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 ‘Reading this, you can’t get away from the feeling that you are walking the streets of Prague arm in arm with Edgar Allan Poe and Franz Kafka.’ – Kurier (Vienna)


‘The timeless tale of the hero pitting himself against the developer mafia is thrilling enough, but Urban adds a gruesome, spine-chilling element with the old ghost figure Kleinfleisch.’ – Nürnberger Zeitung




LORD MORD


Lord Mord is the new thriller by Miloš Urban, author of the international bestseller The Seven Churches.


Habsburg Prague at the end of the nineteenth century seethes with tension between Czechs seeking independence and the German-speaking population that wields the power – and caught between both are the Jews. Josefov, the Jewish Quarter, is being modernized, causing large-scale destruction of the medieval city. Moving through this maelstrom is the drug-addicted, absinthe-drinking, tubercular Addie, Count Arco, who dotes on the ancient buildings and courtyards of the old town. Buying a house in Josefov, he refuses to give up his home, taking on the bureaucrats at the Town Hall who want all residents in the way of ‘urban improvement’ purged to make way for ‘new and purer blood’.


Meanwhile, the night-time alleyways are haunted by a mythological monster named Kleinfleisch. Prostitutes, friends of Addie, are being murdered, and he finds himself sucked into wider events, wrenching him out of his idle existence.


A dizzying cocktail of mystery, murder and Gothic romance, Lord Mord is more than worthy of an author who has been dubbed ‘the dark knight of Czech literature’.
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MILOŠ URBAN


Miloš Urban (b. 1967) grew up in Bohemia, lived for a time in London and now resides in Prague where he makes his living writing and translating literature – having translated authors such as Isaac Bashevis Singer and Julian Barnes from English into Czech – as well as working as an editor in a publishing house. Dubbed the ‘dark knight of Czech literature’, Urban is a writer of power and imagination whose acclaimed Gothic mysteries (ten novels – including The Seven Churches, the international bestseller published in English by Peter Owen – and one collection of short stories to date) are set primarily against the backdrop of the city of Prague.
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The characters in this story are fictitious.
 The Prague depicted here is fictitious.
 Even the history is fictitious.







But Lord, the great cities are lost and rotting.


Escaping the flames is the greatest need,


and there is no comfort for the people


as their short time passes.


– ‘Cities’, Rainer Maria Rilke





Prologue I


Just lately speeches and outrage have been directed at one particular target: the Royal City of Prague.


Its good reputation is now scarcely more than a dream, and in terms of its representation Prague is regarded as one of the most backward of cities, the least endowed with intelligence.


Nay, worse still, its bad example has turned Prague into a sort of infectious plague, a stinking hotbed of all possible bad taste and licensed barbarity whose epidemic stench is beginning to engulf the most beautiful old cities of the kingdom.


Even foreigners no longer conceal their views, and people with a loving and sympathetic attachment to our nation are abandoning, maybe for good, this city of ours that once aroused such affection, because they are unable to look without anguish upon this suicidal venture and refuse to do so any longer. ‘For goodness’ sake, what’s happening to you? Who is the cause? It’s bound to be those Germans of yours again!’ The pen writhes, convulsed with shame, when obliged to explain to those abroad that it is not the Germans but our own people, the worst possible of enemies! Because – and the Germans have an incontestable right to this testimonial – so long as the Germans were in charge of our community such brutalities were not committed. And Prague, that glorious, royal, historic, hundred-spired, golden Prague, ‘where there is not a stone that was not sanctified by the blood of our forebears’ – but also not a stone at which the city council has not dared to aim its improvement axe – that Prague is still unaware of the barbarity of its achievement and continues to lay waste and vandalize, and no week – nay, no day – goes by without one being afraid to open one’s newspaper lest he read there yet again that some ‘genius’, with the agreement of the entire council, has come up with some new proposal and is threatening to place its explosive charge in those places which after so much protest and grumbling were considered inviolable: the bridge tower, the Jewish cemetery, the synagogue, the smashing through of a wide street from the Old Town Square to the Vltava, the demolition of houses on the north side of the Old Town Square, the boring of a tunnel through the Vyšehrad Rock!


– Vilém Mrštík: Bestia triumphans (1897; edited excerpt)





Prologue II


I was awoken by a banging on the door of my apartment. I glanced around the bedroom – I was at home fortunately – and the second blessing was the light of day. Thank God. I called out, ‘Enter’, and scarcely recognized my own voice. I tried to clear my throat and started to shake with coughing. By some miracle I stopped it. It catches one unawares first thing in the morning, then drives one mad during the day, and by the evening it forces one to reappraise a thing a two. There was a mustiness in the air, but to let some fresh air in through the window could be even worse, as the lungs are a delicate part of the body. Someone entered the apartment – the concierge, to judge by the footsteps. He knocked on the bedroom door and opened it slightly. At first he did not look in, in case I had company. I did not. So he came in, apologizing for taking the liberty … I asked him what he wanted. He jerked his head, looked sideways and shrugged. Aha, I had a visitor, and he was probably standing outside. I motioned to him to let the person in. He disappeared but not before he had briskly handed me a glass of water. Bright fellow. A pity he had gone, because someone else came in. Two black spectres without heads or eyes, without visible bodies. They sailed into the room, an identical pair, and they came and stood by the bed. The concierge closed the door behind him, and I remained alone with those ghosts.


It struck me first of all that they were the dark souls of people unknown. They were dressed in mourning, both of them with black veils over their faces. One had a large black hat on its head; the other’s was slightly smaller. The one with the big hat carried a bunch of black roses; in fact, they were deep red. The other had a bright-red bouquet tied up with a black band. My head ached, the cold water cooled my throat, my bronchial tubes quivered with a repressed cough and my mind marvelled at the strangeness of death. But I did not know whose death it was.


