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PROLOGUE


In which somebody’s night of pleasure ends in a rather unpleasant way, and the platters have to wait a while before returning to their place in the sideboard.


By the time Commissioner Stanisław Jednoróg had reached the beach below the Rożnowski Villa, the golden bugles had finished sounding the reveille at the Austrian barracks on Wawel Hill, visible above the river Vistula in the pale April sunlight that was breaking through the vestiges of mist. Two inquisitive housemaids were looking out of the second-floor windows of a neo-Gothic tower, marvelling at all they saw: the policemen walking along the riverbank, the three soldiers standing slightly to one side, and above all, the corpse of a young woman stretched out on the wet sand.


She was lying on her back with her hair loose, covering her face and flowing in a wide chestnut wave across her breast. Her white linen blouse and thick navy-blue skirt, still damp, clung tightly to her young body, which couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. If a student from the Academy of Fine Art had come this way he’d probably have thought of a Pre-Raphaelite Ophelia, but at this time of day in the Dębniki district the only people looking at the corpse were the housemaids, the police constables, the commissioner and the soldiers – by their bright blue coats, red trousers and caps they could be identified as dragoons from Archduke Carl’s Third Galician Lancers – in short, none of them knew much about art. At a pinch, the wife of a local fisherman could have come this way, or an itinerant pedlar, but as luck would have it, there was no art student on the scene. If there were, he could have stopped nearby, rested a foot on a stone and recorded this moment in his sketchbook with a few swiftly drawn lines: daybreak on the seventeenth of April, 1895, when the waters of the Vistula had tossed the girl’s body onto the shore, with a brick-red stain of congealed blood on her blouse like a large, dark poppy, at the very spot where hours before her heart had been beating. The public liked a dramatic image, especially if there was a clear allegory painted in the background – a dour old man in a cape, symbolising death, for instance. Or a broken lily. Two more policemen appeared from around a bend in the river, cadets with barely a shadow of blond down on their upper lips – the housemaids looking down from the tower took far more notice of them than of the venerable commissioner, who was more likely to appeal to an equally venerable matron. In his outstretched hands one of the young policemen was carrying a rag dripping with water; when they laid it on the sand beside the body, even the maids in the turret could see that it was a woman’s jacket, found on the shore or in the riverside rushes, and made of the same navy-blue cloth as the skirt. Then they stood staring, now at the corpse, now at the ground, and now at the soldiers. The police doctor, Albin Schwarz, came up behind them; he must have been here earlier on to certify the death, but now he was getting rather bored waiting for the body to be transported to the mortuary, which might explain why he had gone off with the young policemen as if to search for clues, but actually to take a walk, though for mid-April it was still cold.


Someone called from inside the Rożnowski Villa, so the maids banged the little windows shut and ran to see to their duties. It was the Wednesday after Easter, the day for putting away the best dinner service in the cavernous sideboards, the celebration silver and the large platters on which the blessed sausage rings, garnished hams, Mazurek tarts and babkas made with five dozen eggs had lately been displayed. There was no time for gawking.










Part One










CHAPTER I


In which the story starts like a Hitchcock film, although he wasn’t born until four years later, Zofia runs into her cousin and is affronted, and Ignacy goes on an unexpected outing.


It all began with the earthquake. On the evening of Easter Saturday, when the Turbotyńskis came home from Resurrection Mass at the cathedral, Zofia was already – to put it mildly – in a less than ideal mood. They had set off on the return journey from Wawel Hill in the company of Professor Rostafiński and his wife – he was a faculty secretary at the Academy of Learning, where Zofia wanted to obtain a post for Ignacy, while Mrs Rostafińska was taking a rather active part in collecting money for the renovation of the cathedral, which lately had absorbed the attention of almost all the society ladies. Unfortunately, on All Saints’ Square they ran into Zofia’s cousin, Józefa Dutkiewicz and her children, who were also on their way home to Floriańska Street. Despite her best intentions, Zofia had never been able to rid herself of the principle instilled by her mother that ‘family, rest assured, are people too, despite being kin’, so the encounter was not just limited to an exchange of bows, but led to both groups merging, and then heading at a brisk pace – the evening was cool – down Grodzka Street towards the Market Square.


What had promised to be a pleasant family walk in the greenish light of the gas lamps ended in an unpleasant quarrel of a spiritual nature. Much comment was always passed on the Resurrection Mass in Cracow; the usual debate included the relevance of the sermon, the singing of the choir, the appearance of the celebrants and other such things of a not necessarily theological nature – but ultimately, as the history of the Church tells us, these are not the sort of issues that lead to schisms or to people casting oaths at each other. But this time the quarrel was over a basic point, namely the superiority of the old bishop over the new one, as Mrs Dutkiewicz insisted, or the new one over the old, as Mrs Turbotyńska would have it.


To her cousin’s cutting remark that the late lamented Cardinal Dunajewski did not travel about in a carriage drawn by four horses and had no need to stress his own undeniable eminence at every step of the way, Zofia replied with the short but emphatic statement: ‘Józefa, this is Cracow!’ as if that explained everything. Then, in case it didn’t, and further elucidation was essential, she added: ‘The emperor has made Cracow’s bishops into princes, so following the sudden death of the cardinal last year it seemed perfectly fit and proper for a representative of the ancient princely house of Puzyna to take his seat on the bishop’s throne. In this city the mitre is not to be placed on the head of the sons of railway workers, tradesmen, or I don’t know what’ – she waved the tip of her umbrella disdainfully – ‘junior officers.’


