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Praise for MAYA BLUE


“Brenda survived a remarkable journey. She has my admiration.”

—Dr. Jeffrey Wigand, Big Tobacco whistleblower, former VP of research at Brown & Williamson. Academy Award-nominated film, The Insider, is based on Wigand.

“Moving at a relentless pace . . . Maya Blue is a harrowing memoir about existence on the edge and living to tell about it.”

—Foreword Reviews 

“A memoir of unusual strength, resilience, resonance, and purpose. . . . At times, astonished readers will do well to stop reading for a moment and remind themselves that the experiences of this remarkable woman and brilliant storyteller are distilled from real life rather than the sweeping imagination of a titan of fiction.”

—Readers’ Favorite, Five Stars

“Brenda Coffee is the embodiment of bravery, strength, and courage, a badass woman who teaches us to advocate for ourselves.”

—Grace Kraaijvanger, founder and CEO, The Hivery

“Coffee rises to show us what it means to be resilient, to fight for one’s survival. You won't be able to put this one down.”

—Laura Whitfield, author of Untethered: Faith, Failure, and Finding Solid Ground
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For Philip: Your story shouldn’t have ended this way. 



And for the readers of my blog and people everywhere: You can survive almost anything. 




Maya Blue, noun

[mī-ǝ ‘blü]

1: An azure blue pigment used by the cultures of pre-Columbian Mesoamerica such as the Maya and the Aztecs to paint ceramics, the carved relief figures on stone pyramids, and the bodies of human sacrifices. Because this vibrant blue color has proven immune to the passage of time, temperature, and modern solvents, it is still visible centuries later and is thought to be the strongest, most resilient pigment ever created.

2: The vibrant blue color in the center of a flame.




“She wore her scars as her best attire. A stunning dress made of hellfire.”

—T.L. Martin
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PROLOGUE


IT WAS A FAIRY TALE UNTIL IT WASN’T. FOR A LONG TIME, these were the only words that came to mind when I thought about my twenties and thirties. I’d pasted over the stories of what really happened as though they were generic captions in a family photo album. “Philip,” “Christmas,” and “Guatemala.” The titles alluded to events that were shocking and almost always dangerous, but I’d put these memories in a box and hidden them in the back of my emotional closet. A life I kept secret. One that made it hard to make friends with people who lived a more normal life. People with families, children, and conventional jobs.

Looking back, I’m amazed I survived any of it, and it makes me sad to think how close I came to losing myself. How sometimes I did things not because I wanted to—things that weren’t always in my best interest—but because I wanted to please my first husband, Philip Ray.

As a child, I grew up feeling abandoned by a father who raised me like I was a boarding student at a military academy and a mentally ill mother I role-reversed with after he died. At thirteen, I abandoned myself and pretended I wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone. It was the only way I could take on such a job, but it kept me from discovering who I was and what I needed. It was a pattern I followed for much of my adult life.

My second husband, James Coffee, came into my life after the fairy tale had shattered into a million unrecognizable pieces. He gave me a soft place to fall, and I told him everything. All of it, because it was time to let it go. James made me feel safe, something that up until then had been only a word in the dictionary. He gave me the courage to share my story—the trauma and the abuse—but when I did, there were people who didn’t believe me. My story is a lot to take in. I get that. It’s far outside the norm.

Not long ago a trusted friend told me, “Most people don’t believe 95 percent of what comes out of your mouth.” She was referring to a group we belonged to, one that supported me during my breast cancer, after James died unexpectedly on Christmas, and when my mother died of dementia.

At first, I was stunned by her statement. How could the people I loved think I wasn’t telling them the truth? My astonishment soon gave way to months of depression. My despondency turned to anger, and I wondered why it was so difficult for them to believe someone had lived a very different life from theirs. I understood they didn’t have a personal frame of reference for the life I’d led, but why, in their minds, did my journey have to be a lie?

Over the years, the readers of my popular blog have been the ones who’ve encouraged me to write this book. They often tell me they’re amazed and inspired by my life, and how I’ve managed to remain strong and upbeat. “You give me the courage to face and embrace the unknown and to know there is nothing I may face that can break me.” But they know only a fraction of my story. One reader left me an insightful comment that was more on target than she could have imagined: “If these are the stories you’re willing to share with us, what are the ones you haven’t told us?”

