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Speed

 


My life's passion
is math. To most people, my passion is a puzzle. What puzzles me,
though, is their interest in anything besides
math.

For me, every other human interest
is a distant second—except for my fascination with whatever
fascinates other people. In other words, I'm curious about anything
that people love to do. Cooking, climbing, crocheting, camel
breeding—why would anyone care?

The more foreign an activity is to
me, the stronger my curiosity. That's why I agreed to allow my
friend Raj introduce me to the sport of auto racing. Why would
Rajesh Ramachandra, an upper-class mathematical genius from India,
be able to sit all day watching a flock of machines circle one
stretch of pavement? Hundreds of times? I made the mistake of
asking him, "Isn't once around the track boring enough?"

I must have hurt his feelings. In
retaliation, he made me promise him my undivided attention for one
whole day. If I'd known the slightest thing about auto racing, I
would have predicted he'd choose Memorial Day–the Indy 500, the
mother of all races.

I do some of my best math in the
hours after midnight, so I favor remaining in bed until after noon,
but Raj insisted we watch all the goings on before the race itself.
He did arrange a catered vegetarian brunch buffet for me, to help
me endure the long, tedious ceremonies. It was a typical thoughtful
Raj gesture—expensive, but he could afford it. And it did help pass
the time as the strange-looking cars went round and round—and round
again.

Based on Raj's excitement, I
suppose somebody must have won the race, but the driver's name
meant nothing to me. I was, however, slightly interested to learn
that Indy racing wasn't totally a man's sport. Raj tried to make
the most of my minor show of interest: "You would make a terrific
driver. It's not all physical. You have to make dozens of
calculations in your head while going around the track at more than
two-hundred miles per."

I yawned. I know that was rude, but
it just happened naturally. True, I didn't try to suppress it, or
even hide it behind my hand. My bad, but the view of my tonsils
didn't squelch Raj's enthusiasm. He said, "I realize you may not
know enough yet to fully appreciate the race itself, but now we'll
go behind the scenes. That will fascinate you."

For a moment, I feared he wanted me
to go to Indianapolis, but he was referring to one of our two local
tracks, the Indian Fork Motor Speedway. When Raj first came from
India to Hurlsburg, for graduate school and to work with our
mentor, Josh Rosemont, he didn't know anybody outside of our little
group. Of course, I wasn't in the Residue Class then. I wasn't even
in Hurlsburg yet.

The rest of us in the Residue Class
are rather introverted, but Raj needs friends the way Heathcliff
needs doggie treats. Josh told me that less than three days after
Raj arrived, he was hanging out at the Indian Fork Motor Speedway.
I don't think he was attracted by the name, but he could have gone
to that Meriwether Motor Track, yet he didn't.

At first the local boys were aloof.
Maybe because they were all "good ol' white boys" and classified
him by his skin color. I suspect they'd never known anyone from
India before. But then he showed them how to do something with
their antique car. He explained it to me, but I didn't understand.
Now, however, I was going to Indian Fork Speedway with him, so I
was determined to understand everything.

Unlike Indy, there was only one car
circling the Indian Fork track. That seemed even less interesting
than thirty-three cars at once, so why was Raj, stopwatch in hand,
entirely focused on that one car? Without taking his eyes off the
action, he explained, "That's my racing buddy, Tim. He's put a
fortune into that Corvette, using every add-on and modification
permitted by the rules. I helped him set it up, and this is his
first speed trial to see what she can do."

"It doesn't look so fast to
me."

Raj clicked his watch as the car
passed in front of us. "He's just warming up. He'll push it a
little faster with each lap, just to be sure everything's okay
before going for the limit. It's like you've just come up with a
new notation for non-cyclic simple groups."

"I don't see any resemblance to my
work."

"Sure you do. It's new, and you
want to see how it holds up, so you present it to the Residue
Class."

I thought I understood. "So, it's a
new technology. Therefore, it must be tested."

"Right," he said. "That's—" He
stopped in mid-sentence and pointed toward Tim's car, now on its
fourth or fifth lap. "He's going too fast into the turn. Slow down,
Tim!"

He shouted, but obviously Tim in
the car could not hear him over the noise of the engine. The car
showed no sign of slowing. If anything, it seemed to accelerate
into the turn.

Raj leapt from his seat and started
rushing down the stairs toward the track, continuing his vain
shouting. Before he'd taken three steps, the car failed to follow
the curve, smacked head-on into the wall, and flipped end-over-end
into the mud on the other side of the wall.



 


Accident?

 


Raj wanted to examine the car that
killed his friend, but the police wouldn't let him anywhere near
it. As soon as their medical team removed Tim's body, they
impounded the wreck. Raj is a tough guy. He's no superman, but I
always feel safe when he's around. Twice, I've seen him break up
would-be fights on campus without raising a sweat. Nothing phases
him.

Nothing, that is, except the death
of his friend.

Raj was the Residue Class's
extravert, but for days after the crash, I waited in vain for him
to say something about Tim's death. His silence seemed to be
contagious, affecting the entire team. In fact, nobody even offered
an interesting number game, like finding pandigital Friedman
numbers—which was unusual for us.

After Tim's accident, the sky
remaining cloudless for three whole days. On the third day, Josh
drove to the City for a meeting with some bigwigs. Carmela rounded
up the remaining three of us and marched us out into a shady spot
on the forested lawn in front of the Student Union
cafeteria.

The day was sweltering, at least
for Hurlsburg, and she'd lugged a blue-and-white cooler filled with
bottles of water for us. I figured the cooler meant we were in for
a long session.

Fortunately, Carmela knew how to
lead a short meeting. She shooed Heathcliff—Josh's German Shepherd
Dog—with a "go play" command, then wasted no time getting to the
point. "Ever since we solved the Freshman Murder case, our services
have been in great demand. Not our mathematical services. Our
detective services."

"What demand?" I interrupted. "I'm
not aware of any murders."

"Quite right," Carmela said. "The
hardest cases are when we don't even know it was a
murder."

"Not so," said Helen, who's our
oldest member of the team, and smarter than the rest of us
combined. Born to a poor peasant family in Mainland China, she
fought her way to America to work with Josh, then turned her math
brilliance to shine a light on the capitalist system. Her
investment activities provide financial support for our group, or
at least back up Josh's fund-raising efforts.

"Why not?" asked Carmela, the only
one of us with the nerve to question one of Helen's
pronouncements.

Helen answered in her
characteristic clipped English. "Harder when we do not know anyone
is dead."

Raj squinted as if he was
struggling to understand, but I noticed myself nodding vigorously.
"You mean just like the best secret messages."

"I don't get it," Raj insisted.
"I've never met a code I couldn't break."

I was glad to hear him opening up a
bit, but I thought he was being somewhat arrogant. I tried to think
up a decoding example where Raj had failed, but I wasn't getting
very far until Helen interrupted my thought. "Very simple. When you
do not know there is message, you do not have code to
break."

Raj's face softened. "I think I
know what you mean. Like trying to find a virus when you don't even
suspect there is a virus. Or ..."

"Yes," Helen interrupted. Her tone
sounded like she thought it was the logical end of the discussion.
Helen doesn't like to waste words. When a proof is finished, it's
on to the next problem.

Helen doesn't favor
celebrations.

The only way she'll allow me to
continue after a proof is if I say, "I have a more elegant proof."
But I'd better really have one, or she'll give me that Helen-stare
that says "you're not only stupid, but you don't even know how
stupid you are." I mean, Helen is really the most kind and generous
person I know, as long as you're not bungling some math.

Raj's long groan interrupted my
thoughts. If he continued the discussion of hidden messages, I was
afraid Helen would skewer him with "the look." Ordinarily, Raj
isn't a coward, but he usually defers to Helen. Not this
time.

I looked to Carmela to intervene,
but she merely smiled at me and shrugged. That was her style with
our team, letting us do anything short of killing each other, so we
would learn to work things out.

"What's wrong, Raj," I asked
quickly, hoping to beat Helen to the punch—that is, to the stare.
"You just remembered something you forgot?"

"No, not something I forgot.
Something I didn't even think of, like those secret
messages."

"Hey, tell us about it." I'm
recklessly curious—all right, nosy.

"I have to check it out first.
Maybe it's nothing."

"Not logical," Helen said, the
slightest hint of annoyance hiding there behind her Chinese accent.
"If nothing, you can tell us. If not nothing, you must tell us. It
is Residue Class way to solve problems."

Raj sighed, then yielded, as usual,
to Helen's logic. "It's about Tim."

"Tim Rivera?" I asked. "The one who
had ..." I hesitated. I didn't want to hurt Raj by bringing up the
crash that killed his friend. I knew he was hurting, badly, but I
also knew he wouldn't want us to see it. After the rain, the track
had been open for practice runs for one day—a day cut short by
Tim's fatality.

Helen had no reluctance, maybe
because she'd seen lots of dead people when she was growing up.
"The one killed in the accident."

"That's just it,"
Raj said. "Maybe it wasn't
an accident, and I never thought of that. Like a
secret message. Tim's too good a driver to miss a turn like
that."

"Are you saying he was murdered?"
As soon as I heard my own voice, I regretted my hasty words.
Lately, I've gotten super sensitive on the subject of murder since
Sonia and I were kidnapped by Nemid, the serial killer in our first
big crime case. And after Josh put me in charge of writing up any
more sleuthing by our Residue Class.

"No, I'm saying I have to check it
out. Maybe it was a flaw in my work on the car. Or maybe it's
nothing."

Just then, Heathcliff ran up to Raj
and offered him an orange frisbee. He took it from the fearsome
German Shepherd jaws, only to be confronted by a frat boy asking
him to return it. "He won't give it back," the boy
complained.

"He wants you to chase him," Raj
said, skimming the orange disk about fifty yards along the lawn.
Heathcliff and the boy raced after it.

Helen looked satisfied that Raj had
been distracted from the argument. She clicked on her pad and
started typing, but I was still interested. "How are you going to
do that? Check it out, I mean."

"I'll let you know when I'm
finished. It's probably nothing. Don't you have something better to
do than follow me around like Heath chasing the
frisbee?"

