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“In every legend there lies a grain of truth.”
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“Half the truth is a whole lie.”
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1



Wednesday, 15th April 2009


Jews are celebrating the seventh day of Passover and are commemorating the crossing of the Red Sea. For Christians it is the fourth day of Easter week. For Poles it is the second day of a three-day period of national mourning declared after a hotel fire in Kamień Pomorski in which twenty-three people were killed. In the world of European Champions League football Chelsea and Manchester United go forward to the semi-finals, and in the world of Polish football some fans of ŁKS, the Łódź team whose main rivals are a team called Widzew, are charged with inciting racial hatred by wearing T-shirts inscribed “Death to Fucking Widzew-Yidzew”. Police Headquarters issues a report on crime figures for March – compared with March 2008, crime has risen by eleven per cent. The police comment: “The economic crisis is forcing people to commit crimes.” In Sandomierz it has already forced a saleswoman at a butcher’s shop to sell cigarettes free of excise duty under the counter, and she has been detained. In the city it is fairly cold, as throughout Poland, and the temperature does not exceed fourteen degrees Celsius, but even so it is the first sunny day after an ice-cold Easter.



I


Ghosts certainly don’t appear at midnight. At midnight there are still late films running on TV, teenage boys are having intense thoughts about their lady teachers, lovers are gathering strength before the next go, long-married couples are having serious conversations about “what’s happening to our money”, good wives are taking cakes out of the oven and bad husbands are waking up the children in their drunken attempts to open the front door. There’s too much life going on at midnight for the spirits of the dead to be able to make a proper impression. It’s quite another matter shortly before dawn, when even the staff at petrol stations are nodding off, and the dull light is starting to pick beings and objects out of the gloom whose existence we had never suspected.


It was approaching four in the morning – the sun would be up in an hour – and Roman Myszyński was fighting off sleep in the reading room at the State Archive in Sandomierz, surrounded by the dead. Around him towered stacks of nineteenth-century parish registers, and even though most of the entries concerned life’s happy moments, even though there were more baptisms and weddings than death certificates, even so, he could smell the odour of death, and couldn’t shake off the thought that all these newborns and all these newly-weds had been pushing up the daisies for several decades at least, and that the rarely dusted or consulted tomes surrounding him were the only testimony to their existence. Though actually, even so they were lucky, considering what the war had done to most of the Polish archives.


It was bloody cold, there was no coffee left in his thermos, and the only thought he could formulate was to berate himself for the idiotic idea of founding a firm that specialized in genealogical research, instead of taking on a junior lectureship. The salary at the college was low but regular, and came with free health insurance – nothing but pluses. Especially compared with the jobs at schools which his friends from the same year at university had ended up in – just as badly paid, but enhanced with non-stop frustration and criminal threats from the pupils.


He glanced at the huge book lying open in front of him, and at the sentence finely inscribed by the parish priest at Dwikozy in April 1834: “The applicant and witnesses are unable to read.” That really would have said it all, as far as Włodzimierz Niewolin’s noble ancestry was concerned. But if anyone still had doubts that perhaps the father of Niewolin’s great-great-grandfather who presented his child for baptism was just having a rough day after wetting the baby’s head, his profession was enough to dispel them – peasant. Myszyński was sure that as soon as he rooted out the marriage certificate, the Marjanna Niewolin mentioned in the birth certificate – fifteen years younger than her husband – would turn out to be a serving wench. Or maybe she was still living with her parents.


He stood up and stretched vigorously, accidentally jogging an old, pre-war photo of the Sandomierz market square that was hanging on the wall. He set it straight, thinking that somehow the square in the postcard looked different from today. More modest. He peered out of the window, but the market-square frontage visible at the end of the street was shrouded in the dark mist of daybreak. What nonsense – why should the old market square look any different? Why on earth was he thinking about it? He should get down to work if he wanted to reconstruct Niewolin’s past and get back to Warsaw by one o’clock.


What else might he find? He shouldn’t have any trouble with the marriage certificate, and Jakub and Marjanna’s birth certificates must be somewhere too – luckily the Congress Kingdom of Poland was fairly kind to the archive researcher. From the start of the nineteenth century, thanks to the Napoleonic Code, in the Duchy of Warsaw all the registry documents had to be drawn up by the parishes in two copies and delivered to the state archive; later on the rules had been changed, but even so it wasn’t bad. It was worse in Galicia, and the eastern Borderlands were a real genealogical black hole – there was nothing in the Warsaw archive relating to territory east of the River Bug but the remains of some documents. In other words, Marjanna, born circa 1814, shouldn’t present a problem. As for Jakub, the tail end of the eighteenth century was still not too bad; the priests were becoming better educated, and apart from in the exceptionally lazy parishes, the books were generally complete. In Sandomierz it was a help that during the last war neither the Germans nor the Soviets had sent them up in smoke. The oldest documents dated from the 1580s. Earlier than that, the trail broke off – it wasn’t until the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century that the Church had come up with the idea of registering its flock.


He rubbed his eyes and leant over the outspread records. What he needed were the marriage certificates from Dwikozy dating from the previous two years, and maybe he’d look for the mother at once. Née Kwietniewska. Hmm. A small alarm bell rang in the researcher’s head.


Two years had passed since the time when, against everybody’s advice, he had founded his company, Golden Genes. He had had the idea for it while gathering material for his thesis at the Central Archive of Historical Records in Warsaw, where he kept coming across people with a mad look in their eyes, ineptly seeking information about their ancestors and trying to draw up their family tree. He helped one lad out of pity, one girl because of her stunningly beautiful bust, and finally Magda, because she was so sweet, with her great big genealogical chart, something like the Tree of Jesse. It ended in Magda and her chart coming to live with him for half a year. Five months too long – she moved out with tears in her eyes and the knowledge that her great-great-grandmother Cecylia was a bastard, because in 1813 it was the midwife who had had her baptized.


Then he had decided he could take advantage of the genealogical craze and sell his ability to make use of the archives. As he registered the business, he was very excited by the prospect of becoming a historical detective, and it never entered his head that the name Golden Genes would mean that every, literally every single client would first ask if it had anything to do with Gene Wilder or Gene Kelly, and then try their best to make a silly joke about “taking down your jeans”.


Just like in the opening pages of a crime novel, at first he spent most of his time waiting for the phone to ring and staring at the ceiling, but finally the clients had shown up. From one case to the next, from commission to commission there were more and more of them, unfortunately not for the most part leggy brunettes in stockings. There were two types who came along most often: the first type were complex-ridden, bespectacled men in tank tops with a look on their faces that said “But what have I ever done to you?”, whose lives had turned out so badly that they were hoping to find their meaning and value in their long-since-decomposed forebears. With humility and relief, as if they had been expecting this blow, they accepted the information that they were the descendants of no one from nowhere.


The second type – the Niewolin type – made it understood from the start that they were not paying to be told that they came from a clan of drunken carters and worn-out whores, but rather for their crest-bearing noble ancestors to be found and the place where they could take their children to show them that here stood the manor house in which Great-Grandfather Polikarp recovered from the wounds he sustained in the Uprising. Any uprising would do. At first Roman was painfully honest, but later on he realized that his was in fact a private firm, not a research institute. As evidence of the nobility meant bonuses, tips and further customers, let there be nobility. If anyone were to form a view of Poland’s past based on nothing but the results of his research, they would soon come to the conclusion that despite appearances it was not a land of primitive peasants, but of distinguished gentlefolk, or at least prosperous burghers. Although he twisted things a bit, Roman never lied – so far he had usually just dug around in an offshoot of the family until he found some lord of the manor.


