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All nights should be so dark, all winters so warm, all headlights so dazzling.

The van jacked, stalled and quit on a drift, and the homicide team got out, militia officers cut from a pattern of short arms and low brows, wrapped in sheepskin greatcoats. The one not in uniform was a lean, pale man, the chief investigator. He listened sympathetically to the tale of the officer who had found the bodies in the snow: the man had only strayed so far from the park footpath in the middle of the night to relieve himself, then he saw them, himself half undone, as it were, and just about froze, too. The team followed the beam of the van’s spotlight.

The investigator suspected the poor dead bastards were just a vodka troika that had cheerily frozen to death. Vodka was liquid taxation, and the price was always rising. It was accepted that three was the lucky number on a bottle in terms of economic prudence and desired effect. It was a perfect example of primitive communism.

Lights appeared from the opposite side of the clearing, shadow trees sweeping the snow until two black Volgas appeared. A squad of KGB agents in plainclothes were led from the cars by a squat, vigorous major called Pribluda. Together, militia and KGB stamped their feet for warmth, exhaling drafts of steam. Ice crystals sparkled on caps and collars.

The militia—the police arm of the MVD—directed traffic, chased drunks and picked up everyday corpses. The Committee for State Security—the KGB—was charged with grander, subtler responsibilities, combating foreign and domestic intriguers, smugglers, malcontents, and while the agents had uniforms, they preferred anonymous plainclothes. Major Pribluda was full of rough early-morning humor, pleased to reduce the professional animosity that strained cordial relations between the People’s Militia and the Committee for State Security, all smiles until he recognized the investigator.

“Renko!”

“Exactly.” Arkady Renko started immediately for the bodies and left Pribluda to follow.

The tracks of the militiaman who had found the bodies led halfway through the snow to the telltale humps in the center of the clearing. A chief investigator should have smoked a fine brand of cigarette; Arkady lit a cheap Prima and filled his mouth with the powerful taste of it—his habit whenever he dealt with the dead. There were three bodies, as the militiaman said. They lay peacefully, even artfully, under their thawing crust of ice, the center one on its back, hands folded as if for a religious funeral, the other two turned, arms out under the ice like flanking emblems on embossed writing paper. They were wearing ice skates.

Pribluda shouldered Arkady aside. “When I am satisfied questions of state security are not involved, then you begin.”

“Security? Major, we’ve got three drunks in a public park—”

The major was already waving in one of his agents with a camera. With each picture the snow flashed blue and the bodies levitated. The camera was foreign and developed the pictures almost instantaneously. Proudly the photographer showed a photo to Arkady. The three bodies were lost in the flash’s reflection from the snow.

“What do you think?”

“Very fast.” Arkady handed the photo back. The snow was being tramped down all around the corpses. Exasperated, he smoked. He ran his long fingers through lank black hair. He noticed that neither the major nor his photographer had thought to wear boots. Maybe wet feet would send the KGB on its way. As for the bodies, he expected to find an empty bottle or two nearby under the snow. Over his shoulder, beyond the Donskoy Monastery, the night was fading. He saw Levin, the militia pathologist, watching contemptuously from the edge of the clearing.

“The bodies look like they’ve been here a long time,” Arkady said. “In another half hour our specialists can uncover them and examine them in the light.”

“Someday this will be you.” Pribluda pointed to the nearest body.

Arkady wasn’t sure he’d heard the man correctly. Bits of ice glimmered in the air. He couldn’t have said that, he decided. Pribluda’s face turned in and out of the light of the headlights, a card half up a sleeve, eyes small and dark as pips. Suddenly he was discarding his gloves.

“We’re not here to be taught by you.” Pribluda straddled the bodies and began scooping away dog-fashion, throwing snow left and right.

A man thinks he is hardened to death; he has walked into hot kitchens covered from floor to ceiling in blood, is an expert, knows that in the summer people seem ready to explode with blood; he even prefers winter’s stiffs. Then a new death mask pops out of the snow. The chief investigator had never seen a head like this before; he thought he would never forget the sight. He didn’t know yet that it was the central moment of his life.

“It’s murder,” Arkady said.

Pribluda was unperturbed. At once he was brushing snow from the other heads. They were the same as the first. Then he straddled the middle body and pounded its frozen overcoat until it cracked and he peeled it open, and he cracked and peeled open the dress underneath.

“No matter.” He laughed. “You can still tell she’s a woman.”

“She was shot,” Arkady said. Between her breasts, which were dead-white, nipples and all, was a black entry wound. “You’re destroying evidence, Major.”

Pribluda cracked open the coats of the other two bodies. “Shot, all shot!” He exulted like a grave robber.

Pribluda’s photographer illuminated his progress in flashes of Pribluda’s hands lifting stiff hair, digging a lead slug out of a mouth. Arkady noticed that besides the mutilation of the heads, the three victims also all missed the last joints of their fingers, their fingerprints.

“The men shot through the skull as well.” Pribluda washed his hands in the snow. “Three bodies, that’s a lucky number, Investigator. Now that I’ve done the dirty work for you we’re even. Enough,” he ordered the photographer. “We’re going.”

“You always do the dirty work, Major,” Arkady said when the photographer had trudged away.

“What do you mean?”

“Three people shot and carved up in the snow? That’s your kind of work, Major. You don’t want me to investigate this. Who knows where it could lead?”

“Where could it lead?”

“Things get out of hand, Major. Remember? Why don’t you and your men take over the investigation now, and I and my men go home?”

“There’s no evidence I can see of a crime against the state. So you have a case a little more complicated than usual, that’s all.”

“Complicated by someone tearing the evidence apart.”

“My report and photographs will go to your office”—Pribluda delicately tugged on his gloves—“so you will have the benefit of my labor.” He raised his voice so that everyone around the clearing could hear him. “Of course, if you do uncover anything relating to a possible offense concerning the Committee for State Security, you will have the prosecutor inform me immediately. You understand, Investigator Renko? Whether you spend a year or ten years, the minute you learn something you’ll call.”

“I understand perfectly,” Arkady answered as loudly. “You have our complete cooperation.”

