


[image: image]





MURDER ON THE LEVIATHAN

A Novel

BORIS AKUNIN


TRANSLATED BY ANDREW BROMFIELD


[image: image]

Random House      New York




Table of Contents

Title Page

Prologue

Part 1

Part 2

Part 3

About the Author

About the Translator

Also by Boris Akunin

Copyright




FROM COMMISSIONER GAUCHE’S

BLACK FILE:

Record of an examination of the scene of the crime 

carried out on the evening of March 15, 1878, 

in the mansion of Lord Littleby on the Rue de Grenelle 

(Seventh Arrondissement of the city of Paris)

[A brief extract]

. . . For reasons unknown, the household staff were gathered in the pantry, which is located on the ground floor of the mansion to the left of the entrance hall (room 3 on diagram 1). The precise locations of the bodies are indicated on diagram 4, where:

No. 1—the body of the butler, Étienne Delarue, age 48,

No. 2—the body of the housekeeper, Laura Bernard, age 54,

No. 3—the body of the master’s manservant, Marcel Prout, age 28,

No. 4—the body of the butler’s son, Luc Delarue, age 11,

No. 5—the body of the maid, Arlette Foche, age 19,

No. 6—the body of the housekeeper’s granddaughter, Anne-Marie Bernard, age 6,

No. 7—the position of the security guard Jean Lesage, age 42 years, who died in the Saint-Lazare hospital on the morning of March 16 without regaining consciousness,

No. 8—the body of the security guard Patrick Trois-Bras, age 29,

No. 9—the body of the porter, Jean Carpentier, age 40.

The bodies shown as Nos. 1–6 are in sitting positions around the large kitchen table. Nos. 1–3 have frozen with their heads lowered on their crossed arms; No. 4’s cheek is lying on his hands; No. 5 is reclining against the back of her chair; No. 6 is in a kneeling position beside No. 2. The faces of Nos. 1–6 are calm, without any indication whatever of fear or suffering. On the other hand, Nos. 7–9, as the diagram shows, are lying at a distance from the table, and No. 7 is holding a whistle in his hand. However, none of the neighbors heard the sound of a whistle yesterday evening. The faces of Nos. 8 and 9 are set in expressions of horror, or at the very least of extreme astonishment (photographs will be provided tomorrow morning). There are no signs of a struggle. A rapid examination also failed to reveal any sign of injury to the bodies. The cause of death cannot be determined without a postmortem. From the degree of rigor mortis, the forensic medical specialist, Maître Bernhem, determined that death occurred at various times between ten o’clock in the evening (No. 6) and six o’clock in the morning, while No. 7, as stated above, died later in the hospital. Anticipating the results of the medical examination, I venture to surmise that all the victims were exposed to a potent and fast-acting poison inducing a narcotic effect, and the time at which their hearts stopped beating depended either on the dose of poison received or the physical strength of each victim.

The front door of the mansion was closed but not locked. However, the window of the conservatory (item 8 on diagram 1) bears clear indications of a forced entry: The glass is broken and in the narrow strip of loose cultivated soil below it is the indistinct imprint of a man’s shoe with a sole 26 centimeters in length, a pointed toe, and a steel-shod heel (photographs will be provided). The felon probably gained entry to the house via the garden only after the servants had been poisoned and sank into slumber; otherwise they would certainly have heard the sound of breaking glass. It remains unclear, however, why, after the servants had been rendered harmless, the perpetrator found it necessary to enter the house through the garden when he could quite easily have walked through into the house from the pantry. In any event, the perpetrator made his way from the conservatory up to the second floor, where Lord Littleby’s personal apartments are located (see diagram 2). As the diagram shows, the left-hand section of the second floor consists of only two rooms: a hall housing a collection of Indian curios and the master’s bedroom, which communicates directly with the hall. Lord Littleby’s body is indicated on diagram 2 as No. 10 (see also the outline drawing). His lordship was dressed in a smoking jacket and woollen pantaloons and his right foot was heavily bandaged. An initial examination of the body indicates that death occurred as a result of an extraordinarily powerful blow to the parietal region of the skull with a heavy oblong-shaped object. The blow was inflicted from the front. The carpet is spattered with blood and brain tissue to a distance of several meters from the body. Likewise spattered with blood is a broken glass display case that, according to its nameplate, previously contained a statuette of the Indian god Shiva (the inscription on the nameplate reads: “Bangalore, 2nd. half XVIII century, gold”). The missing sculpture was displayed against a background of painted Indian shawls, one of which is also missing.

FROM THE REPORT BY DR. BERNHEM ON THE RESULTS 

OF PATHOLOGICAL AND ANATOMICAL EXAMINATION 

OF THE BODIES REMOVED FROM THE RUE DE GRENELLE

. . . However, whereas the cause of Lord Littleby’s death (body No. 10) is clear, the only aspect that may be regarded as unusual being the force of the blow, which shattered the cranium into seven fragments, in the case of Nos. 1–9 the picture was less obvious, requiring not only a postmortem, but also chemical analyses and laboratory investigation. The task was simplified to some extent by the fact that J. Lesage (No. 7) was still alive when he was initially examined. Certain typical indications (pinhole pupils, suppressed breathing, cold, clammy skin, rubefaction of the lips and earlobes) indicated a presumptive diagnosis of morphine poisoning. Unfortunately, during the initial examination at the scene of the crime we had proceeded on the apparently obvious assumption that the poison had been ingested perorally, and therefore only the victims’ oral cavities and glottises were subjected to detailed scrutiny. Since no pathological indications were discovered, the forensic examination was unable to provide any conclusive answers. It was only during examination in the morgue that each of the nine deceased was discovered to possess a barely visible injection puncture on the inner flexion of the left elbow. Although it lies outside my sphere of competence, I can venture with reasonable certainty the hypothesis that the injections were administered by a person with considerable experience in such procedures: 1) the injections were administered with great skill and precision, and not one of the subjects bore any visible signs of hematoma; 2) since the normal interval before narcotic coma ensues is three minutes, all nine injections must have been administered within that period of time. Either there were several operatives involved (which is unlikely), or the single operative possessed truly remarkable skill—even if we are to assume he had prepared a loaded syringe for each victim in advance. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that a person in full possession of his faculties would offer his arm for an injection if he had just witnessed someone else lose consciousness as a result of the procedure. Admittedly, my assistant, Maître Jolie, believes that all these people could have been in a state of hypnotic trance, but in my many years in this line of work I have never encountered anything of the sort. Let me also draw the commissioner’s attention to the fact that Nos. 7–9 were lying on the floor in poses clearly expressive of panic. I assume that these three were the last to receive the injection (or that they offered greater resistance to the narcotic) and that before they lost consciousness they realized something suspicious was happening to their companions. Laboratory analysis has demonstrated that each of the victims received a dose of morphine approximately three times in excess of the lethal threshold. Judging from the condition of the body of the little girl (No. 6), who must have been the first to die, the injections were administered between nine and ten o’clock on the evening of March 15.

TEN LIVES FOR A GOLDEN IDOL! 

NIGHTMARE CRIME IN FASHIONABLE DISTRICT

Today, March 16, all Paris is talking of nothing but the spine-chilling crime that has shattered the decorous tranquillity of the aristocratic Rue de Grenelle. The Revue Parisienne’s correspondent was quick to arrive at the scene of the crime and is prepared to satisfy the legitimate curiosity of our readers.

And so, as usual, shortly after seven o’clock this morning, postman Jacques le Chien rang the doorbell of the elegant two-story mansion belonging to the well-known British collector, Lord Littleby. M. Le Chien was surprised when the porter, Carpentier, who always took in the post for his lordship in person, failed to open up, and, noticing that the entrance door was slightly ajar, he stepped into the hallway. A few moments later the seventy-year-old veteran of the postal service ran back out into the street, howling wildly. Upon being summoned to the house, the police discovered a scene from the kingdom of Hades—seven servants and two children (the eleven-year-old son of the butler and the six-year-old granddaughter of the housekeeper) lay in the embrace of eternal slumber. The police ascended the stairs to the second floor, and there they discovered the master of the house, Lord Littleby, lying in a pool of blood, murdered in the very repository that housed his celebrated collection of oriental rarities. The fifty-five-year-old Englishman was well known in the highest social circles of our capital. Despite his reputation as an eccentric and unsociable individual, archeological scholars and orientalists respected Lord Littleby as a genuine connoisseur of Indian history and culture. Repeated attempts by the directors of the Louvre to purchase items from the lord’s diverse collection had been disdainfully rejected. The deceased prized especially highly a golden statuette of Shiva, the value of which is estimated by competent experts to be at least half a million francs. A deeply mistrustful man, Lord Littleby was very much afraid of thieves, and two armed guards were on duty in the repository day and night.

It is not clear why the guards left their post and went down to the ground floor. Nor is it clear what mysterious power the malefactor was able to employ in order to subjugate all the inhabitants of the house to his will without the slightest resistance (the police suspect that use was made of some rapidly acting poison). It is clear, however, that he did not expect to find the master of the house himself at home, and his fiendish calculations were evidently thwarted. No doubt we should see in this the explanation for the bestial ferocity with which the venerable collector was slain. The murderer apparently fled the scene of the crime in panic, taking only the statuette and one of the painted shawls displayed in the same case. The shawl was evidently required to wrap the golden Shiva—otherwise the bright luster of the sculpture might have attracted the attention of some late-night passerby. Other valuables (of which the collection contains a goodly number) remained untouched. Your correspondent has ascertained that Lord Littleby was at home yesterday by chance, through a fatal confluence of circumstances. He had been due to depart that evening in order to take the waters, but a sudden attack of gout resulted in his trip being postponed—and condemned him to death.

The immense blasphemy and cynicism of the murders in the Rue de Grenelle defy the imagination. What contempt for human life! What monstrous cruelty! And for what? For a golden idol that it is now impossible to sell! If melted down, the Shiva will be transformed into an ordinary two-kilogram ingot of gold. A mere two hundred grams of yellow metal—such is the value placed by the criminal on each one of the ten souls who have perished. Well may we exclaim after Cicero: O tempora, o mores!

There is, however, reason to believe that this supremely heinous crime will not go unpunished. That most experienced of detectives at the Paris prefecture, M. Gustave Gauche, to whom the investigation has been entrusted, has confidentially informed your correspondent that the police are in possession of a certain important piece of evidence. The commissioner is absolutely certain that retribution will be swift. When asked whether the crime was committed by a member of the professional fraternity of thieves, M. Gauche smiled slyly into his gray mustache and enigmatically replied: “Oh, no, young man, the thread here leads into good society.” Your humble servant was unable to extract so much as another word from him.

J. DU ROI

WHAT A CATCH! 

THE GOLDEN SHIVA IS FOUND! 

WAS THE “CRIME OF THE CENTURY” 

IN THE RUE DE GRENELLE 

THE WORK OF A MADMAN?

Yesterday, March 17, between five o’clock and six o’clock in the afternoon, thirteen-year-old Pierre B. was fishing by the Pont des Invalides when his hook became snagged so firmly at the bottom of the river that he was obliged to wade into the cold water. (“I’m not so stupid as to just throw away a genuine English hook!” the young fisherman told our reporter.) Pierre’s valor was richly rewarded: The hook had not caught on some common tree root but on a weighty object half buried in the silt. Once extracted from the water, the object shone with an unearthly splendor, blinding the eyes of the astonished fisherman. Pierre’s father, a retired army sergeant and veteran of the Battle of Sedan, guessed that it must be the famous golden Shiva for which ten people had been killed only two days earlier, and he handed in the find at the prefecture.

What are we to make of this? For some reason a criminal who did not baulk at the cold-blooded and deliberate murder of so many people has chosen not to profit from the spoils of his monstrous initiative! Police investigators and the public alike have been left guessing in the dark. The public appears inclined to believe that belated pangs of conscience must have led the murderer, aghast at the horror of his awful deed, to cast the golden idol into the river. Many go so far as to surmise that the miserable wretch also drowned himself somewhere nearby. The police, however, are less romantically inclined and discern clear indications of insanity in the inconsistency of the criminal’s actions.

Shall we ever learn the true story behind this nightmarish and unfathomable case?

A BEVY 

OF PARISIAN 

BEAUTIES
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PART ONE
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PORT SAID 

TO ADEN

Commissioner Gauche
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AT PORT SAID another passenger boarded the Leviathan, occupying stateroom number eighteen, the last first-class cabin still vacant, and Gustave Gauche’s mood immediately improved. The newcomer looked highly promising: that self-assured and unhurried way of carrying himself, that inscrutable expression on the handsome face. At first glance he seemed quite young, but when he removed his bowler hat, the hair on his temples was unexpectedly gray. A curious specimen, the commissioner decided. It was clear straight off that he had character and what they call “a past.” All in all, definitely a client for papa Gauche.

The passenger walked up the gangway, swinging his shoulder bag, while the porters sweated as they struggled under the weight of his ample baggage: expensive suitcases that squeaked, high-quality pigskin traveling bags, huge bundles of books, and even a folding tricycle (one large wheel, two small ones, and an array of gleaming metal tubes). Bringing up the rear came two poor devils lugging an imposing set of gymnastic weights.

Gauche’s heart, the heart of an old sleuth (as the commissioner himself was fond of testifying), had thrilled to the lure of the hunt when the newcomer proved to have no golden badge—neither on the silk lapel of his dandified summer coat, nor on his jacket, nor on his watch chain. Warmer now, very warm, thought Gauche, vigilantly scrutinizing the fop from beneath his bushy brows and puffing on his favorite clay pipe. But of course, why had he, old fool that he was, assumed the murderer would board the steamship at Southampton? The crime was committed on the fifteenth of March, and today was already the first of April. It would have been perfectly easy to reach Port Said while the Leviathan was rounding the western rim of Europe. And there you had it, everything fitted: the right kind of character for a client, plus a first-class ticket, plus the most important thing—no golden whale.

For some time Gauche’s dreams had been haunted by that accursed badge with the abbreviated title of the Jasper-Artaud Partnership steamship company, and without exception his dreams had been uncommonly bad. Take the latest, for instance.

The commissioner was out boating with Mme. Gauche in the Bois de Boulogne. The sun was shining high in the sky and the birds were twittering in the trees. Suddenly a gigantic golden face with inanely goggling eyes loomed up over the treetops, opened cavernous jaws that could have accommodated the Arc de Triomphe with ease, and began sucking in the pond. Gauche broke into a sweat and laid on the oars. Meanwhile it transpired that events were not taking place in the park at all, but in the middle of a boundless ocean. The oars buckled like straws, Mme. Gauche was jabbing him painfully in the back with her umbrella, and an immense gleaming carcass blotted out the entire horizon. When it spouted a fountain that eclipsed half the sky, the commissioner woke up and began fumbling around on his bedside table with trembling fingers—where were his pipe and those matches?

Gauche had first laid eyes on the golden whale at the Rue de Grenelle, when he was examining Lord Littleby’s earthly remains. The Englishman lay there with his mouth open in a soundless scream—his false teeth had come halfway out and his forehead was a bloody soufflé. Gauche squatted down: He thought he had caught a glimpse of gold glinting between the corpse’s fingers. Taking a closer look, he chortled in delight. Here was a stroke of uncommonly good luck, the kind that occurred only in crime novels. The helpful corpse had literally handed the investigation an important clue—and not even on a plate, but in the palm of its hand. There you are, Gustave, take it. And may you die of shame if you dare let the person who smashed my head open get away, you old numskull.

The golden emblem (at first, of course, Gauche had not known that it was an emblem; he had thought it was a bracelet charm or a monogrammed hairpin) could only have belonged to the murderer. Naturally, just to be sure, the commissioner had shown the whale to the junior manservant (what a lucky lad—the fifteenth of March was his day off, and that had saved his life!), but the manservant had never seen his lordship with the trinket before.

After that the entire ponderous mechanism of the police system had whirred into action, flywheels twirling and pinions spinning, as the minister and the prefect threw their very finest forces into solving “the crime of the century.” By the evening of the following day Gauche already knew that the three letters on the golden whale were not the initials of some prodigal hopelessly mired in debt, but the insignia of a newly established Franco-British shipping consortium. The whale proved to be the emblem of the miracle ship Leviathan, newly off the slipway at Bristol and currently being readied for its maiden voyage to India.

The newspapers had been trumpeting the praises of the gigantic steamship for more than a month. Now it transpired that on the eve of the Leviathan’s first sailing the London Mint had produced gold and silver commemorative badges: gold for the first-class passengers and senior officers of the ship, silver for second-class passengers and subalterns. Aboard this luxurious vessel, where the achievements of modern science were combined with an unprecedented degree of comfort, no provision at all was made for third class. The company guaranteed travelers a comprehensive service, making it unnecessary to take servants along on the voyage. “The shipping line’s attentive valets and tactful maids are on hand to ensure that you feel entirely at home on the Leviathan,” promised the advertisement printed in newspapers right across Europe. Those fortunate individuals who had booked a cabin for the first cruise from Southampton to Calcutta received a gold or silver whale with their ticket, according to their class—and a ticket could be booked in any major European port, from London to Constantinople.

Very well, then, having the emblem of the Leviathan was less useful than having the initials of its owner, but this only complicated matters slightly, the commissioner had reasoned. There was a strictly limited number of gold badges. All he had to do was to wait until the nineteenth of March (that was the day appointed for the triumphant first sailing), go to Southampton, board the steamer, and see which of the first-class passengers was missing a golden whale. Or else (this was more likely), which of the passengers who had laid out the money for a ticket failed to turn up for boarding. That would be papa Gauche’s client. Simple as potato soup.

Gauche thoroughly disliked traveling, but this time he couldn’t resist. He badly wanted to solve the Crime of the Century himself. Who could tell, they might just make him a superintendent at long last. He had only three years left to retirement. A third-class pension was one thing; a second-class pension was different altogether. The difference was one and a half thousand francs a year, and that kind of money didn’t grow on trees.