The worst thing of all was to come upon a Jew. The historical arguments that in inter-war Poland ten per cent of the citizens were Jews, as a result of which one might well find an ancestor of the Jewish faith, especially within the Congress Kingdom, which covered the heart of the country, and Galicia, did not convince anyone. It had happened to him twice – the first time he was sworn at, and the second time he almost got hit in the face. At first he couldn’t get over his amazement, then he spent a few days brooding on it, and finally came to the conclusion that the customer is the boss. He usually brought this issue up during the initial conversation, and if it turned out to arouse excessive emotion, he was ready to sweep any chance Izaak under the carpet. However, it had happened extremely rarely – the Holocaust had chopped off the crown of the Jewish genealogical tree.


And now if you please, Marjanna Niewolin, née Kwietniewska, had appeared in the nineteenth-century records. It wasn’t always the case, but surnames derived from names of months – in this case “kwiecień”, meaning “April” – were often the names of converts, after the month in which the baptism took place. The same went for names containing days of the week, or starting with “Nowa-”, meaning “new”. The name “Dobrowolski” – meaning “good will” – could also indicate the fact that an ancestor had voluntarily converted from the Jewish to the Christian faith. Roman liked to believe that the motive behind these stories was love, and that people faced with a choice between religion or emotion, had chosen the latter. And as Catholicism was the dominant religion in the Most Serene Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania, the conversions were usually in that direction.


In fact, Roman could drop that lead; as it was, he was surprised Niewolin’s documented roots went back so far. But firstly he was curious, and secondly he was annoyed by that arrogant bastard toting a signet ring with a space on it for a crest.


On his laptop, Roman fired up one of his basic tools – a scanned copy of the Geographical Dictionary of the Polish Kingdom and Other Slavonic Countries, a monumental work dating from the late nineteenth century, where every village located within the borders of the pre-partition Polish Republic was described. He looked up the entry for Dwikozy, to find out that it was a village and a grange that was formerly Church property, consisting of seventy-seven houses and 548 inhabitants. Not a word about a Jewish community, which was natural, considering there was usually a ban in force on Jews settling on Church estates. In other words, if Marjanna came from a local family of converts, he would have to look in the nearest towns, Sandomierz or Zawichost. He browsed the scanned pages, and discovered that in Sandomierz there were five Jewish hostelries, a synagogue, 3,250 Catholics, fifty Orthodox Christians, one Protestant and 2,715 Jews. Whereas in Zawichost, of a population of 3,948, there were 2,401 people who professed the Jewish faith. A lot. He looked at the map. Intuition told him that Zawichost was a better shot.


He drove off the thought that he was wasting time, got up, did a few squats, winced at the sound of his knees cracking, and left the reading room. He flicked the switch in the dark corridor but nothing happened. He flicked it a couple more times. Still nothing. He looked around hesitantly. Although he was an old hand at spending the night in the archives, he felt uneasy. It’s the genius loci, he thought, and sighed with pity at his own tendency to fantasize.


Losing patience, he pressed the switch once again, and after a few flashes the stairwell was flooded with pallid fluorescent light. Roman looked down the stairs at the Gothic archway leading from the administrative part of the building into the archive. It looked somehow – how should he put it? – menacing.


He cleared his throat to break the silence and headed downstairs, thinking how the story of Niewolin and his great-great-grandmother née/converted Kwietniewska gained a curious touch of spice from the fact that the Sandomierz archive was housed in an eighteenth-century synagogue. The reading room and the staff offices were in the kahal building tacked onto the house of worship, which would have been the administrative headquarters for the Jewish community. The actual records occupied the synagogue’s main prayer hall. It was one of the most interesting places he had seen in his career as a detective of the remote past.


Downstairs, he pushed open the heavy iron door studded with nails. The nutty smell of old paper struck his nostrils.


The old prayer hall was in the shape of a large hexagon, and had been adapted in a peculiar way to meet the needs of the archive. An open-plan cube had been constructed in the middle of the room, composed of steel walkways, stairs and, above all, shelving. The cube was not much smaller than the entire room; you could walk around it along the walls, or you could go inside it, into a labyrinth of narrow little corridors, or climb to the upper levels and immerse yourself in the old records there. Its structure made this metal scaffolding into a sort of overgrown bimah, in which instead of the Torah you could study registers recording births, marriages, taxes and sentences. Bureaucracy as the holy scripture of the modern era, thought Roman. Without putting on the light, he walked around the scaffolding, running his hand over the cool plaster. He reached the eastern wall, where only a few decades ago the Torah scrolls had been kept in the alcove known as the aron ha-kodesh. Roman switched on his torch and the light forced its way through the particles of dust densely rising in the air, picking out of the darkness a golden gryphon holding a tablet with Hebrew writing on it. He suspected it was one of the Tablets of Stone. He aimed the light higher, but the wall paintings situated nearer to the vaulted ceiling were flooded with darkness.


To the tune of a metallic echo, he ascended the steep open-plan stairs to the highest level. There he found himself close to the ceiling. As he walked between the shelves full of records, he started inspecting by torchlight the pictures of signs of the zodiac that adorned the upper part of the room. He frowned at the crocodile. A crocodile? He glanced at its neighbour – Sagittarius, the archer – and realized the crocodile was meant to be a scorpion. Perhaps there was a reason for it being a scorpion. All he could remember was that in Judaism you weren’t allowed to represent people. He went up to Gemini, the twins. In spite of that fact, they were represented as human figures, but without heads. He shuddered.


He reckoned he’d had enough of this expedition now, on top of which he had noticed a sea monster wrapped about a small round skylight. Here was Leviathan, the spirit of death and destruction, surrounding a patch of grey light as if it were the entrance to its underwater kingdom, and Roman became ill at ease. He felt a sudden need to get out of the archive, but just then, from the corner of his eye, he noticed something moving on the other side of the aperture. He shoved his head inside the monster, but he couldn’t see much through the dirty glass.


On the far side of the room a floorboard creaked. Roman jumped, painfully banging his head against the wall. He cursed and crawled away from the skylight. There was another creak.


“Hello, is there anyone there?”


He shone the torch in all directions, but all he could see were registers, dust and signs of the zodiac.


This time something creaked right next to him. Roman gasped aloud. It took him a while to calm his breathing. Fantastic, he thought, I should treat myself to even less sleep and even more coffee.


At an energetic pace he followed the metal walkway towards the steep stairs; there was a thin railing separating him from the dark hole yawning between the staircase and the wall. As the top level of the scaffolding was also the level of the windows that admitted light into the hall, he passed some very strange contraptions used for opening and cleaning them. They looked like small drawbridges, now raised to the vertical position. To get to the windows, you had to release a thick rope and lower the bridge so that it reached across to the window alcove. Roman thought it rather a curious mechanism – after all, neither the scaffolding housing the records, nor indeed the thick walls of the synagogue were likely to be going anywhere, so they could have been kept permanently lowered. Now it made him think of a battleship with raised gangways, ready to set sail. He swept the entire structure with the beam of his torch and walked towards the stairs. He had only taken a single step when a mighty bang filled the room, a shock ran through the staircase, and he lost his balance, only failing to tumble down the stairs because he seized the railing with both hands. The torch fell from his grip, bounced off the floor twice and went out.


As he straightened up, his heart was beating with dizzying speed. Quickly, feeling slightly hysterical, he inspected his surroundings. The drawbridge he had walked past had fallen. He gazed at it, breathing heavily. Finally he burst out laughing. He must have accidentally disturbed something. Physics – yes; metaphysics – no. All quite simple, really. Whatever, it was the last time he was going to work after dark among all these great-great-grand-corpses.


