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In memory of Krystyna Latawcowa née Dutkiewicz


AUTHOR’S PREFACE

By the end of the eighteenth century, Poland had been partitioned by three empires: Russia, Prussia and Austria, and throughout the nineteenth century it did not exist as an independent country. Cracow, Poland’s former capital, had special status: in 1815, following the Napoleonic wars and the Congress of Vienna, the city and its vicinity became a semi-autonomous, small-scale republic under the control of all three empires. As a result, the capital of the Austrian partition of Poland – the region known as Galicia (unrelated to the Spanish region of the same name) – was the historically less significant but larger city of Lemberg (now Lviv in Ukraine). The tiny republic’s freedom was increasingly suppressed, which led to resistance, mainly from the gentry and the nobility.

Towards the middle of the nineteenth century Europe was experiencing intensifying unrest, culminating in the wave of insurgencies of 1848 known as the Spring of Nations, when various nationalities, especially the Hungarians and Poles, tried to regain their independence within the empires. In 1846, when an uprising had been about to erupt in Cracow, the Austrian authorities incited the peasants to massacre the nobility. In spite of this action, which came to be known as the Galician Slaughter, the uprising occurred and was bloodily suppressed. Afterwards the republic was abolished and Cracow was incorporated into the Austrian partition, where it continued to take second place to Lemberg, which was growing larger and richer.

However, the Spring of Nations led to a change of power in Vienna. In December 1848, the eighteen-year-old Franz Joseph Habsburg became emperor and would rule for almost sixty-eight years, longer than Queen Victoria; just like her, he would give the entire epoch a distinctive character. In 1867, in an attempt to save his vast domain – more than twice the size of the British Isles – from disintegrating, he transformed it into Austria-Hungary, equally combining the empire of Austria and the kingdom of Hungary, each with its own parliament and government, united by the figure of the monarch.

In 1893, when this story is set, Cracow was home to a diverse mixture of ethnicities, languages and religions from all over the empire. Apart from Poles and Austrians, there were Czechs, Slovaks, Italians, Hungarians and Ukrainians (known as Ruthenians in those days), and above all, Jews. The Jews accounted for more than a quarter of the city’s population but most of them were not assimilated and led their own separate life. Even those who were assimilated into society were treated as second-class citizens.

Despite its wealth of cultures and its great historical past, Cracow was a provincial city. Made into a bastion surrounded by forts, it could not expand and had only about seventy thousand citizens. Galicia was backward, the poorest region not just in Austria-Hungary, but in all Europe at the time. Yet greater freedom prevailed there than in the German, and especially the Russian partitions of former Poland, where frequent uprisings continued to erupt against the oppressive partitioning powers. The Poles were represented within the parliament, and even the government of the Austro-Hungarian empire; they were freely allowed to study in the Polish language at schools and at the Jagiellonian University – which dated back to medieval times, when Copernicus studied there – and to found cultural institutions. Cracow became a major centre for culture and learning, a vital place not just for Galicia but for all the Polish lands, home to many leading authors, scholars and artists.

Not surprisingly, many Poles regarded themselves as loyal subjects of His Imperial Majesty, and saw the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary – that curious country familiar to us from the novels of Joseph Roth and Robert Musil – as their motherland; though in political terms it was fairly liberal within the context of contemporary Europe, in terms of society and culture, it was painfully conservative, full of hypocrisy and social inequalities, a place where the desire for change was gradually increasing.


PROLOGUE

In which not much can be seen, and not much can be heard.

At this hour the corridor is entirely empty – but the pale blue glow of the moon shining through the branches of the trees outside is making strange patterns on the door and walls that merge now and then to form figures – a nun in a wimple and flowing tunic, an old lady bent double, or a brawny watchman. But there’s nothing there, nothing at all.

How much easier it would be if the room were in a side wing, around a corner – but this door can be seen from the glazed area at the end of the corridor, brightly lit by a lamp; this is where the ladies’ and gentlemen’s halves of the building meet, and Cerberus, in the guise of a Sister of Charity, is usually on guard in the duty room beside the locked door; but now, thank God, Cerberus is not there.

Someone returns, doing their best to move silently. This person slips into the room and goes up to the corpse in the rumpled bedclothes; it has clearly been through its death throes, and yet the face looks oddly serene, as if dying had brought on a state of bliss.

The hardest thing is grabbing hold of it. A naked heel protruding from the blanket raps against the floor. Shh, not a sound! No, there’s no one coming, nobody heard a thing. All that’s left is to make the bed. And heeeave! Who’d have thought her body weighed so much? More than when alive. How heavy could she have been? Eight stone? A hundredweight? No, less than that. She was a scrawny creature, nothing but skin and bone, with the head of a sparrow and the hands of a squirrel. The life has only just flowed out of her, but it’s like lifting a cathedral bell. Was that a gasp? No, nothing of the kind. It’s just the feeling that at any moment the corpse is going to come back to life and wreak its revenge. Just a few more yards, four, three, two to go. This corridor doesn’t usually look so wide, but now crossing it seems like a struggle. Fortunately there’s no door here, no lock, and the way up is clear. At any rate, this is where the stairs begin. How lucky that they’re new and don’t squeak.


