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  On the Z Axis;




  12 September 1977;




  At the Intersection




  





  





  





  





  





  Total darkness. Silence broken only by restless audience movements.




  Suddenly, all-surrounding sound. A crossbreed, falsetto yodel/scream backed by one reverberating chord on the bass guitar. A meter-wide pillar of red light waxes and wanes with the sound.




  Erik Danzer is on.




  Nude to the waist, in hip-deep vapor, he rakes his cheeks with his fingernails. He is supposed to look like an agonized demon rising from some smoldering lava pit of hell.




  Light and sound depart for five seconds.




  Owlhoot sound from the synthesizer.




  Sudden light reveals Danzer glaring audience right. Light and sound fade. Repeat, Danzer glaring left.




  Harsh electric guitar chords, with the bass overriding, throbbing up chills for the spine. Mirror tricks, flashing, put Danzer all over the stage, screaming, “You! You! You!” while pointing into the audience. “You girl!”




  The lights stay on now, though dimly, throbbing with the bass chords. Danzer seems to be several places at once. The pillar-spot moves from man to man in the band.




  The man in the shadowed balcony, whose forged German Federal Republic passport contains the joke-name Spuk, neither understands nor enjoys. His last encounter with British rock was “Penny Lane.” He does not know that Harrison, Lennon, McCartney, and Starr have gone their separate ways. He has never heard of “Crackerbox Palace,” Yoko, Wings, “No, No, No, No”...




  He wouldn’t care if he had.




  The pillar roams. The spook lifts the silenced Weatherby. Through the sniperscope, after all these years, the target’s face is that of a stranger.




  The bass guitarist’s brains splatter the organist.




  Spuk is a half mile away before anyone can begin sorting the screaming mob in the hall.
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  A Pause for Reflection




  





  





  





  





  





  Sometimes the balloon is booby-trapped.




  Grinning little vandal, full of pranks, you jab with your pin. Ouch! It isn’t a balloon at all. It’s a Klein bottle. The pin comes through behind you, butt high.




  If you’re obstinate, you play Torquemada with yourself for a long time.




  Take a strip of paper. Make it, say, two inches (or five centimeters if you’re metrically minded) wide and fifteen (40 cm. is close enough) long. Give it a half twist, then join the ends. Take a pencil and begin anywhere, drawing a line parallel to the paper’s edge. In time, without lifting your pencil, you will return to your starting point, having drawn a line on both sides of the paper.




  The little trickster is called a Moebius Strip. You might use it to win a beer bet sometime.




  Now imagine joining the edges of the strip to form a container. What you would create, if this were physically possible, is a hollow object whose inside and outside is all one contiguous surface.




  It’s called a Klein Bottle, and just might be the true shape of the universe.




  Again, you could begin a line at any point and end up where you started, having been both inside and out.




  There is always a line, or potential line, before your starting point and after, yet not infinite. Indeed, very limited. And limiting. On the sharply curved surface of the bottle the line can be made out only for a short distance in either direction. You have to follow it all the way around to find out where it goes before it gets back.
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  On the Y Axis; 1975;




  The Foundling




  





  





  





  





  





  Norman Cash, line-walker, began to sense the line’s existence at the point labeled March 4,1975.




  It was a Tuesday morning. The sneak late snowstorm had dropped fourteen inches.




  “It’s killing the whole damned city,” Cash told his partner.




  Detective John Harald packed a snowball, pitched it into the churn of Castleman Avenue. “Shit. I’ve lost my curve-ball.”




  “We’re not going anywhere with this one, John.”




  At 10:37 p.m. on March 3, uniformed officers on routine patrol had discovered a corpse in the alley between the 4200 blocks of Castleman and Shaw.




  Ten-thirty, next morning, four detectives were freezing their tails off trying to find out what had happened.




  “Hunch?” The younger man whipped another snowball up the street. “Think I got a little movement that time. You see it?”




  “After twenty-three years, yeah, you develop an intuition.”




  As a starting point the corpse had been little help. White male, early to middle twenties. No outstanding physical characteristics. He had been remarkable only in dress, and lack thereof: no shirt, no underwear, no socks. His pants had been baggy tweeds out-of-style even at Goodwill. He had worn a curiously archaic hairstyle, with every strand oiled in place. He had carried no identification. His pockets had contained only $1.37 in change. Lieutenant Railsback, a small-time coin collector, had made cooing sounds over the coins: Indian Head pennies, V nickels, a fifty-cent piece of the kind collectors called a Barber Half, and one shiny mint 1921 Mercury Head dime. Sergeant Cash had not seen their like for years.




  He and Harald were interviewing the tenants in the flats backing on the alley. And not making anyone happy.




  They were pressed, not only by the weather but by fifty-two bodies already down for the year. The department was taking heat. The papers were printing regular Detroit comparisons, as though there were a race on. The arrest ratio pleased no one but the shooters.




  “That’s the way it is,” Cash mumbled. He shivered as a gust shoved karate fingers through his coat.




  “What?” Harald kneaded the elbow of his throwing arm.




  “Nobody wants to help. But everybody wants the cops to do something.”




  “Yeah. I been thinking about taking up jogging. Getting out of shape. What do you think?”




  “Annie grew up on this block. Says it’s always been tough and anti-cop.”




  “She married one.”




  “Sometimes I think maybe one of us wasn’t in their right mind.”




  The flats had been erected in the century’s teen years, to house working-class families. The two- and four-family structures had not yet deteriorated, but the neighborhood was beginning to change. For two decades the young people had been fleeing to more modern housing outside the city. Now the core families had begun to retreat before an influx from the inner city. Soon the left-behinds would be people too poor to run. And landlords would give up trying to stave off the decay of properties whose values, they felt, were collapsing.




