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Detective Inspector Rheinhardt turns to his trusted friend, the young psychoanalyst Doctor Max Liebermann, for help. As Liebermann picks up the killer’s trail, he finds himself drawn into a world of ancient mysticism and secret lore where he learns of a legend that may provide the key. And as Liebermann’s life reaches crisis point he is forced to confront his own hidden demons . . .
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To Paul Samet
For a gift I will treasure


Part One

The Breaking of the Vessels


1

LIEBERMANN STEPPED DOWN FROM the cab.

Two constables wearing long coats and spiked helmets were standing in the middle of the street, ready to block the passage of traffic. One of them came forward.

‘Herr doctor Liebermann?’

‘Yes.’

‘This way, please.’

The sun had barely risen and the morning air was cold and dank. Ahead, four black lacquered carriages were parked: one of them was a windowless mortuary van. A flash of bright light unsettled the horses, signalling the presence of a police photographer. As Liebermann and his companion advanced, a cobbled concourse came into view, dominated by a white church with a convex baroque façade.

‘Maria Treue Kirche,’ said the constable.

Liebermann had often passed the church on his way to the Josefstadt theatre but he had never paused to appreciate its size. He had to tilt his head back to see it all. Two spires, both decorated with a girdle of globes, flanked a classical columned pediment. A gilt inscription declared Virgo Fidelis Ave Coelestis Mater Amoris, and below this was a clock face showing the early hour: six o’ clock. Winged figures peered over the gable. They were disporting themselves beneath a gold crucifix, enhanced with radial spokes to represent rays of divine light.

On both sides of the concourse were identical three-storey buildings. They were plain, functional structures, with roughcast walls. Liebermann saw the word Gymnasium carved beneath a stone escutcheon.

In front of the church were two gas lamps, and around one of these a loose group of men had assembled. The photographer and his assistant were preparing to take another photograph. Again, there was a brilliant flash, which exposed something dark and shapeless on the ground. The smoke from the magnesium ribbon hung motionless in the air. Liebermann was dimly aware of clopping hooves and a nervous whinnying.

One of the men turned round, a portly gentleman with a well-waxed upturned moustache.

‘Max!’

Detective Inspector Oskar Rheinhardt marched over to greet his friend.

‘Thank you for coming, Max.’ The constable clicked his heels and hurried back to his post. ‘When did you receive Haussmann’s call?’

‘About five,’ Liebermann replied, stifling a yawn.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Rheinhardt, his eyes luminous with compunction. ‘I thought, as you do not live so very far away  . . .’

‘Of course,’ said Liebermann, unable to disguise a note of reproach.

‘What time must you be at the hospital?’

‘Seven-thirty.’

Rheinhardt nodded and invited him to follow.

‘Did Haussmann explain?’

‘Yes, he did.’

‘You know what to expect, then. Good.’

Grasping the photographer’s arm, Rheinhardt said: ‘A moment, please.’ He then ushered his friend forward.

Within the circle of light around the gas lamp was what appeared at first to be a heap of clothes. It was situated within a large area of reflective blackness, the edges of which were irregular – like the borders of a country on a map. The air smelled faintly of rusting iron.

‘Brother Stanislav,’ said Rheinhardt.

The monk’s body appeared shapeless on account of the habit worn by the Piarist order. It was similar to that of the Jesuits – closed at the front, with three leather buttons. The corpse was supine, its feet hidden beneath the hem. A hand with curled fingers stuck out on one side. This pallid bony claw was the only visible part of Brother Stanislav. The cowl was sodden, flat, and unmistakably empty.

Liebermann looked beyond the body and located the monk’s head. He had been forewarned, but this did little to mitigate the shock.

‘He was discovered at about half past three,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘One of the Piarists – Brother Wendelin – could not sleep, and came out for some fresh air.’

‘Where is Brother Wendelin now?’ asked Liebermann.

‘In the church, praying.’

‘Did he see or hear anything?’

‘Nothing at all.’

Liebermann advanced, and made his way – somewhat warily – around the expanse of congealed blood. He squatted, and looked directly into the truncated stump of the monk’s neck. The dawn sky provided him with just enough light to identify the remains of the key cervical structures; however, what he observed was nothing like the cross-sections that he remembered from his anatomy classes that had resembled the fatty marbled meat of a freshly sliced joint. The aperture of the trachea was displaced, as were the hardened remnants of cartilage. The vertebrae were fractured, and the muscles ripped and twisted. A rubbery length of artery hung out over the trapezius, still dripping. Something purple, veined and lobulated was lying on the ground close to the monk’s right shoulder. Liebermann guessed that it might be a piece of the thyroid gland.

A memory of his old anatomy professor’s voice invaded Liebermann’s mind: scalenus medius, sternocledomastoid, omohyoid. The young doctor was perplexed. He was not a pathologist, but he knew enough anatomy to be deeply troubled by what he saw.

‘What is it, Max?’

Liebermann waved his hand – indicating that he was not ready to comment. He stood up and moved towards the severed head. It seemed to take him an inordinate amount of time to travel the relatively short distance – and all the while the horrific object exercised a curious fascination. He could hear Rheinhardt following behind him and the sound of muted voices. The world seemed to recede.

Again, Liebermann bent down.