‘Zofia,’ said Mrs Dutkiewicz, ‘I think you are speaking with the voice of local patriotism.’


‘No doubt,’ replied Zofia, and quoted a proverb as old as it was overused: ‘If it weren’t for Cracow, Cracow would be Rome.’


‘Without question, but I was thinking of Przemyśl, my dear . . .’ said her cousin in a sugary tone, needling her reviled relative with a smile; she knew Zofia was ashamed of the provincial city of her birth. ‘No wonder Bishop Puzyna is so dear to you – for many years he was a canon in your home town, was he not?’


 


So as Franciszka took her mistress’s fur coat, Zofia was still quivering with rage at the memory of the affront inflicted on her by Mrs Dutkiewicz in full view, and especially full hearing of the Rostafińskis. Who could help where they were born?


‘Where is Karolina?’ she boomed at the cook, giving vent to the anger she’d been stifling for half the journey home. ‘Why isn’t the girl doing her duty?’


And then, as confused as she was terrified, Franciszka informed her master and mistress that less than an hour ago Karolina had packed up her belongings and left Cracow, having previously ‘handed in her notice to me’. Before sinking onto the ottoman, Zofia Turbotyńska managed to utter just one sentence: ‘This is . . . this is worse than war.’


 


Easter in Peacock House had been somewhat marred by the circumstances. Like it or not, Zofia had had to take some of Karolina’s duties upon herself, while the rest had landed on Franciszka’s shoulders. Fortunately, they had made most of the preparations in advance, but any resulting satisfaction Zofia might have felt was obscured by her rage at ‘that ungrateful hoyden who has vanished without a word of farewell’, so the prevailing atmosphere in the Turbotyński house was far from joyful; all of a sudden Zofia would say into thin air: ‘So it has come to this – handing in one’s notice to a servant!’ and ‘What a decline in morals!’ or simply a laconic: ‘The world is at an end.’ Nevertheless, or perhaps to dispel the dismal mood and occupy their thoughts with something else, on Easter Monday, like almost everyone else in Cracow, the Turbotyńskis went to the annual Emaus fair.


It was their first trip beyond the city limits for several months. The weather was quite good, with a warm, by now unquestionably spring sun breaking through the clouds, so they planned to climb Kościuszko’s Mound to admire the view and survey the panorama of the city awakening from its winter lethargy. But these bold and ambitious plans were scotched when Ignacy was seized by a painful stitch (‘I did ask you to refrain from a second helping of poppyseed cake’, hissed Zofia), and the outing ended with the purchase of a little clay bell and a tree of life that now stood on the sideboard.


Next day they stayed at home, and Franciszka set off for Lasota Hill alone, after being instructed by Zofia to watch out for young men who could be harbouring ignoble intentions towards solitary young ladies taking part in the traditional egg-rolling event. Time passed slowly, measured out by the bugle call from the tower of St Mary’s, the striking of the grandfather clock in the drawing room and the gradual dwindling of the Easter treats – Mazurek tarts, cheesecake and babkas.


Yet on the Wednesday after Easter, afternoon tea at Peacock House was to run an extremely unusual course, and would be remembered for a long time to come. It began with an apparently minor change. As soon as Ignacy noticed that, instead of the next instalment of Sienkiewicz’s historical epic Quo Vadis?, ‘some English nonsense’ had been published on the front page of The Cracow Times, he grumpily rose from his armchair and went over to the table to help himself to a slice of caramel Mazurek. At this point Zofia did something she’d never have done in a better mood: almost instinctively she sat down in Ignacy’s armchair and picked up the newspaper he’d left on the side table.


‘Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,’ snorted Ignacy. ‘That’s a good one! Fancy a serious newspaper publishing such outlandish twaddle, I ask you! And instead of Sienkiewicz’s latest novel, too! What is the world coming to?’


After casting an eye over the ‘English nonsense’, which seemed to her very interesting, rather in the spirit of her beloved Poe, Zofia turned the newspaper over, with the aim of scanning the classified advertisements for servants printed on the back page. She knew they needed a new housemaid as soon as possible, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to deal with it. To put off the inevitable, she opened the newspaper, and starting from the end, began to read out the items that caught her eye in the lesser columns on the preceding pages.


‘During a bullfight in Barcelona one of the bulls jumped the barrier, causing indescribable panic,’ she read. ‘A gendarme approached the frenzied animal and fired his gun . . .’


‘That’s what the police are for, my dear, to protect people from dangers. Of whatever kind . . .’


‘The bullet killed the bull, but it also hit a spectator, who fell dead on the spot,’ concluded Zofia. This prompted no reply.


She turned the page.


‘THE CHRONICLE. A tragic incident. On the 16th of this month at 8 A.M. at the Róża Hotel, in sight of two accidental witnesses, hotel guest Mr José Silva, who had come to our city from Lemberg, and before that from faraway Brazil, took his own life with a shot from a revolver . . .’


‘People have no shame – fancy killing oneself so close to Easter,’ remarked Ignacy, without looking up from his tea plate.


‘But at least he did it far away from his family, who will always be able to say in company that he died of an aneurysm or shot himself while cleaning his gun,’ said Zofia for the defence.


On the opposite page she found a piece of news that made her sit up.


‘Ignacy, there’s been an earthquake!’ she cried.


‘You’re exaggerating, Zofia. They do make the occasional threat, but the Prince of Windisch-Grätz’s cabinet is sure to last for a long time to come – this is the Dual Monarchy, not the Kingdom of Italy. Of course, it is a long way from the prince to Viscount Taaffe, who headed the government from . . . How long was he prime minister for?’ wondered Ignacy.


