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Vienna, 1913


And There Was Light


“Oh.” The syllable is a soft cry of ecstasy. She has never seen colors like those on the floor, red running into orange, yellow, green. The purple is so rich, like grape juice, she wants to jump into it. When she runs over to look, the colors disappear. Her mouth rounds with bafflement: she thought Frau Herschel had painted the rainbow on the floor. Then she sees it reappear on her arm. Against the starched white of her sailor shirt, she can see the purple, which the wooden floor had swallowed. She strokes it and watches the color ripple on her hand.


“Martina!” her mother whispers harshly. “Your manners.”


She turns reluctantly and bobs a curtsy to Frau Herschel. Her black boots hold her ankles so stiffly that she can’t move well and she almost falls. Her mother frowns, desperate for her awkward child to make a good impression on her employer.


Birgit, the Kindermädchen, doesn’t bother to hide a smirk. Little Sophie Herschel doesn’t laugh, just pirouettes in her white slippers and sinks into a deep curtsy in front of Martina’s mother.


“I believe the child hasn’t even noticed the rocking horse,” Frau Herschel says, laughter barely covering her annoyance. “But Sophie will help her. You may leave her here in the nursery, Frau Saginor. You can go down to the sewing room to begin the white work. Birgit will feed Martina when she brings Sophie her lunch.”


The six-year-olds are left to stare at each other. Sophie’s hair is the color of flax and is arranged in sausage curls tied away from her face with a rose ribbon. Martina’s black hair is plaited, pulled so hard from her face that you can see white half-moons of skin behind her ears. Sophie is in a dress beautifully embroidered and smocked by Martina’s mother, but Martina herself wears a sailor top and dark skirt. Even if there were money at home for the fine thread and fabric in Sophie’s dresses—which there isn’t—it wouldn’t do for Frau Saginor’s daughter to be seen in such delicate clothes.


Later, the little girls will spend so much time together that they won’t remember this first meeting, not the meanness of Sophie, flaunting one expensive toy after another, nor of the nursery maid Birgit, giving Martina a piece of bread with goose fat for lunch while Sophie has thick soup and an orange, nor of Martina upstaging Sophie with Signor Caperelli, the Italian who was teaching music to many of Vienna’s bourgeois children.


“And this one? She play also?” Signor Caperelli asks Birgit, after yawning over Sophie’s haphazard performance for half an hour.


“She is just the sewing woman’s child, brought in to amuse Fräulein Sophie,” Birgit sniffs.


“But at home I play on my auntie’s flute,” Martina says. She is made bold by the foreign man’s obvious disappointment with Sophie and sees a chance to pay the other girl back for her snubs.


Signor Caperelli produces a child-sized flute from the carpetbag that holds his music. Martina blows on it to warm it, as her auntie has taught her. She shuts her eyes and sees the rainbow spilling onto the nursery floor. Each color has a note and she plays the rainbow, or tries to. She wants to cry, because she hasn’t made the sounds come out to match the colors. She hands the flute back, scarlet with shame.


Signor Caperelli laughs. “Your auntie, she love the noise of Herr Schoenberg? To my ear, he is not making music!”


When Martina doesn’t answer, still staring at the floor, Caperelli rummages in his bag again and extracts a sheet of simple music. “You can read the notes, yes? Give this to your auntie. At your little age, already you are in love with sound, but now you learn to make a song, not the howling of cats on the Prater like Herr Schoenberg make, sì?”


In later years, Martina remembers none of that, although the flute will always calm her. She remembers only the rainbow on the floor, and the discovery that the cut glass in the nursery windows created it.










Hell’s Kitchen


The sun scorched my back through my thin shirt. It was September, but out on the prairie, the heat still held a mid-summer ferocity.


I tried the gate in the cyclone fence, but it was heavily padlocked; when I pushed hard to see if it would open enough for me to slide through, the metal burned my fingers. A camera and a microphone were mounted on top of the gatepost, but both had been shot out.


I backed away and looked around the empty landscape. Mine had been the only car on the gravel county road as I bumped my way from the turnoff in Palfry. Except for the crows circling and diving into the brown cornstalks across the road, I was completely alone. I felt tiny and vulnerable under the blue bowl of the sky. It closed over the earth in all directions, seeming to shut out air, to let in nothing but light and heat.


Despite dark glasses and a visored cap, my eyes throbbed from the glare. As I walked around the house, looking for a break in the fence, purple smoke rings danced in front of me.


The house was old and falling down. Glass had broken out, or been shot out, of most of the windows. Someone had nailed slabs of plywood over them, but hadn’t put much effort into the job: in several places the wood swung free, secured by only a couple of nails. Behind the plywood, someone had stuffed pieces of cardboard or tatty cloth around the broken panes.


The steel fence had revolving spikes on top to discourage trespassers like me. Signs warned of guard dogs, but I didn’t hear any barking or snuffling as I walked the perimeter.


In front, the house was close to the fence and to the road, but in the back the fence enclosed a large stretch of land. An old shed had collapsed in one corner. A giant pit, filled with refuse and stinking of chemicals, had been dug near the shed. Jugs, spray cans of solvent, and all the other fixings of a meth operation fought with coffee grounds and chicken bones for top stench.


It was behind the shed that I found the opening I needed. Someone had been there before me with heavy steel cutters, taking out a piece of fence wide enough for a car to drive through. The cuts were recent, the steel along the pointed ends shiny, unlike the dull gray of the rest of the metal. As I passed between the cuts, the skin on my neck prickled with something more than heat. I wished I’d brought my gun with me, but I hadn’t known I was coming to a drug house when I left Chicago.


Whoever cut the fence had dealt with the back door in a similarly economic way, kicking it in so that it hung on one hinge. The smell that rolled out the open door—metallic, like iron, mixed with rotting meat—was all too easy to recognize. I pulled my shirt up over my nose and looked cautiously inside. A dog lay just beyond the doorway, his chest blown open. Some large-caliber something had taken him down as he tried to protect the losers he lived with.


“Poor old Rottweiler, your mama never meant you to guard a drug house, did she?” I whispered. “Not your fault, boy, wrong place, wrong time, wrong people.”


Flies were busy in his wounds; the ends of his ribs were already exposed, patches of white beneath the black of dried blood and muscle. Insects had eaten out his eyes. I felt my lunch start to rise up and made it down the steps in time to throw up in the pit by the shed.


I went back to my car on wobbly legs and collapsed on the front seat. I drank some water from the bottle I’d brought with me. It was as hot as the air and tasted rubbery, but it settled my stomach a bit. I sat for some minutes watching a farmer move up and down a remote field, dust billowing around him. He was too far away for me to hear. The only sound came from the wind in the corn, and the crows circling above it.


When my legs and stomach calmed down, I took the big beach towel I use for my dogs from the backseat. In the trunk I found an old T-shirt that I slit open so I could tie it over my nose and mouth. Armed with this makeshift mask, I returned to the house. I waved the towel hard enough to dislodge most of the flies, then covered the dog.


When I stepped over his body, it was into a kitchen from hell. A scarred wooden hutch, once painted white, was filled with spray cans of starter fluid, drain cleaner, jars part-full of ugly-looking liquids, eye droppers, Vicks inhalers, and gallon jugs labeled “muriatic acid.” A makeshift lab hood with an exhaust vent had been constructed over the hutch. Half-buried in the filth were a number of industrial face masks.


Whoever had kicked in the door had also pulled linoleum from the floor and pried up some of the rotting boards underneath. I squatted and pointed my flashlight through an opening between the exposed joists. Water heater, furnace, stood on the dirt floor below me, but no bodies as far as I could tell. Cool air rose from the basement, along with a smell of leaf mold that seemed wholesome in contrast to the chemicals around me.


I straightened and played my light around the room. It was hard to tell how much of the shambles had been caused by the dog killers and how much by the natives.


I stepped over jugs that had been knocked to the floor, skirted a couple of plug-in heaters, and moved into the rooms beyond.


It was an old farmhouse, with a front room that had once been a formal parlor, judging by the remnants of decorative tiles around the empty fireplace. These had been pried out of the mantel and shattered. Someone had held target practice against an old rolltop desk. An angry hand had smashed the drawers and scattered papers around the floor.


