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			Chapter 1

			The April evening breathed with the soft voices of passers-­by. A light wind blended snippets of words and phrases into a melodious mingle-­mangle, an eggnog for the ears. There was only one way to imbibe it, this drink – like any music of natural or human origin: through the ears. And it proved altogether pleasant to the taste.

			Samson walked to the left of his comrade. His bare right earhole took in all the noises of the world. On occasion, he’d find himself dwelling on the fact that some of the sounds flying into his head from the right were completely inaudible to his left ear. This, of course, was true only of street sounds, which moved unhindered through the air. Street sounds, even when loud, were still quieter than those that resonated in confined spaces. The young investigator recalled the uproar from earlier in the day, which had flown up from the ground floor to assault both sides of his head. For no less than an hour, two Red Army men had pounded the stone floor of the interrogation room with pickaxes in order to extract the iron ring to which the chain that held the stool for detainees in place was attached. It had been decided that the interrogation room should be moved to the second floor, for greater security. This was after a citizen with a Greek surname, detained for banditry, had almost managed to escape after knocking out the soldier on duty with a blow from his fist. They shot the man when he was halfway out of the entrance. At the sound of gunfire, Nayden had come running down from his office, as had Samson. “No more goddamned interrogations on the ground floor!” the commander had thundered, beside himself. “Starting tomorrow, all questioning is to be done on the second floor. Understood?”

			
			

			There was a tickle in Samson’s throat and the sandy flavour of construction appeared on his tongue. He wanted to spit but restrained himself.

			Crows cawed overhead and he threw them a questioning glance. Then a woman’s voice drew his attention.

			“It’s such a mess at our place. Whenever that new tenant, Safronin, hits the bottle, he gets all turned around and tries to break down my door,” Samson picked out with his left ear as he and Kholodny overtook two young women who were, judging by their pace, strolling with no destination in mind.

			The voice appealed to Samson, and he looked round. Glancing at the brunette, with her smoothed hair, he saw a golden tooth flash in her mouth.

			Kholodny smiled ironically and shook his head. He and Samson were hurrying off to get a glass of beer after work. The day was quickly receding, leaving no memories behind – save, perhaps, for Nayden’s demand, issued for the fifth or sixth time, that Samson remove the tailor’s dummy bearing Jacobson’s suit from his office. The commander claimed that the dummy was absorbing moisture, causing everyone at the station to develop a nasty cough. Nayden was indeed coughing, but Samson, who sat half a yard away from the thing, remained in good health. Only the two, healing, bullet wounds from the lady’s pistol gave him any trouble, yet even these seemed to be unaffected by the dampness Nayden complained of, although the strict surgeon-­princess Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits’s parting words at the hospital had been: “Avoid damp, cold conditions. Keep your body warm and dry.” In any case, the tailor’s dummy and suit were now state property, bought and paid for, but pointy-­nosed, moustachioed Vasyl, who was in charge of the evidence room, flatly refused to accept them. “The case is closed and I don’t need them,” he insisted. “Steam the dummy for lice and take it home. You can use it as a hanger.”

			“I don’t think I like this idea of putting up a monument to Judas Iscariot,” Kholodny said, shaking his head and turning to his companion.

			
			

			“A bit strange, I admit,” Samson responded. “A monument to a suicide? People earn monuments by doing brave deeds, persevering. What was Judas’s brave deed?”

			“Well, he did return the pieces of silver to the high priests,” Sergius Kholodny offered, still mulling over his position.

			“And then he hanged himself,” Samson said. “Betrayed his teacher, repented and committed suicide . . . I see no brave deed in any of it, no death for a high ideal . . .”

			At that moment, close behind them, a hoarse male voice rattled like a machine gun: “Get that bitch! Vanya, fire!” Five or six rifle shots followed. Their echo, initially drowned out by the clatter of fleeing passers-­by, rolled along the cobblestone pavement like a wheel torn loose from a cab. It rolled, almost visibly, right past Samson and Kholodny, who had stopped mid-­step, mid-­word. And behind it came a dog, strangely hobbling and jumping, with a white object in its mouth – perhaps a bone. The animal’s hind legs suddenly overtook its forelegs and it collapsed on its side. Then two Red Army men appeared, rifles lowered. One, cursing loudly, pierced the already motionless dog’s flesh with a bayonet, while the second simply stood there, breathing heavily, as if he had run a mile. The first pulled the bayonet from the dog’s side and jabbed it into the piece of pork fat clamped between its teeth.

			Kholodny and Samson stared at the scene, motionless. Other passers-­by, who had initially jumped back in fright, pressing themselves against the walls of houses, came closer. They realised that this evening would pay off its debt to the Bolsheviks with the life of a dog. The Red Army man was still trying in vain to prise the fat from the dog’s mouth.

			“Bitch,” he growled, and turned to his comrade. “Whatcha waitin’ for? Gimme a hand.”

			
			

			The other soldier inserted his bayonet into the narrow part of the jaw opening and looked up at Kholodny.

			“Hey, put your foot on the muzzle,” he commanded.

			Kholodny took a step forward and pressed the dog’s face to the pavement with his boot. Then the second soldier pulled sharply at his rifle, as if it were a railway switch lever. There was a crack. Released from the dog’s fangs, the fat rose triumphantly into the air atop the first soldier’s bayonet. The puncture site was red with blood.

			“Let’s go,” the second soldier barked at the first, looking around warily. The curious crowd clearly made him ill at ease.

			The first soldier, too, glanced warily at Samson and Kholodny, who were wearing their leather jackets. Without removing the fat from the bayonet, he threw his rifle over his shoulder.

