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Thank you for reading with me!

Mondrala Press publishes English translations of

great Polish books—books with a track record of international

critical and commercial success but which, for political reasons, have never been published in English. And now, finally, they are!

I have grown up reading these great books and I have been telling my American friends about them all my life. And they have always asked: “When will you translate these books so we can read them, too?”

And now, finally, I am. And it is fun and I am absolutely delighted to  share this with you.

To see my newest titles or to subscribe to our mailing list or just to say “Hi!” please visit:

www.mondrala.com

The Greatest Books You Have Never Heard of

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Mr. Wheels has been a huge smash hit in Eastern Europe for decades. 160 volumes of fan fiction (!), three cinematic releases (including one in 2023), two TV series, comics, games, toys! It’s bigger than Tolkien and Dune put together. And never a peep in English!?

Well, until now!

Unlike his professional colleagues—the English Sherlock Holmes or the French inspector Maigret—the Polish Mr. Wheels does not deal with vulgar serial killers or psychopaths; he tracks gentlemen (and gentlewomen) thieves, forgers, and smugglers of... art. His mysteries come with the sort of original settings, fast action, humor, and attractive characters you expect from mystery best-sellers but also feature something unique: each has a different and fascinating historical or art-historical background.
This is another episode in the 15-volume series. Further volumes will appear every six weeks. If you would like us to let you know when new titles in the series appear, drop me a line here.

FROM YOUR TRANSLATOR

Translating and publishing this series has been a labor of love for me, and I am thrilled to share it with you. It won’t make me rich, but if you enjoy the book, would you write a review of it? Your opinion will help other readers find it.
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An Important Note:
On the Spelling of Polish names
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In this book, I use a phonetic spelling of Polish names. 

Some of you may be familiar with the Polish script and may be surprised that I write “Helmno” instead of “Chełmno” or “Wooj” instead of “Łódź.”

I do this because I have discovered that people unfamiliar with Polish script cannot pronounce these names, and because they cannot pronounce them, they cannot keep them straight. One of my readers put it best: “I can’t keep track of who is who because they all have long names, and most start with an S.” 

Now, phonetic transcription of foreign names is a matter of course. Translators of Tolstoy write Trubetskoy, not Трубецкой. Translators of Chinese write Li Bai, not 李白. So, why not write Helmno instead of Chełmno? No spelling convention should ever stand in the way of a good book, right? As a translator and editor, I have the duty to make my books readable and fun, and I find that this phonetic spelling helps my British and American readers.

But for those of you who are familiar with the Polish script and would prefer to see it in this book, contact me via www.mondrala.com. I will send you a version of this book with Polish spellings free of charge. 
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CHAPTER ONE: MY MYSTERIOUS INHERITANCE
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The inheritance. Uncle Gromillo’s mysterious legacy. What is this thing? A sensation in the street! A larva of a revolting beetle. Taunts at the gas station. Insane speed. The amazement of motorists. What uncle Gromillo’s not-so-little vehicle could.

It’s no use searching for Adventure. Even if you go to the ends of the earth, climb seven mountains, and cross seven seas, you will almost certainly not find it. Your adventure won't appear no matter how intently you lie in wait day and night or how hard you try to summon it. No prayer will call it. Why, it may well not show up where so many others have found it! Has it not happened that as people crossed a dangerous sea, it remained as calm as a backyard pond? Or that, as they cut their way through the remotest jungle, they encountered neither ferocious beasts nor cannibals lying in wait? Their hunt for adventure proved a walk in the park!

You see, Adventure will not be found. It will only reveal itself. And it always reveals itself suddenly and unexpectedly. It comes when we expect it least, don't want it, don’t need it. And even then it only gives us a subtle hint: here it is, it has come, it is ready to embrace you and draw you into its game. But then, you must recognize the hint right away, recognize it among a thousand other signs. And when you do, you must heed it because Adventure doesn't like the lazy. And if you are, it will ignore you. It will move on, and it will never come back.

The adventure I had on the Island of Bandits came knocking on my door at the end of June 1961. It came dressed in the uniform of a postman, who handed me a sealed envelope with the return address “SOLICITORS UNIT No. 3, KRAKOW.” Inside was a letter from a solicitor (naturally) informing me that, after an almost year-long probate procedure, by virtue of the last will and testament of my uncle Stefan Gromillo (who had died a year earlier), I had become the owner of a "brick car garage and a motor vehicle located therein," in Krakow. The letter informed me that, after paying certain costs related to the inheritance procedure, I was obliged to "assume the rights of ownership of the brick car garage and the motor vehicle located therein."