I stooped to look at them. Most were past-due notices from the county for taxes and for garbage pickup. The Palfry Public Library wanted a copy of Gone With the Wind that Agnes Schlafly had checked out in 1979.


Scraps of photos were all that remained of a savagely mangled album. When I dropped it back on the scrap heap, it dislodged one intact picture. It was an old photo, bleached and scarred from its time in the meth house, which showed a dozen or so people gathered around a large metal egg balanced on a giant tripod. It looked like a cartoon version of a pod landing from outer space, but the group around it stared at the camera with solemn pride. Three women, in the longer skirts and thick-heeled shoes of the 1930s, sat in the middle; five men stood behind them, all in jackets and ties.


I frowned over it, wondering what the metal egg could possibly be. Pipes ran through it; perhaps it was the prototype of a machine to ferry milk from cow to refrigerated storage. Just because it was an oddity, I stuck it into my bag.


The adjacent room contained a couple of card tables and some chairs with broken backs. Empty pizza cartons, chicken bones, and a bowl of cereal that was growing mold: I could see it as a Bosch still life.


A staircase led to a second floor; tucked underneath it was a stopped-up toilet. A better detective than I might have looked inside, but the smell told me more than I wanted to know.


Three bedrooms were built under the eaves at the top of the stairs. Two of them held only mattresses and plastic baskets. These had been upended, spilling dirty clothes over the floor. The mattresses had been slit, so that hunks of batting covered the clothes.


There’d been an actual bed and a dresser in the third bedroom, but these, too, had been ripped apart. An eight-by-ten of a young woman holding a baby had been torn from the frame, which itself had been broken in half and tossed onto the shredded bedclothes.


I picked up the photo, cautiously, by the edges. The print was so faded that I couldn’t make out the woman’s face, but she had a halo of dark curls. I slipped the picture into my shoulder bag along with the one of the milk pod.


A large poster of Judy Garland, with the caption Somewhere Over the Rainbow, hung by one corner over the bedstead, the tape ripped away from the other edges. I wondered if that was the drug user’s joke: “way up high.” It was hard to imagine a meth addict as a purveyor of irony, but it’s easy to be judgmental about people you’ve never met.


The few clothes in the closet—a gold evening gown, a velvet jacket that had once been maroon, and a pair of designer jeans—had also been slit.


“You got somebody pretty pissed off, didn’t you,” I murmured to whoever wore those clothes. My voice sounded odd in the dismembered room.


If there’d been anything to find in this ruined house, the dog’s killers already had it. In my days with the public defender’s office, I used to see this kind of destruction with depressing frequency.


Most likely the invaders had been hunting for more drugs. Or they felt the drug dealers had done them out of something. The addicts I’d known would have traded their mother’s wedding ring for a single hit and then come back to shoot up the place so they could retrieve their jewelry. I’d represented one woman who killed her own son when he couldn’t get back the ring he’d traded for a rock of crack.


I climbed down the steep stairs and found the door that led to the basement. I walked partway down the stairs, but a spider the size of my hand scuttling from my flashlight kept me from descending all the way. I shone my flash around but didn’t see signs of blood or battle.


I left through the front door so that I wouldn’t have to wade through the kitchen again. The door had a series of dead bolts, as unnecessary an investment as the security camera over the padlocked gate. Whoever had been here before me had shot them out.


Before retreating through the gap in the fence, I found a board in the high weeds and used it to poke through the open pit. It held so many empty bottles that I didn’t want to climb down in it, but as far as I could tell, no one was hidden among them.


I took a few pictures with my camera phone and headed for the exit. I was just skirting the fence, heading to the road, when I heard a faint whimpering from the collapsed shed. I pushed my way through weeds and rubble and pulled apart the siding. Another Rottweiler lay there. When it saw me, it feebly thumped its stub of a tail.


I bent slowly. It made no effort to attack me as I cautiously felt its body. A female, painfully thin, but uninjured as far as I could tell. She’d gotten tangled in a mass of old ropes and fence wires. She’d fled into the shed when her partner was murdered, I was guessing, then panicked and worked herself deep into the makeshift net. I slowly pried the wires away from her chest and legs.


When I moved away and squatted, hand held out, she got to her feet to follow me, but collapsed again after a few steps. I went back to my car for my water bottle and a rope. I poured a little water over her head, cupped my hand so she could drink, tied the rope around her neck. Once she was rehydrated, she let me lead her slowly along the fence to the road. Out in the daylight, I could see the cuts from where the wires had dug into her, but also welts in her dirty black fur. Some vermin had beaten her, and more than once.


When we reached my car, she wouldn’t get in. I tried to lift her, but she growled at me, bracing her weak legs in the weeds along the verge, straining against the rope to get out into the road. I dropped the rope and watched as she staggered across the gravel. At the cornfield, she sniffed among the stalks until she found what she was looking for. She headed into the corn, but was so weak that she kept falling over.


“How about if you stay here and let me find what you’re looking for?” I said to her.


She looked at me skeptically, not believing a city woman could find her way through a field, but unable to go any farther herself. I couldn’t tie her to the corn—she’d pull that over. I finally ordered her to stay. Whether she’d been trained or just was too weak to go on, she collapsed where she was and watched as I headed into the field.


The stalks were higher than my head, but they were brown and dry and didn’t provide any shield from the sun. All around me insects zinged and stung. Prairie dogs and a snake slipped away at my approach.


The plants were set about a yard apart, the rows appearing the same no matter which direction I looked. It would have been easy to get lost, except I was following a trail of broken stalks toward the spot where the crows continued to circle.


The body was splayed across the corn like a snow angel. Crows were thick around the shoulders and hands and they turned on me with ferocious cries.










Dog-Tired


“Your friend wasn’t there, but I did find one of her fellow communards. Or drug dealers, as we call them on the South Side.” I was in Lotty Herschel’s living room, leaning back in her Barcelona chair, watching the colors change in the glass of brandy she’d given me.


“Oh, Vic, no.” Lotty’s face crumpled in distress. “I hoped—I thought—I wanted to believe she was making a change in her life.”


It was past nine and Lotty was almost as tired as I was, but neither of us had wanted to wait until morning to talk.


I’d driven the crows away from the dead body by flinging my flashlight and a screwdriver at them. They took off in a great black circle, just long enough for me to look at the body and see that it had been a man, not a woman. After that I backed away as fast as I could through the dead corn. I didn’t call the sheriff until I reached the edge of the road.


The dog wouldn’t leave her vigil at the entrance to the field, despite my pleas and commands. While we waited for the law, I poured more water over her head and into her mouth. She tried to lick my arm, but fell asleep instead, lifting her head with a jerk when two squad cars pulled up. Two of the deputies, a young man and an older woman, followed the bent stalks of corn to the body. The third phoned headquarters for instructions: I was to go into town and explain myself to the sheriff.


“Oh no, get the crows off of him.” It was one of the deputies in the field. We heard them flailing among the stalks, trying to beat the crows away, but they finally fired some rounds. The crows rose again.


I asked the deputy to help me lift the dog into my car. “Even though the dead guy in the field might have given her some of these wounds, she won’t leave while he’s out there,” I said.


When the deputy came over, the dog curled her lip at him and growled.


The deputy backed away. “You should just shoot her, weak as she is and mean as she is.”


I was a hundred miles from home, the law here was a law unto itself and could make my life miserable. I needed to not lose my temper. “You could be right. In the meantime, she’s innocent until proven guilty. If you’ll take her back legs, I’ll get her around the neck so she can’t bite you.”


The dog struggled, but feebly. By the time we had her shifted into the back of my Mustang, the two other deputies lurched out of the field at a shambling run. They had both turned a greeny-gray beneath their sunburns.


“We gotta get a meat wagon out here while there’s still some of the body left for the ME,” the woman said, her voice thick. “Glenn, you call it in. I’m going—” She turned away from us and was sick in the ditch by the road. Her partner made it as far as their squad car before he threw up.