Writing this book has helped me embrace the parts of myself I surrendered in order to be loved. The ones that allowed me to swallow the worst days of my life for fear of being judged, and to ignore my soul that was battered and in need of nourishment. I look back at my younger self with compassion and sometimes with my mouth agape. I’ve traveled a long road to get to this point, but I’m a woman who’s come home to herself, and I’m grateful to be here. I’m lucky to be alive, but more than that, I’m content with where I am. It’s one of the things I value most.

I’ve written this book for every person who’s afraid to tell their story for fear they won’t be believed. For the people who’ve been hiding in self-imposed isolation and imprisonment because their truth is inconvenient or dangerous. If these people are like me, the voluntary gag order they’ve charged themselves with has everything to do with the shame they fear could ensue if they spoke their truth. I know why people say, “I’m fine,” when inside they’re coming apart, and I’m here to tell you: No matter what, never surrender your voice.

Speaking your truth is the most valuable power you have and with it, you can survive almost anything. But before you get to the point where your strength is tested—and it will be—know with every fiber of your being that you are stronger than you could ever imagine. I hope my story gives voice to yours, but more than that, I hope it offers you strength.






PART ONETHE SPY HOUSE ON THE HILL


“At the end of the day, it isn’t where I came from. Maybe home is somewhere I’m going and have never been before.”

—WARSAN SHIRE
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CHAPTER ONE


I’VE BEEN WATCHING HIM THROUGH THE BINOCULARS from my bedroom window. A big burly weightlifter type, wearing a short-sleeved polo shirt that looks two sizes too small for him. A few moments ago he set off the alarm inside the house when he ignored the Private Property—No Trespassing sign and did a one-handed vault over the gate at the foot of our driveway. Like jumping over one of those plastic safety gates that keep puppies and children from falling down stairs, he made it look effortless. With long purposeful strides, he hikes up the hill to the house and then takes the winding front steps two at a time.

When I open the front door, there’s no, “Hi, my name is . . .” He skips the niceties and gets straight to the point.

“I have it on good authority that whoever lives here needs a bodyguard.” He pauses long enough for the full measure of what he said to register and then adds, “And they better watch their step.” His voice is even and well-modulated, with no hint of the implied threat he just delivered, and his eyes drill into mine like he has every right to be here.

Up close, he’s taller than I first thought, and his chest and upper arms look as though they’re straining to break free from his shirt. He’s an exaggerated muscle man clothed in preppy orange sherbet with a tiny polo player on his chest.

My first inclination is to ask how he knows we need a bodyguard. Instead, I swallow the urge to engage him in conversation. This is the kind of moment I’m good at. Pretending I’m fine and not afraid of anything when I’m not fine. Dubious skills I’ve raised to an art form.

In a tone as calm as his, I look at him and say, “You must have the wrong house.” We both know that’s not true. For starters, there are no other houses anywhere near where I live.

I close the door in his face and watch him retrace his steps down the hill. He pauses for a moment until he sees me, standing in the window, watching him through the binoculars. For a time he fades from view, concealed by the six matching post oak trees that arch from either side of my driveway and meet in the middle like a dappled green porte cochere. When he emerges on the other side of the trees he vaults over the gate, swinging his body in one continuous movement as though he’s an Olympic gymnast. I watch as he crosses the road and disappears down the access road of the freeway like he’s never been to my house and knows nothing about me or my husband, Philip.

The burly guy was the messenger, but the real question is: Who’s brazen enough to send such a malevolent message? It’s not the first. Especially if I count the men in suits, driving a four-door sedan, who stop at the foot of our hill and empty the contents of our garbage can into their trunk. But even that wasn’t the first time.

I steady my binoculars and focus on the Exxon station across the street, searching for signs of the stranger who knocked on our door. Until now, I didn’t have a possible face to go with the voices I heard outside my bedroom window or the shadows that moved back and forth in the gap between the bottom of the bedroom door and the floor. Perhaps he was the one who’d brushed up against the other side of the door when Philip was passed out in bed beside me. A result of too much cocaine and alcohol.

