuals during the siege. Left him here to eat communal sawdust with the shop girls, street cleaners and cops like us. He managed not so bad for a while. But when his dog died – well, you know what these brainboxes are like when their heads get all fucked up. In my experience the craziest are the ones who suffer from a little too much imagination. I saw a 51st Army captain at Stalingrad, he took out one of his eyeballs with the tip of his own bayonet, told me his eyes had seen more than his soul could bear.’


The girl’s bravura was subsiding. Her eyes flicked between the bottle of vodka and the two police officers.


‘This professor, his dog died?’


Grachev picked up the vodka bottle and slipped it into his coat pocket.


‘A poodle called Pushkin. His pride and joy. The reactionary scum had even managed to get it a separate ration card from some other faggot he knew in the Ministry of Production. Can you believe that? All his fellow citizens are cradling their bloated empty bellies, every other dog in Leningrad has long since been sautéed, along with all the cats, rats and stray fucking children, and this bastard is feeding his precious poodle cold cuts.’


The girl put a hand to her mouth and, just for a second, gnawed absent-mindedly at her palm.


‘Bastard,’ she agreed. ‘My mother died in the siege. And my nephew.’


Grachev thrust his face into hers.


‘Someone found out,’ he spat. ‘Broiled the mutt up. And shared it with him in a pan of broth. That’s when it started.’


‘It?’


‘The barking.’


The girl blinked at them.


‘Barking?’


‘And the howling,’ added Grachev, sitting back. ‘And, on occasions when the moon is full, the biting. Do you believe in ghosts, princess? I think the Hound does.’


It was amazing how superstitious people still were, Rossel thought. Thirty-four years since the revolution, thirty-four years of Marxist-Leninist education and atheist indoctrination, and you still found people believing in house elves, forest spirits and magic.


This was Grachev’s favourite part. He sat bolt upright, threw back his shoulders and began to howl.


The girl watched him, mesmerised. She pulled her cheap red coat tight across her chest and did up two of the buttons.


Grachev stopped howling and smiled at her.


‘Never recovered, did the Hound. Not once the fucking fruitcake realised he’d supped on the bones of his beloved little Pushkin. These days he likes to take a dump in flower beds, piss on trees and howls like the mother of a true martyr of the revolution every time he spots another poodle in the park.’


‘The Florist,’ said the girl. ‘My friend, Natasha, says this Zhevtun sometimes works for a man that he calls the Florist. Some sort of high-up, a Party bigwig. She went to a party with him once at a posh dacha out near Lake Ladoga. He told her this Florist had arranged it.’


‘How high up?’ asked Rossel.


‘Very, is all she said.’


‘What sort of work?’


The girl shrugged. ‘That’s all I know, honest. I won’t have to go down there now, with him, will I, the dog man?’


Rossel picked his militia cap up off the table and stared back down at her.


Worked every time, that stupid story.


‘I shouldn’t think so,’ he said.


*


They left the girl to stew.


‘Give me ten minutes alone with her and I’ll have all the information about this Florist we want,’ said Grachev. ‘She’s holding something back.’


There was a leak in the foundations – no one had attended to the merchant’s house for years – and they faced each other on either side of a slowly spreading puddle.


‘Thank you for your diligence, comrade, you are an example to us all. But no,’ said Rossel.


Ten minutes alone with her? Did Grachev think he was stupid?


Grachev’s eyes narrowed.


‘What’s she to you? She takes cock for a living.’


‘Then you can wait until you’re off duty and pay her, Sergeant,’ said Rossel, leaning forward so that Grachev would have to look up to meet his eye. ‘Although in so doing you will be guilty of compelling a woman to engage in prostitution, which as we both know carries a sentence of up to five years’ deprivation of freedom, with confiscation of some or all property. So, don’t let me catch you.’


The Soviet project of moulding the tsarist-era police into a respected and efficient organ of justice had not yet been completed but Lieutenant Revol Rossel – a man who had been named in honour of the Bolshevik revolution – was damned if he was going to let men like Grachev rule the roost.


Grachev marched off down the corridor and threw open the door to the stairs.


‘To hell with you, comrade,’ he said. ‘To hell with you.’