I must say that the letter left me perplexed. I felt no need for a brick car garage in Krakow because I lived in Wooj. 
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Lódź (Wooj), the fourth largest city in today’s Poland, a center of textile and film industries, and home of Mr. Wheels.

And, as far as I could remember, the "motor vehicle" was an old heap near which a man of my social status and age should never allow himself to be seen.

How could I have imagined—and would any of you have?—that the letter from the solicitor was, in fact, an invitation to the most real and most dangerous Adventure?

I called my younger brother, determined to gift him the brick car garage and the motor vehicle located therein. He point-blank refused. He had also received a letter from the lawyer's office in Krakow, and, according to Uncle Gromillo’s will, he had become the owner of a savings passbook with eighty thousand zloty.

"With this money, I can buy a new car if I want to," said my younger brother Paul. "Why do I need my uncle's old piece of junk? And I don't need a garage in Krakow for anything. If I were you, I would sell it," he told me.

I called my cousin Franciska. It turned out that she, too, had received a letter from Krakow and had become the owner of a set of stylish furniture and a bookcase full of books.

"Riddle me this, my dear," I said to my cousin. "Why would Uncle Gromillo single me out to receive the garage and the old heap within? Wouldn't it have made more sense to give me the books? And I confess that the passbook with eighty thousand would have suited me even better."

"The last time we saw Uncle Gromillo was two years ago," Franciska reminded me. "It was at Aunt Anna's funeral. Didn't you brag then that you had just gotten your driver's license?"

"Oh yes. Now I understand. Uncle G. imagined that this gift would delight me."

Whether I liked it or not, I had to take possession of the brick car garage and the motor vehicle located therein. To do this, I went to Krakow. I was in a hurry to settle the matter because I was planning to leave for my holidays at the beginning of July. One of my friends had asked me to investigate a strange mystery. I accepted the assignment to spice up my holidays, which otherwise promised to be their usual dull.

I decided to follow my brother's advice and sell both the garage and the car. "Who knows," I wondered, "maybe with the money from the sale, I can buy a new car? A car would come in handy on the holiday."

I quickly found a buyer for the garage, but it proved far more difficult to find a buyer for the car. Everyone who looked at it smiled with embarrassment and said goodbye immediately without even asking the price. And no wonder. The car looked bizarre enough to scare off any normal person. Its looks could appeal only to a show-off, a person eager to shock and amuse, a person who would be delighted that astonished passers-by stopped on a dime at the sight of this car and that swarms of prancing urchins surrounded him every time he pulled over at the curb. Who knows, the vehicle might even qualify as a public disturbance because the moment it appeared in the street, terrified drivers of Varshavas, Syrenas, and Moskviches would blow their horns to make sure they were not dreaming and that the thing was not a flying saucer.

Imagine this: a scratched-up, greenish-yellow, brown-and-dark-blue-stained dugout canoe on four wheels, the back ones with spokes and the front ones without. On top—a faded khaki canvas tent with celluloid windows in front, back, and at the sides. A large tent, too—the vehicle could accommodate four. There were also many bizarre mechanisms inside the tent. I must say that I did not even try to start the engine. The whole ensemble filled me with dread.

"Sir," I said to a certain veterinarian who was offering to buy the garage. "The garage is big, brick, dry, bright, and has a well-equipped repair corner with all the tools you may need. I don't think it would be asking you too much to pay a little extra and take this car off my hands.”

"But that's not a car!” the veterinarian said firmly. 

"Then what is it?" 

"I don't know. But it’s not a car. If I drive something like this into the country to treat horses or cows, people will run away from me screaming. I will lose my clients."

"Sell it for parts, then," I said. 

"Sir!" cried the frightened vet. "What car might possibly use any part of this vehicle? Maybe you could sell it for scrap, by the pound?”

The vet looked inside through the celluloid windows.

"Look," he said. "This uncle of yours must have been quite a prankster. There are as many gauges on the dashboard as in a modern Cadillac. This monster probably doesn’t do more than twenty per hour, but the speedometer goes up to one hundred and eighty. Assuming, of course," he stipulated, "that it can start at all.” 

He went Phtooney! and said: “One sees such things only in dreams, and they are usually not very pleasant ones."