Hyenas, crows, blowflies, worms, the investigator thought as he watched Pribluda’s cars back away from the clearing. Night creatures. Dawn was coming up; he could almost feel an acceleration in the roll of the earth to the rising sun. He lit another cigarette to get the taste of Pribluda out of his mouth. Filthy habit—like drinking, another state industry. Everything was a state industry, himself included. Even the snow flowers were starting to show at the least prompting of morning. At the edge of the clearing, the militiamen still gawked. They’d seen those masks popping out of the snow.

“It’s our case,” Arkady announced to his men. “Don’t you think we should do something about it?”

He got them moving at least to cordon off the area, and had the sergeant radio from the van for more men, shovels and metal detectors. A little sham of organization never failed to hearten the troops, he felt.

“So we’re—”

“We’re carrying on, Sergeant. Until further notice.”

“Lovely morning,” Levin sneered.

The pathologist was older than the rest, a caricature Jew in the disguise of a militia captain. He had no sympathy for Tanya, the team’s in situ specialist, who couldn’t take her eyes from the faces. Arkady took her aside and suggested she start a base-line sketch of the clearing, then attempt a sketch of the position of the bodies.

“Before or after they were assaulted by the good major?” Levin asked.

“Before,” Arkady said. “As if the major were never here.”

The team biologist, a doctor, began searching for blood samples in the snow around the corpses. It was going to be a lovely day, Arkady thought. On the far embankment across the Moskva River he saw the first stroke of light on the Defense Ministry buildings, the only moment of the day when those endless, dun-colored walls had a touch of life. All around the clearing the trees emerged into the dawn as wary as deer. Now snow flowers started to show red and blue, bright as ribbons. A day when all winter seemed ready to melt.

“Fuck.” He looked at the bodies again.

The team photographer asked whether the KGB hadn’t already taken pictures.

“Yes, and they were fine for souvenirs, I’m sure,” Arkady said, “but not for police work.”

The photographer, flattered, laughed.

Good, Arkady thought, laugh louder.

A plainclothes detective named Pasha Pavlovich showed up in the investigator’s office car, a five-year-old Moskvich, not a sleek Volga like Pribluda’s. Pasha was half Tartar, a muscular romantic sporting a dark bowsprit pompadour.

“Three bodies, two male, one female.” Arkady got into the car. “Frozen. Maybe a week old, maybe a month, five months. No papers, no effects, nothing. All shot through the heart and two through the head as well. Go take a look at the faces.”

Arkady waited in the car. It was hard to believe that winter was over in the middle of April; usually it hung on grimly into June. It could have hung on to these horrors a little longer. Except for yesterday’s thaw, a militiaman’s full bladder and the way the moonlight hit the snow, Arkady could be in bed, his eyes closed.

Pasha returned pumped up with outrage. “What kind of madman could do that?”

Arkady motioned for him to get back in the car.

“Pribluda was here,” he said when Pasha was inside.

Saying the words, he watched the subtle change in the detective, the little shrinking created by a few words, the glance out to the clearing and back to Arkady. The three dead souls out there were not so much a terrible crime as they were a sticky problem. Or both, because Pasha was one of the good ones, and he already seemed more conscience-stricken than anyone else would be.

“It’s not our kind of case,” Arkady added. “We do some work here and they’ll take it away from us, don’t worry.”

“In Gorky Park, though.” Pasha was upset.

“Very strange. Just do what I tell you and we’ll be fine. Drive over to the park militia station and get maps of the skating paths. Get lists of all the militiamen and food vendors who operated in this part of the park this winter, also of any public-order volunteers who could have been snooping around. The main thing is to make a big production.” Arkady got out of the car and leaned in the window. “By the way, is there another detective assigned to me?”

“Fet.”

“I don’t know him.”

Pasha spat on the snow and said, “There was a little bird, who repeated what he heard—”

“Okay.” There was bound to be an informer in this kind of case; not only did the investigator bow to the fact, he welcomed it. “We’ll be pulled off this mess that much sooner, with everyone’s cooperation.”

When Pasha had gone, two trucks rolled in bearing militia trainees and shovels. Tanya had the clearing marked in grids so that the snow could be shoveled meter by meter without losing sight of where evidence was found, though Arkady hardly expected any this long after the murders. Appearance was his goal. With a grand enough farce, Pribluda might call before the day was out. At any rate, the activity bolstered the militiamen. They were basically traffic cops and were happy even if the traffic consisted of themselves. Otherwise, they were not generally happy. The militia enlisted farm boys right out of the Army, seducing them with the incredible promise of living in Moscow, that residence denied even to nuclear scientists. Fantastic! As a result, Muscovites regarded the militia as some sort of occupying army of shitkickers and brutes. Militiamen came to see their co-citizens as decadent, depraved and probably Jewish. Still, no one ever returned to the farm.

The sun was really up now, alive, not the ghost disk that had haunted winter. The trainees dawdled in the warm breath of the wind, eyes averted from the center of the clearing.

Why Gorky Park? The city had bigger parks to leave bodies in—Izmailovo, Dzerzhinsky, Sokolniki. Gorky Park was only two kilometers long and less than a kilometer across at its widest point. It was the first park of the Revolution, though, the favorite park. South, its narrow end nearly reached the university. North, only a bend of the river cut off a view of the Kremlin. It was the place everyone came to: clerks to eat lunch, grandmothers with babies, boys with girls. There were a Ferris wheel, fountains, children’s theaters, walks and club pavilions hidden all through the grounds. In winter there were four skating rinks and skating paths.

Detective Fet arrived. He was nearly as young as the trainees, with steel-rimmed glasses and blue ball-bearing eyes.

“You are in charge of the snow.” Arkady gestured to the growing piles. “Melt it and search it.”

“In which laboratory would the senior investigator want this process carried out?” Fet asked.

“Oh, I think some hot water right where they are would do the job.” Because this might not sound impressive enough, Arkady added, “I want no snowflake unturned.”

Arkady took Fet’s buff-and-red militia car and drove off, crossing the Krimsky Bridge to the north side of the city. The frozen river ached, ready to break. It was nine o’clock, two hours since he’d been roused from bed, no breakfast yet, just cigarettes. Coming off the bridge, he waved his red ID at the militiaman directing traffic, and sped through stopped cars. A privilege of rank.

