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Author’s note

Dark Fire is a sequel to two novels, rather than one. Messenger was told from the point of view of George Chiari in the years between 1962 and 1979. Babe in the Woods was told from the point of view of his brother Angelo, in 1995 In Dark Fire, their stories converge. However, it is not necessary to have read either to understand this story, nor are any explanations needed that won’t be provided as the story unfolds.

As I mentioned in my note to Babe in the Woods, the C.T. Merriman Institute of this story, and its programs, surroundings, and underlying assumptions, are all based on experience. But a work of fiction is neither history, nor biography, nor autobiography. The novelist works to produce a story that tells a truth that is truer than any mere recounting of facts.

For that matter, the boilerplate seen in so many novels assuring the reader that none of the characters are meant to resemble anyone living or dead is at best misleading, and at worst, downright dishonest. A writer sits down to tell you a story. What is he to make the story out of? The only materials he has come from his own life. He observes his family, his friends, himself, his neighbors, his co-workers, people he reads about or sees on some screen. He devises people, as he devises situations, out of his imagination So, for this person maybe he takes a trait from one person he knows, and another trait from someone else, and another from how someone might have been if different things had happened to him, and so on. Does the character resemble “others living or dead”? Very likely. And so what?

Then, particularly if the writer sets out to portray a familiar theme, place, set of relationships – whatever – he goes through the same process. There isn’t any other way to do it! Fiction goes beyond fact, but fiction is rooted in fact. If it isn’t, it never feels real. Even science fiction, which may make no attempt to describe reality as we commonly experience it, cannot tell truths if it gives the reader nothing to recognize.

But having said that, let me say again: These are characters in a novel, not coded disguises constructed to allow me to settle old scores or carry on long-distance arguments by proxy. I know people do that sometimes, but I think it contemptible. Just as they used to say, “If you want to send a message, use Western Union,” so I say, if you want to write editorials, write them for the op-ed page.

Hemingway pointed out that when you read a classic author (specifically I think he was talking of Tolstoy, but it was a generalized argument) you will find that you have to skip the author’s politics. Of course you will; that is the author interrupting the dream he is spinning. Fatal to art, wouldn’t you say? And yet sometimes the author’s politics is intrinsic to what he has to say. In those cases, the politics is not an interruption but a vital inseparable part of the dream. In such cases, to skip the politics would be to skip the dream itself.
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Book I

Threat

April 19-22, 1996


Chapter One

Friday

Donald McChesney

The old man was right, it turned out. They were watching, they were waiting, and they were willing to move, ruthlessly, when the time suited them. It just turned out to be more complicated than he expected.

.2.

Six o’clock on a Friday morning in early spring in central Virginia, a lovely time. Ever since I woke up to the beauty of the world itself, I spent my time seeing. And the course of my downward mobility at the institute was such that I could often do it on company time. I was driving the courtesy van up to Dulles Airport, a three-hour run, and it’s a good thing I liked watching scenery, because this particular passenger didn’t seem much interested in talking to the van driver.

Usually, at the end of our week-long introductory program, people are expanded, bubbling over. They’ve got their eyes open, they’ve met close friends they hadn’t known existed, they’ve gotten a sense of how much more they are than they’d ever suspected. Taking them to the local airport is fun, and even if there’s only one of them, I’ve never seen one unwilling to talk. If anything, the trick is to get them to settle down enough to be sure they’ve got their tickets and all their luggage.

Not this one. And it wasn’t just because she was rich, either. Plenty of participants have money, and damn few of them hold themselves aloof.

“So how’d you like the program?” I’d asked, and I got back a momentary blank silence, as if the van itself had startled her by speaking. “Fine,” she said.

“We don’t usually take people all the way to Dulles,” I’d said. “Just out of curiosity, how much are we charging you for the ride? The usual is $35, but that’s only to Charlottesville.”

A longer silence, to be sure I knew it was intentional. “Perhaps it would be better if you discussed financial arrangements with your employer,” she said.

Oh-kay…. One more try. “Sorry, didn’t mean to offend you. I only—“

“Driver, would you mind if we didn’t talk? I should like to use the time to think.”

“Sure,” I said. “Whatever you want. My name is Mick, by the way.”

“Yes, I know” – and then silence. All this before we’d been ten minutes on the road, so I had had lots of time to see the sights along scenic Route 29. That countryside reminded me of my boyhood: detached wooden houses on bits of land, tools and junk lying around here and there, gravel driveways, every so often an old car or two – in general, not much money and a complete lack of pretension. Charlottesville, Madison, Culpeper, and a gradual increase in traffic, a change from rural to exurban to suburban, a sort of tightening of the landscape as we got closer to D.C.

Driving often lulls me into a state of dreamy not-quite-there-ness. Sometimes I wake up and realize I don’t know quite where I am. I never come out of it on the wrong road, and I never find that I had been driving unsafely. But I do wonder, sometimes, who is it who functions as automatic pilot, and what he does with his time when I’m on watch. Where does he go?

Wherever he goes, he went suddenly, as I braked for a car that pulled into the lane in front of us, way too close. Well, that’s Northern Virginia. From long habit, I prevented the small event from affecting me, not muttering a curse or even wanting to. But it did bring me back to the present, and I saw we were nearing the turn-off onto Route 66. Getting there. I glanced over at my passenger. She was far away herself.

Now, already you’re thinking, “He and she are going to have a romance, so when is he going to describe her?” Don’t get your hopes up; that isn’t what happened or was ever going to happen. But, I will satisfy your curiosity. First off, no wedding ring. (I did look.) She was about 40, slim, athletic, good looking. She was red-headed, which to me means vivacity, and she had those sharp features that can show satiric cruelty or an almost malicious sense of fun. She’d be someone who’d keep you on your toes. But she had the manner of someone who had always had money, something that puts me off. The rich find that the world is there to serve them, and it tempts them to divide the world into important people and unimportant people, and guess which category van drivers fit into? This is especially true if, like me, you are 50, sort of nondescript looking, and display a sense of humor that ranges from pretty funny to, I admit, sometimes pretty goofy. So – if you’re looking for a great romance, you’re in the wrong story.