My deputy called back to headquarters. “Davilats here. Got us an 0110 … Don’t know who; I drew the long straw and didn’t have to see the body, but Jenny says the crows been doing a good job having dinner off of it.”


The voice at the other end told Jenny to guard the entrance to the field; I was to follow Officer Davilats back to the county seat. To my surprise and great gratitude, Sheriff Kossel didn’t keep me long. He had me stay while Davilats drove him to the cornfield. Once Kossel returned from viewing the body he demanded my credentials.


“Warshawski? You related to the auto-parts people?” he asked.


“No,” I said for perhaps the fifty thousandth time in my career. “They spell it with a ‘y.’ I’m related to I. V. Warshawski, the Yiddish writer.” I don’t know why I added that, since it wasn’t true.


Kossel grunted and asked what I was doing down here. I gave him some names in the Chicago PD who could vouch for me.


“I was sent down here to look for a woman named Judy Binder,” I explained when the sheriff had gotten Chicago’s opinion of me (“Honest but a pain in the ass,” I heard one of my references rumble). “I didn’t know she lived in a drug house, but I went through the place and didn’t see any trace of her. Was the dead guy the only person living there?”


Kossel grunted. “It’s a shifting population and we don’t know all their names. Every time we bust them it’s been a different crew. House stood empty after the old couple who farmed that land died, then one of the grandsons showed up, started holding open house with his buddies and their girlfriends. We closed down the operation three times, but you know, it’s not hard to buy the components and start up again. The gal, Judy you say? We’ve never picked her up. They don’t have a phone, landline, I mean. If she was calling for help she did it from a cell, or a pay phone. Looks to me like the thieves had a falling-out and she got away with her skin in the nick of time.”


“The house was really torn apart,” I said.


“Could be they did it themselves while they were high. Nearest neighbors are a quarter section off to the south, and they hear gunshots out of there every so now and then. One time, those morons forgot to vent their ether and blew out some windows. Heard the explosion all the way over to Palfry, but when we went out to look they wouldn’t let us in. Between the drugs and the guns and the dogs, everyone in the county kept a distance. We only arrested them when they started selling their shit out by the high school. Why’d you say you were looking for this gal Judy?”


It was the third time he’d asked: a test, to see if putting the question abruptly, out of sequence, got him a different answer.


“She left a message on an answering machine saying someone wanted to kill her. I got a call asking me to find her; the address down here was the only one I could turn up.”


This was exactly what I’d said the first two times, but I repeated it patiently: strangers who turn up at meth houses have to answer questions, no matter how many Chicago police officers vouch for them.


“This answering machine belong to anyone?”


“I’ll find that out and get back to you,” I promised.


“You’ve traveled a long way for someone you don’t know to find someone you say you never saw in your life.” Kossel studied me closely; I tried to make my face look open, trustworthy, naive. “But I’ve got your name and address and they match what the Internet is saying, so you drive on back to the big city. I’ll call you if I need you. You see crows circling around any more cornfields, just keep driving, hear?”


I took that as a dismissal and got to my feet. “You can bet your pension on that, Sheriff.”


Tension and dehydration had left me light-headed. I refilled my water jug at the station’s drinking fountain, poured water over my head in their women’s washroom, and took myself and my orphan dog back to Chicago.


Palfry Township was a hundred miles south of the city. What with rescuing the dog, finding the body, talking to the sheriff, I hit the Dan Ryan Expressway at the height of the evening rush, but I didn’t care. It felt good to be surrounded by thousands of cars and millions of people. Even the polluted air felt clean after the terrible stench of the country.


I drove straight to the emergency veterinary clinic on the North Side. The Rottweiler had lain so quietly throughout the drive that I was afraid she might have died on me, but when I lifted her out of the car at the clinic, I could feel her heart thumping erratically. She was so weak when I set her on the sidewalk that I had to carry her inside, but when I set her on the counter, she stuck out a dry tongue and licked me once.


I told the intake staff how I’d found her, said I had no idea of her age or temperament or whether she’d been spayed but yes, I would pay bills within reason. After half an hour or so, a young woman in scrubs came into the examining room to talk to me.


“Right now her main problem, at least on the surface, is starvation, but she’s been beaten badly and there may be internal injuries,” the vet said. “Also, a dog in a drug house was probably trained to attack, so once she’s regained her strength she may prove too violent to keep. We’ll do a thorough workup when she’s had enough IV fluids and food to handle the exam. If she is salvageable, she’ll have to be spayed.”


“Yes, of course.”


The vet added, “You may have found her downstate, but we get them all the time in here, dogs beaten to a pulp for not fighting hard enough, or for losing, or just beaten for the hell of it. We’ll do our best for your girl here. I just want you to know that not every rescued dog can be saved.”


I bent to kiss the dog’s muzzle, but as I turned to leave, the vet added that I should shower and shampoo my hair and wash all my clothes without putting them into a hamper first because of the number of ticks and fleas on my charge.


No one who knows me has ever accused me of being germ-phobic, but ticks and fleas turn even a sloppy housekeeper into a compulsive Lady Macbeth. I stopped at a car wash, where I threw out all the towels and T-shirts in the car while they cleaned the interior. At home, I ran my clothes through the laundry with bleach and scrubbed myself until my sunburned arms begged for mercy.


Lotty had called several times while I was driving home. I called from the car wash to say I’d stop by as soon as I could. She was waiting for me when I got off the elevator. Even though her face was set in hard worry lines, she insisted that I eat a bowl of lentil soup to restore my strength before I did any talking.


As soon as I’d put the soup bowl down, Lotty said, “Rhonda Coltrain told me why she called you in, but of course we didn’t talk until after I finished my surgery roster.”


Rhonda Coltrain is Lotty’s clinic manager. When she arrived at seven-thirty to prepare the clinic for the day, she heard a frantic message from someone who only identified herself as “Judy” on the machine. That was how my day started: Ms. Coltrain woke me, begging me to come to the clinic. Lotty was in the middle of an intricate repair to a prolapsed uterus that couldn’t be interrupted.


In Lotty’s storefront clinic on Damen Avenue, I replayed the terrified outburst several times until I could make out the gabbled speech. “Dr. Lotty, it’s me, it’s Judy, they’re after me, they want to kill me, you have to help me! Oh, where are you, where are you?”


I didn’t know any Judys who might be calling Lotty in the predawn, but Ms. Coltrain did. She’s usually completely discreet, but when she realized who was calling, she snapped, “I’m not surprised. She only calls Dr. Herschel when she’s been beaten up, or has an STD. And why the doctor keeps trying to help her, I don’t know, except they seem to have some kind of history together. I don’t like to ask it of you, but you’d better try to find her.”


She found the downstate address in Lotty’s private files. None of my databases could produce a phone number or even a photograph. In the end, not sure what else to do, I’d made the trek downstate.


After I described the unspeakable mess in Judy’s so-called commune to Lotty, I said, “The sheriff down in Palfry wants your name, and he wants to know what your involvement is with this Judy Binder. I protected your privacy today, but I can’t forever. It would help if I knew who she was and why you care so much.”


“I didn’t ask you to drive down to Palfry. If I’d been in the clinic, I would never have bothered you.”


“Lotty, don’t try that on me. If you’d been in the clinic, you know darned well that your first call would have been to me, to ask me to trace the call, which, by the way, I lack the legal authority to do—you can sic Ms. Coltrain on the phone company in the morning, if you want to find out where Judy was calling from. And then you would have said, Victoria, I know it’s an imposition, but could you possibly check up on her?”


Lotty grimaced. “Oh, perhaps. Just the way you come in every time someone puts a bullet through you and say, I know it’s an imposition but I don’t have enough insurance to pay for this.”


I sat up in the Barcelona chair and stared at her. “You want to start a fight to keep me from asking about Judy Binder. I’m too tired for that. I’m not leaving until you tell me who she is. Rhonda Coltrain says you feel responsible for her. Here I’ve been knowing you thirty years and never once heard you mention her name.”


“I know a lot of people you’ve never heard of,” Lotty said, then gave her twisted smile, a recognition that she was being petulant. She put down her coffee cup and walked over to the long glass wall that overlooked Lake Michigan. She stared at the dark water for a long time before she spoke again.