			The Red Army men quickly set off in the direction from which they had emerged in pursuit of the murdered dog.

			“I don’t understand it myself,” Samson said, returning to their interrupted conversation. “He’s a traitor, after all. ‘Whomsoever I shall kiss, that same is he: hold him fast.’”

			“Yes, no doubt, a traitor,” Kholodny agreed. “But, for some reason, Comrade Trotsky considers him a revolutionary, a rebel against religious dictates.”

			“Does this mean that Comrade Trotsky thinks revolutionaries – are traitors?”

			“Traitors of the old world.” Kholodny nodded. “Seems right. In order to create a new world, one must betray the old one . . . Verily, without the help of traitors, one cannot change the world for the better.”

			“Still, whatever you say, he did follow Jesus at first. Was it a matter of spiritual blindness?”

			“He was searching for someone to follow, driven by a thirst for revolution. He might have believed that Jesus was himself a revolutionary, battling against the old world,” Kholodny continued to speculate. “And when he realised that his lord was leading him down the wrong path, he stopped him. So, in effect, Judas represents the deceived masses, a class led astray. Correct?” The policeman bit his lower lip, not entirely sure of his own conclusions.

			
			

			“It was all his mother’s fault,” Samson suddenly declared, as if he’d finally grasped something important. “In Hebrew, Judas means ‘Praise the Lord’. His mother named him that, long before he met Jesus. That’s why he followed him. But then he renounced Jesus, and also renounced himself. That’s what suicide is, after all – a voluntary renunciation of life.”

			Kholodny nodded solemnly. “And how do you know Hebrew?”

			“Oh, I don’t. But they taught us biblical names in school . . .”

			At the pub, they got a glass of Kabinet each and sat down at one of the grimy tables. There were no clean ones left.

			Samson took a sip and sensed the sweet taste of blood on his tongue – as in childhood, when one of the neighbourhood boys would bust his lip in a scrap. He took another sip to wash it down. Now, order was restored. The beer was pleasantly bitter. He felt a little drunk already, but he knew it was only his imagination, which had slightly overtaken reality. To get properly drunk, he’d need to down three glasses. Before the revolution, Kabinet had been a weak beer, but now it was different, brewed in a new way.

			“They sent a Chekist to replace Pasechny down at the station,” Kholodny drawled, licking his thick lips. “Name of Abyazov. Skinny fellow. Unpleasant face, sharp as a razor . . .”

			“Is he a good shot?” Samson asked.

			“Probably,” Kholodny conjectured. “I hear they train on live targets, over there. Nayden and he talked for two hours today. Vasyl brought him a mess of cases. We’ll see.”

			The lights of Khreshchatyk shone through the pub’s windows. From time to time, the hooves of cab and cart horses would clatter past, or a tram would glide by like a bright lantern wandering across the ground.

			
			

			“I’m getting kind of hungry,” Kholodny muttered, looking at his empty glass. He raised his head, then lifted his hand and waved. “Another Kabinet,” he shouted.

			When the waiter brought the beer, Kholodny asked what they had for food.

			“We’ve got sandwiches – pork fat, pickles, or sprats,” said the waiter.

			“Sprats and pickles, two each,” Kholodny ordered. “I don’t feel like pork fat . . .”

			“Is it bloody, your fat?” Samson asked.

			“Why would it be bloody?” the waiter asked. “Today, we’ve got back and belly cuts. With French mustard.”

			“Two with belly,” Samson said.

			“Alright, same for me,” Kholodny added, throwing a thoughtful glance at his comrade. “You know,” he began again as the waiter walked away, “I would never have thought that the old world would break so easily. Or that fragments of it would survive, pressing on . . .”

			“That’s because the old world didn’t break, it just changed. I mean, a broken world wouldn’t work at all. A broken watch doesn’t show the right time, does it?”

			Kholodny pulled out his pocket watch, opened it, and looked at the hands.

			“Yes,” he drawled. “I just got this one back from a watchmaker yesterday. It had stopped when I dropped it. The four-­eyes fixed it and didn’t charge me a thing. He said that my trust meant more to him than money.”

			“He’s right,” Samson said with a sigh and finished his beer. “Trust is more important than money.”

			“No, he’s wrong,” Kholodny said. “Trust is the same as faith, and faith leads to error. If the watchmaker didn’t earn enough for bread yesterday, I’m sure he remembered my visit and cursed me. He must have had faith, in the morning, that he’d earn enough. I didn’t do him any good, while he did me plenty – at his own expense, so to speak. Judas had faith in Jesus and trusted him, even though Jesus did him no good. In addition, Judas had a stomach ache. And, in our ancient tongue, the word for ‘stomach’ is the same as the word for ‘life’. So, he had a life ache, he suffered – and that’s why he took those thirty pieces of silver. For food. That is, to heal his soul. And he became a traitor. But then he felt remorse and, as you say, killed himself. Now, if he’d killed someone else, he would have become a revolutionary, but since he only killed himself, he didn’t quite make it. So, you’re right, Samson – he doesn’t deserve a monument.”

			
			

			The waiter lowered a large wooden plate of sandwiches to the table. On thick pieces of black bread lay cuts of pork fat heavily smeared with mustard, dark green circles of sliced pickles and wet, shiny Black Sea sprats straight from the barrel.

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Before closing her bedroom door behind her, Nadezhda glanced once more at Samson, who had just come home, dead tired and smelling of salted sprats and beer. Her glance was critical, the sort that a wife might give her ne’er-­do-­well husband, but she immediately corrected it. She had remembered that she was his flatmate, not his wife, and had also decided not to put off asking what she’d been meaning to ask until morning.

