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About the Book

Vienna 1903. An operatic diva, Ida Rosenkrantz, is found dead in her luxurious villa. It appears that she has taken an overdose of morphine, but a broken rib, discovered during autopsy, suggests other and more sinister possibilities. Detective Inspector Oskar Rheinhardt seeks the assistance of his young friend, the psychoanalyst Dr. Max Liebermann, and they begin their inquiries at Vienna’s majestic opera house, where its director, Gustav Mahler, is struggling to maintain a pure artistic vision while threatened on all sides by pompous bureaucrats, vainglorious singers, and a hostile press. When the demagogue Mayor of Vienna, Karl Lueger, become the prime suspect – with an election only months away – the Rosenkrantz case becomes politically explosive.

The trail leads Rheinhardt and Liebermann, via a social climbing professor of psychiatry, to the Hofburg palace and the mysterious Lord Marshal’s office – a shadowy bureau that deals ruthlessly with enemies of the ageing Emperor Franz Josef. As the investigation proceeds, the investigators are placed in great personal danger, as corruption is exposed at the very highest levels. Meanwhile, Liebermann pursues two private obsessions: a coded message in a piece of piano music, and the alluring Englishwoman, Miss Amelia Lydgate. Romance and high drama coincide as the Habsburg Empire teeters on the edge of scandal and ruin.
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EXORDIUM

THE LORD MARSHAL AND the lord chamberlain, Prince Rudolf Liechtenstein, were observing Emperor Franz-Josef from the staircase. Their elevated vantage point afforded them a good view of the entire chamber. As usual, the monarch was dressed in a military uniform: dark blue trousers and a claret-coloured jacket with gold cuffs. He had three medals pinned high on his chest. He was standing erect, like a soldier on parade, stationed at the still centre of a slowly rotating spiral of humanity as various parties were presented to him. With every circuit, palace guests shuffled closer, drawn by the gravitational pull of his eminence. Each party was represented by a speaker who, when given a signal by Count Paar, would approach the emperor and make introductions. After a few words were exchanged, the group would move on, making way for the next.

Although there were a number of officers present – captains and colonels, proudly sporting their regimental colours – most of the men were civilians in sombre evening suits and white bow ties. The women who accompanied them were wearing ball gowns, some of which had been audaciously cut to expose the smooth whiteness of their backs. Lacy borders sank recklessly low, revealing the shapely convexities of the female form. A brunette sporting a corsage of jasmine and roses was making a graceful descent down the stairs. As she passed the two court officials she turned to smile at Prince Liechtenstein.

‘Your Highness.’

He inclined his head and became conscious of a sweet fragrance.

‘Who’s she?’ asked the lord marshal.

‘You don’t know her?’ exclaimed the prince, a note of disbelief entering his voice.

The woman joined a group of men at the foot of the stairs.

‘If I knew who she was I wouldn’t have asked,’ the lord marshal replied.

‘Arianne Amsel,’ said the prince. The lord marshal showed no sign of recognition and Liechtenstein was obliged to add: A soprano from the court opera. Have you never heard her sing? I don’t believe it.’

‘Do you really think I have time to go the opera?’ said the lord marshal.

‘She’s famous for her role as Senta in The Flying Dutchman and she was most impressive in Euryanthe last year. Be that as it may, she may not be with us for much longer. Not very happy: keeps on complaining about Director Mahler. I’ll introduce you.’

The lord marshal nodded and continued surveying the chamber.

On either side of the gilded double doors stood members of the Bosnian Guard. They were dressed in their distinctive garb: tunic, knickerbockers, ankle boots, tassled fez, and backpack. The lord marshal reflected that the backpack was no doubt essential for survival on the limestone slopes of the Dinaric Alps but surely somewhat redundant in the palace. More people were streaming in and joining the outer arm of the slowly moving spiral. The lord marshal returned his attention to the middle of the chamber.

‘Look who’s here.’

A bearded man in his late fifties, wearing a sash, was advancing towards the emperor.

‘They say that Mayor Lueger isn’t well,’ said Prince Liechtenstein, ‘but he looks healthy enough to me.’

‘Healthy enough to fight another election,’ said the lord marshal, before adding in a more subdued tone: ‘Worse luck.’

‘There’s a general feeling of discontent around, don’t you think?’ said the prince. ‘A feeling of dissatisfaction, a feeling that more could be done?’

‘Who have you been talking to?’ snapped the lord marshal.

The prince looked uncomfortable. ‘Surely you don’t object to a little enlightened discussion if it takes place among friends? You don’t need to impress upon me the importance of discretion.’

‘Look at him,’ the lord marshal complained, flicking a finger disdainfully at the mayor. ‘He thinks himself invincible.’

‘And if things continue as they are, he very well may be.’ Prince Liechtenstein shuddered theatrically. ‘If only someone would show some initiative.’ The two court officials stepped aside, permitting the Hochmeister of the Order of Teutonic Knights to pass. This venerable gentleman was wearing a white cape on which a large black and gold pattée cross had been embroidered. When the Hochmeister reached the bottom of the staircase the prince added, ‘One might let it be known – tactfully, of course – that men of action could depend on our support.’

‘Well, they could only depend on our support up to a point.’

‘Quite so.’

‘Thereafter …’

‘Indeed. But you have the authority and means to deal with any complications should they arise. Isn’t that so?’

Mayor Lueger was smiling – but the emperor did not reciprocate. The two men greeted each other somewhat stiffly, and the mayor began to present his party, a group of six gentlemen all in their middle years.

‘The Anti-Semitic German-Austrian Writers’ Association,’ murmured the prince.