Arkady had few illusions about his work. He was senior homicide investigator, a specialist in murder in a country that had little well-organized crime and no talent for finesse. The usual victim of the ordinary Russian was the woman he slept with, and then when he was drunk and hit her over the head with an ax—probably ten times before he got it right. To be blunt, the criminals Arkady arrested were ordinarily drunks first and murderers second, and far better drunks than murderers. There were few more dangerous positions, he had distilled from experience, than to be the best friend of or married to a drunk, and the entire country was drunk half the time.

Icicles hung wet from gutters. The investigator’s car scattered pedestrians. But it was better than two days before, when traffic and people were shades lumbering through a hive of steam. He looped around the Kremlin on Marx Prospekt and turned up Petrovka Street three blocks to the yellow six-story complex that was Moscow Militia Headquarters, where he parked in the basement garage and rode an elevator to the third floor.

The Militia Operation Room was regularly described by the newspapers as “the very brain center of Moscow, ready to respond within seconds to reports of accidents or crimes in the safest city in the world.” One wall was an enormous map of Moscow divided into thirty borough divisions and studded with lights for one hundred thirty-five precinct stations. Ranks of radio switches surrounded a communications desk where officers contacted patrol cars (“This is Volga calling fifty-nine”) or, by code name, precincts (“This is Volga calling Omsk”). There was no other room in Moscow so ordered and restful, so planned, the creation of electronics and an elaborate winnowing process. There were quotas. A militiaman on the beat was expected to report officially only so many crimes; otherwise he would put his fellow militiamen on their beats in the ludicrous position of reporting no crimes at all. (Everyone recognized there had to be some crime.) Then the precincts one by one trimmed their statistics to achieve the proper downturn in homicide, assault and rape. It was an efficiently optimistic system that demanded tranquillity and got it. On the great map only one precinct light blinked, indicating that the capital city of seven million inhabitants had passed twenty-four hours with but a single significant act of violence reported. The light was in Gorky Park. Watching this light from the center of the Operations Room was the commissioner of militia, a massive, flat-faced man with a chest of service ribbons on his general’s gold-braided gray uniform. With him were a pair of colonels, deputy commissioners. In his street clothes Arkady was slovenly.

“Comrade General, Chief Investigator Renko reporting,” Arkady said, according to ritual. Had he shaved? he asked himself. He resisted the temptation to run his hand over his chin.

The general gave the faintest of nods. A colonel said, “The general knows you are a specialist in homicides. He believes in specialization and modernization.”

“The general wants to know your initial reaction to this matter,” the other colonel said. “What are the chances of an early resolution?”

“With the world’s finest militia and the support of the people, I feel confident we will succeed in identifying and apprehending the guilty parties,” Arkady answered forcefully.

“Then why,” the first colonel asked, “has there not even been a bulletin to all precincts for information about the victims?”

“The bodies had no papers, and being frozen, it’s difficult to say when they died. Also there was some mutilation. There will be no identification of the usual order.”

After a glance at the general, the other colonel asked, “There was a representative of State Security at the scene?”

“Yes.”

The general finally spoke: “In Gorky Park. That I don’t understand.”

In the commissary, Arkady breakfasted on a sweet roll and coffee, then fed a two-kopek piece into a public phone and called. “Is Comrade Teacher Renko there?”

“Comrade Renko is occupied in a conference with a committee from the district party.”

“We were going to have lunch. Tell Comrade Renko … tell her that her husband will see her tonight.”

For the next hour, he pulled the records on young Detective Fet, satisfying himself that the man had only worked on cases of special interest to the KGB. Arkady left headquarters through the courtyard fronting on Petrovka Street. Militia clerks and women returning from long shopping breaks picked their way around the limousines that filled the circular driveway. He waved at the guard box and walked to the forensic labs.

At the autopsy-room door Arkady stopped to light a cigarette.

“You going to puke?” Levin looked up when he heard the match strike.

“Not if it will interfere with your work. Keep in mind, I’m not getting extra like some people.” Arkady was reminding Levin that pathologists were paid 25 percent more than ordinary doctors who worked on the living. It was “hazard pay” because nothing was so dangerously alive with toxic flora as a corpse.

“There’s always a chance of infection,” Levin said. “Just one slip of a knife—”

“They’re frozen. The only thing they can give you is a cold. Besides, you never slip. For you, death’s just a bonus.” Arkady inhaled until his nose and lungs were thoroughly corrupted with smoke.

Ready, he entered an atmosphere of formaldehyde. The three victims may have been wildly dissimilar as personalities; as cadavers they were uniquely three of a kind. Albino-white, just a tinge of lividity around the buttocks and shoulders, skin raised in fat goose bumps, a hole above each heart, fingers without tips and heads without faces. From scalp line to chin, and from ear to ear, all flesh was cut and removed, leaving masks of bone and black blood. The eyes had also been dug out. That was how they had come out of the snow. Levin’s assistant, an Uzbek with a runny nose, was adding new embellishments, cutting into the chest cavities with a rotary saw. The Uzbek kept putting the saw down to warm his hands. A good-sized body could stay like ice for a week.

“How do you solve murders if you can’t stand the sight of dead people?” Levin asked Arkady.

“I arrest live people.”

“That’s something to be proud of?”

Arkady collected the preliminary charts from the tables and read:


Male. Europoid. Hair brown. Eyes unknown. Age app. 20–25. Time of death from 2 wks. to 6 mos. Frozen before any significant decomposition could occur. Cause of death, gunshot wounds. Soft facial tissue and third phalanges of both hands missing due to mutilation. 2 possible fatal wounds. Wound “A” fired at contact at mouth fracturing from upper jaw, bullet traveling at 45 degrees through brain and exiting high in posterior of skull. Wound “B” fired 2 cms. left of sternum into heart, rupturing aorta. Bullet marked GP1-B recovered loose in chest cavity.