He blindly groped his way up to the drawbridge and grabbed the rope to pull it vertical again. Of course it was jammed. Swearing like a trooper, he crawled up to the window alcove on his knees. The window looked out onto the same bushes as the aperture guarded by the sea monster.


The world outside was now the only source of light, and it was extremely feeble light. Inside it was almost impossible to see a thing, and outside the break of day was changing into a springtime, still timid dawn; out of the darkness loomed trees, the bottom of the ravine surrounding the old town, the villas built on the opposite side of the escarpment and the wall of the old Franciscan monastery. The black mist was changing into grey mist, but the world was foggy and out of focus, as if reflected in soapy water.


Roman stared at the spot where he had seen something moving earlier – in the bushes just below the remains of the fortifications. As he stared hard, a sterile white shape stood out of the sea of grey. He wiped the window pane with his sleeve, but despite the sophisticated drawbridge mechanism, evidently no one was too keen on cleaning it very often, so he just smeared dust across the glass.


He opened the window and blinked as cold air swept across his face.


Like a little china doll floating in the mist, thought Myszyński, as he gazed at the dead body lying below the synagogue. It was unnaturally, unsettlingly white, shining with lack of colour.


Behind him, the heavy door into the old synagogue crashed shut, as if all the spirits had flown out to see what had happened.


II


Prosecutor Teodor Szacki couldn’t sleep. Dawn was breaking, and he hadn’t slept a wink all night. Worse yet, that little nymphomaniac hadn’t slept at all either. He’d have been happy to pick up a book and read, instead of which he was lying there without moving, pretending to be asleep. He felt scratching behind his ear.


“Are you asleep?”


He smacked his lips a few times and muttered something to fob her off.


“Coz I’m not asleep.”


He had to use all his will-power not to let out a loud sigh. Tense all over, he waited to see what would happen. Because something was going to happen, he was sure of it. The warm body behind him moved under the duvet, chuckling like a character in a cartoon who had just thought up a plan for world conquest. And then he felt a painful nip biting his shoulder blade. He leapt out of bed, only just holding back a very strong expletive.


“Have you gone crazy?”


The girl leant on her elbow and gave him a truculent look.


“Sure, I must be crazy, because somehow I got it into my head that maybe you’d want to make me feel good again. Jeezus, I’m just impossible.”


Szacki defensively raised his hands skywards and fled into the kitchen for a smoke. He was already at the sink when he heard her call flirtatiously: “I’m waiting.” You can wait all you like, he thought, as he put on a fleece. He lit a cigarette and switched on the kettle. Outside the dark-grey roofs stood out against the pale-grey common, separated from the pale nothingness of Sub-Carpathia by the darker ribbon of the Vistula. A car crossed the bridge, two funnels of light moving through the fog. Everything in this image was monochrome, including the white window frame coated in peeling paint, and the reflection of Szacki’s pale face, milk-white hair and black top.


What a bloody dump, thought Szacki, and took a drag on his cigarette. Its red glow added some colour to the monochrome world. What a bloody hole he’d been sitting in for several months now, and if anyone had asked him how it had come about, he’d have shrugged helplessly.


First of all, there was the case. There’s always some case or other. That particular one was a thankless pain in the arse. It had all started with the murder of a Ukrainian prostitute at a brothel on Krucza Street in central Warsaw – less than a hundred yards from Szacki’s office. Usually in that sort of situation finding the corpse was the end of the matter. All the pimps and tarts would be off in minutes, for obvious reasons no witnesses would be found, and anyone who did come forwards couldn’t remember a thing; you counted yourself lucky if you actually managed to identify the body.


This time things had turned out differently. A good friend of the dead girl had appeared, the corpse had gained the name Irina, even the pimp had gained a handsome face on a facial-composite portrait from memory, and the connection with the Świętokrzyskie province, which centred on the city of Kielce, had appeared once the case had started to get going. Szacki had spent two weeks travelling around the Sandomierz and Tarnobrzeg areas together with Olga (who was the friend), an interpreter and a guide, to find the place where the girls were being kept after arriving in Poland from further east. Olga told them what she had seen from various windows, and sometimes from behind car windscreens, the interpreter interpreted, and the guide wondered where that could be, while at the same time spinning rustic yarns that drove Szacki up the wall. A local policeman did the driving, making it plain with every twitch of his facial muscles that his time was being wasted because, as he had stated at the very start, they had closed down the only brothel in Sandomierz that summer, and along with it they had got rid of Kasia and Beata, who made a bit of extra cash on the game after work at a shop and a nursery school. The rest were small-time slappers from the catering college. But in Tarnobrzeg or Kielce – there it was quite another matter.


Nevertheless, finally they had found a house in an out-of-the-way spot in the industrial part of Sandomierz – it was the house they were looking for. In a greenhouse converted into a bedroom, they found a petite blonde from Belarus breathing her last, wasted away by gastric flu; apart from that there was no one there. The girl kept repeating on and on that they had gone to the market, and that they’d kill her. Her fear made a great impression on the rest of the expedition – but none whatsoever on Szacki. Whereas the word “market” set him thinking. The bedroom in the greenhouse was pretty big, besides which the property included a large house, a workshop and a warehouse. Szacki imagined Sandomierz on the map of Poland. A backwater with two amateur good-time girls. Churches by the dozen, quiet and sleepy, nothing going on. Not far from Ukraine. Pretty close to Belarus. Two hundred kilometres to the capital, even less to Łódź and Krakow. Altogether not a bad spot for a trafficking hub and a wholesale outlet for live goods. The market.


It turned out there was a market, and quite a big one too – a large bazaar known to the locals as the mart, a place that sold everything and anything, situated between the Old Town and the Vistula, right on the bypass. He asked the policeman what went on there. All sorts of things, he replied, but the Russkies take care of business among themselves – if you start interfering in that, you’ll only mess up the statistics. Occasionally the police pick up a kid with knock-off CDs or grass, so it won’t look as if they’re not interested.


On the one hand it seemed pretty unlikely that any gangsters could be so stupid as to traffic in people at a bazaar. On the other, there was a reason why these people weren’t busy colliding hadrons or floating companies on the stock exchange. And, in fact, the bazaar was outside the jurisdiction of the city.


They took away the sick girl, who could hardly stand, went off and found it – two large vans among the sweet stalls, supposedly full of clothes, but in fact containing twenty girls chained up, all of whom had come here in search of a better world. It was the Sandomierz police force’s biggest success since the time they had recovered a stolen bicycle, for a month the local papers wrote about nothing else, and Szacki briefly became a small-town celebrity. The autumn had been beautiful.


And he liked it here.


And then he thought: what if?


They were having a drink at the Modena pizzeria not far from the prosecutor’s office, he was already quite well oiled, and he asked in a naive way if they happened to have any vacancies. Yes, they did. It only happened once every twenty years, but just at that moment they did.


And so he was to start a wonderful new life. Pick up girls in clubs, go running along the Vistula each morning, revel in the fresh air, have some adventures, feel uplifted, and finally find the greatest love of his life and grow old with her in a house covered with vines somewhere near Piszczele Street. So it’d be a short walk to the market square, to be able to sit down at the Mała Café or the Kordegarda restaurant and have a cup of coffee. When he first moved here, this image was so vivid that he even found it hard to call it a plan or a dream. It was a reality which had entered his life and started to take effect – simple as that. He could remember the exact moment when he had sat on a bench outside the castle, basking in the autumn sunshine, and seen his own future so clearly that the tears almost came to his eyes. Finally! Finally he knew exactly what he wanted.


