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Chapter 1

That morning, Gdańsk seemed suspended in that uncertain interval between dawn and the beginning of the working day, when the city had not yet decided whether it would truly wake or merely pretend that it already had. The wind came from the direction of the port with that familiar insistence typical of days when it does not rain, yet everything suggests that it should, slipping through the fabric of the coat without violence but with enough persistence to remind anyone walking too early that winter never completely leaves that stretch of coastline; it merely steps back a few paces and watches.

Jan Tyerski crossed Okopowa Street as he did almost every day, along the same side of the pavement, with the same discreet, unhurried rhythm he had acquired over the years working at the prokuratura, a habit that had less to do with necessity than with the quiet preference for arriving before the others and occupying the building while it was still empty, before voices, telephones and corridor conversations began to turn any simple line of reasoning into unnecessary effort. He had never liked crowded institutions. In his view, any public institution, after a certain number of people circulating at once, began to produce a kind of noise that was not exactly audible, but mental. Papers shifted places, cases lost clarity, people spoke in order to appear useful, and the truth, which had never been a particularly docile creature, hid itself with even greater pleasure.

The receptionist lifted her eyes briefly when he entered. She said nothing, merely inclined her head slightly over the newspaper open in front of her, a gesture sufficient to acknowledge his presence without turning that daily encounter into conversation. Jan responded in the same way and continued along the side corridor, already accustomed to that characteristic smell of cleaning product mixed with old paper and central heating, which always gave him the impression he was entering not exactly a public building but some kind of inhabited archive. There were places where the past seemed to remain behind. The prokuratura was not one of them. There, the past did not pass. It simply changed cabinets.

He went up the stairs as usual. The lift worked, but he rarely used it, perhaps out of habit, perhaps because climbing two floors on foot gave him a few minutes of silence before the day began, enough time to organise mentally what he would need to deal with, or at least to pretend he was organising it. In recent years he had come to notice that most of his work no longer consisted of discovering what had happened, but of trying to separate, amid hurried versions, lazy reports, imperfect memories and small institutional conveniences, what could still be called a fact without sounding ridiculous.

When he reached the corridor on the second floor, he immediately noticed that the secretariat had already passed through earlier. The door to the records room was ajar, the lights were on, and a new stack of folders rested on his desk, placed there with the characteristic care of someone who knew exactly where everything should be but had no interest whatsoever in commenting on the contents of what they were leaving behind.

Jan hung his coat behind the chair and remained standing for a few seconds before sitting down, looking out of the window as he always did when he arrived too early. From there it was not possible to see the sea, but it was possible to tell when the wind came from it. He could also see the first trams crossing further ahead with that old obedience typical of things that continue to exist because they have already proved that they work. There was something reassuring about trams. They did not improvise, did not form opinions, did not make conjectures. They simply followed the tracks. If Jan had been a man more inclined towards poetry, he might have said he envied that. Since he was not, he merely thought that perhaps the life of rails did indeed have its advantages.

He sat down and pulled the first folder from the stack with the automatic gesture of someone who already knew that almost everything there would be administrative routine: simple dispatches, supplementary reports, requests for closure, small procedural adjustments that rarely required more than a few minutes of careful reading. The first three confirmed that expectation. One concerned bodily injury on a Saturday night, with excessive alcohol, contradictory versions and little relevance beyond the private circle of those involved. Another was a request for extension disguised as urgency, one of those that always arrived accompanied by some indispensable written at the top of the page as if the word itself could, by its own weight, produce competence where method was lacking. The third was a supplementary forensic report that took five pages to say what could have been said in one and a half, if the expert had been more committed to synthesis than to his own self-esteem.

The fourth folder did not possess that typical normality of the uninteresting. He would not have been able to say exactly what had drawn his attention even before opening it. There was nothing special about the case number, nor about the stamp, and the colour of the cover was ordinary, like any other. Even so, he hesitated for a moment before pulling it fully towards him, as though there were some detail there not yet visible but already perceived.

It was then that he felt again the brief pain in his right hand.

It was not a strong pain. It was the same pain that had accompanied him since as far back as he could remember noticing it for the first time.