"No, I don't. If it's some mistake
you made in working on the car, I need to be your friend. If it's
really a murder, I need to be your assistant detective."

Raj held up both hands, as if
sending me away by pushing air. "No, really. I'm all broken up
about Tim, so I'm likely to be making things up."

"In that case, you can use another
pair of eyes looking over your shoulder." I'm not known for giving
up easily.

"All right, Ms. Bulldog. It's your
own time you're wasting."

"Thanks, Raj. I don't even care if
you keep calling me a dog. I won't give up, but I won't get in your
way." I figured he was afraid I'd interfere. I'm good at that.
"Where do we start? No, don't tell me. Let me guess. We look at the
wreck and check to see if the brakes have been tampered
with."

Raj giggled in his squeaky way.
"Sorry, Ms. Bulldog, you've been watching too much TV."

"I never watch TV."

He raised one eyebrow. I envied his
ability to do that. I've practiced in the mirror, but when I'm
concentrating on my eyebrow, I can't look in the mirror or I lose
it.

"Okay," I confessed. "Maybe I've
watched Jeremy Brett's Sherlock Holmes ... But it wasn't on TV, it
was a boxed set of recordings. Anyway, what's wrong with
that?"

"What's wrong is that Mr. Holmes
had no computers to contend with."

Helen looked up from her notepad
and, in a surprisingly realistic British accent, said, "Computers?
I say, Rajesh, the game is afoot."



 


It's Not a Game



Before I go any further, I'd better
explain why I agreed to follow Raj around while he investigated
Tim's accident—if it really was an accident. In the first place,
the Residue Class needed to keep better records of the work we did,
especially on criminal cases. That may sound altruistic, but the
truth is that I had personal reasons for volunteering myself as a
kind of historian. Carmela says I'm naive. I need to learn about
the rest of the world. What she means by "the rest of the world" is
everything besides mathematics. Josh wouldn't agree, because he
says mathematics is behind everything in the world, or perhaps
underneath.

Josh is my math mentor, but Carmela
is sort of my life mentor. Taking my cue from her, I'm supposed to
learn about things that don't seem logical, like why I'm called a
"redhead," when obviously my head isn't red, and it's only my hair
anyway, not my whole head. And not red, but orange. I compared it
with color charts from the internet, and there's nothing red about
it. To see what I mean. take a look at "light salmon," which has a
hex code of #FFA07A. Definitely not red.

Or why is my skin is called
"white," when it's pinkish yellow and covered with orange freckles?
Why not call it "polkadot"?

So, I started investigating this
skin-color business, and the deeper I dug, the worse it got. Like
Lieutenant Jameel Brown, who people say is "Black," but Raj's skin
is way blacker then the lieutenant's, and nobody calls him "Black."
Raj is so black, you can't see the grease on his face when he comes
back from the racetrack. But nobody calls him anything, not even
Hindu.

Logically, he'd be an Indian, but
you can't call him that, because that's what the rednecks call our
Native Americans. Except my friend Marna says she doesn't like to
be called Native American. She'd like to be called "Navajo," even
though only her mother is Navajo. And I can't possibly describe
what I'm supposed to call her father. He's from New Mexico, and
I've seen Marna's t-shirt that says "It's not New, and it's not
Mexico."

Speaking of illogical, there's all
this sex business. I've read about it, and it doesn't appeal to me.
Not at all. So why do I keep thinking about it? And dreaming about
it? Definitely not logical.

Apparently, it's
got a lot in common with gymnastics—I read Carmela's copy of the
Kama Sutra. I did gymnastics in high school, and I think I'm
flexible enough to do all those positions except maybe the one
called Arc de Triomph. But why? Gym class is bad enough, but it's required for all
Freshmen, even fresh women. Maybe we're supposed to be preparing
for when we're old enough for sex. Carmela won't explain, but just
says that when I'm older than sixteen, it will all become clear to
me.

But why am I not old enough now? I
have boobs. They're bigger than Sonia's, but not as big as Helen's,
of course. But Helen seems interested only in math and money, not
sex. Sonia's interested. Before she went away, we talked about sex
all the time, but like me, she hasn't done anything—nothing
important, anyway, even though she's old enough.

Sonia says you have to be married
first. In my opinion, that's her Christian father talking. But
maybe it's just her bad experiences with that creep from Nebraska.
But how are we supposed to learn, if that's the only kind of
experience we've had?

I'm pretty sure Raj could teach us
things. He's always got at least three girlfriends at any time, but
when I ask one of them about what it's like doing sex with him,
they only smile. So he must know what he's doing. Probably his
teachers in India used the Kama Sutra as a kindergarten textbook,
but he won't talk about it.

And he'd
never do anything
about it. Not with us, for sure. The Residue Class is like a
family, and he's our brother. So doing it with him would be incest,
and Carmela says that's not a good thing. Me, I never had a
brother, so I don't know.

Carmela sure seems to like sex.
When I lived with her and Josh, I could hear her through the walls,
even though the walls in that house are as thick as a
fort's.

Okay, Carmela, if you're reading
this, I'm not going to make it my own Kama Sutra—but you said I had
to learn to notice everything. If I want to be a problem-solver,
that is. I'm already a problem-solver in math, but I'm supposed to
learn that there's more to life than math.

Of course, her
first and last example is my behavior in the so-called
Freshman Murders case. I
put myself at risk trying to save Sonia, and Carmela says that
wasn't necessary. I tried to argue that we solved the case, but
Carmela just says I need to know more about the
world.

So, maybe I do
need to know more, but since that case, Lieutenant Brown has called
on us for help in four other cases. He calls us "Rosemont's Rescue
Class" It's his version of our real name, "Rosemont's
Residue Class." I tried
to explain residue classes to him, but he just rolled his brown
eyes up to the sky and snorted.

I can see,
though, why he calls us "Rescue
Class." Two of the cases we helped with were
search and rescue, where we worked out mathematically correct
search patterns. One was for a father who kidnapped his baby son,
and the other was for a two-year-old who wandered off from her
parents' picnic in the woods behind the campus. Of course, it was
ultimately Heathcliff's nose that found each of
them.

Mostly it's been fun playing
detective, but in these four cases, we weren't looking for
dangerous people like that serial killer, Nemid. Now Raj suspects
we might have a murder on our hands, because Tim was too good a
driver for that crash.

Carmela says
being a detective is not a game, so we must be extra cautious. But
Josh always says math is
a game, and if we play cautiously, we'll never
prove anything important. So, I think it's the same with murders,
which is why I followed Raj to the Indian Fork Motor
Speedway.

 


 


Indian Fork Motor Speedway

 


Raj told me that nothing else at
the track would make sense if I didn't understand about driving. I
could accept that, since I didn't even have a driver's license—not
unusual for a New York City girl, even if I had been old enough. Of
course, I understood driving in a general way, but had no
experience. Because I had skipped most of high school, I hadn't
even taken driver's Ed.

We had to wait for people Raj
wanted to talk to, so we spent time in the arcade—practicing on the
driving machines. I was not bad—though not nearly as good as Raj.
I'd never been awfully interested in driving, but I came away with
a bit more appreciation of the art.

I tried to notice
everything, the way Carmela said detectives do. At the Speedway, I
noticed the rain. After three gorgeous days, the dry air had been
replaced by a light drizzle with gray skies and not a square
centimeter of blue in sight. But those were the facts, not
the reactions to
the facts, which she said was much more
important.

So, reactions? None of the cars
were speeding around the three-eighths-mile track. According to
Raj, the rain made the track dangerously slippery. But otherwise,
nobody seemed bothered by the rain. The pits were full of
people—all men, I think, and all busy tinkering with their cars or
arguing about something. There were women in the south stands. I
counted eleven: two groups of two, one of three, and one of
four.

That left most of the seats empty.
I counted the rows and columns and computed 8,000 total seats, plus
or minus based on counting errors because of my fogged glasses. But
Raj wasn't interested in the crowd. I had to run full speed to keep
up as he headed for the pits.

As far as I could tell, Raj knew
everybody at the Speedway, and everybody knew him. He didn't bother
introducing me around, but some of the guys introduced themselves.
Three of them tried to get my phone number. I guess that's the kind
of thing Carmela wants me to learn to handle, so I told them I
didn't answer phone calls. I think Carmela would have advised me to
lie, like saying I didn't have a phone. But who doesn't have a
phone? Anyone could tell I haven't learned to lie—except when I
saved Sonia and me from a kidnapper.

And I truly don't answer phone
calls. Why should I interrupt my math work for some idiot with
surplus minutes on his cell phone contract?

Raj asked a few questions about
Tim's crash, but he seemed already to know all the details. He
wanted to see the car, but he learned that the wreck had been taken
away by the police for a forensic examination.

When we reached the impound lot, we
learned the wreck had been classified as an accident. It had then
been bought and towed away by Harmony Auto Parts, way on the other
side of town. It took us fifty-seven minutes to get there. We were
driving, but it's still called "legwork."

Harmony Auto Parts was surrounded
by a ten-foot high dented metal fence, covered with ads for motor
oil, chewing tobacco, and mobile homes. Until we drove inside, I
had no idea how huge the car lot was. Several acres were filled
with cars of every make, size, color, and condition, but Jude, the
attendant took us straight to Tim's ill-fated "Velocity Yellow"
Corvette. Dressed in gray bib overalls, and shirtless, he didn't
seem troubled by the rain, which was now more drops than
drizzle.

As we made our way through the
aisles of wrecks, Jude said, "You'll know it right away, even if
just be the color: 'Velocity Yellow.' It's the fanciest car on the
lot. I thought we'd sell it right away, but now I think it's gonna
be a tough sell."

When Raj saw the bright yellow pile
of twisted metal, I thought he was going to cry, but he managed to
ask, "Why is that?"

"Dunno," said Jude. "You can see
how screwed up it is, but still, nowadays, they can fix anything. I
think maybe people believe it's jinxed, you know, after that crash
that killed—"

"I know," Raj broke in. "I might be
interested, but I'd like to inspect it first."