But veterinarian turned out to be the curious sort. He lifted the hood of the car and started to rummage within.

"It has, it seems, both front and rear drive," he declared, which I noted at the same time.

"It has twelve cylinders," he added. 

We looked at the transmission.

"Yes, there are four forward gears and a reverse gear," the vet said.

We looked here and there and checked the electrical wiring. I put a key in the ignition, and the engine started immediately. 

It ran very quietly, almost inaudibly.

The vet scratched his head.

"All right," he said kindly. "I'll give you another five thousand and buy the car along with the garage."

But I had also made several interesting observations during our inspection, and they made me view Uncle Gromillo's car with less trepidation than before. 

I tried to remember my uncle. This was quite difficult because I had known him only from a few family gatherings and from what was said about him in the family. He was an odd fish, well educated and very talented, but not very successful in life. He was a mechanical engineer, and he earned a high salary, but he spent most of it on inventions that he was constantly developing and proposing to various institutions. For example, he invented watertight doors, a padlock that would protect against the most cunning of thieves, and railroad brakes that supposedly worked much better than the usual ones. He also invented a special dishwasher and a special kind of fireproof glass. 

None of his inventions were ever implemented. Why not? No one in my family knew. I guess the inventions weren’t very practical. For instance, he gave my parents one of his thief-proof padlocks. My parents put it to use in the basement, where it harmed no one until the housekeeper lost the key. And then it turned out that no locksmith could open the padlock, and the door had to be ripped out along with the doorframe, which made my parents reluctant to use my uncle’s padlocks again, even though he offered to make them another one.

"Well, will you take the five thousand?" the vet asked. 

I shook my head.

"I'll make it ten," he raised his bid.

This only reassured me that my uncle's vehicle was worth more than it had seemed at first.

"It has just occurred to me," I told the vet, "that this vehicle is really a family heirloom and that I should keep it." 

The vet made an offended face.

"Whatever you say," he said. "But everyone in Krakow knows that your uncle was a madman. This vehicle is probably mad, too."

I sighed with feigned regret.

"That would be regrettable. But since it is a family heirloom, I’ll take it back to Wooj."

The vet shrugged, paid me for the garage, and said a very cold goodbye. 

With a little trepidation, I got behind the wheel of the car. I noticed that there were only three gallons of gas in the tank. I topped up the radiator, checked the engine oil, and found that the car was in perfect condition for the trip from Krakow to Wooj. The hydraulic brakes worked efficiently, and the car obeyed every move of the steering wheel and responded immediately to the accelerator. 

I drove out into the street and immediately felt a wave of confidence. The generator was charging the battery—and what more could one ask? Admittedly, the vehicle was a bit of a nuisance as it caused quite a stir on the road. When I stopped at an intersection before a red light, a passerby looked at me through the celluloid window and asked: "Where do they sell these steampunk locomotives?" Even the policeman directing the traffic made a puzzled face at the sight of my locomotive, which briefly confused the drivers at the intersection, causing a minor jam.

I drove through the city very slowly, in the third gear, promising myself that I would not test the speed of the vehicle until out of town.

I stopped at a suburban gas station. Three cars stood in a line: a yellow Wartburg, a green Simca, and a Moskvich. As soon as I pulled up in front of the station, the drivers jumped out of their cars and surrounded my vehicle.

"Phew, you scared us!" cried the fat owner of the Wartburg, pretending to clutch at his heart. "I thought this was a helicopter with its propellers blown off flying right at us."

"No," the Simca driver shook his head. "It looks more like a submarine."

"A wheel barrel, actually," interjected the driver of the Moskvich.

Even the gas station attendant, dressed in an oil-stained jumpsuit, pushed his way over and asked:

"Excuse me, what are you taking? Oil? Coal? Saltpeter or homebrew? Or does your vehicle operate on the principle of a zeppelin? We don't sell hydrogen here."

I didn't answer their taunts. I got out of the car and went to the window to pay for ten gallons of gas. I confess that when I turned away from the window and looked at the line of cars in front of the gas station, I was struck speechless. Among all these other cars gleaming with immaculate paint and chrome, the terrible ugliness of Uncle Gromillo's vehicle shone through with all its glory. It wasn't a car. It was a monster, a freak. A mixture of horror and ugliness. My dugout on four wheels stood among the streamlined bodies of new, shiny cars and stared at me with the bug eyes of its headlights. It looked like a giant larva of a scarlet beetle waiting to devour someone. For a moment, I felt like giving up and fleeing the gas station, leaving the maggot to its fate. In the end, however, I overcame my panic, reflecting that my larva had brought me safely across town. Perhaps it would continue to be reliable, at least?