‘How very embarrassing,’ said the lord marshal. They watched as each of the men spoke a few words to the emperor before moving on. Finally, the mayor himself bowed and followed the band of writers to the less densely populated margin.

Unexpectedly, the emperor looked up in the general direction of his two courtiers. The lord marshal and Prince Liechtenstein both corrected their posture, but it was obvious that the emperor was seeking the notice of the lord marshal rather than that of the lord chamberlain. His Majesty was clearly unhappy. The lord marshal began to walk down the stairs but the emperor shook his head. Then, turning towards Count Paar, the emperor composed himself for the next presentation.

‘This isn’t good,’ said the lord marshal.

The prince responded sympathetically. ‘Yes, but at this precise moment there is nothing you can do. Come now. Where did that singer go? Let me introduce you to her. She’s adorable.’


Part One
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DETECTIVE INSPECTOR OSKAR RHEINHARDT – a portly gentleman with a turned-up moustache and world-weary expression – was standing on the pavement of a wide tree-lined road. The fog of the previous evening had persisted and the buildings on both sides were only faintly visible as shadowy cubes, spaced apart at regular intervals. It had been a slow and perilous journey by horse-drawn cab, visibility deteriorating as they gained altitude. Indeed, they had only narrowly escaped involvement in a serious collision next to the Kaiser Pavilion.

Rheinhardt turned to address his assistant.

‘Search the grounds, Haussmann. See if you can find anything.’

‘But, sir …’

‘Yes, I know that conditions are far from ideal,’ said Rheinhardt, ‘Nevertheless …’ The inspector removed a flashlight from his pocket and handed it to his disgruntled junior. Haussmann aimed the weak yellow beam at the cobblestones, revealing nothing but a slowly undulating blanket of fog. ‘Oh, very well,’ said Rheinhardt, persuaded to reconsider the wisdom of his order: ‘You can accompany me. Perhaps it’ll lift later.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Haussmann, much relieved.

A figure emerged from the mist. ‘Who’s there?’

‘Detective Inspector Rheinhardt and my assistant, Haussmann.’

‘Good morning, sir. Constable Drasche.’

The young man clicked his heels. He was wearing a long blue coat, a spiked hat, and a sabre hung from his waist.

‘How long have you been here, Drasche?’ asked Rheinhardt.

‘Three hours or thereabouts.’

‘I’m sorry for the delay. The driver could barely see the road ahead of him. Who’s inside?’

‘Frau Marcus, the housekeeper, and Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s doctor – Engelberg. Frau Marcus called him as soon as she found the body. He was here before I arrived. He’s not in a very good mood, sir.’

‘Oh? Why’s that?’

‘He didn’t want to be detained: said he had patients to see.’

The horse was restive and the driver jumped down from his box to give it some sugar.

‘The dead woman,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘Fräulein Rosenkrantz …’

Drasche anticipated the inspector’s question.

‘Yes, it’s her, sir. The singer.’

Haussmann’s sharp features showed perplexity.

‘Have you not heard of Ida Rosenkrantz, Haussmann?’

‘No, sir. She’s never sung at Ronacher’s.’

Rheinhardt shook his head. ‘Haussmann, she’s not that kind of singer! She’s an opera singer, a celebrated soprano. You’ll recognise her when you see her. Her image is in every shop window along Kärntnerstrasse.’

‘Even my tailor has a signed photograph of Fräulein Rosenkrantz,’ said Drasche. ‘He saw her in The Flying Dutchman and was smitten. I can remember teasing him about it.’

The restive horse – still nervous and unsettled – whinnied and stamped on the cobbles.

Rheinhardt pulled at his chin and emitted a low, pensive growl.

‘Court opera singers are only appointed after they have been approved by the palace. I strongly suspect that protocol demands that the emperor – or at least the lord chamberlain, Prince Liechtenstein – must now be informed of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s demise.’

‘You intend to go the palace, sir?’ asked Haussmann, his eyes widening with alarm.

‘No, of course not, Haussmann,’ said Rheinhardt, a trace of testiness disturbing the otherwise pleasing fluidity of his baritone. ‘We must contact Commissioner Brügel and it is he who will inform the lord chamberlain’s office. Come, Drasche, you had better show us the way.’

They passed along a perimeter fence of railings (each of which was topped by a fleur-de-lis) and entered a small garden, where a paved pathway led between two beech trees to the double doors of a white stucco villa. Some of the windows were separated by gilded panels and a stylised statue of an eagle with angular outstretched wings perched above the entrance. All the ground-floor windows were illuminated.

Drasche opened one of the double doors and ushered Rheinhardt and Haussmann into the hallway. It was a bright space, with yellow wallpaper and floor tiles the colour of eggshell. Directly ahead, a carpeted staircase rose up before dividing into two smaller staircases, each reaching the second floor on opposite sides of the building. The air was fragrant with a smell similar to that of blooming hyacinths.

‘Ah, there you are, constable,’ said a man as he stepped over the threshold of an adjacent room. He was in his late fifties and wore a frock coat. ‘I really must protest.’

Before he could continue, Drasche indicated his companions and said: ‘Herr Doctor Engelberg, this is Detective Inspector Rheinhardt, from the security office.’

‘Ah,’ said the doctor, frowning. ‘You’ve finally arrived.’

‘Progress was slow on account of the weather.’

‘You will forgive me for neglecting to observe the customary civilities, inspector, but I am obliged to make an immediate request. I have been here all morning and many of my patients are expecting domiciliary visits. If I am delayed for very much longer it will be impossible for me to see them all. Would you please take their needs into consideration?’