Only that short stab that appeared from time to time without apparent reason and disappeared with the same discretion with which it arrived, as if it had not happened at all. For years doctors had repeated increasingly technical versions of the same explanation, a mixture of nervous sequelae, muscular memory, delayed reaction to an old trauma whose clinical interpretation seemed to vary according to the vanity of whichever specialist he had consulted. Jan had long since stopped expecting any medical revelation worthy of the name. For him, the pain was an unpleasant visitor who arrived without warning, sat beside him for a moment and left before he could call it inconvenient.

He waited a few seconds before opening the folder.

The case had been classified as a domestic fall, death occurring inside the residence and with no indication of third-party involvement. Nothing there suggested irregularity or required reopening. Even so, after finishing the first page, he realised he could not simply return it to the pile as he had done with the others.

Something was not correct, even if everything there followed procedure. It was not that the case contained an error. It was only that he had the impression that something was not correct.

He continued reading more attentively than would have been necessary for a case already closed and, upon reaching the second page, noticed that the time of the emergency call did not coincide with the building intercom record. He returned to the previous page and compared the times again with the lift report attached at the end of the document, trying to understand whether there was merely a common bureaucratic discrepancy there or something that had gone unnoticed during the initial analysis. Nothing was scandalous. Nothing shouted. That was precisely the problem. In truly bad cases, there was almost never a large theatrical mistake waiting to be discovered. What there were instead were small dissonances, details without sufficient importance to attract the attention of those working in haste and volume, yet capable of troubling someone who did not trust too much in the first arrangement offered by reality.

Only when he reached the last page did he notice that the victim’s name appeared spelled in two different ways in different parts of the report, a mistake too small to have legal relevance, yet strange enough to interrupt the automatic reading he had been doing until then. It was at that moment that he also noticed the administrative reference to the Prokuratura Rejonowa of Nowy Port.

The case did not belong to that jurisdiction.

There was no reason for that mention.

Jan remained for a few seconds with the folder open on the desk, as if waiting for some additional detail to present itself on its own. It would not. Files did not usually confess their own defects. It was necessary to extract them with patience, and patience rarely came in abundance on the upper floors of any prokuratura.

He heard footsteps in the corridor. A door opened. Someone coughed. Then Piotr’s voice appeared in the doorway with the natural ease of someone already familiar with that silent hour of the building.

“New case?”

Jan raised his eyes only enough to register his colleague’s presence. Piotr had the kind of face that always seemed to have slept badly, even when he had slept well, and the kind of curiosity that fed itself more on idleness than on malice. He was a decent man, perhaps even excessively decent by the standards of the building, but he carried the common defect of older employees: he had learned to respect the archive not because he trusted it, but because he was already too tired to confront it.

Jan looked again at the report before answering, perhaps longer than necessary.

“No. Already archived.”

Piotr stepped two paces inside, came close enough to cast a vague glance over the cover of the folder and raised his eyebrows slightly when he read the case number.

“If it’s already archived, why are you reading it as if it had been written to insult you?”

Jan almost smiled. Almost.

“Perhaps it was.”

Piotr let out a brief sound through his nose, that office half-laugh that compromises no one, and pulled a chair closer.

“Who handled it first?”

“Rejonowa.”

“Then they probably wanted to get rid of it quickly.”

Jan did not answer. Piotr, accustomed to his verbal economy, did not feel obliged to fill the silence immediately either. He stood there for a few seconds looking at the scattered documents until he remarked, in the tone of someone saying something so habitual he was no longer aware of its own cruelty:

“You attract these things.”

Jan raised his eyes.

“What things?”

“Cases that are already dead but refuse to lie down.”

Piotr said it without irony. Perhaps even with an involuntary trace of respect. It was a comment Jan had heard in different versions over the years, sometimes as praise, sometimes as reproach. There were colleagues who sought him precisely when a case possessed that unpleasant quality of seeming resolved too early. There were also those who avoided him for that reason. In any institution, the man who insists on rereading what everyone else has already decided to forget ends up becoming useful and inconvenient in equal measure.

Piotr stood up, smoothed the front of his jacket and, already at the doorway, turned back for a moment.

“Kowal is going to arrive in a bad mood. His wife travelled with their daughter and left him alone for three days. You know what that means.”

“That the city is in danger?”