‘Really, Ignacy, who cares about all that Viennese political manoeuvring,’ snapped Zofia, but rather half-heartedly, absorbed as she was in scrutinising the article. About an earthquake, a genuine cataclysm, in Slovenia and Carniola . . . with its epicentre in Laibach . . . ‘The shocks were violent and long-lasting . . .’ she read. ‘In some places they continued all night.’


‘Tell me another,’ grunted Ignacy. ‘In Laibach!’


He was hurt by his wife’s rebuff, on top of which she had assumed his role by reading him press reports.


‘The shocks were also felt in Venice, Florence and Rome . . .’ she went on, unperturbed.


‘Rome?’ he muttered.


‘Indeed. And Vienna too!’


‘Good God!’ Ignacy stood up abruptly, making the table shake. Cutlery jangled, cups, saucers and tea plates trembled. ‘Is His Majesty safe? Read it, woman!’ he cried, brushing cake crumbs off his waistcoat.


Just then the doorbell rang.


Soon after, Franciszka entered the drawing room – cautiously, in view of the shouts coming from in there. She stood in the doorway without speaking, counting on her master and mistress to notice her, but she had to wait a while, because her presence did not prompt the interest of either Ignacy or Zofia, who was busy reassuring her husband that no harm had come to His Majesty. Neither of them thought anything the servant might have to say could matter as much as the news of an earthquake, even if it was in distant Laibach. How very wrong they were.


‘What is it, Franciszka?’ asked Zofia at last, reluctantly looking up from the newspaper. ‘Who was it? The coalman? I told you we wouldn’t be needing any after Easter. It’s getting warmer now, and at those prices . . .’


‘It’s for you . . . the police . . .’ stammered the girl, nervously crumpling a dishcloth in her hands.


‘The police?’ Zofia leaped to her feet. ‘Kyrie eleison!’


For a split second Sister Alojza sprang to Zofia’s mind, the amiable nun of unassuming appearance who overused that expression, and whom eighteen months ago she had helped to find the murderer on the prowl at Helcel House.1 But she soon focused her attention on things of far greater importance at this moment – such as the sudden arrival of the police at a respectable house.


‘Calm down, Zofia, it’s sure to be nothing serious,’ said Ignacy, trying to reassure her. He shook off the rest of the caramel Mazurek crumbs and asked Franciszka to ‘show the gentlemen in’.


There was only one, very thin, policeman, who looked like a starving rat. At first glance it was plain to see that this ginger youth in a rather baggy uniform was a very fresh recruit in the Imperial-Royal police. He bowed to the Turbotyńskis and introduced himself: ‘Cadet Jan Ecler, at your service.’


‘To what do we owe this unexpected visit?’ asked Zofia at once, sounding perhaps a little more perturbed than she intended. ‘Ours is a respectable home, Mr . . .’ she added hesitantly, realising she had no idea how to address a policeman of such low rank, ‘Mr Policeman.’


‘Forgive me,’ said Ecler with a bow, and clicked his heels, ‘but I have received an official order from the commissioner to speak to the head of this household. Do I have the honour of addressing Professor Turpentyński?’ he said, turning to Ignacy.


‘Turbotyński!’ Zofia immediately corrected him. ‘Of the Turbotyńskis. Wadwicz coat of arms.’


‘I am most extremely sorry,’ said Ecler, blushing. ‘I’ve only been in service since last autumn . . . on probation.’


‘Indeed? I’d never have thought it . . .’


‘Zofia, please,’ said her husband, casting her a beseeching look. ‘My dear sir, I am Ignacy Turbotyński, and I gather it is with me that you wish to speak. But we would both like to know what matter brings you here.’


‘I humbly beg to report that Commissioner Jednoróg sent me. I’ve been instructed to ask you to accompany me to Mikołajska Street . . . that’s to say the police station, from where you and the commissioner are to proceed to the Forensic Medicine Unit.’


‘Aha, as you can see, my dear, there’s nothing to be worried about,’ said Ignacy, smiling. ‘Our brave guardians of the law must be needing some, how shall I put it, expert advice. Professor Halban has been on sick leave since January, and Wachholz is in Lemberg, so . . . of course, I’m no expert . . .’


‘What are you talking about, Ignacy? Of course you are,’ said Zofia. ‘You are an eminent specialist. Go and do your academic and civic duty,’ she urged.


Once he had left with Ecler, it occurred to her that perhaps a new and unexpected career path was opening before her husband. Indeed, he hadn’t become head of the regular anatomy department after Teichmann’s departure, but maybe if he tried hard there’d be a chance for anatomical pathology? There was no great difference, after all. And then, who knows? Maybe the title of senior professor, maybe even, she mused, a chair at the Academy of Learning? As long as Rostafiński hadn’t taken against the Turbotyńskis . . . And what’s more, it would mean the opportunity to question him over lunch about the details of every crime committed in Cracow!


When Ignacy came home less than an hour later he looked like a ghost: it was as if all the blood, lately in such vigorous circulation on account of the Easter cakes, had drained from his face. He sat in his armchair, sighed heavily and in a graveyard tone announced: ‘Zofia, Franciszka, I have something very serious to tell you. Something dreadful has happened.’


 


 


 


1 See Mrs Mohr Goes Missing, Point Blank, 2019










CHAPTER II


In which we learn why the walls of the former Jesuit college are so thick, where the lancers were returning from (from a nocturnal outing), what characterises the ectodermal odour of a pure virgin, and the potential existence of waves not yet known to science.