Well, to put it subtly, he had been wrong. To put it unsubtly, he had thrown the life he had spent years building down the toilet in exchange for a sodding pipe dream, and now he was left with nothing, which felt so terrible that it even gave him a sense of exoneration for his own bad behaviour. Absolutely and exactly nothing.


Instead of being the star of the capital city’s prosecution service, he was an outsider who prompted mistrust in a provincial city, which was in fact dead after six p.m. – but unfortunately not because the citizens had been murdering one another. They didn’t murder each other at all. They didn’t even try to commit murder. They didn’t commit rape. They didn’t organize themselves into criminal gangs. They rarely attacked one another. Whenever Szacki mentally browsed the catalogue of cases he was working on, he got a bad taste in his mouth. It couldn’t be true.


Instead of a family, he had loneliness. Instead of love, loneliness. Instead of intimacy, loneliness. The crisis triggered by his pitiful – as well as brief and mutually unsatisfying – affair with a journalist, Monika Grzelka, had pushed his marriage into a hole from which it had no chance of digging itself out. They had carried on a bit longer, as if for the good of the child, but by then it was in its feeble, dying phase. He had always thought he was the one who deserved more, and that Weronika was dragging him down. Meanwhile, less than six months after their final parting she had started dating an up-and-coming lawyer a year younger than herself. Recently she had casually informed Szacki that they had decided to live together at the man’s house in Warsaw’s Wawer district, and that maybe he should meet and talk to Tomasz, who was now going to be bringing up his daughter.


He really had lost everything there was to lose. He had nothing and nobody, on top of which, of his own free will, he had become an exile in a place he didn’t like and that didn’t like him. Calling Klara, whom he had picked up in a club a month ago and then sent packing three days later, when in the light of day she didn’t seem either pretty, or intelligent, or interesting, had been an act of desperation, the ultimate proof of his downfall.


He stubbed out his cigarette and went back to the monochrome world. Only briefly – some long red fingernails appeared on his fleece. He closed his eyes to hide his irritation, but he couldn’t muster the courage to be cruel to the girl, whom first of all he had seduced, and to whom now he was still giving false hopes that there might be something between them.


He went to bed like a good boy to perform some boring sex. Klara wriggled away underneath him, as if trying to make up for the lack of tenderness and fantasy. As she gazed at him, she must have noticed something in his face that made her try even harder. She squirmed and began to moan.


“Oh yes, fuck me, I’m yours, I want to feel you deep inside.”


Prosecutor Teodor Szacki tried to control himself, but he couldn’t, and burst out laughing.


III


No corpse looks good, but some look worse than others. The cadaver lying in the ravine below the medieval walls of Sandomierz belonged to the latter category. One of the policemen was mercifully covering the woman’s nakedness, when the prosecutor appeared at the scene of the murder.


“Don’t cover her up yet.”


The policeman looked up.


“For goodness’ sake, I’ve known her since nursery school – she can’t lie there like that.”


“I knew her too, Piotr. It doesn’t really mean anything now.”


Prosecutor Barbara Sobieraj gently raked aside some leafless twigs and kneeled beside the corpse. Tears blurred her view of it. She had often seen dead bodies, usually dragged out of car wrecks on the bypass, sometimes even the corpses of people whom she knew by sight. But never anyone she knew personally. And certainly not an old friend. She knew, surely better than others, that people commit crimes and that you can fall victim to them. But this – this couldn’t be true.


She coughed to clear her throat.


“Does Grzegorz know yet?”


“I thought you’d tell him. After all, you know…”


Barbara glanced at him, and was just about to erupt, but she realized the Marshal – as this policeman was known in Sandomierz – was right. For many years she had been a close friend of the happy couple, Elżbieta and Grzegorz Budnik. At one time there had even been a rumour that if Elżbieta hadn’t come back from Krakow when she did, then who knows – some people had already heard hints that Barbara and he were an item. Gossip and ancient history, but actually, if anyone was going to tell Grzegorz, it should be her. Unfortunately.


She sighed. This wasn’t an accident, it wasn’t a mugging or an assault or a rape committed by drunken thugs. Someone must have put himself to a lot of trouble to kill her, then carefully to undress her and lay her in these bushes. And that too… Barbara was trying not to look, but every now and then her gaze went back to the victim’s mutilated neck. Slashed repeatedly from side to side, her throat looked like a gill, thin flakes of skin, with bits of the veins, larynx and oesophagus visible between them. Meanwhile the face above this macabre wound was strangely calm, even smiling a little, which, combined with the unusual plaster whiteness of the skin, gave it an unreal, statue-like quality. It occurred to Barbara that maybe someone had murdered Elżbieta in her sleep, or while she was unconscious. She seized onto this thought and tried hard to believe it.


The Marshal came up to her and placed a hand on her shoulder.


“I’m awfully sorry, Basia.”


She gave him the nod to cover up the corpse.



IV


Holes like this one do have their good side: nothing’s ever far away. As soon as he got the call from the boss, with a sigh of relief Szacki abandoned Klara and left his rented bachelor pad in the apartment block on Długosz Street. Small, ugly and neglected, it had one advantage – its location, in the Old Town, overlooking the Vistula and the historic secondary school founded by the Jesuits in the seventeenth century. He emerged from the building, and walked to the market square at a rapid pace, slipping on the wet cobblestones. The air was still bracing, as in winter, but one could sense this was already the tail end of it. As the fog grew thinner with every step, Szacki hoped today would be the first of the beautiful spring days. He really did need some positive emotion in his life. Some sunshine and warmth.


He walked across the entirely deserted market square, passed the post-office building located in a fine tenement house with arcades, and reached Żydowska Street, with the glow of the flashing blue lights already visible from afar. It struck a sensitive chord in him – the sight of police light-bars in the mist was part of a ritual. The early morning call, extracting himself from Weronika’s warm embrace, getting dressed in the hallway in the dark, and planting a kiss on the sleeping child’s forehead before leaving. Then a drive across the capital as it came to life, the street lamps going off, the night buses driving down to the depot. On site, Kuzniecow’s sceptical smirk, then the corpse, and coffee at Three Crosses Square. And a clash with his grouchy lady boss at the prosecution service. “Our offices appear to be in different dimensions of time and space, Prosecutor Szacki.”


He was feeling nostalgic as he passed the synagogue building and, holding on to some branches, made his way down the escarpment. He immediately recognized the “principled pussy” by her shock of ginger hair. She was standing with her head drooping, as if she had come to say a prayer for the dead rather than conduct an inquiry. An obese cop had his hand on her shoulder, joining her in her pain. Just as Szacki had supposed – a city where there were more churches than bars was bound to leave a painful mark on its citizens. Barbara Sobieraj turned towards Szacki, and was too surprised by the sight of him to hide the scowl of dislike that crept over her face.


He nodded to everyone in greeting, went up to the corpse and unceremoniously lifted the plastic sheet that was covering it. A woman. Between forty and fifty. Hideously slashed throat, no sign of other injuries. It didn’t look like an assault, more like a bizarre crime of passion. Well, finally a decent corpse. He was just about to cover the body again, but something was bothering him. He examined it again from head to foot, and visually scanned the crime scene. Something wasn’t right, something definitely wasn’t right, but he had no idea what, and it was a very unsettling feeling. He tossed aside the plastic sheet, and some of the policemen turned their gaze in shame. Amateurs.


Now he knew what was wrong. The whiteness. The unreal, unnatural whiteness of the victim’s body. But there was something else too.


“Excuse me,” said Sobieraj behind him, “that’s my friend.”


“That was your friend,” snapped Szacki in reply. “Where are the technicians?”


Silence. He turned around and looked at the fat policeman, who was bald with a bushy moustache. What was his nickname? The Marshal? How original.