The sickly little girl I used to be, the one with asthma who slept on four and sometimes five pillows just to breathe, never could have imagined she would one day pull a shotgun from a secret compartment next to her bed. Or that she would walk naked and barefoot to the door and chamber a round—an unmistakable sound to anyone who isn’t deaf—and fling open the door in time to see three grown men, tripping over one another as they stumbled down the stairs and out the dungeon door. Men in dark slacks who’d overridden our alarm system, not punks in blue jeans who’d busted open a window to steal a stereo. But even that wasn’t the first time, or the second, or the third. And I can’t forget the people who break into Philip’s lab, or rifle through the papers on my desk upstairs, or leave my sheer black thigh-highs in the same drawer as my belts. Something I would never do.

I sink into the sofa in front of the bedroom window and scan the driveway and the bottom of our hill at the intersection where Judson Road crosses over the freeway. There’s an endless line of traffic on IH-35, the north-south interstate that stretches from the Mexican border, past my house in San Antonio, Texas, up through the American heartland to Duluth, Minnesota. Like every other day, it’s bustling with cars and midsize trucks and eighteen-wheelers. Busy people going about their day, oblivious to the sinister stranger who knocked on my door. People who are clueless about the respected Dr. Jekyll and the haunted Mr. Hyde who’s crept into my bed. The same man who’s my husband and, until three years ago when the cocaine and alcohol took over, made me feel safe and loved.

Perhaps I’m reading more into the burly guy’s message than I should. Maybe he’d been playing a prank, or maybe he was one of the curiosity seekers who wanted to say they’d been to the infamous “Spy House on the Hill.”

Like the old man and his granddaughter who let carrier pigeons go in our driveway, or the notorious “motorcycle club” who brought a professional photographer with his panorama camera to take their Christmas card photo in the same place. Twenty members—one with a small silver skull braided into his beard—wearing matching vests had roared up our hill and parked their bikes side-by-side as the sun set and the city lights shimmered behind them, and their motorcycle babes stood off to the side and watched.

I’ve lived here for ten years, behind a locked gate on the highest hill in town. Even before we bought the abandoned “Spy House on the Hill,” as it’s known, it was a place wrapped in mystery and fabled stories. It’s one of those houses people talk about and wonder who lives here. If the stories about it are true. An intriguing dwelling shrouded in history and hearsay. A three-story, 6,400-square-foot Art Deco treasure that safeguards and yet screams of scandalous secrets hidden inside.

This afternoon, before the burly guy knocked on my door, I’d been sitting here trying to get a handle on how my life had gotten so far off track. It’s difficult to comprehend that I’m at the center of another one of the house’s shocking secrets. One that began with my husband, Jon Philip Ray, a brilliant and prominent entrepreneur admired by everyone, a man I’ve loved and worshipped most of my adult life—since we first started seeing one another when I was twenty-one and he was thirty-three. But now we’re keeping a secret so dark, it feels as though we’ve descended into quicksand, and the only way out has collapsed into a sinkhole behind us.

The stranger at my door has confirmed what I’ve known since childhood: Neither my parents, my husband, a locked gate, the sign at the foot of the hill, nor an alarm system can protect me. I’m the only one I can count on to be here for myself, and I live in a world where I’m afraid to show my vulnerabilities for fear they will rob me of the strength I need to survive. But I don’t allow myself to dwell on these things or I’ll stay rooted in fear and wind up powerless like Mother.

I’ve never understood why Mother likes being the victim. I didn’t get that gene or maybe I’ve edited it out of my DNA. As far back as I can remember, even before we role-reversed, I was the grownup in our relationship: ready, if necessary, to respond to her emotional meltdowns. Even as a young child, I knew how to hang on and survive in a crisis.

“You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” she’s fond of saying. Sometimes she’ll quote from My Fair Lady and drop the “H” from Henry and Higgins as Eliza Dolittle does. “You think I should be in the looney bin! Well, just you wait ‘enry ‘iggins. Just you wait!”

When there are no further signs of the burly guy, or of “Guido and Little Louie,” the names Philip and I’ve given the guys who steal our garbage and the ones who break into our home, I return the binoculars to the windowsill. Maybe instead of sitting here, thinking about them, I should be asking myself how Philip got so far off course. He’s the last person anyone would suspect of making drugs. Cocaine to be exact.

