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Austria, 1943

The Mother’s Heart

It’s cold on the train platform. The station signs have been taken down because of the war, but Martina thinks she must be in Vienna. Somehow you feel a big city, even when all you can see are the necks of the hundreds of other people pushed into a tight herd around you.

Of course, when she left the mountain lab they told her nothing, just the kick in her side to wake her.

“Get up, you’re leaving, we’ve no further use for you.” The insolent “Du” delivered by a pock-faced guard who would be butchering hogs if the war hadn’t given him a uniform and a boot.

How fortunate that I travel light. She kept the ironic thought to herself. Nothing to pack, the grimy dress she sleeps in the same that she wears in daytime. With the rest of the slave laborers she was prodded at riflepoint out of the cave onto a small train along the siding.

There had been rumors for weeks that the lab would shut down. They hadn’t produced results, which wasn’t surprising, given the sloppy quality of the work. Several times the scientist in her had rebelled; she tried to suggest a different experimental design, but that earned her a beating twice, a kicking once, a day without rations all three times. After that she shrugged every time she saw another waste of hard-to-find minerals.

The train was a small one, two freight cars. The guards made sure the prisoners watched as the cars were filled with fruit and meat from the local farms, extra torture for people close to death from privation. After standing for several hours, while the peasants joked with the guards, the prisoners were shoved into a carriage whose seats had been removed. Boards had been nailed across the windows so they couldn’t see out.

For the limbo of time that the journey lasted they stood, unspeaking, like sheep knowing they are bound for the abattoir. Now and then the train stopped, flinging the sheep against each other and into the car walls, and then some timepiece clicked and they lurched forward again. Einstein’s clock, Zeno’s paradox, the train departs Innsbruck for Vienna, and for the inmates the journey lasts both forever and the blink of an eye.

When she’d made the reverse journey fourteen years earlier, leaving Vienna for her glorious year at Göttingen, she hadn’t slept the night before out of excitement, not this near-dead state she inhabits now. As if you were going to a lover, her mother commented sourly all those years ago, even more sour on Martina’s return because her passion was reserved for matrix algebra and quantum mechanics, not the father of the child she was carrying.

At first, realizing she was pregnant, Mama had thought she understood Martina’s excitement at going to Göttingen: physics had been an excuse for meeting a lover. But when she realized that the child was an afterthought, something that happened when a shared passion for particle decay spilled over into bed, Mama became even angrier. Papa was dying, who was going to look after him and a baby, if Martina was going to work at the Radium Institute?

When she returned to their tiny flat on the Novaragasse, Martina had been shocked at how frail Papa had become during her year away. His eyes still were filled with life, though, and he annoyed Mama by demanding all the news of the elusive atom. When the baby came, he kept her next to him in bed, showing little Käthe the play of light on the ceiling through the prisms he had brought home for Martina after she’d first seen the rainbow in Sophie Herschel’s nursery.

Locked now in this dark train, Martina finds her one source of thankfulness a deep irony: Papa’s tubercular lungs, weakened by gas attacks in the trenches of the Great War, allowed him to die at home in bed, with Martina holding his frail hand. Spectral lines. Mama incensed that those were his last words.

Her tired, fevered mind is still a jumble of Papa’s death, Heisenberg’s matrix, when the train lurches to a halt once more. This time the doors are unlocked. Guards and dogs order them onto the platform where they are pushed into the midst of a pack of people as worn down as themselves.

No one bothers to ask a neighbor where they are going, how long they have to stand in the cold. As long as they are standing here, they aren’t being shot or shoved headfirst into lime pits or gas chambers. No need to think further ahead than this.

Next to Martina, an old woman keeps grabbing her arm, scrabbling at the sleeve of Martina’s threadbare coat so that it falls back, revealing how thin her arms have become. Those little bony twigs that used to be round, muscled, now end in thinner twigs covered with radiation burns.

The old woman is distressed. “Where is Joachim? He said he was going out, just for a moment, but he hasn’t come back. Have you seen him? He’s never late.” Joachim could be a husband or son or brother, it’s impossible to know.

Most of the crowd is silent. Too many years, too many humiliations, too many losses have taken away their voices. Martina has had her losses, too. Her mother and her aunts, for instance: they stood on a platform like this a year ago, disappeared into a train like the one she and her fellow sheep are waiting for. The thought of those three women twists her diaphragm with a sharper pang than hunger.

She has a panacea for pain and starvation, and she turns to it now, imagining differential equations for electric fields. From there it’s not much of a jump to quantum mechanics. For a time she doesn’t hear the whimpers and barks around her, doesn’t feel the anxiety of the woman next to her still fretting for Joachim, doesn’t feel the painful throbbing in her feet, which are swollen from cold and ill-fitting shoes. She puts a hand absently into her pocket, feeling for a pencil—Maxwell’s equations for free space are eluding her—and then remembers that all her papers and pencils were confiscated—stolen—when she was put on the train outside Innsbruck.

Perhaps it’s true, as Benjamin always said, that she is too aloof to feel the passions and griefs most people experience. Her own mother, after all, often said the same thing, only in an angrier, shorter way. If she had real human feelings, for instance, at this moment, when she is almost certainly going to her death, shouldn’t she be thinking of her child, not free space? I should write you a letter, my daughter.

Dear Käthe.

She imagines the paper, the ink, the pen.

My daughter, we have had so little time together that I hardly know you. Not just because you left for England over three years ago, but all your little girlhood I was at the Institute day and night. Your grandmother saw you take your first steps and it’s she who has cared most for your fate.

The day they got the news from the Cavendish labs that announced the discovery of the neutron, Martina was so excited she could hardly choke down a piece of cake with her afternoon coffee. Long after Professor Meyer left the Institute for the day, she and Benjamin stayed talking with some of the students, pondering the implications. Benjamin’s tidy equations covering one side of the chalkboard, her own diagrams filling the other, her student, Gertrud, crying out with excitement that this explained the effect that Irène Joliot-Curie and Frédéric Joliot were finding in Paris. Although it didn’t speak to the odd half-life of one of the radium isotopes.

The Stephansdom clock struck eleven and Benjamin looked around with a guilty start: his wife would long since have gone to bed, his dinner would be cold and dried out by now. Not spoken: his wife’s resentment, her suspicion that more than quantum mechanics kept her husband late at the Institut für Radiumforschung.

When Martina herself reached home, she quietly stowed her bicycle in the service entrance and tiptoed up the stairs: no one in Vienna stayed up so late unless they were at the theater. And there her mother sat at the kitchen table, mouth pinched in anger. Käthe said her first sentence today, her mother announced: “Oma, Käthe needing milk.”