Anyway, about her. My pick-up sheet listed her as Regina Marie du Plessis, and I was to drop her at the Air Canada terminal, so it seemed a safe bet that she was French Canadian, although I heard no hint of French in her extensive dialogue with me. To sum her up: still young, good looking, probably single. And rich.

.3.

Regina Marie du Plessis had no way of knowing it (not that she would care), but I hadn’t always been a van driver, and I wasn’t a failure. I was (perhaps worse than a failure?) a painter. Like your average painter, I had had to find a job that let me work fewer than the forty-hour week that somehow had become people’s standard prison sentence. Part of my job consisted of driving the courtesy van to and from the airport on the days our programs began or ended. I didn’t mind. I was doing what I wanted to do, and life was good.

In fact, life was very good. I was living in a four-room house C.T. rented me at the edge of the Institute property, three-quarters of a mile down a dirt road, at the very end of it. No one in sight, and usually no one in hearing distance. My house had skylights that provided great indirect lighting to paint by. It had two sets of sliding glass doors on the south wall, for solar gain in the winter time, and when the weather cooled, I had a wood stove that I enjoyed tending. In the winter the snow reflected light far into the back of my rooms, a silent, transient, celestial gift. During the long Virginia summers the house stayed reasonably cool merely with opaque curtains on the south doors and a ceiling fan. I had woods around me to the north and west, and a meadow and creek to the south, and nothing but the dirt road, and the creek, and more woods, to the east. The morning sun would work its way from the tops of the trees opposite me down to the floor of the meadow, and every shade of brown and green changed every minute. It did the same thing in reverse every long evening. At night I often heard deer warily prowling around, coming close to the house (I had no dog) to devour whatever there was to be found. Some days I would go down to the creek and sit at a place that had little rapids on either side of me, and would drowse in the sunlight to the liquid tune the stream persisted in playing, ever-changing, ever-constant. And once in a while at night I would take a drop cloth and would walk out into the field, and lie on the cloth looking up at a million stars.

As I say, life was good. And besides, there was my work with the old man.

.4.

When I was a kid, “the old man” meant your father, nobody else, and it was vaguely disrespectful. But some cultures use “the old man” to denote a respected elder, the way the Spanish use “el viejo.” Often the term mixes affection and respect and familiarity and perhaps a certain humorous exasperation. At the institute he had founded and presided over, “the old man” meant nobody else but Christopher Thomas Merriman. Only strangers ever called him Mr. Merriman. To the rest of us, he was C.T., and occasionally, behind his back, “crystal man.” That one had a lot less affection and a lot more exasperation.

With reason, for C.T. could be an exasperating boss, well capable of changing his mind (and therefore his priorities, and his directions) four times in a morning. He could be harsh and demanding, and suspicious to the point of paranoia. He was frequently uncommunicative and often stubborn in areas in which he was ill-informed or uninformed. He would tell you to do something and then, when you reported it done, would ask why you had been wasting your time doing that – he having entirely forgotten giving the instruction. Oh, he could be a major pain to work for, and I don’t think he’d have found anybody at all to work with him, except for two things. One, the fact that he was an authentic genius, and two, the work he was doing was enough fun, and exciting enough, that many talented people considered it a privilege to be allowed to be a part of it, and had traded in their old lives for new ones working with him. As I say, the work was important.

And because it was so important, he told me, more than once, sooner or later it would be threatened. We spent many a work-session in the black box, trying to feel our way toward the best way to deal with it. The C.T. Merriman Institute had produced something of value, just as he had hoped, and he knew that someday it would attract scavengers, some of whom would be vultures.

.5.

The vultures made their appearance as I was driving into Dulles Airport. I’d left 29 for 66, and 66 for 28, and I had just gotten off 28 and was passing the first of the long-term parking lots when two cars behind me came up smoothly and slowed me down, one by pulling in in front of me, the other by stationing itself next to me andstarting to edge into my lane. A third car pulled up close behind me, preventing me from hitting the brakes hard, swerving past the car on my left and taking off – as if I could have pulled off a maneuver like that anyway.

“What the hell’s this?” I wasn’t really talking to her; it just slipped out while I was leaning on my horn and trying to wave off the guy next to me. She said something to herself, half under her breath, presumably in French, presumably “mon dieu,” or “sacre bleu” or something.

It didn’t take fifteen seconds, though it seemed long enough at the time. Boxing me in, slowing us down, edging us over, and then we were all by the side of the road, no muss no fuss, unless you count my blowing my horn at them. Meanwhile, cars heading into the terminal sailed on by, big help.

I figured it was time to defuse the tension. “These guys friends of yours coming to see you off?”

“Do not be ridiculous,” she snapped. “They are security police? This has something to do with your driving?”

“No, sweetheart,” I said (to myself) “If they are security police, they are seriously over-staffed and under-employed.” But I kept my incisive wit to myself. To tell the truth, I was a little bit scared. I thumbed the power lock control to be sure the doors really were locked.

The driver of the car behind us got out and walked up to us. He tapped on the window, and I lowered it about an inch. I considered saying, “Yes, officer, what seems to be the trouble,” a la Bogart, but thought better of it. I noticed that the man wasn’t wearing a mask,  and wondered if that should make me feel a little better, or a lot worse. An average looking guy, in his thirties. He looked something between a tough (a palooka, my dad would have said) and a guy with an office job who worked out a lot.