A hat moved, and the head beneath it stirred, and I caught sight of a lock of blonde hair. The veil rippled; breath passed through it but no voice. A hand in a black glove pointed at the chair next to the bed. A tall top hat stood on the seat, and over the chair back hung trousers with a satin stripe, freshly pressed. The concierge had brought them yesterday, and I had managed not to touch them in the night. Touché. One of the women put down her bouquet on the coverlet, went over to the chest of drawers, opened one and chose a white shirt, a pair of white drawers, long black stockings and garters and placed them all on the bed. Then I remembered what it was all about. And that the death had already occurred – before any others. This was the outcome.


I requested my visitors to turn away, which they did without a word. I relieved myself in the chamber pot. I put on my under garments and trousers, squinted at the mirror, rinsed my face in the porcelain washbasin, cleansed my teeth with powder, passed my hand over my cheeks – it would do – and splashed some cologne on myself from a flacon. They brought me a waistcoat and a morning coat from the wardrobe. The one in the scarf buttoned me up, and I reminded her that a morning coat is worn open. I parted my hair and combed my moustache in front of the mirror, arranged a hand kerchief in my pocket, inserted the gold-framed monocle in my right eye and placed the brushed top hat on my head. I looked for my watch, but it was not in any of the pockets.


‘I shouldn’t think we’ll have time for breakfast,’ I said for appearance’s sake in order to break the silence.


‘I knew you’d oversleep,’ said the one.


 ‘That you’d deliberately oversleep,’ the other added, ‘so you wouldn’t have to go.’


Then they each took one of my forearms and led me out of the apartment and the house. I was grateful to them for leaving the veils over their faces throughout the walk to the cemetery chapel, and no one could see who was accompanying me through the Old Town. There were some who might recognize my companions.


The ceremony was brief; the priest was well aware whose corpse was to be interred that day and who had come to say goodbye. And he was a good priest; he applied almost the same standard to everyone.


The girls who sold themselves in Jewry were of various faiths. As far as I could recall, Rosina Weinerová never spoke about God nor about Reconciliation or Providence. I was glad we were able to bury her in the cemetery and not outside its walls. A modest grave by the wall. I broke off a bud from the black bouquet and one from the red and tossed them both on the coffin.


There was no meal, and we went home our separate ways. Prague was abuzz. Children ran down the street, driving some plaything before them. It was impossible to tell what exactly as it was too fast.


I dropped into Karpeles’s café. The clock on the wall was like the one at the station. I read the Czech and German newspapers until twelve, drinking one cup of coffee after another. At noon Karpeles brought me an open sandwich with Italian-style potato salad and Prague ham, which he described as ‘Viennese’, together with a jug of beer from the tap-room next door.


I asked him to bring me some schnapps, seeing as I was in mourning. He placed the bottle in front of me on condition that he would not have to join me.





I


Bestia Triumphans


Two Girls


I stood among the trees in Letná Park on an early evening walk above Prague. There was still enough light, and I was not alone. A few paces from me a photographer was unpacking his things. He set up a low three-legged stand and fixed a wooden box to it. He fiddled around with it and screwed something on to it. It looked like the handle of a barrel-organ. Then he said something. It was not to me but to himself. He looked at his pocket watch, leant over the apparatus and started to turn the handle. I put my monocle in my eye and gazed, like him, over the edge of the escarpment.


The river was calm. Four wide rafts floated along with the current, and passing them on the other side, in the direction of the Rudolf Bridge, was a long, low, brightly painted paddle-steamer, red in the bows, brown amidships and pale pink astern. Fishermen’s rowing-boats shared the surface of the river with ducks, gulls and swans, with nets and fishing-lines spread out in all directions, with hunched anglers puffing on pipes and one young fellow in a dark cap standing urinating into the Vltava, caring nothing about the punts ferrying passengers and loads ceaselessly from one bank to the other, because it is a long way from everywhere to the towers and cables of the Franz-Josef Bridge.


On this side of the river a car of the water-propelled funicular was scaling the escarpment in the direction of the mansion, while the other descended, and because I could not see the road beneath the hill from where I was standing it seemed as if the funicular would shortly land on the surface of the river and mingle unobtrusively with the paddle-steamers.


I glanced to the right. From my vantage point it was further to the Rudolf Bridge than to the great bridge. A new one was still in the planning stage, and the plans were not at all mean-spirited. The architects’ vision was to penetrate the Jewish Town like an arrow from a bow, but it was to be no Cupid’s dart, as we were soon to discover. The ferry was inadequate for the needs of a metropolis, the punts go back and forth from one bank to the other like the pendulum of a clock, not stopping when the lamps are lit but continuing until midnight chimes from Prague’s towers and spires.


I looked down at the lagoon and the mills, and behind them to the right I could see the whole of Josefov, East Jewry and West Jewry, just beyond it the tower of the Town Hall, the steep roof of the Old-New Synagogue and the lower-pitched gables of the High Synagogue. I could see even further, even beyond the boundary of the ghetto, in which the Jewish houses flocked around the Church of the Holy Spirit like hens around a cock. My gaze flitted with relish across the pointed roofs of the cottages and the massive roofs of the coal depots, potato factories and other buildings. I delighted in the little roofs of workshops and sheds, not to mention the thousands of chimneys, some of which were as big as cannons, others were ‘kosher’: with a lid in the style of a Jewish hat on top, in other words. There were chimneys that got narrower towards the top and swayed in the wind; they stuck out of the roofs or came straight out of walls, leaning on the houses as if on their last legs and they had been borne for donkey’s years already by the cracked walls of the brickworks, joinery workshops, tanneries and breweries. Behind the chimneys the roofs, towers and spires of the Old Town churches protruded like splashes of colour on a painter’s canvas. Still further away I could just make out the mass of the New Town with its giant boxes, apartment houses standing alone in sloping meadows, fields and vineyards, waiting until some other residential building of the modern day joined them in line.