When Martina responded, How lovely, her mind only vaguely absorbing the news, her mother slapped her. “That piece of pike on the sideboard has more feeling than you. You don’t deserve a bright young child like Käthe. Why did I let your papa talk me into allowing that trip to Göttingen? Your education has destroyed you as a woman.”

Was Käthe a bright young child? She always had seemed petulant, but perhaps that was my fault, not yours, my little daughter. You wanted something from me I wasn’t able to give you. I wanted you to share my excitement over the innermost secrets of nature; you wanted me to be at home with you instead of your Oma, or Frau Herschel’s Kindermädchen. On the days Martina’s mother still worked for Frau Herschel, Käthe and Frau Herschel’s granddaughter, Lotte, played in the light, bright nursery in the big apartment on the Ring, but when Martina would ask Käthe, Did you see the rainbow of light on the nursery floor? the child would only stare at her sullenly.

Right before the Anschluss, she had taken Käthe and Lotte on a skiing trip in Tyrol. She tried to interest Käthe in the stars, in the mystery of the explosions inside them that made those jewels twinkle and glow in the night sky. It was Lotte whose eyes grew round with wonder, Käthe who gave the pinched scowl of disapproval she’d learned from her Oma, announcing it was too cold to stand outside at night.

Birgit, the Kindermädchen, appeared from the shadows and swept the girls away with her. Past their bedtime, too much excitement for them, anyway. And then a month later, the Anschluss, the new laws, and Birgit looking at them with contempt. I’m not picking up after your children anymore. You do some work for a change. Addressing even Frau Herschel with the familiar du, and all of them powerless to respond.

The memory is too difficult, but before she can lose herself once more in statistical mechanics, the noise around her suddenly increases; the soldiers are barking like their dogs, compressing her even more tightly against the old woman, who is still crying for Joachim. The train, staining the dawn sky black with its puffs of coal smoke, is entering the station. No whistle, no lights, just the relentless thudding of axles, so that the proper Viennese burghers, sleeping on the other side of the station, are protected from the sight of cattle cars filled with, well, whatever they’re filled with. Not citizens, because citizens wouldn’t be treated like this. And not people, because they’ve been labeled as vermin. But—it’s a conundrum—because if they’re not people, then there’s no need to protect the rest of Vienna from seeing them packed up, shoved, heels nipped by the dogs, the old woman still crying for Joachim.

If I didn’t look after my daughter when she wept, over all the unaccountable things that made Käthe weep, why should I look after you? Martina thinks, but she nonetheless puts a gentle hand under the old woman’s elbow and helps lift her into the boxcar.


Arithmetic Problems

It wasn’t quite four when I got back to my office. I yearned for a nap, but with only an hour left in the business day, I needed to answer calls and messages from my clients. Before I started, I put Martin Binder’s phone number and e-mail into my database and wrote him a note, explaining who I was and how distressed his grandmother was at his absence.

“If you want to get in touch, I promise that I will keep anything you say completely confidential,” I finished.

I also looked him up in the social media universe. He played some complicated math game in the Facebook world and had made a killer move in early August, right before he disappeared—that was his last update. He had one photo of himself, taken outside a tent in a snowdrift. He was wearing a T-shirt and cutoffs and was grinning at the camera, proud of standing half-dressed in the snow. Unfortunately, he had on sunglasses and a baseball cap, making it hard to see his face. I uploaded it to my own system, but for a good search I’d need a better head shot.

Martin also had a Twitter account, which showed a few tweets from the summer, mostly on music, but he was a uniquely silent member of his generation.

I logged into LifeMonitor, a subscription database that hacks into people’s financial history. Martin had told his grandmother that something didn’t add up. Maybe he’d discovered that his mother was stealing from him. Just in case, I started a search for Martin’s bank account. After that, I turned to my real business.

Among all the client calls and complaints was a message from Doug Kossel, the Palfry County sheriff. I waited until I’d responded to my most urgent client demands before returning his call. Kossel was out in his cruiser, the Palfry dispatcher said, but I could reach him on his cell phone.

“Hey, PI V.I. Wondered if you’d make the time to talk to us downstate hicks. We got an ID on the body you found in the field. Ricky Schlafly. Name mean anything to you? No? He’s a local boy, but he lived in Chicago for about fifteen years.”

“Sorry, Sheriff, I lose track of a few of our locals every now and then.”

“Don’t get sarcastic on me. You’re in law enforcement, even if you’re private. That means you see your share of scumbags, so it’s always possible Schlafly crossed your radar. He left here before he graduated high school, figuring if he wanted big money he should go where people had money. Anyway, it was his mom’s family that owned the house, and when her mother passed two years ago, Ricky came back and took possession. Turned it into the health resort and spa it is today.”

“Was Judy Binder with him when he moved back?” I asked.

“From what people are saying, she showed up about a year ago. At least, that’s when folks in Palfry started noticing a gal around town who sounds like her. She’d be at the local coffee shop, or sometimes panhandling in front of the Buy-Smart out west of town. Even came in for a hairdo when she had extra cash. No one’s seen her since the house got shot up, so she may have landed on her feet somewhere else.”

A year ago, that was a bit after Len Binder had died. Len might have kept slipping his daughter money over Kitty’s objections, or without Kitty knowing. When he was gone, Judy would have been desperate for a place to live.

How Judy hooked up with Ricky Schlafly wasn’t important: druggies find each other by some system of smell or twitches, although for meth users the rotting gums are a giveaway. Judy and Ricky could have shared some dump in Chicago before Ricky returned to his roots.

I didn’t agree with Kitty Binder’s vehement assertion that Martin stayed away from Judy—children want to find some proof that their mothers care about them, especially mothers who abandon them when they’re babies. I could imagine Martin slipping silently out of the house, going to visit Judy without Kitty’s knowledge. He might have met Ricky Schlafly when he was still living in Chicago.

An arithmetic error, Martin had said to Kitty, something that kept him brooding in his basement for more than a week. If his mother had hacked into his bank account, he could have bicycled down to Palfry to confront her—although why wouldn’t he have driven?

“You still with me, Ms. PI?” Kossel demanded. “I got a traffic accident I’d better get to.”

“Judy Binder’s son disappeared over a week ago,” I said. I explained Martin’s situation. “Can you ask if anyone noticed him? He might have come down by bus, or hitched down. He’s a skinny kid, dark curly hair, narrow face, a bit James Dean–?looking. I could probably find a photo and e-mail it to you. The basement to Schlafly’s house—it had a dirt floor.”

There was a pause at the other end. “Crap, PI. You thinking I should dig up that floor?”