So he had taken the job on. He thought he would just nip across to Southampton and then, at worst, sail as far as Le Havre (the first stop), where there would be gendarmes and reporters lined up on the quayside. A big headline in the Revue Parisienne: “Crime of the Century Solved: Our Police Rise to the Occasion.” Or better yet: “Old Sleuth Gauche Pulls It Off!”

But ha! The first unpleasant surprise had been waiting for the commissioner at the shipping line office in Southampton, where he discovered that the infernally huge steamship had a hundred first-class cabins and ten senior officers. All the tickets had been sold: all hundred and thirty-two of them. And a gold badge had been issued with each one. Yes—a total of a hundred and forty-two suspects. But then, only one of them would have no badge, Gauche had reassured himself.

On the morning of the nineteenth of March, the commissioner, wrapped up against the damp wind in a warm woollen muffler, had been standing close to the gangway beside the captain, Mr. Josiah Cliff, and the first lieutenant, M. Charles Renier. They were greeting the passengers. The brass band played English and French marching tunes in turn, the crowd on the pier generated an excited buzz, and Gauche puffed away in a rising fury, biting down hard on his wholly blameless pipe. For, alas, due to the cold weather all the passengers were wearing raincoats, overcoats, greatcoats, or capotes. Just try figuring out who has a badge and who doesn’t! That was unpleasant surprise number two.

Everyone due to board the steamship in Southampton had arrived, indicating that the criminal must have shown up for the sailing despite the loss of the badge. Evidently he must think policemen were total idiots. Or was he hoping to lose himself in the immense crowd? Or perhaps he simply had no other choice?

In any case, one thing was clear: Gauche would have to go as far as Le Havre. He had been allocated the cabin reserved for honored guests of the shipping line.

Immediately after the ship had sailed a banquet was held in the first-class grand salon, an event the commissioner had especially high hopes for, since the invitations bore the instruction “Admission on presentation of a gold badge or first-class ticket.” Why would anyone bother to carry a ticket around when it was so much simpler to pin on your little gold leviathan?

At the banquet Gauche let his imagination run wild as he mentally frisked everyone present. He was even obliged to stick his nose into some ladies’ décolletés to check whether they had anything dangling in there on a gold chain, perhaps a whale, perhaps simply a pendant. How could he not check?

Everyone was drinking champagne, nibbling on various savory delicacies from silver trays, and dancing, but Gauche was hard at work, eliminating from his list those who had their badge in place. The men caused him the biggest problems. Many of the swine had attached the whale to their watch chains or even stuck it in their waistcoat pockets, and the commissioner was obliged to inquire after the exact time on eleven occasions.

Surprise number three was that all the officers had their badges in place, but no less than four passengers were wearing no emblem, including two of the female sex! The blow that had cracked open Lord Littleby’s skull like a nutshell was so powerful it could surely have been struck only by a man, and a man of exceptional strength at that. On the other hand, as a highly experienced specialist in criminal matters, the commissioner was well aware that in a fit of passion or hysterical excitement even the weakest of ladies was capable of performing genuine miracles. He had no need to look far for examples. Why, only last year a milliner from Neuilly, a frail little chit of a thing, had thrown her unfaithful lover out a fourth-floor window—and he had been a well-nourished rentier twice as fat and half as tall again as herself. So it would not do at all to eliminate women who happened to have no badge from the list of suspects. Although who had ever heard of a woman, especially a woman of good society, mastering the knack of administering injections like that?

With one thing and another, the investigation on board the Leviathan threatened to drag on, and so the commissioner had set about dealing with things in his customary thorough fashion. Captain Josiah Cliff was the only officer of the steamship who had been made privy to the secret investigation, and he had instructions from the management of the shipping company to afford the French guardian of the law every possible assistance. Gauche exploited this privilege quite unceremoniously by demanding that all individuals of interest to him be assigned to the same salon.

It should be explained at this point that, out of considerations of privacy and comfort (after all, the ship’s advertisement had claimed: “On board, you will discover the atmosphere of a fine old English country estate”), those individuals traveling first-class were not expected to take their meals in the vast dining hall along with the six hundred bearers of democratic silver whales, but were assigned to their own comfortable “salons,” each of which bore its own aristocratic title and looked like a high-class hotel: crystal chandeliers, stained oak and mahogany, velvet-upholstered chairs, gleaming silver tableware, prim waiters, and officious stewards. For his own purposes Commissioner Gauche had singled out the Windsor Salon, located on the upper deck in the very bow of the ship: Its three walls of continuous window afforded a magnificent view, so that even on overcast days there was no need to switch on the lamps. The velvet upholstery here was a fine shade of golden brown and the linen table napkins were adorned with the Windsor coat of arms.

Set around the oval table with its legs bolted to the floor (a precaution against any likelihood of severe pitching and rolling) were ten chairs with their tall backs carved in designs incorporating a motley assortment of gothic decorative flourishes. The commissioner liked the idea of everyone sitting around the same table, and he had ordered the steward not to set out the nameplates at random, but with strategic intent: He had seated the four passengers without badges directly opposite himself so that he could keep a close eye on those particular birds. It had not proved possible to seat the captain himself at the head of the table, as Gauche had planned. Mr. Josiah Cliff did not wish (as he himself had expressed it) “to have any part in this charade,” and had chosen to base himself in the York Salon, where the new viceroy of India was taking his meals with his wife and two generals of the Indian army. York was located in the prestigious stern, as far removed as possible from plague-stricken Windsor, where the head of the table was taken by first mate Charles Renier. The commissioner had taken an instant dislike to Renier, with that face bronzed by the sun and the wind, that honeyed way of speaking, that head of dark hair gleaming with brilliantine, that dyed mustache with its two spruce little curls. He was a buffoon, not a sailor.

In the course of the twelve days that elapsed since they had sailed, the commissioner had subjected his salon mates to close scrutiny, absorbed the rudiments of society manners (that is, he had learned not to smoke during a meal and not to mop up his gravy with a crust of bread), more or less mastered the complex geography of this floating city, and grown accustomed to the ship’s pitching, but he had still made no progress toward his goal.

The situation was now as follows:

Initially his list of suspects had been headed by Sir Reginald Milford-Stokes, an emaciated ginger-haired gentleman with unkempt sideburns. He looked about twenty-eight or thirty years old and behaved oddly, either gazing aimlessly into the distance with those wide green eyes of his and not responding to questions, or suddenly becoming animated and prattling on about the island of Tahiti, coral reefs, emerald lagoons, and huts with roofs made of palm leaves. Clearly some kind of mental case. Why else would a baronet, the scion of a wealthy family, go traveling to some godforsaken Oceania? What did he think he would find there? And note, too, that twice the damned aristocrat had ignored a question about his missing badge. He either stared straight through the commissioner or, when he did happen to glance at him, he seemed to be scrutinizing some insignificant insect. A rotten snob. Back in Le Havre (where they had stood for four hours) Gauche had made a dash to the telegraph office and sent off an inquiry about Milford-Stokes to Scotland Yard: Who was he, did he have any record of violent behavior, had he ever dabbled in the study of medicine? The reply that had arrived just before they sailed contained nothing of great interest, but it had explained the strange mannerisms. Even so, the ginger gentleman did not have a golden whale, which meant it was still too early for Gauche to remove him from his list of potential clients.

The second suspect was M. Gintaro Aono, a “Japanese nobleman” (or so it said in the passenger register). He was a typical oriental, short and skinny. With that thin mustache and those narrow, piercing eyes, he could be almost any age. He remained silent most of the time at table. When asked what he did, he mumbled, embarrassed: “An officer in the Imperial Army.” When asked about his badge, he became even more embarrassed, cast a glance of searing hatred at the commissioner, excused himself, and left the room without even finishing his soup. Decidedly suspicious! An absolute savage. He fanned himself in the salon with a bright-colored paper contraption, like some pederast from one of those dens of dubious delight behind the Rue de Rivoli, and he strolled about the deck in his wooden slippers and cotton robe without any pants at all. Of course, Gustave Gauche was all in favor of liberty, equality, and fraternity, but a popinjay like that really ought not to have been allowed into first class.

And then there were the women.

Mme. Renate Kleber. Young, barely twenty perhaps. The wife of an employee of a Swiss bank, traveling to join her husband in Calcutta. She could hardly be described as a beauty, with that pointed nose, but she was lively and talkative. She informed him she was pregnant the very moment they were introduced. All her thoughts and feelings were governed by this single circumstance. A sweet and ingenuous woman, but absolutely unbearable. In twelve days she had succeeded in boring the commissioner to death by chattering about her precious health, embroidering nightcaps, and other such nonsense. Nothing but a belly on legs, although she was not very far along yet and the belly was only just beginning to show. Gauche, naturally, had chosen his moment and asked where her emblem was. The Swiss lady had blinked her bright little eyes and complained that she was always losing things. Which seemed very likely to be true. For Renate Kleber the commissioner felt a mixture of irritation and protectiveness, but he did not take her seriously as a client.

When it came to the second lady, Mlle. Clarissa Stamp, the worldly-wise detective felt a far keener interest. There was something about her that seemed not quite right. She appeared to be a typical Englishwoman, nothing out of the ordinary. No longer young, with dull, colorless hair and rather sedate manners, but just occasionally those watery eyes would give a flash of devilment. He’d seen her type before. What was it the English said about still waters? There were a few other small details worthy of note—mere trifles really, no one else would have paid any attention to that kind of thing, but nothing escaped Gauche, the old dog. Miss Stamp’s dresses and her wardrobe in general were expensive and brand-new, everything in the latest Parisian style. Her handbag was genuine tortoiseshell (he’d seen one like it in a shop window on the Champs Elysées—three hundred fifty francs), but the notebook she took out of it was old and cheaply made. On one occasion she had sat on the deck wearing a shawl (it was windy at the time), and it was exactly like one that Mme. Gauche had, made of dog’s hair. Warm, but not at all the thing for an English lady. And it was curious that absolutely all of Clarissa Stamp’s new things were expensive, while her older ones were shoddy and of the very lowest quality. This was a clear discrepancy. One day just before five o’clock tea Gauche had asked her: “Why is it, my dear lady, that you never put on your golden whale? Do you not like it? It seems to me a very stylish trinket.” And what was her response? She had blushed an even deeper color than the “Japanese nobleman” and said she had worn it already but he simply hadn’t noticed. That was a lie. Gauche would have noticed all right. The commissioner had a certain subtle ploy in mind, but he would have to choose exactly the right psychological moment. Then he would see how she would react, this Clarissa.

Since there were ten places at the table and only four passengers without emblems, Gauche had decided to make up the complement with other specimens who were also noteworthy in their own way, even though they possessed badges. It would widen his field of inquiry: In any case, the places were there.

First of all he had demanded that the captain assign the ship’s chief physician, M. Truffo, to Windsor. Josiah Cliff had muttered a little but eventually gave way. The reason for Gauche’s interest in the physician was clear enough—skilled in the art of administering injections, he was the only medic on board the Leviathan whose status entitled him to a golden whale. The doctor turned out to be a rather short, plump Italian with an olive complexion, a high forehead, and a bald patch with a few sparse strands of hair combed backward across it. It was simply impossible to imagine this comical specimen in the role of a ruthless killer. In addition to the doctor, another place had to be allocated to his wife. Having married only two weeks previously, the physician had decided to combine duty and pleasure by making this voyage his honeymoon. The chair occupied by the new Mme. Truffo was completely wasted. The dreary, unsmiling Englishwoman who had found favor with the shipboard Aesculapius appeared twice as old as her twenty years and inspired in Gauche a deadly ennui—as, indeed, did the majority of her female compatriots. He immediately dubbed her “the sheep” because of her white eyelashes and bleating voice. As it happened, she rarely opened her mouth, since she did not know French and for the most part conversations in the salon were, thank God, conducted in that most noble of tongues. Mme. Truffo had no badge of any kind, but that was only natural, since she was neither an officer nor a paying passenger.

The commissioner had also spotted in the register of passengers a certain specialist in Indian archeology, one Anthony F. Sweetchild, and decided that an Indologist might just come in handy. After all, the deceased Lord Littleby had also been something of the kind. Mr. Sweetchild, a lanky beanpole with round-rimmed spectacles and a goatee, had himself struck up a conversation about India at the very first dinner. After the meal Gauche had taken the professor aside and cautiously steered the conversation around to the subject of Lord Littleby’s collection. The Indian specialist had contemptuously dismissed his late lordship as a dilettante and his collection as a “cabinet of curiosities” assembled without the benefit of scholarship. He claimed that the only item of genuine value in it was the golden Shiva and said it was a good thing the Shiva had turned up on its own, because everybody knew the French police were good for nothing but taking bribes. This grossly unjust remark set Gauche coughing furiously, but Sweetchild merely advised him to smoke less. The scholar went on to remark condescendingly that Littleby had, admittedly, acquired a fairly decent collection of decorative fabrics and shawls, which happened to include some extremely curious items, but their significance lay in the area of Indian arts and crafts. The sixteenth-century sandalwood chest from Lahore with carvings on a theme from the Mahabharata was not too bad, either—and then he had launched into a diatribe that soon had the commissioner nodding off.

Gauche had selected his final salon mate by eye, as they say. Quite literally so. The commissioner had only recently finished reading a most diverting volume translated from the Italian. One Cesare Lombroso, a professor of forensic medicine in the Italian city of Turin, had developed an entire theory of criminalistics, according to which congenital criminals were not responsible for their antisocial behavior. In accordance with Dr. Darwin’s theory of evolution, mankind passed through a series of distinct stages in its development, gradually approaching perfection. But a criminal was an evolutionary reject, a random throwback to a previous stage. It was therefore a very simple matter to identify the potential robber and murderer: He resembled the monkey from whom we are all descended. The commissioner had pondered long and hard about what he had read. On the one hand, by no means had every one of the varied crew of thieves and murderers with whom he had dealt in the course of thirty years of police work resembled gorillas; some of them had been such sweet angels that a single glance at them brought a tender tear to one’s eye. On the other hand, there had been plenty of anthropoid types, too. As a convinced anticlerical, old Gauche did not believe in Adam and Eve. Darwin’s theory appeared rather more sound to him. And then he had come across a certain individual among the first-class passengers, a type who might have sat for a picture entitled “The Typical Killer”: low forehead, prominent ridges above small eyes, flat nose, and crooked chin. And so the commissioner had requested that this Etienne Boileau, a tea trader, be assigned to the Windsor Salon. He had turned out to be an absolutely charming fellow—ready wit, father of eleven children, and confirmed philanthropist.

It had looked as though papa Gauche’s voyage was unlikely to terminate even in Port Said, the next stop after Le Havre. The investigation was dragging on. Moreover, the keen intuition developed by the commissioner over the years was already hinting to him that he had drawn a blank, that there was no serious candidate among the company he had assembled. He was beginning to discern the sickening prospect of cruising the entire confounded length of the route to Port Said and Aden and Bombay and Calcutta—and then hanging himself from the first palm tree he saw in Calcutta. He couldn’t go running back to Paris with his tail between his legs! His colleagues would make him a laughingstock; his superiors would carp about the small matter of a first-class voyage at the treasury’s expense. They might even kick him out on early retirement.

At Port Said, since the voyage was turning out to be a long one, with an aching heart Gauche bankrupted himself buying some more shirts, stocked up on Egyptian tobacco, and, for lack of anything else to fill his time, spent two francs on a cab ride along the famous waterfront. In fact, there was nothing exceptional about it. An enormous lighthouse; a couple of piers as long as your arm. The town itself made a strange impression, neither Asia nor Europe. A glance at the residence of the governor-general of the Suez Canal, and it seemed like Europe. The streets in the city center were crowded with European faces; there were ladies strolling about with white parasols and wealthy gentlemen in panama hats and straw boaters plodding along, large paunches to the fore. But once the carriage turned into the native quarter, a fetid stench filled the air and everywhere there were flies, rotting refuse, and grubby little Arab urchins pestering people for small change. Why did these rich idlers bother to go traveling? It was the same everywhere: Some grew fat from gorging on delicacies while others’ bellies were swollen by hunger.

Exhausted by these pessimistic observations and the heat, the commissioner returned to the ship feeling dejected. But then it happened: He had a new client. And he looked like a promising one.

   

THE COMMISSIONER PAID the captain a visit and made some inquiries. It turned out that his name was Erast P. Fandorin and he was a Russian subject. For some reason this Russian subject had not given his age. A diplomat by profession, he had arrived from Constantinople, was traveling to Calcutta, and from there going on to Japan to take up his post. From Constantinople? Aha! He must have been involved in the peace negotiations that had concluded the recent Russo-Turkish War. Gauche punctiliously copied all the details on a sheet of paper and stowed it away in the special calico-bound file in which he kept all the materials having to do with the case; he never let it out of his sight. He leafed through it and reread the reports and newspaper clippings, and in pensive moments he drew little fishes and houses in the margins of the papers. It was the secret dream of his heart breaking through to the surface: the dream of how he would become a divisional commissioner, earn a decent pension, buy a nice little house somewhere in Normandy, and live out his days there with Mme. Gauche. The retired Paris flic would go fishing and press his own cider. What was wrong with that? But if only he had a little bit of capital to add to his pension—he needed twenty thousand at least . . .

He was obliged to make another visit to the port—luckily the ship was delayed waiting for its turn to enter the Suez Canal—and dash off a brief telegram to the prefecture, asking whether the Russian diplomat Erast P. Fandorin was known in Paris and whether he had entered the territory of the Republic of France at any time in the recent past.

The reply arrived quickly, after only two and a half hours. It turned out that the fellow had crossed into French territory not once, but twice. The first time in the summer of 1876 (all right, we can let that go) and the second time in December 1877, just three months earlier. His arrival from London had been recorded at the passport and customs control point in Pas-de-Calais. It was not known how much time he had spent in France. He could quite possibly still have been in Paris on the fifteenth of March. He could even have dropped round to the Rue de Grenelle with a syringe in his hand—stranger things had happened.