“Where are the technicians?” he repeated.


“Marysia’s just coming.”


Everyone here was on first-name terms. Nothing but old friends, blast them, a small-town clique.


“Send for a team from Kielce, too. Tell them to bring all their toys. Before they get here, cover the body, cordon off the area within a radius of fifty metres and don’t let anybody in. Keep the gawpers as far away as possible. Is the detective here already?”


The Marshal raised his hand, staring at Szacki as if he were from outer space and looking enquiringly at Sobieraj, who was standing dumbstruck.


“Great. I know there’s mist, it’s dark and there’s bugger all to see, but everyone in these buildings” – he pointed at the houses on Żydowska Street – “and those ones” – he turned round and pointed at the villas on the other side of the ravine – “must be interviewed. Maybe there’s someone who suffers from insomnia, maybe someone’s got prostate trouble, maybe there’s a crazy hausfrau who makes soup before going to work. Someone might have seen something. Got it?”


The Marshal nodded. Meanwhile Sobieraj had regained her composure and was standing so close that he could smell her breath. She was tall for a woman – their eyes were almost on the same level. Country girls are always handsome creatures, thought Szacki, waiting calmly to see what would happen.


“Excuse me, but are you conducting this case now?”


“Yes.”


“And might I know why?”


“Let me see. Because for once it has nothing to do with a drunken cyclist or the theft of a mobile phone at a primary school?”


Sobieraj’s dark eyes went black.


“I’m going straight to Misia,” she hissed.


Szacki reached into the deepest, unexplored depths of his will-power to stop himself from snorting with laughter. Good God in Heaven – they really did call their boss Misia.


“The quicker, the better. It was she who dragged me out of the sack, where I was passing the time in a madly interesting way, and told me to deal with this.”


For a moment Sobieraj looked as if she was about to explode, but she turned on her heel and walked off, swinging her hips. Narrow, unappealing hips, reckoned Szacki, as he watched her go. He turned to address the Marshal.


“Will someone from the criminal investigation department be coming? Do they start work at ten?”


“I’m here, sonny, I’m here,” he heard a voice behind his back.


Behind him on a folding fishing chair sat an old boy with a moustache – almost all of them here had moustaches – smoking a fag with no filter. Not his first. On one side of the seat lay several torn-off filters, and on the other several dog-ends. Szacki masked his own surprise and went up to the old cop. His snow-white hair was cut short, his face was furrowed, like a Leonardo self-portrait, and he had pale, watery eyes. On the other hand his well-trimmed, modest moustache was jet black, which gave the old boy an alarmingly demonic look. He must have been about seventy. If he was younger, evidently there had been plenty of astonishing ups and downs in his life. He gazed with a bored expression as Szacki stood in front of him and offered his hand.


“Teodor Szacki.”


The old policeman sniffed, discarded his fag-end on the correct side of the chair and shook hands without getting up.


“Leon.”


He held onto Szacki’s hand and took advantage of his help to get up. He was tall, very skinny, and under his thick jacket and scarf he probably looked like a vanilla pod – thin, bendy and wrinkled. Szacki let go of the old boy’s hand and waited for the next part of the introduction. Which did not come. The old man glanced over at the Marshal, who bounced up to them, as if he was on elastic.


“Inspector?”


Surely that was a mistake – too high a rank for a cop from the provincial investigative branch.


“Do as the prosecutor said. Kielce will be here in twenty minutes.”


“Take it easy – it’s almost a hundred kilometres,” protested Szacki.


“I called them an hour ago,” muttered the old boy. “And then I waited for you prosecutors to roll up. Good thing I brought my folding chair. Coffee?”


“Sorry?”


“Do you drink coffee, Prosecutor? The Ciżemka opens at seven.”


“As long as we don’t eat anything there.”


The old boy nodded with respect.


“He may be young and from outside, but he learns quickly. Let’s go. I want to be here when the kids with the toys turn up.”


V


The dining hall at the Ciżemka, as the hotel with the best tourist location in town was called – on the market square, by the street that led to the cathedral and the castle – was everything that restaurants in civilized cities had ceased to be a decade ago. It was a large, unwelcoming space with tables covered in an underlay as well as a top cloth, and high-backed chairs upholstered in plush. There were lamps on the walls, and candelabra hanging from the ceiling. Tapping her heels, the waitress had to cross such a large expanse that Szacki was sure the coffee would go cold on the way.


It hadn’t gone cold, but he could taste a distant hint of dirty dishcloth in it – a sign that the espresso machine was not top of the list of items to be cleaned on a daily basis at this smart Sandomierz facility. Does that surprise me? thought Teodor Szacki. Not in the least.


Inspector Leon drank his coffee in silence, gazing out of the window at the pinnacles of the town hall. Szacki might as well not have been there. He decided to adapt to the old boy’s pace and wait patiently until he found out what he had been dragged here for. Finally the policeman put down his cup, coughed and tore the filter off a cigarette. He sighed.


“I will help you.” He had an unpleasant voice, as if it were badly oiled.


Szacki gave him an enquiring look.


“Have you ever lived outside Warsaw?”


“Only now.”


“In other words you know bugger all about life.”


Szacki did not pass comment.


“But that’s no sin. Every youngster knows bugger all about life. But I will help you.”


Szacki’s irritation was rising.


“Does that help only cover carrying out your duties, or something else on top? We don’t know each other, so it’s hard for me to judge how kind-hearted you are.”


Only now did Leon look at the prosecutor for longer.


“Not very,” he replied without smiling. “But I’m extremely curious to know who butchered that clown Budnik’s wife and threw her in the bushes. Intuition tells me you’re going to find out. But you’re not from round here. Everyone will talk to you, but no one will tell you anything. Maybe that’s a good thing – less information means a purer mind.”


“More information means the truth,” put in Szacki.


“The truth is the truth – floating in a cesspool of superfluous knowledge doesn’t make it any truer,” wheezed the inspector. “And don’t interrupt me, young man. Sometimes you’ll be struggling to understand who really did what with whom and why. And then I will help you.”


“Are you friends with all of them?”


“I’m not good at making friends. And don’t ask me questions that aren’t relevant or I’ll lose my good opinion of you.”


Szacki had a few relevant questions to ask, but he kept them for later.


“And I’d prefer us to remain on formal terms,” concluded the policeman; Szacki didn’t let it show how very much he liked that proposal. He nodded his consent.


VI


There were more and more gawpers, but luckily they were standing there politely. Szacki caught the name Budnik coming from the conversations being held in hushed tones. For a moment he wondered if he needed to know who the victim was right now. He realized that he didn’t. What he needed now was a very careful inspection of the crime scene and the body. The rest could wait.


He and Inspector Leon, who in the meantime had acquired the surname Wilczur, stood next to the body, which was now surrounded by a screen, while the technician from Kielce took photographs of it. Szacki carefully examined the precisely slashed throat, which looked as if it had been carefully sliced to make anatomical specimens to go under slides, and was furious that he still couldn’t identify the unbearable buzzing in his head. Something wasn’t right. Of course he would find out what, but he would prefer to understand it before he got down to the interviewing and the search for experts. The head of the inspection team came up to them, a friendly thirty-year-old with bulging eyes and the look of a judo fighter. After introducing himself, he fixed his fish-like gaze on Szacki.


“Just out of curiosity, where have you landed from, Prosecutor?” he asked.


“From the capital.”


“From the Big Smoke itself?” He didn’t try to hide his surprise, as if the next question were going to be whether Szacki had been kicked out for drink, drugs or sexual harassment.


“As I said, from the capital.” Szacki loathed the expression “the Big Smoke”.