‘You wish to leave as soon as possible,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘Of course, that is perfectly understandable. I will endeavour to conduct our business swiftly. Where is Frau Marcus?’

‘In the kitchen. I was just attending to her. She is very distressed.’

‘Should she be left alone?’

‘Perhaps not.’

‘Drasche,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘Would you be so kind as to sit with Frau Marcus?’

The constable took off his helmet and scratched his head.

‘I’m not very good at that sort of thing, sir: comforting women in distress.’

Rheinhardt sighed.

‘You don’t have to do anything, Drasche. Just sit with her. Allow her to communicate her feelings if she wishes. But if she is silent respect that silence and do not speak merely for the sake of it.’ Rheinhardt paused before adding: ‘And be sure to make her a cup of tea.’

‘But what if she doesn’t want a cup of tea, sir?’

‘Make her one, anyway. I can assure you that she will drink it.’

‘Very good, sir.’

Drasche replaced his helmet, bowed, and departed with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm.

When Rheinhardt turned to address Engelberg, the doctor’s hostility had been replaced by surprise and mild-mannered amusement.

‘Excellent advice, Inspector.’

Rheinhardt acknowledged the compliment with a slight tilt of his head.

‘And the body, Herr Doctor?’

‘Upstairs.’

They began their ascent.

‘What time was it when you received Frau Marcus’s telephone call, Herr Doctor?’

‘Around seven-thirty.’

‘And what time did you get here?’

‘No later than quarter to eight.’ Rheinhardt’s expression was sceptical. ‘I rise very early, you see. I was already dressed and I live only a short distance away.’

When they reached the landing Engelberg opened the first of several doors. ‘She’s in here.’

They entered a richly appointed bedroom where gas jets flickered within globes of smoked glass. A four-poster bed occupied a commanding central position, its heavy curtains tied back with gold cords so as to reveal a counterpane embroidered with a medieval scene: against a backdrop of peacocks and roses stood a noblewoman who was holding a standard displaying three crescent moons. At her feet sat a docile unicorn and a good-humoured lion that seemed content to entertain a small white rabbit in the gap between its paws. Two purple stockings had been discarded on the pillows. The wallpaper was striped, burgundy columns alternating with green, with a repeated violin and laurel-wreath motif in raised silver.

Next to the window was a dressing table with a hinged oval mirror on which several bottles, an amber-coloured decanter and numerous small mother-of-pearl boxes had been casually laid out. Scattered among these items was a tortoisehell comb, several brooches, and a curious totemic object made of hair and beads. Rheinhardt inhaled. The smell of hyacinths had intensified. He looked around and identified its source as a large egg-shaped pomander of fretted ivory; however, the inspector was also conscious of an acrid undertow. In the far corner he saw a wardrobe and beside it a washstand. Instead of the usual porcelain, the bowl and jug were made from a semi-transparent turquoise glass, encrusted with jasper.

The overall effect of the room suggested luxury and abundance. Yet there was something distinctly dissolute about the decor. The gemstones and sumptuous colours tested the limits of aesthetic tolerance and awakened prejudices. Rheinhardt found himself thinking that he had entered not the bedroom of an operatic diva but a seraglio.

Engelberg crossed to the other side of the room and made a sweeping gesture. Rheinhardt and Haussmann followed and as they rounded the bed Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s lifeless form came into view. The dead woman was lying on her back, positioned within the rectangle of a Persian rug. It was a pleasing effect, possessing the compositional virtues of a painting. She was wearing a pink silk dress overlaid with a lacy décolleté trim. Her complexion was pale and her plenteous auburn curls complemented a youthful face of exceptional delicacy. Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s eyes were closed and the almost perfect ovals of her fingernails were tinged with a bluish hue. She was not wearing any shoes and her bare feet projected out from a sufficiency of petticoats. On the floor, next to the rug, was a phial. Its stopper had rolled beneath a bedside table on which more empty bottles stood.

‘Herr Doctor?’ said Rheinhardt. ‘Did you move Fräulein Rosenkrantz when you examined her?’

‘No. She remains exactly as found.’

‘What about Frau Marcus? Did she move Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body?’

‘I don’t think so. As far as I know she made no attempt to revive or resuscitate her.’

Rheinhardt stepped closer.

‘How did Fräulein Rosenkrantz die?’

‘It would appear that she imbibed an excessive quantity of laudanum.’

‘Intentionally?’

‘That is certainly a possibility …’

‘However?’

‘I can think of no reason why she should have chosen to end her life. I take it you are aware of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s reputation? She was at the height of her powers. There are few who can claim to have conquered the hearts of the music-loving public so decisively. We have been robbed of a singular talent, make no mistake.’

‘When was the last time Fräulein Rosenkrantz had cause to request a consultation?’

‘Only two weeks ago.’

‘With respect to …?’

‘A touch of neuralgia but otherwise she was in excellent spirits. I can remember her talking excitedly about roles she expected to take next season.’

‘So what are we to conclude, Herr Doctor? That her death was accidental?’

‘That would be my opinion …’ Engelberg’s sentence trailed off into silence. He sighed and began again: ‘That would be my opinion were it not for the fact that Fräulein Rosenkrantz once needed the services of a psychiatrist. In the spring I arranged for her to see Professor Daniel Saminsky.’ Engelberg paused before adding: ‘A colleague of some distinction. He once had the honour of attending the late empress, and has since been awarded the Order of Elizabeth.’

Rheinhardt twisted the horns of his moustache.

‘What was the reason for the referral?’

‘Globus hystericus,’ Engelberg replied.

‘Would you care to explain?’