I looked at the opposite bank through a flock of gulls. This nearer view was quite clear; the mist had spared Prague for once. White smoke billowed straight upwards from the funnels of the paddle-steamers, coiling high into the sky and off into the distance, somewhere above the meadows of Karlín and the military parade ground at Invalidovna. Above Poříčí, on the other hand, there hung an orangey-brown cloud, so near the ground that it obscured the view of the neighbourhood around St Peter’s. Immediately beneath the cloud there stood opposite one another two mechanical excavators, the very ones that were recently unveiled to the blare of a brass band at the Provincial Jubilee Exhibition as a boon from on high for the Austro-Hungarian monarchy and especially for its industrial north governed by reason and healthy scepticism. On that occasion I had no notion of what those two monsters would be capable. They were similar but only in the sense of distant relatives. One of the machines demolished old houses; the other dug the foundations for new buildings. They were capable of working incredibly neatly and fast. Inventions in the field of construction were popular and welcomed everywhere. They moved hither and thither around the sleepy Bohemian landscape on their railway wagons, transforming it into an animated anthill. Then they returned to Prague and were bought by an association of firms engaged in urban improvement. And Prague willingly allowed those iron monsters to gnaw away at it, even permitting them to penetrate its old heart, as it looked forward to receiving a new organ, in the belief that only thus could it survive in the Europe of the twentieth century.


There were a few of us who saw things differently and saw different things, namely that the Jewish Town had never suffered so much and had never accepted its extinction with such calm and humility, totally reconciled and at one with the vision that the councillors and businessmen had painted for it.


I noticed that the man at my side was still turning his handle, but his box was no longer pointing at the city but at me.


I doffed my hat and bowed, and that sudden forward motion induced a fit of coughing.


It is impossible to predict these coughing fits. That one was embarrassing and insidious. I felt as if I was suffocating. I spluttered phlegm, trying to prevent myself from throwing up. Prague air has the ability to wander painfully around the alimentary tract and breathing passages. As always my handkerchief was near to hand and straight away at my mouth. I examined it carefully as my doctor had advised. The white satin displayed only a moist greyness and shreds of phlegm that I would not show anyone, although we who cough explosively and aggressively cannot help but to see it.


No sign of red, thank goodness. I crumpled up my handkerchief, returned the monocle to my right eye and turned to go. I raised my hat to a lady in a yellow-and-blue gown with a wasp waist and a Spanish-style skirt. But it was no lady. Everything was artificial, as I could see at first sight. The sensually cleft chin and the gaze through eyelashes; those heavy legs in ludicrously tiny shoes beneath the hem of the skirt; the concealed bustle that caused her bottom to protrude abundantly. She was taken aback – perhaps she knew me slightly – and she mentioned my name to her companion with whom she was walking arm in arm. The latter was darker and younger – slim to the point of skinniness, a bit like a boy, were it not for the skirt and the comical little hat shaped like an Indian pagoda on her erect head, but I had never had occasion to amuse myself with them, let alone get involved. Letná was suffocating me. My bronchial tubes were rattling away like an old boiler, and the tallowy atmosphere dissipated my thinking. I nodded a second time and hurried through the park to the road to hail a cab, taking care not to let the stench of the horse assail my nostrils, and return to the part of the city where I felt at ease – just a few steps from those places where gigantic black demolition machines, driven by tiny little men, were in operation, emitting steam and the stench of oil with an ardour worthy of a Jules Verne novel.


I fled from Letná Park like a country bumpkin terrified by the metropolis, although I was born in Prague and had long been unable to contemplate life elsewhere. I had never had any fondness for the country. It was pleasant to take a trip there when the weather was fine, but come Saturday evening I would be ready to get back to town. Mama viewed it with displeasure: to her way of thinking a nobleman belongs to the land that the king bestowed on his ancestors, and my father was never entirely at home in town, even though he tended to regard his blue blood as more of burden and at best something superfluous or even anachronistic. But he left it up to me to decide where I wanted to live. I had been avoiding my parents latterly.


The cabman wanted to know where to put me down, and I shouted, ‘Friedmann’s!’ I covered my mouth and nose with my handkerchief and listened to the rattle of the wheels on the old cobbles. The lamps were already being switched on, a much brighter light than the previous gas lamps that the councillors are currently installing in outlying parts of the city to replace the antediluvian oil lamps, whereas this light is modern, electric, clear and white, much better for illuminating the filth of the old streets and the new pavements. Those dog and hen turds, the pigeon and rat carcasses and all sorts of disgusting human waste – how clearly visible it all is now.


I reached into my pocket for my watch and remembered that I had been without it for two days already. Perhaps I had pawned it somewhere or even lost it. Or maybe someone had stolen it from me during the absinthe soirée before the funeral.


We drove through the gate into the Jewish Town, the first thoroughfare after crossing the river, straight into the most infamous corner of old Prague, where it was gloomy even during the day and where the red light of oil lamps shone in windows the whole time. Some of the houses were still surrounded by chains, recalling the time when the Jews were allowed out of their town only at certain hours. But there were fewer and fewer of the original inhabitants here now. It was decades since the Jews of Prague had been allowed to move out of the ghetto, and meanwhile a goyish riff-raff from every corner of the Czech lands had moved into the houses they vacated. Not only men had come but also women, the poorest of whom discovered that rather than die from hunger even the ugliest of them could sell herself for a few handy pence. Wizened crones, hefty matrons and even skinny large-eyed children, boys and girls alike, all sold themselves on the Prague market in human bodies. Prague sighed, groaned and cursed, and the howls of copulating mammals was heard loudest from the lanes and backyards of the Jewish Town, and the City Hall was deaf to it.


We came to a halt beneath a green-and-white sign with an inscription in Czech and German: Friedmann’s Inn – For Your Pleasure and Satisfaction in somewhat slapdash black lettering. The street stank. There was no light in the first-storey windows, but coloured lights burnt behind the large ground-floor window that consisted of little leaded panes of opaque glass. A traveller might mistakenly enter in expectation of a hearty supper, which he would certainly receive, but something else, too.