“Open the door and get in the back seat,” the guy said.

I shook my head. “Can’t do it. Not my van.” Like, if it were mine, I’d gladly give it to you, of course.

“Right. Move.”

“I can’t just let you take it. I told you, it isn’t mine.”

“Just open the goddamned door.”

“Look,” I said to him, “be reasonable. Couldn’t you at least show a gun or something? I mean, to just let you in, it would be embarrassing. It could cost me my job.” In the back of my mind, I had some vague hope that if I strung this out, maybe a cop would come by. I could feel Regina du Plessis looking at the back of my head in some surprise, but I didn’t have any attention to spare. The guy at the door was using it all.

“You don’t open the door,” he said, “I’m going to beat the crap out of you.”

That was an incentive to let him get at me? “I can always go back to blowing the horn,” I pointed out, being reasonable. “It’ll probably hurt your ears, and who knows, somebody might stop. Might even interest a cop, next time we see one.”

Behind him, the passenger window of the car that had edged me off the road slid down. In his forties, maybe. Another office worker, but somehow more impressive. “Open the door, Mr. McChesney.” The man said it quietly, but we heard him all right. “The police are not coming, and they wouldn’t interfere if they did come.” That told me something I didn’t particularly want to know! “We mean you no harm.”

“Threatening to beat the crap out of me ranks how?”

“Nobody is going to beat on anybody. Open the door.”

“Listen, Mr.” — a pause he didn't seem inclined to fill – “whatever-your-name-is, I’m responsible for the van, and for the lady.”

“We mean her no harm either. We need to speak to you, but not here.”

“Then why not—?” Too late. Too many plates in the air. I hadn’t noticed a third guy on the other side of the van, at the back door. He must have been riding in the car behind me, with the palooka. Somehow he got the rear door open on the passenger side. Picked the lock, had a master key, whatever. In any case, as soon as I heard the door slide open, and before I could think what to do, he was in, and he was reaching over my shoulder to unlock the driver’s door, and there I was with the driver’s door open and the mild-voiced man smiling at me very slightly.

I was able to keep my voice more or less steady, playing Paul Heinreid in Casablanca. “What is it you want?”

“As you have been told, you are to get into the back seat.”

“Is this a kidnapping?”

“Please, Mr. McChesney. Time is not unlimited, and this is profiting nobody.”

I was out of ideas. They still were showing no guns, but there were three of them right here, and at least the two other drivers. Claude Rains, then: (“Under the circumstances, I shall sit down.”) I climbed out of the driver’s seat and moved to the first seat behind it.

“Uh-uh,” said Joe Palooka. “All the way in the back.” I got in the rear seat, and took what comfort I could from the fact that the lock-picker took the wheel, rather than Joe, and Joe returned to his own car.

The boss – clearly he was the boss of this crew – looked over at Regina Marie du Plessis and told her not to be alarmed. She returned his look and didn’t give him a nickel. The corner of his mouth turned up in something that might grow up to be a smile, and he made a small gesture and we were rolling, an unobtrusive three-car, one van convoy.

.6.

We didn’t roll far. At the terminal, instead of driving up to departures, or even arrivals, we turned off somewhere I hadn’t ever been, and we were in a tunnel that became a garage. We got out, and they escorted us into an area that said “Airport Security.” My previous bad feelings intensified. No masks, no fear of cops, airport security, federal territory. How hard was the arithmetic? On the other hand, probably we weren’t going to be kidnapped.

Airport Security – if that’s what it really was – had a pretty low-rent office. A metal desk, half a dozen plastic chairs. The boss took the chair behind the metal desk and motioned us to the plastic chairs on the opposite side of the desk. Joe Palooka and the lock-picker sat back by the door. The others took themselves off, presumably to polish their cars, or their resumes, or their personalities.

“Miss du Plessis,” the boss said abruptly but courteously, “I would regret it if you felt yourself in any danger, and I assure you that this little conversation will not cause you to miss your flight. If need be, we can arrange for you to bypass certain – formalities – in the interest of efficiency. If you will give your boarding pass and your driver’s license to Mr. Smith, he will see to it that your luggage is checked.”

(“Mr. Smith.” Right.)

Regina Marie du Plessis may or may not have recognized that he was telling her how much he knew, including the fact that she had pre-printed her boarding pass, certainly within the past 24 hours or so, and presumably on the institute’s office computer. But all she said was, “I may trust you?” She didn’t say it sarcastically. When he nodded, she took his measure and reached into her handbag. She gave the boarding pass and ID to the lock-picker, who took them and left, and that was that. They could have just taken them anyway, but still I found her decisiveness impressive.

The boss allowed himself a small smile. “You are probably wondering why we called you here. That is how they begin business meetings sometimes, is it not? Well, hopefully we will not detain you all that long. You have a flight to catch, and Mr. McChesney has a long ride back to the Merriman Institute, and we are as concerned as he is that he not be late.”

“Why?”

He looked at me a bit blankly. “‘Why what?’”

“Why are you concerned that I not be late getting back? What’s it to you?”

A very slight pause. “Call it courtesy.”

“Courtesy would have been leaving us alone in the first place.”

“Allow him to say what he wishes to say, so that we may be allowed to leave,” Regina Marie du Plessis said firmly. “It may be that certain people will come to regret their actions but, as they cannot be undone, it is of no use to discuss them at this time.” I couldn’t argue with that. We both gave the boss our undivided attention.

He had his hands lightly clasped, his elbows leaning on the desk in front of him, and he didn’t look at all informal.