			“Do we have a lot of firewood left in the cellar?” she cautiously enquired.

			“Enough,” Samson answered, not at all surprised by the question, and gazed into the young woman’s eyes with an easily detectable sense of guilt. “Are you cold? Should I go and fetch some and stoke the stove?”

			“No, no, I’m not cold. I had something else in mind. Marusya brought some clothes to work – to swap. There’s this sundress – so beautiful, green with yellow flowers. She wants three sacks of firewood for it. So, I thought . . .”

			“Did you try it on? How does it look on you?”

			“Fits like a glove! And just in time. Summer’s right around the corner, you know . . .”

			“In that case, let’s do it,” Samson agreed. “Will someone come for the firewood?”

			“No, we’d have to take it to her place. But she lives nearby.”

			“Three sacks?” Samson thought aloud. “I’d better take a cart. What’s the address?”

			“I’ll give it to you tomorrow,” Nadezhda promised. She smiled, kissed him on the cheek and disappeared behind her bedroom door.

			
			

			Later that night, Samson tiptoed into the former bedroom of his parents and slipped the Montpensier tin containing his severed ear under the unused pillow beside Nadezhda’s head.

			Now, back in his own bed, he could hear the young woman breathing sweetly in the other room. He imagined himself down on one knee, offering her his hand and heart. She must be ready and waiting for his proposal, wondering why he hadn’t yet invited her to join him in marital life. After all, she’d asked, “Do we have a lot of firewood left in the cellar?” We! Not you, not the building, but we . . .

			These pleasant drowsy thoughts were interrupted by a sleep as deep as a river channel full of catfish. And it dragged Samson to its bottom, this sleep, with the force of a 45-­pound specimen dragging a greedy fisherman to his watery grave. What remained on the surface, above Samson’s sleep, was the warm, even breathing of Nadezhda, on which his ear, detached only physically from its owner, was peacefully eavesdropping.

			 

			From the back, skinny Nikanor Abyazov really did look like a fifteen-­year-­old boy. Small in stature, slightly stooped, he always seemed to be hesitating, both in his words and in his actions. Perhaps he was merely cautious, or perhaps it was the consequence of shell shock from the war.

			In any case, when he and Samson met in Nayden’s office, Abyazov didn’t immediately take the young investigator’s outstretched hand. The delay was noticeable – long enough for Samson to throw Nayden an enquiring look. But the commander had withdrawn into himself at that moment and didn’t catch the question in his subordinate’s eyes. Eventually, Abyazov reached for the hand and asked something unintelligible.

			“Excuse me?” Samson responded.

			“What is your combat experience?” Abyazov repeated more clearly.

			
			

			“Only here, on the job. I didn’t fight in the war.”

			“I see,” the Chekist assigned “to reinforce” the station said with a nod, then let go of Samson’s hand. “No problem. We’ll find common ground in due course,” he added confidently, preparing to leave the office.

			But the door swung open before he could touch the handle.

			“They sent us their statements again. A soldier walked right in and dropped them off, like it was nothing,” Vasyl almost shouted as he barged into the room, shaking a sheaf of handwritten papers.

			He handed them to Nayden.

			“Permission to leave?” Abyazov asked Nayden in a military manner.

			“Wait!” Nayden barked, without taking his eyes off the papers.

			Samson also stayed put, examining Vasyl’s indignant face. The station’s factotum was rarely in a bad mood and the young investigator had never seen him quite so worked up before.

			“Trifling stuff – we won’t be wasting our time on it,” Nayden concluded after leafing through the papers. “This one may be worth a look.” He pulled out a single sheet and, glancing at Samson and Abyazov, handed it to Samson. “I’d like the two of you to go.”

			“Which of us will take the lead?” Abyazov asked dryly.

			Nayden passed another appraising glance over the faces of his subordinates, then sighed and pointed his right index finger at Abyazov. The latter smiled harshly, without parting his thin anaemic lips. His eyes demanded that Samson hand over the sheet of paper.

			“Dismissed!” Nayden barked, sending them out the door. Apparently, he wanted to discuss something with Vasyl.

			 

			“Did you make it yourself?” Abyazov asked, walking up to the tailor’s dummy in Samson’s office and fingering the fabric of the jacket.

			“No, it’s evidence,” Samson responded, then, nodding at the paper he hadn’t had time to read, asked, “So, what’s it about?”

			
			

			Abyazov sat down in one of the club chairs. His thin lips moved soundlessly as his gaze scanned the letters.

			“Looks like homicide,” he said after a moment, dismissively, as if he had no particular interest in that category of crime. “But we have to go and check it out. The commander said so.”

			“Where?”

			“Pushcha-­Vodytsia: 60 Nekrasovska Street. Shed.”

			“A shed?” Samson asked, wide-­eyed. “Homicide in a shed?”

			“This requires understanding,” Abyazov said, and – too lazy, it seemed, to relate the sheet’s contents – he handed it to Samson. His gaze immediately drifted over to the tailor’s dummy again.

			Samson fixed his eyes on the statement. The neat handwriting was easy to read. A certain N. V. Elkin reported noticing fresh blood seeping from beneath a shed in the yard of a summer house at 60 Nekrasovska Street, a sight that had unequivocally aroused his suspicions.

			Before Samson could reach the end of the statement, the door swung open with a sharp creak. He looked up. Nayden stepped in and immediately threw a sarcastic glance at the tailor’s dummy, but this time, apparently, decided to go easy on his subordinate. He simply gave Abyazov two pieces of paper bearing the station’s official stamp.

			“Take a cab,” he said. “And tell those fool cabbies they can’t force the vouchers you give them on merchants at the market. They need to exchange them for cash at the station. Tell them to talk to Vasyl.”