The dead monk’s face was pressed against the cobbles, eyes closed, lips parted: hair and beard flecked with silver – pale skin maculated with spots of blood. His large aquiline nose was bent to one side. Even though Liebermann was all too aware that the object of his attention was insensate, he was suddenly seized by a powerful urge to reach out and rotate the head so that the monk would experience less discomfort. Years of adjusting the position of patients in their beds had made his concern instinctive, even, as now, in circumstances of unquestionable redundancy.

Liebermann scrutinised the monk’s neck and noted once more the same anatomical havoc: stretched and contorted musculature, identical displacements and splintering. The macabre skirt of papery skin was particularly disturbing.

‘Well?’ said Rheinhardt.

Liebermann stood up.

‘It looks as if the head has been  . . . torn from the body.’

‘That’s what I thought. Perhaps I should go to the Prater this afternoon.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘To interview the strongmen.’

The sound of a barrel organ: gentlemen in white body stockings and black trunks, tensing their arms to make their biceps bulge.

Liebermann couldn’t imagine one of those vain, posturing clowns grasping the monk’s head and ripping it from his shoulders.

‘Oskar,’ said Liebermann. ‘Do you realise how much force is required to pull someone’s head off?’

‘Considerable force, obviously.’

‘Even with a horse – and some means of holding the body still – it would still be difficult.’

‘Then it was several men?’

‘Perhaps  . . .’

‘How many?’

‘Two or three heavy fellows sitting on the body, and a third and fourth to turn the head  . . . but it would still have taken a while.’

‘How long?’

‘It’s difficult to say. But however long it might have taken they don’t seem to have been terribly concerned about being caught! They performed their heinous act under the gas lamp! Observe the pattern created by the flow of blood.’ The young doctor recreated the outpouring in the air with his hands. ‘Look at those splashes, which show us how the head rolled away from the body. Brother Stanislav was almost certainly decapitated as he lay on the ground in the very position we currently find him; however, he might not have been conscious when he was killed. His eyes are closed  . . . a man struggling against four or five assailants would almost certainly have had his eyes wide open when the spinal cord was severed.’

‘Couldn’t the murderers have closed his eyes after the head was removed?’

‘Well, they could. But it would be a strange thing to do, don’t you think? Closing the eyes of the dead is usually a sign of respect.’

The door of the church was unlatched and an elderly monk appeared. He saw Rheinhardt and made his way over.

‘Father?’ said Rheinhardt.

‘My son, the children  . . .’ He looked exasperated. ‘Brother Stanislav’s remains must be removed before the school opens. I’m afraid I cannot allow—’

‘Our work is almost done,’ Rheinhardt interrupted. ‘It won’t be long now, I promise you.’ He turned to Liebermann. ‘Excuse us.’ He then signed for the photographer to continue and steered the old monk back towards the church.

In spite of the presence of so many men it was remarkably quiet. The police team spoke in hushed, reverential tones.

On the other side of the road, facing the church, were some mansion blocks. Liebermann’s view was partially obscured by a monument – a pillar of stone rising out of the concourse and surmounted by a statue of the Virgin Mary. It was as high as an Egyptian obelisk. He went to take a closer look.

At the base of the column were three large figures. The first of these held an open book and possessed an unusually compassionate face: head tilted forward, melancholy eyes, and creases suggesting depth of feeling. The figure wore robes of stone that had been masterfully sculpted into sensuous layers and folds. He or she – for the gender was ambiguous – wore a generous hood, beneath which hair flowed back in delicate waves. Liebermann admired the artistry that had gone into the figure’s hands, which were delicate and beautifully poised. He noticed – with some regret – that one of the fingers had been broken.

Liebermann walked around the column and paused to consider the second figure. It too was hooded, but the hood enveloped a face invested with less sentiment: a long curly beard, staring eyes, and a somewhat vacant expression. Two birds – possibly doves – sat on a featureless slab held in the saint’s left hand.

The third figure – a bearded man with no hood – was more interesting than the second. His gown billowed out, as if caught in a breeze. One of his arms was extended, and his posture suggested that he intended the passer-by to look towards something from which he had averted his gaze. He rested a hand on his heart: an attitude that evoked sympathy.

This holy triumvirate were arranged around the pedestal of the column, on which a number of other figures of varying sizes (angels, cherubs and knights) were mounted. The column itself rose to a great height and was decorated with a spiral motif of disembodied putti; however, their chubby little faces did not look happy. Indeed, the effect was quite sinister. It was as if the stone was sucking them in like quicksand.

On top of the column was a golden globe out of which projected two sharp horns and on this ball of metal stood the Virgin. A ring of stars circled her head and her hands were pressed together in prayer.

Liebermann took a step backwards to get a better view and trod in what he thought at first was horse manure. He grimaced as he felt his foot sink into it; however, when he looked down he saw that the cobbles were covered with scattered earth. He had to pick his way through the clods to avoid getting more on his shoes.

Rheinhardt had finished talking to the old monk and was now issuing instructions to the men standing beneath the gas lamp. The photographer lifted the camera off its tripod and placed it on the ground. There then followed a general dispersal. The inspector’s assistant – Haussmann – ran over to the mortuary van and spoke to the driver. The van then turned a full circle in the street before mounting the pavement and rumbling onto the concourse. Some of the constables had to look lively to get out of its way.

‘Well,’ Rheinhardt called as he approached. ‘What do you think?’

Liebermann grasped his chin, and tapped his pursed lips with his index finger.