“Her mother and I grew up together in Vienna, that’s the problem.” She didn’t turn around; I had to strain to hear her. “That’s the story, I mean. Käthe, her mother’s name was in those days, Käthe Saginor. So when Käthe’s daughter Judy began needing extra attention, running away from home when she was only fifteen, getting involved with one abusive boy after another, then needing her first abortion when she was sixteen—she came to me for a second when she was twenty-two—I felt—I can’t even tell you what I felt.


“I didn’t see that much of Judy as a child, so why should I feel responsible, or even affectionate? But I did feel some of both, along with a dash of schadenfreude over Käthe’s failure at motherhood. I only know that against all my own beliefs or my normal course of action, I kept trying to rescue Judy.”


She turned to look at me. “In an Uptown practice, I see many people caught in the thralls of addiction to one thing or another. I know if they are going to be saved they have to want salvation, which, to be honest, I never saw any sign of in Judy. I don’t know why I thought my own willpower could imbue her with the desire.”


“She was the daughter of a friend from your childhood,” I said, thinking I understood. “That can—”


“I don’t like her mother.” Lotty cut me off sharply. “Käthe Saginor was always a whiny, nervous girl. I hated that my grandmother thought I should play with her. I was never very nice to her on the days Käthe’s grandmother—Kitty, I mean, she changed her name in England—Kitty’s grandmother brought her over to our flat on the Renngasse. After the Anschluss, when we had to leave the flat, it was worse because we were stuck next door to each other in those cramped slums in the Leopoldstadt. Käthe used to tell her grandmother—oh, never mind that!”


Lotty flung up a hand, as if brushing a cobweb out of her hair. “Why am I dwelling on those petty old slights and wounds? Still, when my Opa put Käthe on the train to London with Hugo and me that spring before the war started, I was scared Käthe would jinx the trip. I worried that she would cry and complain so much that the German guards would throw us off the train, or even that the English would be so cross with her that they’d ship Hugo and me back to Vienna with her. It was a relief when we reached London and she was sent on to Birmingham.


“In the turmoil of the war years, I forgot about her. Then, without warning, she appeared in Chicago, around the time I was doing my obstetrics fellowship at Northwestern. She’d become Kitty—I don’t know why I can’t remember that. After all, I anglicized the spelling of my own name.”


“Did she come to Chicago to find you?” I asked.


“No—she had her own complicated story, which I got tired of hearing. She was married by then, she’d gone back to Austria after the war to interpret for the British Army and married an American GI. They came to Chicago because Kä—Kitty thought her own mother was here, that was her story. I couldn’t bear hearing about all the people who’d mistreated her, or lied to her, how she found her mother, she hadn’t found her mother, her mother left Chicago without seeing her, her mother was dead. We all had our dead to mourn, our lives to build, no one was holding my hand and I didn’t want to hold hers!”


I sat still: if I’d gone to her at that moment she would have pushed me away like another cobweb.


Finally she walked back to her chair. “I liked Len—Leonard Binder, that was Kitty’s husband. Judy was their only child. Len died about eighteen months ago and that was the last time I saw Judy, at his funeral. She told me she’d joined a commune downstate, that she was turning her life around, and I wanted to believe her even though I was pretty sure she was high at the time.”


At that I did go over to her, knelt next to her chair, put my arms around her. Lotty’s breath slowly returned to normal. She sat up abruptly and said, “Didn’t you say the sheriff down there had never seen Judy? What if she wasn’t part of that drug house at all?”


I walked over to the couch where I’d left my handbag and pulled out the two photos I’d found in the wreckage in Palfry. I handed Lotty the one of the mother with a baby.


Lotty looked at it briefly. “Oh, yes. Judy with the one baby she carried to term. Poor thing, she gave him to Len and Käthe when he was a year or so old.”


I looked at the bleached-out picture again. It was hard to make out Judy Binder’s expression, but she seemed puzzled, like a dreamer who doesn’t understand where she’s woken up. She’d given the baby to her parents, but she’d kept the picture; that must mean something.


I showed Lotty the picture of the metal pod on stilts that had been on the floor of the meth house. “Do you know what this is?”


“It looks like a child’s design for a spaceship. But the people—” She frowned over the photo. “I feel as though I should recognize them, but—I don’t know, I think it’s the clothes. They make me think of my childhood.”


I took back the pictures and put them in a folder in my bag. The mantel clock chimed eleven, startling both Lotty and me. It had been a long day; I was more than ready for bed. As she walked me to the elevator, Lotty thanked me formally for all the trouble I’d taken.


When the car arrived, she held my arm and said with her self-mocking smile, “Victoria, I know it’s an imposition, but will you go see Käthe—Kitty, I mean—and see if she knows anything?”










Family Portraits


Kitty Binder lived in Skokie on Chicago’s northwest border in a tan brick house. Most of her neighbors had small front gardens, with marigolds and rosebushes set around squares of perfect grass. At the Binder place, a few patches of unmown grass warred with dandelions in the dry ground. The trim around the windows was peeling; squirrels had bitten holes underneath the eaves. Depression, age, lack of money, or all of the above. I sucked in a breath to buoy myself and rang the bell.


Two fingers cautiously parted the blinds in the front window. After a moment, I heard the lock’s tumblers clunk as the dead bolts were undone; the front door opened the length of a stout chain. Through the crack I could just make out a shadowy face.


“Ms. Binder? I’m V. I. Warshawski. We spoke earlier this morning.”


It had been a difficult phone call. At first, Kitty Binder said she wasn’t interested in her daughter, she had no idea where Judy was, and furthermore, why had I let Charlotte Herschel involve herself in affairs that were no business of hers?


When I described Judy’s terrified message on Lotty’s answering machine, Ms. Binder became even fiercer. She wished she had a nickel for every threatening phone call Judy had made over the years. Judy played on Lotty’s sympathies like Isaac Stern with a Stradivarius. Judy knew that she, Kitty, wouldn’t stand for such nonsense, so Judy turned to Lotty instead.


“Not that Charlotte is gullible. She sees plenty of drug addicts in that clinic of hers. She knows exactly what’s going on. She just wants to make me look bad in my daughter’s eyes by acting as if she were a saint.”


I flinched at my end of the phone. Lotty and Kitty definitely were not best friends forever. I didn’t want to have to listen to decades of grievances from either of them, so I cut Kitty off abruptly.


“I went down to Palfry yesterday, to the house where your daughter has been living. I didn’t find Judy, but the house had been torn apart and I’m sorry to say that I came on the murdered body of a man who’d been living there. I think this time your daughter may have—”


“A murdered man?” Kitty interrupted me in turn, her voice rising in fear. “Who was it?”


“I don’t know; I couldn’t find any ID on him.” I didn’t want to say I hadn’t looked for any ID with the crows descending on me, claws and caws ordering me away from their feast.


“Come at noon.” And she’d hung up.


Here it was, noon, which I’d managed only by rearranging a couple of client visits. Instead of letting me in, Ms. Binder demanded proof that I was V. I. Warshawski. I didn’t argue with her, just showed her my various licenses to drive cars, shoot firearms, investigate crimes.


She finally undid the chain bolt. As soon as I was inside, she did up all the bolts again. The house smelled of unopened windows, overlaid with the scent of the face powder Kitty Binder was wearing. The only light in the entryway came through a dirt-crusted transom above the front door. I had trouble making out Ms. Binder, but I could tell she was short, with close-cropped white hair. Despite the hot day, she had on a thick cardigan.


Instead of inviting me all the way in, she startled me by demanding to know if anyone had followed me to the house.


“Not that I know of. Who were you expecting?”


“If you’re really a detective you would have kept an eye out for tails.”


“If you were really Kitty Binder, you’d want to know about your daughter. You wouldn’t be lecturing me on the fine points of detection.”


“Of course I’m Kitty Binder!” It was hard to make out her expression, but her voice was indignant. “You’re violating my privacy, coming into my home, asking impertinent questions. I have a right to expect you to be professional.”