			Samson voiced his doubts. “And will Vasyl give them money?”

			“Certainly. True, a while ago, there were vouchers but no money. Now, we have both.” Nayden squinted, throwing another sideways glance at Jacobson’s suit. “Give that damn scarecrow to Vasyl. He’ll find a place for it in the cupboard. It’s soaked up enough moisture to give a fellow tuberculosis twice over.”

			
			

			Samson nodded mechanically. When Nayden left, he heaved a heavy sigh.

			“You two don’t get along?” Abyazov asked.

			“We get along fine,” Samson assured him. “It’s just that his nose is so sensitive. Doesn’t take much to make it run, so he senses moisture everywhere.”

			 

			The cabby who drove them to Pushcha-­Vodytsia flatly refused to take their stamped voucher, demanding real money instead – tsarist, Kerensky or new Soviet roubles.

			“By God, if you’d told me you planned to pay me in phantoms, I woulda told you to beat it.”

			“But I swear,” Samson tried to persuade him. “The voucher is backed by real money. There’s even a list of prices for the routes.”

			“Where?”

			“At the police station. If you just wait – we won’t be long – you can drive us back and get money for both rides. I’ll take you right up to the desk.”

			The cabby stared at Samson as if he were a little boy, scratching his bearded right cheek. The gesture made his gaze appear even more dismissive. When the cabby turned to Abyazov, he lowered his hand, and Samson realised that the taciturn Chekist commanded his respect.

			“What do you say, chief?”

			Abyazov seemed flattered that the cabby had immediately recognised him as the man in charge. “It’s true. If you wait, we’ll get you paid,” he said with a dry smile.

			The cabby adjusted his coat and everything he’d stuffed inside it to keep himself warm, then pulled up his belt.

			“Alright,” he declared. “I’ll wait.”

			The gate to the yard was unlocked.

			Abyazov pushed it open and entered, followed by Samson. The wooden house itself stood far back on the property, its window shutters turned out. Closer to the gate, on the left, were three wooden sheds, built hard against the fence separating the yard from the street.

			
			

			Samson kept his eyes on the Chekist and listened. He heard a cuckoo call. Wind rattled the crowns of nearby pines, and the resulting rustle also filled the sound-­space around the men, enriching it. Abyazov, his back bent, examined the first two sheds, then moved on to the third. The ground in front of its door was strewn with yellow sand. The Chekist swept some away with the toe of his boot, bent down for a moment, then looked back at Samson, his eyes gleaming. He straightened his back and adjusted his leather jacket.

			“There it is,” he said, pointing at a dark spot previously obscured by the sand.

			He took hold of the padlock and tugged at it, checking to see if he had the strength to pull it clean off along with the rings around its shackle.

			Apparently, he concluded that he didn’t. He turned back to the house.

			Two wooden steps led up to a door painted the colour of brick.

			“Knock,” Abyazov ordered.

			Samson banged on the door with his fist three times.

			“Good, strong,” Abyazov said approvingly. “That’s the way to do it. You’ve got to put a scare into suspects from the start. If they’re scared, they’ll talk.”

			Footsteps sounded on the other side of the door. Two iron bolts creaked and the door opened to reveal a man with a teacher’s face – spectacles, a short wedge-­shaped beard. He froze at the sight of his armed visitors in leather jackets. His black trousers needed ironing, while his padded jacket spoke of a poorly heated home. Indeed, there was no trace of coal in the yard, nor was there a well-­trodden path between the house and one of the sheds, where firewood might have been stored.

			
			

			“Surname?” Abyazov immediately demanded.

			“Shpakevich. What’s this about?”

			“You’ve been accused of murder,” the Chekist announced, going on the attack.

			“By whom? What murder?” the man asked, his voice quavering. Then he turned back and shouted. “Katya, come quick! They say I murdered someone!”

			Behind him appeared the curly-­haired head of his wife. She had a broad face with large, slightly bulging eyes that looked like they might easily discharge thunder and lightning.

			“Who the devil are you?” she shouted.

			“The Soviet Workers’ and Peasants’ Militia,” Abyazov answered, carefully separating and enunciating each word. “Step out and open that shed.”

			“Which shed?” the woman asked in a mocking tone, shielding her husband.

			“The one with blood seeping under the door,” Abyazov calmly explained.

			Samson did not enjoy playing the role of silent witness, but he felt awkward in Abyazov’s presence. The Chekist seemed to radiate some sort of unpleasant wave of subjugation. It wasn’t for naught that Nayden had put him in charge.

			“Gimme a minute.” The woman put on a long grey coat, took a ring of keys from a nail on the wall in the hallway and stepped outside.

			She stopped in front of the third shed and looked down at the dark spot swept clean of sand. Using her shoe, she again shifted the sand to conceal what had so excited Abyazov.

			The padlock rattled, releasing its shackle on one side. The woman pulled it out of the iron rings and swung open the wooden door.

			“Go on, then, look for your murder,” she barked defiantly.

			
			

			Abyazov was the first to enter. Samson followed. The shed was empty. The light that fell through the open door onto the earthen floor was bright enough to bring out a few more dark spots sparingly sprinkled with sand.

			“Where did the blood come from?” Abyazov enquired, indicating the spots.

			“You ever see a stuck pig that didn’t bleed?” she asked in response.

			Samson breathed a sigh of relief at the realisation that this wasn’t a scene of murder. Now, he and Abyazov could turn right round and go back to the cab.

			“You slaughtered a pig,” the Chekist said slowly. “A pig belonging to you?”

			“Where would we get a pig? It was the neighbour’s. He asked us to do it.”