“Quickly, then, some preliminaries. First, this meeting did not take place and you will not refer to it to anyone but Mr. Merriman and, Miss du Plessis, your father. You do not talk about it, hint about it, or” – to me – “try something like using strategic silences to create a mystery. Witnesses” – he gestured with the slightest movement of his head toward Joe Palooka – “are available to swear that we were all elsewhere, doing other things, at whatever time you’d claim this took place. And in any case, this is not my office, nor is there much chance of your guessing which agency we report to.

“That’s one. Two, we would appreciate it if the two of you did not contact each other in the future.” He sensed, no doubt, her utter astonishment at the idea of her wanting to contact me, ever, for any reason. Another quiet little smile. “Mr. McChesney hides his light under a bushel, Miss du Plessis. His duties at the Merriman Institute are not limited to being the driver of the courtesy van. At any rate, I can assure you that should you contact each other, we will discover the fact, and we will all regret it.”

“Sounds like a threat, to me,” I said.

“A statement of fact, merely. The less the two of you have to do with each other, the less complicated all of our lives will be. In fact, my third point is that despite the – unusual circumstances in which we meet, we hope for your active cooperation, once you learn what is at stake. This is a matter of national security. In fact, a matter of common concern to all citizens of western civilization.”

“Ah yes,” I said. “Isn’t it always! There sure was a lot of money made in the Cold War.”

Moving his focus back to me, he said, “Your political opinions are of no particular interest to us, provided that you recognize that you have a responsibility to the country – and the civilization – that has sheltered you all your life, allowing you a privileged existence that is the envy of most of the world.”

I gave him just the smallest, sleepiest of smiles. “Oh sure,” I said. “Semper Fi, E Pluribus Unum, all the way. Also, sieg heil.”

I couldn’t be sure, but I hoped I had annoyed him into putting me into a box as a leftover sixties radical. I considered calling him a fascist pig, but I was afraid that he would see through it. Also, Joe Palooka might get taken with a fit of patriotism, and hurt me. But mainly I didn’t want the boss to do too much wondering how my supposed leftist politics would mesh with C.T.’s. He seemed pretty well informed, and I figured he would have a hard time connecting C.T. with radical politics, even at arm’s length.

He re-focused on Regina Marie du Plessis. “I shall have to rely upon your discretion and your – ah – wider appreciation of the facts of political and economic life. I am confident that your father would not have failed to educate you in these realities, if only for your protection. As to you, Mr. McChesney, [a small shrug] I shall rely upon your loyalty to your employer.”

A pause as he marshaled his sentences.

“We need for each of you to deliver a message in a timely fashion – tonight would be quite appropriate. You will thereby spare your friends — and, Miss du Plessis, your family – much suffering. As I hope to demonstrate, our interests and yours run quite parallel.”

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised,” I said. “Parallel lines never meet.” No reason to think I could get a job at his agency anyway.

Impatiently: “Yes, Mr. McChesney. Now listen, please, and save your witticisms. I am here not to threaten but to deliver a warning.”


Chapter Two

C.T. Merriman

Mick knew to look for me at my house, rather than my office at the Institute. I almost always spoke to our graduating classes at the conclusion of their program on Thursday nights, and while I love being there with all that optimistic and joyous energy, and wouldn’t miss it for anything, a couple of hours of being “on” for a roomful of people is going to take it out of you, especially when you are passing eighty. So on Fridays I usually took it easy, knowing I wouldn’t be good for much until the wells refilled. I was surprised to find him at my door at 1:00 p.m. We sat at the counter in the kitchen and I poured him some coffee.

“C.T., I hate to bother you on a Friday, but I don’t think this can wait. I just got back from Dulles, and something happened that you need to know about.”

I said, “Dulles?”

“Regina Marie du Plessis. Remember?”

“Oh! From Canada, yes. She just took Open Door again.”

“I take it her father is a big deal?”

I had to smile. “Henri du Plessis? You might say that. So is Rockefeller.”

“Well, I figured he had to have some bucks, but I guess it’s more than that, huh? I mean, given the way they treated her.”

“They. What ‘they’? What are you talking about?”

“Three cars stopped us just after I pulled into the airport road, and they hijacked us.”

Some of my coffee spilled on the counter, and I put the cup down. “My God,” I said, “Is she all right?” But then I realized that Mick would hardly be sitting there calmly if she had been kidnapped. I used my paper napkin to mop up the spill. “What happened?”

“She’s fine. They said right away they weren’t going to harm her — or me either, although, for me, I think they were willing to keep their plans flexible.”

I gave him a keep-rolling gesture.

“The guy in charge said he wanted us to deliver a message to her father and you. Her father’s rich, I get that, but lots of people who come here are rich, and so what. Other than the fact that his daughter just did Open Door again, what does du Plessis have to do with anything?”

“What did the man say, specifically?”

“I can’t give it to you word for word, but what it amounted to was that they knew that she was interested in the institute – this was the second time she did Open Door? I didn’t know that — and if du Plessis knew what was good for him, he wouldn’t let his daughter do any more programs. Said it isn’t safe. Said they know how important she is to him, and how important he is in the general scheme of things, and they wouldn’t want them to suffer collateral damage when it could be so easily avoided. He said that you were being investigated as a possible threat to national security.”

“Me as an individual, or as part of the Institute?”

He paused for thought. “Unclear. Maybe both. He said something you are doing could affect the political and economic well-being of the whole Western world. Not just America, the West.”

“Did you argue with him?”

“Nah, I figured what’s the point?”

“Good.”

“C.T., I get the idea that you overhearing the warning to du Plessis  was the message for you. Does that make sense to you?”

It did. All too much sense. “Give it to me again, Mick.” This was our standard operating procedure: Look at it, go back and look at it in more detail, and again, and again, until we were satisfied we had gotten it all. “Maybe later we should put you in the black box.”

“Yeah, I thought you’d want to. So, we were pulling into Dulles, and three cars came up and boxed me in.”

“How many men?”