“That he will redistribute work to punish the rest of us for the existence of his family.”

Jan nodded.

It was a plausible definition.

After Piotr disappeared down the corridor, the room returned to the kind of silence that only remains intact when there are still fifteen minutes left before the real working day begins. Jan closed the folder, stood up and went to the window. The wind was still coming from the port. Down in the street below, a man was trying to open his umbrella before the rain, a classic mistake of the anxious, and losing a brief struggle with the metal of his own haste. Jan watched the scene for a few seconds without properly seeing it. His attention was less on the street than on the mention of Nowy Port.

It did not make sense.

It was that kind of detail that troubled him most. Not the serious detail, the crude error or the badly executed fraud designed to impress novices or journalists. What troubled him was the small incongruity, displaced, discreet enough not to be accidental and discreet enough not to justify immediate alarm. Over the years he had learned that the greatest institutional distortions rarely arrived in the form of scandal. They arrived in the form of laziness, shortcuts, a signature placed in the wrong place, an administrative reference without relevance, a copied report reused when it should no longer have been reused. The bureaucratic devil, if it existed, had no great aesthetic ambitions. It was satisfied with enough disorder to produce injustice without producing headlines.

He returned to the desk. Without noticing, he held his right hand with his left for a few seconds, as if trying to remember something he did not know exactly what it was. The pain had already passed, but it had left behind that residue of presence that made the hand feel slightly foreign to his own body.

He opened the folder again.

He read the first page once more, then the second, then the last. He took a loose sheet of paper and noted three things: the discrepancy in times, the double spelling of the victim’s name and the improper reference to the jurisdiction of Nowy Port. Then he thought for a moment and also wrote down the address of the property where the death had occurred.

It was in Brzeźno.

The wind from the port, the reference to Nowy Port, a domestic fall archived in haste and a case that had reached his desk by a path that did not seem to be the correct path. Separately, none of that meant much. Together, it still did not mean very much, but it already meant more than it should.

He then picked up the internal telephone and called Records.

Marta’s voice answered with a fatigue that could not yet be legitimate at that hour.

“Records.”

“Marta, I need to know who moved a case before final archiving.”

“Good morning to you too, Jan.”

“Would you prefer that I lie and say I am calling for festive reasons?”

She sighed.

“Number?”

Jan read it.

He heard the sound of typing on the other end of the line, followed by a few seconds of silence.

“Strange.”

Jan did not like hearing that word from someone else when he had already thought it himself.

“What?”

“The last internal movement before archiving did not come from Rejonowa. It came from here.”

Jan remained still.

“From Okręgowa?”

“Yes.”

“Which department?”

A few more seconds of typing.

“It does not appear.”

“Does not appear, or was it deleted?”

“I would not say deleted. I would just say that… it does not appear.”

Marta had the bureaucratic habit of using euphemisms whenever something began to flirt with irregularity. Like almost every long-serving employee in a public building, she firmly believed certain problems became smaller when described with gentler vocabulary.

Jan thanked her, hung up and remained for a few seconds looking at the folder still open on the desk.

The working day had barely begun, and that case, which should have been as dead as a dead case ought to be, had just made the first inconvenient movement of a body refusing to remain still.

He closed the folder, placed it aside, separated from the others, and only then realised he had already made his decision, although he had not yet fully formulated it to himself.

Before leaving that night, he would stop in Brzeźno.





Chapter 2

Jan left the prokuratura when the light was already beginning to disappear behind the administrative buildings in the central district, at that moment in the late afternoon when Gdańsk seems to change temperature even before the cold actually arrives. The working day had officially ended almost half an hour earlier, but as almost always happened, the real departure had taken a little longer. First Kowal had insisted on gathering three people to discuss a dispatch that could have been resolved with two handwritten lines; then Marta had reappeared at the doorway only to confirm, with the characteristic care of long-serving staff, that there really was no visible record of the internal movement of the file before archiving. That detail, although apparently technical and small, continued to trouble him more than it should have.

It was not the first time something like that had happened. Even so, it was not frequent enough to be ignored with any real calm. Something continued to trouble Jan.