‘An anti-clerical group?’

‘Who?’

Liebermann shrugged.

‘Or some former pupils, originally educated by Brother Stanislav, who returned to settle a score? A payback for some cruelty, some violation, perpetrated when they were powerless to retaliate.’

‘He was a priest!’ said Rheinhardt, baulking a little.

Liebermann threw his friend a look of wry amusement. He did not believe that an outward show of piety automatically merited respect.

‘One should never underestimate the murderous rage of children. It is fierce and unfettered by civilising influences. I can well imagine some cherished infantile fantasy of revenge, shared by a close group of friends, festering, incubating in the unconscious, generating tension over many years – the release of which could then only ever be achieved by the performance of a brutal, cathartic murder. Ritualistic acts often focus and channel the energies of a community. They provide a means of safe discharge. Think, for example, of our funeral services and ceremonies. Appalling and otherwise unmanageable grief is contained by the time-honoured practice of vigils, processing, and rites. There is certainly something ritualistic about decapitation. I wonder whether it served some similar purpose.’ Liebermann turned and faced the column. ‘What is this?’

‘A plague monument: like the one on the Graben.’

‘And who are these figures?’

They began to walk around the pedestal.

‘This, I believe, is Saint Anna,’ said Rheinhardt, pointing to the androgynous figure with the compassionate face. ‘Mother of the Virgin. I don’t know who the fellow with the two birds is supposed to be, but this one here,’ Rheinhardt nodded at the final statue, ‘is almost certainly Saint Joseph, husband of the Virgin. Do you want me to find out who the fellow with the birds is?’

Before Liebermann could answer he slipped on the cobbles. Rheinhardt caught his arm.

‘Have you noticed all this mud?’ exclaimed the young doctor. ‘It couldn’t have been carried on people’s shoes, there’s too much of it. Is there a garden close by?’

‘Not that I know of.’

Rheinhardt squatted down.

‘They might have arrived in a carriage  . . .’ The Inspector squeezed some of the mud between his thumb and forefinger. ‘It could have been stuck to the wheels.’

‘In which case there should be wheel tracks? Can you see any?’

Rheinhardt studied the ground.

‘Then perhaps it is inconsequential. Someone was carrying pots here earlier – and dropped them.’

Liebermann scraped his feet on the iron railings surrounding the pedestal. The mud was sticky and not easily displaced.

‘I can’t attend a ward round with dirty shoes.’

‘No,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘That would be a catastrophe, I’m sure.’

Liebermann ignored the Inspector’s pointed remark. Dirty shoes might not seem very important to Rheinhardt, especially when set against murder; however, in Vienna, a doctor indifferent to sartorial etiquette might just as well give up medicine. Liebermann took out a handkerchief, bent over, and started to polish.

Rheinhardt raised his gaze to the sky.

‘What are you doing? There’s a shoeblack who sets up a stall just outside the theatre. He’ll be there in a few minutes!’

Liebermann was not prepared to wait.


2

MENDEL LIEBERMANN HAD NOT been very attentive during Professor Freud’s lecture. The first part – a history of the scientific study of dreams – had been quite interesting, but the second part, which had dealt mainly with the Professor’s recent discoveries, seemed impenetrable. It wasn’t the first time that Mendel had heard Freud talk at the B’nai B’rith lodge. Freud had addressed the brethren many times before, and when he wasn’t talking about his psychological theories Mendel found him perfectly intelligible, even entertaining. His talks on ‘The Goals and Purposes of the B’nai B’rith Order’ and ‘The Role of Women in Our Union’ were perceptive and thought-provoking; however, when Freud spoke about psychoanalysis, Mendel became utterly lost.

The audience were still clapping when Mendel turned to his son and said: ‘I’m not sure I understood very much of that.’

‘What didn’t you understand?’

‘He said that dreams are about events that happen the previous day – but on the other hand, he said that dreams are to do with forbidden wishes. So what are they? Memories of the previous day – or wishes  . . . I don’t understand.’

‘They’re both, father,’ said Liebermann.

Mendel stroked his beard and glowered at his son.

‘What does that mean? Both? In life, things are usually either one thing or another. Can’t you doctors explain things in a straightforward way  . . . a way that someone like me – a simple businessman – can understand? As a rule, if something can’t be communicated in plain German, then it’s probably not worth knowing. That’s what I believe, anyway.’

‘Very well,’ Liebermann said. ‘Think of it like this. In every business undertaking there is a capitalist – who covers the required outlay – and an entrepreneur who has the idea and knows how to carry it out. In the construction of dreams, the part of the capitalist is played by the unconscious wish: it provides the energy for the dream to be made. The entrepreneur is the day’s residues. It is the day’s residues that determine how the outlay is to be spent. There! Is that plain enough for you?’

‘Yes, that’s plain enough. If Professor Freud had put it in those terms I’d have had no trouble following him.’

‘He did, father. You just weren’t listening.’

Mendel waved his hand in the air, as if to say that the subject was closed.

‘Come,’ Mendel said curtly. ‘Let’s go.’

Liebermann and his father made their way towards the door. They passed Professor Freud, who was being detained at the rostrum by a few men asking questions. One of them had raised his voice. He didn’t sound very friendly. In an adjacent room, drinks were being served. Father and son positioned themselves by a window overlooking Universitätsstrasse. Outside, it had started to rain.