			“And what did they do with the meat?” Abyazov asked, reluctant to cut off the interrogation.

			“He took it.”

			“Did he pay you?”

			“Of course. You don’t expect us to exercise our labour for free, do you?”

			“How much did you get?”

			“Ten pounds of salt.”

			“Should we make our way back?” Samson interrupted. On top of everything else, he needed to relieve himself.

			“If we go back now, we’ll need to take one of them with us, for further enquiry,” Abyazov said.

			“Enquiry into what?” the woman asked.

			“Into the illicit slaughter of livestock and violation of the decree of the ExProFooCom banning private trade in meat,” Abyazov rapped out.

			“Never heard of it,” the woman responded. For the first time, her voice carried a hint of doubt, but this didn’t make it any less barbed and unpleasant. “Anyhow, we didn’t buy or sell any meat,” she added indignantly.

			
			

			“We’ll get to the truth of the matter. Fetch your things. You’re coming with us,” Abyazov said. “Or maybe your husband should come instead, so that we can sort all this without shouting.”

			“Yes, take my husband,” she spluttered, and, pursing her painted lips in displeasure, she rushed back to the house. “Vanya, get out here! You’re going with them,” she called from the front steps.

			The husband’s frightened face showed in the doorway. His spectacles, which he must have slipped onto his nose in a hurry, were askew.

			“Going where?”

			“Into town, with them,” she said. Then, turning to the policemen, “You’ll bring him back, won’t you?”

			“Who knows?” Abyazov replied with a shrug. “Depends on what he has to say.”

			 

			Samson and Abyazov bobbed up and down as the cab made its way along the cobbled road. The detainee sat wedged between them, scared half to death.

			“You’ll conduct the interrogation. Make sure to record every word,” Abyazov instructed Samson, leaning forward. “I have a few matters to attend to.”

			Samson also leaned forward; he looked at the Chekist and nodded.

			Strange thoughts swirled in his head. He himself hadn’t heard of any ban on private trade in meat. And it was true that there hadn’t been any meat sold.

			“But . . . what should I ask? He didn’t trade in meat. All he did was slaughter a pig.”

			“Wherever a pig has been slaughtered, you will find trade in meat,” Abyazov responded. “Have you ever seen meat given away for free? What we need to learn is how much was sold, who sold it and to whom. Don’t you worry, he’ll talk.” Abyazov shot a sly look at the pale detainee, who pretended to be dozing. The tension in the fellow’s face and the slight adjustment of his ears as the policemen spoke gave him away.

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The transcript of the interrogation of the frightened Pushcha-­dweller Ivan Shpakevich took up only half a sheet of paper. Shpakevich indicated the address of citizen Briskin, who had brought him the pig in question, and also admitted that, at Briskin’s request, he had already slaughtered four pigs, in exchange for which Briskin had given him about fifty pounds of salt and nothing more. Shpakevich had later exchanged the salt itself for millet and flour at the Jewish Market. He had also kept five pounds of fat from each slaughtered pig. According to him, that fat was long gone – part of it eaten by him and his wife, part of it traded for a piece of woollen fabric from which they planned to have a warm dress made for her.

			When the interrogation was over, Samson made Shpakevich sign a sworn statement that he would not leave Kyiv, released him and took the transcript to Nayden.

			“Nothing to it,” he declared to the commander. “We can close the case and hand it over to the archive. Is killing a neighbour’s pig a crime?”

			Nayden took the transcript in his hands and read it carefully.

			“Yes, Abyazov has already reported to me, in detail.” He nodded, pursing his lips. “We can’t close the case just yet . . . A violation of the decree of the ExProFooCom—”

			“What’s this ExProFooCom? We haven’t received any documents from them.”

			“You may not have received any, but that’s because you’re not in charge around here. I am – and I’ve received my share. I just didn’t get to them in time. ExProFooCom stands for Extraordinary Provincial Food Committee,” Nayden explained. “Understand? Extraordinary! Think of it as the ministry of food. In a time of hunger. The army must be fed, and the workers, too. As a Chekist, Abyazov immediately senses when a matter is serious and when it isn’t . . .”

			
			

			Nayden’s intonation suggested to Samson that the commander wasn’t especially fond of Abyazov, but was showing caution.

			“So . . . should I go and question this Briskin, then?” Samson asked reluctantly.

			Nayden remained silent for a moment, his tired eyes drilling holes through Samson.

			“Yes,” he finally breathed out. “Detain him for speculation in meat. We’ll go from there.”

			“May I take Kholodny with me?”

			Nayden nodded.

			 

			The same cab that had taken them to Pushcha-­Vodytsia in the morning was still parked in front of the station, as if the cabby knew that he had another trip ahead of him. Vasyl had paid him in full, albeit grudgingly. Now, there was at least one driver in town who had confidence in the Workers’ and Peasants’ Militia.

			Kholodny was glad to ride through half of Kyiv, and in Samson’s company to boot. He had clearly developed friendly feelings towards his colleague.

			“Well, what do you make of him?” he asked about Abyazov as he watched the houses of Bibikovsky Boulevard slowly pass by to the rumble of wheels over cobblestones.

			“Dry, gloomy,” Samson responded.

			Then something drew his attention and he turned back. There, walking along the side of the road, was Shpakevich, who had been released from custody an hour ago.

			“Stop!” Samson shouted to the driver and immediately stepped onto the right footboard, making the cab lean slightly in his direction. “Over here!” he called out to the Pushcha-­dweller, who had by this point noticed him.

			
			

			Shpakevich ran up to the cab, although his face expressed total fearful bewilderment. But this expression might merely have lingered on his face from the time of the interrogation. Samson moved closer to Kholodny, making room.