“I’m thinking someone with a hazmat suit could tell if it had been dug up recently. They could also climb into the pit in the backyard. I didn’t have the gear with me yesterday to poke around in it.”

After another pause, the sheriff grunted. “The boy comes down a week ago to see if his ma has been stealing from him, Ricky shoots him, buries him, but she’s still around until two days ago? Hard to picture. Still, who knows what a woman full of meth might do. Hell, maybe she shot her own kid her own self.”

I used to represent women who sold their ten-year-old daughters to pimps for a single pipe of crack. It’s not the only reason I left the public defender’s office, but it was high on the list.

Kossel said, “If I look at the basement, there’s something you can do for me. See if you can find any of Ricky’s old pals in Chicago, see if someone up there wanted him dead. I’ve got my eye on a couple of rival dealers down here, but they all have pretty good alibis for when Ricky likely was shot.”

So that was why the sheriff had called, all cooperative with a private eye in a way the law usually isn’t. “I’ve been hoping I could get through the rest of my life without looking at another drug user,” I said.

“Told you you’d seen your share of scumbags,” he mocked.

“How about we trade? I’ll get a hazmat suit and rake through that garbage pit in Ricky’s backyard, and you come up here and start hanging out with local drug dealers.”

“Big-city gal like you can’t handle a little heat? Just wear a bulletproof vest and make sure your will is up-to-date and you’ll be fine.” The sheriff laughed heartily and cut the connection.

He called back a second later. “Ricky’s short for Derrick, not Richard.”

I drew little circles on my desk with my forefinger. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to let other people move their problems into the center of my stage. I did not care who killed Derrick Ricky Schlafly. I did not care what had become of Judy Binder. My only involvement in the Binder world was to give Kitty sixteen hours of hunting for her grandson.

I turned back to my own investigative issues. It was when I’d made my third mistake, confusing a bookstore’s problems with those of a completely unconnected yoga center, that I realized Martin Binder’s face was coming between me and my clients.

Kitty Binder had mentioned a boy who’d been Martin’s high school friend. She was one of the more unreliable narrators I’d listened to in decades of hearing dubious stories, but if she was telling something close to a fact, I could find him.

I hadn’t made any notes when I was with Kitty, but the friend’s name had made me think of television. Not David Sarnoff or Aaron Spelling. David Susskind. Martin’s friend was something Susskind. Toby.

I found three Susskinds in the Skokie area. LifeStory, another subscription search engine, came up with a family that included a Tobias the same age as Martin. They also had a daughter three years older and another son starting high school. Jeanine Susskind was a social worker with the Cook County Department on Aging; her husband, Zachary, worked for a big accounting firm.

It was almost six now. I reached Jeanine at home, but she was not going to share any confidential information with a stranger on a phone.

“I think you’re wise, ma’am,” I said, wishing she weren’t. “Can we meet for a cup of coffee or a glass of wine this evening? Martin Binder has disappeared, and I’d like to talk to someone who knows him. Kitty Binder said your son and Martin are friends.”

I heard grease sputter: Jeanine had the phone tucked between head and neck while she stirred something into a pan. Mushrooms and broccoli, I imagined, feeling suddenly hungry.

There was a muffled conversation in the background. Jeanine came back on the phone and asked for more information, first about Martin, then about me. After another consultation, she decided I could come to their house when they’d had supper. She wasn’t enthusiastic, but who could blame her—a strange woman claiming to be a private eye, wanting to talk to her son, calling at the end of a long workday—I wouldn’t be enthusiastic, either.

I had about two hours to get home, walk the dogs, and eat my own mushroom broccoli surprise. Instead, I picked up the phone and dialed an old friend at the public defender’s office. Stefan Klevic had stayed on long after the rest of us gave up in despair.

Stefan wasn’t any more excited than Jeanine Susskind at hearing from me. “I’m on my way home, Warshawski. Can’t it wait until morning?”

“A guy named Derrick Schlafly was killed down in Palfry yesterday morning,” I said.

“I’m fascinated. Especially since I never heard of Schlafly or Palfry.”

“A hundred miles down I-55. Schlafly was a meth maker.”

“If the killer is arrested in Cook County, I’ll put up a spirited defense of whoever shot him,” Klevic promised. “Now, Doug has dinner waiting for me, so if you don’t mind—”

“Schlafly operated around here for fifteen years or so. I need to find some of the scum he knew then, to see if any of them can help me find a woman who was living with Schlafly. About the time he was killed, she called up crazy scared, then vanished.”

Klevic sighed audibly. “Leave her to the police, Warshawski. Turn over the details to them. If she shot Schlafly, it’s the Palfry County PD’s job to look after her, not mine, assuming their budget extends to public defenders.”

“The missing woman’s name is Judy Binder,” I continued. “That’s B-i-n-d-e-r. She’s a protégée of Lotty Herschel.”

Lotty had saved Stefan’s sister’s life several years ago. I heard him grind his teeth, but he muttered that he’d see what he could find out.

“Thanks, Stefan,” I said. “I knew I could count on you.”

“You know you’re no better than a frigging blackmailer, V.I.”

“Am too,” I said. “A frigging blackmailer doesn’t get nearly as good results as I do. Say ‘hey’ to Doug for me.”

I checked my e-mail one last time before I left. My note to Martin had bounced back with the long message about “fatal errors” you get from sending to a nonexistent mailbox. I double-checked Jari Liu’s message, but I’d entered Martin’s address correctly. I tried the cell phone number Liu had given me. I was not astounded to learn that the number was not in service.

I forwarded my fatal-error message to Liu. “Any more recent address you want to share? Any other cell numbers? The one you gave me isn’t answering.”

As I locked up my office for the day, I wondered if I should call one of my contacts in the Chicago police as well. If Schlafly had a sheet, which was probable, they’d have his pals listed. Kitty Binder had been so insistent about not talking to the police that I hesitated: her daughter probably had a sheet, too. I could picture the tormented evenings when Judy was a teenager, the calls from the police, the fights with the daughter coupled with anger at the police. I’d wait to see what Stefan Klevic turned up before going to the boys in blue.

On my way home, I took a detour to the emergency vet to check on my waif. They’d done surgery to remove a ruptured spleen; while they were inside they took out her ovaries and uterus. She had some sepsis in the wound so she was on high-dose antibiotics for that. She had heartworm, which required a special regimen all its own. At some point in her short life—the vet reckoned she was about three—she’d broken a leg that had healed on its own.

“For all she’s suffering, and considering the abuse she took, she still has a pretty sweet disposition,” the vet said. “A little nervy, but she hasn’t tried to bite anyone, so you may be able to take her home.”