It now seemed that one of the places at the table would have to be freed up. The best thing, of course, would be to get rid of the doctor’s wife, but he could hardly encroach on the sacred institution of marriage. After some thought, Gauche decided to pack the tea trader off to a different salon, since the theoretical hopes he had inspired had proved to be unfounded and he was the least promising of all the candidates. The steward could reassign him, tell him there was a place with more important gentlemen or prettier ladies. After all, stewards were there to arrange such things.

The appearance of a new personality in the salon caused a minor sensation. In the course of the journey they had all become thoroughly bored with one another, and now here was a fresh gentleman, and such a superior individual at that. Nobody bothered to inquire after poor M. Boileau, that representative of a previous stage of evolution. The commissioner noted that the person who evinced the liveliest reaction was Miss Clarissa Stamp, the old maid, who started babbling about artists, the theater, and literature. Gauche himself was fond of passing his leisure hours in an armchair with a good book, preferring Victor Hugo to all other authors. Hugo was at once so true to life, so high-minded, that he could always bring a tear to the eye. Besides, he was marvelous for dozing off over. But of course Gauche had never even heard of these Russian writers with those hissing sibilants in their names, so he was unable to join in the conversation. Anyway, the old English trout was wasting her time; “M. Fandorine” was far too young for her.

Renate Kleber was not slow off the mark, either. She made an attempt to press the new arrival into service as one of her minions, whom she bullied mercilessly into bringing her shawl or her parasol or a glass of water. Five minutes after dinner began, Mme. Kleber had already initiated the Russian into the detailed history of her delicate condition, complained of a migraine, and asked him to fetch Dr. Truffo, who for some reason was late that day. However, the diplomat seemed to have realized immediately who he was dealing with and politely objected that he did not know the doctor by sight. The ever-obliging Lieutenant Renier, the pregnant banker’s wife’s most devoted nursemaid, volunteered and went racing off to perform the errand.

The initial impression made by Erast Fandorin was that he was taciturn, reserved, and polite. But he was a bit too neat and polished for Gauche’s taste: the starched collar sticking up like alabaster, the jeweled pin in the necktie, the red carnation (how very suave) in the buttonhole, the perfectly parted hair with not a strand out of place, the carefully manicured nails, the thin black mustache that seemed to have been drawn on with charcoal.

It was possible to tell a great deal about a man from his mustache. If it was like Gauche’s, a walrus drooping at the corners of the mouth, it meant the man was a down-to-earth fellow who knew his own worth, not some gull easily to be taken in. If it was curled up at the ends, especially into points, he was a lady’s man and bon vivant. If it merged into his sideburns, he was a man of ambition with dreams of becoming a general, statesman, or banker. And when it was like “M. Fandorine’s,” it meant he entertained romantic notions about himself.

What else could he say about the Russian? He spoke decent enough French, even though he stammered. There was no sign of his badge. The diplomat showed most interest in the Japanese, asking him all sorts of tiresome questions about his country, but the samurai answered guardedly, as if anticipating some kind of trick. The point was that the new passenger had not explained to the company where he was going and why; he had simply given his name and said that he was Russian. The commissioner, though, could understand the Russian’s inquisitiveness, since he knew he was going to live in Japan. Gauche pictured to himself a country in which every single person was the same as M. Aono; everybody lived in doll’s houses with bowed roofs and disemboweled themselves at the drop of a hat. No, the Russian was not to be envied.

After dinner, when Fandorin took a seat to one side in order to smoke a cigar, the commissioner settled into an armchair beside him and began puffing away at his pipe. Gauche had previously introduced himself to his new acquaintance as a Parisian rentier who was making the journey east out of curiosity (that was the cover he was using). But now he turned the conversation to the matter at hand, approaching it obliquely and with due caution. Fiddling with the golden whale on his lapel (the very same one retrieved from the Rue de Grenelle), he said casually, as though he were simply striking up a conversation, “A beautiful little bauble. Don’t you agree?”

The Russian glanced sideways at his lapel but said nothing.

“Pure gold. So stylish!” said Gauche admiringly.

Another pregnant silence followed, but a perfectly civil one. The man was simply waiting for what would come next. His blue eyes were alert. The diplomat had clear skin, as smooth as a peach, with a bloom on his cheeks like a young girl’s. But he was no mama’s boy; that much was obvious immediately.

The commissioner decided to try a different tack.

“Do you travel much?”

A noncommittal shrug.

“I believe you’re in the diplomatic line?”

Fandorin inclined his head politely in assent, extracted a long cigar from his pocket, and cut off the tip with a little silver knife.

“And have you ever been in France?”

Again an affirmative nod of the head. Monsieur le Russe is no great conversationalist, thought Gauche, but he had no intention of backing down.

“More than anything I love Paris in the early spring, in March,” the detective mused out loud. “The very best time of the year!”

He cast a keen glance at the other man, wondering what he would say.

Fandorin nodded twice, though it wasn’t clear if he was simply acknowledging the remark or agreeing with it. Beginning to feel irritated, Gauche furrowed his brows in an antagonistic scowl.

“So you don’t like your badge, then?”

His pipe sputtered and went out.

The Russian gave a short sigh, put his hand into his waistcoat pocket, extracted a golden whale from it with his finger and thumb, and finally condescended to open his mouth: “I observe, monsieur, that you are interested in my b-badge. Here it is, if you please. I do not wear it because I do not wish to resemble a janitor with a name tag, not even a golden one. That is one. You do not much resemble a rentier, M. Gauche—your eyes are too probing. And why would a Parisian rentier lug a civil-service file around with him? That is two. Since you are aware of my professional orientation, you would appear to have access to the ship’s documents. I assume therefore that you are a detective. That is three. Which brings us to number four. If there is something you want to find out from me, please do not beat about the bush. Ask directly.”

You try having a conversation with someone like that.

Gauche had to think quickly. He whispered confidentially to the excessively perspicacious diplomat that he was the ship’s house detective, whose job it was to see to the passengers’ safety, but secretly and with the greatest possible delicacy, in order not to avoid offending the refined sensibilities of his public. It was not clear whether Fandorin believed him, but at least he did not ask any questions.

Every cloud has a silver lining. The commissioner now had, if not an intellectual ally, then at least an interlocutor, and someone who possessed remarkable powers of observation and quite exceptional knowledge on matters of criminology.

They often sat together on the deck, glancing now and then at the gently sloping bank of the canal as they smoked (Gauche his pipe, the Russian his cigar), and discussed various intriguing subjects—for instance, the very latest methods for the identification and conviction of criminals.

“The Paris police conducts its work in accordance with the very latest advances in scientific method,” Gauche once boasted. “The prefecture there has a special identification unit headed by a young genius, Alphonse Bertillon. He has developed a complete system for classifying and recording criminal elements.”

“I met with Dr. Bertillon during my last visit to Paris,” Fandorin said unexpectedly. “He told me about his anthropometric method. Bertillonage is a clever theory, very clever. Have you already begun to apply it in practise? What have the results been?”

“There haven’t been any yet,” the commissioner said with a shrug. “First, one has to apply bertillonage to all the recidivists, and that will take years. It’s bedlam in Alphonse’s department: They bring in the prisoners in shackles, measure them up from every angle like horses at a fair, and jot down the data on little cards. But then pretty soon it will make police work as easy as falling off a log. Let’s say you find the print of a left hand at the scene of a burglary. You measure it and go to the card index. Aha, middle finger eighty-nine millimeters long, look in section number three. And there you find records of seventeen burglars with a finger of the right length. After that, the whole thing is as easy as pie: Check where each of them was on the day of the robbery and nab the one who has no alibi.”

“You mean criminals are divided up into categories according to the length of the middle finger?” the Russian asked with lively interest.

Gauche chuckled condescendingly into his mustache.

“There is a whole system involved, my young friend. Bertillon divides all people into three groups according to the length of the skull. Each of those three groups is divided into three subgroups according to the width of the skull. That makes nine subgroups in all. Each subgroup is in turn divided into three sections according to the size of the middle finger of the left hand. Twenty-seven sections. But that’s not all. There are three divisions in each section according to the size of the right ear. So how many divisions does that make? That’s right, eighty-one. Subsequent classification takes into account the height, the length of the arms, the height when seated, the size of the foot, and the length of the elbow joint. A total of 18,683 categories! A criminal who has undergone full bertillonage and been included in our card index will never be able to escape justice again. They used to have it so easy—just give a false name when you’re arrested and you could avoid any responsibility for anything you did before.”

“That is remarkable,” the diplomat mused. “However, bertillonage does not offer much help with the solution of a particular crime if an individual has not previously been arrested.”

Gauche spread his arms helplessly.

“Well, that is a problem science cannot solve. As long as there are criminals, people will not be able to manage without us professional sleuths.”

“Have you ever heard of fingerprints?” Fandorin asked, presenting to the commissioner a narrow but extremely firm hand with polished nails and a diamond ring.

Glancing enviously at the ring (a commissioner’s annual salary at the very least), Gauche laughed.

“Some kind of gypsy palmistry?”

“Not at all. It has been known since ancient times that the raised pattern of papillary lines on the tips of the fingers is unique to every individual. In China, coolies seal their contracts of hire with the imprint of their thumb dipped in ink.”

“Well now, if only every murderer were so obliging as to dip his thumb into ink and leave an imprint at the scene of the crime.” The commissioner laughed good-naturedly.

The diplomat, however, was not in the mood for joking.

“Monsieur ship’s detective, allow me to inform you that modern science has established with certainty that an imprint is left when a finger comes into contact with any dry, firm surface. If a criminal has so much as touched a door in passing, or the murder weapon, or a windowpane, he has left a trace that allows the p-perpetrator to be identified and unmasked.”

Gauche was about to retort ironically that there were twenty thousand criminals in France, that between them they had two hundred thousand fingers and thumbs and you would go blind staring at all of them through your magnifying glass, but he hesitated, recalling the shattered display case in the mansion on the Rue de Grenelle. There had been fingerprints left all over the broken glass. But it had never entered anyone’s head to copy them, and the shards had been thrown out with the garbage.

My, what an amazing thing progress was! Just think what it meant. All crimes were committed with hands, were they not? And now it seemed that hands could inform every bit as well as paid informants! Just imagine—if you were to copy the fingers of every bandit and petty thief, they wouldn’t dare turn their filthy hands to any more dirty work! It would be the end of crime itself.

The very prospect was enough to set a man’s head spinning.

Reginald Milford-Stokes
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2 April 1878

18 hours, 341⁄2 minutes, Greenwich Mean Time

My precious Emily,

Today we entered the Suez Canal. In yesterday’s letter I described the history and topography of Port Said to you in detail, and now I simply cannot resist the temptation of relating to you certain curious and instructive facts concerning the Great Canal, this truly colossal monument to human endeavor, which next year celebrates its tenth anniversary. Are you aware, my adorable little wife, that the present canal is actually the fourth to have existed and that the first was excavated as long ago as the fourteenth century before Christ, during the reign of the great Pharaoh Rameses? When Egypt fell into decline, the desert winds choked up the channel with sand, but under the Persian king Darius, five hundred years before Christ, slaves dug out another canal at the cost of 120,000 human lives. Herodotus tells us that the voyage along it took four days and that two triremes traveling in opposite directions could easily pass each other without their oars touching. Several ships from Cleopatra’s shattered fleet fled to the Red Sea by this route and so escaped the fearful wrath of the vengeful Octavian.

Following the fall of the Roman Empire, time again separated the Atlantic and Indian Oceans with a barrier of shifting sand a hundred miles wide, but no sooner was a powerful state established in these barren lands by the followers of the prophet Mohammed than people took up their mattocks and pickaxes once again. As I sail through these dead salt meadows and endless sand dunes, I marvel unceasingly at the stubborn courage and antlike diligence of humankind in waging its never-ending struggle, doomed to inevitable defeat, against all-powerful Chronos. Vessels laden with grain plied the Arabian canal for two hundred years, and then the earth erased this pitiful wrinkle from its forehead and the desert was plunged into sleep for a thousand years.

Regrettably the father of the new Suez was not a Briton, but the Frenchman Lesseps, a representative of a nation which, my darling Emily, I quite justifiably hold in the most profound contempt. This crafty diplomat persuaded the Egyptian governor to issue a firman for the establishment of “The Universal Company of the Suez Maritime Canal.” The company was granted a ninety-nine-year lease on the future waterway, and the Egyptian government was allotted only fifteen percent of the net revenue! And these villainous French dare to label us British pillagers of the backward peoples! At least we win our privileges with the sword, not by striking grubby bargains with greedy local bureaucrats.

Every day one thousand six hundred camels delivered drinking water to the workers digging the Great Canal, but still the poor devils died in the thousands from thirst, intense heat, and infectious diseases. Our Leviathan is sailing over corpses, and I seem to see the yellow teeth of fleshless, eyeless skulls grinning out at me from beneath the sand. It took ten years and fifteen million pounds sterling to complete this gargantuan construction job. But now a ship can sail from England to India in almost half the time it used to take. A mere twenty-five days or so and you arrive in Bombay. It is quite incredible! And the scale of it! The canal is more than a hundred feet deep, so that even our gigantic ark can sail fearlessly here, with no risk of running aground.

Today at lunch I was overcome by a quite irresistible fit of laughter; I choked on a crust of bread, began coughing, and simply could not calm myself. The pathetic coxcomb Renier (I wrote to you about him, he is the Leviathan’s first lieutenant) inquired with feigned interest what was the cause of my merriment, and I was seized by an even stronger paroxysm, for I certainly could not tell him about the thought that had set me laughing: that the French had built the canal, but the fruits had fallen to us, the English. Three years ago Her Majesty’s government bought a controlling block of shares from the Egyptian khedive, and now we British are the masters of Suez. And incidentally, a single share in the canal, which was once sold for fifteen pounds, is now worth three thousand! How’s that! How could I help but laugh?

But I fear I must have wearied you with these boring details. Do not blame me, my dear Emily, for I have no other recreation apart from writing long letters. While I am scraping my pen across the vellum paper, it is as though you are here beside me and I am making leisurely conversation with you. You know, thanks to the hot climate here I am feeling very much better. I can no longer recall the terrible dreams that haunt me in the night. But they have not gone away. In the morning when I wake up, the pillowcase is still soaked with tears and sometimes gnawed to shreds.

But that is all nonsense. Every new day and every mile of the journey bring me closer to a new life. There, under the soothing sun of the equator, this dreadful separation that is tearing my very soul apart will finally come to an end. How I wish it could be sooner! How impatient I am to see your tender, radiant glance once again, my dear friend.

What else can I entertain you with? Perhaps at least with a description of our Leviathan, a more than worthy theme. In my earlier letters I have written too much about my own feelings and dreams and I have still not presented you with a full picture of this great triumph of British engineering.

The Leviathan is the largest passenger ship in the history of the world, with the single exception of the colossal Great Eastern, which has been furrowing the waters of the Atlantic Ocean for the last twenty years. When Jules Verne described the Great Eastern in his book The Floating City, he had not seen our Leviathan—otherwise he would have renamed the old G.E. “The Floating Village.” That vessel now does nothing but lay telegraph cables on the ocean floor, but Leviathan can transport a thousand people and ten thousand tons of cargo in addition. This fire-breathing monster is more than six hundred feet long and eighty feet across at its widest. Do you know, my dear Emily, how a ship is built? First they “lay it out in the molding loft,” that is to say, they make a full-scale drawing of the vessel directly on the smoothly planed floor of a special building. The drawing of the Leviathan was so huge that they had to build a shed the size of Buckingham Palace!

This miracle of a ship has two steam engines, two powerful paddle wheels on its sides, and in addition a gigantic propeller on its stern. Its six masts, fitted with a full set of rigging, tower up to the very sky and with a fair wind and engines running full ahead the ship can make a speed of sixteen knots! All the very latest advances in shipbuilding have been used in her. These include a double metal hull, which ensures the vessel’s safety even if it should strike a rock; special side keels to reduce pitching and rolling; electric lighting throughout; waterproof compartments; immense coolers for the spent steam—it is impossible to list everything. The entire experience of centuries of effort by the indefatigably inventive human mind has been concentrated in this proud vessel cleaving fearlessly through the ocean waves. Yesterday, following my old habit, I opened the Holy Scriptures at the first page that came to hand and I was astonished when my eyes fell upon the lines about Leviathan, the fearsome monster of the deep from the Book of Job. I began trembling at the sudden realization that this was no description of a sea serpent, as the ancients believed it to be, nor of a sperm whale, as our modern-day rationalists claim—no, the biblical text clearly refers to the very same Leviathan that has undertaken to deliver me out of darkness and terror into happiness and light. Judge for yourself: “He maketh the deep to boil like a pot: he maketh the sea like a pot of ointment. He maketh a path to shine after him: one would think the deep to be hoary. Upon earth there is not his like, who is made without fear. He beholdeth all high things: he is king over the children of pride.”

The pot—that is the steam boiler; the pot of ointment—that is the fuel oil; the shining path—that is the wake at the stern. It is all so obvious!

And I felt afraid, my darling Emily. For these lines contain a terrible warning, either to me personally or to the passengers on the Leviathan, or to the whole of mankind. From the biblical point of view, pride is surely a bad thing? And if Man with his technological playthings “beholdeth all high things,” is this not fraught with some catastrophic consequences? Have we not become too proud of the keenness of our intellect and the skill of our hands? Where is this king of pride taking us? What lies in store for us?

And so I opened my prayerbook to pray—the first time for a long, long time. And there I read: “It is in their thoughts that their houses are eternal and their dwellings are from generation to generation, and they call their lands after their own names. But man shall not abide in honor; he shall be likened unto the beasts who die. This path of theirs is their folly, though those that come after them do commend their opinion.”