CHAPTER I

In which we meet the household at an apartment on St John’s Street, learn how Vienna is taking its revenge on Cracow, what one can do with seven stallions, and how to cure many a case of cholera; we also hear about the great value of certain books, the equally great rapacity of the ladies from a certain society, and the tragic accident that befell the Hungarian envoy all because of a bottle of slivovitz.

It was Saturday 14 October 1893. All morning a large cloud, dark grey with streaks of sapphire blue, had been hanging above number 30, St John’s Street in Cracow – known as ‘Peacock House’ because of the fine sculpted bird above the main entrance – threatening rain.

‘Come along, Franciszka,’ said Zofia Turbotyńska gloomily, fearing the worst, by which she meant having to pay twenty cents for the ride home in a cab, ‘the shopping won’t do itself.’

And then, ignoring the cook’s aphoristic answer (‘On Saint Jerome’s either it rains or it don’t’ – though in fact this particular sacred figure had been commemorated a fortnight ago), she went into the hallway, did up two rows of small black buttons on her boots, pulled on her cherry-red kid leather gloves, donned a new hat bought at Marya Prauss’s fashion emporium and examined herself in the mirror.

Zofia, née Glodt, wife of Professor Ignacy Turbotyńska of the medical faculty at Cracow’s Jagiellonian University, was approaching her fortieth summer, but she noted with approval that she was really quite comely. Perhaps over the past year she had gained a minimal amount of weight, but she carried herself erect and still had an alluring figure. A healthy complexion with no pimples and very few wrinkles – just one was more distinct, on her forehead, between the brows, perhaps too often knitted. An oval face, the features rather stern, but softened by nicely defined eyebrows and keen eyes with dark lashes . . . a slightly hooked nose . . . and lips – well, the lips could have been fuller, but she consoled herself that her thin lips gave her the look of a refined Englishwoman.

She reached for an umbrella from the porcelain stand, which was bristling with her husband’s walking sticks. Briefly her fingers fluttered over the handles – a silver parrot’s head with topaz eyes, a rolled-up elephant’s trunk, an ivory knob (donated a couple of years ago by his grateful students), and a small, glossy skull (a souvenir of his last year at medical school) – and finally extracted a Chinese dragon chasing a pearl: a present, as Zofia liked to mention, from her sister, who lived in Vienna. Just one more backward glance into the mirror – playful enough for her to find herself pleasing, and stern enough for Franciszka not to dare counter it with a smirk – and they were ready for the march to Szczepański Square.

They went the usual way: down St John’s Street, then St Thomas’s, with an occasional reluctant glance at that cloud, which was gathering, swelling and seething over the Piasek district.

‘It’s sure to be pouring in the outskirts by now,’ said Franciszka, seemingly into space, though with patent reproof. But she knew that in the life of Zofia Turbotyńska there were sanctities greater than the Elevation of the Host, including a proper Sunday luncheon, and thus an equally proper Saturday shopping expedition.

By now they had reached the end of St Thomas’s Street, and so Franciszka, who was walking slightly behind with a basket over her arm, knew what would happen next: as soon as they came level with the Alchemist’s house, the bow on Zofia’s hat suddenly twitched and turned to the right, followed by the rest of the hat and her head. The time had come for a groan, for this was where ‘that crime’ came into view, ‘that hideous shack, worthy of a station halt in a garrison town’; in other words the enormous bulk of the covered emergency staircase, tacked onto the City Theatre a couple of years ago after the fire at the Ringtheater in Vienna.

‘I realise that almost four hundred people burned to death there,’ Zofia would say, ‘but is that a reason for Vienna to take revenge on Cracow with this monstrosity? Fortunately we’ll have our new theatre in a matter of days!’

And so there was the ritual groan, and then the bow moved back into place. Now they had to move on to serious matters.

Szczepański Square opened wide, edged with squat little houses; here and there crooked booths sprang from the dirty cobblestones; they were roofed in shingle and crammed with tables large and small, barrels of pickled cabbage and gherkins, piles of wood, bunches of brushes and wicker baskets creaking from an excess of pears, apples, potatoes and cauliflowers carted here by peasants from the villages outside Cracow – and so it was, all the way to the other side of the square, which was closed off by the longest booth of all, divided into yet more stalls, with the saleswomen and their customers buzzing about in front of them, as well as a handful of grubby urchins scenting the opportunity to swipe an apple or seize a dropped coin from the ground, despite being repeatedly shooed away. But maids and cooks were in the majority – Zofia had her own opinion on the topic of ladies of the house whose servants went shopping unsupervised: ‘they leave with a handful of crowns and return with a single parsnip, and a rotten one at that’; of course, she occasionally sent the girl to the market, the pharmacy or the haberdasher’s for a trifle or two, but she had to take personal command of the Saturday shopping.