The fat Wartburg driver gunned his engine.

"Sir," he called to me as he took off, "you need to drive this beast to the museum!"

I didn't say anything.

The driver of the Moskvich asked me politely, but with obvious mockery in his voice:

"Can your car pull a plow?"

I didn’t respond to him, either. One by one, the cars left the station, and when it was my turn, I drove up to the pump. I pointed the attendant to my tank, and he pumped ten gallons. As I closed the tank, the attendant whispered to me in secrecy:

"Sir, what kind of machine is this?"

"A family heirloom," I said.

As I walked away, he shouted in my direction:

"We don’t choose our family, do we?"

I wanted to stop the vehicle and call him names but gave up. My vehicle looked so bizarre that it fully justified the worst taunts.

I hit the road. It was wide, straight, and empty. There were no vehicles in sight anywhere, as far as the dark wood on the horizon. My car accelerated beautifully; I had forty miles on the speedometer within five seconds, and then the arrow swiftly moved to sixty. At sixty, I shifted into the fourth gear. The speedometer pointer kept moving to the right—seventy, eighty, ninety, and finally one hundred. I couldn't believe that my car could reach such a speed—and I hardly felt it inside. The car's body was relatively narrow and long, but the wheels of the car were widely spaced, making the vehicle hug the road like a racing car.

I soon caught up with the Moskvich. The driver saw me in the back mirror and stepped on the pedal. He was driving in the middle of the road and didn't even think to yield to me. It must have seemed inconceivable to him that I would ever be able to pass him. I had to honk my horn three times before he realized he was supposed to yield. I passed him at one hundred and ten miles. The Moskvich didn’t even try to chase me.

Ten minutes later, I caught up with the Simca. To show the wonderful speed of my larva, I stepped on the accelerator. I overtook the Simca at one hundred and ten but immediately had to slow down because there was a bend in the road, and just beyond it, a horse-drawn cart merrily clopping away. The Simca caught up with me, but I raced ahead again and drove as fast as I could until I caught up with the Wartburg. I was now going one hundred and twenty. I passed the Wartburg, and it quickly fell behind, even though its driver did everything he could to keep up.

The road was getting crowded, so I slowed down. I already knew how much Uncle Gromillo's car was worth, so there was no need to put myself and others in danger.

The Wartburg caught up and passed me; its fat driver stuck his hand out the window and motioned for me to stop. I pulled over to the side of the road.

The driver ran up to my vehicle.

"Sir, sir," he said frantically. "What is this devil? What is this beast? Sell it to me or let's trade. For the Wartburg."

I shrugged.

"I'm not going to sell it. It's a family heirloom."

He asked to take a look at the engine. I let him. Then came the Simca and then the Moskvich.

Both stopped. Both drivers got out of their cars.

"You blew a gasket, didn't you?" they asked triumphantly, seeing that my hood was up.

"No, no, I'm just looking inside out of curiosity," explained the fat driver of the Wartburg. "Twelve cylinders! Look, gentlemen, this is a monster. A magnificent machine."

They removed their jackets, looked at the engine, and climbed under the car.

"Does this thing float on water?" the driver of the Moskvich asked me. “Because there is an anchor here in the back," he pointed to a cluttered part of the vehicle's interior.

"Of course, it can float on water," I said with deep conviction, for I was now sure that my vehicle could do anything.
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CHAPTER TWO: DRIVING ON THE VISTULA
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Ferrari 410. The mystery of my vehicle. A hitchhiker. Driving on the Vistula. My brilliant uncle Gromillo. Chekhochinek. Farewell to Teresa.

The vehicle stood in a guarded parking lot for five days, tightly covered with a waterproof tarp, among modern cars with beautiful shapes and shiny bodies. No one other than the lot manager had the slightest idea that the tarp hid a nightmarish maggot. Meanwhile, I registered the car in my name with the Ministry of Transport. The registration certificate described the car as "self-built," designed by engineer Stefan Gromillo. 