‘A hysterical phenomenon: typically, the patient reports the presence of a lump in the throat which produces difficulty when swallowing. Physical investigations reveal no obvious obstruction and the lump, or rather the perceived lump, is subsequently ascribed to psychological causes. Globus hystericus is not a diagnosis that we doctors commonly associate with suicide. And to the best of my knowledge Professor Saminsky’s treatment was effective.’

Rheinhardt walked over to the bedside table, picked up one of the bottles and sniffed the pungent residue.

‘Did you prescribe these tinctures?’

‘No.’

‘Then who did?’

‘Professor Saminsky, I believe.’

‘Didn’t you say that Saminsky’s treatment was successful?’

‘That is correct. Nevertheless, he continued to see Fräulein Rosenkrantz for monthly appointments.’ Engelberg raked his hand through his hair. ‘No doctor can be absolutely certain of a patient’s state of mind. If Fräulein Rosenkrantz was suffering from suicidal melancholia it not only escaped my notice, it also escaped Professor Saminsky’s.’

Rheinhardt replaced the bottle.

‘Herr Doctor, you say that Fräulein Rosenkrantz was fully recovered. Why, then, was she taking laudanum?’

‘To hasten the onset of sleep. Difficulty sleeping was another of her problems. She has taken paraldehyde, sulphonal, potassium bromide and a host of herbal remedies. The laudanum has nothing to do with her globus hystericus.’ Engelberg patted his pocket and removed a cigar. ‘May I smoke, inspector?’

‘Of course,’ said Rheinhardt, taking a box of matches from his pocket and courteously providing a light. ‘Herr Doctor, looking at Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body, does anything strike you as odd?’

‘I’m not sure what you mean, inspector.’

‘Her position,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘In the centre of the rug.’

Engelberg shrugged and surrounded himself with a yellow nimbus of smoke. ‘Inspector, imagine, if you will, the following: Fräulein Rosenkrantz retires to her bedroom. She cannot sleep. She takes some laudanum but it has little effect. Those of a nervous character, as she undoubtedly was, are often less susceptible to soporifics.’ He sucked at his cigar and flicked some ash into an onyx dish. ‘She waits, but remains incorrigibly awake. Becoming impatient, she drinks another phial. Although she feels the laudanum isn’t working, it most certainly is. She is no longer fully compos mentis. She cannot remember how much she has taken and she is confused. In this disoriented state she takes yet more laudanum, and the dose is now fatal. She sits on the side of the bed and removes her shoes and stockings. As she bends down she becomes dizzy. She slides off the bed and onto the floor. She rolls over, onto the rug, and closes her eyes.’ Engelberg shrugged again. ‘It might well have happened like that, inspector: an accident, a cruel tragedy of mischance.’

Rheinhardt lifted the counterpane and looked under the bed, where he saw a pair of brown leather ladies’ shoes. He then examined the coverlet more closely, searching for small indications consistent with Engelberg’s scenario. It was all very plausible, but when Rheinhardt looked again at Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body, positioned so neatly within the rectangular limits of the Persian rug, he could not quash a nagging doubt.

‘Thank you, Herr Doctor,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘You have been most helpful.’

‘May I leave now?’

‘I must ask you to give Haussmann your details first.’ The inspector glanced at his assistant. ‘Then you are free to go. Once again, please accept my apologies.’

Rheinhardt bowed and left the room. He made his way downstairs to the kitchen, where he found Constable Drasche sitting next to a middle-aged woman whose eyelids were raw and swollen. Rheinhardt pulled a chair from under the large wooden table and noted with some satisfaction the presence of an empty teacup.

‘My name is Rheinhardt,’ he said softly. ‘I am the detective inspector.’ He sat down. ‘It must have been a great shock.’

A prolonged silence followed, during which the housekeeper twisted a damp handkerchief.

‘Terrible.’

‘Frau Marcus,’ said Rheinhardt, ‘when did you discover Fräulein Rosenkrantz?’

‘Seven-thirty.’

‘I know that this is difficult but I must ask you to tell me what happened, precisely.’

Frau Marcus nodded and took a deep breath.

‘I arrived here at seven o’clock and set about preparing mistress’s breakfast: a boiled egg and some pumpernickel. When the egg was ready I took it upstairs on a tray, along with some butter. I knocked on the door – but there was no reply. Fräulein Rosenkrantz had told me yesterday that she wanted to rise early because she had a new role to learn, so I went in. I thought she’d fainted … and I knelt down on the floor beside her.’

‘Did you touch her?’ Rheinhardt interjected.

‘Yes,’ said Frau Marcus. ‘I touched her face. It was cold. Horribly cold.’

The housekeeper shivered.

‘Did you attempt to move her?’

‘No. I was scared and thought it best to call Doctor Engelberg.’

‘And you were right to do so. But are you quite certain that you did not move Fräulein Rosenkrantz? Please think carefully, Frau Marcus – it may be important.’

‘I touched her face with this hand.’ She raised her arm as if swearing an oath. ‘Then I ran downstairs to telephone Doctor Engelberg.’

‘What did you do while you were waiting for him to arrive?’

‘I telephoned the police station.’

‘And did you go back upstairs again?’

‘No. By the time I had finished talking to the police, Doctor Engelberg was knocking at the front door.’ Frau Marcus gave the handkerchief another twist. ‘I took him up to the mistress’s bedroom. He held a mirror under the mistress’s nose – and then he said, “She’s dead.” I already knew … no one is ever that cold. But it was still terrible to hear those words. He touched the back of her neck and told me that he thought she’d been dead for hours.’

Rheinhardt produced his notebook and scribbled a few lines. ‘Where do you live, Frau Marcus?’

‘The twelfth district.’