"Sure," Jude waved. "Take your
time. Just don't make it worse than it is. In other words, look but
don't touch."

"I'd like to jack it up, at least,
so I can see underneath."

Jude shook his head, not in
refusal, but as if to question Raj's sanity. "Sure, look all you
want, but it's at your own risk." To me, Jude said, "I'm going to
fetch a towel. Want one?"

Raj said I could find towels for
both of us when I went back to his car to retrieve his tools and
rapid-lift race jack. By the time I got back, Raj was sitting on
the ground, wet gravel and all, looking into the squashed left
front tire well. After he'd looked at the other tire wells, he
showed me how the jack worked, and we lifted one side of the hulk
so he could roll underneath on a borrowed creeper.

From time to time, he called out
some numbers for me to record in my pad, but when he finally
emerged, he didn't look satisfied. I asked him what he'd seen. He
said, "Looks ok."

I'm supposed to record my feelings,
but I didn't know if I was happy there was no murder, or sad that I
didn't get to solve another crime. I said, "So we're going
home?"

"No, there were no obvious signs of
tampering, but I won't be satisfied until I've examined the control
computer."

"There's a computer?"

"Yes, it controls the brakes and
the steering, plus a few other things. I need to check it out."
Fine with me, I thought. A computer is more my style.

We returned the creeper to the
one-room office shack, where Raj told Jude he would like to buy the
on-board computer.

"No way," said Jude. "Without the
computer, I could never sell it. And new it's worth more than a
hundred grand."

Raj laughed. "Well, it's hardly new
now. How much do you want for it?"

Jude scratched his bald head for a
moment, sizing up Raj. From the look on his face, I guessed he
didn't think Raj could afford it. "I'd take sixty thou. You haul it
away."

Raj reached in his inside jacket
pocket and said, "I'll give you forty." He emphasized the offer by
waving a checkbook, but I figured he was bluffing. I knew he was
good at fixing up wrecks, but where would Raj get forty thousand
dollars?"

"Make it fifty, and you have a
deal," Jude offered.

"Forty-five, but that's my top,"
Raj came back.

"At that price, I'd be losing
money."

Raj grabbed my arm and turned
toward the door. "Well, sorry then." He had his hand on the knob
when Jude called him back.

"All right. It's yours for
forty-five—plus sales tax. And you have to wait until the check
clears before you can take it."

"Figure the tax, and I'll be back
in an hour with a tow truck and a certified check."

"If I get a better offer before you
do, then I'll sell it."

As we were
leaving to get the money, I noticed that Jude had changed his wet
clothes and now was wearing faded blue bib overalls. That may seem
like an irrelevant detail, but Carmela says detectives have to
learn to notice all details, and she was a detective. A good one, too. Until she
was shot in the hip.

Raj took off, but I stayed for a
moment. On a shelf next to the counter was a collection of toy
racers stamped with "Indian Fork Motor Speedway. I picked one up
and looked at it admiringly. "Jude, I just love these cars. How
much do they cost?"

"They're not for sale," he said
gruffly. "They're gifts for our best customers."

"Oh, then I can have one, right?
$45,000 makes us a pretty good customer, right?"

"Wrong," he said, and turned his
back on me.

He was rude, but I forgave him.
Because he turned his back, so he didn't see me slip the tiny car
into my bra. One more novelty for my collection. Always better when
I didn't have to pay for them.



 


The Conservator

 


At the time, I thought Raj had
asked Josh for the $45,000 for the car, but, as Carmela told us
later, Josh wasn't even in town. He'd gone to Maryland, visiting an
old friend who lay dying.

The friend's name was Antoine
Deglisé, but Josh knew him as Handy Andy. He'd known Andy for a
long time, since Josh was consulting with a startup, Dymphna
Corporation. Andy was their janitor, working at night when everyone
else had gone home.

Everyone but Josh, that is. To
nobody's surprise, he was working late. That's when Josh met Andy.
They often shared tea and sandwiches when working late at night or
early in the morning.

So it's now many years later. How
many? Josh isn't telling, but I could look it up because Antoine
was hired when Dymphna started. He was there at the very beginning.
Now Dymphna is thriving, but Andy is dying.

When Josh returned from his visit,
he informed us that Andy had designated him to be the conservator
of his estate. It was an unusually chilly night for early June, so
we ate pizza and hot cider in front of the fireplace in the
Rosemont home. I was cuddled with Heathcliff on the carpet, both of
us burping from too much pizza, when Josh told us how he and Andy
came to be friends.

"He saw me struggling with a buggy
computer and offered to help. That was long before I knew you,
Helen, so I underestimated him because he cleaned the
toilets."

I saw Helen trying to suppress a
smile. "Did he know programming?"

"Not a bit."

"So did he help you with the
computer?"

"He didn't just help, he solved the
problem."

We wouldn't have been members of
the Residue Class if we could let that statement pass without
further detail. "How?" we said in a chorus that brought
Heathcliff's ears to attention.

"I told him the computer was
crashing randomly. He said there was no such thing as 'random.' I
explained that when it crashed, I opened it up and looked for
something wrong, but never could find anything. So I would close it
up and try something else, which also worked for a while, then
crashed randomly."

I think we were all revving up our
brain waves to come up with solutions. At least I know I did, until
Josh explained. "Andy explained that opening the computer changes
things. 'It's a system,' he told me. And he was right. The
mainframe door was pressing against some wires, causing
intermittent sparks."

I suspect we'd all thought about
that, but Raj was the one to say, "I knew it. Same thing happened
to me."

"Yes, it's rather simple now, but
back then, I was a computer novice. Everyone was. But Andy was a
problem-solver from way back before computers. We wrote to each
other for years, exchanging math problems. And he loved to make up
chess problems for me."

Josh went on. "I first thought he
was French, but he was Swiss. From the Valais, which is one of the
French-speaking cantons. Half of it, anyway. The other half speaks
German. For years, Andy refused to tell me why he came to America,
but a few years ago, he broke down and told me he left when he was
only 16."

Up to that point,
I'd been listening to Andy's story, but without my full attention.
That all changed when Josh mentioned my age—almost. While listening with
renewed interest, I tried to imagine what it would be like to move
across the ocean, away forever from my Mom and Dad. Andy must have
been a tough kid. And smart, but not educated.

In an delicate way, Josh explained
that Andy had knocked up his cousin. In other words, he left in
disgrace. "That's why his will insists on 'blood relatives.' As his
conservator, my job is to find his 'closest blood relative', the
person who inherits his entire estate."

When she heard this story, Helen
wondered aloud why Josh was making such a big deal out of being
conservator. "He was a janitor all his life. He can't have that big
an estate." The way she said it, I knew she'd worked out Andy's
potential cash flow in her head.

"On the contrary," Josh said.
"Clinton Grimes, Dymphna's founder, was a great inventor, but he
didn't have much money when he started the company. He encouraged
employees to put their savings in the company's stock, at half
price. But times were hard back then, and few employees took up his
offer—but Andy did.

"He has lived frugally all his
life. I saw his apartment recently. It's one room with a hotplate,
a sink, a narrow bed, a table with one chair, and a shared bathroom
down the hall."

"He probably couldn't afford more,"
said Helen. Growing up as an unwanted poor child in China, she was
an authority on living within your means.

"Oh, maybe not at first, but over
the years, Clinton Grimes kept inventing new cures for mental
diseases, and the Dymphna stock doubled—and kept doubling for half
a century."

"How many doublings?" Helen
asked.

"At least twenty-five. You could
look it up."

Raj beat me by half a second. "So
each dollar he invested would now be worth $33,554,432—if he never
sold the stock."

Josh nodded his agreement, or maybe
it was approval, or both. "He kept it all. Never paid any taxes
because it was never sold, so now, even after taxes, it's worth
several billion dollars."



 


Billions?

 


When Josh uttered the B-word, the
whole atmosphere in the room changed. Heathcliff opened his eyes
and checked the room. Raj whistled through his teeth. "Did you say
'billions,' with a 'B'?"

"Yes, thousands of
millions."

"And all that goes to one person?
Who's this lucky 'nearest blood relative'?"

"That's part of my problem," Josh
said. "Apparently, all the obvious candidates are dead. I'm going
to have to search the world for the others, the more distant
relatives." That sounded easy. Showed that Carmela was right about
my worldly naiveté.

"You said
part of your problem," I
said. I'd been practicing careful listening, or I wouldn't have
picked that up. "What's the other part? Or
parts?"

"Andy's shares give him a
controlling interest in Dymphna, between two competitor
stockholders. They're both huge corporations: ArGrowHealth and
ZyrcoBalm."

"Ah," Helen said. "They dilute
their medicines, sell their rejects to free clinics, test dangerous
new drugs on poor children. Evil word is weak word. Sonia would
know stronger word."

Josh said, "Try depraved. If either
one could control Art's shares, they could wreak several new kinds
of evil."

"Evil?" Raj asked. "What kind of
evil?"

"Like controlling patents, so they
could eliminate competition and raise prices on prescription
medicines. That power alone could be worth more than the worth of
the Dymphna's stock itself. And that's no sack of chicken
feed."

"I don't see the problem," I said,
so intrigued by the situation I didn't worry about showing my
unworldliness. "With you as conservator, there's no way some evil
corporation can gain control."

Josh's eyebrow went up. "Can they?"
I asked.

Instead of answering, he turned his
eyes to Helen, who as always, knew the answer. "They could make
deal with the heir, to persuade a vote their way. Or even sell the
stock."

"And those are just the legal
ways," Josh added.

"I still don't see the big danger.
Buying the stock would cost billions, and if both wanted it, there
could be a bidding war that could double or triple the price.
Right, Helen?"

Helen didn't have to say anything
to agree with me. I could see her tiny smile. I think she was
showing me she loved the idea of a bidding war.

But Josh had something entirely
different on his mind. "While Andy's still alive, he could improve
his condition, so the stock wouldn't be available, possibly until
many years from now. And these organizations don't like to wait for
their billions. Their situation makes him a target for an impatient
current heir, or someone who made a deal with that
heir."

