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Zygmunt Miłoszewski, born in Warsaw in 1976, is a journalist and a rising star of Polish fiction. His first novel, The Intercom, was published in 2005 to high acclaim. In 2006 he published a novel for young readers, The Adder Mountains, and in 2007 the crime novel Entanglement. The author is working on screenplays based on The Intercom and Entanglement and is writing a sequel to the latter, also featuring Public Prosecutor Teodor Szacki.
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For Monika, times a thousand






“No one is evil, just entangled.”

- Bert Hellinger






1

Sunday, 5th June 2005

 



The revived Jarocin festival is a big success, with ten thousand people listening to rock bands Dżem, Armia and TSA. The JP2 generation takes part in the annual prayer meeting at Lednica. Zbigniew Religa, cardiac surgeon and politician, has announced that he will run for President and that he wants to be the “candidate for national reconciliation”. At the tenth anniversary “Aviation Picnic” air show held in Góraszka, two F-16 fighters are on display, prompting an enthusiastic response from the crowd. In Baku the Polish team thrash Azerbaijan 3-0, despite a poor display, and the Azerbaijani trainer beats up the referee. In Warsaw, police distribute grisly photos of car-crash victims to drivers as a warning. In the suburb of Mokotów a number 122 bus catches fire, and on Kinowa Street an ambulance overturns while carrying a liver for transplant. The driver, a nurse and a doctor are taken to hospital with bruising, the liver is unharmed and is transplanted that same day into a patient at the hospital on Stefan Banach Street. Maximum temperature in the capital - twenty degrees, with showers.




I 

“Let me tell you a fairy tale. Long, long ago in a small provincial town there lived a carpenter. The people in the town were poor, they couldn’t afford new tables and chairs, so the carpenter was  penniless too. He had a hard time making ends meet, and the older he got, the less he believed his fate could ever change, although he longed for it more than anyone else on earth, because he had a beautiful daughter and he wanted her to do better in life than he had. One summer’s day a wealthy gentleman called at the carpenter’s home. ‘Carpenter,’ he said, ‘my long lost brother is coming to see me. I want to give him a dazzling present, and as he is coming from a land that is rich in gold, silver and precious stones, I have decided to give him a jewellery box of extraordinary beauty. If you succeed in making it by the Sunday after the next full moon, you will never complain of poverty again.’ Naturally the carpenter agreed, and got down to the job straight away. It was unusually painstaking and difficult work, because he wanted to combine many different kinds of wood, and to decorate the box with miniature carvings of legendary creatures. He ate little, and hardly slept at all - he just worked. Meanwhile, news of the wealthy gentleman’s visit and his unusual commission soon spread about the town. Its citizens were very fond of the humble carpenter, and every day someone came by with a kind word and tried to help him with his woodcarving. The baker, the merchant, the fisherman, even the innkeeper - each one of them grabbed a chisel, hammers and files, wanting the carpenter to finish his work on time. Unfortunately, none of them was capable of doing his job, and the carpenter’s daughter watched sorrowfully as, instead of concentrating on carving the jewellery box, her father corrected all the things his friends had spoiled. One morning, when there were only four days left until the deadline, and the craftsman was tearing his hair out in desperation, his daughter stood outside the door of their cottage and drove away everyone who came by to help. The whole town took offence, and now no one ever spoke of the carpenter except as a boor and an ingrate, and of his daughter as an ill-mannered old maid. I’d like to tell you that although he lost his friends, the  carpenter did in fact enchant the wealthy gentleman with his intricate work, but that wouldn’t be the truth. Because when, on the Sunday after the full moon, the wealthy gentleman called at his house, he drove off at once in a rage, empty-handed. Only many days later did the carpenter finish the jewellery box, and then he gave it to his daughter.”

Cezary Rudzki finished his story, cleared his throat and poured himself a cup of coffee from the thermos. His three patients, two women and a man, were sitting on the other side of the table - only Henryk was missing.

“So what’s the moral of the story?” asked Euzebiusz Kaim, the man sitting on the left.

“Whatever moral you choose to find in it,” replied Rudzki. “I know what I wanted to say, but you know better than I do what you want to understand by it and what meaning you need right now. We don’t comment on fairy tales.”

Kaim said nothing. Rudzki was silent too, stroking his white beard, which some people thought made him look like Hemingway. He was wondering if he should refer in some way to the previous day’s events. According to the rules, he shouldn’t. But nevertheless…

“To take advantage of the fact that Henryk isn’t here,” he said, “I’d like to remind you all that it’s not just fairy tales that we don’t comment on. We don’t comment on the course of the therapy either. That is one of the basic rules. Even if a session is as intense as yesterday’s. We should keep quiet all the more.”

“Why?” asked Euzebiusz Kaim, without looking up from his plate.

“Because then we use words and attempts at interpretation to cover up what we have discovered. Meantime the truth must start to take effect. Find a way through to our souls. It would be dishonest towards all of us to kill the truth through academic debate. Please believe me, it’s better this way.”

They went on eating in silence. The June sunshine was pouring in through the narrow windows that looked like arrow slits, painting the dark hall in bright stripes. The room was very mo dest. There was a long wooden table with no tablecloth, a few chairs, a crucifix above the door, a small cupboard, an electric kettle and a tiny fridge. Nothing else. When Rudzki found this place - a quiet refuge in the very heart of the city - he was thrilled. He reckoned the church rooms would be more favourable for therapy than the agro-tourism farms he had previously hired. He was right. Even though there were a church, a school, a doctor’s surgery and several private businesses located in the building, and the Łazienkowska Highway ran past it, there was a great sense of peace here. And that was what his patients needed most of all.

Peace had its price. There was no kitchen, and he had had to buy the fridge, kettle, thermos and cutlery set himself. He ordered the meals from outside. They stayed in single cells, and also had at their disposal the refectory, where they were sitting now, and another small classroom where the sessions were held. It had cross-vaulting, supported on three thick columns. It wasn’t exactly St Leonard’s Crypt in the Wawel Cathedral, but compared with the tiny room in which he usually received his patients, it almost was.