Male. Europoid. Hair brown. Eyes unknown. Age app. 20–30. Time of death app. 2 wks. to 6 mos. Soft facial tissue and third phalanges lost to mutilation. 2 possible fatal wounds. Wound “A” fired at contact at mouth, fracturing upper jaw and breaking off incisors, bullet traveling at diverted angle through brain scoring inside posterior of skull starting 5 cms. above meningeal groove. Bullet marked GP2-A recovered loose in skull cavity. [GP2-A was the slug Pribluda had dug out.] Second wound 3 cms. left of sternum through heart region. Bullet marked GP2-B recovered from inside left shoulder blade.

Female. Europoid. Hair brown. Eyes unknown. Age app. 20–23. Time of death app. 2 wks. to 6 mos. Cause of death gunshot wound 3 cms. left of sternum into heart, rupturing right ventricle and superior vena cava, exiting from back between third and fourth ribs 2 cms. left of spine. Head and hands mutilated as males GP1 and GP2. Bullet marked GP3 found inside dress behind exit wound. No signs of pregnancy.



Arkady leaned against a wall, smoking until he was almost dizzy, concentrating on the papers in his hands.

“How did you get the ages?” he asked.

“Lack of wear on the teeth.”

“Then you’ve done a dental chart.”

“Done, but it won’t help much. One steel boiler-plate molar in the second male.” Levin shrugged.

The Uzbek handed over odontology charts, along with a box of broken incisors notated as the bullets had been.

“One’s missing,” Arkady counted the teeth.

“Pulverized. What’s left is in another container. But there are some items of real interest that are not on the preliminary report, if you’d care to have a look.”

Clam-gray cement walls, stains around the floor drains, aching fluorescent lights, white flesh and pubic ruffs came into focus. The investigator’s trick was to see and not see, but—Three dead people. Look at us, the masks said. Who killed us?

“As you see,” Levin said, “the first male shows a heavy bone structure with well-developed musculature. The second male shows a slight physique and an old compound fracture of the left shin. Most interesting.” Levin produced a feathery tuft between his fingers. “The second male dyed his hair. Its natural color is red. It will all be in the complete report.”

“That I’ll look forward to.” Arkady left.

Levin caught up at the elevator and slipped into the car with Arkady. He had been a chief surgeon in Moscow until Stalin shook Jewish doctors out of the trees. He held his emotions like gold in a fist; a sympathetic expression on him was out of place, a tic.

“There must be another investigator to handle this,” he told Arkady. “Anyone else. Whoever cut those faces and hands knew what he was doing. He’s done it before. This is the Kliazma River all over again.”

“If you’re right, the major will take over the case by tomorrow. They won’t let it get so far this time, that’s all. Why are you so worried?”

“Why aren’t you?” Levin opened the doors. Before they shut, he repeated, “The Kliazma River all over again.”

Ballistics was a room with most of its space occupied by a four-meter-long water tank. Arkady left the bullets and went on to the Central Forensic Laboratory, a hall room of parquet floors, marble-topped tables, green chalkboards and knee-high ashtrays embraced by lead nymphs. Separate tables were set aside for each victim’s clothes, and different teams worked over the damp remains. In charge was a militia colonel with slick hair and plump hands called Lyudin.

“Not much but blood so far.” Lyudin beamed.

Other technicians looked up at the investigator’s arrival. One of Lyudin’s men was vacuuming pockets; another brushed crust from ice skates. Behind them was a pharmacopoeia colorful as candy in glass jars—reagents, iodine crystals, silver nitrate solutions, agar gels.

“What about the origin of the clothes?” Arkady asked. He wanted to see good-quality foreign merchandise, signs that the dead trio were criminals involved in the kind of black-market smuggling the KGB had to investigate.

“Look.” Lyudin directed Arkady’s attention to a label inside one of the jackets. The word on the label was “jeans.” “Domestic thread. All of it junk, what you could buy in any store here. Look at the bra.” He gestured to another table. “Not French, not even German.”

Lyudin, Arkady saw, wore a wide, hand-painted tie inside his open lab smock. He noticed it because wide ties were not available to the general public. The colonel was pleased with Arkady’s frustration over the victims’ clothes; forensic technicians became important in direct ratio to an investigator’s frustration.

“Of course, we have yet to employ the gas chromatograph, spectrometer, neutron-activation sampling, but that kind of testing is very expensive for three separate sets of clothing.” Lyudin raised his hands helplessly. “Not to mention the computer time.”

A big production, Arkady reminded himself. “Colonel, there is no budget on justice,” he said.

“True, true, but if I could have something signed, authorization to conduct a full gamut of tests, you see.”

Arkady ended up signing a blank authorization. Colonel Lyudin would fill it with unnecessary tests he wouldn’t conduct and then sell the unused chemicals privately. He was an expert technician, though. Arkady had no right to complain.

The technician in the ballistics room was shuttling bullets through a comparison microscope when Arkady returned.

“See?”

Arkady leaned over. One slug from Gorky Park was under the left eyepiece, a second under the right, the two fields of vision abutting. One slug was heavily damaged from its transit through bone, but both had the same left-hand rifling, and as Arkady rotated them he picked out a dozen points of similarity in lands and grooves.

“The same gun.”

“All the same gun,” the technician agreed. “All five. The 7.65 caliber is strange to me.”

Arkady had brought only four slugs from Levin. He removed the two slugs from the microscope. The one in his right hand was unlabeled.

“Just came in from the park,” the technician said. “Metal detectors found it.”

Three people killed in an open area at close range from the front with a single gun. Shot and then cut open.

Pribluda. The Kliazma River.

The Moscow town prosecutor’s office was south of the river on Novokuznetskaya Street in a section of nineteenth-century shops. The office building itself was divided down the middle into a yellow two-story side and a gray three-story side. The investigators in the yellow half looked out onto a sad and tiny park where citizens called for interrogation could sit and despair. In the park were a flower bed the size of a grave and empty flower urns on swivel bases. From the other side of the building, the larger side, the prosecutor looked down on a playground.

Arkady entered the investigators’ door and took the stairs two at a time to the second floor. Chief Investigators Chuchin (Special Cases) and Belov (Industry) were in the hall.

“Iamskoy wants to see you,” Chuchin warned.