But when, in a paroxysm of mystical feeling, I opened the Book once again with a trembling hand, my feverish gaze fell on the boring passage in Numbers where the sacrifices made by the tribes of the Israelites are itemized with a bookkeeper’s tedious precision. And I calmed down, rang my silver bell, and told the steward to bring me some hot chocolate.

The level of comfort prevailing in the section of the ship assigned to the respectable public is absolutely staggering. In this respect the Leviathan is truly without equal. The times are gone when people traveling to India or China were cooped up in dark, cramped little cubbyholes and piled one on top of another. You know, my dearest wife, how keenly I suffer from claustrophobia, but on board the Leviathan I feel as though I were in the wide open spaces of the Thames embankment. Here there is everything required to combat boredom: a dance hall, a musical salon for concerts of classical music, even a rather decent library. The decor in a first-class cabin is in no way inferior to a room in the finest London hotel, and the ship has a hundred such cabins. In addition, there are two hundred and fifty second-class cabins with six hundred berths (I have not looked into them—I cannot endure the sight of squalor) and they say there are also capacious cargo holds. The Leviathan’s service personnel alone, not counting sailors and officers, numbers more than two hundred—stewards, chefs, valets, musicians, chambermaids. Just imagine—I do not regret in the least not bringing Jeremy with me. The idle loafer was always sticking his nose into matters that did not concern him, and here at precisely eleven o’clock the maid comes and cleans the room and carries out any other errands I may have for her. This is both rational and convenient. If I wish I can ring for a valet and have him help me dress, but I regard that as excessive—I dress and undress myself. It is most strictly forbidden for any servant to enter the cabin in my absence, and on leaving it I set a hair across the crack of the door. I am afraid of spies. Believe me, my sweet Emily, this is not a ship, but a veritable city, and it has its share of riffraff.

For the most part my information concerning the ship has been garnered from the explanations of Lieutenant Renier, who is a great patriot of his own vessel. He is, however, not a very likeable individual and the object of serious suspicion on my part. He tries his hardest to play the gentleman, but I am not so easily duped. I have a keen nose for low breeding. Wishing to produce a good impression, this fellow invited me to visit his cabin. I did call, but less out of curiosity than from a desire to assess the seriousness of the threat that might be posed by this swarthy gentleman (concerning his appearance, see my letter of the twentieth of March). The meagerness of the decor was rendered even more glaringly obvious by his tasteless attempts at bon ton (Chinese vases, Indian incense burners, a dreadful seascape on the wall, and so forth). Standing on the table among the maps and navigational instruments was a large photographic portrait of a woman dressed in black, with an inscription in French: “Seven feet under the keel, my darling! Françoise B.” I inquired whether it was his wife. It turned out to be his mother. Touching, but it does not allay my suspicions. I am as determined as ever to take independent readings of our course every three hours, even though it means that I have to get up twice during the night. Of course, while we are sailing through the Suez Canal this might seem a little excessive, but I do not wish to lose my proficiency in handling a sextant.

I have more than enough time at my disposal and apart from the writing of letters my leisure hours are filled by observing the Vanity Fair that surrounds me on all sides. Among this gallery of human types there are some who are most amusing. I have already written to you about the others, but yesterday a new face appeared in our salon. He is Russian—can you imagine that? His name is Erast Fandorin. You are aware, Emily, of my feelings regarding Russia, that misshapen excrescence that has extended over half of Europe and a third of Asia. Russia seeks to disseminate its own parody of the Christian religion and its own barbarous customs throughout the entire world, and Albion stands as the only barrier in the path of these new Huns. If not for the resolute position adopted by Her Majesty’s government in the current eastern crisis, Tsar Alexander would have raked in the Balkans with his bear’s claws, and . . .

But I have already written to you about that and I do not wish to repeat myself. And in any case, thinking about politics has rather a bad effect on my nerves. It is now four minutes to eight. As I have already informed you, life on the Leviathan is conducted according to British time as far as Aden, so that it is already dark here at eight o’clock. I shall go and take readings of the longitude and latitude, then have dinner and continue with my letter.

Sixteen minutes after ten—

I see that I did not finish writing about Mr. Fandorin. I do believe I like him, despite his nationality. Good manners, reticent, knows how to listen. He must be a member of that estate referred to in Russia by the Italian word intelligenzia, which I believe denotes the educated European class. You must admit, dear Emily, that a society in which the European class is separated into a distinct stratum of the population and also referred to by a foreign word can hardly be ranked among the civilized nations. I can imagine what a gulf separates a civilized human being like Mr. Fandorin from some bearded kossack or muzhik, who make up ninety percent of the population of that Tartarian-Byzantine empire. On the other hand, a distance of such magnitude must elevate and ennoble an educated and thinking man to an exceptional degree, a point that I shall have to ponder at greater length.

I liked the elegant way in which Mr. Fandorin (by the way, it seems he is a diplomat, which explains a great deal) put down that intolerable yokel Gauche, who claims to be a rentier, although it is clear from a mile away that the fellow is involved in some grubby little business or other. I should not be surprised if he is on his way to the East to purchase opium and exotic dancers for Parisian dens of vice. [The last phrase has been scratched out.] I know, my darling Emily, that you are a real lady and will not attempt to read what has been crossed out here. I got a little carried away and wrote something unworthy for your chaste eyes to read.

And so, back to today’s dinner. The French bourgeois, who just recently has grown bold and become quite terribly talkative, began discoursing with a self-satisfied air on the advantages of age over youth. “I am older than anyone else here,” he said condescendingly, à la Socrates. “Gray-haired, bloated, and decidedly not good-looking, but you needn’t go thinking, ladies and gentlemen, that papa Gauche would agree to change places with you. When I see the arrogance of youth, flaunting its beauty and strength, its health, in the face of age, I do not feel envious in the least. Why, I think, that is no great trick; I was like that myself once. But you, my fine fellow, still do not know if you will live to my sixty-two years. I am twice as happy as you are at thirty, because I have been fortunate enough to live in this world for twice as long.” And he sipped at his wine, very proud of the originality of his thought and his seemingly unimpeachable logic. Then Mr. Fandorin, who had so far not said a word, suddenly remarked with a very serious air, “That is undoubtedly the case, M. Gauche, if one takes the oriental viewpoint on life, as existence at a single point of reality in an eternal present. But there is also another way of reasoning that regards a man’s life as a unified work that can only be judged when its final page has been read. Moreover, this work may be as long as a tetralogy or as short as a novella. And yet who would undertake to assert that a fat, vulgar novel is necessarily of greater value than a short, beautiful poem?” The funniest thing of all was that our rentier, who is indeed both fat and vulgar, did not even understand the reference to himself. Even when Miss Stamp (by no means stupid, but a strange creature) giggled and I gave a rather loud snort, the Frenchie failed to catch on and stuck with his own opinion, and all credit to him for that.

It is true, however, that in the conversation that followed over dessert, Mr. Gauche demonstrated a degree of common sense that quite amazed me. There are, after all, certain advantages in not having a regular education: A mind unfettered by authorities is sometimes capable of making interesting and accurate observations.

Judge for yourself. The amoeba-like Mrs. Truffo, the wife of our muttonhead of a doctor, started up again with her mindless prattle about the joy and delight Mme. Kleber will bring to her banker with her “tiny tot” and “little angel.” Since Mrs. Truffo does not speak French, the task of translating her sickly sentiments on the subject of family happiness being inconceivable without “baby babble” fell to her unfortunate husband. Gauche huffed and puffed and then suddenly declared: “I cannot agree with you, madam. A genuinely happy married couple has no need whatsoever of children, since husband and wife are perfectly sufficient for each other. Man and woman are like two uneven surfaces, each with bumps and indentations. If the surfaces do not fit tightly against each other, then glue is required, otherwise the structure—in other words, the family—cannot be preserved. Children are that selfsame glue. If, however, the surfaces form a perfect fit, bump to indentation, then no glue is required. Take me and my Blanche, if you like. Thirty-three years we’ve lived in perfect harmony. Why would we want children? Life is splendid without them.” I am sure you can imagine, dear Emily, the tidal wave of righteous indignation that came crashing down on the head of this subverter of eternal values. The most zealous accuser of all was Mme. Kleber, who is carrying the little Swiss in her womb. The sight of her neat little belly so carefully exhibited at every opportunity sets me writhing. I can just see the miniature banker nestled inside with his curly mustache and puffy little cheeks. In time the Klebers will no doubt produce an entire battalion of Swiss Guards.

I must confess to you, my tenderly adored Emily, that the sight of pregnant women makes me feel sick. They are repulsive! That inane bovine smile, that disgusting manner of constantly listening to their own entrails. I try to keep as far away from Mme. Kleber as possible. Swear to me, my darling, that we shall never have children. The fat bourgeois is right a thousand times over! Why do we need children when we are already boundlessly happy without them? All we need to do is survive this forced separation.

But it is already two minutes to eleven. Time to take a reading.

   

Damnation! I have turned the whole cabin upside down. My sextant has disappeared. This is no delusion! It was lying in the trunk together with the chronometer and the compass, and now it is not there! I am afraid, Emily! Oh, I had a premonition of this. My worst suspicions have been confirmed!

Why? What have I done? They are prepared to commit any vileness in order to prevent our reunion! How can I check now that the ship is following the right course? It is that Renier, I know! I caught the expression in his eyes when he saw me handling the sextant on deck last night! The scoundrel!

I shall go to the captain and demand retribution. But what if they are in it together? My God, my God, have pity on me!

   

I had to pause for a while. I was so agitated that I was obliged to take the drops prescribed for me by Dr. Jenkinson. And I did as he told me, and started thinking of pleasant things. Of how you and I will sit on a white veranda and gaze into the distance, trying to guess where the sea ends and the sky begins. You will smile and say: “Darling Reggie, here we are together at last.” Then we will get into a cabriolet and go for a drive along the seashore.

Lord, what nonsense is this! What cabriolet?

I am a monster, and there can be no forgiveness for me.

Renate Kleber

[image: image]

SHE WOKE UP in an excellent mood, smiled affably at the spot of sunlight that had crept onto her round cheek where it was creased by the pillow, and listened to her belly. The baby was quiet, but she felt terribly hungry. There was still an entire fifty minutes until breakfast, but Renate had no lack of patience, and she simply did not know the meaning of boredom. In the morning, sleep released her as swiftly as it embraced her at night, when she simply sandwiched her hands together and laid her head on them, and a second later she was immersed in sweet dreams.

As Renate performed her morning toilet, she purred a frivolous little song about poor Georgette who fell in love with a chimney sweep. She wiped her fresh little face with an infusion of lavender and then styled her hair quickly and deftly, fluffing up the bangs over her forehead, drawing her thick chestnut tresses into a smooth bun, and arranging two long ringlets over her temples. The effect was precisely what was required—demure and sweet. She glanced out the porthole. Still the same view: the regular border of the canal, the yellow sand, the white mud-daub houses of some wretched little hamlet. It was going to be hot. That meant the white lace dress, the straw hat with the red ribbon, and she mustn’t forget her parasol—a stroll after breakfast was de rigueur. Only she couldn’t be bothered to drag her parasol around with her. Never mind; someone would fetch it.

Renate twirled in front of the mirror with evident satisfaction, stood sideways, and pulled her dress taut over her belly. Although, to tell the truth, there was not much to look at as yet.

Renate asserted her rights as a pregnant woman by arriving ahead of time for breakfast, when the waiters were still laying the table. She immediately ordered them to bring her orange juice, tea, croissants with butter, and everything else. By the time the first of her tablemates arrived—it was the fat M. Gauche, another early bird—the mother-to-be had already dealt with three croissants and was preparing to set about a mushroom omelette. The breakfast served on the Leviathan was not some trifling continental affair, but the genuine full English variety: with roast beef, exquisite egg dishes, blood pudding, and porridge. The French part of the consortium provided nothing but the croissants. At lunch and dinner, however, the menu was dominated by French cuisine. Well, one could hardly serve kidneys and beans in the Windsor salon!

The first mate appeared, as always at precisely nine o’clock. He inquired solicitously as to how Mme. Kleber was feeling. Renate lied and said she had slept badly and felt absolutely shattered, and it was all because the porthole didn’t open properly and it was too stuffy in the cabin. Alarmed, Lieutenant Renier promised he would make enquiries in person and have the fault rectified. He did not eat eggs or roast beef—he was a devotee of some peculiar diet, sustaining himself largely on fresh greens. Renate pitied him for that.

Gradually the others also appeared. The conversation over breakfast was usually listless—the older passengers had not yet recovered from a wretched night, while the younger were still not fully awake. It was rather amusing to observe the repulsive Clarissa Stamp attempting to coax a response out of the stammering Russian diplomat. Renate shook her head in disbelief: How could she make such a fool of herself? After all, dearie, he could be your son, despite those impressive streaks of gray. Surely the handsome boy was too tough a morsel for this aging, insipid creature?

The very last to arrive was the Ginger Lunatic (Renate’s private name for the English baronet). Tousled hair sticking out in all directions, red eyes, a twitch at the corner of his mouth—he was a terrible mess. But Mme. Kleber was not in the least bit afraid of him, and, given the chance, she never missed the opportunity to have a bit of fun at his expense. This time she passed the milk jug to the Lunatic with a warm, guileless smile. As she had anticipated, Milford-Stokes (what a silly name!) squeamishly set his cup to one side. Renate knew from experience that now he would not even touch the milk jug, and would drink his coffee black.

“Why do you draw back like that, sir?” she babbled in a quavering voice. “Don’t be afraid; pregnancy is not infectious.” Then she concluded, no longer quavering: “At least not for men.”

The Lunatic cast her a glance of withering scorn that broke against the serenely radiant glance opposed to it. Lieutenant Renier concealed a smile behind his hand; the rentier chuckled. Even the Japanese half smiled at Renate’s prank. Of course, this M. Aono was always smiling, even when there was absolutely no reason for it. Perhaps for the Japanese a smile was not an expression of merriment at all; perhaps it indicated something quite different—boredom, perhaps, or repugnance.

When he had finished smiling, M. Aono disgusted his neighbors at table by playing his usual trick: He took a paper napkin out of his pocket, blew his nose into it loudly, crumpled it up, and deposited it neatly on the edge of his dirty plate. A fine ikebana arrangement for them to contemplate. Renate had read about ikebana in one of Pierre Loti’s novels, and now recalled the mellifluous-sounding word. It was an interesting idea—composing bouquets of flowers not simply to look nice, but with a philosophical meaning. She would have to try it sometime.

“What are your favorite flowers?” she asked Dr. Truffo.

He translated the question for his horse-faced Englishwoman, then replied:

“Pansies.”

Then he translated his reply into English as well.

“I just adore flowers!” exclaimed Miss Stamp (what an impossible ingénue). “But only live ones. I love to walk across a flowering meadow! My heart simply breaks when I see poor cut flowers wither and drop their petals! That’s why I never allow anyone to give me bouquets.” And she cast a languid glance at the handsome young Russian.

What a shame, otherwise absolutely everyone would be tossing bouquets at you, thought Renate, but aloud she said: “I believe that flowers are the crowning glories of God’s creation and I think trampling a meadow in bloom is a crime.”

“In the parks of Paris it is indeed considered a crime,” M. Gauche pronounced solemnly. “The penalty is ten francs. And if the ladies will permit an old boor to light up his pipe, I will tell you an amusing little story on the subject.”

“Oh, ladies, pray do indulge us!” cried the owlish Indologist Sweetchild, wagging his beard à la Disraeli. “M. Gauche is such a wonderful raconteur!”

Everyone turned to look at the pregnant Renate, on whom the decision depended, and she rubbed her temple as a hint. Of course, she did not have the slightest trace of a headache—she was simply savoring the sweetness of the moment. However, she too was curious to hear this “little story,” and so she nodded her head with a pained expression and said: “Very well, smoke. But then someone must fan me.”

Since repulsive Clarissa, the owner of a luxurious ostrich-feather fan, pretended this remark did not apply to her, the Japanese had to fill the breach. Gintaro Aono seated himself beside Renate and set to work, flapping his bright fan with the butterfly design in front of the long-suffering woman’s nose so zealously that the bright kaleidoscope rapidly made her feel genuinely dizzy. The Japanese received a reprimand for his excessive fervor.

Meanwhile the rentier drew on his pipe with relish, puffed out a cloud of aromatic smoke, and embarked on his tale.