“Maybe,” I said doubtfully. “I have two dogs already and a full-time job. If she recovers in good shape, I’ll help find the right family for her.”

The receptionist asked me to pay the bill to date. Forty-eight hundred and counting, but I handed over my credit card without complaint. So many of the humans I work with have a tendency to bite no matter how well they’ve been treated that it seemed like a good expenditure to rescue an uncomplaining Rottweiler.

My own dogs—a golden retriever and her half-Lab son—greeted me as if we’d been separated for twelve months instead of twelve hours. I hadn’t been able to give them a proper workout the past two days, so I took them over to Lake Michigan for a long swim. My downstairs neighbor, who shares them with me, rode over to the lake with us. I floated in the lake for a bit, letting the cool water ease away some of the stresses of the day.

Back on land, while I threw balls for the dogs, Mr. Contreras and I caught up on each other’s lives. He was less reproachful than usual over his exclusion from my adventures: he had received a long e-mail today from my cousin Petra. He adores her and was bereft when she left Chicago for the Peace Corps. Her remote El Salvadoran village doesn’t often get an Internet connection, so today’s e-mail had pepped him up.

When he heard my story, his main focus was on the Rottweiler. “What do you think we should call her, doll?”

“ ‘My Own True Love,’ ” I said brightly. “As in, ‘Fare thee well, my own true love.’ ”

Mr. Contreras looked at me reproachfully. “That ain’t right and you know it, cookie. It seems like it was meant, you going down there to find Dr. Lotty’s gal and saving this dog’s life along the way. We got two dogs already, how much trouble can a third one be?”

Mr. Contreras is almost ninety, with the energy and personality of a pile driver. Even so, his days of running big dogs are behind him.

I put an arm around him. “We’ll make a budget. We’ll see whether we can afford a full-time dog-walker, and whether Mitch and Peppy will welcome a half-feral outsider into their pack. For now, the Rottweiler has to be in segregation until she stops shedding heartworm larvae.”

Mr. Contreras’s lips were moving; I wasn’t sure he’d been listening to me. “We’ll call her Mottle, for ‘My Own True Love.’ ”


A Childhood Outing

“What will you giveme if I talk to you?” Judy Binder smiled at me slyly.

“Your son,” I said. “You are the only person who may know how to find him.”

“Doesn’t anyone care about me?” Binder said, her voice a high-pitched whine. “You come in here all worried about Martin, but what about me?”

Last night, despite my exhaustion, I’d lain awake a long time. I kept turning pieces of information like a kaleidoscope, trying to make a comprehensible shape out of them. Julius, Cordell, Martin. Kitty, Martina, Judy. Benjamin Dzornen and Edward Breen. The meth house.

I went to my computer to see what unsolved crimes in Chicago dated back fifty years, with a few years on either side. I didn’t turn up anything that sounded as though it connected to Julius and Cordell.

Judy Binder had just been born fifty years ago, but Julius’s old crime was tied to Kitty and to the Breens. Her whole life in Chicago, Kitty had thought someone was spying on her. Lotty said it was a constant obsession with her; she wouldn’t have kept it a secret from her daughter.

Kitty had witnessed a horrible crime, or been the victim of a horrible crime, involving the Breens and the Dzornens when she first cameto Chicago. They had bought her silence with the bank account that Herta Dzornen robbed, but Kitty was always afraid the Dzornensor the Breens would do something else to her. Judy might not know all the details, but she’d known enough to try blackmailing Herta.

I finally went to sleep, but in my troubled dreams, Martin’s skeleton was grinning up at me from a hole in the bottom of the meth pit. Alison Breen was weeping over his bones while Kitty Binder wrung her hands, crying, “I told you over and over, if you don’t know they’re after you, you’re not paying attention.”

I slept late, despite my unquiet dreams. When I finally got out of bed, the weather had turned, as it does in Chicago: heat-crusted drought one day, cold and rainy the next. I couldn’t bear to run in it, much as I needed the exercise.

I threw balls to the dogs from Mr. Contreras’s back porch, sipping a double espresso, trying not to resent Jake for sounding so happy when he called me from San Francisco: the Rautavaara had been a huge success. I was truly glad, but I wanted some successes of my own. They seemed hard to come by these days.

It was after ten when I finally got to the hospital, where Judy Binder greeted me with all her usual sunniness. She had just finished taking her first walk since the shooting, as far as the nurses’ station and back. I walked into her room in time to hear her snap at the nurse and therapist who’d applauded her progress: she wasn’t two years old, she wasn’t fooled by pretty words, so they could shut the fuck up.

The nurse helped her into a wheelchair, carefully arranging the IV stands so that the lines didn’t cross each other. Judy had four, which disappeared into the folds of her hospital gown. Her thin arms were scaly, with so many collapsed veins the nurses had had to go into her back for sites to insert the needles.

“If Martin wants to disappear, let him disappear,” Binder said when I tried to talk about her son. “He treated me totally disrespectfully the last time I saw him.”

“You don’t go out of your way to make people want to respect you, Ms. Binder.”

We both thought she was going to start screaming abuse at me, but she shut her mouth halfway through. “Goddamn bitch, mind your own—” Her face took on a puzzled look, as if she’d heard herself for the first time and wondered what she was saying. After a brief silence, she said sullenly that she had no idea where Martin was.

“I believe you,” I said, “but I need you to tell me every detail about the papers you and he argued over. He came to you because he’d seen an odd logo on an old drawing, a pair of linked triangles with something like a sunburst in the middle. He thought he’d seen the same design on a paper he’d once found in your possession. What did he say about it?”

“He came barging in, not even bringing me a flower or anything, the way you think a boy would do for his mother. He just demanded to see those damned papers.”

“These were papers that you found at your mother’s house when you went there for Martin’s bar mitzvah, right?”

“Are you saying I stole—”

“I’m not here to make any accusations. I need information, and I need it fast. Your son’s life may depend on it.”

She scowled. “Yeah, Martin’s life, what about mine?”

“You’re alive because your mother called me in time to save you. Now I’m asking you to do the same for your own child,” I said.

She tossed her wiry hair petulantly. “I think you’re letting Martin dramatize himself, but, okay, I found this envelope in Kitty’s underwear drawer. I started feeling unwell at the bar mitzvah party; I went to lie down and was looking for a—a clean handkerchief.”

She stopped, eyeing me to see if I was going to comment on her snooping, but I didn’t say anything. “So Kitty screamed the house down when she realized the papers were missing. But I was just preserving them!”

“Yes, so you said.” I tried to keep the impatience out of my voice. “What did you do with them?”