‘See him over there. Do you know who that man is?’

‘What?’ said Liebermann, pulling his head out from behind the curtains.

Mendel tutted.

‘Nathaniel Rothenstein. The banker. As rich as  . . . what’s the expression?’

‘Croesus.’

‘Yes, as rich as Croesus.’

Rothenstein was a tall, handsome man in his mid-fifties with an impressive head of hair, brushed back like a poet’s.

‘I don’t know who the other fellow is,’ Mendel added pensively.

The banker was talking to an older gentleman whose bald, perspiring head was gleaming beneath a gaslight. His grizzled beard was thick, long, and rather unkempt. A pair of pince-nez balanced on his long, straight nose. He was evidently talking with some passion, as his hands repeatedly chopped the air.

‘I think he’s an academic,’ said Liebermann.

‘Is he?’

‘Yes, I’m sure I’ve seen him at the university. I think he’s a professor, a member of the philosophy faculty.’

‘A friend of Professor Freud’s, perhaps?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

Mendel’s interest in the identity of Rothenstein’s companion was short-lived. ‘Banking,’ he sighed, his thoughts returning to Rothenstein. ‘If I had my time again, that’s what I’d do. The textile business is all well and good – but it’s only one step removed from the market stall. Banking is something else entirely, a different world. A man like Rothenstein doesn’t have to concern himself with factory managers like Doubek, or suppliers like Zedlacher and Krakowski. He doesn’t have to go to Prague to check up on incompetent accountants! Which reminds me – another trip is well overdue. No, a man like Rothenstein is invited to the Hofburg. A man like Rothenstein dines with emperors. When Rothenstein speaks, people listen.’

‘His friend from the university isn’t listening,’ said Liebermann.

Mendel turned sharply.

‘Why have you always got to say something clever?’

Liebermann did not respond. There wasn’t any point. He already knew that if he tried to defend or justify himself it would make matters worse. Mendel’s rebuke was simply a venting from a reservoir of suppressed anger (the depth of which the young doctor did not care to contemplate). He had disappointed his father in two ways. Firstly, he had shown no interest in taking over the family business, and secondly, only five months earlier he had broken off his engagement with Clara Weiss, the daughter of one of Mendel’s closest friends. The first of these ‘disappointments’ had placed a considerable strain on their relationship: the second had almost destroyed it. Liebermann’s mother had worked a small miracle in getting father and son to talk again; however, the truce that she had brokered was fragile.

Mendel’s remark had created an uncomfortable atmosphere that effectively killed further conversation. Subsequently, it was a great relief to father and son when a dapper fellow wearing a spotted bow tie and a floral waistcoat emerged from the crowd and came straight towards them.

‘Liebermann,’ cried the new arrival, taking Mendel’s hand and shaking it vigorously.

‘Blomberg.’

‘What did you think of the talk, eh?’

Mendel shook his head: ‘I didn’t really understand it.’

‘Nor me  . . .’ Blomberg turned slightly, extending his hand again. ‘This must be your son – the doctor?’

‘Yes, this is Maxim. Maxim – Herr Blomberg. You remember me mentioning Herr Blomberg, don’t you? He’s the gentleman who owns the department store.’

Liebermann bowed: ‘A pleasure to meet you, Herr Blomberg.’

‘And you too, dear boy  . . . dreams, eh? Well, we all have our dreams, don’t we? I’m not sure what Professor Freud would make of mine, but I suspect that all my dreams have the same meaning. I have only one wish – and it’s certainly not unconscious. Another department store  . . . on Kärntnerstrasse!’ Blomberg’s eyes glinted a little too brightly. ‘That’s what I dream about.’

‘Have you seen who’s here?’ asked Mendel, his gaze flicking across the room.

‘Rothenstein? Yes, of course. I might try to have a word with him later. You never know, eh?’

Blomberg tapped the side of his nose.

Mendel pulled a face.

‘Ach! Always the pessimist!’ Blomberg raised his hands.

‘Pessimist?’ said Mendel. ‘A pessimist is just a well-informed optimist!’

People were still streaming out of the lecture hall and dispersing around the room. They were joined by two more of Mendel’s friends and the conversation turned from business to politics. Liebermann was expecting these men to express views similar to those held by his father. He expected to hear them criticise the Mayor and lambast the traditional enemies of Austrian Jewry: the clerics, the aristocracy, and conservative Slavs. They were, however, far less preoccupied and troubled than Mendel. In fact, they were – on the whole – extremely positive about the condition of Jews in Vienna.

Liebermann had declined previous invitations to B’nai B’rith as he had assumed that everyone there would be much the same as his father. Even though he knew that Professor Freud was an active member – and Freud was certainly very different from his father – this did little to change his mind. Indeed, he was only attending that evening because his mentor had promised him a particularly lucid account of the dream theory. Now that he was there, standing in the Lodge House, he had to admit that B’nai B’rith – which translated solemnly from the Hebrew as ‘Sons of the Covenant’ – was nothing like the organisation he had imagined. It was much more like a club for progressive thinkers than a ‘Jewish Society’, which made him wonder why his father was such a regular attendee. He could only conclude – as he frequently did when trying to understand aspects of his father’s behaviour – that it was good for business.

Professor Freud finally emerged from the lecture hall and was now standing on the other side of the room. He was engaged in conversation with a short, spindly youth with closely cropped black hair. Liebermann immediately excused himself from his father’s group.