Meanwhile, I got ready for my upcoming vacation. The money I received from the sale of the garage enabled me to make some purchases, so the "self-built" got a radio. I also bought a modern, beautiful tent with large windows and a veranda. One evening, I took the tarp off the "self-built" and drove it to the ministry’s car shop, whose mechanic inspected the car and promised to keep quiet about it—since I was afraid of being ridiculed by my colleagues, who all had nice, modern cars.

When I drove the "self-built" into the garage, I was greeted by a burst of laughter from the mechanic, but as soon as he opened the hood, he stopped laughing.

"Twelve cylinders!" he exclaimed. And, after a while, he added:

"Do you know what engine this is? This is a Ferrari 410 Super-America. See the nameplate here? This is one of the fastest cars in the world. Its top speed, at the gear ratios I see here, is one hundred seventy miles per hour. This is probably the fastest car on Polish roads! Where did your uncle get this engine?"

I had no idea where Uncle Gromillo got a Ferrari 410 engine, but I soon learned that not only the engine but also the chassis came from Ferrari. Only the body, or rather the upper part of the car, was "self-built," hence the shocking ugliness of the whole thing.

"I think I know," the mechanic said. "Your uncle lived in Krakow, didn't he? Well, about two years ago, I read in the newspaper that some Italian had crashed a Ferrari on the road to Zakopane. I bet your uncle bought the wreck, rebuilt the engine, and then built the body himself."

The inspection took a long time. It was only past midnight that I slipped through the empty streets, out of town, and into the darkness of the night. The back of the "self-built" was packed solid with tourist equipment. The radio played softly, but the mechanic’s parting words still resounded in my ears sweeter than the music:

"I didn’t have enough time to inspect your car completely, but I can tell you it’s got many strange devices in it whose purpose I don’t understand. Your car will give you many surprises on your trip, that's for sure!"

And so, I was setting out for my trip in a mystery vehicle—and if that was not the call of adventure, then I did not know what is. I didn’t exactly know what the adventure was going to be—I would have to wait to find out—but adventures are like that. One might be waiting just around the corner or—not show up until I reached my destination. But I was sure an adventure was in the works because I had recognized its sign.

The highway was empty—as it usually is at daybreak—and glowed with the silvery brilliance of dawn. I drove slowly, listening carefully to the rhythm of the engine and watching the dials on the dashboard. I tried to understand my vehicle. To me, it seemed to be a rational being with its own will and personality. I tried to penetrate the essence of its character, get to know it, and learn how to manage it.

Why were there two speedometers instead of one? One had a scale from 0 to 180 miles and the other from 0 to 30. What did the knob next to the hand brake do? It looked like the knob for another gear, but cars don’t normally have two shift sticks. And why were there three little lights next to the dial that showed the temperature in the radiator? (Suddenly, one of those eyes blinked at me with a green light, and a moment later, another flashed orange. Then they both went out, and a red one came on). And this blue wire that seemed to come from the horn—where did it go and why? Why was there a turbine and an anchor in the back of the car? Yes, an anchor! Could this vehicle really move on water?

There was also an item that seemed just plain ridiculous. Just above the speedometer sat a small, black, wooden figurine of a devil with an open mouth and glass eyes. These eyes were connected to the electrical system somehow because whenever I turned on the right blinker, the devil's right eye flashed orange and winked at me, and the left eye did the same whenever I turned on the left blinker. The red light in the devil's open mouth lit up when I stepped on the brake pedal—as if the devil was showing me a tongue. And as the arrow on the speedometer passed one hundred and twenty, the devil began to shake his head hesitantly, as if to express his disapproval of such high speeds and warn me: "Be careful, my friend, it's easy to have an accident at that speed."

And so, while I was driving, something was constantly winking at me, seemingly warning and instructing me. It seemed like the car was talking to its driver. It was quite distracting at first, but I soon became accustomed to these messages, and I noticed that they actually made me more alert. It made me think of Uncle Gromillo, the underrated inventor, with respect and gratitude. I must say that after several hours of driving, the devil's face began to resemble that of my uncle—he had the same arched wink when he was revealing the secrets of his next invention, the same long hooked nose, and the same drawn, almost triangular face.

Twenty miles from Vlotslavek, I spotted a young girl on the roadside. She wore pants and a red shirt. The highway ran through the forest here, and the girl was standing on an empty road waving a handkerchief. I stopped, and she gave me her hitchhiker’s book.

"Can you take me to Chekhochinek?" she asked.