Arkady ignored him and went on to his office at the back. Belov followed. Belov was the oldest investigator and owned what he called “an indefatigable affection” for Arkady. The office was three meters by four, brown walls around pine furniture and one double-cased window, embellished by street and transport maps and an unusual photograph of Lenin in a lawn chair.

“You’re hard on Chuchin,” Belov said.

“He’s a pig.”

“He does necessary work.” Belov scratched a balding crew cut. “We all specialize.”

“I never said pigs weren’t necessary.”

“My very point. He deals with social garbage.”

Vsevolod Belov of infinite baggy suits. A mind scored by the Great Patriotic War like a wall once raked by machine-gun fire. Fingers webbed with age. Great-hearted and an instinctive reactionary. When Belov muttered about “Chinese bandits,” Arkady knew there was a mobilization at the border. When Belov mentioned “kikes,” synagogues were shut. When in doubt on any social issue, he could go to Belov.

“Uncle Seva, who dyes his hair and wears a sports jacket with a false foreign label?”

“Bad luck,” Belov commiserated. “That sounds like musicians or hooligans. Punk rock. Jazz. That sort. You won’t get any cooperation from them.”

“Amazing. Hooligans, then, is your opinion.”

“You’d know better than I with your intelligence. But, yes, such a masquerade as dyeing the hair and the false label indicates hooligans or someone with strong musical or hooliganistic tendencies.”

“Three of them shot with the same gun. Sliced up with a knife. No papers. With Pribluda first to sniff over the bodies. Does that remind you of anything?”

Belov pulled his chin in and his face wrinkled like a fan.

“Personal differences between the organs of justice should not interfere with the greater work,” he said.

“You remember?”

“I think”—Belov’s voice strayed—“that with hooligans there was probably a gang war involved.”

“What gang wars? Do you know of any such gang wars in Moscow? Siberia or Armenia, perhaps, but here?”

“I know,” Belov insisted, “that an investigator who avoids speculation and keeps his eyes on the facts is never misled.”

Arkady let his hands fall flat on his desk and smiled. “Thank you, Uncle. You know I always value your opinion.”

“That’s better.” Relief carried Belov to the door. “Have you spoken to your father lately?”

“No.” Arkady spread the preliminary autopsy reports over his desk and pulled his typewriter stand close.

“Give him my regards when you do. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t.”

Alone, Arkady typed his preliminary investigation report:


Moscow Town Prosecutor’s Office, Moscow, RSFSR.

Crime—Homicide. Victims—2 Unidentified Men, 1 Unidentified Woman. Location—Gorky Cultural and Recreational Park, Octobryskaya region. Reporting Party—Militia.

At 0630, a militiaman making his rounds of the southwest corner of Gorky Park found what appeared to be three bodies in a clearing app. 40 meters north of the footpath on a line with Donskoy Street and the river. At 0730, militia officers, officers of State Security and this investigator examined three frozen bodies.

Because of their frozen state it is possible now only to state that the victims were killed sometime this winter. All three were shot through the heart. The two men were also shot through the head.

5 bullets recovered all came from the same 7.65-mm. weapon. No cartridges were recovered.

All the victims wore ice skates. No papers, change or other items were found in their clothes. Identification will be hampered by mutilation that removed the flesh of the face and fingertips. Reports—serology, odontology, ballistics, chromatography, autopsy and further on-site examination—are forthcoming, and a search of persons with possible knowledge of the victims or the park site has begun.

It may be assumed to be a premeditated crime. Three people were killed quickly by a single weapon, all personal effects removed in the middle of the city’s most crowded park, extreme measures carried out to hinder physical identification.

Note: One of the dead men dyed his hair and another wore a jacket with a false foreign label, possible indications of antisocial activity.

Renko, A. V.

Chief Investigator



While Arkady read this flimsy familiarization report through, Detectives Pavlovich and Fet knocked and entered, Pasha carrying a briefcase.

“I’ll be back in a minute.” Arkady put his jacket back on. “You know what to do, Pasha.”

Arkady had to go down to the street to enter the prosecutor’s side of the building. A prosecutor was a figure of unusual authority. He oversaw all criminal investigations, representing both state and defendant. Arrests had to meet the prosecutor’s approval, court sentences came under his review and appeals came from his initiation. A prosecutor entered civil suits at his pleasure, determined the legality of local-government directives and, at the same time, decided the million-ruble suits and countersuits when one factory delivered nuts rather than bolts to another factory. No matter how great or small the case, criminals, judges, mayors and industrial managers all answered to him. He answered only to the prosecutor general.

Prosecutor Andrei Iamskoy was at his desk. His skull was shaved pink, a startling contrast to his uniform, dark blue with a general’s gold star, especially tailored for his oversized chest and arms. Flesh had accumulated over the bridge of his nose and cheekbones, and his lips were thick and chalky.

“Wait.” He went on reading a paper on his desk.

Arkady stood on a green carpet three meters from the desk. On the paneled walls were photographs of Iamskoy heading a delegation of prosecutors at a ceremonial meeting with General Secretary Brezhnev, shaking hands with the General Secretary, speaking to an international conference of prosecutors in Paris, swimming at Silver Grove, and—absolutely unique—the remarkable Pravda portrait of him arguing an appeal before the Collegium of the Supreme Court for a worker wrongly convicted of murder. Behind the live prosecutor was a window guarded by maroon curtains of Italian velvet. Large brown freckles mottled Iamskoy’s shining cranium, though sunlight was already fading, tucked behind the curtains.

“Yes?” Iamskoy turned the paper over and looked up. His eyes were pale, like watery diamonds. As always, his voice was so soft that a listener had to concentrate. Concentration, Arkady had decided long ago, was the key to Iamskoy.

Arkady took one long step forward to deposit his report on the desk and retreated. Concentrate: exactly who are you and what do you have to say? define precisely what benefit you perform for society.

“Major Pribluda was there. You don’t mention his name.”

“He did everything but piss on the bodies and then took off. Did he call to have me dismissed from the case?”

Iamskoy rested his eyes on Arkady. “You are chief homicide investigator, Arkady Vasilevich. Why would he want you dismissed?”

“We had a problem with the major a short time ago.”

