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First interrogation 

 

tepping into the dim room, I stifle a laugh. Seriously, I 

not even thirty. He has the ruddy, clean-shaven face of a 

pioneer. Pavel Andreyevich Perepelitsa, nice to meet you! 

 I immediately sense the fresh Chekist blood under 

obviously recruited after the last wave of purges. An eagle 

chick in a strange nest. Must be a hard worker to have 

become chief investigator at such a young age. While his 

peers are being sent to die in the unfolding battle, this little 

grey mouse is busy stamping execution orders. Investigator 

Perepelitsa has a new apartment in Moscow on Gorky 

 

  

probably rents the flat opposite, judge of the dead in Hades, 

while the goddess of darkness, Hekate, lives on the next 

floor. In the flat below, lieutenant-colonels Thanatos and 

 

  

S 
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Investigator Perepelitsa gets straight down to business. He 

gives a rough precis of my life, asks me about my work, 

then about the war. He wants to cobble together a case 

him. I am in no hurry to die. 

   

  

  

  

 Like Perepelitsa, Charon has a full-time position 

with the NKVD and a timetable for his ferry into the 

he first few sailings.  

 

completely honest and tell me everything, and the courts 

will look favourably on your cooperation and come to a 
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cigarette butt and pushing off from the shore with the oar. 

yet.  

 

Investigator Perepelitsa must carry out months of 

interrogations. Some of our meetings are brisk like falling 

in love, while others feel endless like pain.  

 

ow 
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- 

 

 

 

 

  

in Moscow. Tell me about the night Golov came to the 

crematorium and demanded the ashes of Zinoviev and 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Copyright © 2022 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich Switzerland 

Page 6 of 33 

 ordered me to bring him the 

ashes of both esteemed Soviet comrades, Zinoviev and 

 

 

 

-  

 

 

 

 

Good question, but should I tell him? Would my 

Comrade Investigator even believe what I say? And if he 

does, then what? What would it change? Internal party 

rituals are a complex and finickety thing. Does he need a 

guide? His own Virgil? 

  

 

bullets and give them to C  

  



 

 

Copyright © 2022 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich Switzerland 

Page 7 of 33 

  

  

 

them for his own satisfaction. For his ego, or revenge, or 

maybe both. Heinrich Yagoda kept the bullets in his desk 

drawer for some time. But then when he was shot, his 

 

  

 

to Comrade Beria. But he was neither that clever, nor 

 

 

 

  

 

bullets that killed Zinoviev and Kamenev for their own 
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rue 

professional. He treats his work, and consequently mine 

 

 

back of the head, so the skull remains intact. When his 

ften left picking up bits 

of skull, which takes time. If you have fifteen or twenty 

around. Even Blokhin sometimes misses. A few years ago, I 

was about to push a body into the oven, when the guy 

suddenly shows signs of life. Blokhin was probably so busy, 

that he aimed a bit wonky and the bullet missed the brain 
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of prisoners and with volumes like that, mistakes will 

happen. Anyway, the guy was still alive. He even seemed to 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

do with a man who, on paper, has been executed, but is 

 

 

service weapons. And why waste a bullet? Blokhin grabbed 

the guy by his hair and slammed his head into the trolley a 

few times. When we were all sure that the prisoner was 
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Such things happen, my dear. The workload is huge. 

always wanting to increase capacities. Everyone is trying to 

prove their loyalty to Moscow. When you have 

executioners competing across the USSR, slip-ups are 

amount of spoilage. But despite the number of competitors, 

almost no one comes 

Stakhanov of execution! Only commandant Zeleny from 

Kharkov, who personally shot nearly seven thousand men, 

could share the pedestal with the great Vasily Blokhin. Of 

course, sometimes Blokhin has to bump off a few more. 

an occupational hazard. A few years ago, he executed a 

 

 I was sharing a bottle of vodka with Blokhin once, 

when he told me about the kulak Chazov. He was 

convicted by a Special troika, then fled execution in 

Novosibirsk and came to Moscow to complain about 

Chekists abusing their power. Under interrogation, Chazov 

ground, smacked in the head with the butt of a gun and 

thrown into a pit with other half-dead convicts. The 
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NKVD officers were so lazy, they wanted to just stand at 

the edge of the pit and shoot them all. So they emptied a 

few rounds into the men, but Chazov kept absolutely still 

and managed to survive. The executioners thought he was 

already 

had left, Chazov made a run for it. First out of the pit, then 

out of Novosibirsk. He went to Moscow to inform the 

investigators that things had got out of hand in the distant 

about the sloppy work of his colleagues in Novosibirsk. The 

botched job was condemned and Chazov was sentenced to 

be shot again, properly this time. The task fell to the most 

experienced executioner in the Soviet Union: Comrade 

Blokhin. I should add, my darling, that Vasily Blokhin did 

not let them down. 
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 Although I know people who criticise Blokhin. 