I tossed the cabman a coin and entered the establishment. Belisar, the old flunkey, was already there in the hallway, bowing and scraping, reaching out with his long arms for my hat and cloak. His Lordship this and His Lordship that, what brings His Lordship the Count to us this evening? Alas, we have no new merchandise … But he was silenced by a familiar voice from within the premises. The owner of the voice came out to greet me. She was still handsome, with a pleasant smile on her round face – plump would be more accurate – and gaudy yellow-tinted hair. She looked almost forty but was ten years younger, and her name was Otka, Otka Meyrinková. Her good manners once came from me, my bad manners from her.


I came towards her to embrace her, but she backed away as if I was about to hit her. A cough caused me to shake, and she now leapt back as if I had the plague. All traces of her smile had disappeared. Madame Friedmannová came over to see us. She had a new high coiffure with waved hair. She attempted a curtsy. She had little difficulty bending her legs, but it was not so easy for her to straighten up, and she winced. I kissed her hand and went on holding it. I grasped Otka’s left hand, and I crossed their arms, which took the women aback. Then I kissed Otka’s hand. The tongue can be a funny instrument. First I used it to polish Madame’s enormous episcopal ring, then I inserted the point of it between Otka’s fat middle and index fingers. They were like alabaster, naturally, with a scent of soap and eau-de-Cologne – washing dishes is not among her duties. The perfume started me coughing once more.


‘Gracious, the Count has a chill. So why is he not in bed? His own, I mean.’ The Madame snatched her hand from my grasp, snapped open her bone fan and held it as a shield in front of her face, but I had already calmed my bronchial tubes and caught sight of the stooped back of the flunkey bringing us imitation champagne on a silver salver which, to my amazement, he held high above his head. He deftly opened the bottle and poured out bubbly lemonade mixed with grape juice and alcohol.


‘It’s on account of the atmosphere, otherwise I’m as fit as a peasant.’ I smiled at the Madame with such an array of white teeth that she lowered her fan. We clinked glasses.


‘Well, stay with the Count, then,’ said the Madame, turning to Otka. ‘You won’t be going upstairs anyway. And don’t forget to keep a tally of what he drinks.’ She displayed her yellow set of teeth, with one gap on the bottom right, and turned to go but said as an after-thought, ‘One glass is quite enough for you, Otka. Bubbles only make you talkative.’ Then, with her skirts raised, she waddled off to the room next door, which I believe was known as the ‘green boudoir’. Two men had just entered it, headed by Belisar.


As I gazed after the group Otka emptied my glass. She gave a faint smile with maidenly lips, which in the light of the oil lamps did not betray their frequent usage at Friedmann’s. And the dimples in her cheeks were still as charming as ever. We sat down in armchairs upholstered in blue satin. Ticking on the ledge above us was an alabaster clock with naked nymphs. Although it was going it always showed ten thirty, a time when one does not have to go home to one’s wife yet. I refilled my glass with the sparkling wine. The bubbles cleared my head wonderfully. Suddenly my cough was gone and I wanted to forget about everything.


That was the last thing on Otka’s mind. ‘You’re not cross any more, are you, Addie? About that funeral?’


‘Why should I be?’


‘About the fact that Zuzana and I came to fetch you. We thought you ought to go. Not that I’m trying to suggest you might have her on your conscience, heaven forbid, just that you ought to go.’


‘I wouldn’t have forgiven myself if I hadn’t gone. You saved me feeling remorse. Thanks.’


‘A pity you didn’t feel remorse earlier.’


‘But you did give me bit of a fright. Those black costumes and the veils. Like something beyond the grave …’


‘They were borrowed – from a theatre. Zuzana has a client who sews costumes for it.’


‘Zuzana goes with women now?’


‘They’re gentler than officers, aren’t they?’


‘I see. What about you? Do you take ladies to your room, too?’


‘I don’t. Not so far. Maybe the time will come.’


‘Otka, an embarrassing thought has crossed my mind on a couple of occasions – what if here, say, or at Goldschmidt’s, Dezort’s or at Madame Golda’s some respectable burgher were to encounter his wife because inadvertently they happened to be the next client of some girl’s. “Goodness, my dear, what are you doing here … ?”‘


I laughed, but she pulled a wry face. ‘Addie, you always used to be the distinguished nobleman that I looked up to, but then you’d invariably crush me with some vile comment or other.’


‘Sorry. But I really have turned over a new leaf. Don’t you believe me?’


‘No.’


‘You look careworn.’


‘Thanks. That really is the best thing to tell a woman. But look – I’m not sad any more.’ The old smile again. The old one … ‘They’re going to knock us down, Addie.’


 ‘It was to be expected. When is to be?’


‘I don’t know. Nobody knows much in advance. A stunted little fellow turned up at Dezort’s, a dwarf of some kind, and right behind him was a great big bald geezer, three times the height of the midget. They brought some document or other that said the Dezorts had to be out by the end of the month. They pasted it to the gate and made clear that it was not to be removed.’


‘So what happened?’


‘The girls are packing up their stuff. We’re the very next in line. They say the little fellow has already been. But there’s nothing on the door, so I don’t know.’


‘Where will you go? Madame will find you somewhere else, won’t she? The old campaigner …’


‘There’s talk of Žižkov, Karlín, those new districts. But I doubt the locals will want us there. It looks more like the very outskirts of the city, or a village outside Prague, such as Záběhlice – or, heaven preserve us, Bohnice. In all events it will be miles away. Those bumpkins will burn us at the stake, Addie, when they find out what we are.’


‘It won’t be as bad as all that. You’ll always muddle through somehow. You can always find work doing laundry or cleaning.’


‘Is that supposed to be my salvation? I wanted a position at your place …’


‘You know very well it’s promised to Gita. I couldn’t refuse her that, Otka, and I wouldn’t be able to provide for both of you.’