“What problem? The KGB stated their jurisdiction, so the matter was successfully concluded.”

“Excuse me, but today we found three young people who were executed in a public park by a skilled gunman using a 7.65-mm. pistol. The only guns Muscovites can get are Army issue, 7.62-mm. or 9-mm., nothing like the murder weapons. Also, the victims suffered mutilation. So far, my report draws no inferences.”

“Inferences of what?” Iamskoy raised his eyebrows.

“Of anything,” Arkady answered after a pause.

“Thank you,” Iamskoy said. It was his form of dismissal.

Arkady was at the door when the prosecutor spoke again as an afterthought. “All legalities will be observed. You must overlook the exceptions, which really only prove the rule.”

Arkady bowed his head and left.

Fet and Pasha had taped up a map of Gorky Park, Levin’s sketch of the death site, death photos and autopsy reports. Arkady slumped into his chair and opened a fresh pack of cigarettes. Three matches snapped before he got one to light. He put the two broken matches and the burnt one in the middle of his desk. Fet watched, frowning. Arkady got up to pull down the death photos and place them in a drawer. He didn’t need to look at those faces. He returned to his chair and played with the matches.

“Do any interviews yet?”

Pasha opened a notebook. “Ten militia officers who don’t know anything. If it comes to that, I probably skated by that clearing fifty times this winter.”

“Well, try the food vendors. Those old women notice a lot of things the militia don’t.”

Fet plainly didn’t agree. Arkady looked at him. With his hat off, Fet’s ears stuck out at what Arkady guessed was just the right architectural angle to support the steel-rimmed glasses.

“You were there when the last bullet was found?” Arkady asked him.

“Yes, sir. GP1-A was recovered from the ground directly below where the skull of GP1, the first male, had been.”

“Fuck your mother, I’ll be happy when we have some names for these corpses instead of One, Two and Three.”

Pasha bummed a cigarette from Arkady. “Like what?” Arkady asked.

“Match?” Pasha asked.

“Gorky Park One, Gorky Park Two—” Fet began.

“Ah, come on.” Pasha shook his head. “Thanks,” he told Arkady and exhaled. “Gorky Park One? He’s the big guy? Call him ‘Muscles.’ ”

“Not literary enough,” Arkady said. “ ‘Beast.’ ‘Beauty’ for the woman, ‘Beast’ for the big guy, ‘Skinny’ for the little one.”

“He really had red hair,” Pasha said. “ ‘Red.’ ”

“ ‘Beauty,’ ‘Beast’ and ‘Red.’ Our first major decision, Detective Fet,” Arkady said. “Has anyone heard how Forensics is doing on those ice skates?”

“The skates could be a ruse,” Fet suggested. “It seems very hard to believe that three people could be shot in Gorky Park without other people hearing. The victims could have been shot elsewhere, then skates could have been put on them and they could have been carried to the park at night.”

“It is very hard to believe three people could be shot in Gorky Park without other people hearing, I agree,” Arkady said. “But it’s impossible to get ice skates on dead feet. Try it sometime. Also, the one place you wouldn’t want to try to sneak three dead bodies into at any time is Gorky Park.”

“I only wanted to have your thoughts on that possibility,” Fet said.

“Excellent work,” Arkady assured him. “Now let’s find out what Lyudin’s come up with.”

He dialed the Kiselny Street lab. On the twentieth ring, the switchboard answered and put him through to Lyudin.

“Colonel, I—” he got to say before he was disconnected. He dialed again. There was no answer at Kiselny Street. He looked at his watch. Four-twenty: time for the operators to shut down the board in preparation for leaving work at five. The detectives would want to go soon, too. Pasha to lift weights. Fet? Home to mother, or Pribluda first?

“Maybe they were shot elsewhere and carried to the park at night.” The investigator swept the matches aside.

Fet sat up. “You just said they weren’t. Also, I remember, we found the last bullet in the ground, proving they were shot there.”

“Proving the victim, dead or alive, was shot through the head there.” Arkady put one match back in the center of the desk. “No cartridges were found. If an automatic pistol was used, the shells would have been ejected onto the ground.”

“He could have picked them up,” Fet protested.

“Why? Bullets identify a firearm as well as shells.”

“He could have fired from a distance.”

“He didn’t,” Arkady said.

“Maybe he thought to pick them up because if anyone found them they’d look for a body.”

“He’s carrying the gun in his coat, not waving it around.” Arkady looked aside. “The gun and the shells in its clip are warm to begin with. The ejected shells, heated more by the ejecting gases, would melt into the snow long before the bodies were covered by snow. I’m curious, though.” He looked at Fet. “Why do you think it was a single gunman?”

“There was a single gun.”

“There was only one gun fired so far as we know. Can you imagine how difficult it would be for a single killer to make three victims stand still at close range while he fired—unless there were other gunmen with him? Why did the victims feel their situation was so hopeless they didn’t even run for help? Well, we’ll catch this murderer. We’ve only begun, and so many things always turn up. We’ll catch the fat son of a bitch.”

Fet didn’t ask, Why fat?

“Anyway,” Arkady concluded, “it’s been a long day. Your shifts are up.”

Fet was first out.

“There goes our little birdie,” Pasha said as he followed.

“I hope he’s a parrot.”

Alone, Arkady called headquarters on Petrovka to send a republic-wide west-of-the-Urals bulletin for information on crimes by firearm, just to keep the militia commissioner content. Then he tried calling the school again. Comrade Teacher Renko, he was told, was leading a criticism session for parents and couldn’t come to the phone.

The other investigators were leaving, putting on their homebound expressions and pulling on their coats. Their earnest coats, Arkady thought as he watched from the top of the stairs. Their better-than-a-worker’s Soviet cloth. He wasn’t hungry, but the activity of eating appealed to him. He felt like a walk. He got his coat and went out.

He walked south all the way to the Paveletsky train station before his legs took him into a cafeteria where there was a buffet of whitefish and potatoes awash in vinegar. Arkady moved on to the bar and ordered a beer. The other stools were occupied by railroad workers and young soldiers quietly drunk on champagne: sullen faces between malachite bottles.

A slice of bread with butter and sticky gray caviar came with Arkady’s beer. “What’s this?”