As she walked among the booths, her brain was working away like an arithmometer or other mechanical calculator: entire days and weeks were organised in her mind, accounting for breakfasts, luncheons, teas and suppers, and the requisite amount of flour, butter, milk, cream, lard, sugar and honey, pounds of fruit and measures of wine, capons, goose breasts, schnitzels and aspic. Between a basket of apples and a table piled with cheeses wrapped in horseradish leaves, she could mentally convert seidels and vedros, lots and stones, bushels and achtels of the foodstuffs that she would administer for the next few days, weeks or months. She only lost her way in the new coins. Last year Vienna had replaced the silver guldens with golden crowns, so now there were two currencies in circulation; both the good old kreuzers (sixty of which had made a gulden) and the new hallers (one hundred of which now made a crown, so they were worth almost half as much as their predecessors) were commonly known as ‘cents’, leading to constant misunderstandings at the market, where every housewife would carp about the high prices: ‘Twenty cents for a kilogram of kohlrabi? That’s banditry!’ at which the tradeswoman would mollify her by saying: ‘There’s no need to get in a stew, madam, it’s in new cents, not old!’

Be that as it may, after reaching the meats that she had seen to in advance – the schnitzels for today’s luncheon had already been prepared, and the lad from the butcher’s on the Small Marketplace was due to deliver the poularde for tomorrow’s by four o’clock – Zofia’s thoughts had moved on to the cakes for every day of the week ahead, when suddenly her mental arithmetic was interrupted by a tuneful cry: ‘Cousin Zofia! Cousin Zo-fiaaa!’

Beyond the figures of two old biddies from the countryside, wrapped in shawls, who were selling mushrooms picked at dawn, she discerned a tall, austere figure taking tiny steps in her direction – it was Józefa Dutkiewicz. In fact, they were only distantly related through an aunt whom they had last seen some thirty years ago – and who had long since resided in a graveyard – but they were more closely associated by a long-standing, ardent mutual dislike, or to be precise, they had been sticking pins in each other for years, fighting a duel in which each blow was masked by exaggerated courtesy. And the final outcome was not yet apparent.

Mrs Dutkiewicz, née Korwin-Kunachowicz, and, thanks to her husband, as she often stressed, the bearer of the Trzaska coat of arms, was without doubt from a better family than Mrs Turbotyńska (whose own was quite ordinary), and one of her cousins was Counsellor to the Governor of Galicia. Yet Zofia came out on top, thanks to her husband’s status – the wife of a Jagiellonian University professor beat the widow of a Mutual Assurance Society official by several lengths. Moreover, old Dutkiewicz had passed away less than a year ago, and Józefa’s modest widow’s pension was not enough for her to keep a cook and a maid at once; with a heavy heart she had been obliged to dismiss Franciszka. ‘It is easier to teach a maid to cook than vice versa,’ she had explained in her tuneful tone, ‘and after Jan’s death I found it tiring to have quite so many souls hovering about the house.’

Zofia would not have been herself if she had failed to take advantage of the situation, especially as she had constant trouble with servants and was always on the lookout for someone new, having either just sacked the maid or the cook or being on the point of doing so. At once she scouted the matter – as a tireless gatherer of intelligence she always had an eye on most of what was happening within the reach of Planty Park, which surrounded the city centre – and effectively ensnared both her cousin and her cook; a week after the first conversation, the girl had transported her small wooden trunk from Mrs Dutkiewicz’s house on Floriańska Street to Zofia’s on St John’s. And this was one of the best transactions that Zofia had ever performed in her life to date: Franciszka Gawęda, who had come to Mrs Dutkiewicz a decade ago straight from Kęty, her native town, as a raw fourteen-year-old, was adroit, honest and bright, had been trained for all work, and in addition had gained such mastery of the traditional Galician cuisine, with a special focus on desserts, that in comparison with her virtues the primary driving force of the intrigue paled: Zofia’s joy at impoverishing her rival by taking away her long-term servant.

Perhaps if Franciszka had come to the Turbotyńskis’ house from the domestic services procurement agency Zofia would have found an excuse to dismiss her within a month, in her usual way; but as it involved a triumph in the war against Mrs Dutkiewicz, she had merely clenched her teeth a few times – and six months on, she could not imagine life without this slim, reticent girl with large eyes and big red hands.

‘Zofia, what a joy it is to see you!’ lyingly exclaimed Mrs Dutkiewicz, who had sidestepped two porters with jute sacks to reach the middle of the square with her maid in tow, laden with shopping.

‘Józefa, how marvellous,’ replied Turbotyńska just as insincerely.