“Five definitely, and maybe a sixth in the car ahead of me, I didn’t notice. The guy in charge, very quiet and competent. The other guys, not so much.”

I said, “Hired muscle?”

“I don’t think so. One guy, maybe, but I don’t think he was a professional punch-up artist, just a guy who would have grown up to be a thug if he’d had the breaks. They mostly looked like desk jockeys.”

“Guns?”

“No weapons at all, nothing that I saw, anyway.”

“You had the van locked, I suppose.”

“So how did they get in, you mean? Yeah, I did, but it was too many people to watch. I was concentrating on the two at my door and a third guy opened the door on the other side.”

“All right, so then?”

“So then they took the wheel and we all drove into an underground area that said Airport Security. Not their office, they were just borrowing it.”

“You know that for certain?”

Mick paused to check his reasoning, as I had taught him. “The office was too bare-bones for the guy who was running things. Wherever he works, it won’t be some place with plastic chairs.”

“All right. Then?”

“First the guy wants her ID and boarding pass, so they can check her luggage in for her and she won’t miss her flight. Then he said that other than her father and you, the meeting didn’t happen, and keep our mouths shut. Oh, and I enjoyed this, she and I weren’t supposed to contact each other.” He gave me a crooked grin. “That didn’t go over well!”

“She isn’t used to being given orders.”

“Probably not, but mostly she couldn’t believe they’d think she’d have anything to do with the peasants. So the guy tells her that I’m more than just a van driver.”

That spoke even louder than the boarding pass. “Go on,” I said.

“Well, I’m wondering, why do they care that we don’t communicate?”

I smiled and refilled my coffee cup, and reached over and topped up his as well. “That’s not so hard to figure out, Mick, is it?”

He went inside to connect, and drank his coffee. “I thought about it, but I can’t make sense of it. Even if she does ever condescend to speak to me, what’s the big deal?”

“They don’t want you comparing information and learning something together that neither of you knew separately.” That didn’t seem real to him, I could see, so I said, “When they let you go, did you come straight home, or did you check to see if she got to the Air Canada gate?”

He grinned. “I sometimes think you know me too well. When they told me to hit the road, I drove out of the airport and then right back in to short-term parking.”

“And when you saw her in the Air Canada lounge, you assumed that they didn’t intend to harm her, so you left. It was a good thing you didn’t try to get her attention.”

He looked slightly puzzled. “Well, there wasn’t any reason to. But how do you know I didn’t?”

“Because they would have stopped you. There was somebody watching.”

“I didn’t see anybody.”

“I wouldn’t have seen him either, but he was there, probably more than one of them. If you had tried to contact her, they would have expressed their disappointment. Arrested you, maybe, and dragged you away in handcuffs. Something.”

“Really?”

“You can bet on it.”

“C.T., what’s going on? Do you have any idea?”

“Let’s go through it again,” I said.

After a few more iterations, I told Mick he should get some lunch. Mostly I sent him off so I could be by myself and think.

.2.

They say Leonardo da Vinci invented the submarine but then suppressed the idea because, he said, men were so wicked that they would practice assassination at the bottom of the sea.

Can’t say he was wrong.

Orville Wright lived until 1948, long enough to see airplanes destroy whole cities by fire-bombing and by atomic bombs. Remembering his happy years working with his brother, he said, “What a dream it was, and what a nightmare it has become.”

Can’t argue with that either.

Am I any smarter than Leonardo da Vinci? Do I have any more control over what people do with my work than Orville Wright had?

.3.

Every program, I see these shining faces, people who have just discovered something about themselves, and they’re so happy, and so grateful, and so ready to put me on a pedestal. “C.T., you must be so proud,” a woman said to me. “You have accomplished so much!”

As Mick would say, “Yeah?”

Somebody said what I’d done would change the world. Maybe so, and the world needs changing. But the airplane changed the world, too.

Dammit, I knew it would come to this. But we got by for so long, I had thought maybe it wouldn’t happen until I was safely dead. Dead for good, I mean, this time.

I poured some more coffee. The ladies in the kitchen had brought me something for lunch, as usual, and I knew I ought to eat, to keep my blood sugar from dropping too low. I heard myself say, “I’d better see what’s in the icebox,” and smiled, because the word sent me back to my childhood, not so many miles from here. It was a long time before we said refrigerator.

Dammit.

Maybe I ought to call du Plessis. His daughter’s application form would have the phone number. Or, maybe let him make the first approach. There has to be a reason they brought him into it.

I took the plastic-wrap-covered plate out of the refrigerator and put it on the counter. They had given me a plate of cold cuts and cheeses and bread, and some tomato slices and some pieces of lettuce, and a few potato chips, knowing what I liked, and knowing that I didn’t eat a lot in the middle of the day. I took out the jar of mayonnaise and assembled a sandwich.

The message was clear enough. But who specifically? I thought, I can poke around, see who knows what, but the same logic that applied to Mick applied to the people in my past life. Who do you trust? How do you know?

One more reason for wishing Margaret were still alive. Everybody needs one person to trust without reservation. I could have talked it out with her.

There’s Sandy, but she’s married to Bowen, and realistically, if I can’t trust him, I can’t trust her. I suppose I should trust him, after all these years, but how can I, with his background? That got me thinking about Chris and Linda, who went sailing on the Atlantic one fine weekend a long time ago.

I ate my sandwich, wondering, “Why now? What changed?” Damn if I could think of one thing. Our so-called research in the black box wasn’t going anywhere. Neither Bowen nor Mick had had anything interesting to say in months, nor for that matter had I had anything interesting to ask. There just wasn’t anything new.

Okay, so if it wasn’t us, it was them. Something had happened to somebody. But that brought me back to where I had started. How do you find out things if you don’t dare look? Who do you trust?