  “I thought we’d get some cooperation ’cause they know us,” said Harald, after having been cold-shouldered by a high-school classmate. Cash lived just two blocks away, on Flora; John had grown up in the neighborhood.




  “Badge does something to people. Puts them on the defensive no matter how hard you try. Everybody’s got something to feel guilty about.”




  The entire morning had been a no go. People had answered their questions only reluctantly, and had had nothing to tell. No one had seen or heard a thing.




  Not that they cared, Cash thought. They just answered fast and true to get the cops off their doorsteps.




  Cash had met a girl once, Australian he now suspected, who had had a strange accent. That had been a long time ago, college days, before he had married. He no longer remembered who had introduced them, nor what the girl had looked like, just her accent and the fact that he had mimicked it, thinking she had been putting him on. He still felt ashamed of the incident.




  Little things like that hang with you, he thought, and the big things get forgotten.




  The memory was triggered by the old woman at 4255, Miss Fiala Groloch.




  Miss Groloch’s was the only single-family dwelling on the block, a red-brick Victorian that antedated everything else by at least a generation. He found it odd and attractive. He had been having a love affair with stuffy, ornate old houses since childhood.




  Miss Groloch proved more interesting still. Like her house, she was different.




  He and Harald grumped up her unshoveled walk, onto a porch in need of paint, and looked for a bell.




  “Don’t see one,” said John.




  Cash opened the storm door and knocked. Then he saw the bell, set in the door itself. It was one of those mechanical antiques meant to be twisted. It still worked.




  miss fiala groloch was the name printed in tiny, draftsman-perfect letters on a card in a slot on the face of a mailbox that looked as if it had never been used. Miss Groloch proved to be old, and behind her the interior of her house looked like a hole-up for a covey of old maids.




  “May I help you?” Her accent was slight, but the rhythm of her syllables conjured visions of tiny European kingdoms perishing beneath the hooves of the Great War.




  “Police officers, ma’am,” Cash replied, tipping his hat. That seemed compellingly appropriate. “I’m Detective Sergeant Cash. This’s Detective Harald.”




  “Well. Come in. Is very nasty, yes?”




  “Sure is. Who’d have thought it this late?” To John, whispering, “Knock the shit off your shoes, Hoosier.”




  They followed the woman to her parlor, exchanging frowns. That curious accent. And she talked slowly, as if trying to remember the words.




  “It has been a long time since company I’ve had,” she said apologetically, clearing a piece of needlepoint from a chair that, Cash suspected, had been an antique before his birth. She brisked to another, woke a fat tomcat and shooed him. “Tea I will have in a minute.”




  “No thank you, ma’am,” said Harald. “We’ve only got a minute. Sorry to bother you like this, but we’ve got to visit everybody on the block.”




  Cash chuckled. John was trying to be genteel. It was the contrasts. Harald’s contemporaries had all the gentility of Huns in rut. But that house, and that woman, demanded it.




  “Oh, fooey. What bother? Already the pot is hot. Just time to steep it needs. You Jungen are always in so big a hurry. Sit. Just sit. Be comfortable.”




  What could they do? The little lady rolled along like a train. They hadn’t the heart to derail her.




  She was tiny, under five feet tall, all smile and bounce. She reminded Cash of his wife’s great-aunt Gertrude, who had come from England to visit the summer before. Auntie Gertie had been a hundred-fifty pounds of energy jammed into an eighty-pound package. Except in terms of spirit she was indescribable.




  They exchanged shrugs and glances in her absence, but neither voiced his fear that they had been shanghaied by a lonely old woman who would use them as listening butts for slice-by-slice accounts of her seventy operations.




  Cash studied his surroundings. Everything had to be older than Miss Groloch herself. It could have been a set for an 1880s drawing room, crowded as it was with garish period impedimenta. Most moderns would have found it distressingly nonfunctional and cluttered. Cash felt comfortable. Something in him harkened back to good old days he had never lived himself. But, then, as his sons had often told him, he was an anachronism himself. He was an idealistic cop.




  There was no television, nor a radio, or a telephone. Incredible! The lights were the only visible electrical devices. Gas jets still protruded from the walls. Would they work? (He was unaware of the difference between natural and lighting gas.) An old hot water heating radiator stood in a corner, painted silver. Had her furnace been converted from coal? There were still coal burners around, but he couldn’t picture Miss Groloch running downstairs to shovel.




  She returned with delicate, tiny china cups on a silver tray.




  And cookies, little shapes with beads of colored sugar like his wife had made for Christmases before the boys had grown too old for productions. There was sugar in lumps for the tea, with tongs, and cream. And napkins, of course. Luckily, she came to Cash first. John was too young to know the rituals. Cash had had maiden aunts with roots out of time, leapfrogging a generation into the past. Harald did a credible job of faking it, though, and left the talking to Norm. He nibbled cookies and waited.




  “Now, then,” said Miss Groloch, seating herself primly at the apex of a triangle of chairs, “slowed you down we have, yes? You won’t be having a stroke. But busy I’m sure you are. That last gentleman, Leutnant Carstairs, the criminals said were taking over.” There were little soft zs where the th sounds should have been. And Leutnant. Wasn’t that German? “Relax that man could not.”




  “Carstairs, ma’am?” Cash asked.




  “A long time ago was that. Years. Now. I can do for you what?”




  Accent and rhythm were moving more toward the Missourian, though her compound and complex sentences remained confusing.




  There were concepts of feminine delicacy which went with the age into which they had plunged, concepts especially strong as regarded little old ladies. But in their business they weren’t accustomed to dealing with murder delicately. “Our officers found a man in the alley last night,” Cash said. “Dead.”