‘Professor.’

Freud shook Liebermann’s hand.

‘Delighted you could come.’ He gestured towards his companion. ‘Are you acquainted? No. Then allow me to introduce Dr Gabriel Kusevitsky – a recent convert to our cause. Dr Kusevitsky – Dr Max Liebermann.’

The youth smiled and inclined his head. He looked far too young to be a doctor.

Liebermann congratulated Freud on his talk, but the professor was dissatisfied. ‘I should have said more about infant sexuality – but to do so invariably arouses resistances, hostility. Even the scant allusions I made this evening managed to offend some of our little congregation. Had I been addressing a professional body, I would have been more courageous. Still, the audience may yet have derived some benefit.’

Liebermann and Kusevitsky were quick to protest.

The audience would almost certainly have benefited!

The dream theory could not have been explained more clearly!

Nobody in the audience – at least no thinking person – would ever be able to wake from a dream again without pondering its significance!

Yes, he might have said more about infant sexuality, but he had surely said enough – given that the audience were mostly laymen.

Freud was gratified by their response but maintained a show of glum indifference. The imposture, however, could not be sustained, and his sober attitude was subverted by the appearance of a sly, almost coy smile.

Their subsequent conversation did not last long. Almost immediately, a plump gentleman with an officious manner approached and said that Freud was needed elsewhere. The second lodge committee (of which Freud was an important member) were having an impromptu meeting by the punch bowl. Freud apologised to his acolytes and allowed the official to whisk him away.

Liebermann and Kusevitsky exchanged pleasantries, praised Freud’s genius, and in due course spoke of their respective situations.

It transpired that Kusevitsky had only just completed his medical training and had been awarded a prestigious research scholarship at a private teaching hospital. The post was funded by the Rothenstein foundation.

Kusevitsky nodded discreetly towards the banker: ‘I have that gentleman to thank. It is a great opportunity.’

‘And what area have you chosen to study?’ asked Liebermann.

‘Symbolism in dreams,’ said Kusevitsky. ‘Professor Freud has suggested that, when interpreting dreams, we must discover what a certain object represents to the dreamer by examining where it stands with respect to his or her unique cluster of experiences and associations. Thus, a horse may represent different things to different people.’ Kusevitsky had dark, intelligent eyes that floated behind thick spectacle lenses. A tapering wispy beard covered his receding chin. ‘At the same time,’ Kusevitsky continued, ‘Professor Freud has also noted some intriguing regularities, elements that appear and reappear in the dreams of many of his patients and that psychoanalysis has shown us have the exact same meaning. For example, an emperor and empress are often found to represent the dreamer’s parents: a prince or princess, the dreamer, him-or herself, and so on  . . . I find these common symbols extremely interesting, and believe that they arise from a deeper level of mind.’

Liebermann tilted his head quizzically.

‘Perhaps,’ said Kusevitsky, ‘we possess not only a personal unconscious, in which all our idiosyncratic memories are stored, but in addition a cultural unconscious, in which we find the inherited distillations of ancestral experience. We encounter these distillations in the form of symbols, which sometimes emerge in our dreams; however, they can also be identified in other contexts, for example, in our storytelling. Emperors and empresses, princes and princesses frequently appear in myths, legends and fairy tales.’

‘You are already familiar, no doubt, with the work of the Romantic philosophers,’ said Liebermann. ‘Didn’t von Schubert propose something very similar almost a hundred years ago?’

‘Indeed he did. But von Schubert could only speculate. We are in a different position today. We have psychoanalysis, which equips us with new tools. I believe that Professor Freud’s methods can be used to probe and explore the cultural unconscious.’

‘That is very ambitious. In effect, you are aiming to analyse not just one man – but all mankind.’

‘Well, let us say one race to begin with. The psychiatric patients at the private hospital are mostly Jews. They will be my first subjects.’

‘What does Professor Freud think of your proposal?’

‘He is very enthusiastic. Apparently, he was intrigued by what he called endopsychic myths many years ago – and I understand he discussed the possible existence of ancestral memories with a colleague  . . .’

‘Fleiss, probably.’

‘He was writing The Interpretation of Dreams at the time and never gave the topic his full attention. He assures me, however, that one day he intends to revisit the area. Until then, he gave me his blessing and said that he was looking forward to reading the results of my investigation.’

‘Yes, I can see how the idea of archaic remnants embedded deep in the psyche would appeal to Professor Freud. He has always loved archaeology. Have you been to his apartment yet?’

‘No.’

‘It’s full of ancient artefacts: little statues, steeles, amulets and urns  . . .’

The bald university professor who had been talking so passionately to Rothenstein earlier raised his hand, capturing Kusevitsky’s notice.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Kusevitsky. ‘You will have to excuse me: I am being summoned by Professor Priel. Until we will meet again  . . .’

Kusevitsky bowed and joined the animated professor, who welcomed him into his group with an expansive embracing gesture.

Liebermann was not sure what he thought of Kusevitsky. He was a pleasant enough young man, but somewhat over-earnest. He also wasn’t convinced of the value of his research – even if Freud did approve of it.

The cultural unconscious, endopsychic myths, archaic remnants  . . .

It was all a little too arcane for Liebermann’s tastes.

Could ancient memories really be passed on, from generation to generation?

He was abruptly roused from his meditation by a hand falling heavily on his shoulder.