Some say he has booze-ups always after executions, which 

is true. Others say he sometimes takes things from the dead 

reprehensible about either. There is a price for every 

product, even in the Soviet Union, and a tax on every piece 

execute in one night. If he or his wife get good use from a 

s so bad about that? 

 

country they should be worrying about. If Blokhin could 

be taking them from corpses to give to his wife? 

 Sometimes, on a quiet little street in Moscow, 

someone will see a passerby walking towards them, 

wearing an item that belonged to their missing, executed 

relative: a scarf, a very distinctive pair of shoes, or perched 

on the bridge of a nose, an exquisite pair of French horn-

rimmed glasses, which scream of their wife who 

disappeared. (And why not? They fit! How symbolic that 
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both the executioners and victims are short-

embarrassing of course for both Blokhin and the other 

executioners, not to mention their entirely innocent wives. 

The response can be excessive: the person who recognised 

the item of their loved one must be arrested. A secret must 

stay a secret; there is (almost) no mass repression in the 

Soviet Union.   

I believe that people are destined for different 

purposes: some are born to kill, others are born to be killed. 

For example, there are women you trust with your dick, 

who, at different points 

want to be on the same ship as them leaving for 

Constantinople. And vice versa. Life is full of people we 

will happily chat to about theatre, ballet or opera, but we 

do
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have p

feel reluctant to throw it into the fire, imagining a patch it 

 

  

 n the tarpaulin that 

covers the bodies in the truck. Unfortunately, the khaki 

use it over long distances. I think Blokhin could do more 

about that. He should change the tarpaulins himself, or get 

one of his staff to do it, but that would require 

 

 

 

 

carefully first. I wonder why he is asking me about Golov. 

man who has been executed? Why are we wasting so much 

snitch on a scumbag who is already dead? Is he testing how 
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much of a bastard 

 

  

 

 

 

for cremation, he allowed them to be buried in 

 

  

  

 

been executed and were even allowed to bury the bodies? 

 

I want to appear like an honest man who is cooperating 

Investigator. 

 

when I was working as a taxi driver in Paris, and long 

before then, when I was an officer in charge of court 
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martials, I studied people closely. I trained my 

observational skills and gathered a lot of anthropological 

experience.  

 This Perepelitsa, for instance, his acting leaves 

t learnt 

how to feign surprise. His acting is rubbish. Of course, you 

know much  more than me about the theatre, my darling. I 

 

 The investigator clearly knows about corpses that 

never reach the pits and ditches, but his image as an honest 

soviet man obliges him to appear clueless. During the first 

interrogation, I noticed that although he is young and not a 

great actor, my opponent has certain strengths. Perepelitsa 

seems to be a talented official with excellent professional 

watch the Chekist carefully and note the rare times he uses 

his pencil stub. Perepelitsa responds with interest only to 

individual words that might prove useful in the future. In 

different 

 



 

 

Copyright © 2022 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich Switzerland 

Page 17 of 33 

 Oh, the arts of the man of duty! Master killer and 

manipulator, no one is better at fishing out bits of 

information to put into files. Like the organ tuner at my 

the instrument, but knows exactly how to fix it. He 

prepares it for his colleagues, who will one day, in the grip 

of soviet fervour, falsify my sentence.  

 very dictatorship relies on corruption, Citizen 

 

 

 

 

 

smile. Imagine my pain, darling, at having to spend these 

endless nights talking to someone with no sense of 

humour. Cropped irony, castrated sarcasm. Sadly, his 

get to know my interrogator, the more convinced I am that 

rong with our judicial system: the 

prisoner should choose their interrogator, not the other 

way round. What can I tell him? What can we even talk 
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been to Sofia or even Berlin, and if I wanted to describe the 

atmosphere of Versaille to him, would he even be able to 

imagine it? How can we develop the trusting relationship 

about peopl

me about theatre, albeit under strange circumstances. And, 

 

 

ith my 

friends or military comrades. Not with enemies of the 

people! 
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! The great soviet mines! Millions 

of denunciations and testimonies, gold mines of false 

 

from any of them. Like everyone who sat on that chair 

 

 

here. You have only one last duty to the Soviet Union: to 

have been exposed, Nesterenko. Your duty to name your 
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how do you know that some convicts were buried in 

 

accusing me of working for another state, or asking about 

the cemetery in Moscow and the bodies of people who you 

sentenced  

 

 

interesting. How many of the people who were executed 

due to his hard work and desire for a Moscow apartment 

were brought to me? How often have I put the final touch 

to his work? 

do you know that some prisoners were buried in 

 

has an answer for everything. 