  “Himmel!” One tiny hand covered her mouth momentarily.




  “We’re asking everyone if they heard or saw anything.”




  “No. Though Tom was restless. The weather it was, I thought.”




  “Tom?”




  She indicated the cat, who sat at her feet eying the cream pitcher.




  “I see. Just one more thing, then. We have to ask you to look at this picture....”




  “Not to be so apologetic, young man. Please to let me see it.”




  Cash handed it to her, said, “No one knows who he is.”




  There were a lot of things the department didn’t know, he reflected. Like how the guy died. Forensics, the coroner, and fingerprint people were all working on him.




  She stiffened, grew pale.




  “You know him?” Cash asked, hoping he had struck oil.




  “No. For a moment I thought... He looks like a man I knew a long time ago. Before you were born, probably.”




  Indian Head pennies and a corpse that was an utter mystery to everyone except, possibly, an old lady who said he looked like someone she had known before he was born. Not much to go on.




  “Well, thanks for your time and the tea,” Cash said. “We really do have to get on.”




  “Welcome, Sergeant.” She accompanied them to the door, an aged but spritely gnome in Cash’s imagination.




  “You think she knows something?” Harald asked as they approached the four-family flat next door.




  Cash shrugged. “I think she told the truth.” But he had reservations.




  John glanced at her house. “Spooky place.”




  “I sort of liked it.”




  “Figured you would.”




  They struck out everywhere.




  “The prelims are in,” Lieutenant Railsback told them when they returned to the station. “We’ve still got a John Doe.”




  “Give them time,” said Cash. “FBI won’t even be awake yet.”




  “Christ, it’s hot in here,” John complained. “Can’t you turn it down? What ever happened to the energy crisis?”




  Railsback was one of those people who set the thermostat at eighty, then opened windows.




  The lieutenant ignored Harald, one of his favorite pastimes. “You ain’t going to believe the coroner.”




  “What’d he say?”




  Railsback lit up. It had been two years, but Cash still lusted after the weed.




  “The guy was scared to death. Ain’t that a bite in the ass? And he was dead less than an hour when they found him.”




  “Any marks?” Harald asked.




  “On his back. Maybe fingernail scratches.”




  “Cherchez la femme.”




  “Eh? Damned college kids....”




  “Means find the woman. He was a Jody. Somebody’s old man got home early.”




  “And scared him to death?”




  “Maybe he was the nervous type.”




  Cash intervened before the dispute could heat up. “I don’t think it’ll hold water, John, but it’s an angle. Let’s see what Smith and Tucholski got.” The detectives who had worked the Shaw side of the block, he saw, had been back long enough to get the red out of their cheeks. Long enough for Tucholski, who looked like a slightly younger Richard Daley, to have fouled half the office with dense blue cigar smoke. Smith defended himself by chain-smoking Kools. Officer Beth Tavares, who was little more than secretary-receptionist for the squad, coughed and scowled their way.




  “You guys get anything?” Cash asked.




  “Pee-pneumonia.”




  “Frostbite, maybe.”




  “John thinks maybe he was visiting somebody’s wife. Any possibles?”




  Tucholski exhaled a stormcloud. “Broad at... shit. Middle of the block. Kid’s got it in the book. What was her name?”




  There were two Kids in the squad. Harald by Railsback’s designation, Smith by Tucholski’s. Both were in their late twenties.




  Smith, a black, was the smartest of the new generation coming into the department. Cash figured he would go far even without affirmative action. He stayed even with Tucholski by having a Polish joke for every occasion.




  “Gobielowski. Wouldn’t you know it? All we have to do is find the bowling shirt the guy left behind.”




  Smith and Tucholski bickered constantly, yet were close. Their feud was entirely in honor of tradition.




  It was lucky, Cash thought, that neither had a hair-trigger temper.




  “John?”




  Harald, too, had to keep the notes. “A Mrs. McDaniel. Looked the type, too. In the upstairs flat in the first building east of the old lady’s.”




  “Put them down for a followup.”




  “Gentlemen,” said Railsback, “it’s almost shift’s end and I know you want to finish your paperwork so you can get home and shovel the sidewalks, so we’ll start in the morning.”




  “Shit,” said Tucholski. “He’s had one of his brainstorms.”




  “Tomorrow,” Railsback said, “you guys are going to take the pictures around to the coin shops. Somebody’ll know him.”




  “You want to bet?” Cash asked. “I’ve got a hunch we imagined this guy.”




  “It’s too early for pessimism,” Smith observed. “The body’s hardly cold.” The investigative machinery had barely started rolling.




  “FBI will ID him,” said Railsback. “They’ll find him in the military files.”




  “Or we might get a confession from a wife with a guilty conscience,” said Harald, without conviction. “Or a witness might pop up like a genie out of a bottle.”




  “We might find an illegally parked car come sweeper day,” Cash suggested. “Wednesdays and Thursdays are street-sweeping days over there.”




  “A thought,” Railsback agreed. “I’ll have a car check it.”




  Fifteen minutes later Cash finished his paperwork and left.




  Annie had haddock on for dinner, because of his cholesterol. On the bad days, if it were not for her, he would break down and hit a dozen pork chops like Attila the Hun. He had a little sign on his desk at work, one of several homespun gems: You know you’re past it when a doctor, not the law or church, takes away everything you like. He was supposed to shun coffee, alcohol, cigarettes, and cholesterol. He did all right on the latter two.




  Sometimes it was a pain in the butt. He managed with cussing and little self-reminding notes about having to hang on long enough to collect the pension he had been getting ripped off for all these years.




  “Bad day?” Annie guessed.