‘And how long have you been working for Fräulein Rosenkrantz?’

‘Two years.’

‘Who else works here?’

‘Only the gardener.’

‘Fräulein Rosenkrantz has no cook? No laundry maid?’

‘She had no need for a cook. She dines at the Imperial or the Bristol. I take care … I took care of everything.’

‘Yet you do not sleep here?’

‘No.’

‘There is plenty of room.’

‘I stayed here when mistress was ill. In the summer she had a lump in her throat – and some other,’ she blushed, ‘ladies’ problems. She was confined to her bed for weeks.’

Rheinhardt looked into the housekeeper’s bloodshot eyes and felt a stab of pity.

‘When was the last time you saw Fräulein Rosenkrantz?’

‘Yesterday afternoon. She said that I could go home early. She wanted to work on the new role.’

‘What sort of mood was she in?’

Frau Marcus hesitated. ‘Quite irritable – but no more than usual. Not really.’

‘Was that how she was?’

‘Irritable? Yes, but her moods didn’t mean very much. She could be irritable one minute and brimming with good humour the next. I suppose it must have been something to do with her gift. They say that, don’t they, that artists are temperamental?’

‘Indeed.’ Rheinhardt wrote the word irritable in his notebook and tapped his pencil on the page. ‘Did you observe any changes in Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s behaviour that, on reflection, you feel might have been tokens of inner torment?’

The housekeeper shook her head.

‘No.’

‘What about over the last week or month? Did you see her crying, for example?’

‘No more than usual.’ Rheinhardt motioned for her to continue. ‘She was easily moved to tears. It didn’t matter whether she was happy or sad. I can’t say that I noticed a difference.’

‘Did she ever speak to you about what was upsetting her?’

‘She wasn’t very happy at the opera house. She used to talk about going to Munich. There was bad feeling between the singers. And she said that the director was very demanding. She used to call him the tyrant.’

‘Bad feeling? What do you mean by that?’

‘I can’t say exactly. But my mistress would say something about so-and-so being jealous or so-and-so having spread a malicious rumour. And she would become upset.’

‘Did she mention anyone in particular?’

‘I can’t remember names, but it was usually a woman. One of the other singers.’

Rheinhardt continued tapping his pencil on the notebook.

‘Do you know whether Fräulein Rosenkrantz intended to receive any guests after your departure yesterday?’

‘I don’t think she did. She wanted to work on her new role.’

Rheinhardt smiled: ‘What was it, incidentally? This role that she was so keen to start working on?’

‘I don’t know very much about opera. But I think it was an Italian name. Was it Lucca or Lucia?’

‘Lucia di Lammermoor.’

‘Yes, that was it.’

Rheinhardt recalled the principal elements of Donizetti’s epic romance.

A beautiful young woman: madness, tragedy.

He closed his eyes and the photographic image of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body came into his mind. Once more, he was made uneasy by the way she occupied such a central position within the borders of the Persian rug.

When he opened his eyes again, Frau Marcus was looking at him expectantly.

‘You are quite sure,’ Rheinhardt said softly, ‘that you did not attempt to move your mistress before Doctor Engelberg’s arrival?’

‘Quite sure,’ said Frau Marcus.


2

THE PIANIST OF THE Café Imperial began playing Chopin’s Waltz in B minor. Liebermann recognised it immediately, a curious, wistful melody which trickled down the keyboard over a brisk left-hand part, executed on this occasion with staccato lightness. At the point where the ear expected repose, the melody suddenly began again, creating a peculiar impression of autonomy, as if the music possessed a will of its own and was determined to continue. This rallying quality produced in Liebermann’s mind a corresponding image of a dancing couple who – in spite of being exhausted – revolved, just one more time, only to find themselves caught up in a waltz without end.

‘Maxim, did you hear what I said?’

Mendel Liebermann was looking at his son with an expression of censorious displeasure.

‘No, father … I didn’t.’

Mendel sighed.

‘I said, isn’t it time you thought about getting married?’ Liebermann was stunned and blinked at his father in mute disbelief. The subject of marriage had been assiduously avoided after Liebermann had broken off his engagement with Clara Weiss, the daughter of one of Mendel’s oldest associates. ‘You know how I feel about what you did.’ The old man touched his chest and grimaced as if he was suffering from indigestion. ‘Even so.’

They had never really discussed the broken engagement and, in a sense, there was nothing to discuss. Mendel’s sense of duty and rigid principles precluded any possibility of sympathetic understanding. When his wife had pleaded their son’s case, Mendel had been perfectly capable of grasping her argument: Maxim and Clara were fundamentally incompatible and the marriage would be unhappy. But such considerations were wholly irrelevant once a man had given his word. A man must always keep his word.

‘No, father,’ said Liebermann. ‘I haven’t thought about getting married again. Not since …’ He paused, and summoned the courage to say her name. ‘Not since Clara.’

Mendel took a mouthful of guglhupf – a sponge slice, sprinkled with icing sugar. ‘Do you want to get married?’

Liebermann held his father’s gaze and his reply, when it came, was indignant. ‘To the right person, yes.’

‘And is there anyone …?’ The sentence trailed off as Mendel’s confidence ebbed away. He was not used to speaking intimately with his son and making such an inquiry felt awkward.

‘No,’ said Liebermann, doubly discomfited by his father’s frankness and his own duplicity. There was someone for whom he had very deep feelings, but he was not inclined at that moment to reveal her identity. He was as confused as he had ever been concerning Amelia Lydgate and he knew that he would be incapable of giving a coherent account of his troubled fixation. Besides, she wasn’t Jewish.