Everyone in America is watching way too many crime shows these days. Juries expect expensive forensic work on routine crimes; clients expect you to treat their affairs as if they worked for the CIA. Not that Kitty Binder was a client yet.


“Is it the DEA you’re worried about?” I asked. “If they’re looking for your daughter they’ll already have a wiretap in place, so they don’t need to follow someone like me around.”


I thought Ms. Binder’s eyes grew round with alarm. “Are you saying that my phone is being tapped?”


“No, ma’am.” I was beginning to feel that I’d gotten lost in a conversational thicket the size of yesterday’s cornfield. “I’m just saying that we should talk about the murdered man I found yesterday. Who do you think he was?”


“You’re the one who found him,” she said. “You tell me.”


“He either was living in the house with your daughter, or he was one of the invaders. But you know or think you know who it was, because it was only after I mentioned him that you agreed to talk to me.”


“Charlotte sent you here to spy on me, didn’t she?” Her voice quavered, as if she were trying to whip up anger as a cover to whatever she was afraid of facing.


“Ma’am, could we sit down? If someone’s been bothering you, following you, or threatening you, I can help.”


“If you’re a friend of Charlotte Herschel’s, you’ll go back to her and tell her what I said so the two of you can have a laugh at my expense.”


“No, ma’am, I can promise that if you tell me something in confidence, I will keep it confidential.”


Lotty’s last words to me came into my mind: the baby Judy had carried to term, she’d given him to Len and Kitty. Could he possibly be the man I’d found in the field? I wondered how old the grandson was by now.


Kitty was biting her lip, unable to make up her mind whether to talk to me or not. I moved past her into the house and stopped at the door to a living room. The blinds were drawn so tightly that I could only make out ghostly shapes of chairs and a couch, the gleam of a TV screen. I could smell the dust.


“Where are you most comfortable, Ms. Binder? In here? Or should we go to the kitchen?”


Ms. Binder pushed past me into the living room. A pity: she might have unbent more in the kitchen. She turned on a table lamp and gestured toward an armchair whose arms and back were covered with lace doilies. Lace dripped over most of the other furniture, including a side table that held a series of photos, some formal, in frames, but most old snapshots. The room was tidy, if crowded, but a layer of dust had settled over the table and television.


“Did you make these yourself?” I fingered the lace covering the arms of my chair.


“Oh, yes. I wasn’t a pampered house pet like Charlotte Herschel. We worked in our home. My grandmother made sure I could knit and make lace before I turned five. It’s not a skill you forget, not when you’re taught it that young. Even my own mother—”


Kitty bit the sentence off, as if it were a thread she was snapping in her teeth. I waited, hoping she might add something.


“When did you last see your daughter?” I finally asked.


Kitty’s lips tightened. “She came to her father’s funeral. She showed up in black, wearing a big hat, and crying as if she’d been nursing Len day and night. Of course, he was always soft with her, so soft you’d have thought she might come around more when she learned he was sick. Or maybe she did, she probably went to see him at the shop more times than he let on to me. He knew I didn’t like him giving her money. I don’t imagine a drop will fall from her eyes when I’m gone.”


And if she’s dead, will a drop fall from your eyes? I wondered.


“Can I talk to your grandson? Maybe he—”


“You leave Martin alone,” she said, her tone menacing.


“How old is he?” I asked, as if she hadn’t spoken.


“Old enough to know his mother is poison through and through.”


I got up and went to look at the framed photos. A young Kitty wearing a New Look suit, carrying a bouquet, stared sternly at the camera. The man next to her, in a U.S. Army uniform with his combat ribbons on his chest, black hair slicked away from his forehead, beamed with pride. They’d met in post-war Germany, Lotty had said. From the man’s uniform, I assumed they’d married there. It was a time when many women wore their best suits to their weddings, not a bridal gown. My own mother was married in an outfit not much different, but my dad had filled her arms with roses.


In another photo, the same man, considerably older, but still wearing a proud smile, was standing at a bima with a thin, serious boy. The grandson’s bar mitzvah. The two also appeared behind a complicated collection of glass tubes and coiled wires, with a “First Place” ribbon attached to the table. Same proud smile on Grandpa, same serious look from the youth. The only other photo was a faded snapshot, three teenage girls and a plump couple. They all wore old-fashioned swimsuits and were grinning at the camera. Kitty was in the middle; she, too, was smiling.


“Are those your sisters?” I ventured, nodding at the snapshot.


Her face tightened further, but she nodded fractionally.


“Is it possible your daughter went to one of—”


“Oh!” Her cry was almost a scream of pain. “How can you? How can you be so cruel?”


My stomach twisted. I should have known, Jewish refugee from Vienna: her family, like Lotty’s, had likely been murdered.


“Forgive me.” I rolled a lace-covered hassock up next to her chair so that my head was lower than hers. “I didn’t know, I wasn’t thinking. Please talk to me about your daughter and your grandson. It’s he you’re worried about, isn’t it? If you can describe him to me, I may be able to tell you if he’s the person whose body I found yesterday.”


“That’s him you were looking at just now.” Her fingers twisted so tightly in her lap that the joints turned white.


“How old is he now?”


“He turned twenty in May.”


“The man I found yesterday was probably ten or fifteen years older than that,” I said, “although his body was so damaged I can’t be a hundred percent sure. When did you last see Martin?”


She scowled but didn’t answer. She was embarrassed: perhaps Martin had followed his mother in fleeing this musty house with its drawn blinds, its tightly sealed windows.


“Does he work? Go to school?” I asked.


“He takes a few night classes down at Circle, but he works for a living, like my family always has.”


“Ms. Binder, what is the problem? Is he doing work that you think will get him in trouble?”


“Of course not,” she bristled. “He’s nothing like his mother, which just proves all that environment influence they throw at you is nonsense. If he could grow up here and be a decent, hardworking boy, then his mother could have, too, if she hadn’t had such a weak nature.”


“Then what are you worried about?” I asked.


She twisted her fingers into such tight knots that I couldn’t see how she stood the pain. “He took off ten days ago,” she whispered. “No one knows where he is.”










Martin’s Cave


I got the story out of Kitty in tiny pieces, as if I were prying gold from a rockface. Martin worked at a company in Northbrook as some kind of computer technician. He took a few night classes at the University of Illinois’s Chicago Circle campus, but he made good money at the place he worked: Kitty didn’t think he needed a college degree.


Martin hadn’t talked much about the job, but he seemed to like it, he often worked late even though he wasn’t paid overtime. “I keep telling him, they’re just taking advantage, but he says he learns so much he’s coming out ahead. Used to say, anyway.”


Then about six weeks ago, something upset him. He had always spent a lot of time alone in his room, but now he was either spending all his time there or disappearing for long hours after work. He stopped working overtime; he started treating the job like a job; Kitty thought this was as it should be, or she would have thought so, if he hadn’t become so moody.


“Did he say what was troubling him?”


“He’s not very talkative. Neither am I.” Kitty gave a bleak smile. “I guess we both relied on Len to talk to us and neither of us ever learned how. Anyway, this went on, him brooding, me having to remind him to eat, and then, about ten days ago, he went off in the morning, like he always does. Only he came home after a few hours. He stayed in his room for a bit, then around three he left again.”


That was the last his grandmother had seen or heard of him.


“Where did he go?”


“He didn’t tell me. He said he’d found something didn’t add up, then he took off. I started cleaning—”


She broke off as I involuntarily looked around the dust-covered sitting room.


“Yes, my grandmother would have slapped me for letting a room look like this, but since Martin disappeared I think, what’s the point? Why keep cleaning when people keep leaving?”


“Your grandmother would slap me every day if she saw the way my apartment looked,” I assured her. “ ‘Something didn’t add up.’ Could he have been going to the bank?”


She shook her head, her face pinched in misery. “I don’t know. He just said there was something he had to look into. Or look at? I’m not sure; I didn’t pay much attention. I didn’t think it was anything special until he didn’t come home.”


“When did you start getting worried?” I asked.