Not proficient at interpreting these society ladies’ battles, every encounter of this kind made Franciszka feel awkward, so at the sight of her former mistress, she cringed. In fact, Mrs Dutkiewicz was loudly expressing her satisfaction that ‘faithful Franciszka’ had found ‘such a worthy employer’, but the stern glance she cast at her former cook left no room for illusion. In Cracow ‘forgiveness’ was purely a theological term, with no practical application in everyday life.

Franciszka bowed politely, mumbled a courteous enquiry into Mrs Dutkiewicz’s health, and stepped to one side, leaving the field to the mighty adversaries. At a modest distance she inspected some old posters that were peeling off the side of the booth enclosing Szczepański Square where it bordered Planty Park; squinting slightly, she read to herself in silence: ‘SIDOLI’S GRAND CIRCUS – today, Saturday 16 September! A grand, spectacular, splendid show . . .’ At this point a horizontal tear ran across the poster, and underneath, in smaller type, forcing the girl to squint harder, came a list of attractions: ‘A performance by Cesar Sidoli as a top English jockey’, then ‘Miss Mary Annie Gordon, presenting Attila the Russian black stallion running free, an equestrian tableau featuring seven stallions’, all the way down to ‘The Springing Suitor, a grand pantomime staged by the proprietor Mr Sidoli in person’. Franciszka’s heart instantly beat faster – to think of all that gold braid! And those drums!

Meanwhile, a genuine spectacle was taking place just a few feet away, where, mindful of the imminent storm, those two splendid mother hens were sparring, with their servants behind them like medieval pages, bearing baskets full of vegetables instead of helmets.

Still in mourning, as she would be for the rest of her days, with her white hair pinned up, Mrs Dutkiewicz was squeezed into a smart but unstylish dress from two seasons ago, but she held herself erect and with great class. More than a decade her junior, Mrs Turbotyńska was dressed far more colourfully – some might have said garishly – but gave no ground to her rival; Zofia had never been a beauty, but in the thirty-eighth year of her life she still passed as a ‘handsome woman’. And the rare streaks of grey in her chestnut hair merely enhanced her looks – in this she trusted the ladies who paid her compliments.

They stood almost motionless; words, phrases and sentences were uttered, but nothing of the least importance – nothing but local gossip and courtesies. What mattered was in between the words: the gestures, grimaces and dodges. But it was clear who was losing the round: Zofia was distracted, casting hesitant glances now at the cloud, now at the row of cabs outside the theatre; if it began to pour before they could reach home, she’d have to pay the same price for the short ride as for a quarter of an hour parading about town, as much as twenty cents. Daylight robbery. Fortunately, although the cloud was still billowing, turning a darker shade of blue and now taking up a larger piece of sky, for the time being it was holding back the rain.

But finally they managed to bring the conversation to a conclusion that left neither lady feeling offended, and went their separate ways, dragging their tails behind them – namely, the two burdened servants.

Having bid Mrs Dutkiewicz farewell, Zofia swiftly worked her way past a few more stalls, pointing with a cherry-red kid leather finger at an especially fine cauliflower or, on the contrary, a bruised pear, while Franciszka bustled about, putting paper cones into the ever-fuller basket. And so they came to the edge of the square, where her mistress said, over her shoulder: ‘Let us make a small detour past the pharmacy,’ and they entered Szczepańska Street.

‘Please madam, could I have Monday morning off?’

In other circumstances Zofia might have stopped and thrown up her hands, but there was no time for that now; she merely cast the cook a withering glance, and, without slowing her pace, launched into a tirade:

‘Franciszka, Franciszka, off to Sidoli’s circus again? How old are you? Fifteen, or almost twice as much? Are you going to waste money watching those capers on horseback again? Or that rascal who titillates the hoi polloi by jumping from a balloon by parachute while additionally mounted on a bicycle?’

Franciszka was silent for a moment, returning in her mind to that incredible evening, when from her place in the cheapest seats she hadn’t once torn her gaze from those uniforms dripping with gold and those splendid rows of horses. The flashes as the trick rider stood up in his stirrups, the whoops of danger and delight! If she only could, she’d go to the circus twice a day, especially as the programme – or so the posters plastered all over the city proclaimed – was ‘rich and ever-changing’. But that wasn’t what this was about.

‘No, if you please, madam, I’d like to go and see my grandma at Helcel House.’

Like a true member of the Cracow bourgeoisie, Zofia Turbotyńska was not a fan of the day off; spare time could be devoted to something useful, such as cleaning the silver or washing a few windows. But so be it – half a day once a week had to be relinquished, as guaranteed not only by contract but also custom, that is, the rules of the Dutkiewicz house, which Franciszka had brought with her from Floriańska Street to St John’s. And it was the lesser of two evils for her to be paying a visit to old Mrs Gawęda rather than traipsing about at circuses or fairs. Zofia herself had long since been an orphan, and had no elderly relatives whom she might look after or visit at Helcel House retirement home; nor could she count on anyone visiting her in forty years’ time at a similar refuge, but on principle she approved of involvement in family life.