Or maybe instead of wondering how Philip lost his way, I should be asking myself why I haven’t asked him to stop what he’s doing. Why I haven’t said, “Shut down the lab, or I’m leaving you.”
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CHAPTER TWO


Three Years Ago

I’M RESTORING THE LEGENDARY SPY HOUSE ON THE HILL one room at a time. I’ve taught myself how to patch plaster walls and how to remove bad patch jobs down to the original chicken wire, and I know the house down to its bare wood studs. I’m turning an ugly duckling into a swan and making it my own. It’s detailed and tedious, but this house has my heart. Common sense tells me inanimate objects don’t have feelings, but sometimes I imagine this house loves me as much as I love it.

This morning I’m working on the original crown molding where the wall meets the ceiling. When I stop to clean the plaster from the small trowel in my hand, I’m reminded of the first day Philip and I walked through the front door. Our friend, a real estate investor who owned it before us, had warned us the house needed a lot of work.

“It’s been abandoned for years and in shabby condition,” he said. “It’s the place where kids go to party and vagrants spend the night. My wife doesn’t want anything to do with it. The house scares her.”

That first day, it was obvious this wasn’t an ordinary house. The majestic bedroom overlooked the city and the ornate Art Deco his and hers dressing rooms exuded round-the-clock whiffs of glamour and mystery that wafted their way through most of the house. The dirty wall-to-wall gold carpeting was strewn with empty beer cans, and the walls were scrawled with graffiti, but I could see past the cosmetic blemishes to the bone structure of the house. Even in its initial state of disrepair, it was breathtaking. I didn’t need to go any further. I loved this house, and I could see us being happy here.

I remember the way Philip took my hand. How we’d stood spellbound as the city unfolded at our feet. Philip, who’d lived in a one-room tin shack with a dirt floor as a boy, and me, the little girl who’d lived in a small square house with an erratic and emotionally unstable mother.

“You’re going to have to carry me out of here in a pine box,” I’d told him. We’d looked at one another and, without saying another word, we knew we were home. A brand-new feeling washed over me that day: a sense of permanence and belonging, and I knew our adventurous, adrenaline-filled life would have roots and room to grow.

As I finish cleaning the trowel in my hand, I’m startled to see a man outside on our veranda. He’s waving at me through the picture window.

“Mitch Krueger suggested I stop by and tell you what I know about the house,” I can hear him say.

I don’t recognize him, but if our friend, Mitch, the one we bought the house from, suggested he should stop by, then that’s good enough for me.

The man on the veranda is old enough to be my grandfather, and once he takes off his cowboy hat, I can see the contrast between his tanned face and the top of his pale, smooth bald head. When I open the door, he extends his hand. It has the rough texture of a working man’s hand.

“Do you know how the Spy House got its name?” he asks.

“My husband and I’ve heard rumors that Nazi spies lived here, but we don’t know if they’re true.”

“Oh, they’re true all right. I was a young officer with the Bexar County Sheriff ’s posse when they arrested them. This was the perfect place for the Nazis to keep an eye on how America’s war effort was escalating during World War II.” He points to the wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room. “They spied on Randolph Air Force Base over there and kept track of the number of pilots they trained.”

His story rings true because, on a clear day, I can read the names on the pilot’s flight suits with the Celestron 8 telescope our friend, Rick, keeps in our living room. A fitting accent piece for the Spy House on the Hill.

“Have you discovered the secret room yet?”

The words “secret room” thrill me with the prospect of something eerie and exciting and reminds me of the Nancy Drew mysteries I devoured as a kid.

“No, but if I had to guess, I’d say it has something to do with the deadbolt locks upstairs.”

“Well, what do you know! They’re still there.”

Without asking for permission, this man, who seems to know more about my house than I do, bounds up the stairs to the third floor. At the top of the landing, he pauses to catch his breath.

“I’m not as young as I used to be.” In the wide hallway outside my office, he points to three closets next to one another. “The spies kept their communication room up here, but you have to know the precise place to push on the wall, or you’ll never find it.”

Inside, the closets look like any cedar-lined closets used to store sweaters and winter coats to protect them from moths. The retired sheriff makes sure I’m watching as he opens the closet on the left and then pushes on the coat hook in the center of the wall. As if by magic, the wall swings open to reveal an empty space.