.4.

The end of my life was a long way from where I’d started.

Oh, not in terms of geography. The Virginia farm where I was born in 1914 was only about fifty miles away. Boys like me grew up in the Depression, dreaming of escaping to the larger world. I had my heart set on a college education, but there was never the money. I graduated from high school in 1932, the worst year of the Great Depression. No job, and no prospect of a job. But after a while, the Navy started hiring.

By the time I got out, in July, 1946, I was an officer with years of experience managing people. I re-entered civilian life with significant job skills. I got a job in electronics. Early in 1958. I quit my job and started my own company, making electronic components and then branching out. In 1965, I started a second company, and the next year I bought out a competitor. Meanwhile, Margaret and I had had Chris and then Sandy. I was just past fifty, I had money in the bank, our business prospects were good, and I thought I had my life figured out.

Of course, that’s when life always gets you, when you think you have it figured out.

.5.

It was an accident. At least, that’s how it looked at the time, and how it still looks to everybody else. In eight minutes, my life ended. Everything that followed – the research, the experimentation, the development of techniques, the institute, the book, the programs – followed from that eight minutes. But – accident? That depends upon how you look at it.

In February, 1966, three other guys and I flew down to the Caribbean for a scuba-diving holiday. On the day before we were scheduled to fly home, an accident with my SCUBA gear left me without oxygen for nearly eight minutes. My friends got me out of the water, and two of them took turns giving me artificial respiration in the back seat of our rented car while they tore off to the hospital. There the doctors got me breathing on my own again, and waited to see how badly I was damaged. Anybody can tell you, eight minutes without oxygen, in normal temperatures? You’re dead, or you are brain-damaged.

My friends did the practical things that always need to be done — insurance and all – but our reservations had them flying home the next day, thank God. They felt guilty about leaving with me in the hospital, they told me later, but I was glad I was where nobody knew me.

In those days, nobody knew about near-death experiences. I came back talking about life and the purpose of my own life. But something told me to shut up, and I shut up. Then, after I shut up, I realized what I had been picking up from people’s body language. They were looking for evidence of brain damage, and I was on the verge of providing it. So from then on, I just kept saying I didn’t remember anything until I woke up in the hospital. I almost said, “when I woke up to find my friends giving me artificial respiration,” but I remembered that I wasn’t supposed to remember that. In fact, how did I remember that? I hadn’t regained consciousness at that point. Still, I knew it.

Anyway, I was unobserved by anybody who knew me. Of course, I told Margaret, but nobody else, not even the kids, at first. I started getting my ducks in a row. A few discreet inquiries, a short wait for the right timing, sale of all three companies to the same corporate buyer, and there I was, at fifty-two, retired and financially independent. I told people my close call had made me think, and I was going to slow down, take it easy.

The first thing was relocating to the rural central Virginia countryside I had grown up in. A sleepy countryside can seem like prison when you’re a teenager longing to see the world, but it’s something else when you’re in your fifties. Our family place had been sold years before, when my parents died, and it would have been too small anyway. A fast concentrated search found us a thousand-acre cattle and hay farm on a mountainside. The parents had died, and the farm was a burden to the children. So I kept the farm manager, gave the family homestead over to him and his wife, and built a house for my family at the top of the mountain, overlooking a great view. Then I set out to build a sound laboratory, because that’s what I was given during those eight minutes elsewhere. I knew electronics, but I didn’t know about brain waves and consciousness. I’d have to learn all that, starting from scratch.

.6.

(I looked at the clock. I told Mick we’d do a black-box session at three, and it was almost two-thirty. Maybe the session would be nothing; probably it would be nothing. But “probably” isn’t “definitely.”)

I went up to the University of Virginia and found an assistant professor of psychology who was able to point me toward the literature on brain waves. He was young, and open, and easy to talk to, and soon Kevin Shelby was spending weekends with us. He was a trained academic in a field of special interest to me, and he knew the state of psychological research as described in the academic publications, but he didn’t have any idea how to do practical electrical measurement I was an ex-engineer, ex-businessman, seeking to make practical use of things I knew and things I had only read about. I knew where I wanted to wind up, but I had no idea how to get there, and couldn’t explain what I wanted to do (nor how I knew where I was going).

He used his professional skills to devise research protocols. I borrowed technicians from my ex-companies, both to pick their brains and to have them build our equipment. And slowly – at least, it seemed slowly – we got to a place where, pretty reliably, we could feed audio input mixed a certain way and produce persistent and distinctive mental states.

Once we figured out how to produce signals with various combinations of alpha, beta, and delta waves, the problem became how to measure the results each combination produced. One thing led to another, and before you knew it, there we were with people in a big black box that was shielded from sound, light, vibration, electronic waves, everything. And we began to collect data, and analyze it, and talk about it, and experience it again, on and on. For thirteen years, we had it all to ourselves. I’m not sure but that those were the happiest years of my life.

At first, I was our test subject, with occasional other volunteers. Shelby brought down a couple of his graduate students, but we were always looking for new guinea pigs. One way and another, the word spread, and more and more people came around.

All that teamwork, all that devotion, all that intelligent, careful following of obscure leads. We certainly weren’t in it for the money at the end of the rainbow. What money? What prospect of money? We were trying to invent something, and we thought just maybe we would be able to give the world something useful. But there was always the possibility that we might come up with something valuable, and anything valuable has the potential to attract the vultures that are always offstage somewhere.

Maybe if I had been smarter, I would have seen the danger earlier. But I didn’t. I wrote up some of what we’d seen, and Shelby read the manuscript and persuaded me to send it to a publisher. They put it out as Extraordinary Potential: First-Hand Experiences of Altered States of Consciousness, and the following year I spent two months on a sponsored book tour, speaking at campuses and bookstores all across the country, and before you could say Extraordinary Potential, I was the author of a best-seller. And then in short order people were writing me from all over, wanting to know how they could have the same experiences. And that led to the rest of it, and led right here. And from here? I’d give a nickel to know.