  “The worst.” He explained. She had a good head. Interested in his work. He told her what he could. But she was a little drifty about it. She was a mystery buff. Any given time there would be ten to fifteen paperbacks scattered round the house. She came up with some weird suggestions.




  “He wasn’t dumped? There’s that drug war on the North Side.”




  “No. The doctor says not. The scene agrees. With the snow and everything, they got it pinned. He died where they found him when there was an inch of snow on the ground. He was barely cold when they spotted him. This fish isn’t bad. What’d you do?”




  “No tire tracks or anything?” Her quick little mind was cataloging possibilities from mysteries read. She had the memory of the proverbial elephant, though it was as cluttered as a scrapyard.




  “Not even tracks for him past three steps. They claim they went over that alley with everything. It’s like he stepped out of thin air, walked a few steps, then croaked.”




  “Kaspar Hauser,” she mumbled. “How about a fall?”




  “Nope. Nothing he could’ve fallen from. No bruises or anything, either. Just some passion scratches on his back.” Her eyebrows arched. “That’s what John thinks.”




  “There goes my helicopter idea. Eat your broccoli.”




  Ech, he thought. Especially broccoli. But cauliflower was worse and he would get that tomorrow if he didn’t eat up today. He was the only baby she had now.




  “Matthew called,” she said, and was off with the latest from their youngest, who was at UMC and costing more than some of Uncle Sam’s earlier wars. His major was Criminal Science. He wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps, he said. Cash was not sure why, did not understand, but was pleased. Most kids weren’t interested in their old man’s work. Especially cops’ kids. They all wanted to make a new world and a million bucks. Cash wasn’t against doing either. It was just that the youngsters apparently believed in witchcraft, that somewhere, maybe in Washington, there was a magic button. If you were to push it, all the bad guys would get good, all the poor people would get rich, and all the starving would be fed. But the Powers had hidden it, because for some obscure reason that was to their advantage.




  Talking about Matthew inevitably led to their other son, Michael. Obliquely, Annie asked, “When are you going to have John and Carrie over again?”




  John Harald and Michael had grown up together, gone to college together, and had been in the war together. Vietnam. That had been “The War” to them. To Cash it was that nearly forgotten playground squabble with the Madman of Berlin. To each generation its own, he thought.




  Michael Cash had not come home from his. He was still technically MIA. It was a thing between John and Cash that sometimes made them uncomfortable with one another, though they had few differences over the war itself.




  “Did you hear me, Norman?”




  “Sorry. It’s the case.”




  “I asked what block.”




  “Eh? Oh. Forty-two hundred. Four or five places west of where you used to live.”




  “Ech. Good place for it. Right behind old spooky Groloch’s. Is she still there? Did you meet her?”




  “Yeah. Nice old lady. Reminded me of Auntie Gertie.”




  “We thought she was a witch when I was little. Took a dare to get us to go past on her side of the street.”




  “She’s been there that long?”




  “Was I born in the Dark Ages? Just because little Mike thinks I polished cannonballs for George Washington ...”




  “You know what I mean. Nobody stays around over there. She’s probably the only one on the block that was there five years ago.”




  “Another murder mystery at Miss Groloch’s,” Annie mused. “What do you want to watch tonight? There’s a Tony Curtis movie on Channel Five. An original, one of those pilot things. Or ‘Hawaii Five-O’?”




  “Cop shows, cop shows, that’s all you get on Tuesday. Let’s watch the movie. What do you mean, another murder mystery?”




  “Oh, a long time ago, before I was born, they tried to get Miss Groloch for murdering her... lover, I guess. Only they never found the body.”




  “Warm up the time machine. I’ll send them mine. Then we’ll all be happy.”




  “That’s not fair. I think she was innocent. He probably ran off with her money. He was a rat.”




  “If you weren’t even born ...”




  “Mom told me about him. Even if she was guilty, she should’ve gotten a medal. When I was a kid, people still talked about how rotten Jack O’Brien was. Most of them did think she killed him, but they were on her side. They said he was a liar, a thief, a cheat, that he never worked a day. And that the only reason he would’ve hung around an older woman was to use her somehow. But nobody ever figured how she could’ve done it. That’s how come we were scared.”




  “How old is she, anyway?”




  “I don’t know. At least eighty-five. That was in nineteen twenty-one....”




  “Twenty-one?” Cash echoed, startled.




  “Yes. So?”




  “This guy... he had a pocketful of old coins. A twenty-one dime was the newest.”




  They stared at one another.




  “A practical joke?”




  “Annie, people don’t kill people for a joke. But I’ll check it out. See if anybody’s got it in for her, or if there’s any bodies missing....”




  “You never did say. You think it’s murder?”




  “I don’t know, hon. When we get bodies in alleys, we have to dig. He could’ve escaped from a funeral parlor.”




  “You said he died there.”




  “Yeah. So let’s do the dishes and watch the movie, or something. Before it drives me crazy.”




  Next morning, before beginning the rounds of the coin shops, Cash cornered Railsback. “Hank, you ever heard of a Lieutenant Carstairs?”




  “On the force?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Can’t say that I have.”




  “He’d go back a ways.”




  “I can ask the old man. Is it important?”




  Old Man Railsback had retired in 1960, but still hung around the station more than home. He lived with his son, which Cash felt was explanation enough.




  “Not really. Just curiosity.”




  The old man seemed to know everything that had happened since Laclede’s landing. Apparently, he had been there. Or so his reminiscences made one think.




  Cash shifted subjects. “Annie thinks our John Doe might have been lowered from a helicopter.”




  “No way,” Railsback said. “I thought of that myself, Norm. I called Lambert Field. They said not even a nut would fly a chopper in that.”