“Believe it or not as you wish, but this is a true story. There was once a gardener who worked in the Luxembourg Gardens—little papa Picard. For forty years he had watered the flowers and pruned the shrubs, and now he had only three years to go until he retired and drew his pension. Then, one morning, when little papa Picard went out with his watering can, he saw a swell dolled up in a white shirt and tails sprawled in the tulip bed. He was stretched out full-length, basking in the morning sunshine, obviously recovering from his nocturnal revels—after carousing until dawn, he had fallen asleep on his way home.” Gauche screwed up his eyes and surveyed his audience with a sly glance. “Picard, of course, was furious—his tulips were crushed—and he said: ‘Get up, monsieur, in our park lying in the flower beds is not allowed! We fine people for it, ten francs.’ The reveler opened one eye and took a gold coin out of his pocket. ‘There you are, old man,’ he said, ‘now leave me be. I haven’t had such a wonderful rest in ages.’ Well, the gardener took the coin but did not go away. ‘You have paid the fine, but I have no right to leave you here, monsieur. Be so good as to rise.’ At this the gentleman in the tails opened both eyes, but he seemed in no haste to rise. ‘How much do I have to pay you to get out of my sun? I’ll pay any amount you like if you’ll just stop pestering me and let me doze for an hour.’ Old papa Picard scratched his head and moved his lips while figuring something out. ‘Well then, sir,’ he said eventually, ‘if you wish to purchase an hour’s rest lying in a flower bed in the Luxembourg Gardens, it will cost you eighty-four thousand francs and not a single sou less.’ ” Gauche chuckled merrily into his gray mustache and shook his head, as if in admiration of the gardener’s impudence. “ ‘And not a single sou less,’ he said, so there! And let me tell you that this tipsy gentleman was no ordinary man, but the banker Laffite himself, the richest man in the whole of Paris. Laffitte was not in the habit of making idle promises; he had said ‘any amount,’ and now he was stuck with it. It would have been shameful for him to back down and break his word as a banker. Of course, he wasn’t happy about simply giving away that kind of money to the first rascal he met. But what could he do about it?” Gauche shrugged, mimicking a state of total perplexity. “Then suddenly Laffitte ups and says: ‘Right, you old scoundrel, you’ll get your eighty-four thousand, but only on one condition: You have to prove to me that lying for an hour in your rotten flower bed is really worth the money. If you can’t prove it, I’ll get up this very moment and give you a good drubbing with my cane, and that bit of mischief will cost me a forty-franc administrative fine.’ ” Crazy Milford-Stokes laughed loudly and ruffled up his ginger mane in approval, but Gauche raised a yellow-stained finger as if to say: Don’t be so hasty with your laughter; it’s not the end yet. “And what do you think, ladies and gentlemen? Old papa Picard, not batting an eye, began adding up the balance: ‘In half an hour, at precisely eight o’clock, monsieur the park director will arrive, see you in the flower bed, and start yelling at me to get you out of there. I shall not be able to do that, because you will have paid for a full hour, not half an hour. I shall get into an argument with monsieur the director, and he will kick me out of my job with no pension and no severance pay. I still have three years to go before I retire and take the pension due to me, which is set at one thousand two hundred francs a year. I intend to live at my ease for twenty years, so altogether that makes twenty-four thousand francs already. Now for the matter of accommodation. They will throw me and my wife out of our municipal apartment. And then the question is—where are we going to live? We shall have to buy a house. Any modest little house somewhere in the Loire region will run to twenty thousand at least. Now, sir, consider my reputation. Forty years I’ve slaved away loyally in this park, and anyone will tell you that old papa Picard is an honest man. Then suddenly an incident like this brings shame on my old gray head. This is bribery, this is graft! I think a thousand francs for each year of irreproachable service would hardly be too much by way of moral compensation. So altogether it comes to exactly eighty-four thousand.’ Laffitte laughed, stretched himself out a bit more comfortably in the flower bed, and closed his eyes again. ‘Come back in an hour, you old rogue,’ he said, ‘and you’ll be paid.’ And that is my wonderful little story, ladies and gentlemen.”

“So a year of faultless conduct went for a thousand f-francs?” the Russian diplomat said with a laugh. “Not so very expensive. Evidently with a discount for wholesale.”

The company began a lively discussion of the story, expressing the most contradictory opinions, but Renate Kleber gazed curiously at M. Gauche as he opened his black file with a self-satisfied air and began rummaging through his papers. He was an intriguing specimen, this old grandpa, no doubt about it. And what secrets was he keeping in there? Why was he shielding the file with his elbow?

That question had been nagging at Renate for a long time. Once or twice she had tried to exploit her position as a mother-to-be by glancing over Gauche’s shoulder as he conjured with that precious file of his, but the mustachioed boor had impudently slammed the file shut in the lady’s face and even wagged his finger at her, as much as to say: Now that’s not allowed.

Today, however, something remarkable happened. When M. Gauche, as usual, rose from the table ahead of the others, a sheet of paper slid silently out of his mysterious file and floated to the floor. Engrossed in some gloomy thoughts of his own, the rentier failed to notice it and left the salon. The door had scarcely closed behind him before Renate adroitly raised her body with its slightly thickened waist out of her chair. But she was not the only one to have been so observant. The well-brought-up Miss Stamp (such a nimble creature!) was the first to reach the scrap of paper.

“Ah, I think M. Gauche has dropped something!” she exclaimed, deftly grabbing up the scrap and fastening her beady eyes upon it. “I’ll catch up to him and return it.”

But Mme. Kleber was already clutching the edge of the paper in her tenacious fingers and had no intention of letting go.

“What is it?” she asked. “A newspaper clipping? How interesting!”

The next moment everyone in the room had gathered around the two ladies, except for the Japanese blockhead, who was still pumping the air with his fan, and Mrs. Truffo, who observed this flagrant invasion of privacy with a reproachful expression on her face.

The clipping read as follows:

“THE CRIME OF THE CENTURY”: 

A NEW ANGLE?

The fiendish murder of ten people that took place the day before yesterday in the Rue de Grenelle continues to exercise the imagination of Parisians. Of the possible explanations proposed thus far, the two most prevalent are a maniacal doctor and a fanatical sect of bloodthirsty Hindu devotees of the god Shiva. However, in the course of conducting our own independent investigation, we at Le Soir have uncovered a circumstance that could possibly open up a new angle on the case. It would appear that in recent weeks the late Lord Littleby was seen at least twice in the company of the international adventuress Marie Sanfon, well known to the police forces of many countries. The Baron de M., a close friend of the murdered man, has informed us that his lordship was infatuated with a certain lady, and on the evening of the fifteenth of March had intended to set out for Spa for some kind of romantic rendezvous. Could this rendezvous, which was prevented by the most untimely attack of gout suffered by the unfortunate collector, possibly have been arranged with Mlle. Sanfon? The editors would not make so bold as to propose our own version of events, but we regard it as our duty to draw the attention of Commissioner Gauche to this noteworthy circumstance. You may expect further reports from us on this subject.

CHOLERA EPIDEMIC ON THE WANE

The municipal health authorities inform us that the foci of the cholera infection they have been combating energetically since the summer have finally been isolated. The vigorous prophylactic measures taken by the physicians of Paris have yielded positive results, and we may now hope that the epidemic of this dangerous disease, which began in July, is beg—

   

“What could that be about?” Renate asked, wrinkling up her brow in puzzlement. “Something about a murder, and cholera or something of the kind.”

“Well, the cholera obviously has nothing to do with the matter,” said Professor Sweetchild. “It’s simply the way the page has been cut. The important thing, of course, is the murder in the Rue de Grenelle. Surely you must have heard about it? A sensational case—the newspapers were all full of it.”

“I do not read the newspapers,” Mme. Kleber replied with dignity. “In my condition it places too much strain on the nerves. And in any case I have no desire to learn about all sorts of unpleasant goings-on.”

“Commissioner Gauche?” said Lieutenant Renier, peering at the clipping and running his eyes over the article once again. “Could that be our own M. Gauche?”

Miss Stamp gasped: “Oh, it couldn’t be!”

At this point even the doctor’s wife joined them. This was a genuine sensation and everyone started talking at once.

“The police, the French police, are involved in this!” Sir Reginald exclaimed excitedly.

Renier muttered: “So that’s why the captain keeps asking me about the Windsor salon . . .”

M. Truffo translated as usual for his spouse, while the Russian took possession of the clipping and scrutinized it closely.

“That bit about the Indian fanatics is absolute nonsense,” declared Sweetchild. “I made my opinion on that clear from the very beginning. In the first place, there is no bloodthirsty sect of followers of Shiva. And in the second place, everyone knows the statuette was recovered. Would a religious fanatic be likely to throw it into the Seine?”

“Yes, the business of the golden Shiva is a genuine riddle,” said Miss Stamp with a nod. “They wrote that it was the jewel of Lord Littleby’s collection. Is that correct, professor?”

The Indologist shrugged condescendingly.

“What can I say, madam? Lord Littleby only started collecting relatively recently, about twenty years ago. In such a short period, it is difficult to assemble a truly outstanding collection. They do say that the deceased did rather well out of the suppression of the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857. The notorious Shiva, for instance, was presented to the lord by a certain maharajah who was threatened with court-martial for intriguing with the insurgents. Littleby served for many years in the Indian military prosecutor’s office, you know. Undoubtedly his collection includes quite a few valuable items, but the selection is rather chaotic.”

“But do tell me, at least, why this lord of yours was killed,” Renate demanded. “Look, M. Aono doesn’t know anything about it, either, do you?” she asked, appealing for support to the Japanese, who was standing slightly apart from the others.

The Japanese smiled, moving only his lips, and bowed, and the Russian mock-applauded.

“Bravo, Mme. Kleber. You have quite c-correctly identified the most important question here. I have been following this case in the press. And in my opinion the reason behind the c-crime is more vital than anything else. That is where the key to the riddle lies. Precisely in the question of why. For what purpose were ten people killed?”

“Ah, but that is very simple!” said Miss Stamp, shrugging. “The plan was to steal everything that was most valuable from the collection. But the thief lost his head when he came face-to-face with the owner. After all, it had been assumed his lordship was not at home. It must be one thing to inject someone with a syringe, but quite another to smash a man’s head open. Then again, I wouldn’t know; I have never tried it.” She twitched her shoulders. “The villain’s nerves gave out and he left the job half finished. But as for the abandoned Shiva . . .” Miss Stamp pondered. “Perhaps that is the heavy object with which poor Littleby’s brains were beaten out. It is quite possible that a criminal also has normal human feelings, and he found it repugnant or even simply frightening to hold the bloody murder weapon in his hand. So he walked as far as the embankment and threw it in the Seine.”

“Concerning the murder weapon, that seems very probable,” the diplomat agreed. “I th-think the same.”

The old maid flushed brightly with pleasure and was clearly embarrassed when she caught Renate’s mocking glance.

“You are saying quite outrageous things,” the doctor’s wife rebuked Clarissa Stamp. “Shouldn’t we find a more suitable subject for table talk?”

But the colorless creature’s appeal fell on deaf ears.

“In my opinion, the greatest mystery here is the death of the servants,” said the lanky Indologist, keen to contribute to the analysis of the crime. “How did they come to allow themselves to be injected with such abominable muck? Not at pistol point, surely! After all, two of them were guards, and they were both carrying revolvers in holsters on their belts. That’s where the mystery lies!”

“I have a hypothesis of my own,” Renier announced with a solemn expression. “And I am prepared to defend it against any objections. The crime in the Rue de Grenelle was committed by a person who possesses exceptional mesmeric powers. The servants were in a state of mesmeric trance—that is the only possible explanation! Animal magnetism is a terrifying force. An experienced manipulator can do whatever he chooses with you. Yes, yes, madam,” the lieutenant said, turning toward Mrs. Truffo, who had twisted her face into a doubtful grimace, “absolutely anything at all.”

“Not if he is dealing with a lady,” she replied primly.

Tired of playing the role of interpreter, Dr. Truffo wiped the sweat from his gleaming forehead with his handkerchief and rushed to the defense of the scientific worldview.

“I am afraid I must disagree with you,” he started jabbering in his strongly accented French. “Mr. Mesmer’s teaching has been exposed as having no scientific basis. The power of mesmerism or, as it is now known, hypnotism, has been greatly exaggerated. The honorable Mr. James Braid has proved conclusively that only psychologically suggestible individuals are subject to hypnotic influence, and then only if they have complete trust in the hypnotist and have agreed to allow themselves to be hypnotized.”

“It is quite obvious, my dear doctor, that you have not traveled in the East!” said Renier, flashing his white teeth in a smile. “At any Indian bazaar, a fakir will show you miracles of mesmeric art that would make the most hardened skeptic gape in wonder. But those are merely tricks for showing off! Once in Kandahar I observed the public punishment of a thief. Under Muslim law, theft is punished by the amputation of the right hand, a procedure so intensely painful that those subjected to it frequently die from the shock. On this occasion the accused was a mere child, but since he had been caught for the second time, there was nothing else the judge could do; he had to sentence the thief to the penalty prescribed under Shariah law. The judge, however, was a merciful man. He sent for a dervish who was well known for his miraculous powers. The dervish took the convicted prisoner’s head in his hands, looked into his eyes, and whispered something—and the boy became calm and stopped trembling. A strange smile appeared on his face, and did not leave it even when the executioner’s ax severed his arm up to the very elbow! And I saw all this with my own eyes, I swear to you.”

Renate grew angry. “Ugh—how horrible! You and your Orient, Charles. I am beginning to feel faint!”

“Forgive me, Mme. Kleber,” said the lieutenant, taking fright. “I only wished to demonstrate that in comparison with that a few injections are child’s play.”

“Once again, I am afraid that I cannot agree with you—” The stubborn doctor was preparing to defend his point of view, but just at that moment the door of the salon swung open and in came either a rentier or a policeman—in short, M. Gauche.

Everybody turned toward him in consternation, as if they had been engaged in some action that was not entirely decent.

Gauche ran a keen gaze over their faces and spotted the ill-starred clipping in the hands of the diplomat. His face darkened.

“So that’s where it is . . . I was afraid of that.”

Renate went over to this old man with the gray mustache, looked his massive figure over mistrustfully up and down, and blurted out: “M. Gauche, are you really a policeman?”

“The same c-commissioner Gauche who was leading the investigation into the Crime of the Century?” asked Fandorin. (Yes, that was the Russian diplomat’s name, Renate recalled.) “In that case, how are we to account for your masquerade, and in general for your p-presence on board?”

Gauche breathed hard for a few moments, raised his eyebrows, lowered them again, and reached for his pipe. He was obviously racking his brains in an effort to decide what to do.

“Please, sit down, ladies and gentlemen,” said Gauche in an unfamiliar, imposing bass, and turned the key to lock the door behind him. “Since this is the way things have turned out, I shall have to be frank with you. Be seated, be seated, or else somebody’s legs might just give way under them.”

“What kind of joke is this, M. Gauche?” the lieutenant asked, annoyed. “By what right do you presume to command here, and in the presence of the captain’s first mate?”

“That, my young man, is something the captain himself will explain to you,” Gauche replied with a hostile sideways glance at Renier. “He knows what is going on here.”

Renier dropped the matter and, following the others’ example, took his place at the table.

The talkative, good-humored grumbler for whom Renate had taken the Parisian rentier was behaving differently now. A certain dignity had appeared in the broad set of his shoulders, his gestures had become imperious, his eyes had acquired a new, harder gleam. The mere fact that he could maintain a prolonged pause with such calm confidence said a great deal. The strange rentier’s piercing gaze paused in turn on each person present in the room, and Renate saw some of them flinch under its weight. To be honest, even she was a little disturbed by it, but then she immediately felt ashamed of herself and tossed her head nonchalantly. He may be a police commissioner, but what of that? He was still an obese, short-winded old duffer and nothing more.

“Please do not keep us guessing any longer, M. Gauche,” she said sarcastically. “Excitement is dangerous for me.”

“There is probably only one person here who has cause for excitement,” Gauche replied mysteriously. “But I shall come back to that. First, allow me to introduce myself to the honorable company once again. Yes, my name is Gustave Gauche, but I am not a rentier—alas, I have no investments from which to draw income. I am, ladies and gentlemen, a commissioner in the criminal police of the city of Paris, and I work in the department that deals with particularly serious and complicated crimes. The post I hold is entitled Investigator for Especially Important Cases.” The commissioner pronounced the title with distinct emphasis.

The deadly silence in the salon was broken only by the hasty whispering of Dr. Truffo.

“What a scandal!” squeaked the doctor’s wife.

“I was obliged to embark on this voyage, and to travel incognito because . . .” Gauche began puffing his cheeks in and out energetically in an effort to revive his half-extinguished pipe. “. . . because the Paris police have strong grounds for believing that the person who committed the crime in the Rue de Grenelle is on board the Leviathan.”

“Ah!” The sigh rustled quietly round the salon.

“I presume you have already discussed the case, which is a mysterious one in many respects.” The commissioner jerked his double chin in the direction of the newspaper clipping, which was still in Fandorin’s hands. “And that is not all, mesdames et messieurs. I know for a fact that the murderer is traveling first-class . . .” (another collective sigh) “. . . and moreover, happens to be present in this salon at this very moment,” Gauche concluded. He then seated himself in a satin-upholstered armchair by the window and folded his arms expectantly just below his silver watch chain.

“Impossible!” cried Renate, clutching involuntarily at her belly.

Lieutenant Renier leapt to his feet.

The ginger baronet began chortling and applauding demonstratively.

Professor Sweetchild gulped convulsively and removed his glasses.

Clarissa Stamp froze with her fingers pressed against the agate brooch on her soft collar.

Not a single muscle twitched in the face of the Japanese, but the polite smile instantly disappeared.

The doctor grabbed his wife by the elbow, forgetting to translate the most important thing of all, but to judge by the frightened expression in her staring eyes, Mrs. Truffo had guessed it for herself.

The Russian diplomat asked quietly, “What reasons do you have?”

“My presence here,” the commissioner replied imperturbably, “is explanation enough. There are other considerations, but there is no need for you to know about them . . . Well, then”—there was a clear note of disappointment in the policeman’s voice—“I see no one is about to swoon and cry out: ‘Arrest me, I killed them!’ But, of course, I was not really counting on that. So listen to me.” He raised a stubby finger in warning. “None of the other passengers must be told about this. And it is not in your interests to tell them—the rumor would spread instantly, and people would start treating you like lepers. Do not attempt to transfer to a different salon—that will merely increase my suspicion. And you would not be able to do it; I have an arrangement with the captain.”

Renate began babbling in a trembling voice.

“Dear M. Gauche, can you not at least spare me this nightmare? I am afraid to sit at the same table as a murderer. What if he sprinkles poison in my food? I shan’t be able to swallow a single morsel now. You know, it’s dangerous for me to be worried. I won’t tell anyone, anyone at all, honestly!”

“My regrets, Mme. Kleber,” the sleuth replied coolly, “but there can be no exceptions. I have grounds to suspect every person here, and not least of all you.”

Renate threw herself against the back of her chair with a weak moan and Lieutenant Renier stamped his foot angrily: “You take too many liberties, monsieur . . . Investigator for Especially Important Cases! I shall report everything to Captain Cliff immediately.”

“Go right ahead,” said Gauche indifferently. “But not just at this moment; a bit later. I haven’t quite finished my little speech yet. So as yet I do not know for certain which of you is my client, but I am close, very close, to my goal.”

Renate expected these words to be followed by an eloquent glance, and she strained her entire body forward in anticipation. But no—the policeman was looking at his stupid pipe. He was probably lying and didn’t have his eye on anyone in particular.