			“We’re on our way to Pushcha, so we can drop you off,” Samson explained.

			“Why are you going to Pushcha?” Shpakevich asked, puzzled.

			“To pick up Briskin.”

			“Please don’t tell him that I told you about the pigs.”

			“How could I keep you out of it? It’s the same case,” Samson responded, genuinely surprised. He turned to Kholodny. “Did you hear that?”

			Kholodny smiled and nodded.

			“As I was saying,” Samson said, continuing the interrupted conversation, “Abyazov is also . . .”

			But at this Kholodny shook his head sharply, forbiddingly, and nodded towards Shpakevich. Samson understood. It wasn’t a good idea to discuss such things in front of strangers.

			“The days are warming up,” Kholodny said, opening a new topic after a moment of silence. “See? The dirty snow’s almost melted away.” And then he frowned, as if at a dubious thought, and turned to the new passenger. “Comrade, what is your name?”

			“Me?” Shpakevich asked, looking up. “Ivan Stepanovich Shpakevich.”

			“And what is your profession?”

			“I looked after finances.”

			“At a private estate?”

			“No, at a shop. But I haven’t worked in two years. Not since they burned the place down.”

			“Then how do you support yourselves?” Samson asked, looking into Shpakevich’s eyes.

			
			

			“Like everyone, these days.” The man shrugged. “Living off savings and growing what we can – some vegetables, a few fruit trees—”

			“Understood,” Kholodny said, cutting him off. “Listen, do you believe in God?”

			“Well, sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t.”

			“And how do you feel about Judas Iscariot?”

			“No love lost between us,” Shpakevich snapped. “After all, he betrayed God.”

			“See? There you are,” Kholodny said, turning his gaze to Samson. “That’s how everyone feels – everyone. And they want to build him a monument!”

			“Build whom a monument?” Shpakevich asked, his eyes widening.

			“Judas.”

			“Who wants to do a thing like that?”

			“Comrade Trotsky,” Kholodny responded.

			The former clerk shook his head. He looked like he wanted to say something, but the words seemed to stick in his throat. “Maybe he knows more about Judas than we do?” he finally coughed out, hesitantly. “I’m judging solely by what I’ve read in Holy Scripture.”

			“He knows more,” Kholodny confirmed. “But the people must first be prepared. Without a proper explanation, they just won’t understand.”

			“So why do they build monuments to tsars without any explan­ation?” the Pushcha-­dweller enquired.

			“Used to,” Kholodny corrected him. “Tsars used to build monuments to other tsars. They won’t be doing that anymore.”

			They deposited Shpakevich at his gate. Samson reminded him that he should not leave Kyiv.

			“What am I, suicidal?” the clerk said humbly. “It’s frightening enough over here. Out there, it’s sure death.”

			“In fact, better not to leave your yard,” Kholodny concluded, in an altogether convincing voice. “I certainly wouldn’t go out, if I were you.”

			
			

			“Right.” Shpakevich nodded in agreement.

			Reaching the end of Nekrasovska Street, the cab turned right, made its way to Lermontovska and stopped in front of the second suspect’s address.

			The gate was locked, and behind it a dog of no particular breed but of a very large size overflowed with resonant barking.

			“Hey, anyone home?” shouted Samson, his eyes on a wide, portly wooden house with its blue window shutters parted.

			A minute or two later, the door opened and an adolescent girl stepped out onto the threshold. She wore a long grey skirt with an astrakhan coat thrown over her shoulders.

			The dog looked back at her and fell silent. And, in the ensuing silence, a gentle and friendly female voice asked, “How can I help you?”

			“Is Moses Briskin at home?” Samson asked.

			“Papa’s in town. He should be back soon.”

			“Could we come in? We’d like to wait inside,” Kholodny cut in.

			“You’d better wait out there. I won’t be able to hold Rex back. He’s a biter.”

			The policemen got back in the cab and prepared to wait. The driver’s face expressed displeasure, but his mouth stayed shut. He restricted himself to a couple of sullen glances back at his pass­engers.

			Time ticked away. Dusk began to fall. Pedestrians walked past; carts rolled by. People were coming home, and suddenly Samson wanted to do the same. Just then, he heard the loud rustle of fabric, as if someone were pulling a sheet off a bed. Then came the booming sound of wood being struck, as if something had fallen to the floor, and then the slight screech of metal and a scream. The scream belonged to Nadezhda.

			Samson shuddered, jumped to his feet, and leapt down to the ground. His felt his body tremble all over and grow cold. Now Nadezhda was no longer screaming but crying. What could have happened? Nervousness seemed to tighten like handcuffs around his wrists. He had heard no extraneous voices or any other noises, but this didn’t lessen his anxiety. He looked down at his hands and raised them, clenched, to his face. Uncurling the fingers of his right hand, he slid his leather cap to the side and pressed his ear.

			
			

			“What’s the matter with you?” Kholodny called out from the cab.

			“I don’t feel well,” Samson answered.

			Then he walked quickly to the closed gate, prompting another burst of barking from the watchdog, took a few steps back and was almost hit by a passing cart.

			“Look where yer going, you drunk bastard!” the cart’s bearded, fat-­faced driver shouted as he looked back, whipping his horse. “Gee up! Gee up!”

			Kholodny got out and went up to Samson.

			“Are you ill?” he asked, peering into his comrade’s eyes. “Maybe you caught typhus?” he suggested aloud and immediately leaned back.

			“No, it’s not that,” Samson said, waving away the idea. “Just nerves. And it got chilly all of a sudden, didn’t it?”

			“It’s evening. Sun’s gone. Cold seeps in from everywhere.”