When he crossed Okopowa Street again towards the car park, he noticed that the wind was heavier from the direction of the port than it had been in the morning. It was not exactly colder, but it carried that faint smell of wet iron that always appeared in areas close to the water when night began to settle earlier than expected. There was something in that smell he associated with old depots, closed warehouses and railway tracks that no longer led anywhere, although they still remained there as if waiting for an administrative decision that never arrived.

He got into the car and remained for a few seconds with his hands resting on the steering wheel before starting the engine. He did not usually leave immediately after sitting down. It was an old habit, perhaps inherited from the time when he still worked as an assistant before taking up his position at the prokuratura. He liked that brief interval between leaving the building and actually leaving work behind, even though he knew that most of the time the work did not remain behind at all.

He did not switch on the radio.

He never did. He preferred to drive listening only to the engine and to the irregular sound of tram tracks crossing the older streets. Music inside the car always gave him the uncomfortable impression that someone was trying to organise his thoughts for him.

The route to Brzeźno was short enough not to require particular attention and long enough to allow the city to change character discreetly as he approached the coastal strip. Administrative streets gave way to residential complexes built in different periods, with that irregular appearance typical of areas that had been rebuilt more than once over the course of the century. Gdańsk had that curious quality of seeming continuous only from a distance. Up close, it revealed its interruptions with a certain frankness.

As he turned towards Hallera Avenue, the traffic had already thinned. Some windows were beginning to light up in the buildings and, for a moment, Jan thought that perhaps it was too late for an informal visit. He thought this more out of professional habit than real conviction. He had no intention of giving up.

He parked two streets before the address he had written down.

He preferred to walk the final stretch.

It was an old practice, acquired at the beginning of his career, when an older prosecutor had once told him that no report ever describes properly the way a building breathes in the late afternoon. Since then he had made a habit of walking whenever possible around any address connected with a case that troubled him more than it should have. There were details that appeared only when one walked slowly enough to notice them.

The street was short and quiet, parallel to the strip of sand. The building was not old. It had that familiar appearance of residential constructions from the late nineteen-nineties, with wide balconies and a light façade already beginning to darken along the outer edges, as happens when sea salt spends enough years repeating the same invisible gesture over the same surface. The front garden seemed to have been planned with some initial care and then abandoned shortly after the keys had been handed over, as if no one had ever quite decided whose responsibility it was to continue maintaining it.

Jan stopped a few metres before the entrance and observed the building more carefully than would have been necessary for a brief visit. There was no isolation tape. No visible sign of recent intervention. No object left near the entrance to suggest that someone had died there only a few days earlier. That was not unusual. Deaths classified as domestic accidents rarely remained long enough in neighbours’ memories to produce visible traces in the shared space.

Even so, something in the appearance of the place did not entirely correspond to the rapid closure described in the report.

The entrance door to the hall was closed. The intercom panel looked old and partially replaced. Two names had been scraped from the metal plate and one of the numbers seemed to have been covered with recent paint. Jan approached carefully and searched for the victim’s name line by line, going over the panel twice before accepting that it really was not there.

He checked again the address written in the pocket of his coat.

It was the same one.

He tried to remember whether the report mentioned any recent change of resident or temporary lease agreement. It did not.

He pressed the intercom button.

He waited a few seconds.

Nothing.

He pressed it again.

Still no response.

He remained standing in front of the panel longer than he had originally intended, watching the dark electronic display as if expecting it to light up by itself and resolve the administrative inconsistency that was beginning to take shape before him. It was then that he clearly noticed something that had not been mentioned in any of the pages of the file.

The intercom did not appear broken. It appeared switched off. The difference was small, but relevant.

He stepped back and observed the façade of the building again with a different attention. None of the ground-floor windows were lit and there was no visible sign of any monitoring system at the main entrance. The report indicated a record of intercom use at two twenty-seven in the morning. It was difficult to reconcile that information with the current condition of the equipment.

He decided to walk around the block and noticed a narrow passage between two parking areas that allowed access to the rear of the building. It was the sort of access that rarely appears on official plans and almost always appears in the concrete reality of buildings constructed too quickly to respect entirely their own designs. He walked slowly through this side passage, observing the first-floor windows as he passed. Some were lit, others completely dark, with no evident pattern.

At the back of the building there was a second entrance, older.