“That night. Well, the next day. I thought, who knows, maybe he found a girl to spend the night with. Then, when he didn’t come home, I thought maybe he’d gone camping. He would, sometimes, just pack up a light tent and go down to Starved Rock or up to Wisconsin for a few days. He hadn’t taken a vacation since he started the job two years ago—he started right out of high school.”


“Would he go off camping without telling you?”


“He might. Since Len died, Martin doesn’t like to tell me what his plans are. But then when he still hadn’t come back, I thought he’d moved into an apartment. We used to argue about that: he could save so much money living at home, and he has his own nice little apartment down in the basement. I thought he’d moved out but didn’t have the courage to stand up and tell me to my face. Only—he isn’t answering his phone or e-mails or anything.”


“It should be pretty easy to check with his employer,” I said.


She started twisting the thick cables of her sweater around her fingers; her voice sank back to a whisper. “Last week his boss called: Martin hasn’t been to work since the day before he left here. He’s not answering their e-mails or phone calls, either.”


“That sounds really bad,” I said baldly. “What do the police say?”


“I haven’t told them. What would be the point?”


I tried not to shout at her. “The point would be that they could be looking for your grandson. He’s been gone ten days now. No phone calls, right? No postcards or e-mails? No? Then we need to get the police looking for him.”


“No!” she cried. “Just leave him alone. And don’t go calling the police, the police are worse than—never mind—but if you go to the police about my business, I’ll—I’ll sue you!”


I looked at her in bewilderment. It was hard to believe an elderly white woman might be the victim of police harassment. Maybe it was a residue of Austria under Nazi control, when police declared open season on Jews, but her ferocity made me think she was guarding against a more immediate danger.


“Ms. Binder, who are you afraid of? Has one of your daughter’s associates threatened you?”


“No! I don’t want the police involved. What if they—” She cut herself off mid-sentence.


“What if they what?” I demanded sharply.


“People like you think the police are there to help, but I know different, that’s all. We solve our own problems in my family. I don’t need police, I don’t need Charlotte Herschel’s condescension, and I don’t need you!”


I couldn’t budge her from that stance, even though I didn’t mince words about the danger her grandson might be in.


“How did he leave? Car?” I finally asked, thinking that with the plate number I might get state police to help look for him.


“Len bought him a used Subaru, when I—when we said—when Martin agreed that college would be a waste of time and money, but he didn’t take it; it’s still out front.”


She couldn’t imagine how he’d gone; she thought she would have heard a taxi. He might have just walked to the bus stop.


“What did he take with him?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I told you, I wasn’t really paying any attention.”


“Have you looked in his room to see what might be missing?”


She stared at me blankly, as if I’d suggested she sacrifice a sheep to predict the future. When she didn’t respond, I said, in the bright tone you reserve to mask your anger, “Why don’t we go to his room now, and you can tell me whether he took camping gear or a laptop, or what.”


After fiddling with her hands and her sweater for another moment, Kitty got to her feet and stumped off toward the back of the house. I followed her through a dining room crammed with sideboards and more lace into the kitchen. This was where she lived; it held a television, bookshelves, and stacks of unopened mail.


She opened a door to a set of open-backed stairs and led me down them, past the mechanicals, to a wall made of dark-stained wood with a door set in the middle.


“I did most of this work,” Kitty said. “My dad was a builder and you knew when something broke he could fix it. He taught all us girls the same. When I married Len—we met in Vienna; he was working in the army motor pool—I thought he might be like my dad, but Len wasn’t a builder. He was good with machines, but he couldn’t do carpentry. I ended up doing all those kinds of things.” The words might have been part of an ongoing plaint, but it was clear from the way she looked at her knobby fingers that she was proud of her skills.


She pushed open the door to her grandson’s room. A deep voice intoned, “Beware, mortal, you are entering Sovngarde, where Alduin has set a snare for your soul.”


I jumped back and flung a protective arm around Kitty, but she wasn’t disturbed. She even produced a faint smirk at seeing me knocked off balance.


“I’m so used to Martin’s gadgets, I don’t notice them. Martin is a clever boy with engineering projects, so if anyone besides him opens the door, they hear a warning. The message changes; he’s got five or six programmed in.”


Peering closely, I saw a small speaker and two tiny camera eyes mounted into the door frame. Martin must be a clever boy indeed to disguise their mounting so carefully.


When I walked into the room, I thought if Kitty had built this space, she was pretty clever herself. Soffits were set into the low ceiling, with three sets of recessed lights. One illuminated the built-in workstation, which held two computer monitors, a second an alcove where Japanese-style screens were open to show a carefully made bed. The third set of lights covered a separate little living area where Martin and his friends met—if he had any friends, poor guy.


The floor was tiled in a soft-colored stone. I opened a door and saw a bathroom, tiled in the same pale stone. An old tube of toothpaste and a dried-out bar of soap sat on the sink, but a trailing vine, its leaves still thick and green, covered part of the wall next to the shower.


I wondered if Kitty came in to water it, then saw that a little hose hung over it, attached to an electronic timer. “Was this your invention or Martin’s?” I asked.


She gave a half-smile. “That was one of the tricks we learned from my dad. Martin made the electronics for it, though. The last thing we ever did together.”


Back in the bedroom, I poked my head into a walk-in closet, where a lone sports jacket hung. Most of the closet was a storeroom for Martin’s overflow of electronics, old computers that he was hanging on to, a bassoon, some stereo speakers. His whole little apartment was severely bare, as great a contrast as possible to the musty rooms above with their collection of junk.


Two rockets about a yard long, made with a painstaking attention to detail, stood on a shelf above the computers. In between them was a framed snapshot of Martin as a young teen, holding up a plaque that read “First Prize.” His grandfather stood next to him, beaming with pride.


The rockets and photo, with a poster-sized copy of a book jacket over the bed, were the room’s only decoration. The poster showed the laughing face of the author, Richard Feynman, positioned so that his eyes seemed to be looking at the pillows.


“He was Martin’s hero,” Kitty said, noticing me staring at it. “Martin read everything he wrote, which gave him the idea he ought to go to some fancy science school, like the one in California where Feynman taught. We fought about that.”


Feynman’s name was familiar. “A scientist, right?” I guessed.


“A physicist.” Kitty bit off the word, as if it were something despicable—a symptom of degeneracy, like her daughter’s drug abuse. “He won the Nobel Prize, so I guess he was smart, but what good does that do you? He’s dead like all the rest of them, but Martin doesn’t see it like that. Martin always says Feynman’s work made him immortal.”


Her jaw worked; she kept staring at the photograph. “Of course, Feynman died before Martin was born, but he started reading about him when he was still in junior high, and then he collected everything he could, books and so on. Martin’s first science project, when he was twelve, was trying to show how Feynman figured out what made the space shuttle blow up.


“Martin made six rockets, three with faulty O-rings and three without. He tested them; he wanted the faulty one to crash at the science fair, but he couldn’t make it happen because the atmosphere this near the ground isn’t cold enough, as any fool would have known. So then he tried doing the experiment in dry ice, which Len thought was such a wonderful idea he went out and filled the garage with it. Toby Susskind, one of the neighborhood boys who came around to stare at the rockets, he passed out from the dry ice, and his father acted like I’d murdered him.”


She waved a hand at the models above his workstation. “Those are the last two. Martin kept them after he saw he had to give up the idea. He was that upset, as if it was the end of the world. Len took it seriously, too, even though I told them to forget about it. Rockets. Rockets do nothing but kill people, I said, but that didn’t worry either of them for one second.”


Poor Martin, growing up in this desert. At least his grandfather had entered into his enthusiasms. It must have seemed like a wonderful adventure to the old man, trying to fill a room with enough freezing air to bring down a rocket. And then they’d come inside to Kitty and her bitter, biting comments, colder than a garage full of dry ice.


I changed the subject abruptly, saying I wanted to look through Martin’s papers, and get a look at his computer. Kitty wasn’t happy about that. First she told me it wouldn’t do any good, but when I said, “You never know,” she insisted on pulling up a chair near Martin’s computer monitors to watch me.


“I know Charlotte trusts you, but I never saw you before, I need to watch what you’re doing.”