I glance inside and back at him with wide eyes. “No way!” He wasn’t kidding. There’s a secret room in my house. My very own Nancy Drew mystery. It’s easy to see the retired sheriff is happy he’s the one who showed it to me.

“When we made the arrest, this room was filled with maps and radios and a telescope. The cabinets above the closet. Have you looked inside those yet? You’ll need a ladder, but . . .”

Before he can finish his sentence, I’ve retrieved the ladder I’ve been using to paint the walls in my office. I climb the bottom two rungs and open the cabinet door on the wall above the secret room. The first thing I see is an old porcelain light fixture with a beaded metal chain hanging down. When I pull on the metal strand, the light comes on.

“Amazing! After all these years, the lightbulb’s still good.”

“What do you see?” he asks.

“It’s bigger than a crawl space but not big enough to stand upright in, and it wraps around behind the other two closets. And there’s an old hot plate plugged into the wall.”

My mind is spinning with my new discoveries, but most of all, I’m astonished to be peering into history. The lights and the hot plate tell me the spies were prepared in case they needed to spend an extended time in hiding. With my next breath, my excitement dissolves into something sinister and evil.

“There’s a Nazi swastika carved into the wall.” I hesitate, then lightly trace the symbol with my finger. I imagine the crawl space and the secret room when it was full of telescopes and radios and Nazi officers. Did they wear their uniforms when they were here, or on the off chance a stranger might stop by, perhaps they dressed like Americans to blend in with the locals? One thing is for sure. I will never think about my office and the closets upstairs in the same way again. If only this house could talk.

Before he leaves, the sheriff shows me more secrets my house has been keeping: the hidden wall safes downstairs. One is in my dressing room closet, and there’s a matching one in Philip’s dressing room closet as well. Like the secret room on the third floor, it’s all about knowing the right place to push on the wall.

In the closed position, the cedar paneling on the safe’s exterior fits neatly into place with the rest of the paneling around it. As though I’m performing a magic trick, I delight in sliding the paneling up to reveal the hidden safe and back down again to make it disappear. Now you see it, now you don’t. I could have lived here forever and never discovered any of them.

Inside is an area tall enough to fit four or five books, standing upright, plus there are two dovetailed wooden drawers with brass pull rings. The workmanship is precise and beautiful, and I wonder what the Nazi spies kept hidden here. I’m almost giddy over my newfound covert compartments. Oh, the things I could safeguard there, and if need be—although I don’t know why— Philip and I could hide in the secret room upstairs.

But the most intriguing thing I’ve discovered about this house is not the secret room or the wall safes. It’s something most people will never experience or understand. This isn’t a house where you close the door and live here. Instead, you put it on and wear it like you would your most intimate piece of clothing.

The house has seduced us. It’s become a part of us, our moods, and the way we think. Living here is a way of life, and except for Philip’s project in the dungeon, I love everything about it.
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CHAPTER THREE


THE SPY HOUSE ON THE HILL BEGAN AS A SMALL one-story rock structure built in the early 1900s, twenty miles from downtown San Antonio. In the 1930s, it became the centerpiece for the larger three-story house constructed around it. Inside the walls of the old rock house, in the heart of the dungeon, is where Philip has set up an organic synthesis chemistry lab.

As I flip on the downstairs light, I’m reminded of why I call this place the dungeon. Beginning with the hollow sound my feet make on the wooden staircase, there’s something down here that makes the hair on my arms stand at attention. The rest of the house is open and full of light, but down here, it’s dark and dank. It’s the place where scorpions thrive, and the back of my neck crawls with the feeling something terrible happened here, but for some reason, I don’t think it’s related to the Nazi spies.

The door to the lab is open, and Philip is taking the tare weight of a glass beaker. He looks happy and content, absorbed in his project, a self-taught organic synthesis chemist, making complex molecules that have never existed before and reducing them like a chef reduces a roux.

He sees me standing in the doorway. “Careful what you touch.” He doesn’t have to say anything more because I know his rules about the lab are hard and firm. “Everything down here is poisonous.”

Everything down here is poisonous. He reconfirms my feelings about the dungeon. It already has an unspoken “Danger Keep Out” sign, but now he’s raised the stakes by working down here with caustic chemicals.