Zofia Turbotyńska slept badly. Next morning she got up with a headache, and before she’d managed to dress, she’d already complained to Ignacy and to Franciszka that ‘my nerves did not allow me to close my eyes for as long as five minutes’, though in fact there was a good deal of rhetorical exaggeration in that remark. But when in her drowsy state it occurred to her that she must be sure to tell Karolina about her sleepless night too, she felt something she wasn’t expecting: real, acute grief. Not indignation at the decline in morals and the dangers of the modern world, which could be expressed in conversation to striking effect, not anger that she’d been deprived of an excellent servant, but genuine grief: something had happened, but Karolina would never, ever hear about it; from now on the whole world would carry on turning without Karolina, with no regard for her non-existence.


For Zofia had to admit that in the long procession of housemaids that had woven its way through the Turbotyńskis’ flat in Peacock House over the years, Karolina was the first girl since Franciszka to have stayed here for any length of time – more than that, she had gained the sincere sympathy of the householders. And now, thought Zofia with an affection she rarely felt, the poor girl was lying on a cold dissection table, or perhaps by now the post-mortem was over, and she was resting in her final abode, very different from the servants’ room on St John’s Street: in her coffin. Trying to move as quietly as possible, Zofia went to the bedroom door, turned the brass key in the lock, returned to her dressing table, sat down, and only then, knowing that nobody would disturb her, began to weep.


A few minutes later she got a grip on herself, washed her face, applied some Pompadour Milk to mask the evidence of lack of sleep and weeping, then added a little powder too for better effect, and finally tidied her hair, placing an elegant garnet-studded comb in it. Now she was ready to face the day.


 


According to plan, Commissioner Jednoróg arrived at 10 A.M., and immediately installed himself in the drawing room, where specially for this purpose Franciszka had done some extra cleaning. Cadet Ecler, already familiar in this house, sat down to take the minutes, having first arranged a small portable writing set on the table, and some files containing documents and photographs – in short, police paraphernalia. Franciszka led two other trainee policemen to the servants’ room, where they were to search Karolina’s belongings for items that might help to explain the case.


The man appointed as investigating magistrate was Walenty Rozmarynowicz, a figure greatly respected in Cracow, and not just for his impressive grey beard. Yet his most celebrated successes had been in the days when the Turbotyńskis had tied the sacred knot of matrimony, in other words more than twenty years ago; nowadays in private conversations he was called ‘the great-grandsire of the Galician courts’, and a blind eye was turned to the fact that he occasionally nodded off in the middle of a hearing, or mixed up a case involving the theft of a linen chest with a case involving the serious assault of a tailor’s apprentice; there was always someone on hand to straighten things out, and Rozmarynowicz could continue to enjoy the reputation of the great Nestor of the judicial system. So it was in this case too: the commissioner had been delegated to conduct the inquiry, thanks to which Rozmarynowicz had no need to leave the courthouse. The thick walls of what had once been a Jesuit college stifled the rattle of the carriages rolling over the cobblestones on Grodzka Street, leaving him to doze for as long as he liked.


Each person was interviewed in the customary manner, in turn and separately. First Ignacy, because Zofia had stressed that her husband, as a Jagiellonian University professor and a great mind, was an extremely busy person, giving invaluable service to science, not just in Cracow but the entire empire, if not the whole of Europe, and so the police would have to accommodate themselves to his timetable. Which in fact did not prove particularly difficult, because as soon as Ecler asked him what time would be the most convenient, Ignacy replied without a second thought: ‘Really, whatever suits you! The tortoise is not a hare, I’ll always have time to dissect it,’ and thus entirely defeated his wife’s efforts to present him in the best possible light. So it was decided that the professor would be the first to make his statement, then the lady of the house, and finally the servant, and thus in order of importance. Though it occurred to Zofia that if she were organising the interviews, she would naturally have started with Franciszka, who knew the victim best.


Now, as she waited her turn, she made an effort to organise her thoughts, and even fetched a notebook to jot down the individual facts. Karolina Szulc was seventeen years old, and had started working at St John’s Street in May . . . no, June of last year, because it was just after the death of Cardinal Dunajewski. Like all the other housemaids, she too had come from Mrs Mikulska’s licensed agency for the procurement of servants on Gołębia Street. But where was she from in the broader sense? Not from Cracow. Where was her mother? Aha, in Podgórze, yes, she was from the Podgórze district just across the Vistula, in other words – here again Zofia felt a sharp pang in her heart – from the riverside where she had been found lifeless, beneath the brick walls of the Rożnowski Villa. Denomination: Roman Catholic. Character: impeccable, modest, industrious, she wrote in the notebook, without knowing why, except perhaps to keep her hands and her mind busy. Appearance: pleasant. Distinguishing marks: none. Anyway, why would they want distinguishing marks? They didn’t have to identify her, just find the killer.


The door from the drawing room into the dining room opened and there stood Ecler. He bowed and said: ‘The commissioner requests your presence, madam.’


She rose from the armchair, rearranged the folds of her dress and walked ahead; Ignacy had already left the drawing room by the other door, so without wasting time on needless ceremony in the form of conjugal farewells, she strode up to the commissioner, who adopted the right facial expression for offering condolences and said: ‘Mrs Turbotyńska, please accept my deepest sympathy for the tragic death of your employee. I am convinced that she could not have chanced upon a better employer, so well known for her charitable nature.’