‘Why should she, of all people, have a position with you, instead of me? You had me long before her. Aren’t I as good?’


You’re older. But I didn’t tell her.


‘I also had Rosina Weiner and Lojza Svátková before her, and so what? But I’m giving it up anyway.’


‘So you ought.’ She laughed. Her mouth was ugly now, her tongue painted with some purple disinfectant or other. ‘You had all of us only for yourself. You paid us, and when you started to tire of us you sold us like some well-cared-for used goods.’


 ‘Stop shouting. Someone will hear you.’


‘Pour me another glass.’


‘Only if you promise to be quiet.’


‘All the same, the girls liked you, particularly Rosina.’


‘I liked her, too.’


‘You promised her you had a cosy little room for her, and she would wait in it just for you.’


‘So what?’


‘And that was supposed to be some kind of godsend? It was a chambre séparée at Goldschmidt’s, not at some high-class Old Town café. And you moved me in there after her – when you’d lost interest in her.’


‘She disappointed me. But we had an agreement, just as I had with you afterwards. I honour my agreements.’


She drained the glass as if it contained water and banged it down on the counter. Madame peeped into the room. I gave her a wink and waved my fingers at her, so the head of waved hair disappeared once more.


‘And then I found a job for Lojza at Dezort’s. You can’t say I don’t look after my girls. Did any of you have to work on the street?’


‘Lojza is anyway, although goodness knows where exactly. Dezort is coming down at any moment.’


‘Is that my business? It doesn’t interest me.’


‘It also didn’t interest you when Rosina kicked the bucket. Except that old Goldschmidt had already kicked her out. What use is a girl with an illness? The whole of Josefov just for her, but no fixed address anywhere.’


‘How did she die?’


‘The plague – what do you think? They found her in a wooden shed just near to where they’re building that high embankment. The lock wasn’t broken. She was lying on some kind of shelf, one hand on her belly, the other on the ground, a pool of blood under her. She wasn’t wearing any drawers, and it was obvious from just looking that she had been spreading her legs for someone. And he repaid her for it. Her head was weirdly twisted right to one side and there was a black line of dried blood on her neck. Someone had cut her throat, but he wasn’t capable of slicing her head off – or he didn’t manage to in time.’


‘Dreadful. But how do you know all that?’


‘Who do you think makes visits here?’


‘You mean the gendarmes?’


‘There you go. How about looking a bit sadder, Addie?’


‘I paid for the funeral, didn’t I?’


‘I know. But you can’t buy sympathy, can you?’


She disgusted me. ‘You knew from the outset, Otka, that I’m no Samaritan. I want girls for myself alone and just for a limited time. No more than that. But I didn’t come here to have a row.’


‘All right, let’s leave it. But why does Gita get more than we do? Why her and not one of us?


‘She doesn’t have more. It’s just that I’m not capable of turning her into …’


‘Another whore?’


‘Just getting rid of her, I mean. I don’t want to hurt anyone any more.’


‘Tiny pangs of conscience?’


‘There might even have been something infinitesimal of that variety.’ I did not explain to her how that cough gnaws away my lungs little by little every day.


‘You’re not planning to marry her, are you?’


‘Move her in with me as a servant? Definitely.’


‘Hey, Addie. Take me. Please take me.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Otka. What if someone were to see you at my place? You said yourself that the whole of Prague comes here.’


‘And the country folk, too. Even your dear papa came to see me. The trouble is I wouldn’t be able to tell His Lordship’s dick from the rest.’


‘Was that intended as an insult? I think I’ll go home.’


‘So why did you bother coming to see me then?’ I was expecting to see some tears in her eyes, but they remained dark and dry. At least she didn’t use tears as coercion.


‘So that we could drink to Rosina’s memory.’


‘Well, may heaven be kind to her and hell merciful.’


‘And I also wanted to ask about new merchandise. Do you know of any?’


‘You have to buy me another bottle.’


I clicked my fingers at Belisar who did not need prompting. I lit up a small English pipe that I had filled at home. If I puff with care it does not provoke my cough.


Otka crossed one leg over the other and lit a Turkish cigarette. ‘It is not merchandise as such,’ she said, ‘but it could be. It depends on you whether you manage to get hold of her – and whether she’ll be of any interest to you. She’s some young thing. A fellow brought her up from the country in a covered wagon, all the way from the highlands, apparently. It took them several days to reach here, where they seemingly have family. He’s intending to find a place for her here with those relatives and then move on.’


The pipe was refusing to burn, so I put it away. ‘What do you know about the girl?’


‘They say she’s pretty as a picture and that the madames will be fighting over her.’


‘Her name?’


‘The old cove with the hacking cough who brought her goes under the name of Karafiát. Apparently they burnt his house down at the place they came from. They didn’t like Jews.’


‘Well, well.’


‘Some other women arrived with him, ugly old hags, but they’re nothing to do with him, only the little girl he had under that awning. They say he makes her keep her face hidden behind a scarf, but the Madame saw her yesterday at the market. Here, Addie, mind you keep mum about all this. She doesn’t want you to get anywhere near her. It would put the kibosh on it for her.’


‘I’m no fool.’


 ‘Madame made an offer for her, a decent sum apparently, and the old man took his stick to her.’


We laughed. ‘Serves her right.’


‘They say she has the looks of a Jewish princess. Long black hair and fantastic eyes that shine like brown gemstones. The whitest of teeth, apparently, and a straight nose – not a Jewish conk – and skin darker than mine or Gita’s. She’s not one of your whey-faced birds. The snag is she’s so young.’


‘What are Karafiát’s plans for her then?’


‘You’d buy her, wouldn’t you? I expect he wants to find a place for her somewhere but not in an institution. I don’t even know whether he found those Prague relatives. Nobody knows where he has been staying with her, not even the gendarmes. If you’re clever, maybe you’ll find her and charm her out of him somehow.’