Now, however, he was wondering if he hadn’t chosen too gloomy and enclosed a location. He felt as if the emotions released during the sessions remained between the walls, bouncing off them like rubber balls, and hitting anyone who had the misfortune to be there on the rebound. He was barely alive after yesterday’s events, and he was glad it would soon be over. He wanted to get out of here as soon as possible.

He drank a sip of coffee.

Hanna Kwiatkowska, the thirty-five-year-old woman sitting opposite Rudzki, was turning a teaspoon in her fingers, without taking her eyes off him.

“Yes?” he asked.

“I’m worried,” she replied in a wooden tone of voice. “It’s a quarter past nine already, but Henryk’s not here. Perhaps you should go and check if everything’s all right, Doctor.”

He stood up.

“I will,” he said. “I think Henryk is just sleeping off yesterday’s emotions.”

He went down a narrow corridor - everything in this building was narrow - to Henryk’s room. He knocked. No reply. He knocked again, more firmly.

“Henryk, time to wake up!” he called through the door.

He waited a second longer, then pressed the handle and went inside. The room was empty. The bed had been made and there were no personal belongings. Rudzki went back to the refectory. Three heads turned in his direction simultaneously, as if belonging to a single body. It reminded him of the dragons in children’s book illustrations.

“Henryk has left us. Please don’t take it personally. It’s not the first or the last time a patient has given up the therapy rather abruptly. Especially after such an intensive session as yesterday’s. I hope what he experienced will start to work and he’ll feel better.”

Hanna Kwiatkowska didn’t even shudder. Kaim shrugged. Barbara Jarczyk, the last of his three - until recently four - patients, glanced at Rudzki and asked:

“Is that the end? In that case can we go home now?”

The therapist shook his head.

“Please go to your rooms for half an hour to rest and calm down. At ten on the dot we’ll meet in the classroom.”

All three - Euzebiusz, Barbara and Hanna - nodded and left. Rudzki walked around the table, checked to see if there was still some coffee in the thermos and poured himself a full cup. He cursed, because he’d forgotten to leave room for the milk. Now  he had the choice between pouring some away or drinking it. He couldn’t stand the taste of black coffee. He tipped a little into the waste bin. He added some milk and stood by the window. He gazed at the cars going down the street and the Legia soccer stadium on the other side. How could those bunglers lose the league again, he thought. They won’t even be the runners-up - slaughtering Wisła and the 5-0 win two weeks ago were all for nothing. But maybe they’d at least manage to win the cup - tomorrow was the first semi-final against Groclin. Against Groclin, whom Legia had never once beaten in the past four years. It’s like another bloody curse.

He began to laugh quietly. Incredible how the human brain works - able to think about the soccer league at a time like this. He glanced at his watch. Half an hour to go.

Just before ten he left the refectory and went to the bathroom to brush his teeth. On the way he passed Barbara Jarczyk. Seeing him go in the opposite direction, away from the classroom, she gave him a questioning look.

“I’m just coming,” he said.

He hadn’t had time to put the toothpaste on his brush when he heard a scream.




II 

Teodor Szacki was woken up by what usually woke him on a Sunday. No, it wasn’t a hangover, thirst, or the need to pee, the bright sunlight that was coming through the straw blinds, or the rain drumming on the balcony roof. It was Helka, his seven-year-old daughter, who jumped onto Szacki with such force that the Ikea sofa bed creaked beneath him.

He opened one eye, and a chestnut curl fell into it.

“Do you see? Granny put curls in my hair.”

“I see,” he said, pulling the hair from his eye. “Pity she didn’t tie you up with them.”

He kissed his daughter on the brow, pushed her off and got up to go to the toilet. He was in the doorway when something moved on the other side of the bed.

“Put the water on for my coffee,” he heard a mumble from under the duvet.

Housewives’ Choice, like every weekend. At once he felt irritated. He had slept ten hours, but he was incredibly tired. He couldn’t remember when this had started. He could lie in bed half the day, but even so he got up with a bad taste in his mouth, sand in his eyes and a pain flickering between his temples. It made no sense.

“Why don’t you just ask me to make you coffee?” he said grudgingly to his wife.

“Because I’ll do it myself,” she said, though he could hardly distinguish the words. “I don’t want to bother you.”

Szacki rolled his eyes upwards in a theatrical way. Helka laughed.

“You always say that, but I always make it for you anyway!”

“You don’t have to. I’m only asking you to put on the water.”

He peed and then made his wife some coffee, trying not to look at the pile of dirty pots in the sink. A quarter of an hour washing-up, if he wanted to make the promised breakfast. God, how tired he was. Instead of sleeping until noon and then watching television, like all the other guys in this patriarchal country, he was trying to be a super-husband and super-dad.

Weronika dragged herself out of bed and stood in the hall, examining herself critically in the mirror. He gave her a critical look too. She’d always been sexy, but she’d never looked like a model. However, it was hard to find an excuse for the double chin and the spare tyre. And that T-shirt. He didn’t insist on her sleeping in ribbons and lace every night, but bloody hell, why did she keep wearing that T-shirt with the faded message “Disco fun” that must have dated back to the days of food parcels?  He handed her a cup. She glanced at him with puffy eyes and scratched herself under her breast. She said thank you, gave him an automatic peck on the nose and went to take a shower.

Szacki sighed, passed a hand through his milk-white hair and went into the kitchen.

“So what’s really the matter with me?” he thought, as he tried to unearth a washing-up sponge from under the dirty plates. Making the coffee took a moment, the washing-up a second moment, breakfast a third. Just one stupid half-hour and everyone would be happy. He felt even more tired at the thought of all the time that went trickling through his fingers. Hours stuck in traffic jams, thousands of hours wasted in court, pointless gaps at work when the most he could do was play Patience while waiting for something, waiting for someone, waiting for waiting. Waiting as an excuse for doing nothing whatsoever. Waiting as the most tiring profession in the world. A coalface miner feels more rested than I do, he mentally pitied himself, as he tried to put a glass on the drying rack although there wasn’t any room for it. Why hadn’t he taken the dry things off at the start? Damn it all. Does everyone find life so tiresome?

The phone rang. Helka picked it up. He heard the conversation as he went into the sitting room, wiping his hands on a tea towel.

“Daddy’s here, but he can’t come to the phone because he’s doing the washing-up and making us scrambled eggs…”

He took the receiver from his daughter’s hand.