Zofia adopted the right facial expression for receiving condolences, thanked him and then took the seat offered her. Ecler sat opposite, with his nib suspended above some sheets of office paper.


‘Professor Turbotyński is a scholar,’ Jednoróg began cautiously, ‘and so household matters . . .’


‘Of course, my husband does not concern himself with such trifles as the servants, the cleaning or the shopping. Tracking down the perpetrator of this outrageous crime is naturally a matter of the greatest importance to us both, yet, in truth, I have no idea how he could be of any help to you, or what he could have to tell you.’


‘We talked a lot about the Rożnowski Villa. The professor regards it as a scandalous example of interference in the shape of the city’s former suburbs . . .’


‘. . . and that vulgar modern block acts as an unfortunate counterweight to the ancient walls of the Wawel Castle,’ she completed the sentence, as if reciting a lesson learned by heart. ‘Oh yes. And no doubt he told you that on this side of the river it couldn’t have happened, but in Dębniki there is still . . .’


‘. . . a building act in force from the days of our ancestors, dating back to 1786. Yes, naturally the professor was good enough to mention it. He also joked that Mr Rożnowski and his wife are cousins of the soap manufacturers . . .’


‘. . . so they shouldn’t build so close to water. So now we have the matter straight.’


Unlike Klossowitz, the magistrate who had conducted the inquiry at Helcel House, Commissioner Jednoróg was gifted with impeccable manners, and was generally well liked. An excellent dancer in his day, he had kept his dapper figure, though graced with a small paunch by now, but in the eyes of the ladies that simply added to the charm of a man in his prime. He had recently celebrated his fiftieth birthday, and to mark the occasion a letter of congratulation and a silver cross of merit with a crown had arrived from Vienna, which with a degree of gusto – as he wasn’t free of vanity – he pinned to his chest at the slightest opportunity: any kind of festivity, procession or masked ball hosted by the marksmen’s fraternity at their headquarters, the Celestat.


Now Zofia was examining him closely: without his medal, his rifleman’s fraternity robe or his tailcoat he was simply a civil servant dutifully performing his function. He asked her the relevant questions: was Karolina a diligent employee, did she have any enemies, did she lead a life of virtue, was she free of melancholy and suicidal tendencies, and so on. And she took her time with her replies, doing her best to mention everything that could be relevant to the inquiry.


‘Are you sure she led a life of virtue?’


‘I have already given you my answer to that question,’ she said sharply. ‘It should be easy to find in the minutes.’


The trainee raised his rather ratlike snout from his notes, stared vacantly at the previous page and confirmed her words with a nod, but even so, nobody took any notice of him.


‘Indeed, but you see, madam, the circumstances in which we found the body . . . the circumstances of the actual murder, or perhaps suicide, because . . .’


‘Excuse me, but what circumstances?’


Jednoróg leaned back in his chair – a piece of furniture brought from Ignacy’s family mansion after the division of the inheritance – twirled his slightly greying moustache and cleared his throat.


‘Well . . . in the middle of the night, a young girl walking about the city on her own . . . quite near the barracks. In a district where one might find a fair number of young persons of dubious reputation, persons – with respect for your ears, madam – employed in the world’s oldest profession.’


‘Commissioner!’


‘I don’t wish to shock you,’ he said, raising his hands, ‘but you are sure to know that the police often see things from which, as good Christians, we would all prefer to avert our gaze. But then the Lord Jesus conversed with harlots . . .’


‘How on earth could Karolina have been a harlot? She was a pretty girl, admittedly, but that’s as far as it goes. She did have a young man, Franciszka may remember his name, a fisherman or rafter, who took her out in his boat from time to time, but as far as I know it was all quite innocent. Surely you are not trying to suggest that a young woman might be employed in the respectable home of a professor whose personal conduct was dubious in the least respect?’


‘Certainly not,’ Jednoróg assured her. ‘Yet one must bear in mind that the corpse was found by three soldiers . . . three lancers, who were on their way back from the . . . establishment.’


‘The establishment?’


‘The facility.’


‘The facility?’


‘The bawdy house,’ he finally gasped, distinctly embarrassed.


‘Forgive me, but where the lancers go gadding about at night is a matter for their commanding officer and has nothing to do with where my housemaid spends her time. Or rather former housemaid, for as I have mentioned, on Saturday during the Resurrection Mass, in my absence she handed in her notice and went off in an unknown direction. But while she was under this roof she had just one sweetheart, a rafter or fisherman, and behaved as a modest young woman should.’


‘I do not wish to insult the memory of your former housemaid,’ said Jednoróg after a pause, ‘so please regard this as a general statement, but there are girls who, while appearing to be the model of chastity, covertly abandon themselves to debauchery. Sometimes this is an innate tendency – after all, the deceased was born outside wedlock to’ – he glanced at his documents – ‘Marianna Szulc, washerwoman and ironer, and sometimes it results from the influence of contemporaries or friends . . .’


‘Franciszka is the perfect model for any housemaid.’


‘I was not suggesting otherwise. Sometimes it is simply an unfortunate set of circumstances that pushes the daughter of Eve into the embrace of sin.’


‘One can hardly speak of an unfortunate set of circumstances in this case – someone simply stabbed her with a knife . . . It’s to do with that person’s will, not the circumstances.’


‘With a sharp instrument,’ Jednoróg corrected her. ‘Yes, that is the possible cause of death, but not conclusively. I left the office early, before the post-mortem report was issued. Let us hope that the inquiry will prove Miss Szulc’s complete innocence. Please forgive me if I have offended you in any way – I had no such intention. We are all concerned about the truth, are we not? And the truth is sometimes painful, requiring us to pose painful questions. What about the sweetheart? Has he been in evidence lately?’