“But did you get into trouble, or something like that?”


“Something like that.”


“Aha.” For a moment the policeman waited for this heart-to-heart to continue, but he gave up on it. “Apart from the body there’s nothing, we haven’t found any clothes, handbags, or jewellery. There are no signs of dragging, and no evidence of a struggle either. It looks as if she was carried here. We’ve made casts of the tyre tracks lower down and the footprints that were fresh. It’ll all be in the report, but I wouldn’t count on much, except from the autopsy.”


Szacki nodded. Not that he was particularly excited. He had solved all his cases by relying on personal, not material evidence. Of course it would be nice to find the murder weapon in the bushes and the murderer’s identity card, but he had long since realized that nice wasn’t an everyday occurrence in Teodor Szacki’s life.


“Commissioner!” yelled one of the technicians rootling about in the bushes on the escarpment.


The goggle-eyed man indicated for them to wait, and ran off towards the remains of the medieval wall, which had once tightly girded the city and now served mainly as a shady place for knocking back cheap, traditional Polish apple wine. Szacki headed after the technician, who was squatting by the wall, raking aside some still leafless twigs and last year’s grass. Goggle-Eyes reached out a gloved hand and cautiously picked something up. Just then the sun broke through the clouds and shone keenly on the object, dazzling Szacki for a moment. Only after blinking several times to dispel the black spots dancing before his eyes could he see that the technician was holding a bizarre knife. He carefully put it into a sealed evidence bag and held it out in their direction. But the tool must have been devilishly sharp, because thanks to the mere weight of it, the blade pierced the bag and it fell to the ground. That is, it would have fallen, if the squatting technician hadn’t caught it at the last moment by the handle. He caught it and gazed at them.


“You could have lost your fingers,” said Goggle-Eyes calmly.


“You could have contaminated the murder weapon with your blood, you cretin,” said Wilczur calmly.


Szacki looked at the old policeman.


“How do you know it’s the murder weapon?”


“I assume it is. As we’ve found a precisely slashed throat under one bush and a razor as sharp as a samurai sword under another, there might be a connection between them.”


“Razor” was a good word to describe the knife, which Goggle-Eyes was putting into another bag, this time more cautiously. It had a rectangular blade as shiny as a mirror, but with no sharp tip and no curvature. The dark wooden handle was very fine compared with the metal part, completely inappropriate. Whereas the blade itself was huge – about thirty centimetres long and ten wide. A razor, a razor for shaving a giant with a face the size of a delivery van. Both the metal part and the handle – at least at first glance – were undecorated. It wasn’t a collector’s toy, but a tool. Maybe it was the murder weapon, but above all it was a tool with some application other than shaving the legs of the Fifty-Foot Woman.


“Finger prints, trace evidence, blood, secretions, DNA material, chemical analysis,” listed Szacki. “As fast as possible. And I want detailed photographs of this charming object today.”


He handed Goggle-Eyes his business card. The man put it in his pocket as he gazed suspiciously at the large razor.


Wilczur tore the filter off another cigarette.


“I don’t like it,” he remarked. “Much too fanciful.”


VII


Prosecutor Teodor Szacki had no luck with his bosses. The last one had been a technocratic bitch, as cold and attractive as a corpse dug out from under snow. Many a time, as he had sat in her office absorbing smoke and putting up with a person totally devoid of femininity trying to make a feminine impression on him, he had wondered if he could possibly do worse. Not long after, malevolent fate had answered that question.


“No really, please try it.” Maria Miszczyk, who to Szacki’s horror was called Misia, her nickname, in a most unbusinesslike way by everyone at work including herself, pushed a cake platter under his nose. The cake consisted of layers of something like chocolate brownie, plain sponge and possibly meringue.


His boss smiled at him radiantly.


“I put an ever-so thin layer of plum jam under the meringue. I’ve still got some left over from the autumn. Go on, please have some.”


Szacki didn’t want it, but Miszczyk’s friendly smile was like the stare of a cobra. Stripped of his mind’s control, his hand reached out for the cake, and in obedience to the woman’s will it took a piece and stuffed it into Szacki’s mouth. He smiled wryly, showering his suit in crumbs.


“All right then, Basia, tell us what this is about,” said Miszczyk, putting down the platter.


Barbara Sobieraj – known informally as Basia – sat stiffly on a leather sofa, separated from Szacki, who was comfortably ensconced in a matching armchair, next to a small glass table. If Miszczyk had wanted to create a homely atmosphere in her office by taking the average furnishings of the typical Polish small family house as her model, she had achieved her aim.


“I’d like to know,” said Sobieraj, either unable, or simply not trying to hide the grievance in her voice, “why, after running my own investigations for seven years at our prosecution office, I’m being kept off Ela’s murder. And I’d like to know why Mr Szacki is to run it, whose achievements I don’t deny, but who doesn’t yet know the town and its particulars all that well. And I’d like to add that I was sorry to find out about it in this way. You could at least have warned me, Misia.”


Miszczyk’s face looked genuinely worried in a motherly way. There was so much warmth and understanding radiating from her that Szacki could sense the smell of the nursery-school canteen. He was nice and safe – the teacher lady would be sure to solve the problem so that no one felt sad any more. And then she’d give them a hug.


“Oh, I know, Basia, I’m sorry. But when I found out about Ela I had to act quickly. Normally this sort of case would have waited for you. But it’s not a normal situation. Ela was a close friend of yours. Grzegorz was involved with you. You were friends with them, you often met up. A lawyer could use that against us.”


Sobieraj chewed her lip.


“Apart from which, emotions are no help in an inquiry,” Szacki delivered the final blow, took another piece of cake and answered her murderous look with a smile.


“You know bugger all about my emotions.”


“It’s blissful ignorance.”


Miszczyk clapped her hands and looked at them as if to say: “Children, children, you really must stop it now!” Szacki forced himself not to drop his gaze, but to resist the reproach in her gentle, doe-like, motherly eyes.


“You can snipe at each other afterwards, my loves. Now I’m going to tell you about your professional position.”


Sobieraj twitched and quickly started talking. How many of these neurotic birds had Szacki seen in his life? Legions.


“I hope that—”


“Basia,” Miszczyk stopped her mid-sentence, “I’m happy to hear your views and suggestions. I’m always happy to listen, you know that, don’t you? But right now I’m going to tell you about your professional position.”


Sobieraj shut up on the instant, and Szacki looked closely at Miszczyk. She was still the mummy with gentle eyes, the smile of a children’s therapist and a voice that recalled the scent of vanilla and baking powder. But if the last remark she had made were stripped of its form, it would sound like a firm put-down.


Miszczyk poured them all more tea.


“I knew Ela Budnik, and I know Grzegorz too, just as everyone here does. We don’t have to like him or agree with him, but it’s hard to overlook him. This will be – already is a major, well-known inquiry. A situation where it’s run by a friend of the victim—”


“And of the main suspect,” put in Szacki.


Sobieraj snorted.


“Please watch what you say. You don’t know the man.”


“I don’t have to. He’s the victim’s husband. At this stage that makes him the main suspect.”


“And that’s just what I’m talking about.” Sobieraj raised her hands in triumph. “That’s why you should keep right away from this case.”


Miszczyk waited a moment until there was silence again.


“That is exactly why Prosecutor Szacki will not only not keep away from this case, but will run the inquiry. Because I want to avoid a situation where the corpse, the suspects and the investigator are a gang of old friends, who only the other day were making a date for a barbecue. But you’re right, Basia, that Mr Szacki is new here. That’s why you’re going to give him advice, help and information about everything to do with the city and its residents.”