‘Have you had any cake yet?’

It was his father. He was holding a piece of Gugelhupf over a small dish. The sponge was sweetly fragrant and dense with raisins.

‘No.’

‘You should try some.’ He held the slice up, creating a little shower of icing sugar. ‘It’s from Grodzinksi’s shop. He supervised the baking himself.’

‘In which case  . . .’

At least there were some things that he and his father could still agree on.


3

THE ZADDIK – REBBE ELIMELECH Ben Solomon Barash – was a thickset man with craggy features, a long black beard, and uncut sideburns that had been styled into spring-like coils. He wore a sombre frock coat – lined with fur – a white shirt, and slippers without buckles or laces. White tassels hung from his waist (each individual thread knotted five times to represent the five books of Moses). His large head was shaven, but shadowed with enough spiky stubble to keep his velvet skullcap firmly in place. He was enthroned on a quilted armchair with a high back.

In front of the zaddik were gathered a group of young men – about ten in number – sitting cross-legged on the floor. Each wore an ornately embroidered shawl draped around their shoulders. Prayer books were scattered between them on the Persian rug. Like their master, they had shaven heads and their sideburns hung in uncut ringlets or braids.

‘The magid of Safed tells us that the world in which we live is imperfect. The divine light could not be contained in the sacred vessels – and the sacred vessels were broken. Thus it was that His mighty undertaking failed. What came to be was not correspondent with the divine plan. What came to be was flawed – a universe out of humour, an ailing universe, a universe in which wickedness might thrive.’

The zaddik turned his head – making eye contact with each of his disciples. His gaze was particularly intense, and some of the young men had to look away.

‘When something is broken – it must be repaired. This is our task: tikkun, the mending of the vessels, the healing of the cosmos. When you ask yourselves, “What is the purpose of human existence?” you now have an answer: tikkun. What is the purpose of the sky, the earth, the stars and the moon? You now have an answer: tikkun. It is the purpose of the holy books, the purpose of scripture, the purpose of prayer. The achievement of tikkun is the only means of redemption. It brings perfection back to God and so to the universe, to humanity, and to the people of Israel.’

Barash paused and gripped the arms of his chair. His hands were large, like the oversized hands on a classical statue – a rough assembly of bulbous knuckles and swollen phalanges.

‘And how are we to achieve tikkun?’

He paused again, allowing his question to persist in the minds of his disciples.

‘My rebbe  . . .’

A young man sitting at the front raised his hand.

The zaddik nodded, encouraging him to speak.

‘Study of the law, observance of the commandments, and absolute commitment to ethical behaviour.’

‘The unselfish pursuit of religious perfection, Gershom,’ said the zaddik, endorsing the young man’s answer while extracting from it an abstract essence. ‘The task in hand is so great that all must participate, all have a role to play – however small. The greatest scholar and the unschooled labourer have this in common. No man is exempt. Without total participation, the tikkun will not succeed, and wickedness will remain in the world.’

The zaddik suddenly leaned forward. One of the young men started.

‘There is no such thing as an inconsequential observance. Every observance is of the greatest importance, because through observances the tikkun proceeds and that which is wrong is corrected. If you are negligent, it is not only the fate of your soul that is affected but the whole of creation. The burden of tikkun weighs heavily on our shoulders at all times. All deeds and misdeeds have cosmic consequences. Every day the choices you make will either cure the world or hasten the progress of its malignancies. Every day your thoughts will either strengthen or weaken the powers of good and evil.’

Barash’s voice – which was deep and resonant – had been growing steadily louder. He appeared unnaturally large and powerful, monumental, a mountain of a man, with wide shoulders and barrel chest, huge feet and marble hands. His zeal created an illusion of expansion and he seemed to fill the room. His commanding presence made it easier for his followers to believe a fundamental tenet of their faith: that God could only be approached through the mediation of a zaddik. Barash was a divine messenger, like his father Solomon, and his grandfather – another Elimelech – before him. In their Hasidic sect, Barash was regarded as the single human being who could redeem their souls, bring their prayers before God, and ensure that if they sinned God would accept their repentance. In return, his followers gave him their faith and material security.

The study group came to an end and the young men collected their coats and departed. Barash stood by the window, watching them cross the yard before spilling out onto Große Sperlgasse. The surrounding buildings were rather dilapidated, having once been part of the former ghetto. When the last of his followers had disappeared from view, Barash attended to some correspondence, discussed house-keeping arrangements with his wife, donned a large beaver hat, and set off to visit some of the elderly members of his congregation.

Barash marched down the narrow streets, passing numerous shops on the way: a general store, a bakery, a kosher butcher’s – with substantial joints of meat hanging from hooks on the wide-open doors – a cobbler’s establishment, a watchmaker, a textile merchant. Some of the shop signs were in Hebrew but most were in German. Occasionally Barash saw other men dressed like himself, although, relative to the rest of the Jewish population, the Hasidim of Vienna were few in number. Even in Leopoldstadt, kaftans and beaver hats were not such a common sight.

Turning off the main thoroughfare, Barash entered a dim alleyway – a gap between buildings that served as a short cut. The temperature dropped as soon as he ventured between its dank, precipitous walls. He became aware of footsteps – a soft accompaniment shadowing his own tread – and glanced over his shoulder.

‘My rebbe  . . .’ It was Gershom.

Barash halted.