  “I didn’t think so. But Annie—”




  “Annie should write mysteries, not solve ours. Now, if you’ve got the time, find John and do the coin shops. Maybe we can wrap this up before the next one comes floating belly up. Here’s your list.”




  It was no go. They got shrugs, blank stares, and a few definite negatives. They wasted half a day. But that was the nature of the job. You always played out every chance.




  “What I think,” said John, around his Big Mac at lunch, “is we should put his picture on the wire. Guy’s probably got a wife and seven kids in Little Rock, or someplace.”




  “Maybe. But you’ve got the feeling too, don’t you? This one’s going in the files unsolved.”




  “Yeah. It’s weird. Like in Nam, you could tell Charlie had an ambush set without seeing a thing....” He turned it off because of what he saw in Cash’s face.




  Funny how it keeps on hurting, Cash thought.




  He had had an uncle who had gotten it in Italy, 88 mm in the chest while standing half out of his tank turret. That had never bothered him the way Michael’s loss did. He supposed it was this not knowing for sure, this perpetual half-suspicion that the boy was alive somewhere in the Asian jungles. And it was worse for Nancy and the kids. Their lives were drifting away while they marked time.




  “Maybe FBI will find something.”




  “They’re running out of places to look. What do we do then? Call the CIA? Interpol? Or put his picture in the papers?”




  Cash got a new angle on John there. This case was bothering his partner as much as it was him. He thought he understood why. It did not seem right that a man should die, murdered or not, without so much as a memorial in a police record. A man should have a monument, like maybe: “Here Lies the Unknown Victim, A Casualty in the Cops-and-Robbers War.”




  They were remembering Michael, that was why. Michael would have no memorial either. His war had cast him into a limbo where there were no monuments, no eulogies, no benefits for his survivors.... Only their memories would ever show that he had existed. And here they had the mirror image, a corpse that was the only proof that a man had ever lived.




  One wake without a ship, and one ship without a wake.




  “Maybe Tucholski got something,” Cash said.




  “Want to bet?”




  “Not a doughnut hole.”




  John was right. The women on the reinterview list had ironclad alibis. One had a mother, and the other a boyfriend very much alive and kicking about being hassled. And of the cars illegally parked on the Wednesday side of the street only one could not be accounted for. That was a junker without plates the neighbors said had been there for months.




  Dead ends. It was all dead ends. They still had nothing from FBI. Missing Persons across the country had come back with nothing. Lieutenant Railsback got growly when he heard his brainchild had been stillborn, grumbled about putting the case on a back burner till something concrete turned up.




  It had begun bugging them all. Nobody wanted to do it slow and by the numbers.




  “I talked to the old man at lunch,” Railsback told Cash later, as he and John were about to go home. “He said there was a Colonel Carstairs on the Board of Commissioners in the late thirties. Came up out of Homicide. That’s the only Carstairs he remembered.”




  “Probably the same man. Thanks, Hank.”




  “What was that?” John asked on the way down to the parking lot.




  “Just checking something the old woman said the other day. About a Lieutenant Carstairs. You and Carrie coming by?” Annie had insisted that morning so he had extended an invitation.




  “Yeah. We’ll bring Nancy and the kids, too. Carrie called Nancy and Nancy said Annie had already called....”




  “I get the picture.”




  It was nice having people around sometimes, Cash reflected, though the children made him nervous. And Carrie and Nancy, who were cousins, made these evenings together a sort of wake. Michael’s body might be gone, but his ghost remained very much among them.




  Following dinner the children established squatter’s rights to the TV while the women caucused in the kitchen, so Cash and Harald retreated to the rathskeller.




  “Something bothering you?” John asked, letting Cash pour him a scotch and water.




  “The case. The damned John Doe.” He repeated Annie’s story about Miss Groloch and her mysteriously missing lover.




  “Coincidence,” said John. “Or a grisly joke.”




  “That’s what Annie thought. Wanted me to check for body snatchings.”




  “No go. Front page.”




  “That’s what I told her. And how to get it there still warm, during a snowstorm, without leaving a trace?”




  Against one wall stood a crude set of shelves, boards on cinder blocks, that Cash had erected for his wife’s old mysteries. Somehow, when Michael had gotten married, a lot of his science fiction had migrated into them rather than out of the house. Nancy’s people were stodgy. He had preferred to hide his reading tastes the way his father’s generation had hidden their Playboys from their wives in the fifties. John pulled out a couple and tossed them onto the bar.




  “Tried to read The Time Machine once,” Cash said. “Didn’t grab me. Never noticed this other one before.” It was The Corridors of Time by Isaac Asimov. Its dog-eared look suggested that it had been one of Michael’s favorites.




  It was Cash’s fault that his son had gotten started reading that stuff. He had brought home a book called The Naked Sun, same author, given him by someone at the station who had thought Annie would like it. “But I get your drift.”




  John looked expectant in the way a pup does when his master catches him peeing off the paper.




  Cash shrugged. “There’s a more reasonable explanation.”




  “Tell you what,” John replied. “Let’s check the files. See what the reports have to say.”




  “John, I wouldn’t know where to look. I mean, sure, they keep the files open forever. Supposedly. But where? We’d really have to dig. First just to find out where they keep records of where they keep records from fifty years ago. And on our own time....” The case bothered him, yes, but twenty-three years of homicide investigations had put calluses on his curiosity. He had not worked on his own time for ten years, since the bizarre rape-murders around Mullanphy School.




  John seemed disappointed. “All right. I’ll do the digging. If I locate the file, I’ll have it sent over.”




  “Railsback would crucify us just for thinking about it. No imagination, old Hank.”




  Cash was saved John’s stronger opinion of Railsback by Carrie.