			Without looking, Samson unfastened the strap that held his holster closed, but, noticing Kholodny’s uncomprehending look, hooked the strap over the copper knob again.

			Then the men heard the sound of an approaching engine. Both turned round in surprise, because, throughout the whole time they’d spent navigating the streets of Pushcha-­Vodytsia and waiting in the cab, they hadn’t seen a single motor car drive by.

			An elegant black Model T Ford, which looked like an expensive horseless chaise, came to a stop beside Briskin’s fence. The goggled driver turned back to his passenger, who then stepped out of the car. The door closed with a beautiful sonorous click, after which the Model T backed up, passed the cab, turned and drove away.

			
			

			Samson shifted his eyes from the car to the passenger who had emerged from it. The man was thin and wore a black coat and black trousers. He reached over the gate, opened it from the inside, and even managed to step into the yard before Samson took off towards him, shouting, “Stop! Are you citizen Briskin?”

			The man turned round.

			“And who are you?” he asked.

			The watchdog dashed into the space between his master and the gate.

			“We’re with the police! You’ll have to come with us,” Samson shouted.

			Kholodny also approached the gate.

			“Come where, exactly?” Briskin boldly asked in response. “I haven’t even had supper.”

			“You want us to use force?” Kholodny growled. “We’ve been waiting here for two hours!”

			“Look, what’s this about?” Briskin asked, taking a step forward to stand next to Rex. “What do you want from me?”

			“We’ll explain at the station,” Samson said.

			“You’re inviting difficulties,” Briskin said calmly. “You do understand, don’t you, that ordinary citizens aren’t driven home in automobiles?”

			“You’re returning from work?” Kholodny asked with a note of caution in his voice. “Where would that be?”

			“I sit on the Forage Committee.”

			“Did citizen Shpakevich slaughter your pigs?” Samson asked in a stern voice as he again heard the distant cry of Nadezhda. His lips twisted painfully, giving him a furious look.

			“Shpakevich? Who’s Shpakevich?” Briskin asked, taking a step back towards the threshold of his home.

			Rex immediately jumped up and burst out barking, apparently sensing fear in his master’s voice and realising that the danger had not yet passed.

			
			

			“Get rid of that dog and come out,” Samson pronounced harshly as he unhooked the strap of his holster and drew his revolver.

			“Alright, alright,” Briskin said, raising his hand in a reassuring gesture. “Down, boy,” he commanded Rex. “I hope your supervisor is on duty. I’m sure he’ll straighten this out quickly. And then you two will have to bring me right back here.”

			The last part sounded like a threat.

			“Will you just give me one moment to tell my daughter that I’ll be gone for a little while?” he suddenly asked politely and, without waiting for an answer, he hurried towards the threshold.

			“Tell your wife, too!” Kholodny shouted at his back.

			“My wife is long buried.” Briskin turned round. “Typhus took her.”

			He went inside. Five minutes later, he still had not emerged, and Samson and Kholodny looked at each other in bewilderment. Rex, watching them from the yard, pricked his ears and tensed up.

			“We’ll have to shoot the dog,” Kholodny said.

			At that moment, the door of the house opened. Briskin made his way to the gate, chewing something as he walked. He smelled of pork fat and onions.

			“I couldn’t very well go off to jail on an empty stomach,” he announced angrily, getting into the cab.

			“No-one mentioned jail. You’re going to the station,” Samson told him. He heard his own stomach growling in hungry displeasure, as if envying the stomach of the detained.

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“The search is more important than the arrest! What are you, morons?” Abyazov shouted in a thin, hysterical voice, shifting the sharp gaze of his small slitted eyes from Kholodny to Samson and back again.

			“But we didn’t have a search warrant,” Samson wearily justified their decision.

			“You didn’t have an arrest warrant, either – did that stop you?” Abyazov replied, but less aggressively than before. “Don’t you know how to backdate a warrant?”

			They were standing on the stairs between the ground and first floors. The Red Army soldier on duty had already taken Briskin to the basement, placing him in one of the cells, but the sounds of this workplace squabble were surely loud enough to reach the detainees down there.

			Kholodny yawned. The journey back through the dark, which took at least an hour and a half, had shaken them thoroughly. In addition to his fatigue, Samson felt an ache in his hips, and his nerves had been plucked raw by Nadezhda’s screams and cries. He stood there, biting his lower lip and staring at Abyazov with a strange mixture of hostility and pity.

			“Alright,” Abyazov said at last, putting an end to the abusive confrontation. “You’re free to go. Have arrest and search warrants made out in the morning, then hurry right back to Briskin’s home and turn it upside down.”

			“What should we look for?” Samson asked.

			Abyazov looked at him as a teacher looks at an ignoramus.

			“Meat! Look for meat! And money or goods exchanged for meat!”

			
			

			When he walked out onto Tarasivska Street, Samson felt a shiver in his legs. The street lamps were dark and the air pricked his skin with its cool dampness. His bare earhole felt especially cold, and so Samson pulled his leather cap over it and set off for home with a hasty step.

			The reflections of burning candles flickered in a few windows. A Red Army detachment galloped out towards him, striking sparks from the cobblestones. Samson stepped aside and followed them with his eyes. They swept past like a heavy, tired whirlwind, leaving behind them only a trail of noise.