“You suspect a woman, it’s obvious!” exclaimed Miss Stamp with a nervous flutter of her hands. “Otherwise why would you be carrying around a newspaper article about some Marie Sanfon? Who is this Marie Sanfon? And anyway, it doesn’t matter who she is. It’s plain stupid to suspect a woman! How could a woman ever be capable of such brutality?”

Mrs. Truffo rose abruptly to her feet, ready to rally to the banner of female solidarity.

“We shall speak of Mlle. Sanfon on some other occasion,” the detective replied, giving Clarissa Stamp a mysterious look. “I have plenty of these little articles, and each of them contains its own version of events.” He opened his file and rustled the newspaper clippings; there must have been several dozen of them. “Very well, mesdames et messieurs, I ask you please not to interrupt me anymore!” The policeman’s voice had turned to iron. “Yes, there is a dangerous criminal among us. Possibly a psychopath.” (Renate noticed the professor quietly shift his chair away from Sir Reginald.) “Therefore, I ask you all to be careful. If you notice something out of the ordinary, even the very slightest thing, come to me immediately. And it would be best, of course, if the murderer were to make a full and frank confession; there is no escape from here in any case. That is all I have to say.”

Mrs. Truffo put her hand up like a pupil in school: “In fact I did see something extraordinary, only yesterday! A charcoal black face, definitely not human, looked in at me from outside while I was in our cabin! I was so scared!” She turned to her other half and jabbed him with her elbow: “I told you, but you paid no attention!”

“Oh,” said Renate with a start, “and yesterday a mirror in a genuine tortoiseshell frame disappeared from my toiletry set.”

Monsieur the Lunatic apparently also had something to report, but before he had a chance the commissioner slammed his file shut.

“Do not try to make a fool of me! I am an old bloodhound! You won’t throw Gustave Gauche off the scent! If necessary, I shall have every one of you put ashore and we will deal with each of you separately! Ten people have been killed; this is not a joke. Think, mesdames et messieurs, think!”

He left the salon, slamming the door loudly behind him.

“Gentlemen, I am not feeling well,” Renate declared in a weak voice. “I shall go to my cabin.”

“I shall accompany you, Mme. Kleber,” said Charles Renier, immediately leaping to her side. “This is simply intolerable! Such incredible insolence!”

Renate pushed him away.

“No thank you. I shall manage quite well on my own.”

She walked unsteadily across the room and leaned against the wall by the door for a moment. In the corridor, which was empty, her stride quickened. Renate opened her cabin and went inside, took a travel bag out from under the bed, and thrust a trembling hand in under its silk lining. Her face was pale but determined. In an instant her fingers had located a small metal box.

Inside the box, glittering with cold glass and steel, lay a syringe.

Clarissa Stamp

[image: image]

THINGS HAD BEGUN to go wrong first thing in the morning, when Clarissa quite distinctly spotted two new wrinkles in the mirror—two fine, barely visible lines running from the corners of her eyes toward her temples. It was all the sun’s fault. It was so bright here that no parasol or hat could save you. Clarissa spent a long time inspecting herself in that pitiless polished surface and stretching her skin with her fingers, hoping it might be the way she’d slept and that the wrinkles would smooth out. Just as she finished her inspection, she turned her neck and spotted a gray hair behind her ear. That really made her feel glum. Might it perhaps be the sun’s fault too? Did hairs fade? Oh no, Miss Stamp, no point in deceiving yourself. As the poet said:

November’s chill breath trimmed her braids with silver,

Whispering that youth and love were lost forever.

She took greater pains than usual with her appearance. The gray hair was mercilessly plucked out. It was stupid, of course. Wasn’t it John Donne who said the secret of female happiness was knowing when to make the transition from one age to the next, and there were three ages of woman: daughter, wife, and mother? But how could she progress from the second state to the third when she had never been married?

The best cure for thoughts like that was a walk in the fresh air, and Clarissa set out to take a turn round the deck. Huge as Leviathan was, it had long since been measured out by her leisurely, even paces—at least the upper deck, which was intended for the first-class passengers. The distance round the perimeter was three hundred fifty-five paces. Seven and a half minutes, if she didn’t pause to admire the sea or chat with casual acquaintances.

At this early hour none of her acquaintances were on deck, and Clarissa completed her promenade along the starboard side of the ship unhindered all the way to the stern. The ship was ploughing a smooth path through the brownish surface of the Red Sea and a lazy gray furrow extended from its powerful propeller right out to the horizon. Oh, but it was hot!

Clarissa looked enviously at the sailors polishing the copper fittings one level below. Lucky beasts, in nothing but their linen trousers—no bodice, no bloomers, no stockings with tight garters, no long dress. You couldn’t help envying that outrageous Mr. Aono, swanning about the ship in his Japanese dressing gown, and no one in the least bit surprised, because he was an oriental.

She imagined herself lying in a canvas deck chair with absolutely nothing on. No, she could be in a light tunic, like a woman in ancient Greece. And it was perfectly normal. In a hundred years or so, when the human race finally rid itself of prejudice, it would be absolutely natural.

There was Mr. Fandorin riding toward her, the rubber tires on his American tricycle squeaking. They did say that kind of exercise was excellent for developing the elasticity of the muscles and strengthening the heart. The diplomat was dressed in a light sporting outfit: checked pantaloons, gutta-percha shoes with gaiters, a short jacket, and a white shirt with its collar unbuttoned. His bronzed face lit up in a friendly smile of greeting. Mr. Fandorin politely raised his cork helmet and went rustling by. He did not stop.

Clarissa sighed. The idea of a stroll had been a failure; all she had succeeded in doing was soak her underclothes with perspiration. She had to go back to her cabin and change.

Breakfast had been spoiled for Clarissa by that poseuse Mme. Kleber. What an incredible ability to transform her own weakness into a means of exploiting others! At the precise moment when the coffee in Clarissa’s cup had cooled to the required temperature, that unbearable Swiss woman had complained that she felt stifled and asked for someone to loosen her bodice. Clarissa usually pretended not to hear Renate Kleber’s whining and some male volunteer was always found for her, but a man was clearly not suitable for such a delicate task, and as luck would have it Mrs. Truffo was not there—she was helping her husband attend to some lady who had fallen ill. Apparently the tedious creature had previously worked as a nurse. What remarkable social climbing—straight up to the wife of the senior doctor and dining in first-class! And she tried to act like a real British lady, but somewhat overdid it.

Anyway, Clarissa had been forced to fuss with Mme. Kleber’s laces, and in the meantime her coffee had gone completely cold. It was a trivial matter, of course, but it was that Kleber woman through and through.

After breakfast she went out for a walk, did ten circuits, and began feeling tired. Taking advantage of the fact that there was no one nearby, she peeped carefully in at the window of cabin number eighteen. Mr. Fandorin was sitting at the secretary, wearing a white shirt with red, white, and blue suspenders, a cigar clenched in the corner of his mouth. He was tapping noisily with his fingers on a bizarre black apparatus made of iron, with a round roller and a large number of keys. Clarissa was so intrigued that she let her guard down and was caught red-handed. The diplomat jumped to his feet, bowed, threw on his jacket, and came across to the open window.

“It’s a Remington t-typewriter,” he explained. “The very latest model, only just on sale. A most c-convenient device, Miss Stamp, and quite light. Two porters can carry it without any difficulty. Quite indispensable on a journey. You see, I am p-practising my stenography by copying out a piece of Hobbes.”

Still red with embarrassment, Clarissa nodded slightly and walked away, then sat down under a striped awning close by. There was a fresh breeze blowing. She opened The Charterhouse of Parma and began reading about the selfless love of the beautiful but aging Duchess Sanseverina for the youthful Fabrice del Dongo. Moved to shed a sentimental tear, she wiped it away with her handkerchief, and, as if by design at that moment, Mr. Fandorin emerged on the deck, wearing a white suit with a broad-brimmed panama hat and carrying a cane. And looking exceptionally handsome.

Clarissa called to him. He approached, bowed, and sat down beside her. Glancing at the cover of her book, he said: “I am willing to b-bet that you skipped the description of the Battle of Waterloo. A pity—it is the finest passage in the whole of Stendhal. I have never read a more accurate description of war.”

Strangely enough, Clarissa was indeed reading The Charterhouse of Parma for the second time, and both times she had simply leafed through the battle scene.

“How could you tell?” she asked curiously. “Are you a mind reader?”

“Women always skip battle scenes,” said Fandorin with a shrug. “At least women of your temperament.”

“And just what is my temperament?” Clarissa asked in a wheedling voice, feeling she cut a poor figure playing the coquette.

“An inclination to view yourself skeptically and the world around you romantically.” He looked at her, his head inclined slightly to one side. “And specifically concerning yourself, I can say that recently there has been some kind of sudden change for the b-better in your life and that you have suffered some k-kind of shock.”

Clarissa started and glanced at her companion with frank alarm.

“Don’t be frightened,” the astonishing diplomat reassured her. “I know absolutely nothing about you. It is simply that I have developed my powers of observation and analysis with the help of special exercises. Usually a single insignificant detail is enough for me to recreate the entire p-picture. Show me a charming button like that”—he pointed delicately to a large ornamental pink button on her jacket—“and I will tell you immediately who lost it—a very big pig or a very small elephant.”

Clarissa smiled and asked: “And can you see right through absolutely everybody?”

“Not right through, but I do see a lot. For instance, what can you tell me about that gentleman over there?”

Fandorin pointed to a thickset man with a large mustache observing the shoreline through a pair of binoculars.

“That’s Mr. Babble, he’s—”

“Stop!” said Fandorin, interrupting her. “I’ll try to guess myself.”

He looked at Mr. Babble for about thirty seconds, then said: “He is traveling to the east for the first time. He married recently. A factory owner. Business is not going well; there is a whiff of imminent bankruptcy about the gentleman. He spends almost all his time in the billiard room, but he plays badly.”

Clarissa had always prided herself on being observant, and she began inspecting Mr. Babble, the Manchester industrialist, more closely.

A factory owner? Well, that was possible to guess. If he was traveling first-class, he must be rich. It was clear from his face that he was no aristocrat. And he didn’t look like a businessman, either, in that baggy frock coat, and his features lacked animation. All right, then.

Recently married? Well, that was simple enough—the ring on his third finger gleamed so brightly that it was obviously brand new.

Plays billiards a lot? Why was that? Aha, his jacket was smeared with chalk.

“What makes you think Mr. Babble is traveling to the East for the first time?” she asked. “Why is there a whiff of bankruptcy about him? And what is the basis for your assertion that he is a poor billiards player? Perhaps you have been there and seen him play?”

“No, I have not been in the b-billiard room, because I cannot stand pastimes that involve gambling, and I have never laid eyes on this gentleman before,” Fandorin replied. “It is evident that he is traveling this way for the first time from the stubborn persistence with which he is studying the empty shoreline. Otherwise Mr. Babble would be aware that he will not see anything of interest on that side until we reach the Strait of Mandeb. That is one. This gentleman’s business affairs must be going very badly, otherwise he would never have embarked on such a long journey, especially so soon after his wedding. A badger like that might leave his set if the end of the world is nigh, but certainly not before. That is two.”

“What if he is taking a honeymoon voyage together with his wife?” asked Clarissa, knowing that Mr. Babble was traveling alone.

“And lingering forlornly on the deck like that, and loitering in the billiard room? And he plays quite incredibly badly—his jacket is all white at the front. Only absolutely hopeless players scrape their bellies along the edge of the table like that. That is three.”

“Oh, all right, but what will you say about that lady over there?”

Clarissa, now completely engrossed in the game, pointed to Mrs. Blackpool, who was proceeding majestically along the deck, arm-in-arm with her female companion.

Fandorin scanned the estimable lady in question with a disinterested glance.

“With that one everything is written on the face. She is on her way back from England to join her husband. She has been to visit their grown-up children. Her husband is a military man. A colonel.”

Mr. Blackpool was indeed a colonel in command of a garrison in some city or other in northern India. This was simply too much.

“Explain!” Clarissa demanded.

“Ladies of that kind do not travel to India on their own b-business, only to the places where their husbands are serving. She is not of the age to have embarked on a journey like this for the first time—so she must be returning. Why could she have traveled to England? Only in order to see her children. I am assuming her parents have already passed away. It is clear from her determined and domineering expression that she is a woman used to command. That is the look of the first lady of a garrison or a regiment. They are usually regarded as a level of command senior to the commanding officer himself. Perhaps you would like to know why she must be a colonel’s wife? Well, because if she were a general’s wife, she would be traveling first-class, and this lady, as you can see, has a silver badge. But let us not waste any more time on trifles.” Fandorin leaned closer and whispered: “Let me tell you about that orangutan over there. A curious specimen.”

The monkey-like gentleman who had halted beside Mr. Babble was M. Boileau, the former Windsor habitué who had forsaken the ill-fated salon in time and so slipped through Commissioner Gauche’s net.

Speaking in a low voice directly into Clarissa’s ear, the diplomat told her: “The man you see there is a criminal and a villain. Most probably a dealer in opium. He lives in Hong Kong and is married to a Chinese woman.”

Clarissa burst into laughter.

“Well, you’re really wide off the mark this time! That is M. Boileau from Lyon, a philanthropist and the father of eleven entirely French children. And he deals in tea, not opium.”

“I rather think not,” Fandorin replied calmly. “Look closely. His cuff is bent up and you can see the blue circle of a tattoo on his wrist. I have seen one like that before in a book about China. It is the mark of one of the Hong Kong triads, secret criminal societies. Any European who becomes a member of a triad must be a master criminal operating on a truly grand scale. And of course, he has to marry a Chinese woman. A single look at the face of this ‘philanthropist’ should make everything clear to you.”

Clarissa didn’t know whether to believe him or not, but Fandorin continued with a serious expression: “And that is by no means all, Miss Stamp. I can tell a lot about a person even if I am b-blindfolded—from the sounds that he makes and his smell. Why not test me for yourself?”

And, so saying, he untied his white satin necktie and handed it to Clarissa.

She fingered the fabric—it was dense and opaque—and then blindfolded the diplomat with it. As though by accident, she touched his cheek—it was smooth and hot.

The ideal candidate soon put in an appearance from the direction of the stern—the well-known suffragette Lady Campbell, making her way to India in order to collect signatures for her petition for married women to be given the vote. Mannish and massive, with cropped hair, she lumbered along the deck like a cart horse. He would never guess it was a lady and not a boatswain.

“Right, who is this coming our way?” Clarissa asked, choking in anticipatory laughter.

Alas, her merriment was short-lived.

Fandorin wrinkled up his brow and began tossing out staccato phrases.

“A skirt hem rustling. A woman. A heavy stride. A strong c-character. Elderly. Plain. Smokes tobacco. Short-cropped hair.”

“Why does she have short-cropped hair?” Clarissa squealed, covering her eyes and listening carefully to the suffragette’s elephantine footfall. How, how did he do it?

“If a woman smokes, she must have bobbed hair and be progressive in her views,” Fandorin declared in a firm voice. “And this one also despises fashion and wears a kind of shapeless robe, bright green with a scarlet belt.”

Clarissa was dumbstruck. It was absolutely incredible! She took her hands away from her eyes in superstitious terror and saw that Fandorin had already removed the necktie and even retied it in an elegant knot. The diplomat’s blue eyes were sparkling merrily.

It was all very pleasant, but then the conversation ended badly. When she stopped laughing, Clarissa very delicately broached the subject of the Crimean War and what a tragedy it had been both for Europe and Russia. She cautiously recalled her own memories of the time, remembering them as somewhat more infantile than they were in reality. She was anticipating reciprocal confidences, and hoping to learn exactly how old Fandorin really was. Her worst fears were confirmed.

“I was not b-born yet then,” he confessed, artlessly clipping Clarissa’s wings.

After that everything went from bad to worse. Clarissa had tried to turn the conversation to painting, but she got everything so mixed up that she couldn’t even explain properly why the pre-Raphaelites had called themselves pre-Raphaelites. He must have thought her an absolute idiot. Ah, but what difference did it make now?

   

AS SHE WAS making her way back to her cabin, feeling sad, something terrifying happened.

She saw a gigantic black shadow quivering in a dark corner of the corridor. Clutching at her heart, Clarissa let out an immodest squeal and made a dash for her own door. Once she was in her cabin, it was a long time before she could calm her wildly beating heart. What was that thing? Neither man nor beast. Some concretion of evil, destructive energy. Her guilty conscience. The phantom of her Paris nightmare.

No more, she told herself, she had put all that behind her. It was nothing. It was delirium, a delusion, nothing more. She had sworn she would not torment herself with remorse. This was a new life, bright and happy—“And may your mansion be illumined by the lamp of bliss.”

To soothe her nerves, she put on her most expensive day dress, the one she had not even tried on yet (white Chinese silk with a pale green bow at the back of the waist) and put her emerald necklace around her neck. She admired the gleam of the stones.

Very well, so she wasn’t young. Or beautiful, either. But she was far from stupid, and she had money. And that was much better than being an ugly, aging fool without a penny to her name.

Clarissa entered the salon at precisely two o’clock, but the entire company was already assembled. Strangely enough, rather than fragmenting the Windsor contingent, the commissioner’s astounding announcement of the previous day had brought them all closer together. A common secret that cannot be shared with anyone else binds people to one another more tightly than a common cause or a common interest. Clarissa noticed that her fellow diners now gathered around the table in advance of the times set for breakfast, lunch, five o’clock tea, and dinner, and lingered on afterward, something that had hardly ever happened before. Even the captain’s first mate, who was only indirectly involved in the whole affair, spent a lot of time sitting on in the Windsor salon with the others rather than hurrying off about his official business (but then, of course, the lieutenant might possibly be acting on the captain’s orders). It was as though the Windsorites had joined some elite club that was closed to the uninitiated. Several times Clarissa caught swift, stealthy glances being cast in her direction. Glances that could mean one of two things: “Are you the murderer?” or “Have you guessed I am the murderer?” Every time it happened, she felt a sweet trembling sensation welling up from somewhere deep inside, from the very depths of her, a pungent cocktail of fear and excitement. The image of the Rue de Grenelle rose up clearly before her eyes, the way it looked in the evening: beguilingly quiet and deserted, with the bare branches of the black chestnut trees swaying against the sky. God forbid the commissioner should somehow find out about the Ambassador Hotel. The very thought of it terrified Clarissa, and she cast a furtive glance in the policeman’s direction.