  “I’m sorry, Norm. We’re going to have to go. It’s my head, John.”




  “Didn’t you bring your pills?”




  “I didn’t think...”




  “We’ve got aspirin, Carrie,” said Norm.




  “No. Thanks. I’m sorry. With aspirin I have to take so many I make myself sick at my stomach.”




  “Okay,” said Harold. “Get your coat. I’ll be ready as soon as the kids are.”




  Carrie’s headaches were genuine, but Cash suspected they were a psychological convenience. Judging from the past, she had gotten Annie and Nancy going on Michael, real soap-opera stuff. Cash had been through a few of those sessions himself. Carrie was good at starting them. But she didn’t like being around the people she made unhappy or depressed.




  “All right,” he said. “I’ll see Nancy and the kids get home. John, we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”




  Thursday they got another negative on cars illegally parked and more silence from Missing Persons around the country. FBI produced nothing. Railsback decided to release photos for television and the papers. John got on the phone and started trying to locate Homicide records for 1921. Friday lunch he disappeared, turned up late with a crusty file, thick, handwritten, almost illegible.




  They never got into it. The new case, that had held off longer than seemed believable, finally broke. It was a holdup-murder. Two partners in a cheap used-furniture store had been killed, and an officer wounded. One freelance socialist was dead and two more were fleeing on foot, one of them hit. The whole division was on it till dark, and by then they had another. The weekend had begun. It was Tuesday again before Cash had a chance to worry about the mystery corpse.




  On Sunday the story hit the papers. On Monday the Channel Four evening newscast mentioned the case in passing. Tuesday morning, at 8:30, Cash got a buzz from Tom Kurland on the booking desk.




  “Norm? Got a live one down here. Voluntary confession on that John Doe stiff from last week.”




  Ah. The genie from the bottle. Cash brightened. “Hey. Good. Bring him up. You made my day, Tom.”




  “On the way.” Mysterious laughter lurked round the fringes of Kurland’s voice.




  “Hey, John....” he called from his gym locker of an office.




  A florid, gray-haired man with the build of an athlete long gone to seed, who looked like he ought to be traveling in a cloud of flies, pushed through the main door. “ ’Lo, Beth,” he said.




  “Winehead Andy,” Cash muttered. “The Prince of Hungary. I’ll get you for this, Kurland.”




  Officer Tavares tried stopping the man. He just grinned and kept coming, with a little wrist-flick of a greeting to Old Man Railsback, who was snoring in a chair in a far corner.




  “It’s all right, Beth.”




  “ ’Lo, Sarge.”




  “Hi, Andy. What is it this time?” As if he didn’t know. The man, who claimed to be a deposed Prince of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (he was neither old enough nor, insofar as Cash had been able to determine, did he speak a word of German or Magyar), was, with a blush, going to admit that, in a fit of madness, he had slain the mystery man. Andy swore that he was the Jekyll-and-Hyde type.




  “Can’t live with it anymore, Sarge. Had to turn myself in....”




  The man had confessed so often that Cash no longer found him amusing.




  Neither did Lieutenant Railsback. “What the hell is that wino doing in my squad room?” he thundered from his office.




  “The usual,” Beth replied, returning to her work.




  Rather than come out looking for trouble, Railsback slammed his door.




  “All right, Andy. You know the routine,” said Cash. “How’d you do it?”




  “Knife. In the back. Grabbed him from behind and stabbed him in the heart....”




  “Wrong-o, Andy. You lose again. Think it out better next time. That’s hard for a right-handed man.”




  “Just testing, Sarge.” He stopped smiling. “I really strangled him....”




  “Missed again.” Cash shook his head. He didn’t understand. Andy’s sole ambition seemed to be to get himself put away.




  There had been a time when he was a semipermanent resident in the holdover downstairs, especially in winter, but these days every room with a lock on its door was packed with genuine bandits.




  “Shot him?”




  “Andy, here’s two bucks. Go over to the Rite-Way and tell Sarah I said to give you the breakfast special.”




  Andy took the money. “Sarge, one of these days you’re going to catch me red-handed. Then you’ll believe me. It’s my mind, see. I can’t remember afterward....”




  “I know, Andy. Till I do, you’ll keep getting away with it. Meantime, I’ve got to go by the book. Now do me a favor. Go eat breakfast.”




  Andy stood tall as he left. A wino, yes, but he walked like a prince.




  “Beth, remind me that Tom Kurland is one up on me.”




  “Us.” Her dark eyes sparkled mischievously. “I’m working on it already.”




  “Make it vicious.” He walked to a window. “He’s out the door already.”




  Below, Andy scampered through traffic.




  “Liquor store?”




  “You must be part Gypsy. Anything on my corpse?”




  “No. No ID. No claim on the body. FBI says they’ve given up trying to locate prints.”




  “Norm,” said Railsback, “you get rid of him yet?”




  “He just needed the price of a bottle, Hank.”




  “About your mystery corpse. ’Bout time you got it certified nonhomicide, isn’t it? Get it off our backs? I don’t like it. I want it pushed back, out of the way.”




  “Not yet. Maybe in a couple days.”




  It’s really bizarre, Cash thought, the way this is affecting us. Railsback would not have let go of any other case for weeks or months. But with this one even the marginally involved people, like Beth, were behaving strangely.




  Once Railsback did get it shoved back, little happened.




  Events elsewhere devoured Cash’s attention and emotions.
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  On the X Axis;




  Lidice, Bohemia, 1866;




  A Minor Event during the




  Seven Weeks’ War




  





  





  





  





  





  A wise man once observed: The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there.




  Fiala... Marda... Fiala tossed her head violently, battered her temples with her fists. What was happening? Was it the Prussians?