“Hello, Szacki here.”

“Good morning, Prosecutor. I don’t want to worry you, but you’re not going to fix scrambled eggs for anyone today. For supper maybe.” He heard the familiar voice and sing-song eastern accent of Oleg Kuzniecow from the police station on Wilcza Street.

“Oleg, please, don’t do this to me.”

“It’s not me, Prosecutor, it’s the city that’s calling you.”




III 

The large old Citroën sailed under the central support of Świętokrzyski Bridge with a grace that many of the cars appearing there as pushy product placement in Polish romantic comedies would have envied. “Maybe that Piskorski is a scammer,” thought Szacki, remembering the scandal about the financing of this and a second new bridge that had lost the former mayor of Warsaw his job, “but the bridges are standing.” Under Mayor Kaczyński it was unthinkable that anyone would dare to make a decision about an investment on that scale. Especially before the elections. Weronika was a lawyer at the City Council, and more than once she had told him how the decisions were made nowadays - to be on the safe side, they weren’t made at all.

He drove down into the Powiśle district and, as usual, breathed a sigh of relief. He was on home ground. He had lived in the Praga district across the river for ten years now, but he still couldn’t get used to it. He had tried, but his new mini-homeland had only one virtue to his mind - it was close to central Warsaw. He passed the Ateneum Theatre, where he had once fallen in love with Antigone in New York, the hospital where he was born, the sports centre where he learned to play tennis, the park that stretched below the Parliament buildings, where he and his brother used to fool around on sledges, and the swimming pool where he had learned to swim and caught athlete’s foot. Here he was in the City Centre. At the centre of his city, the centre of his country, the centre of his life. The ugliest axis mundi  imaginable.

He drove under a crumbling viaduct, turned into Łazienkowska Street and parked outside the arts centre, after a fond thought about the soccer stadium that stood two hundred yards further down, where the capital’s warriors had only just made mincemeat of Wisła, the Kraków team. He wasn’t interested in sport, but Weronika was such an ardent fan that, like it or not, he could  recite by heart the results of all the Legia matches for the past two years. Tomorrow his wife was sure to head off to the match in her tricolour scarf. The semi-final of the cup, wasn’t it?

He locked the car and glanced at the building on the other side of the street, one of the weirdest constructions in the capital, next to which the Palace of Culture and the Żelazna Brama estate seemed like examples of far less invasive architecture, quite discreet really. There used to be a parish church here, the Virgin Mary of Częstochowa, but it was destroyed during the war, when this was one of the points of resistance during the Warsaw Uprising. Left unreconstructed for decades, it had been a creepy place full of gloomy ruins, the stumps of columns and open cellars. When it was finally resurrected, it became the epitome of the city’s chaotic style. Anyone who drove down the Łazienkowska Highway got a view of this redbrick chimera, a cross between a church, a monastery, a fortress and Gargamel’s palace. And now a corpse had been found here.

Szacki adjusted the knot in his tie and crossed to the other side of the road. It began to spit with rain. A patrol car and an unmarked police car were standing by the gate. A few rubbernecks emerged from the morning mist. Oleg Kuzniecow was talking to a technician from the Warsaw Police Forensic Laboratory. He broke off the conversation and came up to Szacki. They shook hands.

“Off to Party headquarters on Rozbrat Street for cocktails afterwards, eh?” quipped the policeman, straightening the facings of his jacket for him.

“The rumours about the politicization of the Public Prosecution Service are just as exaggerated as the gossip about extra sources of funding for Warsaw’s police,” retorted Szacki. He didn’t like people making fun of his clothes. Whatever the weather, he always wore a suit and tie, because he was a public prosecutor, not a greengrocer.

“What have we got?” he asked, taking out a cigarette - the first of the three he allowed himself daily.

“One body, four suspects.”

“Christ, not more alcohol-induced slaughter. Even in this bloody city, I didn’t think you could find a drinking den in a church. And to cap it all they’ve done it on a Sunday - there’s no respect.” Szacki was genuinely disgusted, and still furious that his family Sunday had fallen victim to the killing too.

“You’re not entirely right, Teo,” muttered Kuzniecow, turning in every direction to try and find a spot where the wind wouldn’t blow out his lighter flame. “As well as the church there are all sorts of businesses in this building. They’ve sub-let space to a school, a health centre, various Catholic organizations, and there’s also a place for religious retreats. Different groups of people come here for the weekend to pray, talk, listen to sermons and so on. Right now a psychotherapist has hired the rooms for three days with four of his patients. They worked on Friday, worked on Saturday and parted ways after supper. This morning the doctor and three of the patients came to breakfast. They found the fourth one a little later. You’ll see what state he’s in. The rooms are in a separate wing; it’s impossible to get there without going past the porter’s lodge. There are bars on the windows. No one saw anything, no one heard anything. And so far no one’s confessed either. One body, four suspects - all sober and well-to-do. What do you say to that?”

Szacki stubbed out his cigarette and took a few steps over to a dustbin in order to dispose of it. Kuzniecow flicked his own dog-end into the road, straight under the wheels of a number 171 bus.

“I don’t believe in stories like that, Oleg. It’ll soon turn out the porter slept half the night, some yob went in to steal some money for booze, bumped into the poor neurotic on the way, got even more scared than he was and stuck a knife into him.  He’ll crow about it to one of your narks, and that’ll be the end of it.”

Kuzniecow shrugged.

Szacki believed in what he’d said to Oleg, but he felt rising curiosity as they entered through the main door and headed down a narrow corridor to the small classroom where the corpse was lying. He took a deep breath to control his nervous excitement and also his fear of coming into contact with a body. By the time he saw it, his face was the picture of professional indifference. Teodor Szacki could hide behind the mask of an official, a guardian of law and order in the Polish Republic.




IV 

A man in a pale-grey suit, aged about fifty, a bit stout, with lots of grey hair but no bald patch, was lying on his back on the floor, which was covered in a greenish lino that didn’t go with the low cross-vaulting at all. Next to him stood a grey old-fashioned suitcase that didn’t have a zip to close it, but two metal locks, and was also secured by some short straps done up with buckles.

There wasn’t much blood, almost none at all, but Szacki didn’t feel any the better for that. It cost him a lot to take a firm step towards the victim and squat down next to his head. He let out a bilious belch and swallowed his saliva.