‘You’re a young man, Maxim,’ said Mendel, ‘but not that young. When I was your age—’

‘Yes, I know,’ Liebermann interjected. ‘You were married and had already started a family.’

‘Well, you don’t want to end up like your Uncle Alexander, now, do you? An ageing roué?’

‘Father, many years must pass before I can be reasonably described as ageing and I can assure you, whatever you may think, my general conduct is far from dissolute.’

‘I was just voicing a concern, that’s all.’ Mendel took a sip of Pharisäer coffee and, picking up a starched napkin, wiped a residue of whipped cream from his moustache. ‘What happened … with Clara. I don’t think what you did was honourable.’ He waved his hand in the air, as if simply recalling his son’s misconduct had fouled the atmosphere. ‘Nevertheless, you are my flesh and blood and the thought of you being unfulfilled gives me no joy.’

Why was the old man talking to him like this? Had he finally found it within himself to forgive?

‘But I am happy,’ said Liebermann. ‘I have my work, my friends.’

‘Yes, these things are associated with a kind of happiness,’ said Mendel. ‘But not true happiness, not the kind of happiness that comes from marriage and children. These experiences are essential. They are sacred.’ Liebermann flinched at this last word. The movement was so pronounced that his father noticed. ‘It isn’t so foolish, Maxim, to believe that we have been put on this Earth for a purpose.’

There were many subjects that Liebermann preferred to avoid when conversing with his father and religion ranked highly among them. He was greatly relieved when Mendel’s train of thought was interrupted by the arrival of Bruno, the waiter.

‘Herr Liebermann, another pharisäer?’

‘Yes, Bruno, and another schwarzer for my son.’

‘Herr Doctor Liebermann, you have hardly touched your Mohnstrudel. I trust it is to your satisfaction?’

‘Yes, Bruno,’ said Liebermann. ‘It’s very good.’

The waiter bowed and dashed off, vanishing behind the open lid of the piano.

‘You remember Blomberg?’ said Mendel. ‘You met him at my lodge.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘He has a daughter. Twenty years old. Very pretty.’

Ah, thought Liebermann. So this is what it’s all about!

Liebermann shook his head. ‘Not yet, father. It really is too soon.’ Mendel acknowledged his son’s request with a brusque nod, and finished his guglhupf in silence. The B minor waltz came to a close, and the pianist, responding to a smattering of applause, began a second Chopin waltz: the languid E flat major. Their conversation continued in a desultory fashion until Liebermann, observing the time, announced that he was expected at the hospital.

‘You’d better hurry along, then,’ said Mendel. Liebermann had the distinct impression that his father was relieved to see the back of him. Bruno arrived with Liebermann’s coat and soon the young doctor was standing on the Ringstrasse waiting for a cab. The hazy fog had still not lifted and the air smelled damp and autumnal. A woman wearing a feathered hat passed by and he found himself staring at her retreating figure. The slimness of her waist and the curve of her hips held his attention; interest slowly transmuted into desire.

Marriage, thought Liebermann. Maybe the old man has a point.

A cab drew up and he stepped towards it, but another gentleman had hailed the vehicle while Liebermann had been distracted by the woman in the feathered hat. Liebermann watched as the carriage pulled away and set off towards the looming mass of the opera house, his brain teeming with thoughts and the nervous melody of Chopin’s B minor waltz.


3

RHEINHARDT AND HIS ASSISTANT were smoking cigars in the corridor outside the morgue. A sawing sound emanated from within, above which Professor Mathias’s fragile tenor was drifting aimlessly. Somewhere in the pathological institute a chiming clock announced that it was six o’ clock. The day had been long and Rheinhardt had eaten nothing since breakfast.

‘I think it would be permissible for us to stop for some refreshment on our way back to Schottenring, don’t you?’

‘There’s a new beer cellar that’s just opened on Türkenstrasse,’ Haussmann replied. ‘They serve some very spicy Weizenbock. Knauss, a friend of mine, went there last week. He said it was good.’

‘I was really thinking of something more substantial, Haussmann, something requiring the use of implements, such as a knife and fork.’

‘Oh, I see, sir.’

‘Boiled beef, fried onions, and dumplings, followed by a thick slice of topfenstrudel.’ As Rheinhardt envisaged the meal his stomach produced a plangent wail that evoked images of eternal torment. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he added, positioning a placatory hand on the corrugated distensions of his waistcoat.

‘This place also serves food, sir,’ said Haussmann. ‘Simple but wholesome. That’s what my friend said. I’m sure you’d be able to get some boiled beef and dumplings.’

‘Very well, Haussmann,’ said Rheinhardt, suddenly feeling weak and seeing no purpose in prolonging the debate. ‘That is where we shall eat. Türkenstrasse.’

‘Rheinhardt!’ It was Professor Mathias. ‘Rheinhardt, come in, will you? I’ve got something to show you.’

The two men re-entered the morgue, where they discovered Professor Mathias standing by a bench next to the autopsy table. He was looking down at something that glistened beneath the beam of an electric lamp. As Rheinhardt passed Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s corpse he saw that she had undergone a hideous transformation. All the skin had been peeled away from her chest and it now hung down from either side of her body like the loose flaps of an unbuttoned coat. Her breasts were still attached to these flaps and they drooped, piteously, over the lip of the table. Rheinhardt’s gaze lingered on the neatly packed organs of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s thoracic cavity and he found himself swaying a little, unbalanced by the macabre spectacle.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Professor Mathias.

‘Yes, quite all right, thank you,’ Rheinhardt replied, drawing on his cigar for comfort.