“Nothing. I mean, nothing back then. I was looking for an aspirin, only then I saw there was a savings book in the packet, and it had my name in it! That was definitely mine. Kitty was coming up the stairs, and first I thought of asking her why she was stealing from me, but I decided to take the packet home with me to see if there were any other financial documents she was keeping for herself.”

I didn’t point out that she’d first been looking for a handkerchief. “And were there any other financial instruments?”

“No, just papers with numbers. I showed them to Martin one day when he came to see me, back when he was in eighth grade, I mean. He’s always been good with numbers, I thought they’d be, like bank accounts or something, but he said they didn’t mean anything to him. Then he wanted to know where I got them. He was only thirteen, but he had the nerve to accuse his own mother of stealing papers when they belonged to me in the first place. Kitty must have been whining about the papers disappearing.”

Along with Kitty’s pearl earrings and a certain amount of cash, I remembered, but I didn’t want to toss a grenade on the conversation.

“So I stuffed them into a drawer and forgot about them, but then, like I told you, a few weeks ago Martin came barreling down to Palfry, wanting to see them again. He tore the place apart looking for them. I kept telling him I didn’t even know if I still had them, but he found them with my birth certificate in this old shoe box in the front room. He got all excited and said, ‘These were supposed to come to me! Why didn’t you show them to me before?’

“I told him I’d shown them to him when he was thirteen and he hadn’t been interested. Was I supposed to wait on him hand and foot, checking every morning to see if he cared about some stupid old papers?”

Judy pounded the arm of her wheelchair with a feeble fist. “It was always like that with him, me, me, me. Why couldn’t he ever see I  had needs, too! Even as a baby he was always selfish. It’s why I had to give him to my parents, I couldn’t cope with someone that selfish.”

“Yeah, babies tend to be thoughtless that way,” I said, my throat so tight I had trouble getting the words out. “Why did he think the papers should come to him?”

“Because he could understand some stupid equations in them. Then he started squawking at me; he said didn’t it mean anything to me when I read the cover letter and saw who asked them to be sent to Kitty?”

“Who?” I felt my pulse quicken.

“Some woman named Byron. Ada Byron. How special does that sound?”

I felt let down: I’d been sure they were from Martina, or Benjamin Dzornen. “Was Byron a family name? I mean in your family, your dad’s mother, or the family your mom lived with in England?”

“Oh, those people! No, their name was Painter.” Judy giggled unexpectedly, an unpleasant sound. “He was a builder whose name was Painter, pretty funny, huh? Painter the Builder. They adopted Kitty and she adored them.” The word was a honeycomb of sarcasm.

“They were the man and woman with the girls in the snapshot your mother kept in the living room? What happened to them?”

“Oh, she could never stop crying about it, even though it happened years before I was born. When the war ended, Painter the Builder wanted to put up a house on a bombed-out street in Birmingham. England, not Alabama. Kitty was at school when the mom and dad and sisters were inspecting the site. A few minutes before Kitty got there an unexploded bomb went off. So that was horrible, looking for her real family, as she always called them, and finding an ambulance and body parts instead.”

She gave her repellent laugh again: her mother had described the scene many times and Judy had grown tired of hearing it. I jammed my hands into my pockets to make sure I didn’t leap up and shake her, but I had to wait a moment before I could trust myself to ask another question.

“I know your mother was difficult to live with, but can you remember that her life was punctuated by horrifying losses?” I said at last. “Losing her birth mother and the grandmother who raised her. Losing the family that adopted her. And losing you to drugs.”

“Don’t you guilt-trip me!” Judy’s eyes flashed. “I heard that morning, noon and night for the last thirty-five years.”

She repeated my words with savage mockery. “ ‘I’m sure she was difficult to live with.’ Yes, she was fucking difficult to live with. I never could have girlfriends over to play, she was so suspicious of strangers coming into the house. No one ever invited me to their birthday parties or anything because she was creepy. The other moms felt uncomfortable around her. She always thought people were following her. In high school I finally started finding my own friends.”

She was panting, the anger exhausting her frail body. She leaned back in the wheelchair, her face pasty, like buttermilk, with red flecks floating on it. I let her rest, but when she opened her eyes, just a bit, little slits studying my reaction, I started again.

“Who was following her?”

“Don’t ask me. She’d say the FBI was monitoring her mail, or sometimes it was the CIA. Like one blue-collar refugee from Austria was important enough for J. Edgar Hoover to snoop on.”

“She never talked about an old crime, something that happened before you were born?”

Judy seemed to realize this was an important question. She took time to think about it but finally shook her head. “Not unless you mean the Dzornens robbing her of her inheritance, she talked about that plenty. It always upset my dad, he worked hard, he supported us, we lived as comfortably as anyone else around us: What did she want that guy’s money for, anyway? he used to say.”

Poor Leonard Binder. He sounded like a decent guy whose only crime had been marrying a woman badly scarred by life and war. At least he’d had those joyous moments with Martin, when they filled the garage with dry ice and set off the rockets.

“Your mother talked to you about the Painters. She also told you about the Dzornens, didn’t she? How they mistreated her? Did she think they were the people following her?”

“I told you I don’t know!” Judy tried to shout but she didn’t have enough strength in her abdomen; the words came out in a grating rasp.

“You knew a lot about her.” I kept my voice neutral, neither praise nor blame, merely a chance to open a curtain and see a new landscape. It actually got Judy to think: once again she cut herself off mid-curse.

“She wasn’t always angry. When I was little, sometimes we had fun, my dad and mom and I. My dad loved going to the park or the zoo, and he was good with tools, he could build things, mechanical things—Kitty always did the woodwork. They even made me a wagon with a motor. Kitty could sew anything. Once she made a wardrobe for my kitten. The girls at school were jealous when I brought Ginger with me to show-and-tell.”

“Do you remember what happened to change your mother?”

Judy looked at her knotted fingers, the fingers of a much older woman. “She wasn’t always happy, either, don’t go getting that idea! The first words I ever heard from her were how her birth mother didn’t like her, how she only cared about equations and atoms. Her mom liked Lotty better, Mom thought Lotty was a show-off.” She smiled slyly. “Of course that’s why I went to Lotty when I got pregnant; I knew it would piss off Kitty no end.”

I nodded. I didn’t like it, but I could understand it.

“And like you said, she lost everybody. I heard it so many times it stopped being about real people, it was like a bedtime story, the nasty kind that gives you nightmares.”

I nodded again: Judy’s drugs made a certain sense to me. If your life had been filled with horror stories from the day you were born, you would want something to blunt the images. That made me think of “duck and cover.” I asked Judy how that came into her history.

She gave an involuntary glance at the door. “If I tell, you have to promise not to say.”