‘If anyone knows, it will be Franciszka,’ replied Zofia, accepting the commissioner’s apology with a gracious smile. ‘The romantic affairs of my housemaids are of no concern to me,’ she lied through her teeth; she didn’t actually know much about Wacek or Felek, the fisherman or rafter, though not because it didn’t interest her, but purely because the housemaid had been quite secretive. ‘In Karolina’s final days it’s not the sweetheart that puzzles me . . .’


‘But you may be misguided! He is one of our suspects. Of course there are the lancers, too, who found the body. They did inform the police . . .’


‘. . . but could have committed the murder themselves and then informed the police to evade suspicion.’


‘I see that you are in your element within an inquiry,’ he said, smiling. ‘Well, I have heard a thing or two. Cracow is a small place, and you have quite a reputation among the investigating magistrates. Of course,’ he reassured her, ‘our conversation will remain between us. I hope that with our combined forces we shall be able to solve this mystery.’


Pleasantly flattered, Zofia returned his smile.


‘Do you have any more questions for me? Or shall I call in Franciszka?’


‘I wouldn’t dream of disturbing you. Ecler!’


The cadet dutifully stood up, clicked his heels, bowed and went to the door.


‘The commissioner will see you now.’


Franciszka entered the drawing room – not as one might have expected, with her gaze modestly lowered, but proudly, with her head held high. Zofia at once embraced the suspicion that someone had been listening at the door, and was not impressed by the insinuation about the bad influence on young women of their contemporaries.


‘Good morning. If you please, madam, the other policemen have gone now, and I’ve cleaned the room.’


‘Thank you. We’ll talk about lunch once the commissioner has finished his work.’


And after closing the door behind her, Zofia heard the shuffle of a chair being moved. She was itching to eavesdrop, but she was sure Franciszka had been listening at the keyhole shortly before, and following in her footsteps was quite beneath her.


 


‘I was coming home from some place at the end of the world, about three o’clock of a black winter morning, and my way lay through a part of town where there was literally nothing to be seen but lamps,’ Mr Enfield told the lawyer, Mr Utterson, in the novella that Zofia was now reading in yesterday’s newspaper, found on the side table, in an attempt to stave off her negative thoughts and focus her mind elsewhere. ‘Street after street, and all the folks asleep – street after street, all lighted up as if for a procession and all as empty as a church . . .’ As if out of spite, the gloomy shore of the Vistula and the brick walls of the Rożnowski Villa sprang to her memory again. ‘Till at last I got into that state of mind when a man listens and listens and begins to long for the sight of a policeman. All at once, I saw two figures: one a little man who was stumping along eastwards at a good walk, and the other a girl of maybe eight or ten who was running as hard as she was able down a cross street. Well, sir, the two ran into one another naturally enough at the corner; and then came the horrible part of the thing; for the man trampled calmly over the child’s body and left her screaming on the ground.’


What a fine thing, thought Zofia, I wanted to read a nice novella, a story about conjugal life in the English provinces, but here we have crime, crime, nothing but crime! She read on. ‘It sounds nothing to hear, but it was hellish to see,’ the tale continued.


Zofia put down The Cracow Times in irritation. Ignacy was right; she would rather read Sienkiewicz’s novel, Quo Vadis?, about the early Christians and Roman patricians in the days of Nero than about murders committed in London. As if there weren’t enough terrifying stories about Jack the Ripper, a real murderer on the prowl at night – why did they have to think up additional scoundrels, too? But she went on reading, learning to her satisfaction that ‘the child was not much the worse, more frightened, according to the Sawbones’. She liked the enquiring mind of Mr Utterson, who wanted to know where the repulsive Mr Hyde lived, whereas Mr Enfield, who hadn’t tracked Hyde down, annoyed her by saying: ‘I feel very strongly about putting questions; it partakes too much of the style of the day of judgement. You start a question, and it’s like starting a stone. You sit quietly on the top of a hill; and away the stone goes, starting others; and presently some bland old bird (the last you would have thought of) is knocked on the head in his own back-garden and the family have to change their name.’ To tell the truth, the day of judgement, when everyone would have to confess their minor sins and shameful secrets, was for Zofia Turbotyńska a vague portent of the happiest moment in all eternity – assuming, as she hoped, that it was a universal confession, in which case, as it rose to heavenly heights, her immaterial soul would finally discover the whole truth about the earthly transgressions committed by the other immaterial souls of the entire Cracow bourgeoisie.


The door in the hall slammed, and she heard footsteps coming from the kitchen – it was Franciszka running to receive the professor’s top hat and overcoat from him.


‘Here is another lesson to say nothing,’ said he. ‘I am ashamed of my long tongue. Let us make a bargain never to refer to this again.’


‘With all my heart,’ said the lawyer. ‘I shake hands on that, Richard.’


Continuation to follow, promised a note at the bottom of the column. She folded the newspaper and tossed it lightly onto the table, then leaned forwards across the armrest of the sofa to reach for the bell pull.


‘Franciszka, as the master has returned, you may lay the table.’


 


‘The commissioner is a nice fellow,’ muttered Ignacy, helping himself to the last of the cold meats that were still left over from the Easter platters. ‘Though I’m afraid I couldn’t be of much help to him.’


‘Yes, very nice . . .’


‘But?’