“Fingerprints?” he asked nonchalantly.

“None on the murder weapon, Sir,” replied the chief technician, kneeling on the other side of the body. “We collected some in other places, and some trace evidence too. Should we take some odour samples?”

Szacki shook his head. If the deceased had spent the past two days with one of the people who had killed him, his odour wouldn’t help at all. They’d refuted that sort of circumstantial  evidence so many times when he’d tried it in court that it wasn’t worth bothering the technicians for nothing.

“What exactly is this?” he said, addressing Kuzniecow and pointing at the spike with a black-plastic handle that was sticking out of the victim’s right eye. It was a relief that thanks to the question he could turn his gaze on the policeman, instead of looking at the dark-red-and-grey matter that must once have been the man’s eye, but now had congealed on his cheek in a shape that stubbornly made Szacki think of a Formula One racing car.

“A meat skewer,” said Oleg. “Or something of the kind. There’s a whole set in the same style in the dining room. Knives, a cleaver, forks and spoons.”

Szacki nodded. The murder weapon came from in here. So what were the chances that the murderer came from the outside? Practically none; theoretically the court might think there was as big a crowd in here as on busy Marszałkowska Street, which no one had noticed. But all possible doubts… etc.

He was wondering how to play things with the witnesses, or, in fact, suspects, when one of the uniformed policemen looked in the hall.

“Superintendent, his wife’s here. Would you?”

Szacki went outside with Oleg.

“What was his name?” he whispered to Kuzniecow.

“Henryk Telak. The wife’s called Jadwiga.”

By the patrol car stood a woman of the kind men describe as handsome. Quite tall, slender, wearing glasses, with slightly greying dark hair and distinct facial features, she was dressed in a bright-green dress and sandals. She must have been a beauty once, and now proudly carried her fading charm.

Kuzniecow went up to her and bowed.

“Good morning, I am Oleg Kuzniecow, I’m the Police Superintendent. This is the Public Prosecutor, Teodor Szacki, who’ll  be conducting the investigation. Please accept our deepest condolences. We promise to do everything in our power to find and convict your husband’s murderer.”

The woman nodded. She looked absent, and must already have taken something to sedate herself. Perhaps she wasn’t yet fully conscious of what had happened. Szacki knew that the first reaction to the death of a loved one is disbelief. The pain comes later.

“How did it happen?” she asked.

“Assault and robbery,” lied Szacki with the self-confident glibness that had sometimes led people to advise him to take up advocacy. “So far it looks as if a burglar broke in at night and ran into your husband by accident - he may even have tried to stop the man. The thief killed him.”

“How?” she asked.

The two men swapped glances.

“Your husband was struck in the head by a sharp object.” Szacki couldn’t stand crime-related Newspeak, but it was the best language for depriving death of its drama. It sounded milder than “Someone stuck a meat skewer into his brain through his eye”. “He died instantly. The doctor says it happened so quickly he can’t have had time to feel any pain.”

“That’s something at least,” she said after a moment’s silence, and looked up for the first time. “Can I see him?” she asked, gazing at Szacki, who immediately remembered the grey stain, the shape of a racing car.

“There’s no need.”

“I’d like to say goodbye to him.”

“They’re still collecting evidence,” added Kuzniecow. “It’s not very private in there, and besides, please believe me, it’s not a pleasant sight.”

“As you wish,” she agreed resignedly, and Szacki held back a sigh of relief. “Can I go now?”

“Of course. Please just leave your details. I will have to talk to you some more.”

The woman dictated her address and phone number to Kuzniecow.

“What about the body?” she asked.

“Unfortunately we’ll have to do an autopsy. But on Friday at the latest the undertaker will be able to collect it.”

“That’s good. Maybe it’ll be possible to arrange the funeral for Saturday. A man’s got to be buried before Sunday, otherwise another family member will die the same year.”

“That’s just superstition,” replied Szacki. He took two business cards from his pocket and handed them to the widow. “One has my phone number, the other has the number of a centre that offers support to the families of crime victims. I advise you to call them. It might help.”

“Are they any good at resurrecting husbands?”

Szacki didn’t want the conversation to continue in this direction. Bizarre remarks such as these were usually a prelude to hysteria.

“No, they resurrect the living. Bring them back to life, to which they often don’t want to return. Of course you’ll do whatever you feel appropriate. I just believe that they are people who can help.”

She nodded and put both cards away in her handbag. The cop and the prosecutor said goodbye to her and went back into the building.

Oleg asked Szacki if he wanted to question the people from the therapy group now. Szacki was in two minds how to play it, and although as a first reaction he had decided to talk to them as soon as possible, right here even, now he thought it would be better to put it off for a while, to let them sweat for a bit - the good old Lieutenant Columbo method. He wondered what they were thinking about in their cells. Cells - how apt. They must all be mulling over every single word and gesture from the  past two days, looking for signs that show which of them might be the murderer. Except for the actual murderer - he (or she) must be wondering whether he has betrayed himself by word or gesture over the past two days. But all this makes the sensational assumption that one of them really did do the killing. Could the idea that the murderer came from the outside be excluded? No, it couldn’t. As usual at this stage nothing could be excluded. Yes, it might be an interesting case, a nice change after all those run-of-the-mill city murders. A nasty stench, some empty bottles, gore on the walls, a woman who looked thirty years older than the age on her ID sobbing on the floor, the surprised dopey pals, unable to believe one of them had knifed a mate in a drunken daze - how many times had he seen that?

“No,” he replied. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. Question them now - after all, that’s the usual procedure. But you do it, not some constable who was still living with mummy and daddy in the suburbs of Siedlce a fortnight ago - calmly and casually, treating each one as a witness. When did they last see Telak? When did they meet? What did they do last night? Don’t ask about what connects them, about the therapy - let them feel safe, and I’ll have a reason to call them back again a few times.”

“You’re full of ideas,” said Oleg huffily. “You’re telling me to play with them to prepare the ground for you. Make transcripts, write clearly, have it read through...”

“Get some lady constable to write it out for you in nice round letters. Let’s meet up in the morning at Wilcza Street; we’ll exchange documents, have a chat and decide what next. I was meant to be going to the sentencing for the Pieszczoch case, but I’ll ask Ewa to go for me.”