I couldn’t fault her for her caution with a stranger in her house, but when I warned her it might take some time, she merely clutched the edges of the chair, as if she thought I would carry her out.


In fact, it took no time at all. When I tried to power up the computers, nothing happened. I stared at the screens for a long moment. Martin had a kit of small tools in a tray on his desk. I unscrewed the backs of both CPUs. When I had them open, I saw he’d removed the drives.


Whatever he’d discovered that didn’t add up, he was concerned about it enough that he didn’t want anyone getting a look at his files. I’m not a computer whiz, but Martin was: he must have figured that even if he zeroed out the drives, a pro could reconstruct his files.


When I told Kitty what he’d done, she gave me the vacant look that was starting to get on my nerves. If she’d been my age or younger I would have shouted at her to wake up, be alert, but she was an old woman, she was in trouble, she didn’t need me arguing with her.


In as many ways as I could think of, I tried to get her to remember what else Martin had said his last weeks at home. Nothing else when he left the house that final day? Nothing about friends, or coworkers, or projects he’d been assigned to over the summer? Nothing at the meals they’d shared those last few weeks?


No, it was like him to be withdrawn. He liked to torment her by thinking about equations when she could have used a little company. Didn’t Martin see how lonely she was since Len’s passing?


I finally gave up on it and started looking through the desk drawers. Like the rest of Martin’s monastic space, these were almost empty. He’d kept his notebooks from high school, which included printouts of his history and English essays. He’d written a number of times about Feynman’s life and work. The essays were filled with red ink and comments like, “You need to learn to construct a paragraph and an argument,” or, “See me if you want to rewrite this.”


Other binders contained problem sets, with Martin’s answers written out in a tiny, careful hand. From long-ago calculus classes, I vaguely recognized some of the symbols—derivatives, integrals, polynomials. On one problem set, a teacher wrote, “You might find it easier if you took the following route,” and then included a different series of equations. Almost all were marked “100,” and twice, “Bravo, Martin. Beyond amazing.”


Those comments seemed to be the only thing in his room that showed a connection to the outside world. He had a photo of a rough mountainside tucked into one notebook, but there were no pictures of friends, no remnants of camping trips. A couple of ribbons from cross-country meets where his team had finished second or third, that was it.


For a gregarious boy, this beautifully built hideaway would have made the perfect hangout. For Martin, the isolation must have added another layer of painful loneliness to his life.


“What about his friends?” I asked Kitty.


Kitty started plaiting her fingers together again. “He doesn’t have a lot of friends. There were a bunch of rich kids his age who had summer jobs at the place Martin works; they got on his nerves, thinking because they went to Harvard or places like that, they could look down on him, and then he had to fix their mistakes. That made him plenty mad. But for some reason, they invited him to a barbecue the night their summer jobs were ending. Martin went, but he came home early. I thought it was because the kids were such snobs, but it was that weekend that he started brooding over, well, whatever he was brooding over.”


“Do you know the names of the kids he went to the barbecue with?” I asked. “Maybe he talked to one of them.”


Kitty didn’t know their names; Martin never talked about them, just told her there were seven college kids who’d all worked together. One of the girls lived in a place with a beach and her folks had agreed to let her have a party there, but Kitty didn’t know her name or where exactly the parents lived.


“Did he ever have a girlfriend? Or boyfriend?”


“Martin isn’t a homosexual,” she protested.


Martin could be a Martian who slept with a space squid and his grandmother wouldn’t know, but I kept that remark between me and the model rockets. “Girlfriend, then.”


“Martin didn’t have much luck with girls. I told him it was because he took himself too seriously; girls like a boy to loosen up, not always be talking about theories and whatnot. Believe you me, when you carry on like that, nobody can stand to be around you.”


You hear a lot these days about helicopter parents who can’t stop hovering over their offspring’s every movement. Kitty was more like a mole, burrowed so deep underground she was almost unaware of her grandson.


“There isn’t anyone you can think of who he talked to regularly? What about the boy Toby who passed out in the garage? Did you ask if he knew where Martin had gone?” I said patiently.


“It wouldn’t have done any good.”


Her voice was so low I barely made out the words.


“Ms. Binder, do you know what happened to your grandson?”


She shrugged. “He could be dead, or he just ran away.”


“What aren’t you telling me?” I cried.


She looked at me blankly. “People die or they run away. If you haven’t noticed that, it’s because you’re not paying attention.”


I opened my mouth to protest, then shut it again. Her husband had died, her family was killed in the Second World War, her daughter had run away. Now Martin. From her perspective, she was right.


I asked about her husband’s family, wondering if Martin might have gone to visit them.


Kitty wasn’t in touch with Len’s sisters; they’d never gotten along, they all thought she was a gold digger who married Len to get an American passport. “They even blamed me for bringing Len to Chicago, instead of back to Cleveland where they all lived!”


“Why did you come to Chicago?” Personal curiosity took me off track. “Was it because Lotty was here?”


“Charlotte Herschel, one of the princesses of the Renngasse? Don’t make me laugh! No. After the war ended, I went back to Vienna with the British Army to see if anyone was still alive. I heard a rumor at a place my mother used to work that she and my father were in Chicago, so Len and I came here. That was a mistake, but Len got a good job at a big garage, so we stayed. Anyway, what business is it of yours?”


“This is where we started, Ms. Binder. It’s because of your daughter and the ugly murder down at the house where she was living. She thought her life was in danger, and it turns out that ten days ago, her son disappeared. Do you think that’s a coincidence?”


“Yes. Yes, I do,” she snapped. “Judy is a drug addict and a loser, she had two abortions and then when she had Martin, she couldn’t look after him. If it hadn’t been for Len and me, where would that boy be now? I think it’s a total coincidence.”


“Perhaps Martin wouldn’t go out of his way to be in touch with her, but Judy might have tried calling him, you know.”


The lines in her face deepened. “No!” she shouted.


“Who else would your daughter reach out to, besides Lotty, if she was really frightened?”


“You mean who else could she con? After all this time, I’m happy to say I don’t know!”


I hesitated for a moment, then pulled out the photo of the metal pod on stilts.


“Do you know any of these people? I found it in the house where Judy’s been—”


She snatched it from me. “That—oh! So she stole that after Martin’s bar mitzvah, along with my pearl earrings and forty dollars in cash. What was she doing with it?”


“What is it, Ms. Binder?” I asked. “Lotty said the people looked familiar, but she couldn’t remember their names.”


“Of course she couldn’t: she was a Herschel. The rest of the world was beneath her notice. Just go! You’ve hurt me enough for one day.” She thrust the photo inside her sweater, her face squeezed into a tight knot of misery.


I put one of my cards next to the rockets. “If you change your mind about your daughter, or if you want me to help you find your grandson, let me know.”










Computer Games


I brushed past Kitty and left Martin’s room, but before I reached the basement stairs, she called to me. “Ms. Detective! Don’t run off.”


I went back to Martin’s den. After a certain amount of backing and forthing, she decided she wanted to hire me to find her grandson. I told her I’d get her a standard contract, but that my rates were a hundred dollars an hour. She backed and forthed some more, but in the end, her worries about her grandson trumped her worries about money and contracts. She told me she’d pay for two full days’ work and then we’d see how I’d done. I also managed to dig out the name of the company where Martin had been working: Metargon, some ten miles north of the house.


When I got back outside, my body felt as though someone had tied me to a wall and thrown rocks at me. I wanted to go to bed for a year or two until my muscles stopped aching, but after slumping in my car for a time, I pulled away from the curb. As I left Kedvale Street, I saw the blinds twitch in Kitty’s front window.


Since I was already north, I decided to go to Metargon first, to see what they knew about their missing computer tech. Before I turned onto the expressway, I looked up the company on my iPad. I’d heard of them, of course, because their game box, the Metar-Genie, was an industry leader, and their search engine, Metar-Quest, was coming up the ranks as a rival to Google. I hadn’t known, though, that Metargon was big in energy technologies. They were defense contractors, they had plants in seventeen countries around the world. Martin had worked in their computer research lab, just the place for a young man with a passion for rockets and computers.