Gauche presided at the table like the high priest of a secret sect. They were all constantly aware of his presence and followed the expression on his face out of the corner of their eyes, but Gauche appeared not to notice that at all. He assumed the role of a genial philosopher happy to relate his “little stories” while the others listened tensely.

By unspoken agreement, that was discussed only in the salon, and only in the commissioner’s presence. If two Windsorites chanced to meet somewhere in neutral territory—in the music salon, on the deck, in the reading hall—they did not discuss that under any circumstances. And not even in the salon did they return to the tantalizing subject on every occasion. It usually happened spontaneously, following some entirely chance remark.

Today at breakfast, for instance, a general conversation had completely failed to materialize, but now as Clarissa took her seat the discussion was in full swing. She began studying the menu with a bored expression on her face, as though she had forgotten what she had ordered for lunch, but she could already feel that familiar tingle of excitement.

“The thing that bothers me about the crime,” Dr. Truffo was saying, “is the complete pointlessness of it. Apparently all those people were killed for absolutely nothing. The golden Shiva ended up in the Seine, and the killer was left empty-handed.”

Fandorin rarely participated in these discussions, preferring to remain silent most of the time, but for once even he felt compelled to express an opinion.

“That is not quite true. The p-perpetrator was left with the shawl.”

“What shawl?” asked the doctor, confused.

“The painted Indian shawl. In which, if we are to believe the newspapers, the killer wrapped the stolen Shiva.”

This joke was greeted with rather nervous laughter.

The doctor gestured expressively.

“But a mere shawl . . .”

Sweetchild gave a sudden start and raised his spectacles from his nose, a gesture of his that indicated intense agitation.

“No, don’t laugh! I made enquiries as to exactly which shawl was stolen. And it is, gentlemen, an extremely unusual piece of material with a story of its own. Have you ever heard of the Emerald Rajah?”

“Wasn’t he some kind of legendary Indian nabob?” asked Clarissa.

“Not legendary, but quite real, madam. It was the name given to Bagdassar, the ruler of the principality of Brahmapur. The principality is located in a large, fertile valley, surrounded on all sides by mountains. The rajahs trace their line of descent from the great Babur and are adherents of Islam, but that did not prevent them from reigning in peace for three hundred years over a little country in which the majority of the population are Hindus. Despite the difference in religion between the ruling caste and their subjects, the principality never suffered a single rebellion or feud. The rajahs prospered and grew rich, and by Bagdassar’s time the house of Brahmapur was regarded as the wealthiest in the whole of India after the nizams of Hyderabad, whose wealth, as you are no doubt aware, eclipses that of every monarch in the world, including Queen Victoria and the Russian emperor Alexander.”

“The greatness of our queen does not consist in the extent of her personal fortune, but in the prosperity of her subjects,” Clarissa remarked primly, stung by the professor’s remark.

“Undoubtedly,” agreed Sweetchild, who was already in full swing and not to be halted. “However, the wealth of the rajahs of Brahmapur was of a very special kind. They did not hoard gold; they did not stuff trunks to overflowing with silver; they did not build palaces of pink marble. No, for three hundred years these rulers knew only one passion—precious stones. Do you know what the Brahmapur Standard is?”

“Isn’t it a style of faceting diamonds?” Dr. Truffo asked uncertainly.

“The Brahmapur Standard is a jewelers’ term referring to a diamond, sapphire, ruby, or emerald that is faceted in a particular manner and is the size of a walnut, which corresponds to one hundred and sixty tandools; in other words, it is eighty carats in weight.”

“But that is very large,” Renier exclaimed in amazement. “Stones as large as that are very rare. If my memory does not deceive me, even the Regent diamond, the glory of the French state jewels, is not very much larger.”

“No, lieutenant, the Pitt diamond, also known as the Regent, is almost twice as large,” the professor corrected him with an air of authority, “but eighty carats is still a considerable size, especially if one is dealing with stones of the first water. But can you believe, ladies and gentlemen, that Bagdasssar had five hundred and twelve such stones, and all of absolutely irreproachable quality!”

“That’s impossible!” exclaimed Sir Reginald.

Fandorin asked: “Why exactly five hundred and t-twelve?”

“Because of the sacred number eight,” Sweetchild gladly explained. “Five hundred and twelve is eight times eight times eight, that is, eight to the power of three or eight cubed, the so called ‘ideal number.’ There is here, undoubtedly, some influence from Buddhism, in which the number eight is regarded with particular reverence. In the northeastern part of India, where Brahmapur lies, religions are intertwined in the most bizarre fashion imaginable. But the most interesting thing of all is where this treasure was kept, and how.”

“And where was it kept?” Renate Kleber inquired curiously.

“In a simple clay casket without any adornment whatever. In 1852 I visited Brahmapur as a young archeologist and met the rajah Bagdassar. An ancient temple had been discovered in the jungle within the principality, and the rajah invited me to assess the significance of the find. I carried out the necessary research, and what do you think I discovered? The temple turned out to have been built in the time of King Chandragupta, when—”

“Stop, stop, stop!” the commissioner interrupted. “You can tell us about archeology some other time. Let’s get back to the rajah.”

“Ah, yes indeed,” said the professor, fluttering his eyelashes. “That really would be best. Well then, the rajah was pleased with me and as a token of his favor he showed me his legendary casket. Oh, I shall never forget the sight!” Sweetchild narrowed his eyes as he continued: “Imagine a dark dungeon with only a single torch burning in a bronze bracket beside the door. The rajah and I were alone; his retainers remained outside the massive door, which was protected by a dozen guards. I got no clear impression of the interior of this treasure house, since my eyes had no time to adjust to the semidarkness. I only heard the locks clanging as his highness opened them. Then Bagdassar turned to me and in his hands I saw a cube that was the color of earth and appeared to be very heavy. It was the size of . . .” Sweetchild opened his eyes and looked around. Everyone was sitting and listening with bated breath, and Renate Kleber had even parted her lips like a child. “Oh, I don’t know. I suppose about the size of Miss Stamp’s hat, if one were to place that piece of headgear in a square box.” As though on command, everyone turned and began staring curiously at the diminutive Tyrolean hat decorated with a pheasant feather. Clarissa endured this public scrutiny with a dignified smile, in the manner she had been taught as a child. “This cube resembled most closely one of the ordinary clay bricks they use for building in those parts. His highness later explained to me that the coarse, dull uniformity of the clay surface made a far better foil than gold or ivory for the magnificent glimmering light of the stones. Indeed, I was able to see that for myself when Bagdassar slowly raised a hand studded with rings to the lid of the casket, then opened it with a rapid movement and . . . I was blinded, ladies and gentlemen!” The professor’s voice quavered. “It . . . it is impossible to express it in words! Picture to yourselves a mysterious, multicolored, lambent radiance spilling out of that dark cube and painting the gloomy vaults of that dungeon with shimmering patches of rainbow-colored light! The round stones were arranged in eight layers, and in each layer were sixty-four faceted sources of quite unbearable brilliance! And the effect was certainly enhanced by the flickering flame of the solitary torch. I can still see Rajah Bagdassar’s face bathed from below in that magical light . . .”

The professor closed his eyes again and fell silent.

“And how much, for instance, are these glass baubles worth?” the commissioner’s rasping voice inquired.

“Yes, indeed, how much?” Mme. Kleber repeated enthusiastically. “Say, in your English pounds?”

Clarissa heard Mrs. Truffo whisper rather loudly to her husband: “She’s so vulgar!” But even so she pushed her mousy curls back off her ear in order not to miss a single word.

“You know,” Sweetchild said with a genial smile, “I’ve often wondered about that. It’s not an easy question to answer, since the value of precious stones fluctuates according to the market, but as things stand today—”

“Yes, please, as things stand today, not in the time of King Chandragupta,” Gauche put in gruffly.

“Hmm . . . I don’t know exactly how many diamonds, how many sapphires, and how many rubies the rajah had. But I do know that he valued emeralds most of all, which was how he acquired his popular name. In the course of his reign seven emeralds were acquired from Brazil and four from the Urals, and for each of them Bagdassar gave one diamond and some additional payment. You see, each of his ancestors had a favorite type of stone he preferred to all others and tried to acquire in greater numbers. The magical number of five hundred and twelve stones had already been reached in the time of Bagdassar’s grandfather, and since then the ruler’s primary goal had not been to increase the number of stones, but to improve their quality. Stones that fell even slightly short of perfection or that the current ruler did not favor for some reason, were sold—hence the fame of the Brahmapur Standard, which gradually spread around the world. Their place in the casket was taken by other, more valuable stones. Bagdassar’s ancestors carried their obsession with the Brahmapur Standard to quite insane lengths. One of them purchased a yellow sapphire weighing three hundred tandools from the Persian shah Abbas the Great, paying ten caravans of ivory for this marvel, but the stone was larger than the standard size and the rajah had his jewelers cut away all the excess!”

“That is terrible, of course,” said the commissioner, “but let us get back to the question of the stones’ value.”

This time, however, it proved less easy to direct the flow of the Indologist’s speech into the required channel.

“The question of value can wait for a moment!” he said, peremptorily dismissing the detective’s request. “Is it really so important? When one considers a noble stone of such size and quality, the first thing that comes to mind is not money but the magical properties that have been attributed to it since ancient times. The diamond, for instance, is considered a symbol of purity. Our ancestors used to test their wives’ fidelity by placing a diamond under their sleeping spouse’s pillow. If she was faithful, she would immediately, without waking, turn to her husband and embrace him. If she was unfaithful, she would toss and turn and attempt to throw the diamond to the floor. And the diamond is also reputed to guarantee its owner’s invincibility. The ancient Arabs used to believe that in battle the general who owned the larger diamond would be victorious.”

“Ancient Arab mistaken,” said Gintaro Aono, interrupting the inspired speaker in full flow.

Everyone stared in astonishment at the Japanese, who very rarely joined in the general conversation and never interrupted anyone. The oriental continued hastily in that odd accent of his.

“In the Academy of St. Cyr we were taught that the duke of Burgundy Charles the Bold speciarry took the huge Sancy diamond with him into battle against the Swiss, but it did not save him from defeat.”

Clarissa felt sorry for the poor devil—making a rare attempt to show off his knowledge at such an inopportune moment.

The Japanese gentleman’s remark was greeted with deadly silence, and Aono blushed in painful embarrassment.

“Yes, indeed, Charles the Bold,” the professor said with a sharp nod of dissatisfaction, and he concluded without his former ardor. “The sapphire symbolizes devotion and constancy; the emerald confers improved sharpness of vision and foresight; the ruby protects against illness and the evil eye . . . But you were asking about the value of Bagdassar’s treasures?”

“I realize it must be an incredibly large sum, but could you at least give us an approximate idea of how many zeros, at least?” Mme. Kleber enunciated clearly, as if she were addressing a dull-witted pupil, demonstrating yet again that once a banker’s wife, always a banker’s wife.

Clarissa would have enjoyed listening to more on the subject of the magical properties of precious stones and would have preferred to avoid talk of money. Apart from anything else, it was so vulgar.

“Very well, then, let me just add it up.” Sweetchild took a pencil out of his pocket and poised himself to write on a paper napkin. “Formerly the diamond was considered the most expensive stone, but since the discovery of the South African fields it has fallen significantly in value. Large sapphires are found more often than other precious stones, and so on average they are only worth a quarter as much as diamonds, but that does not apply to yellow and star sapphires, and they made up the majority of Bagdassar’s collection. Pure rubies and emeralds of great size are also rare and have a higher value than diamonds of the same weight . . . Very well, for simplicity’s sake, let us assume all five hundred and twelve stones are diamonds, and all of the same value. Each of them, as I have already said, weighs eighty carats. According to Tavernier’s formula, which is used by jewelers all over the world, the value of a single stone is calculated by taking the market value of a one-carat diamond and multiplying it by the square of the number of carats in the stone concerned. That would give us . . . a one-carat diamond costs about fifteen pounds on the Antwerp exchange. Eighty squared is six thousand four hundred. Multiply by fifteen . . . mmm . . . ninety-six thousand pounds sterling—so that is the value of an average stone from the Brahmapur casket. Multiply by five hundred and twelve . . . about fifty million pounds sterling. And in actual fact even more, because, as I have already explained, colored stones of such a great size are more valuable than diamonds,” Sweetchild concluded triumphantly.

“Fifty million pounds? As much as that?” Renier asked in a voice suddenly hoarse. “But that’s a billion and a half francs!”

Clarissa caught her breath, all thoughts of the romantic properties of precious stones driven out of her head by astonishment at this astronomical figure.

“Fifty million! But that’s half the annual budget of the entire British Empire!” she gasped.

“That’s three Suez Canals!” mumbled the redheaded Milford-Stokes. “Or even more!”

The commissioner also took a napkin and became absorbed in some calculations of his own.

“It is my salary for three hundred thousand years,” he announced in dismay. “Are you not exaggerating, Professor? The idea of some petty native princeling possessing such immense wealth!”

Sweetchild replied as proudly as if all the treasure of India belonged to him personally.

“Why, that’s nothing! The jewels of the nizam of Hyderabad are estimated to be worth three hundred million, but of course you couldn’t get them all into one little casket. In terms of compactness, certainly, Bagdassar’s treasure had no equal.”

Fandorin touched the Indologist’s sleeve discreetly.

“Nonetheless, I p-presume this sum is rather abstract in nature. Surely no one would be able to sell such a huge number of gigantic p-precious stones all at once? It would bring down the market price.”

“You are mistaken to think so, monsieur diplomat,” the scholar replied with animation. “The prestige of the Brahmapur Standard is so great that there would be no shortage of buyers. I am certain that at least half the stones would not even leave India—they would be bought by the local princes, in the first instance by the nizam, whom I have already mentioned. The remaining stones would be fought over by the banking houses of Europe and America, and the monarchs of Europe would not let slip the chance to add the masterpieces of Brahmapur to their treasuries. Oho, if he had wished, Bagdassar could have sold the contents of his casket in a matter of weeks.”

“You keep referring to this man in the p-past tense,” remarked Fandorin. “Is he dead? And, if so, what happened to the casket?”

“Alas, that is something nobody knows. Bagdassar’s own end was tragic. During the Sepoy Mutiny the rajah was incautious enough to enter into secret dealings with the rebels, and the vice-regent declared Brahmapur enemy territory. There was malicious talk of Britannia simply wishing to get its hands on Bagdassar’s treasure, but of course it was untrue. That is not the way we English go about things.”

“Oh, yes,” nodded Renier with a dark smile, exchanging glances with the commissioner.

Clarissa stole a cautious glance at Fandorin—surely he could not also be infected with the bacillus of Anglophobia? The Russian diplomat, however, sat there with an air of absolute equanimity.

“A squadron of dragoons was dispatched to Bagdassar’s palace. The rajah attempted to escape by fleeing to Afghanistan, but the cavalry overtook him at the Ganges crossing. Bagdassar considered it beneath his dignity to submit to arrest and he took poison. The casket was not found on him; in fact, he had with him nothing but a small bundle containing a note in English. In the note, which was addressed to the British authorities, the rajah swore that he was innocent and requested them to forward the bundle to his only son. The boy was studying in a boarding school somewhere in Europe—it’s the thing among Indian grandees of the new breed. I should mention that Bagdassar was no stranger to the spirit of civilization; he visited London and Paris several times. He even married a Frenchwoman.”

“Oh, how unusual!” Clarissa exclaimed. “To be an Indian rajah’s wife! What became of her?”

“Never mind the damned wife, tell us about the bundle,” the commissioner said impatiently. “What was in it?”

“Absolutely nothing of any interest,” said the professor with a regretful shrug of his shoulders. “A volume of the Koran. But the casket disappeared without a trace, although it was looked for everywhere.”

“And was it a perfectly ordinary Koran?” asked Fandorin.

“It could hardly have been more ordinary: printed by a press in Bombay, with devout comments in the deceased’s own hand in the margins. The squadron commander decided that the Koran could be forwarded as requested, and for himself he took only the shawl in which it was wrapped as a souvenir of the expedition. The shawl was later acquired by Lord Littleby for his collection of Indian paintings on silk.”

To clarify the point, the commissioner asked: “So that is the same shawl in which the murderer wrapped the Shiva?”

“The very same. It is genuinely unusual. Made of the very finest silk, almost weightless. The painting is rather trivial—an image of the bird of paradise, the sweet-voiced Kalavinka. But it possesses two unique features that I have never encountered in any other Indian shawl. First, where Kalavinka’s eye should be is a hole, the edges of which have been sewn up very carefully with brocade thread. Second, the shawl itself is an interesting shape—not rectangular, but tapering. A sort of irregular triangle, with two crooked sides and one absolutely straight.”

“Is the shawl of any g-great value?” asked Fandorin.

“All this talk about the shawl is boring,” complained Mme. Kleber, sticking out her lower lip capriciously. “Tell us more about the jewels! They ought to have searched a bit more thoroughly.”

Sweetchild laughed.

“Oh, madam, you cannot even imagine how thoroughly the new rajah searched for them. He was one of the local zamindars who had rendered us invaluable service during the Sepoy Mutiny and received the throne of Brahmapur as a reward. But greed unhinged the poor man’s mind. Some wit whispered to him that Bagdassar had hidden the casket in the wall of one of the buildings. And since in size and appearance the casket looked exactly like an ordinary clay brick, the new rajah ordered all buildings constructed of that material to be taken apart. The houses were demolished one after another and each brick was smashed under the personal supervision of the new ruler. Bearing in mind that in Brahmapur ninety percent of all structures are built of clay bricks, in a few months a flourishing city was transformed into a heap of ruins. The insane rajah was poisoned by his own retainers, who feared a popular revolt even more fierce than the Sepoy Mutiny.”