“You’re buying the coffee.”

“For pity’s sake. I’m an underpaid civil servant, not a corrupt traffic cop. My wife is a civil servant too. We make ourselves instant coffee at work, we don’t buy it for anyone.”

Oleg took out a cigarette. Szacki only just stopped himself from doing the same. He didn’t want to have just one left for the rest of the day.

“You’re buying the coffee, there’s no argument.”

“You’re a filthy Russki.”

“So they’re always telling me. See you in Gorączka at nine?”

“I hate that flatfoot’s dive.”

“At Brama then?”

Szacki nodded. Oleg saw him to his car.

“I’m afraid this might be a tough one,” said the policeman. “If the murderer didn’t make any mistakes, and the rest of them didn’t see anything, it’s pretty hopeless.”

Szacki couldn’t resist smiling.

“They always make mistakes,” he said.




V 

He couldn’t remember when the weather in the Tatra mountains had ever been so kind to him. From the summit of Kopa Kondracka he had a perfect view in all directions; only far above the Slovak part of the High Tatras could he see some tiny clouds. Ever since he had parked early that morning in Kiry, taken a short walk in the Kościeliska Valley and started to climb up the Czerwone Wierchy - the four “Red Peaks” - the sun had been with him the whole time. From halfway up, where the path began to climb more and more steeply, the dwarf mountain pines gave no chance of shade, and there were no streams nearby, the hike had turned into a route march across a red-hot frying pan. It reminded him of stories he’d heard about American soldiers in Vietnam, whose brain fluid got cooked during the day under their sun-baked helmets. He had always thought it must be nonsense, but now that was how he felt, except that his head was protected not by a helmet, but a beige hat, a souvenir brought back from a trip to Australia long ago. 


As he neared the ridge, black spots started dancing before his eyes, and his legs went weak. He cursed his own stupidity - that of a seventy-year-old who thinks he can still do as much of everything as before. Drink as much, make love as much, hike in the mountains as much.

On the ridge he sank to the ground, letting the wind cool him, and listened to the frantic rhythm of his heart. Tough, he thought - better to croak on Ciemniak Peak than on Marszałkowska Street in central Warsaw. Once his heart had calmed down a bit, he thought it would be better yet to die on Małołączniak Peak, across the saddle, because it sounded like the name of a bird - much better than being killed by bloody Ciemniak, meaning “ignoramus”. If he died there, they’d go on telling jokes about him long after. So he dragged himself over to Małołączniak, drank a little coffee from his thermos while trying not to think about his muscle number one, and by sheer impetus reached the top of Kopa Kondracka. It was quite amazing, but it looked as if his weak heart combined with his old man’s stupidity weren’t going to kill him this time either. He poured himself another mug of coffee, took out a sandwich wrapped in tin foil and gazed at the pot-bellied thirty-year-olds coming up the poor old Kopa with as much effort as if it were twenty thousand feet high. He felt like advising them to bring oxygen with them.

How can they let themselves go like that? he thought, as he disdainfully watched them barely trudging along. At their age he could run the route from the shelter in Kondratowa Valley up the Kopa and back again first thing in the morning, via the dip called Piekło, meaning “hell”, just to get warm and work up an appetite for breakfast. Yes, those were the days. Everything was clear, everything made sense, everything was easy.

He stretched out his tanned calves in the sunshine - covered in grey hairs, they were still muscular - and switched on his mobile  to send a text message to his wife, who was waiting for him at the guesthouse near Strążyska Valley. The phone had only just found a signal when it rang. The man cursed and answered it.

“Yes?”

“Good morning, this is Igor. I’ve got some bad news for you.”

“Yes?”

“Henryk’s dead.”

“How did it happen?”

“I’m afraid it was a nasty accident.”

He didn’t waste a moment considering what to say in reply.

“That really is sad news. I’ll do my best to come back tomorrow, but you must place a condolences announcement in the newspaper as soon as possible. Got that?”

“Of course.”

He switched off the phone. He no longer felt like texting his wife. He drank the rest of the coffee, put on his backpack and set off towards the pass below the Kopa. He’d have a beer at Kalatówki Clearing and think how to tell her they’d have to go back to Warsaw. Almost forty years together, and he still found that sort of conversation stressful.




VI 

Prosecutor Teodor Szacki had some trouble firing up the powerful three-litre engine of his Citroën V6 - the autogas installation was playing up again - waited for the hydraulic system to lift his dragon off the ground, and set off towards the highway along the River Vistula, intending to cross over Łazienkowski Bridge. At the last moment he changed his mind, turned towards Wilanów and stopped the car at the bus stop near Gagarin Street. He switched on the hazard lights.

Long ago, ten years ago, which meant ages ago, he and Weronika had lived here, before Helka was born. It was a  studio flat on the second floor, and both windows looked onto the highway. A nightmare. In the daytime one huge lorry after another came, after dark it was the night buses and little Fiat 126s going at seventy miles per hour. He had learned to distinguish makes of car by the sound of their engines. A layer of thick black dust would collect on the furniture, and the window would be dirty half an hour after cleaning it. It was worst of all in summer. They’d had to open the windows or else suffocate, but then it was impossible to talk or watch television. It was quite another matter that in those days they made love more often than they watched the news. And now? He wasn’t sure they made it to the national average, which had once amused them so much. What? There really are people who only do it once a week? Ha ha ha!

Szacki snorted with laughter and rolled down the window. It was raining steadily now, and raindrops fell inside the car, leaving dark spots on the upholstery. In the windows of their old flat, a petite blonde was wandering about in a top with shoulder straps; her hair came down to her shoulders.

I wonder what it would be like, thought Szacki, if I were to park in the courtyard and go up to the flat on the second floor, and find that girl waiting for me? If I had a completely different life, different CDs, different books on the shelves, if I smelled a different body lying next to me. We could go for a walk in Łazienki Park, I’d tell her why I had to be at work today - let’s say at an architectural studio; she’d say I was brave and that she’d buy me an ice cream near the Theatre on the Island. Everything would be different.

How unfair it is that we only have one life, mused Szacki, and that it so quickly bores us.