I was beginning to see what Josh
meant, but found it hard to believe. "You're not saying someone
might, uh, harm Andy for the money?"

Carmela spoke up. "The word is
murder, Lib. And yes, corporations have often been willing to
murder dozens, or even hundreds, for profits. Right,
Josh?"

I must have looked upset, because
Josh tried to soften the message. "But they don't need to stoop to
murder. They might persuade Andy to change his will."

Helen looked at me with a pitying
stare. "In China, 'persuade' usually means 'torture.'"

Josh's nod confirmed Helen's
pessimistic definition. Given the history of her abuse as an
unwanted girl child, I figured she was justified in her
pessimism.



"Oh my," I heard myself utter.
"Then someone has to protect him."

Josh reached down to touch my
forearm. Heathcliff twisted his neck so his ear intercepted his
master's hand for a scratch. "Not to worry, Lib, I've arranged 24/7
protection."

"Isn't that expensive?"

"We're talking billions, remember.
As conservator, I can spend any or all of that to ensure Andy's
wishes are honored. And right now, I'm sure he wishes to stay
alive. His condition could be fatal at any time, without warning,
but for now he's alert and lively."

"Can he be cured?" Raj wanted to
know.

"Dymphna has spent a fortune hoping
someone will find a cure for his rare condition, so probably not.
But he deserves to live until nature calls him, not until some thug
murders him. Even so, protecting him is not even my biggest
problem. The longer he lives, the bigger my problem
becomes."

"How?" Helen asked.

"As long as he's alive, even if he
doesn't change his will, his heir might die."

"So what?" Raj asked. "If you have
billions to spend, just protect his heir, too."

"You've done it again, Raj. You've
underestimated the problem."

Raj's face had his
"you're-being-unfair" pout. "I don't think I'm underestimating
murder."

"What about murders,
plural?"

"Murders?" Raj was now on the
defense. "There's only one heir."

"At a time. But we don't even know
who that person is. The nearest blood relative could be any one of
dozens of people. I don't even have a list of possibilities, and I
definitely don't have a solid definition of 'nearest blood
relative.'"

"But everyone knows that
definition."

Carmela spoke again, this time as
anthropologist, not ex-cop. "Every society has different
definitions of types of relationships. Just ask Helen how the
Chinese reckon which child is closest, when there are two or more
wives."

That shut off Raj's defense. We all
sat silently contemplating the magnitude of the situation.
Heathcliff stood, stretched, and trotted out his doggie door. After
a while, he finished his outdoor business and returned to take a
new position with his tail draped across Carmela's feet. While
bending over to stroke his back, Carmela broke the silence. "If
Andy's sick, close to dying naturally, what's the quality of his
life?"

"He still loves to play chess with
me," her husband said. "And to solve little math
puzzles."

"I've got a whole collection of
clever ones," I volunteered. "Could I meet him, and toss him some
goodies?"

"I think he'd love that—if he's
still alive when I drive down again next week. Get your puzzles
ready."



 


The Residue Class Organizes

 


The Residue Class
will never run out of problems to solve. Math has an infinite
number of problems. But problems involving death, real or
potential, are not infinite—if only because there aren't an
infinite number of people to be die. Generally, Josh much prefers
math problems to problems associated with death, but in this case,
Andy was his dear friend, so we all put aside the math and adopted
Andy's problem as his own. As our
own.

Josh had already hired full-time
guards for Andy, but he couldn't guard the heir until we knew who
the heir was. That meant somebody had to go to Switzerland to check
the genealogy records in Andy's home district. That job naturally
fell to Carmela, our anthropologist. She chose Raj and me to
accompany her. Raj was the muscle. I was the gopher.

We wanted to leave for Europe right
way. Andy's heir was in danger, but we had to wait for me to get a
passport. I told Carmela, "You go ahead. I'll catch up when I get
my passport." I think I figured she would refuse, and I was
actually glad when she did. I wasn't ready for a trip to Europe all
by myself. I don't like to tell other people, but I know that in
some ways, I've got a lot of growing to do—some of which I don't
think I'm going to like.

Josh's influence earned us special
treatment, but we still had a couple of days before the passport
came through. We decided to spend our waiting time visiting Andy in
his hospice in Takoma Park—in Maryland, but right on the edge of
D.C

Helen's job was to stay behind with
Millie and watch over Josh's warehouse office. Not that Millie
couldn't do that herself, but she would also have Heathcliff to
take care of. And Helen needed quiet concentration to work on the
question of what "nearest blood relative" meant. I felt guilty
about feeling sorry for them. The weather in Hurlsburg was even
more miserable than usual, and a web-check of Takoma Park showed
nothing but clear skies and temps in the seventies.

Before we left, though, we ran down
to the bank and were soaked enough for our entire trip to Maryland
and beyond. Helen took Raj into the bank. He came out staring at a
cashier's check for the $45,000 plus tax he needed to buy Tim's
wrecked Z4. That sounded like a lot of money for a wreck until Raj
said, "First of all, the wreck looks worse than it is—fundamentally
body work which I can do myself."

"What if there's something cracked
inside?"

"Like the frame?"

I wasn't sure what was involved
with the frame, but I nodded as if I knew.

Raj smiled at me, as if he
appreciated the knowledge I was pretending I had. "I checked the
alignment as best I could without test equipment, but even if I had
to replace the frame, it would still be worth it. Tim built in over
$100,000 in the latest high-performance equipment."

Even so, I thought $45,000 was a
lot of money. Usually, Helen kept her wallet tightly closed, but
she surprised me by easily giving the money to Raj. I guess $45K
was simply a blip on one of her brokerage accounts. When I asked
her, she explained, "Stopping murder would be a
bargain."

It was the first I'd heard Helen
express her suspicion. I asked, "Do you think Andy's relatives
might be in danger?"

"Not 'might.' In this country,
people kill for ten dollars. A billion is much bigger motive." She
opened her umbrella and started to walk away, then hustled back to
join me under the bank's marquee. "Besides, Raj will fix it and I
will sell it for a hundred thousand." That's Helen, for
sure.

Back at the warehouse, Raj gave
Millie the check. She would arrange to have the Z4 towed to his
favorite garage, where he'd restored his and Josh's London taxis.
We were both eager to study the remains for clues, but Josh vetoed
the idea. "We don't have time for wild goose chases. Just pack your
bags and be in front of your places in ..." He looked at the
digital clock on Millie's desk. " ... forty minutes."

Carmela stood and pushed up as tall
as she could on the toes of her one good leg. She made Raj bend
over so she could kiss his cheek. "Make it one hour, Mr. Speedy."
She turned away from him, looked right at me, and winked. "We
ladies need more time to pack. Right, Lib?"

I was so excited about the trip, I
had already packed.I bit my lower lip and just nodded. It's not a
lie, is it, if you don't say a word? Not in court, anyway. I just
hoped Josh couldn't read the expression on my face.

Millie planted her fists on her
ample hips and looked up at her boss. "And what about you, Doctor
Big Shot? How long will it take you to pack?"

"I don't need to pack. I'm just
going into the City for the day." He pivoted and headed for the
door, where Heathcliff was waiting just outside, shaking off the
rain.

"He's not going to Maryland with
us?" I asked Millie. I'd been counting on Josh to introduce us to
Mr. Deglisé, who sounded a bit scary, being so rich and
all.

"No, he's got an important meeting
with some corporate clients," Millie said.

I felt myself
heating up inside, the same feeling I recognized from when I was
tied up in the back of Nemid's car. Back then, when I heard Josh
offer to split stolen millions with that murderer, I thought he was
selling out. I'm never going to forget the weeks of anguish my
mistake cost me. I just kept my mouth shut, and told myself Josh
must have a good reason. Josh always had a good
reason.

Anyway, even though I was already
packed, I had no time to waste. Raj told Millie to have the Z4
towed to his garage. When Josh wasn't around, Raj tended to be a
bit, shall I say, bossy. He told me to open the warehouse safe,
then rushed out in the wetness to remove the custom onboard
computer from the wreck. I couldn't help his work on the car, so I
downloaded everything I could find about automobile onboard
computers—and the Z4's in particular. I'd have plenty to read on
the four-hour drive to Takoma Park, and then on the longer flight
to Switzerland.



 


Meeting Andy

 


Raj wanted to drive us in his
London taxi, but Carmela insisted we take her silver 2001 Jeep
Cherokee. "It's faster on the road, and more suited to all three of
us talking on the way down. Besides, you won't let me drive your
taxi, but I'll let you drive the Jeep—in an emergency. And when
it's dry."

Raj was the faster driver, but
Carmela refused to risk her treasured Jeep on wet roads in the
hands of an amateur racer. Raj jittered all the way, not from fear
of Carmela's driving, but from impatience. In spite of his racer's
anxiety, Carmela made good time, straight to Andy's place in Takoma
Park.

I thought the home would be
depressing, what with all the people stuck there. Probably 'til
they died. I was pleasantly surprised to find it was just the
opposite. Outside of a kindergarten, I'd never seen such a cheerful
place. The buildings of St. Dymphna Home itself were modern, new,
and well designed and decorated for old and sick people.

Wall and floor treatments were
interesting and varied, both in colors and textures. I didn't
notice at first, but the ceilings were even nicer—which made sense
with so many residents bedridden. "We don't call them patients,
dear," one of the nurses corrected me. "Just think how you would
feel being wheeled around on your back all day, looking at the
ceilings.

"I've never seen ceilings like
these," I said, a bit embarrassed by her correcting my vocabulary.
"At first they look like random swirls of plaster, but the more I
look at them, the more pattern I see."

"That's because
they were done by a former resident
who spent his life doing ceilings in Italian
churches. He was over eighty, and we worried about him working on
scaffolding, but he knew what he was doing." I wished I had seen
him at work.

All in all, the place was full of
artistic surprises, including some that would provide great
pleasure in my collection. But the people were so nice that I
didn't want to swipe anything. But I couldn't resist. I decided not
to take anything expensive, which was almost the same as not
stealing. Their little gift shop carried lots of expensive things:
bathrobes, tote bags, and hats. Why hats? because many of their
residents had sacrificed their hair to cancer). Instead, I made off
with a tiny refrigerator magnet with a picture of St.
Dymphna—certainly a unique addition for my burgeoning
hobby.