‘Of course, Franciszka,’ she said, nodding her head, hat, bow and all; and then, without slowing down, she made the decision to go on an outing herself too.

In her daily struggle to become the perfect Cracovian lady, whom no one would dare to remind of her provincial origins, Zofia Turbotyńska conducted all sorts of campaigns, including social ones. Until recently it had been her dream to become chairwoman of the ladies’ section for the XIX National Exhibition in Lemberg, but unfortunately, at the general assembly held at the Savings Bank there hadn’t been any ballot; Mr Marchwicki, exhibition manager and deputy mayor of Lemberg, had mounted the rostrum and announced in a sugary tone that the wife of Mr Polanowski, initiator of the exhibition, had been chosen as chairwoman, and a circle of grand ladies had been selected as her subordinates: Princess Sapieha, Countess Badeni and Mrs Laskowska, wife of the Governor’s representative in Cracow. To this group he had also added his own wife. Those rapacious females had snapped up everything: Badeni was in charge of the orphanages, the cottage hospitals and the charitable works, Polanowska had taken on peasant education, teaching home economics, child-rearing and servant-training, and Mrs Marchwicka had annexed handicrafts, courses in women’s work and bazaars, and on top of that the entire women’s charity committee too. What an insatiable creature! The Messalina of charitable works, the Jezebel of the cooperative movement!

So Zofia had resolved to follow a different path, closer to home, and to make her contribution in the care of Cracow’s sick and needy. She didn’t have vast capital at her disposal – and even if she had, she wouldn’t have handed it out too liberally – but she was resourceful, ambitious, and knew how to get people to do things for her of their own accord. Her chosen field of activity was the Charitable Society, and her chosen aim was to become a committee member on the board of the ladies’ section. Of course, the president’s and vice president’s chairs were occupied by the Countesses Potocka, and the other vice president was Mrs Gwiazdomorska, wife of the deputy chairman of the general council, and beyond that, if not a princess, then a countess was chasing off a baroness. But there were some ladies without their own coats of arms among the committee members – and Zofia was holding on to this aim, though fully aware that she was not the only one with her sights fixed on it; other ladies of the same social standing, extremely fervent in their efforts to care for the elderly, had been vying to race to Helcel House lately. One had to go there, to show oneself, and to form acquaintances with the nuns who ran the home.

‘Let us go together, Franciszka,’ she said, as she walked through the door of the Golden Tiger Pharmacy.

They were the only customers; every living soul had fled for home by now to escape the inevitable rain. Zofia automatically looked up: on the wall, above some dark closets, hung a portrait of the recently deceased owner, Fortunato Gralewski, with a black crepe ribbon tied to it; his name still appeared on all the product labels, and was sure to remain there for some time until the stock ran out. Then new ones would be printed, and the same medicinal Condurango or Sagrada wine would be sold under the name of his daughter, wife of the painter Jacek Malczewski, whom Zofia regarded as a good-for-nothing dauber. ‘Sic transit gloria mundi,’ said Zofia to herself, ‘and the Cracow pharmacy trade too.’

‘Two bottles of wine against cholera,’ she said to the shop assistant.

The newspapers were reporting new cases every day, and The Cracow Times had even started running a regular column headed ‘CHOLERA’. So far, the names of faraway cities and towns had featured there, but ever since the ominous name Rymanów had been mentioned, only twenty-five miles away, Zofia had felt as if cholera were standing at the gates, and that one should protect oneself against it. Unfortunately, her husband had his own, tiresome medical opinion on how to treat this illness, which was that wine may well taste good, and might even fortify the organism as a whole, but wouldn’t keep cholera at bay; he droned on tediously about comma bacilli and hygiene, insisting that the only cure was to build proper waterworks. But Zofia knew her facts: washing one’s hands was not half as effective as wine recommended by the medical authorities.

‘Bilberry, made by Schwarz of Vienna, or by Gutunić?’

‘And Gutunić is where?’

‘Also Vienna. It’s Dalmatian,’ said the short-sighted assistant, raising the bottle to eye level and slowly reading off the label, ‘ “containing tannin. Against maladies of the stomach and intestine”.’

‘Perhaps the bilberry from Schwarz,’ she replied graciously. Gutunić, she thought to herself, what sort of a name is that? Definitely not Viennese.

Franciszka stood silent; she too had her opinion on the matter of cholera, but was ashamed to reveal it, since being reproached on several occasions by her past as well as her present employers for repeating old wives’ tales. She had her own medical oracle that she heeded in every case: The Angel’s Aid for Defence and Protection in Dire Need. If asked which book was the most important in the world, as a good Christian, she would unhesitatingly have answered ‘The Bible’. But were one to plumb the deepest recesses of her heart, there one would find The Angel’s Aid. For though the Bible was full of wise and instructive stories, Judith’s problem-solving methods or Tobias’s medical practices were not applicable in daily life, where a person encountered troubles of every possible kind.