‘What is the matter?’

‘I was in Zucker’s and saw you passing.’

Zucker’s was a small coffee house on Tandelmarktgasse.

The young man came forward.

‘I was reading this.’ Gershom offered Barash a folded newspaper, indicating a particular news item. The headline read: Piarist monk murdered in Josefstadt.

Barash grabbed the paper and read down the column of Gothic typeface. His tangled eyebrows came together and his breathing quickened. When he had finished reading he handed the paper back to the young man, who said tremulously: ‘How did you know?’

The zaddik – who towered over his acolyte – did not respond.

‘You said our enemies would be struck down.’ The young man was nervous, uncertain whether to proceed. But his need for answers spurred him on: ‘Is this what you meant? Has it begun already?’

‘Yes,’ said Barash. ‘It has begun.’

‘My rebbe, how did you know?’

Barash observed a procession of carts passing at the other end of the alley. A pedlar was shouting, trying to sell a trayful of dreidels.

‘Be thankful, Gershom – our troubles will soon be over. As the great Maharal of Prague freed his people from persecution, so we shall be freed. Pray, Gershom, and give thanks.’

The young man was not consoled by these words.

‘But  . . . my rebbe, who did this?’ He held up the newspaper. ‘Was it  . . .’ Gershom lowered his voice – almost to a whisper. ‘Was it one of us?’

‘Of course not!’

‘Then who?’

‘Not who, Gershom. What?’
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LIGHT WAS STREAMING THROUGH a high window. The abbot raised his chin, and closed his eyes against the sun. Rheinhardt thought he looked tired.

‘Brother Stanislav was a good Piarist,’ said the abbot. ‘I dare say you will consider me grudging with my praise. It does not sound very generous – a good Piarist – but as far as I am concerned there is no higher commendation, no greater accolade.’ The shaft of yellow light faded and the abbot opened his eyes. ‘Stanislav exemplified Piarist virtues. He was humble and pious, hard-working and dutiful, he was respected by his brothers in Christ and loved by the children he taught.’ As an afterthought he added: ‘The young are less sullied by the world and naturally drawn towards goodness – of that I am certain.’

‘Where did Brother Stanislav come from?’

‘Poland.’

‘Does he still have family there?’

‘No. His father was impecunious and abandoned his wife and son when Stanislav was a boy. Stanislav’s mother died shortly after – God rest her soul.’ The abbot made the sign of the cross. ‘She was, however, a devout woman, and Stanisilav attended the Piarist school in Krakow. It became his ambition to dedicate his life to the service of others – and the brothers who instructed him became his inspiration. He was ordained when still a young man and since then the Piarist order has been his only family. What do you know of us, inspector?’

‘I know only that you provide teaching for the poor.’

‘We owe our existence to Joseph Calasanz.’ The abbot gestured towards a portrait that hung behind his table. It was an oil painting – darkened with age – that showed an old monk with gentle eyes. ‘He pledged to assist the needy but, being a practical man, he wanted to offer them more than just his prayers. He believed that the provision of a good, free education would give children born into poverty a better start in life. Thus, when our order was recognised by Pope Gregory XV all Piarist monks were bound to take a fourth vow in addition to the usual three: that of complete devotion to the gratis instruction of youth.’

The abbot smiled, quietly satisfied with this compressed history.

‘Did Brother Stanislav talk to you very much about the children in his classes?’

‘Yes. He was always talking about them: how Johannes had mastered his algebra or Franz Xavier his Latin grammar. He enjoyed their little triumphs as though they were his own.’

‘And what about children who were difficult  . . . problematic?’

‘How do you mean, “problematic”?’

‘Children who misbehaved.’

‘Brother Stanislav was an experienced teacher. He had no difficulty maintaining discipline in his classes.’

‘But what if a child did misbehave? Would he punish such a child?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘How?’

‘Penance – the setting of a repetitive written exercise – or prayers for forgiveness.’

‘And if the child still misbehaved?’

‘Well, the child would have to be disciplined.’

‘In what way?’

‘The birch  . . . across the fingers of the left hand.’ The abbot observed Rheinhardt shifting uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Inspector, if our pupils are to make the most of what we are trying to offer them it is imperative that they are well behaved. Moreover, it would not be fair on the other children if we let miscreants run wild.’

‘How often are children punished in this way?’

‘Very infrequently.’

‘About ten or fifteen years ago  . . . was there anyone here – a child – whom Brother Stanislav had to punish repeatedly?’

The abbott leaned back in his chair, brought his hands together, and focused his gaze on his fingertips. His brow cracked like dry parchment.

‘No. I cannot remember a child like that – not at that time.’

‘Then earlier, perhaps?’

‘Many years ago – perhaps twenty or so – we had to expel a boy called Richard Kahl  . . .’

‘What did he do?’

‘He was a bully and a thief.’

‘Did Brother Stanislav punish him?’

‘We all did.’

‘Do you know where he is now – this Kahl?’

‘In the St Marxer cemetery.’

‘He’s dead?’

‘Yes. He became a drunkard and strangled his wife.’ The Abbot made the sign of the cross again. ‘A tragedy  . . . a great tragedy.’ Looking up, the old man continued, a note of desperation catching in his throat: ‘Inspector, surely you are not thinking that one of our pupils is responsible for Brother Stanislav’s murder?’

‘I must consider all possibilities, Father.’