On the drive down, Carmela told us
entire complex was donated by the Dymphna Corporation, whose
headquarters were just across the street. I was right. I think Mr.
Deglisé was super happy he was able see the company headquarters
from one of the windows in his corner room. As janitor, he'd
maintained that headquarters for more than half a century. He had a
right to be proud.

If the nursing home was a pleasant
surprise, Mr. Deglisé was a total delight. He was lying in bed when
we arrived, but wearing a navy blue sweatsuit. He even wore a pair
of orange running shoes, and looked like he was dressed for a
triathlon. As soon as he saw us, he rang for a nurse to help him
sit up in a wheelchair so he could more easily converse with us.
His deeply wrinkled face and hands did look over ninety, but he
didn't act his age.

He looked us up and down, then
said, "Where's Heathcliff? It's okay. They allow dogs in
here."

"Sorry," Carmela said, her voice
reverberating with genuine regret. "We're driving to New York
directly from here to fly out to your home town, so we couldn't
take him with us. Don't they have a therapy dog program
here?"

"They do, and it's a good one. But
Heathcliff is special. For one thing, I understand he finds dead
bodies."

Carmela rolled her eyes. "I hope
you don't have one of those around here."

Andy's attention faded for a
moment, as if he was trying to remember something. "He'd find more
than one, but he might not be able to tell the dead ones from the
live ones."

Though we knew he was probably
going to die in matter of weeks, we had no problem recognizing Andy
as one of the live ones. He was as sharp as any member of our
Residue Class, and he greeted Raj and me with a little math
problem:

"So you're two of Josh's Whiz Kids.
Well, let's see if you can crack a little puzzle for me. I have a
collection of books. If I divide the books into two unequal piles,
then 66 times the difference between the two numbers equals the
difference between the squares of the two numbers. So, how many
books do I have?"

I solved it in my head, announcing
"66." A moment later, Raj, still staring at the ceiling, said,
"Right."

"Correct," said Mr. Deglisé. "But
how many were in each group of books? And why is that an
interesting question?"

Raj answered that one. "Because
there's not enough information to solve it. However you divide
them, it works."

I thought Andy was going to ask me,
too, but he was just gazing blankly at the ceiling. I waited for
him to stop thinking about whatever was on his mind, but he just
lay there.

After a few minutes, I began to
think he might be dead, or dying, but just as I reached for his
call button, he focused his eyes and looked at me expectantly.
"And, Miss Myers, do you have something to add."

I did, but I was so flustered by
his imitation "death," I almost forgot what it was. I stalled for a
moment with my knuckle in my mouth, as if I were thinking about my
answer. "Well, yes," I said. "There's that requirement that the
numbers be unequal. That's an unnecessary flaw in the problem
statement. If there's 33 in each pile, the difference is zero, and
the difference between the squares is also zero. And all in one
pile, with none in the other, also works. That's how I solved it,
Mr. Deglisé, starting from those trivial solutions as boundary
conditions."

He clapped his hands, weakly, but
in obvious delight. "You're each as smart as Josh promised, but I
won't keep sparring with you unless you stop calling me Mr.
Deglisé. It's plain Andy to my smart friends, and you two certainly
qualify."

We both agreed, and practiced using
his nickname until we were comfortable. "Fine," he said. "So now
it's your turn. Turnabout is fair play, you know. So now you have
to give me a puzzle."

Carmela stood and limped over to
kiss Andy on his bald head. "I've been caught in these math
contests too often, so if you'll excuse me, I'm going to check on
the security arrangements."

Like a gentleman from another era,
he struggled to his feet and remained standing, both hands on the
wheelchair, until Carmela left the room. The moment she was out of
sight, he plopped down, perked up, and asked for my puzzle. "Ladies
first," he said, apologizing to Raj.

I felt all warm inside. I'd
prepared for this. "Okay, here's another book puzzle."

"Raj and I have each packed books
for our trip to Switzerland. I told Raj that if he would give me 3
of his books, we would have an equal number. But, if I gave him 3
of my books, he would have twice as many books as I did. How many
books does Raj have?"

"Twenty-one," Andy snapped
instantly.

"Wow," I said, really impressed.
"How did you solve the equations so fast?"

He shrugged his narrow shoulders.
"Equations? What equations?"

With that, we were off and running,
talking a mile a minute about how we each solved puzzles in our
heads. Three more times, Andy "disappeared" into his "dead"
appearance, otherwise we could have gone on forever. After the
third disappearance, though, I slipped out into the hall, found a
nurse, and explained what I'd seen. She didn't seem terribly
worried, but a few minutes later, another nurse came and wheeled
Andy away for some medical procedure.

As he disappeared from sight, I
could now understand at least one reason Josh had been fascinated
with Mr. Antoine Deglisé.

 


 


Courted by Corporations

 


Josh met us at JFK Airport to see
us off on our flight to Switzerland. After we checked in, and
before leaving him outside the security area, we had plenty of time
to hear him tell us where he'd been for the past few
days.

The main lobby was too noisy for
all of us to hear him, so we moved into SwissAir's first class
lounge. It was gorgeous and comfortable, with restful chocolate
brown leather lounge chairs. From their distinctive smell, I knew
they were real leather, maybe from contented Swiss cows. I
suspected that origin because the attendant told me the
floor-to-ceiling stone walls were made from stone from the canton
of Jura. She didn't know about the leather, but said she'd try to
find out.

But even with all the carpeting,
Josh thought it was too noisy. You'd think he was my generation,
the way he's losing his hearing. And pretending the problem was
something else. He told us the first class lounge wasn't
sufficiently private for what he had in mind, which didn't make
sense. If it was too noisy for him to hear, that same noise would
prevent spies from overhearing what we were saying.

Ignoring logic, we moved to a
private room. The chairs weren't as comfortable as those in the
lounge, but each black-topped, blonde wood table held a model of a
plane in the SwissAir fleet. Raj couldn't keep his hands off the
models, but I concentrated on what Josh was telling us.

"I told you there were two
corporations each holding large interests in Dynphna: ArGrowHealth
and ZyrcoBalm. Somehow, ArGrowHealth found out that I'm Andy's
conservator."

"Is that supposed to be a secret?"
I asked.

Josh threw me an anxious look. "You
didn't tell anybody, did you?"

"I didn't know it was a secret, but
I didn't tell anybody."

"How about you, Raj?"

Raj pinched his lips. "Sealed. Not
a word."

Even I could see Josh relaxing.
"Okay, then, so they found out some other way. Doesn't surprise me.
They have piles of money to spread around—at the nursing home, or
maybe with Andy's own lawyer."

Carmela stopped staring at the
planes taxiing around the airfield. "You mean his own lawyer would
betray his secrets?"

"What do you think? You've dealt
with enough shysters in your law-enforcement career. Andy, at
least, doesn't trust his, so we have to assume that either
corporation can find out any of his secrets if they think it will
benefit them."

Mel frowned. "I agree. And I can
guess what they wanted from you, too."

Even I could guess, but Raj beat me
to it. "They wanted you to throw Andy's votes their way,
right?"

"In other words," I added, "they
wanted you to persuade Andy to vote his shares for ...
what?"

"Almost right,"
said Josh. "But not what.
Who? They wanted to cast Andy's shares in
favor of their hand-picked Board candidates."

"That's what I meant," I said
before Raj could pounce on me. I was proud that Helen had taught me
all about how corporations worked. Kind of ironic, a Chinese
communist explaining Corporate America to the daughter of two
American capitalists. But Helen had proved her knowledge of that
subject a hundred times over. And had the stock portfolio to prove
it.

Josh held up one admonishing
finger. "Still not correct enough to earn an A from Helen." It
seems Josh knew about our lessons. I shouldn't have been surprised.
Josh knows just about everything.

"What did I miss?"

"I don't have to persuade Andy to
do anything financial. My duties include handling all his financial
affairs, because he can't."

I didn't understand. "But he's a
math whiz, maybe smarter than any of us."

Carmela laid her hand on my arm.
"There's more to finances than math—"

"—and besides," Josh completed,
"Andy's brain is in jeopardy. His wizardry comes and goes. He knew
he couldn't be counted on in any kind of important decision, which
is why he appointed me his conservator."

"Like the decision about who
inherits his billions?" Raj asked.

"Not exactly," said Josh. "My job
is to protect his estate for the person who ultimately inherits it.
And that person will be determined by a court."

"On what basis?"

"On the basis of data it's my duty
to collect—data like you're about to collect in the Land of Cheese
and Chocolate. And like Helen is doing back in Hurlsburg, working
on the various relationship algorithms."

"There's more than one?" I
asked.

"Sure," said Raj, who always liked
to show off his knowledge. "The word closest is 'ambiguous,' like
the answers to that 66-puzzle Mr. Deglisé gave us." I think Raj was
afraid to call him "Andy" in front of Josh.

"We don't even
know how many," Josh said in a tone that supported Raj's answer. I
love it when Josh does that for my
answers. Though he won't admit it, I believe Raj
loves it, too. "For instance, the Swiss definition and US
definition are different. In fact, each canton and each state can
have different definitions when it comes to inheritance of
property."

"Which will you use?"

"Ultimately, that's the court's
decision, not mine. But I have to provide the court with all the
possibilities. For example, the court could throw all these legal
definitions away and use DNA testing."

"But that wouldn't meet the legal
definition for inheriting, would it?"

Carmela, as our resident
anthropologist, took over from her husband. "The court can do
whatever it wants. They'll want to know what Andy intended when he
wrote the will. Early upbringing usually sets definitions in your
mind—like closeness of relatives."

Raj was writing all this down on
his pad, but stopped and began toggling the CapsLock key. "But he's
still alive. Why can't you just ask him?"

"I did, and Josh did. And so did a
probate attorney. All he said was, 'I'll know it when I see it.'
You know problems like that, don't you?"