“That’s okay: I promise.”

“And shut the door. I don’t want those nurses listening in.”

I shut the door and pulled the visitor’s chair over next to her.

She looked from me to the door several times, deciding whether she was really ready to jump off the high dive, but she finally made the leap.

“It was when I was seven, right after my birthday, when Mom had made these clothes for Ginger. I was playing with him. My mom came in shouting, ‘Put down the damned cat. You’re coming with me.’ She sounded so mad I was scared. I hugged Ginger tight to me and she grabbed him out of my arms and threw him onto the bed. I was screaming, I thought she’d killed him, it was terrifying.”

Tears began welling at the corners of her eyes. For the first time I felt real pity for her.

“We went in the car. I don’t know where, but it was a long way, out into the country. We went into this gas station, it was in the middle of nowhere, and this old lady was there. She and my mom, they spoke in German. My mom used to talk to me in German, and I could understand some, but I didn’t like it. The old lady asked about somebody and my mom said she was dead.

“Next the old lady wanted to know who followed us, and Mom said, no one, I was careful, and then the old lady knelt down next to me. She looked me in the face and asked was I a girl who liked nature and stars or a girl who liked dolls and sewing.

“I didn’t know what to say, I didn’t know what the right answer was, so I said, I loved my kitten and Mom had sewn beautiful clothes for him. Mom was teaching me to knit.

“The old lady and Mom started having an argument, in German, it was about—” Judy stopped and eyed me suspiciously. “This is going to sound stupid, so you’d better not laugh at me.”

“No, I won’t laugh,” I said gently. “There’s nothing ridiculous in a hard story and yours is quite painful. What were they arguing about?”

“About knitting, I think of that sometimes and I think I can’t be remembering right. The German word is stricken, and sometimes I think they were speaking English and the old lady was stricken by something. But then another car drove up and this man got out and the three of them started having a terrible fight. The old lady was speaking German, but the old man spoke English.

“He said something like, ‘I’m not doing anything else, so whatever it is you want, forget about it.’ And the lady said, ‘You are a weasel.’ I remembered that because of ‘Pop! Goes the Weasel.’ I had a windup clown that sang the song. They were so angry, I thought it was because of me, I was the child, did they think I shouldn’t have toys? I was afraid they were going to send me away, the way my mom got sent away, she was a little girl like me when she got sent away from her Oma. I thought they were mad because I was knitting and playing with toys. I was so scared, I said, ‘Pop! goes the weasel,’ out loud.

“They all stared at me, which made me even scareder. I started to cry, which got my mother mad, and the man said the lady was doing something to me, a word I didn’t know even though it was in English, something about doctors, I think. I wondered if I had to go to a doctor because of talking out loud. The lady said, ‘I would if I could. If I could keep her from turning into a weasel like you, believe me I would risk everything, jail, everything.’

“And he said, ‘That’s—’ I don’t know. Maybe he said, ‘an outrage.’ I was seven, they used a lot of words I didn’t know. The lady started saying, ‘Tell her, you and tell her, you signed on to duck and cover. That was a cruel lie that you and tell her made up.’

“Mom was shouting, everyone was mad. The man from the gas station came out, so they all shut up, everyone got back in their cars. When we were in our car, Mom said, ‘You must never tell anyone. They will put us all in prison if you tell anyone. Don’t talk about duck and cover, don’t talk about tell her, they’ll know who you’re talking about.’ ”

Judy started to cry again. I put an arm around her, awkwardly because of the IV lines and the wheelchair. Her sobbing on top of the stress of the interview was too much for her fragile body; she slumped over in my embrace, her heart monitor sending out a frantic warning. I wheeled her chair to the bed, moving the IV lines with her.

I found the nurse’s call button and pressed it, but Judy was so thin, so light, that I could lift her without help. A nurse arrived as I was laying a pillow under Judy’s feet.

The nurse took over. “What happened?” she demanded.

I shook my head. “She was talking to me about her childhood and I guess she was more worn-out than I realized—she suddenly collapsed.”

The nurse felt Judy’s pulse, her eye on the monitor. “I’m paging the doctor, but you’d better leave: we need to get her heart stable again.”

Doctors arrived, worried questions were asked, orders barked. I was pushed out of the room. I hoped Ginger the cat had survived Kitty throwing him across the room when Judy was seven. I hoped Judy survived my prying into her tormented past.


Bird Man of Hyde Park

When I got outside, the rain had stopped, but the wind was blowing cold through my windbreaker. I jogged over to the coffee bar. While they pulled some shots for me, I took out one of my burn phones to call Lotty. She was still at the clinic, Ms. Coltrain told me, but was going up to Max’s afterward. I left a message that I would meet her there.

I took a hummus sandwich to eat as I walked back to Martin’s Subaru. I passed the old Breen house on my way up University Avenue. Julius’s Honda was still nowhere in sight. On impulse, I cut through to the alley. Lights were still out in the coach house; there was still no answer to the doorbell. The only life came from the birds, pecking each other away from the feeders.

Perhaps Julius had tripped and fallen and was lying in a coma. No one seemed to be watching from the big house, so I got out my picklocks. When I inserted the first wand, the door creaked open. I had my gun in my hand without thinking. I slid in, back to the wall.

Inside the front room, where I’d talked to Julius before, nothing looked different, except that the pile of cigarette butts was thicker. I passed on through to the kitchen, the only other downstairs room. It also looked ordinary, untouched. In fact, it looked as though it hadn’t been touched since 1950, with its old Formica countertops and Cold War–era refrigerator.

An outsized black trunk blocked the kitchen door. I opened it, but all it contained were massive sacks of birdseed. It was a safety hazard, blocking the house’s second exit; all the windows had the small mullioned panes that would make escape impossible in a fire. I guess Julius was so depressed that he didn’t care, but it did send a warning shiver down my spine.

I went up a steep flight of stairs to the bedrooms, two small rooms that overlooked the big house across the lawn. As I watched, two children came out the back door with a set of badminton rackets. Despite the chill wind, they began an energetic if inexpert game.

How strange it must be for Julius to sit in Edward Breen’s old workshop, looking at a house that had been part of his childhood. He must have come here often when his father and Edward Breen were working together.

I did a quick search through the two rooms, hoping for a diary, but found nothing except some bird-watchers’ magazines, along with back copies of the Physical Review. Julius might have dropped out of school, but he still kept abreast of the work in his father’s field. That probably would tell an analyst more than it told me.

When I went back to the ground floor, I saw an old photo album on the card table in

































Ali Baba’s Cave

On the outskirts of Tinney, we stopped at a gas station for a street map. Tallgrass Road curved away from the river at Tinney’s north end. Most of the houses this far out were frame boxes, placed at sparse intervals; a number were attached to small farms. We passed cows and signs for organic eggs or “pick your own tomatoes.”