One thing’s for sure, he thought, as he turned the car key. I need a change. I bloody well need a change.
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Monday, 6th June 2005

 



Vatican priest Father Konrad Hejmo sends a special statement from Rome explaining at length and in a roundabout way that he did not collaborate with the Communist secret police. Also in Rome, Pope Benedict XVI re-emphasizes the Church’s opposition to homosexual marriages, abortion and genetic engineering. Committed Catholic, presidential candidate and Mayor of Warsaw Lech Kaczyński bans the Equality Parade and stresses that the pig-headed attitude of “some groups” is of course to do with the elections. Former President Lech Wałęsa invites current President Aleksander Kwaśniewski and his wife to his name-day party. In central Warsaw artist Joanna Rajkowska fixes fresh leaves to her artificial-palm-tree installation on Jerozolimskie Avenue. At the jail on Rakowiecka Street the rock band that has been formed there gives its first concert, and nearby on Spacerowa Street an eighty-six-year-old woman gets stuck in the bathtub for twenty-four hours. In the evening the semi-finals of the Polish Cup are held. Legia Warsaw are playing at home against Groclin, and Wisła Kraków against Zagłębie Lubin. Maximum temperature in the capital: eighteen degrees - some rain, cloudy.




I 

Szacki took his daughter to playschool, drove Weronika to the City Council on Miodowa Street and on the dot of nine was sitting in the Brama café on Krucza Street, waiting for Oleg. He was hungry, but thought it a pity to waste fifteen zlotys or more on breakfast. On the other hand, it was only the beginning of the month, so he still had money in his account. He hadn’t slaved away studying, doing his legal training and working as an assessor just to end up denying himself breakfast. He ordered a cheese and tomato omelette.

The waitress was just serving him the food when Kuzniecow appeared.

“Well, well,” he said, as he sat down on the other side of the table. “Brought a jar of your instant from the office, eh, so the lady can make you some coffee?”

Without passing comment, Szacki gave the policeman a meaningful look. Kuzniecow ordered a black coffee and took a wad of documents out of his briefcase.

“Here you have the official memo, the site inspection report and the witness interviews. And the search reports - you’ve got to approve them for me. I took your advice and sweet-talked a nice, lusty young trainee into helping. Look what lovely round letters. Her handwriting looks almost as fantastic as she does.”

“I’ve never yet seen a pretty policewoman,” snapped Szacki.

“Maybe you don’t fancy girls in uniforms. I always imagine them in nothing but the cap and blouse with only two buttons done up…”

“Better tell me what happened yesterday.”

Kuzniecow sat his angular body straight on the chair and folded his hands as if to pray.

“I’m ninety-nine per cent certain,” he began in a serious, solemn tone, “the butler did it.”

Szacki laid his knife and fork against the edge of his plate and sighed heavily. Communicating with policemen was sometimes like being a teacher with a class full of children suffering from ADHD: it took a lot of patience and self-control.

“Are you going to get to the point?” he asked coldly.

Kuzniecow shook his head in disbelief.

“You’re such a petty bureaucrat, Teodor. Read for yourself exactly what they said. No one knows anyone, no one knows anything, no one saw anything. They’re all very sorry, they’re shocked. They met a week ago; only Rudzki, the psychotherapist, had known him for longer, a year or so. They all noticed that the deceased was introverted and depressed. They spoke so convincingly that I found myself wondering if he hadn’t committed suicide.”

“You must be joking. By sticking a skewer in his eye?” Szacki wiped his mouth on his napkin. The omelette hadn’t been bad at all.

“Right, it’s hardly likely. But if people are capable of shooting themselves in the head or biting off and swallowing their own tongues, you see what I mean. Anyway, ask the pathologist. And on the subject of tongues, have you heard the one about the lady speech therapist who had such a well-trained tongue that she choked on it while doing her exercises? Not bad, eh?”

“So what are your impressions?” asked Szacki, without commenting on the joke.

Kuzniecow smacked his lips and fell into thought. Szacki waited patiently. He knew that few people were as sharp or had as astute a sense of observation as this larger-than-life, far-too-jovial cop with the Russian name.

“You’ll see for yourself,” he said at last. “They all made a very good impression. None of them was unnaturally self-controlled, or unnaturally excited and shocked. And often that’s how you can tell a murderer. Either he pretends to be cold as ice or mad  with despair. Any departure from the norm is suspicious, but they’re all on the level. More or less.”

“Or else one of them knows how to behave himself,” suggested Szacki.

“Yes, the therapist, I thought of that too. Besides, he knew the victim the longest - he might have had a motive. I was even ready to lock him up for forty-eight hours if he’d betrayed himself in any way, but nothing of the kind. He’s a bit superior and arrogant, like all shrinks - bloody nutters, the lot of them. But I didn’t feel he was lying.”

In other words we’ve got a load of shit, thought Szacki, putting out a hand to stop the waitress from taking his roll and butter away with the empty plate. He’d paid enough - he was going to eat every last crumb of it.

“Maybe it really was a blunder while a burglar was on the job,” he said.

“Maybe,” agreed Kuzniecow. “They’re all educated, intelligent people. Do you believe one of them would decide to commit murder in such a theatrical place? They don’t have to read crime fiction to know we’ll keep sniffing around them to the bitter end. No one in their right mind would ever kill in such an idiotic way. It’s senseless.”

Kuzniecow was right. It had promised to be interesting, but it looked as if they were seeking a petty thief who had accidentally become a murderer. Which meant they’d have to follow the usual routine, thought Szacki, making a mental checklist.

“Tell the press we’re looking for people who were hanging about there that night and might have seen something. Interrogate all the watchmen, security guards, priests, anyone who was working there at the weekend. Find out who’s king of the castle and who rented the place to Rudzki so I can talk to him. I was planning to go there in the week anyway to take a good look at it all.”

Kuzniecow nodded - the prosecutor’s instructions were obvious to him. “Just write it down for me when you get a moment so I’ve got confirmation in writing.”

“Fine. And I’ve got one more request, without confirmation.”

“Yes?”

“Keep an eye on Rudzki for the next few days. I’ve got absolutely nothing to charge him with, but for now he’s the main suspect. I’m afraid he’ll do a runner and that’ll be the end of it.”

“What do you mean? Don’t you believe the bold Polish police force will track him down?”