"Sure," Raj said, sounding a little
annoyed. "But I could work with him and develop a mathematical
model. Surely that would solve the problem?"

When he said "surely," I knew he
wasn't sure at all, just like when a math teacher says,
"obviously." Carmela's answer in her anthropologist voice didn't
help. "Again, he can do math, but there's more to inheritance than
math, just like there's more to love than sex."

There, she said it. She tells me
that all the time, and she almost said it before. I know she thinks
I'm too young for sex, but so do I. What does she think I'm about
to do?

Yes, I knew it was for my benefit.
I appreciate the way Carmela treats me. My Mom and Dad never said
the word "sex" in my presence.

Carmela just doesn't want me to get
knocked up, or contract some disease. In her years on the Force,
she saw many girls ruin their lives like that. So I knew I was
supposed to be adult about her remark, but I could feel the blush
starting to creep up from my toes. I pushed back my chair and went
to the wall-to-ceiling windows, searching the tarmac for a plane
that matched the one I'd lifted on my way past the next
table.



 


Three to Geneva

 


Carmela, Raj, and I had an
ultra-smooth flight to Geneva's Cointrin Airport. Carmela mostly
slept, and Raj mostly flirted with the uniformed Swissair cabin
ladies. Me, I learned all about onboard auto computers and, to my
surprise, managed to make a little progress on the proof of a
difficult theorem from hydrodynamics. I also liberated a exquisite
SwissAir crystal goblet for my storehouse.

But the moment we set our feet on
Swiss soil, our karma must have changed. It started inside the
Arrivals area. In the customs line, Carmela's vibrator went off
while the good-looking man in uniform inspected her luggage. It was
an embarrassing moment for Carmela, but a high-level alert moment
for Cointrin Security.

While Carmela extricated herself
from the clutches of the airport police, I was being body-searched
by a friendly lady who seemed to enjoy her job. I would have been
happy for her, but I didn't enjoy her body search at
all.

Later, Raj admitted that he'd also
experienced a body search, but he wouldn't explain why his search
took so much longer than mine. I know the average adult body has
208 bones, and both Raj and I are technically adults. The number
may vary a bit, but not by more than one percent. The number of
muscles varies a bit more, but not that much. So why would Raj's
search take three times as long as mine?

Raj remains tight-lipped on that
question, so I guess I'll never know. Nor will I know what took
Carmela's captors so long, but the net result was me waiting in the
unsecured area for more than an hour. That's when I saw the
unattended rifles stacked in tepee while their young uniformed
owners chatted over beverages 50 yards away.

Fifty yards is roughly 45.72
meters. I'm in Switzerland now, not in Rome, but the difference is
only a simple variable notation substitution. "When in Switzerland,
do as the Swiss do."

I started trembling at the sight of
unguarded lethal weapons. Nobody else seemed bothered in the
slightest. Nor did anyone seem tempted to steal the rifles. I was
about to warn a guard, but before I could say anything, he walked
calmly over to the soldiers and joined their conversation. I
thought he was ordering them to take more care with their weapons,
but when he sauntered away, they simply resumed their
chat.

An elderly man spoke to me in
heavily accented English. My guess at his age was 55—elderly to me,
at least. No need to convert, because all of Europe uses the same
calendar that we Americans do. He explained that every Swiss man 18
and older must serve in their militia until they're 56. Not only
that, but they have to keep their personal weapons in their homes,
and train with them every year. Can you imagine that in the
States?

I think I was experiencing what
Carmela called "culture shock" when she showed up and ushered us
out of the terminal, refusing to say what she'd just experienced.
Still, she must have passed with flying colors, because nobody
followed our taxi as it took us to the Gare de Cornavin—the train
station.

From the taxi, I didn't get to see
much of Geneva, but it appeared to be a clean city, with definitely
non-American architecture. All the buildings seemed to be light
gray stone, three or four stories high, with lots of stores and
restaurants on the ground floor. I guessed there were offices
upstairs, because many of the buildings had electric signs on their
roofs.

Gare de Cornavin was the same
style, but without signs on the roof. Inside, the first thing that
caught my eye was a giant mural high up on the wall: a shepherd and
his flock in the mountains. Definitely not American, but the second
thing that caught my eye was McDonald's golden arches directly
below the mural. I experienced a kind of reverse double culture
shock.

I didn't have much time to wallow
in my shock because we had only eight minutes to board our train
for the Valais canton. A canton is sort of like a state in the US,
but not exactly. We have lots of states with two major languages,
but only English is official. In the Valais, Carmela explained,
both French and German were official. In fact, the state—I mean,
canton–has two names, Valais in French and Wallis in
German.

Much later, I
learned that Switzerland has four
official languages, German, French, Italian, and
Romanche. So the canton of Valais has four official names: Canton
du Valais, Kanton Wallis, Canton Vallese, and Chantun Vallais.
Pretty confusing. And I thought my amateur French would be enough
to get by.

And speaking of official languages,
everybody we'd encountered so far spoke English, so I began to
think I wouldn't have to use my French at all. But Carmela said
that when we finally got to Chernion, way up in the mountains,
nobody would speak or understand English. She explained that the
real language they spoke was not French, either, but a dialect—or
patois—of French. Parisian French would be just as foreign to them
as it was to me.

I'd been on foreign soil for less
than two hours, and was already learning more than I learned in two
semesters in Hurlsburg.



 


Concocting Our Story

 


Because of the almost universal
English among the Swiss, we had to be careful what we talked about
on the train. Carmela bought us first class tickets, and we had a
compartment all to ourselves until we reached Sion. There, we had
to change to a narrow-gauge train that pulled up into the
mountains—a train that had no first class cars. One-class or not,
the train was cleaner and in better condition than any train or bus
I'd been on in the States. I didn't miss the graffiti.

The train wasn't crowded, and
Carmela led us to isolated seats in the back of the car, when she
could tell us about the culture without being overheard. "Andy's
people are peasant folks. If they're like the ones I studied in
Bolivia, they will be fascinated with the subject of
inheritance."

"Are they greedy?" Raj asked. "In
India, I know, my parents aren't peasants, but they always talked
about who was inheriting money."

"Here in Switzerland, they also
talk about inheritance, but for these mountain people, money isn't
their major interest. They're far more interested in land and
livestock—cows, mostly."

So I wouldn't make any assumptions,
I wanted to confirm my understanding. "So they have no interest in
Andy's money, because he has no land or cows?"

I watched the land and cows slide
by our windows while Carmela prepared to answer. She was taking so
long, I knew she was going to correct me, in as gentle a way as
possible.

"They would be interested in money,
Lib, if they understood what it could do for them. And they'll
understand soon enough if they become aware of Andy's billions. So
they mustn't know why we're here, or we'll never get straight
answers."

Before we left for Chernion, we had
our stories prepared. Carmela was to be an anthropology
professor—which was easy, because she actually was an anthropology
professor. Raj and I were her students, off to do school-credit
fieldwork on the population dynamics of mountain people. Carmela
was our guide, our teacher. She was also our chaperone. I sure
didn't need one. Raj did.

"We're talking about billions,"
Carmela cautioned us."It's hard to think clearly about what that
means. Nobody understands what billions mean."

"I do," said Raj. "It means if I
have billions, I'm rich."

"It means more than simply rich,
Raj. You could divide Andy's billions among the three of us—" She
reached out and touched Raj's knee. "You, Raj." She touched my
shoulder. "And you, Lib." She tapped herself on the chest. "And me.
Even if the billions were divided by three, each of us would still
be super-rich."

Raj scrunched up his face, as if he
didn't believe, or couldn't understand. Me, I could still feel the
spot Carmela touched, and it made me brave enough to explain. "Raj,
if I have an infinite amount of money, and I divide among three
people, how much does each person get?"

"An infinite amount," he said
instantly. "So you're saying that a few billion dollars might as
well be infinite."

"Precisely. Right?"

Carmela nodded, giving me an
affirming smile.

"My father always says we're rich,
but I guess he had no idea what rich really was," said Raj.
Although we were still in an isolated part of the car, with the
noise of the train to cover us, he checked around before saying
more. "But I'm not supposed to tell other people we have
millions."

"Dollars or rupees?" I asked
softly.

"Dollars. Rupees run about 50 to
the dollar."

Carmela responded to our caution by
whispering. "Dollars or rupees, it doesn't matter. Your father may
be a millionaire, but Andy is a billionaire. One is rich. The other
is super-rich."

She took off her watch. "Here's one
way to measure how rich you are. This watch cost about a hundred
dollars. My old one broke, so I bought this one at Wal-mart without
really checking the price. I'm rich enough not to care whether it's
one hundred or two hundred. Your father wouldn't care whether it's
a thousand or two thousand. Right?"

Raj pulled his pad out and tapped a
few keys. He showed us "Right. He wears a Baum & Mercier
chronograph, something like this one."

He showed us the screen. The watch
cost $2,500. "He got a discount, but I don't think he'd worry if he
had to pay full price."

Carmela snatched the pad right out
of Raj's hand and tapped a few more keys. She showed us a Blancpain
Men's Leman watch, listed at $229,000, but offered at the bargain
price of $172,000."

Raj whistled. I don't know how to
whistle, so I asked, "What's this Leman business, that costs so
much?"

Carmela covered her mouth to keep
from laughing.

"Did I say something
funny?"

"Leman is the French name for Lake
Geneva."

"I can believe it," said Raj. "You
could buy half the lake for that. Maybe the whole
thing."

"Now you see what I mean," said
Carmela. "Your father might at least hesitate before buying one of
these, but a billionaire might buy seven in different colors, one
for each day of the week. Or, he might simply hire an assistant to
walk around behind him and tell him the time."

"You told me to observe details,
and I noticed Andy wearing a Casio, kinda like mine. I'll bet it
didn't cost $20, so how come a billionaire wears a $20
watch?"

"That's just it. When you're
super-rich, you wear what you want. Price doesn't matter either
way. Josh told me that Andy used to buy most of his clothes at
second-hand shops. He even drove a used car. A Studebaker, I
think."