“Serve him right, the Judas,” Renier declared with feeling. “Nothing is more abominable than treachery.”

Fandorin patiently repeated his question: “But nonetheless, Professor, is the shawl of any g-great value?”

“I think not. It is more of a rarity, a curiosity.”

“But why are things always b-being wrapped in it—first the Koran, and then the Shiva? Could this piece of silk perhaps have some ritual significance?”

“I’ve never heard of anything of the sort. It is simply a coincidence.”

Commissioner Gauche got to his feet with a grunt and straightened his numbed shoulders.

“Mm, yes, an entertaining story, but unfortunately it has nothing to contribute to our investigation. The murderer is unlikely to be keeping this piece of cloth as a sentimental souvenir. It would be handy if he was, though,” he mused. “One of you, my dear suspects, simply takes out a silk shawl with a picture of the bird of paradise—out of sheer absent-mindedness—and blows his nose into it. Old papa Gauche would know what to do then, all right.”

The detective laughed, clearly in the belief that his joke was very witty. Clarissa gave the vulgar lout a disapproving look.

Catching her glance, the commissioner narrowed his eyes.

“By the way, Mademoiselle Stamp, about your wonderful hat. A very stylish item, the latest Parisian chic. Is it long since your last visit to Paris?”

Clarissa braced herself and replied in an icy tone, “The hat was bought in London, commissioner. And I have never been to Paris.”

What was Mr. Fandorin staring at so intensely? Clarissa followed the line of his gaze and turned pale.

The diplomat was studying her ostrich-feather fan, and the words inscribed in gold on its ivory handle: “Meilleurs souvenirs! Hotel AMBASSADEUR. Rue de Grenelle, Paris.”

What an appalling blunder!

Gintaro Aono

[image: image]

The fifth day of the fourth month, in sight of the Eritrean coast

Below—the green stripe of the sea,

Between—the yellow stripe of sand,

Above—the blue stripe of the sky.

Such are the colors 

Of Africa’s flag.

This trivial pentastich is the fruit of my hour-and-a-half-long efforts to attain a state of inner harmony—the confounded harmony that has stubbornly refused to be restored.

I have been sitting alone on the stern, watching the dreary coastline of Africa and feeling my infinite isolation more acutely than ever. I can at least be thankful that the noble habit of keeping a diary was instilled in me from childhood. Seven years ago, as I set out to study in the remote country of Furansu, I dreamed in secret that one day the diary of my travels would be published as a book and bring fame to me and the entire clan of Aono. But alas, my intellect is too imperfect and my feelings are far too ordinary for these pitiful pages ever to rival the great diaristic literature of former times.

And yet if not for these daily entries I should certainly have gone insane long ago.

Even here, on board a ship traveling to East Asia, there are only two representatives of the yellow race—myself and a Chinese eunuch, a court official of the eleventh rank who has visited Paris to obtain the latest perfumes and cosmetics products for the Empress Dowager Tz’u Hsi. For the sake of economy he is traveling second-class, of which he is greatly ashamed, and our conversation was broken off the moment it emerged that I am traveling first-class. What a disgrace for China! In the court official’s place I should certainly have died of humiliation, for on this European vessel each of us is the representative of a great Asian power. I understand courtier Chan’s state of mind, but it is nonetheless a pity that he feels too ashamed even to leave his cramped cabin—there are things we could have talked about. That is, although we could not talk about them, we could communicate with the aid of ink, brush, and paper, for while we speak different languages, we use the same hieroglyphs.

Never mind, I tell myself, hold on. The difficulties remaining are mere trifles. In a month or so you will see the lights of Nagasaki, and from there it is a mere stone’s throw to your hometown of Kagoshima. And what do I care that my return promises me only humiliation and disgrace, that I shall be the laughingstock of all my friends? For I shall be home once again, and, after all, no one will dare to express his contempt for me openly, since everyone knows that I was carrying out my father’s will, and that orders are not a matter for discussion. I have done what I had to do, what my duty obliged me to do. My life may be ruined, but if that is what the welfare of Japan requires . . . But enough, no more of that!

And yet who could have imagined that returning to my homeland, the final stage of my seven-year ordeal, would prove so hard? In France at least I could take my food alone, I could delight in solitary walks and communing with nature. But here on the ship I feel like a grain of rice that has fallen by accident into a bowl of noodles. Seven years of life among the red-haired barbarians have failed to inure me to some of their disgusting habits. When I see the fastidious Kleber-san cut a bloody beefsteak with her knife and then lick her red-stained lips with her pink tongue, it turns my stomach. And these English washbasins in which you have to plug the drain and wash your face in contaminated water! And those appalling clothes, the invention of some perverted mind! They make you feel like a carp wrapped in greased paper, being roasted over hot coals. Most of all I hate the starched collars that leave a red rash on your chin and the leather shoes, a genuine instrument of torture. Exploiting my position as an “oriental savage,” I take the liberty of strolling around the deck in a light yukata, while my unfortunate dining companions stew in their clothes from morning till night. My sensitive nostrils suffer greatly from the smell of European sweat, so harsh, greasy, and fleshy. Equally terrible is the round-eyes’ habit of blowing their noses into handkerchiefs and then putting them back into their pockets, together with the mucus, then taking them out and blowing heir noses into them again. They will simply not believe it at home; they will think I have made it all up. But then, seven years is a long time. Perhaps by now our ladies are also wearing those ridiculous bustles on their hindquarters and tottering along on high heels. It would be interesting to see how Kyoko-san would look in a costume like that. After all, she is quite grown up now—thirteen years old already. In another year or two they will marry us. Or perhaps it will happen even sooner. Oh, to be home soon!

Today I found it especially difficult to attain inner harmony because:

1. I discovered that my finest instrument, capable of easily cutting through the very thickest muscle, has been stolen from my travel bag. What does this strange theft mean?

2. At lunch I once again found myself in a position of humiliation—far worse than the incident with Charles the Bold (see my entry for yesterday). Fandorin-san, who continues as before to be very curious concerning Japan, began questioning me about Bushido and samurai traditions. The conversation moved on to my family and my ancestors. Since I had introduced myself as an officer, the Russian began to question me about the weapons, uniforms, and service regulations of the Imperial Army. It was terrible! When it emerged that I had never even heard of the Berdan rifle, Fandorin-san looked at me very strangely. He must have thought the Japanese army is staffed with absolute ignoramuses. In my shame I completely forgot my manners and ran out of the salon, which of course only rendered the incident even more embarrassing.

It was a long time before I was able to settle my nerves. First I went up onto the boat deck, which is deserted because the sun is at its fiercest there. I stripped to my loincloth and for half an hour practiced the kicking technique of mawashi-geri. When I had reached the right condition and the sun began to look pink, I seated myself in the za-zen pose and attempted to meditate for forty minutes. And only after that did I dress myself and go to the stern to compose a tanka.

All of these exercises were helpful. Now I know how to save face. At dinner I shall tell Fandorin-san that we are forbidden to talk to strangers about the Imperial Army and that I ran out of the salon in such haste because I am suffering from terrible diarrhea. I think that will sound convincing and in the eyes of my neighbors at table I shall not appear to be an ill-mannered savage.

The evening of the same day

So much for harmony! Something quite catastrophic has happened. My hands are trembling in shame, but I must immediately note down all the details. It will help me to concentrate and make the correct decision. To begin with, only the facts; conclusions later.

And so.

Dinner in the Windsor salon began as usual at eight o’clock. Although during the afternoon I had ordered red-beet salad, the waiter brought me bloody, half-raw beef. Apparently he thought I had said “red beef.” I prodded the slaughtered animal’s flesh, still oozing blood, and observed with secret envy the captain’s first mate, who was eating a most appetizing vegetable stew with lean chicken.

What else happened?

Nothing out of the ordinary. Kleber-san, as always, was complaining of a migraine but eating with a voracious appetite. She looks the very picture of health, a classic example of an easy pregnancy. I am sure that when her time comes the child will pop out of her like a cork out of sparkling French wine.

There was talk of the heat, of tomorrow’s arrival in Aden, of precious stones. Fandorin-san and I discussed the relative advantages of Japanese and English gymnastics. I found myself in a position to be condescending, since in this sphere the superiority of the East over the West is self-evident. The difference, of course, is that for them physical exercise is sport, a game, but for us it is the path to spiritual self-improvement. It is spiritual improvement that is important—physical perfection is of no importance, it is automatically dragged along behind, as carriages follow a steam locomotive. I should mention that the Russian is very interested in sport and has even heard something of the martial-arts schools of Japan and China. This morning I was meditating on the boat deck earlier than usual and I saw Fandorin-san there. We merely bowed to each other and did not enter into conversation, because each of us was occupied with his own business: I was bathing my soul in the light of the new day, while he, dressed in gymnast’s tights, was performing squats and push-ups with each arm in turn and lifting weights that appeared to be very heavy.

Our common interest in gymnastics rendered our evening conversation unforced, and I felt more relaxed than usual. I told the Russian about jujitsu. He listened with unflagging interest.

At about half past eight (I did not notice the precise time), Kleber-san, having drunk her tea and eaten two cakes, complained of feeling dizzy. I told her that this happens to pregnant women when they eat too much. For some reason she evidently took offence at my words and I realized that I had spoken out of turn. How many times have I sworn not to do so? After all, I was taught by wise teachers: When you find yourself in strange company, sit, listen, smile pleasantly, and from time to time nod your head—you will acquire the reputation of being a well-bred individual, and at the very least you will not say anything stupid. It is not the place of an “officer” to be giving medical advice!

Renier-san immediately leapt to his feet and volunteered to accompany the lady to her cabin. He is in general a most considerate man, and especially with Kleber-san. He is the only one who is not yet sick of her interminable caprices. He stands up for the honor of his uniform; I applaud him.

When they left, the men moved to the armchairs and began smoking. The ship’s Italian doctor and his English wife went to visit a patient and I attempted to impress upon the waiter that they should not put either bacon or ham in my omelette for breakfast. After so many days, they should have grown used to the idea by now.

Perhaps about two minutes later we suddenly heard a woman’s high-pitched scream.

First, I did not immediately realize it was Kleber-san screaming. Second, I did not understand that her bloodcurdling scream of “Oscure! Oscure!” meant “Au secours! Au secours!” But that does not excuse my behavior. I acted disgracefully, quite disgracefully. I am unworthy of the title of samurai!

But everything in order.

The first to reach the door was Fandorin-san, followed by the commissioner of police, then Milford-Stokes-san and Sweetchild-sensei, and I was still glued to the spot. They have all decided, of course, that the Japanese army is staffed by pitiful cowards. In actual fact, I simply did not understand immediately what was happening.

When I did understand, it was too late—I was the last to come running up to the scene of the incident. I was even behind Stamp-san.

Kleber-san’s cabin is very close to the salon, the fifth door on the right along the corridor. Peering over the shoulders of those who had reached the spot before me, I saw a quite incredible sight. The door of the cabin was wide open. Kleber-san was lying on the floor and moaning pitifully, with some immense, heavy, shiny black mass slumped across her. I did not immediately realize that it was a Negro of immense stature. He was wearing white canvas trousers. The handle of a sailor’s dirk was protruding from the back of his neck. From the position of his body, I knew immediately that the Negro was dead. A blow like that, struck to the base of the skull, requires great strength and precision, but it kills instantly and surely.

Kleber-san was floundering in a vain effort to wriggle out from under the heavy carcass that was pinning her down. Lieutenant Renier was bustling about beside her. His face was whiter than the collar of his shirt. The scabbard hanging at his side was empty. The lieutenant was completely flustered, torn between dragging this unsavory deadweight off the pregnant woman and turning to us and launching into an incoherent explanation of what had happened to the commissioner.

Fandorin-san was the only one who remained calm and composed. Without any visible effort, he lifted up the heavy corpse and dragged it off to one side (I remembered his exercises with the weights), then helped Kleber-san into an armchair and gave her some water. I came to my senses and checked quickly to make sure she was not wounded or bruised. She did not seem to be. Whether there is any internal damage will become clear later. Everyone was so agitated that they were not surprised when I examined her. White people are convinced that all orientals are part shaman and know the art of healing. Kleber-san’s pulse was ninety-five, which is perfectly understandable.

Interrupting each other as they spoke, Renier-san and Kleber-san told us the following story.

The lieutenant:

He saw Kleber-san to her cabin, wished her a pleasant evening, and took his leave. However, he had scarcely taken two steps away from her door when he heard her desperate scream.

Kleber-san:

She went into her cabin, switched on the electric light, and saw a gigantic black man standing by her dressing table with her coral beads in his hands (I actually saw these beads on the floor afterward). The Negro threw himself on her without speaking, tossed her to the floor, and grabbed hold of her throat with his massive hands. She screamed.

The lieutenant:

He burst into the cabin, saw the appalling (he said “fantastic”) scene, and for a moment was at a loss. He grabbed the Negro by the shoulders, but was unable to shift the giant by even an inch. Then he kicked him in the head, but again without the slightest effect. It was only then, fearing for the life of Kleber-san and her child, that he grabbed his dirk out of its sheath and struck a single blow.

It occurred to me that the lieutenant must have spent a turbulent youth in taverns and bordellos, where skill in handling a knife determines who will sober up the following morning and who will be carried off to the cemetery.

Captain Cliff and Dr. Truffo ran in. The cabin became crowded. No one could understand how the African had come to be on board the Leviathan. Fandorin-san carefully inspected a tattoo covering the dead man’s chest and said he had seen one like it before. Apparently during the recent Balkan conflict he was held prisoner by the Turks, and there he saw black slaves with precisely the same zigzag lines in concentric circles around the nipples. They are the ritual markings of the Ndanga tribe, recently discovered by Arab slave traders in the very heart of equatorial Africa. Ndanga men are in great demand at markets throughout the East.

It seemed to me that Fandorin-san said all this with a rather strange expression on his face, as though he were puzzled by something. However, I could be mistaken, since the facial expressions of Europeans are freakish and do not correspond at all to ours.

Commissioner Gauche listened to the diplomat carefully. He said there were two questions that interested him as a representative of the law: How the Negro had managed to get on the ship and why he had attacked Mme. Kleber.

Then it emerged that things had begun disappearing in a mysterious fashion from the cabins of several of the people present. I remembered the item that had disappeared from my cabin, but naturally I said nothing. It was also established that people had seen a massive black shadow (Miss Stamp) or a black face peeping in at their window (Mrs. Truffo). It is clear now that these were not hallucinations and not the fruit of morbid imaginings.

Everyone turned on the captain. Apparently the passengers had been in mortal danger all the time they had been on board and the ship’s command had not even been aware of it. Cliff-san was scarlet with shame. And it must be admitted that a terrible blow has been struck to his prestige. I tactfully turned away so that he would suffer less from his loss of face.

Then the captain asked the witnesses to the incident to move into the Windsor salon and addressed us with a speech of great power and dignity. Above all he apologized for what had happened. He asked us not to tell anyone about this “regrettable occurrence,” since it might cause mass psychosis on board the ship. He promised that his sailors would immediately comb all the holds, the ’tween-decks, the wine cellar, the storerooms, and even the coal bins. He gave us his guarantee that there would not be any more black burglars on board his ship.

The captain is a good man, a genuine old sea dog. He speaks awkwardly, in short, clipped phrases, but it is clear that he is strong in spirit and he performs his job with sober diligence. I once heard Truffo-sensei telling the commissioner that Captain Cliff is a widower and dotes on his only daughter, who is being educated in a boarding school somewhere. I find that very touching.

Now I seem to be gradually recovering my composure. The lines of writing are more even and my hand is no longer shaking. I can go on to the most unpalatable moment of all.

During my superficial examination of Kleber-san, I noticed that she was not bruised. There were also several other observations that ought to be shared with the captain and the commissioner. But I wished above all to reassure a pregnant woman who was struggling to recover her wits after a shock—who seemed intent, in fact, on plunging into hysterics.

I said to her in a most soothing tone of voice: “Perhaps this black man had no intention of killing you, madam. You entered so unexpectedly and switched on the light and he was simply frightened. After all, he—”

Kleber-san interrupted before I could finish.

“He was frightened?” she hissed with sudden venom. “Or perhaps it was you who were frightened, my dear Asian monsieur? Do you think I didn’t notice your nasty little yellow face peeping out from behind other people’s backs?”

No one has ever insulted me so outrageously. The worst thing of all was that I could not pretend these were the foolish words of an hysterical woman and shield myself from them with a smile of disdain. Kleber-san’s thrust had found my most vulnerable spot!

There was nothing I could say in reply; I was badly hurt, and the grimace on her tear-stained face when she looked at me was humiliating. If at that moment I could have fallen through the floor into the famous Christian hell, I would certainly have pressed the lever of the trapdoor myself. Worst of all, my sight was veiled by the red mist of rage, and that is the condition I fear most. It is in this state of frenzy that a samurai commits those deeds that are disastrous for his karma. Then afterward he must spend the rest of his life seeking to expiate the guilt of that single moment of lost self-control. He can do things for which even seppuku will not be sufficient atonement.

I left the salon, afraid I would not be able to restrain myself and do something terrible to a pregnant woman. I am not sure that I could have controlled myself if a man had said something like that to me.

I locked myself in my cabin and took out the sack of Egyptian gourds I bought at the bazaar in Port Said. They are small, about the size of a human head, and very hard. I bought fifty of them.

In order to disperse the scarlet mist in front of my eyes, I set about improving my straight chop with the edge of the hand. Because of my extreme agitation, I delivered the blow poorly: Instead of two equal halves, the gourds split into seven or eight pieces.

It is hard.
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