‘But somehow I felt hurt when he suggested that Karolina . . . that the cause of Karolina’s death was immoral conduct, or at least some sort of . . . incident. You knew her in person, and we are both aware that she was the picture of honesty.’


Ignacy looked up, while also trying to extract a thread of ham from between his teeth with his tongue.


‘Well, perhaps there is a grain of truth in it. There are cases of love-induced brainstorms, even among the most modest of girls! It’s to do with the physical difference between men and women, which is the main basis for the ensuing spiritual difference. This relationship,’ he said, leaning back in his chair, ‘is comparable, let us say, with the relationship that occurs between electricity and magnetism, which also supplement each other at right angles of ninety degrees, thus creating a new force, intensified by . . .’


‘Indeed, it goes without saying that women are different from men . . .’


‘Allow me to finish, Zofia,’ he said, and raised a finger. ‘The male and female soul are true opposites, which for this very reason inevitably belong to each other like two polar halves, and which mutually supplement each other, creating new forces only in the correct conditions. That also explains why there is such a great difference in the symptoms of love, since the woman feels not only with her nerve centres, but with every single nerve! That is the latest scientific opinion, based on the research of Dr Czarnowski of Berlin.’


Ignacy had his favourite topics, and as Zofia knew only too well, he enjoyed giving lectures outside as much as inside the university.


‘Meanwhile, here we have neither a budding young lass, nor a mature woman. Merely the ectodermal odour of such a chaste virgin is extremely pure and subtle, almost to a point of being odourless. When she falls in love, the odour changes, as in a flower when its bud unfurls. When inhaled by a man,’ he said heatedly, ‘this odour enters his bloodstream and has a direct effect on him, as an agent that stimulates rapture. Whereas his odour produces mixed emotions in the girl, on the one hand similar to the effect of the smell of a predatory animal upon its prey, an agent prompting alarm, and on the other the scent of the man whom the girl loves, perhaps in this case that rafter . . .’


‘Or fisherman, I can’t remember.’


‘. . . or fisherman, is an agent prompting delight. With frequent contact the maidenly alarm recedes, and the purely blissful effect remains.’ He pushed away his plate, on which there was a half-eaten slice of ham and some horseradish sauce. ‘According to science, the spiritual shock acts on the nervous system in a way that breaks down protein, and thus unties the connection between emotion and smell. In the girl two sources of efflux predominate . . .’ At this point he fixed his gaze on the table. ‘The sexual odour, which produces an emotion of innocence, and the cerebral current, which has a stimulating effect upon the man, like champagne. And he pounces on the girl as a hawk swoops on a dove!’ Fervently waving a hand, he almost knocked over a plant pot filled with catkins. ‘Then, through the sudden and intense inhalation of the male odour, and as the result of short-term spiritual shock, the girl experiences plain overexcitement. The agent of alarm is released with such force that symptoms of paralysis take the upper hand, and the girl may become the passive prey of the man.’


‘Passive?’ was Zofia’s only interjection.


‘Passive. That explains why even the most bashful, well-brought-up girls whom no one would suspect of such a thing can still fall victim to seducers. Excessive inhalation of the male odour deprives the girl of her free will, rendering her cataleptic, as if magnetically hypnotised, and so she fully surrenders. She allows herself to be kissed, even though she remains cold and trembling – she is so far under the spell of the man that she would let her life be taken from her. But if she resists, then the angry ardour of her inflamed seducer causes his odour to intensify strongly, overpowering the girl entirely, with the same effect as chloroform!’


‘I cannot believe that Karolina was in a cataleptic state at the time. She was a smart young woman with her feet firmly on the ground, and there is nothing to imply that the first Lothario to come along could have hypnotised her with the smell of brandy and cigars, or anything else for that matter.’


‘How many things we consider to be impossible, and yet science proves to us that they exist! Shakespeare may well have written that there are more things on earth than are dreamed of in philosophy, but there is none that hasn’t been dreamed of in science!’


Having said this, he rang for Franciszka to ask her to serve the coffee, then fell back in his chair, clearly satisfied with his lecture.


 


The learned talk at the lunch table would have been the final noteworthy event of the day, if not for the ten-minute episode that occurred that night, when Zofia had sat down at her dressing table, removed the garnet-studded comb from her high bun and shaken her head to let down her hair. As she felt her tresses flow in a cool wave onto her shoulders, covered by her nightgown, Franciszka gently began to comb them – as in the past, before Karolina had taken this duty over from her.


Zofia often wondered why these moments in particular – and not just in her house, as she knew – were particularly conducive to confidences. Apparently, this wasn’t the case among gentlemen; as she had often had occasion to see through the tall glass shopfronts, men’s barbers and hairdressers generally worked in silence, their brows knitted, which made them look angry. It was a far cry from the tender, gentle way in which long hair is combed – perhaps the close contact between one woman’s hands and another one’s head somehow eases the flow of thoughts? Who knows, perhaps in a year or two a scientist based in Paris, London, Vienna, or why not Cracow, will discover the brainwaves that pass between the comber and the person being combed, like music that’s inaudible to the human ear? After all, this was the age of progress, and never a year went by without science announcing the most extraordinary revelations that prompted one to revise one’s attitude to the surrounding world.


This time, too, a highly significant fact would fall from Franciszka’s lips as she combed Zofia’s hair.


‘If you please, madam . . .’ she said, and paused. ‘I’ve been wondering . . .’


‘Yes, Franciszka?’


‘Are you allowed to break an oath? Even when you swore to God you wouldn’t? If it would be a good thing for the person to whom you made that promise?’