2714 Tallgrass was near the end of the paved road, where it joined the gravel county road. Open fields stood to the north and west. The nearest neighbor was a good quarter mile distant.

The one oddity about Ada’s house was a high platform built behind it, as if she’d created a hot tub level with her attic windows. It was filled now with flowering plants.

Whoever lived here had a child—a swing set stood next to the staircase leading to the platform, and as we walked up the shallow steps to the front door, Alison bent to pick up a stuffed lion.

A screen door was set into a frame that was curiously ornate for so small and poor a house. This wasn’t Chicago: behind the screen, the front door stood open. Before I could ring the bell, a woman around my age appeared. Without opening the screen, she asked if she could help us. The words were cordial, but her tone was forbidding.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Are you Dorothy Ferguson?”

“Why do you want to know?” Her tone moved from forbidding to menacing.

“My name is V. I. Warshawski,” I said. “This is Alison Breen. If you are Ms. Ferguson, I’ll be glad to explain myself. If you’re not, I’d appreciate knowing where I can find her.”

A second woman appeared in the doorway. “Who is it, Meg?”

“Strangers looking for Dorothy Ferguson.”

The second woman moved past Meg and came out onto the small porch. She was in her eighties, with thinning white hair that stuck out in tufts around her head, as if she’d just gotten up from a nap. She was short enough that she had to look up to see me, but despite the wild hair and her age, the eyes under her hooded lids were cold and shrewd.

“Who are you two, and why are you looking for Dorothy Ferguson?”

I looked at her steadily. “It’s Ada Byron that I’m really interested in, but I can’t explain further until I know who you are, and whether I can trust your discretion.”

The woman’s wide nostrils flared—amusement or contempt, hard to tell. A girl of perhaps four came running around the side of the house. Her brown pigtails were tied up in pink ribbons and she had on a Hello, Kitty pink sweatshirt.

“Is it Grace, Auntie Dorothy? Can she sleep over?”

“You get inside, Lily, you stay with your mom until I tell you it’s safe to come out again. And Meg, you go get the shotgun and keep your phone handy in case you have to call the police.”

Auntie Dorothy’s voice was so fierce that Lily put a hand over her mouth and ran past us into the front hallway. I don’t like guns pointed at me any more than the next person, but I suddenly felt too weary to stand, no matter how many muzzles were aimed at my head.

I collapsed on the top step and leaned my head against a scarred post. Alison squatted easily on her haunches.

“Until an hour ago, I had never heard your name,” I said, “but I read it in the will that Ada Byron signed and which you executed.”

“Herman Voles let you read Ada’s will?” Dorothy exclaimed. “How could he be so untrust—”

“Ma’am, anyone can read the will: it’s a public document. I found it in the county courthouse over in LaSalle. I am desperate for information about Ada Byron, and Martina Saginor, and Martina’s great-grandson Martin.” I heard Meg cock the hammer, but didn’t bother to look up.

“Desperate? That’s a strong word to use for something so ephemeral as information.”

“My name is V. I. Warshawski.” I fished in my bag for my wallet and took out my ID.

Dorothy barely glanced at it. “A Chicago detective. Am I supposed to be impressed, or become weak at the knees?”

“You’re supposed to reciprocate with confirmation of your own identity,” I said.

“Hmmph.” She snorted again, this time more obviously in amusement; she called into the house to Lily, telling the little girl to find her big pocketbook and bring it to Meg.

Lily found the heavy purse and dragged it to her mother. Meg slipped the driver’s license through the screen door: Dorothy Ferguson, eighty-six years old, living at 2714 Tallgrass.

I accepted the charade, although it would have been easy for me to go into the house, disarm Meg and look around for myself. They were very vulnerable, these two tough-talking women.

“This is a long story, Ms. Ferguson, and I am taking a calculated risk in trusting you,” I said.

“Go on,” Dorothy said.

“We are looking for a young man named Martin Binder.” I pulled his photo from my case and handed it to Dorothy. She glanced at it, but laid it on the porch railing without saying anything.

Alison looked anxiously at Dorothy. “Please: if you’ve seen Martin, please tell me—tell us!”

“Are you his girlfriend, then?” Dorothy asked.

Alison flushed. “A friend. A coworker, at least, we worked on a project together this past summer. He was at my house right before he disappeared, and I’m terribly worried about him.”

“Easy to say, young lady, hard to prove.”

“Everyone in this town is anxious to protect Martin,” I said. “I couldn’t understand it—the librarians, the newspaper—he’d clearly been in Tinney. He’s a stranger, but he has the town behind him. You have the forceful character it would take to line up the rest of Tinney. Were you their mayor?”

Dorothy narrowed her eyes at me. “You can say you’re terribly worried, but who’s to say what you’re worried about?”

“Martin’s grandmother was murdered last week,” I said. “The killers shot Martin’s mother, but she survived. Martin’s great-uncle, Julius Dzornen, died two nights ago in a car crash because someone tampered with his brakes. I’m worried that the men who killed all these people have Martin in their sights.”

Meg gasped. Dorothy’s mouth worked as she tried to decide what to say.

When she didn’t speak after a long moment, I tried not to sigh audibly, but recited the history of Kitty, Judy, the papers Martin and Judy had fought over, and the BREENIAC sketch.

“When Martin was arguing with his mother about these old papers, what excited him most was seeing a letter from Ada Byron.”

I looked at Alison, who accepted her cue to explain why Ada Byron’s name would be a red flag to anyone who knew the history of computers.

When she’d finished, I picked up the story again. “Martin knew who the original Ada Byron was, so he guessed, as we did, that it was a fake identity. I’d bet just about anything that Martin found Byron’s obituary and that he came here, to Ms. Byron’s house, to ask you the same thing we did: Did she leave any other papers behind?”

Dorothy pursed her lips. “Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. Why should I trust you with any information?”

I looked up at her. “A number of people care about what became of Martin and the documents. Homeland Security wants any nuclear secrets Martin may have. They’re tracking an old Nazi rocket scientist who used to thumb her nose at the FBI, and they think Martin has secret documents she made off with. The head of Metargon thinks Martin is selling his top-secret code to the Chinese or the Iranians.”

Next to me, Alison gave an involuntary cry. This wasn’t news to her, just hard to hear in public.

“Ms. Breen and I slipped out of Chicago undetected, at least, I think we did, but I don’t know how much time we have before they find the same trail we followed. Goons working for the head of Metargon knocked me out yesterday; they stole a printout of Byron’s obituary from my jeans pocket. We may have company before the afternoon is over.”