Szacki sighed with relief as a large piece of cake squeezed past his gullet. We’re in for lots of fun, he thought. Sobieraj sat motionless on the sofa, changing into one great big sulk. Miszczyk cast a maternal eye at their cups and the cake platter, and then turned it one hundred and eighty degrees.


“There’s more jam on this side,” she said in a theatrical whisper, taking a piece.


Szacki waited a moment, realized that the audience was over, and got up. Miszczyk waved her hand to say that as soon as she finished her mouthful she’d have something else to say.


“Let’s meet here at seven p.m. I want to see the first witness statements and a detailed investigation plan. Send all the media to me. If I see any personal animosity obstructing you in this case…”


Sobieraj and Szacki fixed their gaze on the boss’s plump, crumb-coated lips in unison. She smiled at them warmly.


“…I’ll give you such hell you’ll never forget it. And the only job open to you in any public institution will be scrubbing the floors at the nick. Is that clear?”


Szacki nodded, bowed to both ladies and took hold of the door handle.


“Presumably I’m to hand the rest of my cases over to someone else.”


Miszczyk smiled softly. He realized it was a completely unnecessary question. He was actually insulting her by imagining she might not have thought of that. It must all have been arranged by now, and the secretary would be removing the documents from his office.


“You must be out of your mind. Get back to work.”


VIII


Prosecutor Teodor Szacki was standing in his office, looking out of the window and thinking that the provinces had their plus points too. He had a large office all to himself, which in Warsaw would have been divided into three two-person rooms. He had a nice view of green fields, residential buildings and the towers of the Old Town in the distance. He had a twenty-minute walk to work. He had a safe with the files for his eight current cases in it – exactly ninety-seven fewer than in Warsaw six months earlier. He had the same salary as in the capital, and the excellent coffee in his favourite café on Sokolnicki Street cost him less than five zlotys. And finally – he was ashamed of the fact, but he couldn’t hide his satisfaction – he had a decent corpse. Suddenly this hellish, sleepy hole seemed an altogether bearable place.


The door slammed. Szacki turned round, adding the thought that he also had a partner who had made PMT into a way of life. He automatically adopted his cold, professional prosecutor’s mask as he watched the principled pussy, Basia Sobieraj, approach him with a folder in her hand.


“This has just arrived. We should look at it.”


He pointed to the sofa (that’s right, he had a sofa in his office) and they sat down next to each other. He glanced at her bust, but couldn’t see anything interesting there because it was shrouded in a completely asexual black polo neck. He opened the folder. The first picture showed a close-up of the victim’s slashed-open throat. Sobieraj audibly took a gulp of air and looked away, and Szacki was about to pass comment, but he felt sorry and kept his spiteful remarks to himself. It wasn’t their fault or their shortcoming that all the people here added together had seen as many corpses in their entire lives as he had in a single year.


He put aside the pictures of the corpse.


“Anyway, we have to wait for the examination. Will you be coming to Oczko Street?”


She stared without understanding; he had automatically referred to the forensic unit in Warsaw.


“Sorry – to the hospital. For the autopsy.”


There was a flash of fear in her eyes, but she quickly took control of herself.


“I think we should both be there.”


Szacki agreed, and laid out on the table about a dozen pictures of the razor, carefully photographed from all angles. According to the ruler underneath it, the razor was more than forty centimetres long, with the rectangular blade alone accounting for about thirty of them. The handle was covered in dark wood, and there was something engraved on the brass fittings. Szacki looked for a close-up. The faded inscription said: C.RUNEWALD. On one of the close-ups he noticed the photographer’s hand reflected in the polished, mirror-smooth blade. A lady photographer, married, judging by the wedding ring. The silvery blade was entirely free of stains, scratches or chips. Undoubtedly a masterpiece of the art of metallurgy. An antique masterpiece.


“Do you think it’s the murder weapon, Mrs Sobieraj?”


Szacki was already finding all these politenesses tiresome, and in the course of the investigation they were bound to become intolerable.


“I think it’s all very odd and theatrical. A naked corpse with a slashed throat, an antique razor-machete dropped nearby, no sign of a fight or a struggle,” he said.


“And no blood on the blade.”


“Let’s see what the guys at the lab can find. I think there’ll be blood, some trace evidence, DNA. The knife will tell us more than the person who planted it there would like.”


“Planted?”


“So neat, clean, and untouched? Someone did that on purpose. Even with squalid crimes of passion every drunken thug remembers to take the murder weapon with him. I don’t believe it was left in those bushes by accident.”


Sobieraj took a pair of reading glasses out of her handbag and started closely examining the pictures. The thick brown frames suited her. It occurred to Szacki that if the razor-machete was a message, they’d have to find someone who could interpret it. Bloody hell, what sort of specialist could deal with that? An expert on cold steel? Or on militaria? Metallurgy? Or works of art?


Sobieraj handed him the photo with the close-up of the wood-encased handle and took off her glasses.


“We’ll have to look for an expert on cold steel, best of all a museum curator. They might have heard of this firm.”


“C. Runewald?” asked Szacki.


Sobieraj snorted with laughter.


“Grünewald. Maybe it’s high time for a pair of specs, Mr Szacki.”


Szacki opted for peace. No smirk, no nervous reaction, no retort.


“It’s high time you told me all about the victim and her family.”


Sobieraj was put out.


IX


Prosecutor Teodor Szacki was dissatisfied. Sobieraj’s account of the Budniks had provided a lot of information, but also a lot of feelings. In his mind the victim had ceased to be just the result of an illegal act for which someone must be held responsible and bear the penalty. The victim’s husband had ceased to be prime suspect. Thanks to Sobieraj’s colourful, emotional account they had become too much like real people of flesh and blood; the border between information and interpretation had been crossed. In spite of himself, as he thought about the victim, Szacki could see a smiling teacher, giving ecology lessons on bike rides. Her husband was not just a candidate for a stretch in the nick, but also a social campaigner capable of fighting to the bitter end over every, even the most minor affair, as long as it was for the good of the town. Szacki doubted whether there was any independent councillor anywhere else in Poland who was quite so good at persuading the entire council to vote unanimously – for Sandomierz. Enough, enough, enough – he didn’t want to think about the Budniks until he had talked to the old policeman, who had already made it clear that he wasn’t entirely sold on these secular saints.


He tried to occupy his thoughts by looking for information about the mysterious razor-machete, and that was the second reason for his dissatisfaction. Teodor Szacki mistrusted people in general, and people with hobbies in particular. He regarded passion and devotion to a passion, especially one for collecting things, as a disorder, and people inclined towards that sort of fixation on a single subject as potentially dangerous. He had seen suicides caused by the loss of a coin collection, and he had also seen two wives whose misdeeds were to rip up a priceless stamp and to burn a first edition of Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz’s pre-war short stories. Neither was still alive. The husbands who had murdered them had sat over their corpses in tears, saying over and over again that they simply didn’t understand.


Meanwhile, the world of knives turned out to be full of enthusiasts and collectors, and there was even a periodical called Thrust, the mission of which – as the authors claimed – was “to provide you, dear Reader, with reliable information on top-quality knives and related topics. There are also plenty of curiosities, for example in our next issue ‘The Whip’, which may seem an exotic topic in the context of knife-collecting, but is about an item that has been made here in Poland since ancient times. A series of articles on cold steel will speak for itself.”


Whips, sabres and butcher’s knives – what a charming hobby, thought Szacki, cringing, as he immersed himself in chat-rooms full of debate about blades, handles, sharpening methods, chiselling, carving and stabbing. He read the outpourings of a writer who made samurai swords by hand, he read about the “Father of the Modern Damast Knife” who had mastered the technique of reproducing Damascus steel, he looked at pictures of army daggers, hunting knives for dressing game animals, foils, bayonets, rapiers and broadswords. He had never imagined humanity produced so many different kinds of sharp object.