I wanted to kiss her on the forehead, but she dodged. ‘I’ll come and see you again, Otka, and we’ll drink some champagne together – the real stuff next time.’


She told me that I had a nasty glint in my eye. Then she got up, smoothed her dress and went off into the green salon.


I called Belisar, who already knew I wanted my hat and cloak. I tipped him and let him show me out.


The evening was damp when I left Friedmann’s. Fog welled up between the glistening houses. A short way beyond the gate shone a streetlamp, and I set off in that direction along the deserted road. I had no problem walking. I stopped by the lamp and made out another light. This was the beginning of the demolition site. I walked on. There was the smell of a recent demolition. The fog was yellowy with a tinge of orange – steam, smoke and brick dust. The pits and deep trenches waited for the construction of sewers and underground passages; only then would it be possible to fill in those graves. Modernity was to be ushered into Prague’s Jewish Town for the first time in history – that is to say, hygiene and comfortable living. For the time being it looked as if a devastating artillery battle had taken place there during the day. Troops sleep at night.


I bet myself that I would not cough before I reached the next streetlamp. I lost the bet, my eyes streaming and my lungs at bursting point. I leant against the lamp-post and coughed noisily for a long time. It was something between choking and roaring. If a policeman had been passing he would have taken me for a drunk. I carefully examined my handkerchief in the dim light. Someone found my behaviour amusing; I heard a distinctly malicious chuckle behind me. It immediately stopped. Perhaps it was just the echo of my coughing.


I scrutinized the windows and doorframes of the adjacent houses and scanned with my eyes the piles of soil, pyramids of barrels, empty hen-houses and abandoned handcarts. Alongside the wall it was as dark as in a village. I sniffed the thick air. It stank of burnt coal, fish, horse dung and something that most of all resembled yeast. Across the low wide gateway to a scorched-smelling brewery with a cavorting row of arched windows a white rope had been stretched to indicate that a pit had been freshly dug in the darkness beyond. An ancient building had been torn out of the ground, roots and all. Beyond the rope, seemingly at the very edge of the pit, stood a man in a hat. It was impossible to see his face beneath the brim, but I was sure he was watching me. I could not even see his hands. His coat reached down to the ground, and the figure gave an impression of corpulence.


We gazed at each other for a long time, I in the light of the streetlamp, he in the shadow where no detail could be made out. Just when it looked as if the fellow had moved and was about to emerge from the darkness and present himself, in order to explain or perhaps apologize for his laughter – or demand my purse with menaces – he withdrew and disappeared beyond the gateway. At that very last moment in a flash of light that lit up his head and hat I caught sight of a monstrous face – or rather where there should have been a face I saw a reddish-brown rough surface that was somehow damp; an enormous birth mark, the sort known as a ‘port-wine stain’ that looks like a beef steak.


I had no wish to hang around any longer or to pursue him. I set off in the direction of the synagogues, leaving the river behind me with rapid strides, all the while looking back over my shoulder. I was cross with myself for being so reckless and putting trust in the modern era that permitted me to go out at night unarmed.


Madame Golda’s tavern stood on the border between the respectable and the insalubrious parts of the ghetto. There was no need for me to ring the brass bell or bang on the doorkeeper’s window. I had a key to the adjacent entrance, a covered wooden staircase leading up the side of the building to the first floor. The staircase ended right in front of the room that I had been paying rent for to Madame Golda, month after month for almost two years, as if the old crone was running a bona fide boarding-house.


I won’t be paying for this much longer, I thought to myself, with a mixture of relief and regret as I knocked on the door with its little oval window of opaque yellow glass. I also had a key to that door, but I wanted to foster the illusion in Gita’s mind that this was her home, not mine, I was visiting. That way she took greater enjoyment in my visits. And she knew how to display her gratitude as none before her.


I always gave her the opportunity of not opening the door. She had never availed of it.


She was sleeping now, of course, and it took a while before she came to unbolt the door. Then she pulled me inside the heated room.


In the corner glowed a stove whose red-hot hob and the sparks in the grid in front of the grate were the only light in the darkness. The room was in need of airing, but as I headed for the window Gita enfolded me in a crushingly possessive embrace that threw me into confusion. She took my hat and coat off and slipped her warm hands into my trousers. Held together like that we collapsed on to the double bed. The glimmer from the stove was reflected in her red hair and her white nightdress. She smelt of soap and the French perfume I had given her on the previous occasion.


I had no intention of turning my private whore into a public one, as I had with the previous girls. I would not be able to look myself in the mirror.


I kissed her, trying to taste a bit of feeling in it. It seemed to me that there possibly was some there, and the Gita truly gave me something more than her body and warmth.


My intention was to make her my housemaid and wait until some groom showed sufficient interest in her to marry her. She was beautiful enough.


While she massaged my neck and shoulders with her thumbs I thought about that Jewish princess. I was falling to sleep in bed still in my clothes. Half asleep, I allowed Gita to remove my boots.





II


The Speaker and the Crowd


A Letter from the Tyrol


Stay under the covers, walk around Prague with an Indian scarf across my face, wearing a long purple dressing-gown and with a warm eiderdown around my body, with a bed on my shoulder suspended from special shoulder straps. Were I to go around the city like that I could manage to avoid coughing for the whole day.


That vision remained in the dream from which I had to emerge. I was awoken by the creak of the coffee mill. Gita was seated at the table in a green skirt. Above that she wore just a chemise, undone at her breasts. Her hair, which she had given a quick comb, fell forward over her face.


She had it all prepared, that beautiful image of herself. I turned away. Outside the sun was shining. It took me a few moments to get up. Gita was already frying eggs and bacon and cutting bread. She had been out first thing to get food and freshly roasted coffee from the new market before I woke up. The fire was burning anew in the stove.


She watched me take off my sweat-soiled clothes and in my naked state execute a few floor exercises that I had learnt from the Sokol gymnasts to loosen up my back and my neck.