‘I think one should talk to that person and persuade them that—’


‘But what if it’s not possible . . . to talk to them?’ interrupted Franciszka, who was trembling.


‘Is there something you know?’ said Zofia, turning to face her. ‘Do you know who killed Karolina?’


‘No, I don’t. But . . .’


‘But?’


‘But there was one thing she told me . . . except she made me promise to keep it secret. “Not a word to anyone”. And I swore to God. I swore on the picture of Saint John Cantius that’s hanging in the servants’ room. But now . . .’


‘Now,’ said Zofia, alert as a hound that has caught the scent, ‘your oath does not count, because you swore it to Karolina when she was alive, but she is dead. The only thing you can do in memory of the unfortunate girl’ – at this point she grabbed Franciszka’s hand, not out of warm sympathy, but the certainty that this would be a better way to persuade her – ‘is to tell me everything she told you then. Come on, sit down and let’s hear it,’ she said, holding out her other hand for the brush.


Franciszka obediently gave it to her, sat down on a chair that stood by the door into the bedroom and sighed heavily.


‘Mater Dei!’ she cried out, and sighed again. ‘Karolina had a spark . . . a sweetheart,’ she corrected herself, because although she increasingly used the local Cracow slang, she still occasionally let slip a regional usage from her home town, especially in moments of stress.


‘Yes, I know, a fisherman or a rafter.’


‘A sand miner, Felek, but I don’t mean him. She had a new sweetheart. She said it was nothing serious with that Felek, just flirting. But a few weeks ago . . .’ She broke off.


‘A few weeks ago . . .?’


‘She kept being followed by this scruff, this old fellow, she even told me she was scared, because wherever she went she saw him there, disappearing behind a corner or the like. And Karolina was a bold lass – you knew her, madam – so one time she goes up to him and asks: “Is there something you want? Is that why you keep trailing after me like a dog?” And then he was discer . . .’


‘Disconcerted.’


‘Disconcerted, very much so, and he says he’s sorry, but he’s doing it for a gentleman, an engineer, who’s eager to meet her. With a view to marriage. And he was checking to make sure she was an honest girl, because the engineer was delighted by her face, but he wanted to know if her heart was pure too, so that was why the old fellow had been trailing after her like that.’


‘And she met with him?’


‘Oh yes, she did,’ sighed Franciszka. ‘He asked for them to meet as soon as possible, because he was in a hurry. He said they’d be summoning him any day and he’d be leaving. He took her to the Cloth Hall, to Rehman’s for coffee and cakes, in style.’


‘Where would they be summoning him to?’


‘To America. Because there’s a mine in America and he’s to be the engineer at that mine, a manager of some kind.’


‘What is his name?’


‘I can’t remember, just that he’s an engineer.’


‘And what does he look like?’


Franciszka gazed around the room helplessly.


‘How can I put it? He’s young. Smart. Like a gentleman, he’s got fingers as slender as lucifers – matches, I mean. That’s what Karolina told me, because I only saw him just the once, and that was from the window, when he was walking along with her, but just to the corner of the street. If I saw him, I might recognise him, but . . . well, he had hair, a moustache . . .’


‘All right, it’s all right now. You’ll tell the police.’


‘The police?’


‘Of course. You won’t have to bother the magistrate, Mr Rozmarynowicz, but first thing in the morning you can go and see Commissioner Jednoróg to tell him all these facts. What else?’


‘The day Karolina left us . . .’ said Franciszka, her voice faltering, and for a while Zofia thought she was going to start sobbing, and soon they’d both be in tears, but she got a grip on herself and continued. ‘She told me she was very happy, the engineer had a job in America and they were going there as fast as they could. They’d get married on the way, without reading the banns, in Hamburg perhaps, because a priest friend lived there. A friend of the engineer’s, not Karolina’s. That’s why she only took a few keepsakes, some photos of her ma. She wanted a holy picture but I didn’t give her one, because the little Mary’s mine, from home, and Saint John Cantius is mine too . . . nothing else, she didn’t take no dresses or blouses, just put on her best clothes and said he’d promised to buy her everything anyway. He took her without a dowry!’ The last phrase suddenly burst out of her in a different tone, as if she were complaining. ‘Without a dowry! She said he was going to buy her lots of much nicer dresses, hats and gloves, because everything’s cheap and beautiful in America, and he was rich. “You can have my things,” she says, “and if there’s anything you don’t want, you can give it to the poor, I won’t be needing them any more”. She was so happy. But now . . . now she definitely won’t be needing them any more . . . and I’ll have to’ – once again her voice faltered – ‘give them to the poor, just as she foretold!’


At this point she burst into tears, and to her shame, so did Zofia.










CHAPTER III


In which Ignacy prepares for a military expedition to Alwernia and Regulice, a sexlorist talks about sexlore, and the watering can pulls off an arm. The Turbotyńskis jointly participate in a sad event, and then separately suffer disappointment, each in a different field. We also learn who is not allowed to lie through, and who carried off Count Dzieduszycki’s silver spoons.


As befitted a man, Professor Turbotyński tried not to show his feelings; restraint was one of the virtues he upheld most conscientiously, only rarely letting himself be carried away by social conviviality, patriotic emotions or – as recently – fears for the health of His Imperial Majesty, shaken by the distant echoes of the earthquake in Laibach. Whereas he scrupulously hid his feelings of sorrow, grief and despair. Yet Zofia knew that beneath his unruffled surface there was a vortex of wild emotions that found their outlet at the most unexpected moments.
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