“Don’t make me laugh. In this country you only have to leave your registered address to disappear for ever.”

Kuzniecow laughed out loud.

“You’re not just a petty bureaucrat, you’re a cynic too,” he said, getting himself ready to go. “Give my best to your lovely sexy wife.”

Szacki raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure if Kuzniecow was talking about the same woman who trailed around the house complaining of new pains every day.




II 

On the way to his room Szacki got a documents file from the office. Catalogue number ID 803/05. Unbelievable. In other words soon they’d have a thousand registered inquiries and break last year’s record by miles. It looked as if a small area of central Warsaw was the blackest spot on the crime map of Poland. Admittedly, most of the inquiries conducted here were to do with economic, financial and accounting scams that were handled by a separate unit - the result of the fact that perhaps eighty per cent of all the businesses in Poland had their head offices between Unia Lubelska Square and Bankowy Square - but there was no lack of ordinary criminals either. Almost  twenty prosecutors in the “First ID”, or the First Investigative Department, worked on thefts, muggings, rapes and assaults - and also on plenty of cases that the guys from organized crime at the regional prosecutor’s office were supposed to deal with. In practice the stars from organized crime - or “OC” as it was known - chose the more interesting incidents for themselves, and left the “everyday shootings” to the district office. As a result, the OC Prosecutor from the regional office had a few cases on his books, while the District Prosecutor had a few dozen. Or in fact a few hundred, if you included ongoing inquiries, ones that had been shelved, ones that depended on finding a particular witness and ones that were waiting to be heard in court but had been postponed for the umpteenth time. Szacki, who even so was in a fairly comfortable position for a district prosecutor because he really only dealt with murders, had tried last week to count up all his cases. It came to 111, 112 with Telak’s murder - 111 if the sentence were passed today in the Pieszczoch case, and 113 if the judge decided to send the case back to the prosecutor’s office. He shouldn’t - it had all been prepared perfectly, and in Szacki’s view Chajnert was the best judge in the Warsaw district.

Unfortunately, relations between the Prosecution Service and the courts had been getting worse from year to year. Even though the prosecutor’s work was closer to a judge’s job than a policeman’s, and the Prosecution Service was the “armed forces” of the judiciary, the distance was increasing between officials with purple trimming on their gowns - the judges - and officials with red trimming - the prosecutors. A month ago Szacki’s boss, Janina Chorko, had gone to the regional court on Leszno Street to ask for a date to be set as soon as possible for a well-publicized case concerning multiple rapes at a sports centre on Nowowiejska Street. She had been given a dressing down and told that the courts are independent and  no prosecutor was going to tell them how they should do their job. It was laughable - not so bad when insults were the only result of such hostility, but worse when it was the verdicts that suffered. Sometimes Szacki got the impression that only a case where the accused confessed all on the first day of the inquiry and then repeated his confession three times in the courtroom was one you could count on winning. All the rest were a lottery.

He tossed his umbrella into a corner of the room, which for the next two weeks he didn’t have to share with the usual colleague, because she had gone to a sanatorium with her sickly child, for the third time this year. In fact he had been given two of her cases, but at least he didn’t have to look at the mess she made around herself. He sat at his desk, which he always tried to keep in impeccable order, and took out a sheet of paper listing the phone numbers of the people from Łazienkowska Street. He had his hand on the receiver when Maryla, his boss’s secretary, put her head round the door.

“Your presence is requested in the parlour,” she said.

“Be there in fifteen.”

“She said, and I quote: ‘When he says he’ll be there in fifteen, tell him I mean right now!’”

“I’ll be there in a moment.”

“She said, and I quote—”

“I’ll be there in a moment,” he said firmly, pointing meaningfully at the receiver he was holding. Maryla rolled her eyes and left.

He quickly made appointments for the afternoon with Barbara Jarczyk and Hanna Kwiatkowska - there were just minor problems with Euzebiusz Kaim.

“I’ve got a meeting today outside town.”

“Please postpone it.”

“It’s a very important meeting.”

“I see. Should I write you a sick note or have you arrested at once?”

There was a long silence.

“Actually it’s not that important.”

“Excellent. In that case, see you at three o’clock.”

The therapist wasn’t answering. Szacki left him a message and felt a nasty cramp in his stomach. He hoped the guy had just unplugged the phone for a while. He preferred not to think about other eventualities. He called the mortuary on Oczko Street too, found out the autopsy was due to take place on Wednesday morning at ten and left the room.

 



“Our offices appear to be in different dimensions of time and space,” the boss greeted him, “because my ‘right now’ is equivalent to exactly ten minutes later in your world, Prosecutor.”

“I didn’t know I’d been allocated an office,” replied Szacki, sitting down.

The District Prosecutor for Warsaw City Centre, Janina Chorko, gave an acid smile. She was several years older than Szacki; her grey suit blended with her grey hair and her nicotine-grey face. Always a bit sulky, with a wrinkled brow, she gave the lie to the theory that there aren’t any ugly women. Janina Chorko was ugly, was perfectly aware of the fact and did not try to cover up her defects with clothes or make-up. Quite the opposite - she consciously made herself sour, malicious and painfully businesslike, which was in perfect harmony with her appearance, turning her into the archetypal boss from hell. The new prosecutors were afraid of her, and the trainees hid in the toilet whenever she came down the corridor.

As a prosecutor she was brilliant. Szacki thought highly of her, because she was not just a mediocre official promoted for loyalty and following correct procedure, but someone from the very front line. She had served her time at the district office  in the Warsaw district of Wola, then in the organized crime department at the Regional Prosecutor’s office on the street called Krakowskie Przedmieście, and finally ended up here, at Krucza Street in the City Centre, where with an iron hand she ran the most complicated district in Poland. Within her office she was capable of reducing the biggest star to a heap of misery, but when dealing with outsiders she never went against her people, often taking big risks on their behalf. Szacki had heard that they’d been afraid of her at the regional office too, especially in the Preparatory Proceedings Department, where they had rarely dared to reject a decision initialled by her. However, Szacki had had more than one experience during Chorko’s reign of not getting permission to call an expert witness for financial reasons (any expense above 2,500 zlotys had to be approved by the Regional Prosecutor), and in every other prosecutor’s office that was daily bread.