‘Get dressed or you’ll start coughing again,’ she said in a tone of voice not unlike my mother’s, and then it started. I coughed my way from the bedroom to the closet, a former larder, where I had had a flushing pedestal pan out in a year earlier, the waste from which flowed through a special pipe down the outside wall and into the cesspit in the yard. (I had had the same apparatus installed in my apartment in the Old Town. Sometimes it became blocked and the pipes would freeze in winter.) I tried to pass water, but the cough tossed me from side to side, and I would never have been able to aim. So I urinated seated while listening to snatches of what Gita was saying in the other room: ‘… did I tell you? And when was Kubin here last? … I can’t bear to look … funeral … those fantastic alcoholic drops! … you’ll never even use them up –’


‘The main thing is that you finished them up!’ I yelled from the closet and pulled the chain with its porcelain handle. There was just enough water in the cistern, but when I turned the tap in the washbasin just a few drops came out. ‘And you haven’t refilled the cistern again.’ Water had to be carried up. The tubs stood on the staircase.


‘I forgot, all right? I’ll do it.’


I dressed quickly and went to breakfast. Gita gazed at me. I let her. For some unknown reason she looked as if she was pleased about something. So I said, ‘It’s come to my notice that they’re hiding some Jewish princess or other in the Jewish quarter.’


Her good mood vanished. ‘There’s talk of some beauty.’


I sipped my coffee. ‘They brought her up from the country, and they’re lodged in some secret place. But the ghetto isn’t safe. Rosina –’


‘I know what happened to her.’


‘Apart from that they are penniless. They are beggars, most likely.’


‘But they say she’s a child. I didn’t hear anything about a princess, but I did hear she was extraordinarily pretty.’


‘From the way you said that, anyone would think I was sending you to the gallows.’


‘It’s something like that. So am I to pack my things and go? I move down one floor and sleep with the first officer of the town garrison.’ She slumped into a chair as if felled by an axe, a trifle theatrically.


‘Have no fear. I’ve no wish for you to go down to Madame Golda or even to join Otka at Friedmann’s, although I’d bet my rapier that they’d take you like a shot and would not hesitate to buy you from Madame Golda.’


‘To Goldschmidt’s then?’


‘Not there either. You’ll clean and cook for me. You know how to do that, don’t you?’


‘And anything else you need besides.’


‘Nobody knows that better than I. Or at least I hope not.’


‘I’m twenty-two, and I would sooner top myself than walk the pavement, believe me.’


‘But I’m saying you can stay. As a housemaid.’


Her indignation and sudden despair were unfeigned. I had not been wrong about her. But I still found it hard to believe that this one was better than the other girls.


She had once had an affair with a waiter when they were working in a classy restaurant. After their relationship came to light she made plans to leave Prague and return home to some village near Pilsen where her father was the local carrier. She told me that he had lost three fingers from his right hand when on military service: he had shot them off when cleaning his rifle, and later his wife died in childbirth.


I once invited Gita to come to work for me, but it was at the cost of Otka, as it had once been for Rosina and Lojza, except that unlike Otka and Gita they were already selling themselves when I started to reserve them for myself alone.


But now that sort of life was beyond my means – besides which my health had deteriorated.


I searched for Gita’s eyes behind those waves of ginger hair and found them, but her gaze was unbearable, and I looked away.


I got up from the table, donned my hat in front of the mirror, threw my cape over my arm and went out on to the staircase. At the front entrance downstairs I banged on the door, and it was opened by a drowsy manservant who mumbled that Madame was still asleep and in his view she would sleep until the afternoon. So I gave him the message that Madame Golda could let Gita’s garret as of the next quarter.


The lanes were full of activity. I breathed in and then breathed out as slowly as I could. Nothing. No convulsion. My lungs were at peace. I felt like a walk. I set off along Josefov Street and then Pinkas Street in the direction of the river, and at the cemetery I turned right, going further into Josefov. There was no fear of anyone recognizing me or of anyone wanting to cause a scandal by claiming they had seen Count Arco emerge from a brothel on such-and-such an occasion. The salons of high society had no interest in me because I frequented them so rarely, and bourgeois and aristocratic surroundings bored me most of the time, although – lest I conceal myself solely behind a mask of inviolable disdain – I myself must have been boring company, both for the esteemed gentlemen and the charming ladies. Moreover, very few were likely to recognize me there in ill-famed Jewry, my universally pleasant face being invisible in a crowd. With his heart-warming candidness, my friend Solly once told me over a glass of absinthe that I looked more like a barber than a count.


I had taken that route a thousand times before, but from time to time it was still possible for me to lose my way in the ghetto. I intended to come out at the north-eastern end and catch a cab up to the New Town to do some fencing at the Sokol gymnasium. But I missed my turning from the outset, and when I found myself in dismal Bankside Street, where I counted seven beggars whose eyes lit up hopefully at the sight of me and who even raised themselves on to their unsteady legs, I decided to take a short cut into safer territory.


I went through the slatted gate in the corner of the cemetery and entered a courtyard. Held upright by piles of bricks was a row of hand carts filled with earthenware vessels that resembled ancient urns for the ashes of cremated corpses. Maybe they were simply flowerpots. Between the wall of a tall and ludicrously narrow building and the wall of a long building with low windows that had dropped down into the wooden sawdust-covered paving I caught sight of a narrow shoulder-width alleyway.


I guessed that it might be the street known as the Sheds. Once, when we were small boys, Manny and I gave our governess the slip and got lost among these backyards, animal pens and woodsheds. We enjoyed it immensely. In those days it never occurred to us that one of the locals might kidnap us and demand a reward. But in the end we were driven out by a gang of children who pelted us with mud and stones.


Over the years the yards and plots had disappeared. The inhabitants built weird little houses on them, which were close to each other because of the lack of space and which were never completed because more and more dwellings were added to them on the lower storeys as well as on the terraces and roofs. They became flimsier and more crooked as more and more people made their homes here. The ghetto had been abolished years before so that it might breathe freely as a separate quarter of the city. Instead it started to swell, and different races lived here side by side in harmonious poverty.