Chapter Three

Sunday

Henri du Plessis

When Eduard informed me over the intercom that we were commencing our descent into Richmond, I returned the papers I was examining to my briefcase, and locked it, automatically. A few moments later we were taxiing, and then we came to a full stop at the commercial aviation terminal, and Eduard shut everything down, and our ears adjusted to the absence of the whine of the engines.

Louis and I unfastened our seat belts and stood up.

I said, “Please remind Eduard that I will wish us to be on our way as soon as possible after our guests depart. After Eduard and Gerard see to the airplane, they may look around in the airport if they so desire. Separately, however. One of them is to remain with the airplane in case of need. I hope you have no great desire to see the Richmond airport.”

Louis permitted himself a smile. “I had not anticipated sight-seeing, sir.”

“Bien. Would you go collect our friends now, please? There will be three, I believe. Three at least.”

We had the remainder of the morning and all the afternoon. If necessary we could continue into the evening. It was only forty-eight hours since my daughter had been warned on Friday morning. I was reasonably satisfied.
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The first to enter the aircraft was the woman Marian Morgan, of course. We had spoken but had not met. She introduced me to “Mr. C.T. Merriman, Mr. Donald McChesney,” and I escorted them to the ten-person conference table behind the seating area.

“Please, be seated,” I said. “I wish to thank you for traveling more than a hundred miles to confer with me.”

Merriman said. “You have come a lot farther than we have. I appreciate it.”

“I should have been glad to visit. My daughter thinks well of your program. But it was not advisable.”

“Yes, I agree, and I agreed with your coming to Richmond, too, rather than Charlottesville or D.C. Maybe we’re all being overcautious, but –“

“I assure you, Mr. Merriman –“

“Please, just C.T. That’s what my friends call me.”

“And we are to be friends. Yes, I think so too. Very well, I am Henri, then, and not M. du Plessis.”

Louis, having completed his arrangements forward, came aft, told our guests what we could offer them to drink, and took their orders. Louis the ever-efficient: I could smell the coffee already brewing.

“After Louis brings the drinks, he will set out some snacks,” I said, “and then perhaps after a while you will allow me to offer you a light lunch. Only sandwiches, I fear. No, my friend, our precautions are not excessive. It is clear that we must consider ourselves to be under the closest scrutiny. You, your institute, myself, perhaps to some degree my commercial enterprises. Regina Marie remained in Montreal, so that she might be observed while shopping or going to the cinema with her friends. I think we may assume that whoever we are dealing with cannot watch me at every moment. Businessmen with private jet aircraft are not so easy to keep tabs on, as you Americans say. But I assume that at this moment, to travel with Regina Marie would be to draw concentrated attention. Much depends upon whether we confront an organization or a few individuals. So – we attempt to make things as difficult as possible.”

“Well, Henri, nobody knows where Mick and I went. I didn’t even tell Mick where we were going until we were on the road.”

“Then we shall hope for the best, eh? Ah, thank you, Louis. If you will set the tray on the table, we shall serve ourselves. And after you have laid out the snacks, please join us.” It is always well to have an additional pair of eyes and ears.
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I gestured for them to help themselves to whatever they wanted, and poured myself some coffee from the carafe.

“CT, I fear that I must go beyond the conventions of Anglo-Saxon modesty, that you may understand my situation. Henri du Plessis is a Canadian businessman, this you know. What you may not know is that by certain measures I am the twelfth richest man in Canada, the third richest in Quebec. Prime Ministers contemplating changes in the country’s economic life are pleased to have my advice, and perhaps you will forgive my saying that they know it is well to have my consent. I am a director of many enterprises, in Canada and in your country – and in others as well, though these need not concern us. I do not tell you this to boast.”

“I understand,” he said. “You are saying that you have an extensive network of privileged sources of information, what we call back-channel communication.”

“Yes, precisely.” To the others I said, “We speak not of industrial espionage, by which one acquires information to which one is not entitled, but arrangements to assure that I receive information to which I as an investor am entitled. It is common. If one did not have a way to confirm information, one would be hostage to those who control official communications. I have ways to obtain the information that I may need, be it technical or economic or political — and not only in Canada but in any country in which I have economic interests. Last year, when my daughter expressed interest in doing a program at the C.T. Merriman Institute, naturally I inquired, to satisfy myself that it was not dangerous and not fraudulent. It was an elementary precaution, and I do not apologize for it.”

“No need,” C.T. said. “I learned long ago that in this life, we must take precautions. When we can.”

“Bien, so my daughter attends the program, and then returns to do it again, and on Thursday night she telephones me to say that once again she had had a rewarding experience, and she looks forward to telling me about it. The following morning she and Mr. McChesney here are waylaid and given a message. The messengers claim to be delivering a warning rather than a threat – but then they instruct that we not interact. They instruct! Naturally,, I see that you and I must meet, without delay, but it must be in person.”

“For fear of wiretaps.”

“For that reason, certainly, and to attain a sense of the person I am dealing with. You understand, I believe.”

“Of course,” he said. “You pick up the other person’s aura – their vibe, as the kids say. You can’t do it over the phone.” He smiled at me. “That’s why the cloak and dagger stuff.”

I shrugged. “For both reasons, as I said. Should I place a telephone call to a number that might be flagged by some agency’s computer? The arrangements to meet had to be made in person, and of course it had to be a trusted person. I did not know Miss Morgan, but my chief of security knew of someone, and that someone asked her to convey my request.”