‘It’s just, I can’t help noticing,’ continued Mathias, ‘that you’ve gone green. Hasn’t he, young man?’ Mathias turned to address Hausmann. ‘Oh, I see that you have too, dear fellow. Would you like some schnapps? It’s good for queasiness.’ The old man produced a bottle from a shelf beneath the bench.

‘A very kind gesture, Professor,’ said Rheinhardt. ‘But we are on duty and must decline your offer.’

‘You have no objection if I—’

‘Do as you please, professor.’

Mathias filled a shot glass, threw his head back, and downed the contents in one gulp.

‘Ah, that’s better!’ said Mathias. ‘I’m feeling the cold more than I used to. The schnapps helps. Now, where were we?’ He put the glass down and indicated the object beneath the lamp. It was the forepart of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s ribcage. Rheinhardt noticed that the sternum and all the projecting struts of bone were coated with a fibrous silvery material. Mathias’s eyes bulged behind his thick spectacles. ‘You said that you weren’t convinced Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s death was accidental. What made you say that, Rheinhardt?’

‘There was something about the way she was lying on the floor that looked rather odd to me. It was as if she’d been’ – Rheinhardt searched for an accurate expression – ‘tidied up.’

‘How so?’

‘She was positioned in the middle of a Persian rug and her arms were exactly parallel to its edges.’

‘Interesting,’ said Mathias. The old pathologist reached out and, taking one of the ribs between his thumb and forefinger, demonstrated that a section of bone, distal to the costal cartilage, could be moved freely in all directions within its fibrous sheath.

‘It’s broken?’ said Rheinhardt.

‘It most certainly is,’ said Mathias, turning to face the autopsy table. ‘Now, take a look at these lungs. Enormous, aren’t they? The secret of her success, I expect. I saw her in The Flying Dutchman last year: extraordinary power. You wouldn’t have believed that a small woman could produce such a noise. Her voice soared above the orchestra.’ The professor, inspired by this reminiscence, attempted to recreate the effect by singing in a wavering falsetto that cracked almost immediately and became a hacking cough. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Mathias, resting his hands on the side of the autopsy table. ‘My asthma. It gets bad at this time of year.’

‘You were about to show me something, Professor?’

‘Fräulein Rosenkrantz is supposed to have ingested a deadly quantity of laudanum – is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yet there is no inflammation of the lungs and her pupils are only slightly contracted.’ Mathias lifted one of the woman’s eyelids, revealing a striking emerald iris with a distinct circle of darkness at its centre. ‘She most certainly drank laudanum, but I’m not altogether sure that she imbibed enough to kill her.’

‘There were many empty phials by her bed.’

‘Which signifies nothing, Rheinhardt,’ said the professor, dismissively Then he placed a finger on the spongy exterior of the dead woman’s left lung. ‘What do you see here?’

‘It’s a different colour from the rest.’

‘The distinctive cherry-purple of a contusion, corresponding with the break I showed you on the eighth rib. If Fräulein Rosenkrantz had had an accident before retiring, she would have experienced considerable discomfort. Of course, it’s always possible that she sustained the injury, went to bed, and decided to treat herself with laudanum – although that would be most irregular. The pain and respiratory difficulties associated with a broken rib would almost certainly have caused Fräulein Rosenkrantz to call her physician with all possible haste.’

‘But if Fräulein Rosenkrantz was disorientated she might have injured herself before losing consciousness.’

‘In my opinion, it is quite difficult to break a rib by merely stumbling around a lady’s bedroom.’

Rheinhardt stubbed his cigar out in a glass dish and exhaled a final cloud of smoke.

‘In which case, how do you think the rib came to be broken?’

‘It’s only a theory, of course …’

‘Nevertheless, I would like to hear it.’

‘I strongly suspect that the rib was broken when someone applied pressure to her chest.’

‘I beg your pardon, Professor?’

‘Her lungs wouldn’t have been able to expand and she would have suffocated. She might still have been conscious when it happened – or at least partially conscious. She wouldn’t even have been able to scream. No air, you see.’ Mathias stroked the dead woman’s face and adopted a tender expression. ‘She would have been helpless.’

‘Forgive me, Professor, but are you suggesting that Fräulein Rosenkrantz was crushed?’

‘In a manner of speaking – yes.’


4

‘YOUNG MAN – YOU ARE occupying my seat.’

Liebermann looked up and discovered that he was being addressed by a frail old woman with rheumy, colourless eyes. Her face was deeply lined and her thinning hair had been lacquered and curled into a cobwebby mass through which the glass facets of the chandelier behind her were visible. She was leaning on a walking stick with a carved ivory handle, though her principal means of support was the arm of a pretty woman in a blue dress, whose flushing cheeks proclaimed her profound embarrassment.

‘Great-aunt!’ said the woman, the tone of her voice combining admonishment with desperation.

The dowager turned the whole of her body in order to look at her anguished relative. ‘Whatever is the matter with you, Anna?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said the woman in the blue dress, smiling at Liebermann.

‘What are you apologising for?’ asked the old woman.

‘This gentleman is in the correct seat, I am sure,’ her great-niece replied. ‘Besides, it hardly matters – we’ll be able to see the stage wherever we sit.’

Liebermann stood up.

‘May I see your tickets?’

The young doctor inspected the numbers and said, ‘You are seated next to me – these two here – but I am perfectly happy to move along.’

‘That is very kind, but—’

‘No, I insist,’ said Liebermann. Before the old woman sat down she stared up at him and squinted. She had very distinctive features. A thin mouth, hooked nose, and pointed chin. It was unlikely that she had ever been beautiful, quite the contrary, but once she must have been very arresting. She exuded a dry floral fragrance, like scented talcum powder. ‘Allow me,’ said Liebermann, taking her walking stick and offering her his arm. The dowager took it and he performed the necessary actions to get her comfortably seated in her preferred chair.