But he couldn’t find the razor-machete.


Finally, in an act of desperation he took a few photos of the probable murder weapon with his mobile phone and sent them to the editors of Thrust by e-mail, asking whether they meant anything to them.


X


The spring had come and gone, and that evening Teodor Szacki was feeling the cold as he walked along Mickiewicz Street towards the Modena pizzeria, where he had arranged to meet Wilczur. The old policeman had refused to be persuaded to meet in the market square, claiming that he couldn’t stand “that bloody museum”, and Szacki had lived in Sandomierz long enough by now to know what he meant.


Sandomierz really consisted of two, or even three towns. The third was the so-called works on the other side of the river, a memento of the days when the Reds had tried to change the bourgeois, churchy, historical town into an industrial city and had erected an enormous glassworks there. This dismal, ugly district looked intimidating, with a closed-down railway station, a hideous church and a vast factory chimney, which every minute of the day and night destroyed the panorama of Sub-Carpathia visible from the high left bank of the Vistula.


Town Number Two was the Sandomierz where life actually happened. Here there was a smallish housing estate of fortunately not too invasive blocks, here there were residential districts with one-family houses, schools, parks, a cemetery, an army unit, the police, a bus station, smaller and larger shops, and a library. It was the typical Polish provincial town, maybe a bit less neglected, and its hillside location made it more attractive than others. Yet it wouldn’t have stood out from countless Polish holes, were it not for Town Number One.


Town Number One was the picture-postcard Sandomierz of TV cop show Father Mateusz and classic writer Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz, a little gem set on a high escarpment, whose panorama delighted everyone without exception, and which in his time Szacki had fallen in love with. He was still capable of taking a walk onto the bridge merely in order to see the historic houses banked up on the hillside, the dignified Collegium Gostomianum, the towers of the town hall and the cathedral, the Renaissance gable of the Opatowska Gate, and the solid mass of the castle. Depending on the season and the time of day, this view looked different every time, and every time it was just as breathtaking.


Unfortunately, as Szacki knew all too well now, it was a view which only made a very Italian, Tuscan impression from a distance. Once you were on the inside of the Old Town, everything was very Polish. Sandomierz was too far away from Krakow, and above all too far from Warsaw to become a holiday resort like Kazimierz Dolny. Which it deserved infinitely more, being a beautiful town, and not just a big village with three Renaissance houses and a few dozen hotels, so that every Polish company chairman had somewhere to roger his mistress. Its location off the beaten track meant that Sandomierz’s lovely old-town streets exuded boredom, emptiness, Polish hopelessness – it really was nothing but “a bloody museum”. In the afternoon the school tour groups disappeared, the old residents of the tenement houses shut themselves at home, not long after the few shops closed, and a little later so did the bars and cafés. As early as six p.m., Szacki had sometimes walked right across the Old Town, from the castle to the Opatowska Gate, without meeting a living soul. One of the most beautiful towns in Poland was deserted, dead and depressing.


Szacki really did feel better once he had got to the end of Sokolnicki Street, left the Old Town and started walking along Mickiewicz Street to the Modena. Cars appeared, and people; the shops were still full at this hour, there were kids glued to their mobile phones, someone eating a doughnut, someone running for the bus, someone shouting to a woman on the other side of the road to say, “Coming, coming, in a moment.” Szacki breathed deeply, and was afraid to admit it to himself, but he was badly missing the city. So badly that even the modest substitute for it offered by this part of Sandomierz made the blood run quicker in his veins.


The Modena was a provincial dive that stank of beer, but he had to grant it to them, they served the best pizza in Sandomierz here, and thanks to their delicious “Romantica”, armed with a double helping of mozzarella, Szacki’s cholesterol level had jumped more than once. Just like a typical cop, Inspector Leon Wilczur was sitting in the blackest corner with his back against the wall. Without a jacket he looked even thinner, and Szacki was reminded of the hall of mirrors at a holiday fun fair. It was impossible for a person to be quite so skinny, like a fake head set on top of some old clothes for a joke.


Without a word he sat down opposite the old policeman, and a whole set of questions flew through his mind.


“Do you know who did it?”


Wilczur’s look acknowledged the question.


“No. Nor do I have any idea who could have done it. I don’t know anyone who would have wanted to. I don’t know anyone who could gain from this death. I’d have said no one from round here, if not for the fact that it must be someone from round here. I don’t believe in the idea of a wandering stranger putting himself to so much trouble.”


That really did answer Szacki’s key questions, even if he had been intending to answer each of them in person. Time to move on to the supporting ones.


“Beer or vodka?”


“Water.”


Szacki ordered water, as well as Cola and a Romantica. After that he sat and listened to Wilczur’s scratchy voice, while mentally drawing up a record of the divergences between the old policeman’s account and Sobieraj’s mawkish delivery. The dry facts were the same. Grzegorz Budnik had been a Sandomierz councillor “for ever”, i.e. since 1990, with unfulfilled mayoral aspirations, and his late wife Elżbieta (Ela for short), fifteen years his junior, was an English teacher at the famous “Number One” – in other words the grammar school that occupied the building of the old Jesuit college – ran an arts club for children and was active in every possible kind of local cultural event. They lived in a small house on Katedralna Street, apparently once occupied by Iwaszkiewicz, the famous writer. Not particularly wealthy, childless, ageing philanthropists. With no political colouring. If one were forced to look for labels, he would have been a Red because of his past on the National Council, and she a Black – a conservative, traditionalist – because of her involvement in church initiatives and mildly professed Catholic faith.


“In a way that is a symbol of this town,” Sobieraj had said. “People of very different views, with different past histories, in theory from opposite sides of the barricade, but always able to see eye to eye when it came to the good of Sandomierz.”


“In a way, that is a symbol of this dump,” said Wilczur. “First the Reds and the Blacks each had something to prove by turns, and finally they realized they could see eye to eye for the good of business. Not for nothing is the city council in an old Dominican monastery with a view of the synagogue and the Jewish district. So they’d never forget what’s good for gesheft,” he said, dropping in a Yiddish word. “I’m not going to give you a history lecture, but to put it briefly, under the Reds the town was yuk. Tarnobrzeg was fine and dandy with its sulphur deposits, and eventually there was the glassworks across the river, but here it was educated types up to their tricks, dubious intellectuals, and priests, to make matters worse. In Warsaw, Sandomierz wasn’t even mentioned on the road signs, only Tarnobrzeg. This place was nothing but misery, indigence and a bloody open-air museum. The new era came along, people rejoiced, but not for long, because suddenly it turned out this wasn’t a town, just a secular growth on the healthy tissue of the Church. They changed the cinema into a Catholic Centre. They started holding masses in the market square. They set up a statue of John Paul the size of a lighthouse on the common to have an excuse from then on why no event should ever be held there, and now it’s just a place where the dogs shit. And so it became a bloody open-air museum again, more churches than pubs. And then the Reds came back to power, and after a moment’s consternation it turned out that if there’s good gesheft, then oy vey, oy vey, everyone can benefit. If a shop or a petrol station can be put up on recovered church land, everyone gets a cut, everyone will be happy.”

OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg
)

BITTER LEMON PRESS
LONDON





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg
5<%, T .
& e
< =

oS
o

©POLAND






OEBPS/images/9781908524027.jpg
ZYGMUNT MIL0SZEWSKI

AN

» 7 7
X,/
Paf ) ~
yd
;\ r’
A second case for Polish
State Prosecutor TEODOR SZACKI