And here The Angel’s Aid was a most useful source of information on techniques for taming domestic animals, infallible methods for dealing with freckles, vomiting, flies, cramps and fear of water, the best infusion for causing one to remember everything one reads or hears, how to be rid of warts, how to make a barren marriage fertile, and how to cope with prolonged rain and thunder.

Though the book did not express itself with particular precision on the question of cholera, Franciszka persisted in her research, and sometimes fell asleep while leafing through its greasy pages. So far, on learning that cholera was accompanied by diarrhoea, she had concentrated on methods for treating white diarrhoea and bloody diarrhoea. The former is remedied by a piece of red clay the size of a hen’s egg, dried in the oven, ground in a mortar and dissolved, then boiled in a quart of river water, which has to be scooped in the direction of the current. The latter is treated with two spoonfuls of powdered blueberries dissolved in warm wine, and then one must drink fatty beef broth, keep warm and rub the umbilicus once an hour with nutmeg oil. She had the nutmeg oil, the blueberries, too, and beef could always be bought. She was prepared. And sometimes, as she nodded off, she’d imagine the glorious scene in which the professor and his wife would be fading fast, he raving about the waterworks, she letting a glass of bilberry wine slip from her hand; meanwhile, by applying the recipes from the mocked and despised Angel’s Aid, Franciszka would save their lives by feeding them blueberries dissolved in warm wine and rubbing their navels once an hour with nutmeg oil. And in the process earning herself not only their undying gratitude, but also respect for her little book.

‘And something for tonsillitis. Yes, and some moustache pomade as well.’

‘Moustache pomade? For Dr Turbotyński? Unfortunately we’re out of stock, but you can try Wiszniewski’s on Floriańska Street . . .’

‘For Professor Turbotyński. My husband is now a full professor of medicine at the Jagiellonian University,’ she said, pronouncing each syllable even more slowly and precisely than usual. ‘These two months past.’

‘My most sincere apologies, madam.’

‘A trifle,’ she said, laughing insincerely, ‘a mere trifle. How much do I owe you?’

Though in fact Ignacy’s professorship was certainly not a trifle, but the long-desired crowning of a consistent climb up the rungs of Cracow society. For Zofia Turbotyńska, née Glodt, was not a native of Cracow. She was born and raised in the provincial city of Przemyśl, not counting the year she had spent at the Order of the Blessed Sacrament convent school in Lemberg, which was not a happy memory. Having received a thorough domestic education thanks to the invaluable Miss Buchbinder, she had married Ignacy Turbotyński – of noble descent, he came from a respectable, though not affluent family resident in Cracow for generations – and ever since, she had done everything in her power to be sure that no one would think of her as an outsider. In fact, with time, she too had virtually forgotten her own origins. She had adopted all the habits of the Cracow bourgeoisie, and stuck to them so strictly that her husband sometimes couldn’t restrain a compassionate smile: she shopped at the Cloth Hall market, bought all her colonial foods at Antoni Hawełka’s store, went to High Mass at St Mary’s Basilica, and the only newspaper she read was The Cracow Times. She could be tested on the family connections of all the greater houses to several generations back, and as for gossip, within the scope of Planty Park there was no one to rival her.

They were just outside the front door when the first raindrop fell on the bow atop her hat; they were saved. And so were the twenty cents they hadn’t spent on a cab.

‘Good morning, Ignacy,’ said Zofia, facing the mirror to take off her gloves and lay them in a Japanese black lacquer box.

A moment of silence followed; in the gap in the door she saw her husband, or rather a small part of him: the shiny bald patch on the top of his head, poking out above the open newspaper, and his fingers holding its edges. On the table lay a pair of scissors and a couple of cuttings.

‘King Humbert fell off his horse,’ said Professor Turbotyński at last, ‘but luckily he wasn’t injured.’

‘How splendid,’ replied Zofia with genuine joy, as if it involved a good friend; she was always interested in news of the crowned heads, even the Italians; no one had such a precise memory of who had stood as godparent for even the lowest-ranking member of the imperial family, or which childhood ailment had affected the commoner wife of one of the Hohenzollerns.

‘He was much luckier than the Hungarian envoy, Mr Bokros, who fell out of a window while trying to catch a bottle of slivovitz,’ added her husband without looking up.

‘Well, as I always say, the immoderate consumption of alcoholic drinks is bound to end in tears,’ said Zofia categorically.


CHAPTER II

In which we learn that some people save tens of cents on cabs, while others throw millions of crowns away, and that even countesses like to gawk; we also learn how to climb Olympus, and what most often goes missing at charitable institutions.

Zofia Turbotyńska rarely asked herself questions of a theological nature; she was about as religious as the average person – she said a Hail Mary and an Our Father at bedtime, went to High Mass on Sundays and, depending on the time of the liturgical year, performed various extra rituals, but God did not often occupy her thoughts. Only occasionally, as this morning, did it briefly cross her mind that some higher authority was watching over her: Providence, or the Divine Eye, peeping out of a triangle edged with a halo of golden rays, as above the high altar at the Sisters of the Presentation; it was God in his infinite goodness who had sent her this splendid weather, knowing that she and Franciszka were heading off to Helcel House, and would have to walk to Planty Park, cross it, leaving the city centre, and then tramp the length of Długa Street into areas that no self-respecting woman should really frequent.