*


After another hour, Dr Volkova rang to say she wouldn’t be able to get to Vosstaniya Street until late evening, if at all. Another pathologist had been arrested three days earlier. Now she was one of two left in the whole city and their caseloads were backing up. There had been rumours of another doctors’ conspiracy to murder Party officials. Rossel had seen junior and senior officers stand to attention for no reason and declare, ‘These accursed intellectuals must be shown the full force of Soviet justice, without mercy.’ To which he had bitten back the reply: ‘As long as they keep their hands off our last few pathologists.’


Taneyev and Grachev went home, a few hours beyond their usual night shift. Grachev handed in a few lines of scrappy notes from the crime scene, which told Rossel nothing his own memory could not. Taneyev had clipped his photos up to dry in the darkroom and left orders downstairs for them to be sent up once they were ready.


It went very dark again, the fire crackled in the grate, consuming the last scraps of firewood, and the windows misted up. Nobody disturbed them. First Lipukhin drifted off. Rossel fought for as long as he could, his pen scratching across the paper, tracing the outlines of five torn bodies in macabre fancy dress.


*


Desperate to get to the samovar and make some tea, Rossel pushed through the communal kitchen of his apartment block – past women in aprons, their sleeves rolled up, addressing vast tureens of soup and buckwheat kasha or manically chopping piles of vegetables. The smell of cabbage, beetroot and onions, always present to some degree, was intense and pleasurable. Jars of pickled cucumbers and tomatoes, grown on dacha plots and preserved for the winter to guard against the inevitable shortages, lined the shelves. The swirling clouds of steam lent the scene the mirage-like atmosphere of a bathhouse.


‘Tatyana Borisovna, what is going on?’ he asked one of the cooks.


The woman glanced up from the beef bones floating in a seething vat, keeping one eye on a small pan of frying chicken livers.


‘The deliveries were late again and everyone had to join the queues after work,’ she said, passing a wrist over her brow. ‘Long queues, too. We’ve all only just started. I’ll be here till midnight, I shouldn’t wonder. Making sure nothing gets wasted.’


Weekends were always busy in the communal kitchen as Soviet womanhood – it was rare to see men labouring in there – attempted to create an entire week’s menus in advance. Mikoyan, the great quartermaster of the war and author of the country’s most popular recipe book, recommended the preparation of ten days’ worth. But now everyone was trying to do so at once. There was tension in the air, blending in with the assorted aromas.


Rossel reached the samovar, found a stray glass and spooned in some tea leaves from a communal jar. He turned, leant against the counter and watched. The radio was on and he caught snatches of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade but the music was mostly drowned out by clanging metal, exchanges of culinary advice, and laughter.


On the side of the room furthest away from him was a woman he didn’t recognise. Even before he saw her face, something in the way she carried herself told him she was attractive. Then she did turn, caught him staring, and pointedly turned away again.


‘Oy, Kira, your piroshki are the best,’ one of the women around the table complimented another. Rossel looked over at the mound of perfectly shaped pastries, filled with ersatz cheese or perhaps real vegetables. He needed a second supper all of a sudden. It was amazing what could be fashioned out of extremely limited resources.


He sat down. Across the table was a growing pile of golubtsy, cabbage leaves stuffed with rice and a smattering of finely ground mince. Even though he had eaten plain meat patties and kasha at his usual stolovaya on the way home, he felt his saliva glands tingle.


He stole another glance across the kitchen. She was wearing a light blue dress patterned with yellow flowers. Her hair was dark as night but in curlers. Like everyone else, she was simultaneously chopping, frying, boiling and tasting. With care, she tasted one of her concoctions and seemed dissatisfied but unsure how to improve it. Rossel wondered if she would welcome an outside opinion.


A poke in the ribs. Rossel looked around into the freckled, grinning face of Lena, a teenager with whom he sometimes shared occasional late-night glasses of tea and – in her case – illegal cigarettes. Lena was seventeen years old, dark-haired, small and boyish with, once she got to know and like you, an engaging gap-toothed smile and the vocabulary of a drunken sailor. She was studying art history at the Repin Institute.


‘You’ve spotted her, then?’ Lena said.


‘Spotted who?’


‘Our new neighbour. She’s making a vegetable soup, meatballs and a potato salad. And since you’re such a skinny one, I think she’d . . .’


‘I’ve eaten.’ Rossel sipped his tea and tried not to stare at the blue dress.


‘I can find out if she’s married, if you like?’ said Lena with another poke in his ribs.