"That's different," said Raj. "A
Studebaker would be an antique, worth a lot."

"I believe he bought it new, in
1959."



 


 


The Raclette

 


We arrived in Chernion Saturday
night on the last train from Sion. Fortunately, it didn't take us
long to choose our hotel—there was only one in Chernion. Right
across from the train station stood the dignified Hotel de la
Gare—"the hotel near the train station." Unfortunately, there were
no porters to assist us in lugging our excessive baggage across the
Rue de la Gare to the hotel. But fortunately, the hotel owner,
Monsieur Benton, saw us approaching the hotel and ran out to rescue
us. The hotel may be more than a century old, but Monsieur Benton's
action was typical of all the service we experienced in his
charming establishment.

Carmela says such service is
typical of all Swiss hotels and restaurants, as was the spotless
cleanliness of every inch—every centimeter—of the hotel. The
restaurant was closed by then, but after Monsieur Benton showed us
our rooms, he took us to the bar where he had a raclette prepared
for us. A raclette is a local dish consisting of special raclette
cheese heated in front of a fire, then scraped onto small plates,
one serving, one scraping, at a time. Each of the three of us had
our own set of numbered plates, so our server—Angelique, who was
the bartender and waitress, both—could count the number of
scrapings each of us ate.

Monsieur Benton told us that anyone
who ate ten plates of raclette was considered a local hero, so of
course, Raj ate eleven—along with small, boiled potatoes, pickled
onions, gherkins, and very thin slices of dried meat. On my four
plates, I skipped the meat.

We were
offered Fendant wine, a local white wine Carmela warned boasted quite a kick.
Angelique offered me wine. She didn't seem to care how old I was,
but I declined. I asked for water, but she warned me that water
would harden the cheese in my stomach, and might even kill
me.

There was no way I was going to
drink wine, and no way Angelique was going to serve me water. We
had a stalemate until Carmela suggested Angelique might have some
fruit juice she used for making some alcoholic drink. She had
pineapple juice for piña coladas, so I asked for that. After long
moments of internal debate, she declared that pineapple juice would
not make cheese-rocks in my delicate insides. When I asked for ice,
however, that proved too much. She refused, saying she would not be
responsible for my death.

Guided by Carmela's warning nod, I
accepted a glass of warm pineapple juice.

I ate silently until my third
plate, studying the floral designs painted on the walls, tables,
chairs, and just about every exposed wooden surface. Raj, on the
other hand, studied the hotel's tiny directory—also sprinkled with
floral patterns. He tapped on my number-three plate with his fork.
"Look at this, Lib. The hotel has a pool. You'll be able to
practice your swimming."

Monsieur Benton, who had been
leaning on the bar watching us eat our raclettes, chimed in. "Ah,
yes, our pool is small, but filled with the purest Alpine spring
water. You will like it."

"It sounds wonderful," I fibbed,
"but I'm sure mountain water will be too cold for me."

"Ah, no," he
said. "It is a hot spring."

"Oh, then I'm sure it will be too
hot for swimming."

"Not at all. Our guests say it is
just right."

"What is this?" asked Raj. "Sounds
like Goldilocks and the Three Bears. So don't eat too many plates,
Goldilocks. Your swimming lesson awaits you."

I motioned to Angelique to bring
Raj another plate. Using an open-palm gesture, she asked me if I
wanted one, but I pointed to the unfinished scraping on my plate.
"Speaking of Goldilocks, if I swim tonight, my curls will be so
tight in the morning I'll look like a boy with short hair. I've
never been at a mass before, but I'm sure that style wouldn't go
over well in church."

I thought Carmela would come to my
rescue, but she betrayed me. "The hair won't be a problem. You'll
have to cover your hair in the morning while we attend the
mass."

I glowered at her, but she just
smiled back innocently. "Besides, you've got to learn to swim or
you'll never graduate." Before I could conjure up a clever retort,
she pushed back her seat, stood, and walked haltingly away. Her
lame leg must have been bothering her after all those hours sitting
on the plane, then the train. I though a swim would do her more
good than it would me, but she was already gone.

I was beaten for now, with the two
of them ganging up on me. Carmela was gone, but Monsieur Benton
took over her role of persuading me to swim. He was so proud of his
pool, I couldn't bring myself to offend him. I had tried to stuff
myself with raclettes so everyone would say it wasn't safe to swim,
but our proprietor gently stopped me after removing plate number
four.

I waited a half-hour for my stomach
to settle—all the while hoping they would change their minds. They
didn't. When I couldn't stall any longer, I was sent to my room to
unpack my swim suit and prepare for the plunge.

 


 


Swimming Lesson

 


The hotel's ancient pool was
obviously designed for serious swimming, only two lanes wide, but
only about twenty meters long, with no space to spare between the
pool and the end walls. Those walls were smoothly fitted rectangles
of natural rock—granite, if I recalled anything from the geology
segment of a popular science book. The blue water looked as pure
and crystal-clear as advertised, but I stood, petrified, on the
narrow decking. I wear a size four shoe, but my foot barely fit
between the wall and the edge of the pool.

Raj gestured from the water as if
he was going to pull me in. "Come on, sissy. This tiny pool is the
ideal place for your swimming lesson."

"How deep is it?"

"I'm standing on the
bottom."

The tops of his shoulders were
almost submerged, which meant my eyes would be under water. At
least the shallow depth gave me an excuse for not diving in.
Instead of a ladder, hand- and footholds had been cast into the
concrete side. I climbed slowly into the water. As Monsieur Benton
had promised, the temperature was indeed perfect, so I had no
excuse on that account. I was going to have to go through with
this.

Tightly hanging from the edge of
the pool, I extended the toes of my right foot downward. No matter
how I strained, I couldn't touch the bottom until my face was
submerged. Unlike some aquaphobes, I wasn't afraid of getting my
face wet. All I feared was drowning.

Raj called from the other side of
the narrow waterway. "Just let go and push off with your feet. You
should be able to glide right over to me. It's the easiest thing in
the world."

"Maybe for you," I said, terrified.
"I've had enough." I reached up for the next handhold and started
to climb out.

"Don't be such coward," Raj said,
but that did more harm than good.

I was about to continue climbing
when I heard a deep male voice behind me, from the door. "That's no
way to treat her. It looks to me like the lady's being marvelously
brave."

I dared not let go of the handhold,
even with one hand, but I managed to turn my neck far enough to see
my savior—a tall man with a neatly trimmed black beard. I moved
hand-over-hand to the corner so I could turn far enough for a full
view of him removing his terrycloth robe. He had a muscular body,
clothed only in deep red and black zebra-stripe square-leg trunks.
He removed his sandals and slipped feet-first into the water,
barely making a ripple.

With two smooth strokes, he was by
my side. "I'm Pierre," he said. "Pierre Deglisé. And you must be
the American. Miss ...?"

I couldn't seem to make words come
out of my mouth. After an embarrassing pause, he went on. "Or is it
Ms.? You American ladies can be so sensitive about that
title."

I still couldn't utter one word,
which must have made him think I was shy. Actually, I was now
running through my memory of the Deglisé family, trying to place
him in the inheritance ranking. Raj started to say, "She's—" so I
lost my inhibition and cut him off. "It's either one. Your choice.
I'm not one of your American Ladies."

"And are you Carmela or Libby?
Monsieur Benton told me he had guests from America."

"I'm Libby. Carmela is our
professor." I almost forgot where I was and was about to point
across the pool and reveal our true mission. Just in time, I
remembered, and simply nodded. "And that's my fellow student,
Rajesh. He's teaching me how to swim."

"And not doing a very good job of
it, I'm afraid. Sorry, Rajesh, but accusing her of cowardice only
serves to heighten her fear."

Pierre turned back to face me, the
tip of his nose about twenty centimeters from mine. "How would you
like to try my method? I'm a very experienced teacher."

He didn't say "teacher of
swimming," making me wonder what else he might have experience
teaching. "What would I have to do?"

"Nothing, really. Not at first,
anyway. My method starts by giving you the feeling of gliding
through the water, with no effort on your part. It's the most
wonderful part of swimming, but beginners are so busy thrashing the
water, they don't get to feel it. By starting with this gliding
feeling, you will always have it as a goal to motivate you until
you can achieve it by yourself."

Somehow, his gentle way of
reasoning half-convinced me to try. I inclined my head slightly in
his direction, which he took for acceptance—which I guess it was.
"Okay," he said, and pushed off toward the far end of the pool. A
couple of strong strokes took him all the way to the far end, where
he smoothly turned and came back to me. It all seemed
effortless—and totally beyond me.

"I did that so you could see how
strong a swimmer I am. Could you tell?" He didn't sound as if he
were bragging, but just demonstrating a fact.

"Yes, I could see that."

"So, would you like to try a ride
through the water?" He didn't really give me a chance to answer,
but took my right hand gently off the edge of the pool and placed
it on the back of his right shoulder. "There, hang on to that just
the way you were hanging on the edge. Okay?"

His shoulder felt as solid as the
concrete edge. "I guess so."

"Great. Now for the other hand."
Again, he gave me no chance to object—something I really didn't
need to do anyway. He placed my left hand on his left shoulder.
Making sure I was holding on securely, he pushed off and glided the
length of the pool, with me dragging behind. I wasn't sure if he
was walking on the bottom or swimming, but it didn't matter. I felt
entirely safe.

And I actually enjoyed
it.

We crossed the length of the pool
in tandem like this five more times, while Raj watched closely.
Pierre then suggested I try letting go of his shoulders and
floating, but I wasn't at all ready for that. I'm always fretting
about being too chubby, but my swim instructor at the university
says I have trouble floating because I'm too thin, all muscle and
bone. In any case, I knew that if I let go of Pierre, I would
plunge directly to the bottom. And never rise to the top until my
drowned body bloated with decay gasses.

By this time, I was way past ready
for some sleep, but I knew Pierre was rather high on our list of
potential heirs. We might never get as good an opportunity to learn
more about him, so I accepted his invitation to meet in the bar for
a hot drink. The atmosphere seemed right for casual get-acquainted
conversation.