“From heaven,” the manager said.

“There is no heaven.”

“But we’re there now.” The manager smiled with a full set of steel teeth. His hand darted out to push the caviar closer to Arkady.

“Well, I haven’t read today’s paper,” Arkady conceded.

The manager’s wife, a gnome in a white uniform, came out of the kitchen. When she saw Arkady, she broke into a smile so powerful—it filled out her cheeks and drew attention to her lively eyes—that she seemed almost beautiful. Her husband stood proudly by her.

They were Viskov, F. N., and Viskova, I. L. In 1946 they constituted a “center of anti-Soviet activity” by operating a rare-book store that harbored the scribblers Montaigne, Apollinaire and Hemingway. “Interrogation with prejudice” left Viskov crippled and his wife mute (a suicide attempt with lye), and they were given what was jokingly called at the time 25-ruble notes: twenty-five years’ hard labor in the camps (a humor of the time when Security and the Militia were one and the same institution). In 1956 the Viskovs were released and even offered the chance to operate another bookstore, though they declined.

“You were in charge of a cafeteria by the circus, I thought,” Arkady said.

“They found out my wife and I were both working there against regulations. She only comes in here to help on her own time.” Viskov winked. “Sometimes the boy comes in to help as well.”

“Thanks to you,” Comrade Viskova mouthed.

God, Arkady thought, an apparatus accuses two innocent people, abducts them to slave camps, tortures them, rips out the heart of their adult lives, and then when one man from the apparatus treats them with the rudiments of decency, they are fountains of joy. What right did he have to a kind word from them? He ate his caviar, drank his beer and got out of the cafeteria as quickly as politeness allowed.

Gratitude was a dog at his heel. After a few blocks he slowed because the hour was one of his favorites, the evening a maternal black, windows small and bright, the faces on the street bright as windows. At this time of day he felt he could have been in any Moscow of the past five centuries, and he wouldn’t have been surprised by the sound of hooves in mud. In a store window shabby dolls were small, perfect Pioneers; a battery-driven Sputnik circled a moon-shaped lamp that urged “Look to the Future!”

Back at his office, Arkady sat in front of his cabinet and went through his files. He began with crimes by firearm.

Murder. A lathe operator returns home to find his wife screwing a naval officer, and in the ensuing struggle the worker uses the officer’s gun on its owner. The court took into consideration that the officer should not have been carrying a gun, that the defendant was attested by his union to be a diligent laborer, and that he repented his act. Sentence: ten years’ deprivation of freedom.

Aggravated murder. Two black marketeers fall out over a division of profits and both are amazed, one fatally, when a rusty Nagurin pistol works. Profit is the aggravating circumstance. Sentence: death.

Armed assault. (Some assault.) A boy with a wooden replica of a gun removes two rubles from a drunk. Sentence: five years.

Arkady went through his straight homicide files searching for crimes he might have forgotten, murders that displayed careful planning and cool boldness. In knives, hatchets, bludgeons and manual strangulation, however, there was little care or coolness. In three years as a deputy investigator and two as chief investigator, he’d encountered fewer than five homicides that rose above childlike stupidity, or following which the murderer hadn’t presented himself or herself to the militia drunkenly boastful or rueful. The Russian murderer had great faith in the inevitability of his capture, all he wanted was his moment onstage. Russians won wars because they threw themselves before tanks, which was not the right mentality for a master criminal.

Arkady gave up and shut the file.

“Boychik.” Nikitin opened the door without knocking and inserted his head, followed with his body, and sat on Arkady’s desk. The chief investigator for government liaison had a round face and thinning hair, and when he was drunk his smile screwed his eyes into Oriental slits. “Working late?”

Did Nikitin mean Arkady was working hard, too hard, futilely, successfully, that Arkady was smart, a fool? Nikitin conveyed it all.

“Like you,” Arkady said.

“I’m not working—I’m checking on you. Sometimes I think you never learned anything from me.”

Ilya Nikitin was chief homicide investigator before Arkady and, when sober, the best investigator Arkady had ever known. Except for the vodka, he would have been a prosecutor long ago, but saying “except for the vodka” in Nikitin’s case was like saying “except for food and water.” Once a year, yellow with jaundice, he was sent to a spa in Sochi.

“You know, I always know what you’re up to, Vasilevich. I’m always looking out for you and Zoya.”

One weekend when Arkady was away, Nikitin had tried to get Zoya into bed. On Arkady’s return, Nikitin immediately got himself shipped to Sochi, from which he had daily sent long penitent letters.

“Want some coffee, Ilya?”

“Someone has to protect you from yourself. Excuse me, Vasilevich”—Nikitin insisted on using the patronymic in a condescending fashion—“but I am, just maybe—I know you disagree—just a little more intelligent or experienced, or at least closer to some high sources than you. This is not a criticism of your record, because your record is well known and could hardly be improved.” Nikitin’s head tilted to one side, grinning, a strand of wet hair sticking to his cheek, exuding hypocrisy like an animal smell. “It’s just that you don’t see the larger picture.”

“Good night, Ilya.” Arkady put on his overcoat.

“I’m only saying there are wiser heads than yours. Our purpose is to reconcile. Every day I reconcile government policy with socialist legality. A directive goes out to raze workers’ houses to construct cooperative apartments that workers can’t afford, a seeming breach of workers’ rights. Iamskoy consults me, the Party consults me, Mayor Promislov consults me, because I know how to reconcile this seeming contradiction.”

“There is no contradiction?” Arkady led Nikitin into the hall.

“Between workers and state? This is the workers’ state. What benefits the state benefits them. By tearing down their houses we protect their rights. See? Reconciled.”

“I don’t see.” Arkady locked up.

“From the correct point of view there are no contradictions,” Nikitin whispered hoarsely down the stairs. “That’s what you’ll never understand.”

Arkady took an office car to the Inner Circle Highway and headed north. The Moskvich was a sluggish, underpowered car, though he wouldn’t have minded owning one himself. By now the traffic was almost all taxis. His mind was on Major Pribluda, who hadn’t called off the investigation yet. Ice fell out of the wheel wells ahead and exploded before his headlights.