Dorothy looked at the house, as if wondering how little Lily could be protected. My own eyes widened as I followed her gaze—not to the inside of the house, but the frame around the screen door. Inside the carved decorations, I saw tiny camera eyes, identical to those Martin had mounted in the doorway guarding his basement hideaway in Skokie. In the middle of a bunch of grapes was the same minute speaker.

I got to my feet. “Ms. Ferguson, if Martin isn’t here now, he’s been here, and spent a considerable amount of time here.”

“Martin’s here?” Alison cried.

She came up the stairs behind me as I opened the screen door. Meg tried to stop her. I moved fast, ducked my head, used my shoulder to hit Meg in the diaphragm. She cried out and her hold on the shotgun slackened. I took it from her.

Alison ran past us into the front room. “Martin! Martin! It’s Alison! Where are you?”

Little Lily had been watching television, but she turned to stare at the live drama in the doorway, a finger in her mouth. Meg rubbed her abdomen, her face pinched more in anger than pain: I’d embarrassed her in front of her family.

Dorothy followed us into the house, weariness in the lines of her face. The three of us stood in the entryway, listening to Alison calling Martin’s name from the back of the house.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I really need to find him before Cordell Breen’s goons do. Will you take me to him?”

“Who is the girl, really?” Dorothy asked.

“Her father owns Metargon, but she’s on Martin’s side. At least, I hope she is.”

“I guess if you’re going to break in, show us up for not being strong enough to defend ourselves, I’ll have to let you see the house,” Dorothy said bitterly.

Meg scowled at her, but didn’t speak, just went into the living room to sit next to her little girl on the floor. Dorothy took me on through, showing me the dining room, the kitchen, the two small bedrooms beyond it, as if she were a realtor and I a prospective tenant. The kitchen held a computer monitor connected to the cameras embedded in the front door. I watched a school bus trundle past the house, heading north toward the open prairie.

At a narrow staircase that landed in the dining room, Dorothy told me to go up on my own: her legs didn’t like climbing up and down anymore. I smiled sourly: she knew I would find nothing. The climb was payback for disarming her niece. Today my legs didn’t really like stairs, either, but I pretended to be detecting things, examining the risers with a magnifying glass while I was still in Dorothy’s sightlines.

The room at the top was Lily’s: the bed was covered with stuffed animals, the drawers filled with sunsuits and tiny T-shirts. Since I was up here anyway, I pulled down the hatch to the attic crawl space and hoisted myself up, my abdominal muscles protesting mightily, to look at a layer of dusty insulation.

When I was back on the ground floor, Dorothy said, “There’s also the basement. Your young woman is down there.”

She opened the door and turned on a light, a naked forty-watt bulb that dangled from an old wire, but stayed in the kitchen.

I took a deep breath and started down the stairs. My legs were unsteady and I began to sweat. Not muscle fatigue, but terror. I did not want to be underground again. Everything connected to Martin Binder lay underground, his Skokie bedroom, the secrets buried deep within his grandmother’s family, the body in his uncle Julius’s basement.

I tried to sing under my breath, but the only song that came to mind was “O terra, addio,” when Aida is walled up in the tomb to die. Not helpful. I called to Alison instead.

She met me at the bottom of the stairs, shoulders drooping, tears streaking the dust on her cheeks. “Vic, what made you think Martin was here? I’ve looked everywhere!”

“The cameras in the front door,” I said. “They’re the same as the ones in his bedroom door in Skokie. These two women have computers connected to them: they saw us coming. Meg was at the door before we rang the bell.” I spoke loudly enough for Dorothy to hear me up in the kitchen. I was a detective, people should know when I was detecting.

“Then where is he?” Alison said. “Has he disappeared from here, too?”

“He has to be here, or at least, there must be some sign of him besides the cameras.”

I walked around, testing the walls. This was a real basement, not a root cellar. It even had a couple of small windows, so if Dorothy nailed the door shut we’d be able to scream for help. Although who would hear us?

The usual mechanicals were there, furnace, water heater, a washer and dryer. The floor was made of rough-poured concrete. Since the only lighting was the naked bulb at the top of the stairs and another over the washer, both Alison and I stumbled on the uneven surface.

Dorothy, or perhaps Ada, had put up cheap white shelves that covered the walls next to the washer and dryer. They held gardening tools and enough screwdrivers and pliers for basic repairs, along with the usual detritus of a home: a Christmas tree stand, remnants of a vacuum cleaner, old gym shoes, a moth-eaten bear’s head. Perhaps the most unnerving object was an urn on a low shelf labeled “Mother’s Ashes.”

I lifted the bear’s head, but the urn didn’t move. I unhooked the latches to the top.

“Vic!” Alison was shocked. “You can’t dig through someone’s ashes.”

I ignored her, inspecting a vase with fine ashes in it. Human remains don’t burn down to the kind of neat pile newspapers make. I lifted the vase out. Underneath was a number pad.

“Your turn,” I said to Alison. “What numbers would someone like Martin use to control a door?”

“Vic! What—is there a secret door?”

“There’s a secret something,” I said. “If Martin programmed it, what numbers did he choose?”

“I don’t know. He told me that Feynman broke into all the safes in Los Alamos because he knew that physicists love the fine-structure constant, so I don’t think—unless—and we don’t even know how many digits.”

“Try something,” I said impatiently. “The fine whatever it is, or pi or anything.”

“You usually only get three tries for something like this.” She typed slowly, nervous about making a mistake. Nothing happened. She tried again, even more slowly, but still nothing happened.

“Think back to what Martin said when he talked about Feynman breaking into people’s safes,” I said. “Take your time. Think if he joked about what constant he—”

“Of course!” Alison’s face lit up. “Only, I don’t know it off the top of my head. Can I turn on my iPhone?”

Another calculated risk. I nodded, and she powered up her device. “Six-six-two, six-oh-seven,” she breathed. I typed in the numbers.

We stared at each other in chagrin, feeling we’d run out of chances, when we heard a grinding, scraping noise. I couldn’t help imagining the ceiling falling on us, but it was the wall behind the white shelves: it was slowly sliding open while the shelves remained oddly in place.

The room behind the shelves was bigger than the basement we were standing in. The walls were paneled, the floor covered in tile with Navajo rugs scattered around. A bed was set up in an alcove to one side.

Bright lights shone over a long worktable that was covered in metal and wires. A young man with dark wiry hair stood next to the table, holding a screwdriver, gazing nervously at the open door.

When he saw us, his face relaxed.

“Alison. You remembered Planck’s constant.”
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