  The pain broke the grip on her mind.




  Father lay sprawled half in, half out of the doorway. Mother knelt before the Virgin, moaning.




  Fiala was having a fit. He heaved on his pallet, shrieking.




  Her brother? She was an only child.... And her mother had died in the Uprising.




  Couldn’t be the Prussians. The armies were north of Lidice.




  Lidice? What the devil was Lidice?




  Who was Marda?




  “Uncle Stefan....” Oh, Lord, her mouth wouldn’t shape the words right.




  Mother whirled, stared in horror.




  Where am I? What’s happening to me? Who are these people? What’s wrong with my mind?




  What’s wrong with my mind? God help me! Something’s in my head. Possessing me.




  German. That was it. Only no one spoke German anymore. Not outside a classroom.




  It was a strong demon. “Mother.... Priest....” Mother ran from the house. Would Father Alexander believe her?




  What was this mumbo-jumbo? Only recidivist subversives believed that nonsense anymore. Only stupid, ignorant country people....




  “Oh blessed Jesus, help me!”




  Slap! “Marda!”




  The blow floored her. And terminated the contest. The terrified thing in her mind twisted away with a fading shriek, as if sliding off round the treacherous curves of a Klein bottle.




  Who was this ragged brute? The man who had been lying in the doorway.




  “Father?”




  “Yes. Come on. Get up.”




  The words were butchered by lips and tongue that had never spoken Czech.




  “What happened?”




  “I’m not sure. There’s no time to worry about it now. Just accept it. Help me with Stefan.”




  His absolute calm enveloped her, included her. The thing inside her, the other, momentarily gave up trying to reassert itself. Numbly, she seized the feet of the hovel’s remaining, now silent tenant and helped swing him onto the rude table. He was just a boy, yet his face was a land on which several bad diseases had left memorials.




  No one outside a labor camp lived this way. Dirt floor to sleep on, a pallet stuffed with straw. Only furniture a homemade table.... No, there were a few crude pieces in shadowed corners. No water. No toilet.




  This wasn’t her world.




  “The woman. She went for someone.”




  Then she studied herself.




  And received a greater shock.




  The body she wore, beneath the crudest peasant clothing, was tiny, emaciated, just entering puberty. It was the female counterpart of the boy on the table. “Oh....” It couldn’t be a labor camp.




  One of those places, only rumored, where they experimented on enemies of the State?




  Outside, the sun was rising. On a morning like this, the spires of Hradcany Castle would be visible from the church belfry.




  A scant sixty miles to the northwest, men named von Bismarck and von Moltke were defining her history with words spoken by the mouths of cannon. Already the troops were moving at Königgratz.




  She had come to a land more alien than she could believe.




  Its name was July 3, 1866.
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  The collapse of South Vietnam had begun in January, a slow, snowballing thing that had not seemed serious at first. But when Hue and Da Nang went and the North Vietnamese started whooping down the coast routes like a juggernaut, it became obvious that the end had finally come. Those with an emotional investment in the country could, like watching the football Cardinals go into the second half down by seventeen, hope for a miracle, but that hope was wan.




  One night Cash woke to find Annie sobbing beside him. He pretended not to notice.




  Later that week he found her sniffling in the kitchen when he returned from work.




  “What’s the matter?”




  “Been a rotten day. Everything went wrong. And now I burned my finger.”




  She was lying. The stove wasn’t hot. But he let it slide. Even shared griefs had to have their private facets.




  “Nancy’s bringing the kids over tomorrow.”




  “Yeah? Second time this week. What’s up? I thought she didn’t like us that much.”




  “People change.”




  “I guess.” They just could not get it out in the open.




  The worst cruelty, for Cash, was the indifference of the people he encountered. But they were dead-tired of Vietnam. Most would have been pleased to see the damned country follow Atlantis’s example.




  Cash was angry and unapproachable most of the time.




  During the downhill plunge to the fall of Saigon he remained utterly distracted. Nothing could draw him out of the netherworld to which he had retreated. He had little time for murders or murderers. His thoughts all revolved around that one little country, that pimple on the ass of the world, where his oldest son was still missing....




  He did not really care about Vietnam per se. He was no rabid anti-communist. The system had done wonders in China. Through the later years of the war he had been critical of United States involvement, though for reasons at variance with those vocalized in the streets. Those he could not comprehend at all. They had no apparent relation to reality, only to wishful thinking about how the world should be. He felt that, like a too cautious coach, the United States had gone, at best, for a draw. He felt the military should have been allowed to go for a victory with everything but nuclear weapons, and to hell with futile arguments about the propriety of being there in the first place. Once you’re wet, you should go ahead and swim, not cry about falling in, he thought. But he kept his opinions to himself, being rational enough to know they were opinions and not something Moses had brought down from the mountain in his other hand.




  He had greeted the January, 1973, news of United States withdrawal with relief. The Kissinger “peace” had seemed a last, comic punctuation to an era of futility. He had predicted the disaster even then, and had tried to school himself to live with its inevitable consequences.




  Vietnam was dead. The people who had buried it wanted everyone to forget. That would be nice, Cash thought. He wished he could. If he had known for sure about Michael, he might have been content to stick his head in the sand with the rest. But he knew the other side wouldn’t forget. They knew, now, that they had carte blanche in that end of the world. They knew, from peasant to premier, that the fall of Saigon symbolized far more than the culmination of years of warfare. It marked the east’s watershed victory in World War III. Solzhenitsyn had pointed it out: the west had been fighting a halfhearted and half-assed delaying action since 1945; Vietnam had marked the beginning of the end. From the fall of Saigon onward the collapse would cease to be gradual. The west, whether good or evil or whatever, was about to come apart, and at a rate which, historically speaking, would be precipitous. Cash supposed he would live long enough to see the barbarians at the gates himself.