, an official at Moscow council, 

Emmanuel Abramovich Zeitlin, told me that the body of 
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his executed relative had been found by his family with the 

 

 

 have just 

 

 

an executed man was buried in Kalitnikovsky cemetery and 

 

 

olov said that things like that had happened, but 

they had already been eliminated by the time of our 

 

 

for all the cemeteries in Moscow. I said to Golov one day, 

if there are executed criminals buried illegally in 

Kalitnikovsky cemetery, gravediggers could suddenly 

the grave for a 
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found the bodies of their executed relatives and buried 

 

there were only a few cases. I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

sand delivered to the cemetery, I sprinkled ashes on the 

path from the crematorium to the grave, but only in places, 

so no one would slip. Anyway, the amount of ashes that 

went missing or was taken was insignificant. I was never 
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cremated the corpses that Golov and Blokhin brought at 

 

 When else could I do it? During the day I was 

 

 

when I could, I napped for thirty minutes in the day. 

e most 
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that in 1931 I cremated about 8300 bodies and in 1932 a little 

over 9000. The figure stayed at about that level from then 

 

I was the god of ashes. Not a single volcano in the 

world can compete with the amount of ashes I produced 

every day, my darling. My basement in Donskoy cemetery 

was a real underworld. Son of Cronos and Rhea, brother of 

Zeus, I was Hades, the name they feared to speak. But I 

was the oceans, and mine: all the cemeteries in Moscow 

and the first crematorium in the Soviet Union, a place that 

even the gods abhorred. 
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maintaining the constant temperature of repressions, as it 

were. People can endure it, but technology gives up. For a 

year we only cremated bodies in the morning and Blokhin 

disposed of the corpses outside Mosco  

 

stillbirths, street kids, but there were also interesting days. 

 

 

gging, but I actually did a lot for our 

happened at his funeral! It was a stressful, difficult day. 

Moscow was literally paralysed. People were sitting in trees 

and even the trams stopped running. At least a hundred 

 

 

Blok, suddenly decided to turn up en masse at his funeral. 

The crowds were so big that mounted police came to push 

them back from the cemetery gates and started firing shots 
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hat did you do with the extra bodies, 

 

 

 

the church belfries until spring, when the ground thawed. 

In Moscow in 1918, for example, corpses were piled high. 

Typhus, cholera, scarlet fever. The dead were stacked in 

morgues like logs. Did you know, Citizen Investigator, that 

a train used to travel round Mother Russia collecting bodies 

along the tracks? And in Moscow, there were massive 

anymore. The rules are strict for (official) bodies now. For 

you can always put two bodies in the oven at once, head to 
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years, just after it was opened, we 

did a lot to popularise cremation in the Soviet Union. All 

over Moscow there were posters saying:  

Cremation: 

1. The ideal method of burial 

2. 100% compliance with all hygiene 

regulations 

3. A solution to the cemetery space 

crisis in cities 

4. Essential in epidemics, wars and 

natural disasters 

5. Dispels centuries-old prejudices  

6. The cheapest and loveliest form of 

burial 

7. Easy transportation of the remains 

8. Saves your family time 
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9. Source of architectural, technical, 

artistic and industrial creativity 

10. Sign of an advanced culture 

 Apart from that, we really believed that it was 

important to show the ceremony to as many people as 

possible, for the advancement of the masses. So we sold 

 

 

c  

  

  

 

 

  

  

 

doors were  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Copyright © 2022 by Diogenes Verlag AG, Zurich Switzerland 

Page 29 of 33 

 

first saw the coffin go up in flames, the next saw the fire 

scorch the skin on the extremities and burn the skull. Some 

saw the skull come apart, the fingers or hands fall off, or 

the rib cartilage melt. The lucky ones got to watch how the 

brain burns or the head separates from the body. After that 

ng very interesting: it all burns out until 

 

  

 

the flocks of uninvited guests. I was getting irritated by 

them too. There was always some prick waving his ticket, 

fairly regularly, because I also cremated the poets Pikel, 

Klychkov and Musatov, although they were executed 
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remember, I had to politely ask her to move aside so I could 

send the poet on his last journey to the sound of the 

International. Talking of Mayakovsky, I have to admit, 

 

  

  to the Soviets. It 

been cleverer about it, like Blokhin. And as for his suicide, 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

 for 

 

 

reasons. But also for the same reason: because they are 
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weak, Citizen Investigator. As soon as a tiny problem 

appears on the horizon, they inflate it to the size of a 

zeppelin. What do you achieve by shooting yourself? A 

 

 

 

 

been unconscious a few times and pretty much died. 

darkness. Your brain st

your room, pick up your brain, arrange your funeral. Lots 

orward to 

suddenly your brother or dad shoot themselves. Forget it! 

 

  

 

I have a very simple, but effective method you might find 
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handy one day. Whatever happens, if you just add a few 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

to the next world, his widow washes herself, undoes her 

hair, puts on her best dress and goes with her relatives to 

the place where they will cremate her husband. The 
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mourners hold hands in a circle around her. They bind her 

 

  

  

  

 

ask her to pass on messages to their relatives in the 

should introduce it here. When you see a comrade being 

taken away, instead of hiding in the wardrobe, go and ask 

 

 

 

 

husband. So if my wife is destined to be interrogated, then 

 

  

   