Probably earlier than the renovation of the main hall.

The lock looked recent, but the handle did not.

Beside the door, partially covered by the paint on the wall, there was a small old metal plate. Jan stepped closer to read it more clearly. The inscription was worn, but still sufficiently legible.

It was an administrative identification from before the district reorganisation.

Nowy Port.

He remained looking at that plate for a few seconds as if trying to remember exactly when that area had ceased officially to belong to that jurisdiction. He knew the reorganisation had taken place years earlier, but not recently enough to justify completely the continued presence of that old identification there, still visible and not mentioned in any of the documents attached to the file.

He stepped back a few paces and observed the entire building again, now with a different attention.

The wind came directly from the sea at that point in the street, stronger than two blocks earlier. For a moment he had the strange impression that the building was not exactly where it should be. Not physically displaced, but administratively displaced, as if it belonged to one area and was registered in another.

He took the sheet with the address again from his pocket and checked it line by line. Then he looked once more at the metal plate beside the side entrance, searching for signs that it might be nothing more than an old bureaucratic remnant.

In the end he did what he always did when a doubt remained too long without an answer.

He noted the existence of the plate in his pocket notebook.

And he decided that he would return the following day to speak with the building administration before office hours ended again too early for inconvenient questions.

Jan remained standing for a few more seconds in front of the side entrance before deciding that he had seen enough for that night, although he did not exactly have the impression that the visit had ended. There was only that discreet sensation, difficult to explain even to himself, that the building was still saying something he had not yet managed to hear clearly. It was not the first time he had experienced this kind of perception in front of an apparently ordinary address, but neither did it happen often enough to be ignored without some internal resistance.

Retracing his path through the narrow passage between the two parking areas, he returned to the main street with the simple intention of going back to the car and leaving until the next day what still needed to be confirmed during the normal administrative hours of the condominium. It was at that moment that he noticed the presence of the elderly man approaching slowly towards the main entrance of the building, carrying two small shopping bags with that quiet care of someone who had already learned, over the years, how to distribute weight so that neither hand needed to carry more than it should.

The man took a few moments to find his key and, while adjusting the position of the bags on his left arm, leaned his face towards the intercom panel with a naturalness that revealed it to be a gesture repeated many times before. The display remained dark. Even so, he insisted for a few seconds, as if expecting the equipment to respond merely out of habit.

Jan approached with enough caution not to appear to be observing him deliberately.

He asked only whether the intercom had stopped working recently, as someone asking a casual question that did not intend to alter the course of any important conversation. The man answered without hesitation and without curiosity, saying that the problem had already lasted several days and that someone had mentioned the need to call maintenance, although no one seemed to be in any real hurry to do so. He added afterwards, almost as an afterthought, that the lock on the rear entrance had been replaced shortly before that, a remark made with the same naturalness as someone mentioning the replacement of a light bulb in a shared corridor.

That detail made Jan look again towards the side passage through which he had just returned.

He then asked, still with the same apparent calm, whether the resident had lived there for a long time. The man replied that he had and pointed vaguely towards the renovated hall behind him, observing that the entrance had not always been like that, as if the information might by itself explain any divergence between the building’s present appearance and what someone from outside might expect to find.

It was only when Jan mentioned the fall recorded at that address that the next reply took a little longer to arrive.

There was no resistance in the man’s silence.

There was only effort of memory.

When he finally answered, he said with simple certainty that it had not happened recently and that he remembered well because there had still been ice accumulated near the side entrance when the episode occurred. He added, with the same calm assurance of someone unaware that he was introducing a relevant inconsistency, that it had been before Christmas.

Jan did not comment on the difference between that recollection and the date recorded in the official report.

He merely watched the man enter the building and disappear slowly along the internal corridor after closing the door with excessive care for someone carrying only two small shopping bags.

He remained standing on the pavement for a few moments before taking the notebook again from the pocket of his coat. He added two words beneath the previous note referring to the old administrative plate and, just below them, also recorded the reference to the replacement of the rear lock and the discrepancy in the date mentioned by the resident, still without deciding whether that should be interpreted as ordinary failure of memory or as a sign that the case had been closed on the basis of information that perhaps did not belong exactly to that address.
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