The taxis turned toward Komsomol Square’s railroad stations. Arkady continued on to Kalanchevskaya Street, No. 43, Moscow City Court, an old courthouse that, in the trick of streetlamps on brick, seemed to be actively moldering. There were seventeen People’s Courts throughout the city, but serious crimes were tried in the City Court, so it had the distinction of being guarded by the Red Army. Arkady showed his ID to two teen-aged soldiers on the steps. In the basement he startled a corporal asleep on a table.

“I’m going into the cage.”

“Now?” The corporal jumped up and buttoned his greatcoat.

“At your convenience.” Arkady handed over the key ring and automatic pistol the corporal had left on the table.

The cage was a metal grille enclosing the records area of the courthouse basement. Arkady pulled drawers for December and January while the corporal watched at attention from outside the gate because a chief investigator held the equivalent rank of captain.

“Why don’t you make some tea on the hot plate for both of us?” Arkady suggested.

He was looking for a stick to put up Pribluda’s ass. It was one thing to have three corpses and suspect the major; it was another to find three convicts who had been remanded from the City Court to KGB custody. He went from card to card, rejecting those persons too young or too old, checking work histories and marital status. No one had missed these bodies—not union, factory or family—for months.

With a hot cup of tea he went on to February. One problem was that while major crimes—murder, assault and robbery—were all tried in City Court, certain cases the KGB had just as much interest in—those of political dissidence and social parasitism—were sometimes heard in the People’s Court, where public attendance was more easily controlled. The basement walls shone with condensation. The city was laced with rivers, the Moskva, Setun, Kamenka, Sosenka, Yauza and, skirting the northern edge of the city limits, the Kliazma.

Six weeks before, two bodies had been found on a bank of the Kliazma two hundred kilometers east of Moscow near Bugolubovo, a village of potato farmers. The nearest town was Vladimir, but no one on the Vladimir prosecutor’s staff would undertake the investigation; they were all “sick.” The prosecutor general had assigned the chief homicide investigator from Moscow.

It was cold. The victims were two young men with white faces and frosted lashes, fists stiff on the rime of a bank. Their mouths were strangely agape and their coats and chests cut open, terrible wounds that had barely bled. Levin’s autopsy determined that the murderer had dug out the bullets that actually killed the victims. Levin also found flecks of rubber and red paint on the dead men’s teeth, and sodium aminate in their blood, at which point Arkady understood the delicate illness which prostrated local investigators. Outside the village of Bugolubovo, invisible on maps though containing more occupants than the village, was the Vladimir Isolator, a prison for political convicts whose ideas were too infectious even for work camps, and sodium aminate was an Isolator narcotic used to calm these dangerous souls.

Arkady had reached the premise that the victims were inmates who, upon being released from the Isolator, were murdered by fellow gang members. When prison officials refused to accept his phone calls, he could have marked the case “Pending” under Vladimir jurisdiction. His record wouldn’t have been affected, and everyone knew he wanted to go home. Instead, he dressed in his chief investigator’s uniform, presented himself at the prison, demanded and read the release log and found that while no inmates had been recently released, the day before the bodies were found two men had been placed in the custody of a Major Pribluda for interrogation by the KGB. Arkady phoned Pribluda, who bluntly denied receipt of the prisoners.

Again the investigation could have come to a halt. Instead, Arkady returned to Moscow, went to Pribluda’s office in the KGB’s shabby Petrovka Street branch and found on the major’s desk two red rubber balls bearing elliptical scars. Arkady left a chit for the balls and took them to the forensic lab, where their marks matched point by point the victims’ teeth.

Pribluda must have taken the two drugged inmates directly to the river’s edge, stuffed the rubber balls into their mouths to stifle any outcry, shot them, picked up the spent shells and, with a long-bladed knife, removed the evidence of the slugs. Maybe he thought it would look as if they’d been stabbed to death. Dead, they’d hardly bled. The torn bodies froze quickly.

Arrests had to be approved by the prosecutor. Arkady went to Iamskoy with the homicide charge against Pribluda and a request for a warrant to search Pribluda’s office and home for firearms and a knife. Arkady was with the prosecutor when the call came that, for reasons of security, the KGB was taking over the investigation of the bodies found by the Kliazma. All reports and evidence were to be forwarded to Major Pribluda.

The walls wept. Besides surface rivers, ancient underground rivers burrowed through the city, blind and unseen currents with lost directions. Sometimes in winter half the basements in Moscow cried.

Arkady replaced the files.

“Did you find what you wanted?” The corporal stirred.

“No.”

The corporal saluted encouragingly. “Things always look better in the morning, they say.”

By regulations, Arkady should have returned the car to the office lot. He drove home. It was after midnight when he rolled into a courtyard off Taganskaya on the east side of town. Rough wooden balconies stood out from the second floor. His apartment was dark. Arkady let himself in the communal entrance, climbed the stairs and unlocked his door as quietly as he could.

He undressed in the bathroom, brushed his teeth and carried his clothes out with him. The bedroom was the largest room of the apartment. A stereo was on the desk. He lifted the record from the turntable and read its label in the shadowy light from the window. “Aznavour à l’Olympia.” Beside the record player were two water glasses and an empty wine bottle.

Zoya was asleep, her long golden hair over her shoulder in a single braid. The perfume Moscow Night scented the sheets. As Arkady slid into bed her eyes opened.

“ ’S late.”

“Sorry. There was a murder. Three murders.”

He watched the thought finally register behind her eyes.

“Hooligans,” she murmured. “That’s why I tell the children not to chew gum. First it’s gum, then rock music, then marijuana and …”

“And?” He expected her to say sex.

“And murder.” Her voice trailed away, her eyes closed, the brain barely roused enough to enunciate its cardinal rule and now safely unconscious again. The enigma he slept with.

In a minute, fatigue overcame the investigator and he was asleep too. Asleep, he was swimming through black water, downward toward blacker water in smooth, powerful strokes. Just as he thought of turning toward the surface, he was joined by a beautiful woman with long dark hair and a pale face. In her white dress she seemed to be flying downward. As always she took his hand. The enigma he dreamed.
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