  But, from a historical perspective, it would not matter much. Life would go on. The big change would be in which gang of mental cases would be running things.




  Times were when Cash grew extremely cynical. Especially about government and the people in it.




  Annie, in her anger, in her passion to show others her feelings, volunteered to adopt an orphan. There weren’t enough to go around. After the collapse, she decided they would sponsor a Vietnamese family. Cash acquiesced, hoping she would not start blaming them about Michael, expecting she would forget the whole thing when she calmed down.




  Mayagüez put everyone on an even keel again. It was silly, being such a small incident, not well executed at all, and likely to be nothing more than a fix for the national pride.




  Yet next day Cash was able to get back into his world, to work by more than the numbers.




  John Harald was more perceptive than Cash had suspected.




  During the grim months he had not said a word about the mystery corpse. That morning after Mayagüez, quiet because even the bandits were home following the news, he strolled into Cash’s office and dropped the ancient file onto his desk. “Want to glance through this?”




  “What?”




  “Carstairs’s file on the Groloch investigation. The missing man.”




  “That again?”




  “Just have a read. I’ll be catching up on my paperwork.”




  They had been a lot less formal in the old days, Cash discovered. Carstairs’s report contained a lot of opinion and suspicion that was hard to separate from evidence. The story was much as Annie had described, though Carstairs had been convinced that Miss Groloch had murdered Jack O’Brien. Good riddance, he had observed. But the extent of the report indicated that he had put a lot of hours into hunting a solution.




  Initially, Cash’s strongest reaction was an eerie feeling of déjà vu. Carstairs’s emotional responses had been identical to his own.




  Atherton Carstairs had felt driven to find out what had happened to O’Brien. And had faced the same reluctance to push it on the part of his superiors. They had wanted to write it off as a simple disappearance after only two days—despite the fact that there had been a dozen witnesses willing to testify that O’Brien had been seen entering Miss Groloch’s house, that later there had been the screams of a woman being beaten, then a masculine voice pleading for mercy. And O’Brien had never come out.




  The file included a thick sheaf of letters. For years Carstairs had kept up a correspondence with friends in other cities, hoping someone would stumble on to O’Brien alive. A search of Miss Groloch’s house, in a day when such things need not be done so politely and proper, had produced nothing. He had not found a doily out of place, let alone bloodstains or evidence of violence. For weaponry the woman had possessed nothing more dangerous than a few kitchen knives.




  Carstairs had made his final entry in 1929, on the eighth anniversary of the case, and the eve of his assignment to the Board of Police Commissioners. He had left best wishes for anyone who became interested in his hobby case.




  He had finally surrendered.




  Pasted to the last page was a snapshot of a man and a woman, in the style of the early twenties. Penned on the yellowed sheet was “Guess who?” in John’s hand, with an arrow indicating the man.




  The resemblance was remarkable. Even to the suit. And the woman was undeniably Fiala Groloch.




  “John!” Cash thundered. “Get in here!”




  He appeared quickly, wearing a foolish grin. “Saw the picture, eh?”




  “Yeah. You didn’t fake something up, did you?” John and Michael, as teenagers, had loved practical jokes. John had once gone through a camera stage. He and Michael had made some phony prints showing Cash and a neighbor woman leaving a motel. There had been virtual war with Annie before the boys had confessed. Cash had never forgiven them.




  Because he really had been guilty, his feet of clay had been innocently, accidentally exposed, his darkest secret had been hauled, bones rattling, from its casket by children who knew not what they did. The experience had made him suspect there might be something to the law of karma after all.




  John’s smile faded. “Not this time. You want to run tests?”




  “No.” Cash believed him. He didn’t want to, though. “Wait. Maybe. This’s impossible, you know. It can’t be him.”




  “I know.” Harald seemed proud of his little coup, but frightened. As was Cash, who felt like a wise Pandora about to open the box anyway.




  “There’re no prints in the file,” Cash observed. “Did they use them then?”




  “Got me. I don’t even know how to find out.”




  “They started in the eighteen hundreds, I think. Didn’t Sherlock Holmes use them?”




  “Shee-it, I don’t know. Never made any difference to me.”




  “Okay. Okay. We got a problem. How to prove our corpse isn’t Jack O’Brien. We need something concrete. Dental records?”




  “No way. You saw the coroner’s report. No dentist ever saw the inside of that mouth. Perfect teeth.”




  “Yeah. Wouldn’t find anything medical, either. It’d be here in the file. Scars and things. Carstairs doesn’t mention a one. You’d think a guy with O’Brien’s street record would’ve gotten cut up a little. Must’ve been a lucky bastard. Bet you couldn’t even find a birth record.... Wait! O’Brien. Catholic....”




  “Got you.” John started to leave.




  “Hold on here. Let’s have a plan. All we can do is find out if he was born here, maybe if any relatives are still alive.... Yeah, that’d help. Find somebody who really knew him besides Miss Groloch. Wouldn’t be conclusive, though.”




  Cash paused, thought for nearly a minute. “We need to get ahold of something with his prints. You think any would still be around?”




  John spread his hands, shrugged. “They found pterodon bones in Texas a couple months ago.”




  “Okay. Anything’s possible. Slide out when Railsback isn’t looking and start checking parish records. I’ll cover for you.”




  “But Railsback is looking,” the lieutenant said from behind Harald. “What’re you up to now?”




  “Not much. A little hobby case, you might say.”




  “Yeah,” said John. “Just a check on a birth certificate. It’ll only take half an hour.”
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