‘God preserve us.’

‘Perhaps you would be so kind as to ask some of the other monks if they can remember any child whom they think might have harboured ill feelings towards Brother Stanislav?’

The abbott nodded.

‘Did Brother Stanislav’s ministry bring him into contact with individuals suffering from mental illness?’

‘He visited hospitals during the course of his work.’

‘Was he ever threatened?’

‘By a lunatic?’

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t know. It is possible  . . .’

‘If he had been threatened, would he have told anyone – a fellow Piarist in whom he confided?’

The abbot shook his head: ‘Stanislav treated all his brothers in Christ equally. He did not cultivate special friendships.’ Then, after a lengthy pause, he said: ‘Inspector? Have you ever encountered anything like this before? What I mean to say is  . . . Brother Stanislav’s head?’ He winced as he recalled the decapitation and blood. ‘It looked as if his head had been ripped from his body.’

‘I have seen many terrible things, Father.’

‘But this  . . . have you seen anything quite like this before?’

‘No, Father. I haven’t.’

‘If I didn’t know better  . . .’ The old man clenched his fist and pressed his knuckles to his lips.

‘What?’ Rheinhardt prompted.

‘If I didn’t know better,’ the abbot repeated, ‘I would say it was the work of the devil.’

Rheinhardt rose from his chair.

‘Thank you for your assistance, Father.’

Before closing the door, Rheinhardt paused. The abbot’s eyes must have been registering the room in which he was seated, but what he was actually seeing in his mind was clearly something quite different: a hideous force, come from hell to unleash its evil power on the doorstep of his church.
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COUNCILLOR JULIUS SCHMIDT, HIS nephew and assistant Fabian, Councillor Burke Faust, and Hofrat Holzknecht were seated in one of the upper chambers of the town hall.

The agenda had been dispensed with and a large pile of documents had now been signed and stamped with official seals. Hofrat Holzknecht was going over the paperwork, while Fabian distributed cognac and cigars.

‘All in order,’ said Holzknecht. The title with which he was distinguished – Hofrat – had been introduced in the eighteenth century for high officials. It had come to represent not only social elevation but the power to dispense favours (or what the Viennese referred to as ‘Protektion’).

Schmidt and Faust – both councillors of the same rank – were political allies, but they were not friends. Faust was, on the whole, indifferent to Schmidt. Faust was a pragmatist, and Schmidt’s personal qualities were largely irrelevant as far as he was concerned. The reverse, however, was not true. Schmidt was acutely aware of everything that made up the person of Burke Faust, and each constituent part inspired resentment. He resented Faust’s diamond ring, his expensive wristwatch, and his edelweiss tie-pin; he resented his spotless frock coat, the smell of his Italian cologne and his relaxed, superior attitude; he resented his spacious Hietzing villa, his full head of hair, and his family fortune. But, most of all, he resented the fact that Faust was almost certainly going to get the job that he, Schmidt, wanted – a key position on Mayor Lueger’s special advisory panel.

Faust had recently created a stir by writing an article for Die Reichspost on the ‘Social Question’ – an eloquently argued piece of polemical writing that not only found a sympathetic audience among the Mayor’s inner circle but impressed the ‘Lord God of Vienna’ himself. Mayor Lueger needed the services of a talented propagandist and, luckily, one had appeared. Faust had started writing his piece as soon as old Horngacher had announced that he was retiring. Schmidt had to admire Faust, albeit grudgingly. He was a consummate opportunist.

Schmidt took a cigar and held a match to its tip. He ensured that the burn was even, and then put the match out by waving his hand violently in the air. He dropped the match into a glass ashtray and stared at Faust – who was conferring with Hofrat Holzknecht.

How Schmidt wanted that job.

The successful candidate would become a confidant of Mayor Lueger, would be introduced to important people and be granted significant powers. An ambitious man might even use this privileged position to cultivate more general support among the party membership. Mayor Lueger would not last for ever. His eyesight wasn’t so good these days, and there were rumours about his failing health. In the fullness of time a replacement would have to be found.

Schmidt sniffed his cognac. The fragrance seemed to enter his skull and excite his imagination. He thought of Mayor Lueger’s theatrical public appearances, his gold chain of office flashing in the sunlight, his entourage of labourers, civil servants, nuns, priests and altar boys, the members of his inner circle, with their special green tailcoats with black velvet cuffs. Even when the Mayor opened a factory he managed to create a sense of occasion. Spectacle! How Schmidt longed to slip his arms into the silk-lined sleeves of such a tailcoat. But it would not be him going to the tailor’s. No – it would be Burke Faust.

Still, Schmidt consoled himself, although he might never get to be mayor he might still get his villa in Hietzing. He had recently learned that money could be made quite easily – if one was prepared to enter into negotiations with the right people. Mutually provident arrangements could be agreed with no initial investment, merely the promise of a little ‘political’ protection – should the need arise. They weren’t the kind of business associates he could welcome into an office at the Rathaus, but their views on social justice were not that different to his own – or the mayor’s, for that matter.

Faust was leaning back in his chair, voicing his opinions in a languid tenor. Schmidt listened carefully so as to pick up the thread of his argument. He didn’t want anyone present to think he had been ‘dreaming’.

‘I fear that the mayor is becoming complacent,’ said Faust. ‘The issue of their status has become a tool, a means to an end: a device used to get the attention and support
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