‘With such investigative instincts, there is definitely a place for you in the People’s Militia, Lena.’ Rossel tried to poke her back but she wriggled out of reach and shot off, seizing a morsel from the table as she went.


He looked across the room, once more seeking out the stranger, staring through the steam and smoke whirling up from a dozen pots.


But she had disappeared.
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Sunday October 14


The dead are more trustworthy than the living. They don’t inform on you, for a start.


The treasonous nature of the thought unnerved him. What do you have to hide that the MGB needs to know, comrade? Everyone lived with that question burrowing into their minds. Keeping the answer unspoken was the thing that kept you safe. Until the day that Comrade Beria’s scientists figured out a way to plant a bug in a man’s mind and eavesdrop on his soul.


Rossel sat on a metal chair in the middle of the morgue, waiting for Dr Volkova. The pathologist had not turned up last night and was late again this morning. He sighed and glanced around the room, encircled by a silent quintet of cold corpses.


It had been twelve hours since they discovered the bodies on the railway line. Six since he filed his preliminary report.


And no phone call. No visit. Nothing.


Militia headquarters had reported the unexplained mutilation and murder of five citizens, one possibly an agent of the MGB, Ministry of State Security, up the chain of command and nothing had happened. They were just being left to get on with this investigation unimpeded.


Which could only mean one thing.


There were many ways to buy a one-way ticket to a gulag: a drunken secret whispered to a lover at a party, an unexpected denouncement for black-market profiteering by a jealous rival at work, poor productivity levels on a tank factory assembly line which an ambitious political kommissar angling for promotion might decide to interpret as deliberate sabotage. Every week, every day, every hour, people disappeared for transgressions such as these.


Rossel turned towards the half-skinned skull, with its badly dyed peroxide hair, which lay to his right. It was staring up at a fly that was crawling around a dead bulb in the metal ceiling lamp.


Perhaps she was meant to be his ticket. Not just him. The whole station’s, probably. The blue-top they had discovered on the railway lines at Lake Ladoga felt like a trap. But if she was, he had no idea how the trap had been sprung.


*


Rossel looked up from the faceless body – eyes still resting in the sockets like two delicately poached egg whites – that lay on the mortuary slab and glanced at Dr Volkova.


‘Anything to report, Comrade Doctor?’ He tried to keep his voice steady to disguise his queasiness.


Rossel had noticed Dr Volkova’s gaudy nail varnish before she pulled on her surgical gloves. She had red nails. Very red. She always did them like that. As though the pathologist occasionally came back to the morgue at midnight and dipped her buffed cuticles in fresh blood.


She stood on one side of the slab, Rossel on the other. In between them was Body Number Five, the fifth one in the line of the dead. The blue-top. The other four lay at the far end of the room.


The flesh of the woman’s thighs had thawed a little, giving her legs a more recognisable shape. Somehow, she looked a little more human, he thought – a little more feminine. Even though it was hours since they’d found her and her four companions on the railway line, the woman looked slightly better. As if, despite the unfortunate inconvenience of missing a face, being dead suited her.


‘Report to you, or to state security?’


‘To me first. Then, of course, I will relay your findings to the appropriate authorities.’


Dr Volkova had dark, well-cut hair that framed sharp, curious blue eyes. She liked to joust with Rossel. She had also made a pass at him once. More than once, in fact. But there was none of that in the air today.


‘How did she die?’ he asked.


‘Answering that question will require patience,’ said Dr Volkova. ‘It takes several days for a body to thaw properly if it has frozen solid, and until then I would only be speculating. Those dark red patches on the knees and elbows are typical of prolonged exposure. She was not shot or stabbed. The removal of the face is crude – not a professional’s work – and one hopes she was already dead at that point. A heart attack or stroke is possible, but as there are another four bodies in a similar state to this one, that seems unlikely. Poisoning? Overdose? We will have to wait.’


The doctor looked pale. It took a lot to spook Volkova but five faceless corpses turning up in her mortuary at the same time seemed to have done the trick.


‘This is the only place I feel safe these days,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘Here, with you, where I work.’


This was flattering and disturbing in equal measure. Me and these corpses, comforting Dr Volkova. But if the MGB did come for her as a suspect in the current Doctors’ Plot, the five bodies on the slabs would be able to defend her better than he could.
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