			Samson paused for a moment, listening. The Red Army men wouldn’t have gone rushing off somewhere without a solid military rationale. The times were growing more and more alarming – so alarming that no-one wanted to talk about them. Nayden and Kholodny never uttered a word about the situation around Kyiv. They were silent, but how could they keep the matter out of their thoughts? Samson, too, thought and thought about it in silence. News of the Red Army’s victories might put him at ease for a while, but the sheer number of these victories, all briefly mentioned in the daily Bolshevik, created the impression of an endless front, not of some fast-­approaching final triumph of Soviet power. War seemed to wander aimlessly through the former Russian Empire, and at times it didn’t even touch the Red Army. Battles arose between forces hostile to the Soviet regime, and by their very occurrence they confirmed the notion that there were territories over which the Soviets had no power whatsoever.

			At home, Samson didn’t have to wait long at the main entrance. Recognising his voice, the yard-­sweeper’s widow had drawn out the bolts, opened the door and moved aside, expecting the tenant to help her slide both bolts back in, as usual. Instead, Samson rushed up the stairs. He opened his front door, ran into the living room and saw Nadezhda sitting at the table, illuminated by the flames of a three-­branch candelabra. She was as motionless as a sphinx, resting her elbows on the tabletop and hiding her face in her hands. The Montpensier tin lay on the floor, its lid some distance away. The powder box that contained Samson’s sabre-­severed ear was peeping out from under a chair.

			
			

			Samson held his breath, bent down to the floor and picked up the box. He then lowered it into the tin, which he closed and slipped with difficulty into the left-­side pocket of his jacket. After that, he paused for a moment, thinking. Shaking his head, he removed his holster belt and walked back out into the hallway, where he took off his jacket and boots. He returned to the living room, his nose catching a whiff of the sweaty odour that always rose from his feet once they were freed after a long workday.

			Nadezhda, who had been sitting in silence, shuddered and began to cry.

			“How could you?” She looked at Samson. The puffiness of her eyes seemed to age her. “What did I do to deserve it? No-one has ever frightened me like that . . . I thought you’d put a treat under my pillow – I was so happy! Montpensier – imagine! I even shook the box and it sounded like boiled sweets. But no – it was two bullets – and an ear! Why would you do a thing like that?”

			Samson was ready to fall through the floor.

			“Forgive me, my dear – for God’s sake, forgive me,” he whispered, reaching out to take her warm wrists in his hands, pulling them gently towards him, lowering them to the tabletop and covering her palms with his palms. “Do forgive me . . . I’ll explain everything. Maybe not now, but soon. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Those bullets almost killed me – I keep them to remember. And the ear, too. It’s my own.”

			“But why did you put them under my pillow?” Sighing heavily, Nadezhda pulled her hands out from under his palms and placed them on her knees, under the table. She shook her head dejectedly.

			“I’m going to bed,” she said in a calmer, but noticeably cold voice. “I’ve spent half the day in tears. I’m exhausted . . . They let me leave work early. My head hurt. I thought I’d lie down and rest, then make some soup for you. But when I happened to slip my hand under the pillow . . .”

			
			

			Alone in the living room, Samson stared for a long time at the three candles. He felt uneasy, even a bit pained, as if a needle were stuck somewhere in his uniform, pricking him slightly from time to time. He couldn’t sit any longer, but neither would his agitation, mixed with a sense of guilt, allow him to enter the realm of Morpheus.

			Fired up by a sudden thought, he left his flat, descended the stairs and knocked on the widow’s door.

			“What do you want?” she asked as she opened it.

			Her moderately drunken gaze revealed that she herself had not yet retired.

			“Do you happen to have any Montpensier?” Samson asked. “I would buy them off you. I’m desperate.”

			“Boiled sweets, eh?” she asked, absently. “Come in, sit a spell.”

			She led him into her kitchen and sat down in front of a stemmed shot glass. Then, after glancing up at her guest, she got out a second glass and filled it with liqueur.

			“Now, what was poor Nadezhda sobbing about? You could hear her through the ceiling.”

			“She hasn’t been feeling well. Came home early. Migraine, probably. That’s why I thought I’d treat her to some sweets, but it’s late and all the shops are closed.”

			“Maybe I could chip her off a bit of sugar? I’ve got plenty. Always put some in my mouth when I get a bad case of heartburn. Helps, you know.”

			Samson shook his head, sighed and drained his glass. His contorted face expressed the suffering of one who had failed to solve a crucial problem.

			“Bitter, eh?” the widow asked sympathetically.

			“No, it’s not the drink, it’s my thoughts . . .”

			
			

			“On account of the sweets?” The drunken gleam in her narrowed eyes gave way to kind curiosity. “You must really care for her,” she pronounced in a wily tone, and seemed to stare even more penetratingly into his face.

			“I do,” he admitted.

			“You know what? I’ll help. After all, it was me that got you together,” the widow decided, looking down at her glass. “There’s one place where you can buy sweets even in the middle of the night. Do you know the synagogue by the Jewish Market?”

			Samson nodded, and immediately remembered how, when he was still a student, he and his friends had hidden there, escaping the tsarist police. Not inside, but behind the synagogue. He remembered how the policemen had stopped in front of the Jewish temple, as if rooted to the spot – how they had crossed themselves, spat under the fence and left. They hadn’t wanted to hunt for political hooligans on Jewish territory. Must have been afraid of the Jewish God.

			“Third lane on the left, after Halytska Square, right?” the widow asked, reminding either herself or Samson. “I mean, right after the synagogue. You go down that lane, all the way to the end, and, on your right, you’ll see a long building with a semi-­basement. Knock on the second door and say Kaydan sent you. You’ll remember that?”

			“I will.” Samson nodded. “What do I do then?”

			“You just tell ’em why you came. But dress like you’re in need. And don’t you go saying you’re with the police, you hear? God forbid.”

			 

			Inspired by the widow’s suggestion, Samson rummaged through the wardrobe that held his parents’ clothes.
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