I did not have time to answer. A group of boys jumped out from behind the bushes. They were bizarrely dressed in various kinds of colorful—er—"clothes.” The group surrounded the "self-built" in a tight circle and several tried to sit on the hood.

"Hey, there!" I shouted indignantly. "Can't you see this is not a bus? I can take one person but not the lot of you. I'm going at high speed, and if you sit there, you might fall off. Come on, get off!"

They reluctantly did. When they understood that I would not take them, they turned their attention to the appearance of my vehicle.

"What a spaceship!" they cried, laughing. 

“A Halley's comet!”

“A mechanical scarecrow! You must be joking about us falling off it! Does this turtle do more than fifteen miles an hour? And you probably have to push it uphill?"

"Never mind them,” the girl said. “I thank you for your kind invitation. I’ll ride with you.”

And she opened the door of the "self-built." She sat down next to me with a contented smile. The boys weren’t happy about it. They started to persuade her to get off and stay with them.

"Don't be silly, Teresa!" they cried. "You're not going to leave us here, are you? It’s been so much fun to travel together. Why don’t we wait a little longer? A proper car is bound to turn up at any moment."

Some joker stuck his head in the car and yelled:

"Teresa, get out of the car if you value your life! This car looks like it’s going to catch fire!"

The girl waved her hand:

"Bye, guys! See ya."

And she gestured to me to move.

One of the boys yelled:

"We're not going to let her go! Grab the car by the fender, guys. It won't start. We won't let go until Teresa gets out."

And soon, half a dozen boys were clinging to the back of my car. "What a mess," I thought as I shifted into the first gear. I slowly let go of the clutch and stepped on the gas. The “self-made” didn’t seem aware of the teenagers trying to hold it back. I pulled away without the slightest effort, leaving the boys on an empty highway in the middle of the woods.

The girl was homey, red-haired, and very freckled. She made herself comfortable in her chair and said:

"I left them because they kept behaving worse and worse. I started to feel ashamed. Most of them are boys from my school, but then others joined us along the way. These new kids cursed like brigands, acted tough, and this morning, they stole a chicken from a farm. I decided to leave at the first opportunity. I'll stay with my aunt in Chekhochinek for a few days and then move on."
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Chekhochinek (Ciechocinek) is a spa town located near the Vistula River, about halfway between Warsaw and Torun. Its special feature are the graduation towers. The towers consists of a wooden wall-like frame stuffed with bundles of brushwood that have to be changed every five to ten years, as they become encrusted with mineral deposits over time. The salt spring water runs down the tower and partly evaporates. The mineral-rich water droplets in the air are regarded by some as having beneficial health effects similar to those of breathing in sea air.

"How old are you?" I asked.

"Sixteen. Why?"

"And your parents let you tramp about like this? I am not so sure that they'd be happy to see you out in the woods at the head of that pack. I wouldn't be either."

"Nonsense," she said with a shrug. "Of course, they wouldn't be happy. But they think I'm at my aunt’s in Chekhochinek. I was supposed to go there by train, but I preferred to hitchhike. First, we were picked up by a truck and spent the night in a farmer's barn. That was great. We joked and sang until midnight. Then, we went to a sawmill on a lumber trailer pulled by a tractor. And now you picked me up. I guess we’re not far from Chekhochinek?"

"No, not far," I said. "Have you had your breakfast?"

"No. There wasn't enough chicken for everyone, and I didn't want to eat it anyway because it was stolen."

I stopped at a cafe in Vlotslavek and invited the girl to join me for breakfast. When we left the cafe, we found that my "self-built" had—as expected—attracted a crowd. A group of children and half a dozen tough guys surrounded it. The jeers and taunts began again—but I was used to it by now. Too bad they can't come up with more original nicknames for my car, I thought as I heard once again that my car was a vehicle "from the Moon," "from Mars," etc.

"You look like an intelligent man," the girl said. "But this car is terrible."

I pulled over.

"If you don't like my vehicle, you can walk."

"Oh God," she exclaimed, "don’t be so touchy. You get upset by the smallest thing. All right, all right. This is the most beautiful car in the world."

"It's not beautiful, I admit," I said. "But it has many good qualities."

We drove in silence for a while. I was really upset by her remark. Not only had I shown her courtesy by giving her a ride out of the woods, but I even paid for her breakfast. But instead of being grateful, she picked on my car.

The sky was without a cloud, the day was very hot, and heat radiated off the asphalt. Beyond Neshava, the road approached the Vistula. We felt a pleasant breeze and the scent of water.