I entered the alleyway between mouldering walls, covered in soot and cobwebs, and looked beneath my feet in expectation of the worst kind of morass. A shallow gully ran down the middle of it, and I had to walk with legs apart like a mariner so as not to step into that muddy artery. Clucking hens leapt around in front of me as I disturbed their peaceful pecking of the muck in the gully.


Beyond the first house there was a low wall, which I remembered from the time when we were running from the clods of earth that flew past our heads. But whereas on that occasion I had not been able to see over the wall, this was no longer the case. I looked across a line of pantiles into a tiny neatly laid-out garden. In it stood three slender trees – the tallest a pear tree, then a mulberry with long branches and finally a stunted plum tree. They must have already been here in those days.


After some dozen or so more paces alongside the wall the alleyway ended in a gateway, beyond which there was light from an open door. I entered the gateway, and when I emerged at the other end I found myself in Rabbi Street at the corner of Josefov Street, where I had already been that morning. My head swam.


I decided to go in the opposite direction to the one I had taken earlier, lest I repeat my mistake, and then it struck me that everyone was going the same way I had that morning, as if drawn by something. Chimney sweeps and men in kaftans, women in headscarves and some with wigs, old market traders, young expectant mothers and those that no longer were, bearded tradesmen, house painters in soiled clothes and stooping myopic clerks. Grocers and shoemakers shut up shop and headed towards the river. It was a veritable exodus around the next corner. I searched among them for a familiar face that might explain it to me, but there was none to be found; the whores were asleep. And so I turned around and drifted with the crowd to the Old-New Synagogue and its surrounding wall and then beyond to the square around the public fountain where the people were congregating.


Nobody fetched water. Three gendarmes stood ten yards in front of the fountain and allowed no one to come closer – not that anyone was in a rush to do so. Behind them stood two glowering beadles in black hats and braided uniforms. Each of them held a staff in his hand. A tall man went over to them. He, too, was dressed in black like an undertaker, but it was not a uniform but a tailcoat and tight breeches. He shinned up on to the edge of the fountain and turned to the crowd. I knew him by sight. It was František Xaver Bürger, a powerful councillor and omnipresent figure at municipal ceremonies and official events. Adopting the expression of a tragedian, he cleared his throat, gripped his lapels and began to hold forth.


‘A plague is sweeping Josefov!’ The words swept over the heads of the onlookers like a rusty scythe.


There was silence for a moment as Bürger took a breath in order to continue, and an old man in an angler’s hat said, ‘Not true.’


Bürger was taken aback. His gaze sought out the bold individual, but he restrained his beadles, who were already making for him.


‘As always I welcome all viewpoints – I enjoy a debate. It is not that I intend to lord it over you, ladies and gentlemen, but the arguments are all on my side. When I say “plague”, what I mean above all is a catastrophe, my dear sir, although it is also a plague. There certainly is a catastrophe here, as I shall demonstrate right away,’ Bürger said directly to the startled old man, and he did not take his eyes off him. Meanwhile he took some papers out of his breast pocket and unfolded them. The sun was reflected off the dazzling paper as if from a mirror and caused me to squint. All that could be seen was an unintelligible diagram. ‘Plague? What is a plague if not this? It is all contained herein, the results of an investigation by the imperial commission for the development and hygiene of the royal city. Respectable Jews left long ago! There remain only riff-raff and the dregs of society. Down and outs and rats have made their homes in the derelict houses. Only ten per cent of the decent Jewish inhabitants have remained, and what is their reward? To be eaten by rats and ravaged by disease! That’s the way it is.’


He started to cough, covering his mouth with his papers in lieu of a handkerchief. A few people wandered off, but others arrived, curious as to what was going on at the fountain.


Bürger finally fished out a handkerchief and wiped his mouth before continuing. ‘Fornication, sin and disease are overflowing from here into Prague’s other boroughs. What a disgrace this is for Prague! I am holding here a report by the municipal physician, the highly respected Dr Justus Preininger. Dr Preininger has calculated that the mortality rate in the former ghetto is three times higher than in the rest of Prague. And it is not simply because one section of the original population has refused to leave its homes, even though, according to the strict letter of the law they should have done so long ago. By no means. The highest death rates here are among young people. Which of you wants to see your small children die? Does anyone here? Just imagine: your children. A little coffin in a shallow grave.’


The crowd was silent. Somewhere in the middle of it a toddler whined.


Bürger’s gaze settled on its mother, and he addressed the following words to her. ‘Josefov is fatally overpopulated. It is impossible to breathe here freely. At any moment an epidemic of cholera could break out and transform this neighbourhood into a city of the dead. Just imagine. The ghosts of innocent children will walk these lanes, and each of those pale infants will knock on its own door and look with reproach into the eyes of all you irresponsible mothers and fathers – you, who remain here and behave as if no appalling threat hangs over the city. But that threat has many dragons’ heads. Those threats are legion! Apart from cholera there is typhus and pneumonia and tuberculosis, not to mention gout, osteoporosis, dropsy, diphtheria, smallpox, gangrene and cancer of any organ you care to mention. You will not be spared. And in case that is not enough for some of you I have another treat in the form of madness, because this is the place that you will most likely fall prey to it – yes, you who visit houses of infamy that should have been torn down long ago and replaced by sanitary modern buildings after the manner of Vienna and Paris or other hygienic metropolises. Because the most pernicious danger for our dying Josefov is the disease called syphilis –’

OEBPS/images/9.jpg





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/images/5.jpg





OEBPS/images/7.jpg





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/images/2.jpg
W\{m@c
2 (3

oD .

2
e
IASEAD

ﬁﬂ%bﬁrx STEORE

l






OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/images/9780720610284_cover.jpg