‘Thank you,’ said the woman in the blue dress.

Liebermann bowed. ‘Doctor Max Liebermann.’

‘Anna Probst – and this is my great-aunt Frau Baerbel Zollinger.’

Liebermann bowed again. ‘Frau Zollinger.’

The old woman’s expression did not soften. Anna rolled her eyes, and Liebermann, recognising that he could do no more to win Frau Zollinger’s good opinion, returned his attention to the programme notes.

In due course the auditorium filled with patrons, the house lights dimmed, and the musicians appeared on stage. After some preliminary tuning, the conductor, who was wearing a white carnation in his lapel, entered through a door to the right of the stage and mounted the platform. When the applause had subsided he raised a very large baton and the air resonated with sublime harmonies.

The first piece was Mozart’s B flat major Serenade for twelve wind instruments and double bass. Liebermann was particularly fond of the Adagio, the immaculate melodies of which floated smoothly above a pulsing accompaniment. It was music of supreme elegance. The second piece was also a Serenade, scored for a smaller wind band, by Johann Christian Brosius, a composer with whom Liebermann was completely unacquainted. The two pieces had evidently been programmed together because Brosius had incorporated several themes from Mozart’s B flat major Serenade into his own composition. When the final movement, a charming presto assai, came to its end, Liebermann clapped loudly. In due course the conductor signalled his intention to leave the stage, the applause subsided and the audience began to disperse for the interval.

‘So, Herr doctor, it seems that you enjoyed the Brosius.’

Frau Zollinger was looking at Liebermann intently.

‘Great-aunt …’ said Anna, eager to prevent further embarrassment.

‘Yes,’ said Liebermann. ‘I enjoyed it very much.’

‘Over forty years,’ said Frau Zollinger. ‘Over forty years since I last heard that piece …’

‘I must confess that prior to this evening I knew nothing of Brosius. Not a single note.’

‘Oh, he had quite a reputation in his day. Brahms held him in very high regard.’

‘Did he?’

‘Well, that’s what he said. But I was never convinced of his sincerity. He was a difficult man, Brosius: sullen, brooding, and prone to angry outbursts.’

Liebermann looked more closely at the old woman.

‘You were acquainted with Brahms?’

‘Yes. I couldn’t stand the smell of his cigars.’

‘Great-aunt,’ said Anna, ‘it is the interval. Doctor Liebermann does not want to hear about Brahms’s cigars.’

Liebermann indicated with a gesture that he did not object to being delayed and invited Frau Zollinger to continue.

‘He used to come to my soirées,’ she declared.

‘Brahms?’

‘Yes. And Brosius. Once they came together. Of course, the real talent was his pupil …’ Liebermann wasn’t sure whether Frau Zollinger was referring to a pupil of Brahms or a pupil of Brosius.He waited patiently. ‘Brosius was technically accomplished, but young Freimark …’ The old woman sighed. ‘His songs … so clever, such careful attention to the meaning of the words. None of them were published, except “Hope”. You must know “Hope”? His setting of Schiller’s “Hope”?’

Liebermann was aware of a well-known song of that name and even thought he might have it at home in a volume titled Klassiker des deutschen Liedes.

‘Yes,’ said Liebermann. ‘I believe I do know it.’

‘A tragedy that he should have died so young. And even more of a tragedy that he should be remembered now for just one song.’

‘Tuberculosis?’

‘No. A fall – from a mountain – the Schneeberg: while staying with Brosius and Brosius’s wife, Angelika.’ Frau Zollinger shook her head. ‘I never really liked her.’

Anna placed a restraining hand on her great-aunt’s arm and asked, ‘Where do you practise, Herr doctor?’

‘The general hospital.’

She was about to say something else but Frau Zollinger carried on: ‘The youngest daughter of a well-known portrait painter. She was a celebrated beauty. Brosius worshipped her. But I thought her vain and superficial. My husband used to reprimand me for being uncharitable.’

The old woman gabbled on a little more until her recollections lost coherence and eventually petered out. Seizing his moment, Liebermann excused himself and went to the foyer to smoke a Trabuco cigar. When he returned, Frau Zollinger was less talkative and he spoke instead to Fräulein Anna. It was not a very deep conversation, merely an exchange of pleasantries and some polite enquiries.

The second half of the concert was a delight: Beethoven’s E flat major Octet and a Mozart Divertimento.

After the encore, an arrangement of a Brahms waltz, Liebermann helped Frau Zollinger to stand and offered to escort her from the building. Progress was slow and by the time they reached the cloakroom there was no queue, most of the audience having already gone. In the foyer Liebermann said, ‘It will be cold outside. Perhaps too cold for Frau Zollinger? Wait here and I’ll hail a cab for you.’

‘You are most kind,’ said Anna.

‘Where are you going?’ asked Liebermann.

‘The ninth district, Bergasse 21,’ Anna replied.

‘Bergasse 21 – really?’ He looked to Frau Zolliger. ‘Do you know your neighbour Professor Freud?’

‘Professor who?’ asked Frau Zollinger.

‘Freud: an esteemed colleague.’

The old woman’s head wobbled a little on her scrawny neck to express the negative.

Liebermann crossed the foyer and went out through the double doors.

One of Mozart’s melodies entered his mind, the exquisite opening theme from the Adagio, but not in its original form. Instead, he was hearing Brosius’s arrangement. The melody was being carried by a flute instead of an oboe and the continuous pulsing accompaniment had
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