Miss Morgan said, “I live reasonably close enough to you, Mr. Merriman, that I could drive to the institute and arrive before supper time. That’s probably one reason they chose me. If we were to leave no computer trail, we couldn’t use any kind of public transportation.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Of course I take for granted that you will be reporting on this meeting to our friend.”

She smiled, a nice smile. “As we take for granted that you will learn all the details of my report without undue delay.”

I returned the smile. “Then it appears that the arrangement is satisfactory on all sides. Excellent.”
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I gestured again for them to feel free to sample the refreshments. “As I said, before I would allow my daughter to attend your program, I requested my security office to make inquiries. But inquiries sometimes leave a trail, and perhaps the wrong person hears of them, and draws inferences, and does his own investigating, with unforeseen consequences.”

CT waved a hand, conceding the point. “There’s not much you can do to prevent it. Any idea who it would have been?”

I took out a cigarette and asked, by a glance around, if anyone objected. No one did – it was, after all, my airplane. Seeing C.T.’s expression, I offered him the pack. He took one, thanked me, and we lit up together. Before I extinguished the match, Louis had two ashtrays on the table.

“When my daughter told me what had happened, I asked my director of security to see if anyone had reported inquiries concerning the Merriman Institute. Various people consulted their associates and last night, when reports were collated, we saw that in the past year, since my initial inquiries, no fewer than thirteen companies in which I have a financial interest received inquiries as to which of their employees was connected in any way with the Merriman Institute.”

Merriman looked concerned – as well he might – but not surprised. “Official inquiries?”

“Mais oui. However, it is an interesting question, which officials. One receives an official inquiry. How does one know whether that agency is acting on its own or on behalf of another agency that prefers to remain in the background?”

CT pulled on his cigarette – Americans would say he took a long drag on it – and frowned, thinking hard. “Your initial inquiries hit a tripwire.”

“Naturally I have assigned intermediaries to –” I hesitated, looking for the word.

“Nose around.”

“Yes, that is the American expression, I suppose, to nose around. They will look quietly, and in such a way as not to lead back to me.” I stubbed out my cigarette. “So, what I learned in one short day dismays me, my friend. These are the inquiries we know of at this moment. There may have been more, perhaps many more. We continue to inquire, of course.”

He was still pulling hard on his cigarette. “Did any of these agencies offer information?”

I looked at him with even more interest. “You ask, did any of them begin planting seeds of distrust? Make a note, Louis. That is a subject for inquiry.”

CT finished his cigarette and took another when I offered it. “It certainly suggests an unhealthy interest, Henri. But it is not a surprise.”

“Pardon, my friend. There is more. Last year, a few weeks after I made my initial inquiries about the C.T. Merriman Institute, I received a visit from a government minister. A minister of my government, not yours. Not a telephone call, not a note. A visit. With friendly intent, he wishes to let me know that I might be wise to consider not allowing my daughter to participate in programs there. Naturally, I inquire into his reasons, and he informs me that his ministry has received information that the institute’s technology may be hazardous to the mental health of those who use it. This is confidential information for the moment, of course, because it is only recently received, and they are in the process of validating the information, but he, as my friend – which he is not – thought it incumbent to offer an informal word of caution. I thanked him for his courtesy and his consideration, and told him that his warning would be given all consideration.”

To my surprise, McChesney spoke. “Meaning you got rid of him politely and forgot about it.”

“I was polite, yes, Mr. McChesney. I was raised to be polite. But it is not my way to forget, but to remember. However, neither is it my way to make decisions from any single source of information. When possible, I wait for patterns to emerge.” I returned to C.T. “As it happened, his warning was followed by others in succeeding months. One from the province of Quebec, others from different United States agencies, and now one from the government in Ottawa.”

“That’s a lot of friendship,” C.T. said.

“Yes, I thought so as well. A lot of friendship, all with only my best interests in mind and no thought of reward. Remarkable, was it not?”

“Very. It sounds like the usual government overkill. Too many agencies stirring the pot, too many inquiries in too many directions. So how did you respond?”

“I set investigations into motion.” I glanced around to include the others. “These things are not as they are portrayed in the movies. It is not a matter of getting one person to ‘spill the beans,’ as you say. It more closely resembles the process of assembling a mosaic, one tile at a time. One hears one thing from this one, and another thing from that one, and a third thing from yet another one.”

“Sure, that’s basic intelligence work,” C.T. said. “Keep adding to what you know. It’s been a long time since my Navy days, but the principles don’t change.”

“Bien, you understand me, as I expected you would. So. I have two men, business rivals, but men whom I trust absolutely. I and they have been friends and associates since we were boys together. We made our First Communion together, if that means anything to you.”

“You’re saying you go back about as far as you or they can remember.”

“Precisely. And thus we are connected in ways that might be missed by outsiders like American non-Catholics looking only at professional or economic relationships. Each one has his own network of friends and acquaintances and employees and agents, and therefore from them I learned more about what was being done than these people realize. I will not provide details; I must preserve confidential relationships. But I expect to know quite a bit more, quite soon.”

.5.

CT turned to his employee. “Mick. What we are about to discuss is to be told to nobody. Not Sandy, not Jim. Nobody.” He turned back to me. “What you have just told us helps me put some things into context. I have been expecting something like this for years, worrying about attracting too much attention. I have nightmares about the Reverend Johnny Hunterdon, down the road, suddenly taking it on himself to lead his flock here with torches and burn us out. Crazier things have happened. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross got burned out, what makes us immune? But I’m old enough now, I thought maybe my luck would hold for a few more years. I have been hoping maybe to hold on at least until I died and it would be somebody else’s problem. I cut the budget to the bone, for one thing, so that if we came on hard times, we would be able to hold on as long as we could. I knew as well as anybody that playing defense rarely wins wars, but I was hoping to run out the clock. I see we’ll
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