They walked in silence; on St John’s Street, Pijarska Street or in the park there might have been someone to bow to, but they didn’t encounter a single familiar face, despite the glorious sunshine, particularly bright for the time of year. On Długa Street Zofia stopped looking out, because she knew she wouldn’t run into anyone of her acquaintance here, but only bakers, bricklayers and market traders. They were just passing Krzywa Street when, from the far side of Słowiański Square, the odour of the slaughterhouse drifted towards them: the smell of blood flowing into the gutter and sides of meat baking in the surprisingly sultry air. Zofia winced, turned away and instantly winced again as her gaze fell upon a yawning gap between two residential houses. 

‘It was awful,’ blurted Franciszka, also casting a glance at the heap of rubble, barely concealed behind a fence, ‘awful.’

‘That’s what happens when an inexpert carpenter sets about building a house and brings in equally unqualified men to do the work . . . the first mason to hand, the first unskilled roofer, and they put up sky-high structures. A three-storey house, four windows wide,’ snorted Zofia. ‘What does an artisan need that for? Our ancient Peacock House is only three windows wide and two storeys high, but nobody ever complains. Yet those people are so competitive, pushing their way up and up . . .’

‘Like that Tower of Babel in Paris, it’s immoral,’ agreed Franciszka. ‘Tall buildings are right and proper for the glory of God, but for an ordinary residence, for people?’

They walked on in silence again, both thinking back to that day in July when Franciszka had been sent to the Kleparz market to buy raspberries for dessert but had come home a good hour later with empty hands and flushed cheeks; breathlessly she’d told how, just as she was about to buy the raspberries, she’d been swept along by a crowd of people racing down Krzywa Street towards Długa. ‘There’s been an accident!’ they’d cried, ‘a terrible disaster – the new building has collapsed!’ Flying after the rest, she’d joined a horde ten thousand strong: the Mayor was there, the emergency medical service and the firemen . . . the mason’s assistant standing next to Franciszka had run all the way from south of the river. But clearing the rubble was taking time, so she had dutifully returned home. ‘Maybe sir and madam would like to go and see for themselves?’ she had shyly suggested, prompting in response a general comment on what was appropriate for whom and what was not. Or, to be more precise, she was told that gawking was appropriate for servants, to which she had replied that people of the highest class were there. ‘As soon as the firemen heard the bricklayer under the planks, buried alive but unharmed beneath the rubble, Countess Tarnowska ran to the missionary fathers to fetch a priest. The countess in person. And the priest was fearless – he went in among those shaking walls, under those unsupported beams, and gave the man absolution . . . thank goodness, for when the firemen tried to dig him out, the walls collapsed and killed him, so he went straight to heaven.’ That was one of the days on which Franciszka was not discharged for throwing a countess in her mistress’s face, purely because she’d been won from Zofia’s cousin Dutkiewicz.

Zofia – who to this day was ashamed of that remark of hers – no, not so much the remark, as the fact that she had been defeated in a verbal duel by her own servant – now lengthened her steps, ignoring the droplets of perspiration beading on her brow. She was hurrying to leave Długa Street and reach Helcel House. She thought of her spiritual exercises: she was going to show her best, Christian side, as a lady who gave charitable support to the poor, and felt she should attune herself accordingly. Perhaps she should do a good deed? She considered giving Franciszka a whole crown – why not let her help her old grandmother, why not let her buy her something nice? But this of course was whimsy, concocted by her overgenerous soul; the virtue of charity is a fine one, but not when it blatantly contradicts the virtue of thrift. Oh, no. Since the good Lord had so benevolently afforded her fine weather, since He had illuminated all Cracow with those rays of sunlight shining from the golden triangle, why shouldn’t she give away the twenty cents He had saved her? Forty, for the journey in both directions? Though let’s not be carried away – we cannot tell what the weather will be like in an hour from now, she deceived herself, for there wasn’t a wisp of cloud in the clear blue sky (like all intelligent people she was a master of self-deceit). Moreover, she didn’t know how late they would stay at Helcel House, but luncheon still had to be served on time, which might necessitate rushing home at high speed, whatever the expense. And so let us stop at twenty cents, she thought. But even this demanded justification. Franciszka’s name day was exactly five months away, but deep down Zofia could already think of these twenty cents as a contribution towards her annual name-day gift.

‘Franciszka?’

‘Yes, madam?’

‘Here,’ she said, stopping to open her shell purse, which shimmered in the beautiful sunlight, and picked out a twenty-cent coin. ‘Buy a treat for your grandmother on the square. Old people adore anything that’s sweet.’