I had an easy drive at this time of day, but once I got to Waukegan Road, it was difficult to spot the building. Every big-box retailer on the planet has an outlet along Waukegan. Sprinkled among them are giant fast-food outlets. Their signs flash and dazzle in a muscular competition for notice, but Metargon didn’t draw attention to itself. I finally parked outside a Kentucky Fried and made my way down the street on foot, looking for street numbers.


Metargon had wrapped itself in a forest of evergreens. I found the sign and the address on a small plaque attached to a set of high rolling gates. On the left, at driver’s-window height, was a phone. I picked it up and told the scratchy voice at the other end that I was hoping to speak to someone about one of their computer techs. The voice asked me to spell Martin’s name, then put me on hold.


While I waited, the gates rolled open and a few cars came out; a UPS truck pulled up behind me and got buzzed through. I was tempted to walk in behind it, but I continued to hold and in another minute my virtue was rewarded: the voice was replaced by someone who announced himself in an incomprehensible squawk, but added he’d meet me in the lobby in twenty.


The gates rolled open and I walked into an industrial park totally at odds with the clamor on the street outside. The lab looked like the latest thing in functional modernity, steel and glass, solar panels on the roof, white screens at the windows to minimize the heat. Beyond the drive, a pond surrounded by marsh grasses created a completely different mood, contemplation, peace. As I crossed the parking lot toward the main entrance, I saw a man emerge from a copse on the pond’s far side. He stopped to stare at the water.


Since I had twenty minutes to fill I went over to stare at the water myself. I could see carp lazing about under the surface. Ducks were hunting for food in the reeds, and the ubiquitous geese, the rats of the urban parkscape, were waddling along the bank. If you had to come up with an idea for a new kind of energy or rocket, the water and the birds might bring you to that calm interior space where creativity lives. Staring, thinking about nothing—my neck muscles began to relax from Kitty’s battering.


I finally made my way back to the research building. A burnished sculpture of indeterminate shape stood outside the entrance, next to a metal sign that read “Metargon: Where the Future Lies Behind.” I wondered how much they had paid a branding company to come up with that cryptic slogan.


The entrance doors were locked; I announced myself again through an intercom and was buzzed into a small lobby. A semicircle of tan leather chairs and hassocks made up a waiting area. Two people sat there, one thumbing through a magazine, the other typing on her laptop. On the other side of the lobby stood a glossy wooden counter, where a woman handled an intercom and phone bank. I gave her my card, told her someone had promised to talk to me about Martin Binder.


“Oh, yes, that would be Jari Liu. I’ll let him know you’re here.”


I wandered around the small space, looking at awards and pictures or models of machinery: the Orestes booster rockets which had sent up modules to probe the reaches of the galaxy (Metargon photovoltaics powered the space probe); a mock-up of a nuclear reactor (Metargon’s first plant, designed with a unique core, still powering southern Illinois); the Presidential Freedom Medal, awarded to Metargon’s founder by Ronald Reagan.


“V. I. Warshawski, is it?”


I jumped and turned around. Jari Liu had come up behind me on such soft crepe soles that I hadn’t heard him. He was a stocky man in his thirties with lank black hair falling over high cheekbones. In the old days engineers wore white shirts and ties, but Liu had on jeans and a T-shirt that proclaimed “In God We Trust, All Others Show Data.”


He shook my hand and propelled me toward the doors that led to the interior. “I’m Martin Binder’s boss, assuming he ever resurfaces and that we take him back. Normally we prefer people to phone in advance for appointments, but I happen to be free right now, so let’s go into the back and talk. I need to take your cell phone and your iPad—we don’t like anyone surreptitiously taking pictures while they’re pretending to talk about AWOL employees.”


I took my cell phone out of my pocket, but removed the battery pack before I gave it to him. “I don’t like anyone copying my files while they’re pretending to answer my questions.” For the iPad, I’d have to hope my encrypted lock would keep snoopers at bay, although it probably wouldn’t hold off anyone as sophisticated as the Metargon team.


Liu led me quickly to the inner doors. The two people who’d been in the holding pen when I arrived looked at me sourly as we sailed past: they’d been here longer, why did I get priority?


Liu bent to press the security card he wore around his neck against a control panel and the doors opened with a pneumatic hiss. We were in a long, high room filled with machine tools and banks of computer consoles. Liu zipped me along too fast for me to have more than a confused impression of a giant magnet lifting a piece of metal that looked like an outsized Frisbee, of men in safety glasses bent over a lathe, a woman in a lab coat and hard hat checking the dials on something that looked like a vat of witches’ brew.


We passed a room labeled “Decontamination,” another with the familiar inverted triangles announcing radiation, and moved through a corridor to the second section of the building. Everything in here was quieter.


Liu took me to the corner of a room that held several dozen computer monitors, some with the traditional screen most of us know, others with the transparent glass that wowed me in the Bond movies with Judi Dench.


Liu looked me up on the Internet, using one of the glass screens so I could see exactly what he was doing. My website came up. Liu pressed a switch on the rim of the screen. There was a tiny flash, and my face suddenly appeared on the monitor next to my website profile. He dragged the image onto the photo I use on my home page.


He grinned as he saw my eyes widen. “Yep: you’re the same person. Whether you’re really who your website claims, that I can’t tell. Now you tell me why you’re here asking about Martin Binder.”


“He’s vanished,” I said bluntly. “The last time anyone saw him was ten days ago, which you must know: someone from your office called his home last week, looking for him. He lives with his grandmother, but he didn’t say anything to her about where he was going. He’s not answering e-mails or his cell phone. I know he went out with some college kids who were summer interns here. I’d like to get their names so I can see if he told any of them what was in his head, why he took off.”


Liu leaned back in his chair, pursing his lips into a gargoyle frown. “I don’t think I can give you names. I was the mentor for the summer fellows—they aren’t interns, by the way, they’re too grand for that. It would be an invasion of the privacy of the kids in the group. What I can do is send an e-mail to them and ask them to get in touch with you if they feel like talking.”


I pushed on him, stressing the urgency of asking questions now, before the trail got any colder.


“How about Martin’s phone number and e-mail?” I asked when it was clear he wasn’t going to budge. “I didn’t get those from his grandmother.”


Liu finally decided he could give me those in good conscience. He put them into an e-mail that I’d be able to read as soon as I got my cell phone and iPad back from him, but he also sent an e-mail to Martin explaining what he’d done. He didn’t stop my looking over his shoulder while he typed. He finished with “If you’re reading these, Martin, give me a shout. Jari.”


I returned to my chair. “Did Martin talk to you about anything that bothered him during his last week here?”


Liu shook his head, slowly. “He was a very focused guy. One of the most creative we’ve worked with. But he was also very private. The kids we take on for summer projects were his age. That’s why Martin was put in my group—there’s a theory around here that I connect with Millennials, but it wasn’t a good fit this time. Martin’s been here almost two years. He was a full-time employee, with a different background and mind-set. The fellows looked down on him for going to night school, so they couldn’t cope with his being better at logic and math than they were. He resented them for—I don’t know—the sense of entitlement they exuded.


“Frankly, I’m surprised that he got asked to their end-of-summer barbecue. Might have been one of the women in the group—once or twice I thought they might have had something going on.”


I pounced on that, but Liu wouldn’t give me her name.


I asked what Martin was working on. “For that matter, what do you do here that involves big lathes and gantries and radiation and a gazillion computers?”


Liu gave a mock-wounded look. “It’s the same old story: everyone knows about Bell Labs, but no one’s ever heard of Metargon. We’re as big or bigger, we’ve won almost as many prizes, and we’re turning energy on its head in the way that Bell turned communications upside down with the transistor. That’s what Metargon means: beyond energy. Watch my face and watch the screen at the same time.”


He turned the glass monitor around so I could see his face and the screen together. He blinked four times and my face and website disappeared. He blinked twice and the screen filled with icons. He looked at an icon with a sword on it and the application opened—a video game that began with a movie of a woman in shimmering turquoise armor. She was locked in combat with five large men. Liu moved his eyes around, and the woman’s arm changed directions, changed movements.
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