“Why don't we go for a swim?” Teresa suggested.

“Can you swim?”

“Of course I can.”

“Well, we should not bathe in the Vistula. It's a treacherous river," I said. “But then you could really use a wash. I have soap and a towel in the back.”

"You think I'm dirty?"

"Well, your hands are not very clean," I said.

It was true. She had dirty hands and a dirty face—I had noticed it while we were eating breakfast, but I didn't say anything because I didn't want to be rude. Now that she had decided to make snide comments about my vehicle, I saw no reason to spare her feelings.

She blushed and took the soap and the towel. I followed a dirt road to the river bank, which was very low at that point. The wheels of the car stopped at the water's edge.

The girl rolled up the sleeves of her colorful shirt and knelt on the bank. I also got out of the car and stood by the water, looking around. I thought about the purpose of my journey and the mystery that was waiting to be solved. I realized that it would probably be easier to solve this mystery if I could arrive at my destination without attracting attention—and that that wouldn't be easy because of my vehicle. I even considered abandoning the "self-built" somewhere near the destination of my journey, in some farmer's barn, and doing the last stretch on foot.

I saw a ferry chugging down the Vistula. Music was playing on the deck, travelers were standing at the gunwales, and vacationers were sunbathing on deck chairs on the upper deck. A motorboat passed the ship, leaving a white, foamy trail on the water. What if I... I wondered. And I reached into the trunk. I located the turbine. The construction of the body of my “self-built”—it really looked a lot like a canoe—made me think my car could travel on the water.

Mounting the turbine on a shaft in the back proved very easy. In the trunk, there was also a long piece of sheet metal that served as a rudder. And the "self-built" had two independent propulsion units, both fed from a single engine. It also had two independent steering units, one for traveling on land and the other for traveling on water. The knob near the handbrake turned out to be the accelerator for traveling on water. It was enough to push it forward, and the turbine began to turn faster. The speed of rotation was indicated by the smaller speedometer.

"What are you doing?" the girl asked as she watched me turn my car into a motorboat.

"The weather is so nice. I might take a pleasure cruise on the river,” I explained.

"Good Lord!" she crossed her arms. "Are we going on the river?"

I slipped under the boat and fixed the rudder. The girl crouched down next to the "self-built" and, looking at me, asked:

"Will you take me for a ride on the Vistula? I won't say anything bad about your car ever again, I promise. It is so wonderful that it can probably fly."

"No, it can't," I grumbled. "As you can see, it has no wings."

It took me two hours to adapt the "self-built" to water travel. In the end, I was terribly tired and very dirty. Finally, we pushed the car into the water. 

I have to admit I felt a little scared sitting behind the wheel. What if the car leaked and started to sink? I consoled myself with the thought that I would stay close to the shore and that if I noticed my dugout leaking, I could quickly reach the shore.

I turned on the engine, gave it gas, and the "self-built" pulled out onto the river with the turbine splashing the water in the back.

"Wonderful! Wonderful!" the girl exclaimed.

I thought that taking the wheels off and putting them in the trunk would be a good idea—my vehicle would then have less water drag and move much faster. I checked for leaks but saw none. "This is wonderful," I thought, just like Teresa. But just in case, I stayed close to the shore.

"You're brilliant," the girl said.

"Not me, but the man who built this vehicle."

"Who is it?" she asked.

"Uncle Gromillo."

"Long live Uncle Gromillo!" she shouted.

"Unfortunately, Uncle Gromillio passed away a year ago. But he left me this vehicle."

"Where are you going with it?"

"On holiday."

"Could you take me with you? It would be much nicer than staying with my aunt in Chekhochinek.

"No, ma'am. Because it is not an ordinary vacation. One of my friends has asked me to solve a certain mystery. I'm afraid it won't be easy. I'm going to encounter great difficulties and perhaps even danger. And I have no right to put you in danger. Besides, per your parents' desire, you should be with your aunt in Chekhochinek.

"But I want to put myself in danger!" the girl said.

"No," I cut her off.

She made a sulky face and did not speak to me for a long time. Anyway, we were both busy watching the river and its banks. The Vistula flowed here in a valley, as if in a deep channel, with high, steep banks on both sides. The high bank on the right was covered with pine forest; on the left, the hills were covered with cultivated fields; a church with a slender tower was picturesquely outlined on the horizon. Green meadows protected by
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