Franciszka curtsied, said thank you, and rushed among the stalls, while Zofia stood in the shade of a tree half stripped of its leaves and yielded to pleasant musing on the secrets of her generous heart, capable in a flash of parting with money purely to benefit an old person whom she didn’t know. Smiling cheerfully, she watched as the girl bought some biscuits or caramels and, clutching her paper cone like a trophy, piously crossed herself beneath a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

From the square stretched a breathtaking view of the Ludwik and Anna Helcel House for the Poor, the seat of Cracow’s newest and biggest charitable foundation. All the talk was in praise of it as an example of outstanding Christian charity, so Zofia too had been duly chiming in with the pious oohs and ahs at this great bounty. Though at times it occurred to her that to spend more than two million crowns on the poor quite so freely, one would have to have been truly spoiled by a life of infinite wealth from the day one was born . . . Was it really necessary to build a full-scale palace for paupers fetched out of hovels, mildewed basements or garrets where the wind howled? The combined fortunes of the Treutlers and the Helcels, including a bank, six large residential houses, four of which were on the Market Square, four stalls in the Cloth Hall, unlimited fortunes – all this had gone to perdition. The Sisters of Charity could just as well have cared for the old and the sick in a far less impressive building. The fields alone, bought from several Kleparz district families, and then Pryliński’s design, the construction work, the materials, some of which had come all the way from Lemberg and Vienna, and finally all the fittings – the total cost had been more than six-hundred thousand, as much as the city’s entire annual budget.

Though one had to admit, it was quite a sight to behold.

Just three storeys high, but imposing, with a tall cupola on top, the building looked as splendid as on that day in July three years earlier when His Eminence had consecrated the chapel. Zofia liked thinking back to that day when, still a humble doctor’s wife, she had found herself among the great and the good of this world (for her, Cracow was the entire world, though perhaps there was room in her heart for Vienna too). She felt as if she had climbed Mount Olympus – and indeed, as the congregation could only stand in the chapel doorway until the bishop and priests had performed the ceremony, the guests were led up a steep, narrow staircase to the organ gallery. And up there, close to the ceiling, close to the capitals of the Corinthian columns, everyone was bathed in the golden glow emanating from the brand-new altars. In truth, Zofia had stood among the lower ranks – some girls from a refuge run by the nuns, and the craftsmen who had built this edifice – but there before her were some real gods and goddesses: city councillors, court advisers, distinguished countesses from the ladies’ section of the Charitable Society, the great painters Juliusz Kossak and Jan Matejko, and above all His Excellency Count Tarnowski, president of the Academy, a bearded, thunder-wielding Zeus – Cronos even, who, as the man in charge of The Cracow Times, set the course for all that was dear to Zofia Turbotyńska’s heart. Below, in the chapel, she could see Cardinal Dunajewski, Apollo-like in a golden robe, shining with heavenly light to the strains of the cathedral choir. ‘His Eminence looked magnificent with the mitre on his silver hair,’ she had enthused afterwards to Mrs Dutkiewicz and anyone willing to listen.

She owed her admission to this ceremony to Sister Alojza, a nurse at the refuge, whom she had come to know while organising a charity tombola for the benefit of the girls’ home run by the nuns. Alojza, who had spent her whole life within the order (first as an orphan, later as one of the Sisters of Charity of Saint Vincent de Paul), had acquired a virtue that Zofia found invaluable – the quality of being almost entirely devoid of free will; having fallen into Zofia’s clutches, Alojza obeyed her every command. In fact, the role of helmswoman of Sister Alojza’s life should officially have been performed by Mother Juhel, the entire order’s mother superior, but the young nun had a natural ability to sense strength of spirit; Mother Juhel was indeed called stern by those who liked her, and that French battleaxe by those who did not, but she paled in comparison with the professor’s wife.

 

Once she had gone through the gateway and crossed the threshold – passing beneath the facade adorned with a Latin inscription, two coats of arms and an image of the Virgin Mary of Częstochowa, designed like a shop window display to glorify the piety and charity of the two merchant clans that had endowed the home – Zofia at once parted ways with Franciszka, who set off for the rooms for needy residents to offer her granny the sweetmeats and the latest gossip from town. Meanwhile Zofia slowly ascended a flight of steps between two rows of Doric columns lining the vestibule and then turned left, towards the office, where she expected to find Sister Alojza. But the door was locked. So she headed towards a white door the height of the passage with finely latticed glass panels, and went through it in search of her acquaintance. She passed at least three Sisters of Charity going in different directions, one of whom was leading a decrepit old woman along by the arm; in the tall passageways they all looked small and puny, though Zofia knew that some of the nuns were stronger than many a man. Suddenly she heard energetic footsteps behind her; she turned around and came face-to-face with the mother superior of Helcel House, Mother Jadwiga Zaleska – small and plump, with a face that, though friendly, was roughly hewn, and made even rounder by the shadow of her broad, snow-white wimple.
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