We learned that Pierre takes
regular swims at the hotel—because it's the only pool in town. He's
not there all the time, though, because he's a sales representative
for some Swiss manufacturers of auto parts, including electrical
and electronic parts. For his work, he has to travel regularly to
the US and around Europe and Africa. Turns out, we were lucky to
catch him in Chernion

"Yes," he said, "I'm away from home
here far more than I would like, but I have to make a living. If I
could, I'd spend my winters skiing and my summers hiking in the
high Alps. Have you managed to do any hiking?"

When I said no, he volunteered to
be my guide if I could manage a day's escape from my student
responsibilities. When the bar closed, after Pierre left, Raj said,
"I notice he invited you hiking, but not me."

"I'm sure that was just an
oversight."

"I don't think so," Raj said. "I'm
sure he's just a lecher, who is after your young body."

As I walked up to my room, I
thought about Raj's idea. I couldn't imagine that a sophisticated
older man like Pierre could be after my skinny body. But perhaps he
was after something else. Was it really an accident that he met us
in the pool?



 


The Screw Up

 


Sunday morning. Still jet lagged,
but I had to wake early to go to mass. I think being Jewish is
better than being Catholic, if only because you can sleep later.
Still, I didn't have much trouble waking because the wind howling
down off the mountains, banging the shutters, kept me awake most of
the night.

I didn't expect any trouble finding
the genealogical data about Andy's relatives. I had researched the
Swiss system of keeping these records and learned that each commune
keeps its own. In Chernion commune, the records are kept by the
Catholic church, in the town of Chernion.

The Swiss don't seem to require as
severe a separation between church and state as we do in the
States—which I think is kinda weird. This conflation was also a
problem for our team. Carmela is Catholic. She calls herself a
"Lapsed Catholic," but she warned us never to use the "lapsed"
expession in Chernion.

Raj is Hindu, more like "Lapsed
Hindu." Me, I'm Jewish, and not entirely lapsed. The result was
that neither of us knew how to act in a Catholic community, and we
were tested less than twenty-four hours after we arrived on
Saturday's late mountain express. We wanted to meet Father
Jerome—who kept the records—on Sunday morning, but instead we found
ourselves attending Mass. We seated ourselves in a triangle, our
observation posts covering most of the space in the huge Gothic
cathedral. We sat like that so we could each see events from a
different angle, but it caused one problem: Carmela couldn't
instruct us while the service was in progress.

I was acutely aware I'd never been
inside a Catholic church before. What would happen to a little
Jewish girl should she allow herself to be lured into such a
mysterious building? Sinister old men wearing black robes? Of
course, this fear was what made it mysterious, but still, the
inside of the Chernion church did have an aura of
mystery.

I made an effort to prepare myself
by reading up on churches. The town of Chernion was too obscure for
the church's floor plan to be on the web. I studied other Gothic
churches—enough to know they were always built in the shape of a
cross.

We entered through the narthex.
None of the websites bothered to explain why it wasn't just called
the entrance, or vestibule, which it was. The narthex had a tile
labyrinth built into the floor. I wanted to stop and study the
fascinating pattern, but Carmela silently urged me into the aisle
on the right.

The first thing I noticed was the
moldy odor. There was incense stink, too, but it didn't hide the
mold. It smelled like someone trying to mask body odor with heavy
perfume. I couldn't remember any smell at all in a synagogue, but I
suppose Catholics would. And they probably don't smell the mold
here.

Next thing I noticed was the
darkness. Well, not really the darkness, but the rainbow shafts of
light created by the sun shining through the stained glass. I
remembered stained glass in my parents' synagogue, but it had been
too gayly colored and abstract for my taste.

Maybe I was being a traitor to my
heritage, but I liked the Chernion windows. Or maybe I was lapsed.
For whatever reason, I appreciated that the colors were not so
bright, and the pictures were recognizable stories from the Bible.
From the Old Testament, anyway. Plus Jesus on the cross, which I
recognized. I suppose I didn't recognize all the symbolism, but I
did know about the crown of thorns and the loaves and
fishes.

Following our observation plan,
Raj and I took seats near the front of the nave. I thought we were
going to sit farther back, but apparently Catholics and Jews were
not entirely different—half the congregation was sitting all the
way in back.

Before we entered, Carmela had told
us just to watch what the locals did and try to imitate them. For a
long time, we didn't know what was going on, but we stood and sat
in synch with the congregation. That tactic worked fine until
everyone lined up for communion. When we reached the front, we
knelt and took the wine and wafer, just like the locals.

When the service ended, Carmela
grabbed us and asked why we had taken communion. When we said we
were just following her orders, she explained what communion was.
Or tried to explain. To me, it made no sense at all. But I did
understand enough to know we had royally screwed up—and we hadn't
even started our research.

Father Jerome had seen us taking
communion when we hadn't taken confession.

When we weren't even
Catholic.

Still, there was a good side of our
booboo. We now had an excuse to visit Father Jerome. But there was
also a bad side. The good father would probably drive us out of
town.



 


Trouble Getting Data

 


I was petrified about meeting
Father Jerome. Carmela didn't make it any easier. "I wasn't up
there taking communion with you, so I didn't hear what he said that
made you so uneasy."

"It was in Latin," I said. "I don't
know Latin."

"Nescio Latine
aut." Raj always joked when he was
nervous.

"Sounds like you do," said
Carmela.

Raj shrugged with one shoulder,
dismissing Carmela's compliment. "That's all the Latin I know.
Besides, the priest spoke too fast. And too soft."

"Too bad, then. If I don't know
what he said, I can't be sure what will happen. Let's go in and
face the music."

I wasn't ready to go in, but
Carmela knocked on Father Jerome's office door. At least we had an
appointment.

Father Jerome's office was a
perfect setting for the priest himself. He had changed from
ankle-length black cassock and starched white collar to soft
multi-brown tweed jacket and tan sharp-creased slacks. The color of
his tie so precisely matched his battered walnut desk that it
couldn't have been accidental.

I caught myself
wondering what kind of activity could have made deep gouges in a
priest's desk. I sniffed the air, trying to use all my senses for
some clue as to what went on in here, but it didn't help. It
definitely didn't smell like the nave—more
like cleaning fluid mixed with sandalwood
and patchouli incense. A lot of veggie restaurants use those
smells, but I don't think their tables acquire gouges in the same
way as the priest's desk.

Carmela greeted Father Jerome in
French. I did my best to follow her lead. Maybe it was Raj, but I
suspect it was my lousy accent that made him offer: "Would you be
more comfortable if we converse in English?"

I was definitely more comfortable
conversing about our communion screw-up in English. We sat down
around a small walnut table out front of his desk—but not matching
it in color or style. Or gouges. Carmela insisted I be the one to
tell the story. The moment the dreaded tale was out in the open
air, Father Jerome smiled at me and put his hand on my
knee.

This was not the reaction I was
expecting. I imagined I would have to kneel down, kiss his ring,
and confess my sins in Latin. Including the night we went
skinny-dipping in ... Well, you don't have to know the
details.

I finished the story and confessed
to being sort of Jewish. Father Jerome laid his hand on my forearm
in a gesture of forgiveness. I now understood why you're not
supposed to have bare arms or legs in church.

After Raj confessed his Hinduism,
our priest was smiling again, but with a serious face. His hand was
not on Raj's arm.

I thought he was about to chastise
us, but instead he turned his reprimanding face to Carmela. "You
should be ashamed, my daughter." She wasn't his daughter, but I
supposed that if she calls him Father, he had every right to call
her daughter.

After giving her a few seconds to
wallow in her shame, he went on. "Had you kept up with your
religious studies, you would have known that the wine and the wafer
do not transubstantiate if the communicant is not free of sin. That
protects the ceremony from violation by heretics, for example. Or
devil-worshipers."

"Is anyone in the world free of
sin?" Raj asked. I could always count on Raj to be curious about
sin. I was curious, too, but I wasn't as dependable as Raj. Or as
open about it. I usually let him handle the subject while I
listened.

"No, my son. We all suffer from the
Original Sin. But the confessional purifies you of past sins, so
you can take communion."

I had no idea what he was talking
about, but it sounded like we were acquitted. Later, Carmela
explained that failing to transubstantiate meant the wine hadn't
turned to Jesus's blood. Ick. I'm glad I hadn't confessed the
skinny-dipping.

Nobody spoke for a few minutes.
Finally, Carmela opened her purse and handed Father Jerome a letter
from a priest she knew from her fieldwork in Bolivia. I'd read it
before. It described her fieldwork in his parish, where she had
done demographic work. It didn't reveal that our purpose had
anything to do with an inheritance—but, then, it didn't say it
didn't. Clever!

Anyway, the letter must have done
it's job. Father Jerome returned to his desk and pulled a huge
leather-bound volume from the drawer and laid it down in front of
him. He set his hand on the book. "The Pope has ordered every
parish to convert our census data to standard computer
format."

"That's marvelous," Carmela gushed.
I thought that strange because she never gushes anywhere else. I
assume this was simply part of her sales technique. "We can just
dump a copy onto our computer."

"Not so," Father Jerome apologized.
"I've completed converting only the living people so far. It's very
slow work. I'm not very comfortable with this modern
technology."

"We could borrow the book and copy
it," offered Raj. "That would give you a backup, too."

Father Jerome
placed a protective hand on his computer. Evidently, he liked
touching things, not just my arms and legs. It seems, though, he
didn't like other people touching his things. "I'm sorry, but these
volumes date back to 1667, and they are never allowed to leave the
church. Perhaps that's why we've never needed a
backup."

I may not know much about the
Catholic Church or history, but I do know my computer history.
Leibniz's invented his "step reckoner"—one of the first
computers—in 1671, four years after the Pope's census. That may
have started the tradition of computer systems always being
delivered late.

But I'm pretty sure Leibniz's step
reckoner wasn't up to the census task anyway. Seeing Father
Jerome's ancient Windows machine, I wasn't sure it was adequate,
either. I didn't want to repeat any tedious data entry, so I
decided then and there to keep several backups of our
work.



 


Problems Accessing Records
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