They had worked together for seven years and had great respect for each other, though they weren’t friends. They had never got onto first-name terms, which suited them both. They shared the view that cold official relationships are conducive to good professional work, especially when the plaque at the entrance features the national emblem - the crowned eagle - rather than a colourful company logo.

Szacki briefly summarized the events from Łazienkowska Street, outlined his plans for the next few days and his suspicions about Rudzki, the psychotherapist. Suspicions which, however, could not provide grounds for any sort of action against him.

“When’s the autopsy?” asked Chorko.

“Wednesday morning.”

“In that case please give me an inquiry plan and your hypotheses by three on Wednesday. At the latest. And don’t forget that you have to write the indictment in the Nidziecka case by the end of the week. I trusted you and initialled the  commutation from remand to supervision, but it doesn’t make me any the calmer. I’d like that case to be in court as soon as possible.”

Szacki nodded. Unable to decide on the legal classification, he had put it off from last week.

“As we’re having a chat, there are two other things. Firstly, please don’t exploit female colleagues who fancy you - go to your own trials. Secondly, I’d like you to help Jurek and Tadeusz with narcotics.”

Szacki failed to hide a scowl.

“Yes, Prosecutor? Got a problem? Surely you don’t want me to think you’re incapable of teamwork? Especially in cases that demand lots of laborious, boring and unsatisfying tasks?”

Too true, thought Szacki.

“Please give me a week so I can concentrate on this murder. We’ll be carrying on with narcotics for months; I’ll have time to get involved in it,” he said.

“A week. I’ll tell Tadeusz that from Monday you’re working together.”

This time Szacki remained stony-faced, though it cost him a lot. The grim hope occurred to him that some more corpses would turn up during the week, which would save him from some boring work with boring colleagues.

The audience came to an end. He had his hand on the doorknob when he heard Chorko say:

“Please don’t think I’m paying you a compliment, but you look great in that suit. Like a real star of the bar association.”

Szacki turned and smiled. He adjusted his shirt cuffs, fastened with fashionable wooden cufflinks.

“That wasn’t a compliment, Prosecutor, as you very well know.”




III 

The abrupt end to the trip to Zakopane meant the atmosphere in the luxury Audi A8, in which they were rapidly returning to Warsaw, was as cold as the stream of air pouring from the vents. His wife had packed up in silence, and then spent the whole night in silence, lying as far from him as possible on the spacious bed in the apartment; that morning she had got into the car in silence and travelled home in silence. Nothing helped - neither her favourite Glenn Miller, nor lunch at a fabulous Greek restaurant which by some strange twist of fate was situated in Kroczyce, less than twenty miles from the Katowice highway. He had made a detour specially, knowing how much she loved Greek food. Naturally, she had eaten it, but she hadn’t said a word.

When he stopped near their villa at Leśna Polana near Magdalenka to drop her off, and watched her silently walking to the garden gate, something inside him snapped. He switched off Glenn Miller’s bloody racket and opened the window.

“Just think what a squalid dump you’d be coming home to if it weren’t for what I do,” he screamed.

Half an hour later he was in the garage underneath the Intraco building, where his company’s modest office was located. The company could have afforded rooms in the Metropolitan or one of the skyscrapers near the ONZ roundabout, but he liked this spot. It had its own style, and he could endlessly admire the panorama from the windows on the thirty-second floor. He got out of the lift, nodded to a secretary as lovely as the sunrise over a ridge in the Tatras and without knocking went into the Chairman’s office. His office. Igor was already waiting for him. At the sight of the boss he got up.

“Sit down. Do you know how many times a woman goes through menopause? I must be witnessing it for the third time by now. And I was warned off taking a young wife. To hell with that.”

Instead of answering, Igor poured a drink - Cutty Sark with two lumps of ice and a dash of soda. He handed it to the Chairman, who had meanwhile fetched a laptop out of the safe. They sat down on either side of the desk.

“Now tell me what happened.”

“Henryk was murdered on Saturday night in the church buildings on Łazienkowska Street.”

“What the bloody hell was he doing there?”

“He was taking part in group therapy. It may be that one of the other participants killed him, or maybe someone else who knew he’d be in the place and that suspicion would fall on someone there. Or maybe a burglar, so the police claim.”

“A bastard, not a burglar. They always say that to get the press off their backs. Who’s in charge of the investigation?”

“Kuzniecow on Wilcza Street, and Szacki on Krucza.”

“Excellent,” said the Chairman, laughing out loud. “To think they had to go and rub him out right in the City Centre. Couldn’t they do it in Ochota? Or the Praga district? It wouldn’t be any problem there.”

Igor shrugged. The Chairman put down his empty glass on the desk, logged onto the system, put a special key in the USB port that enabled access to a coded folder and found the right file. Any attempt at opening the folder without the key would have ended in irreversible deletion of the data. He quickly ran through the contents, which were more or less familiar to him. He paused for thought.

“What shall we do?” asked Igor. “The first procedure is already in motion.”

“We’ll stick with it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I don’t think the person who killed Henryk wanted to go any further - if that’s what it’s about. I think we can feel safe.”

“What about Szacki and Kuzniecow?”

“Let’s wait and see how things develop.”

Igor nodded. Without being asked he picked up the elegant, heavy-bottomed glass, in which the ice lumps were still rattling, and reached for the bottle.




IV 

Teodor Szacki signed his name on the “Prosecution Reference File”, made a note that an inquiry was being conducted “in the case of the taking of the life of Henryk Telak in the church building rooms at 14 Łazienkowska Street, Warsaw, on the night of 4th-5th June 2005, i.e. an offence covered by Article 148, paragraph 1 of the Penal Code”, and stopped writing at the box marked “versus”. Unfortunately he would have to leave it blank. Experience had taught him that investigations conducted “in the case of” were definitely more than likely to finish many months later with a document being sent to the Regional Prosecutor’s office asking them to approve a decision “to dismiss by reason of failure to identify the offender, in accordance with Article 322, paragraph 1 of the Penal Procedure Code”. There in the record you entered the words “perpetrator unknown”, and took it back to the archive with a bad taste in your mouth. Better to have a suspect from the start, then you didn’t have to wander about in the dark.
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