“Have you ever seen mercury?” he asks.

I shake my head no and move closer as he dons a pair of thick orange rubber gloves and opens a sealed airtight cylinder. He peels back the top. Inside is a round slab of mercury.

While I’ve been restoring the rest of the house, Philip has transformed the kitchen in the old rock farmhouse into a scientific laboratory. He’s built a worktable next to the original chipped white porcelain sink and installed an overhead vent hood with a fan designed to take any toxic fumes outside. He’s made sure the shower and the toilet in the old bathroom are in working order, he’s purchased fire extinguishers and a new refrigerator, and he’s made it clear that food and drink are not allowed inside.

“See how it’s this dull grey on the outside? Watch what happens when I cut into it.” The round piece of mercury cuts like butter, and inside it looks like polished sterling silver. “It won’t take long before it oxidizes and turns grey like it has on the outside.”

On the worktable in front of him are varying sizes of Pyrex glass beakers, Erlenmeyer flasks, and clear glass condensation coils that remind me of long pieces of fusilli pasta. There are glass separatory funnels that would be perfect for separating grease from homemade chicken stock, glass pipettes, thermometers, a Corning Ware magnetic stir plate, and a small torch he uses to make glass stir rods.

“Now watch what happens when I break the tiny piece I just cut.”

He grins at me like a kid with a secret. His enthusiasm for science is contagious, and he makes learning—about everything— fun. He’s like living with Mr. Wizard, and there’s nothing better than seeing his eyes light up when he has a challenge. It wasn’t long ago I thought I’d never see that look again, but then we didn’t know a week without Valium could cause seizures. Valium is the little round pill he takes to shut down his brilliant mind long enough to let him sleep.

With the flat blade of his knife, he gently smashes the small piece of mercury, and like magic it turns into a dozen shiny silver balls the size of BBs that begin rolling across the table. With a gloved hand, he gathers them up and puts them in a special trash container.

“Mercury’s deadly to touch or inhale. It’s one of the reasons for the vent hood.”

Nothing topples Philip Ray. He is a tower of strength and logic, but the morning I now think of as “the Valium incident,” he’d marched back and forth across the top of our king-sized bed, unable to string a simple sentence together. We were thousands of miles away from home, and he’d forgotten to refill his prescription before we left. After a week without Valium, he’d started rocking back and forth. A doctor we didn’t know checked him into a local psych ward. I watched through reinforced glass panes in a pair of locked double doors as he was led away in a white canvas straitjacket, his arms buckled behind his back. Then, as well as now, he won’t discuss it. All I know is the experience has changed him.

Now, as I listen to him tell me about mercury, it occurs to me he would make a great teacher. Perhaps it’s on his list of future careers. I hope he begins thinking about one of them soon. I’ve done everything I can to help him find the old Philip: the happy man he was before accidentally going cold turkey on Valium had rewired the way the synapses fire in his brain.

I don’t like what he’s doing down here in the lab, but if I’m honest with myself, I’ve played a part in this too. I’ve enabled him by staying silent because I’ve always trusted him to do what’s in our best interest.

No . . . that’s not the reason I’ve stayed silent. It’s what he said to me in the early days of our relationship. This is my train, and you’re welcome to ride it. If at any time you don’t like the destination, you’re free to get off, but you won’t find a better ride anywhere.

His declaration has made an indelible tattoo on my brain. He might as well have stamped it there with a branding iron because ten years later, the same statement continues to take up a vast amount of real estate in my head. It’s why I’ve always wanted what he wants. I’m driven by this low-grade fear that I might be asked to get off at the next stop.

Everything I do is because of, and for, him. Since the day we started seeing one another, I’ve wanted to be like no woman Jon Philip Ray has met or ever would meet. I wanted to be the one he couldn’t live without. I’ve reinvented myself from the little girl with asthma who couldn’t take PE or play outside to a woman who does almost anything he wants whether it’s adventurous, dangerous, sexual, or illegal, but I’ve done more than that. I’m complicit in a drug lab.
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CHAPTER FOUR


REGARDLESS OF WHAT I’M DOING, MY THOUGHTS ARE never far from what’s happening in the dungeon. Philip didn’t set out to build a drug lab, but after the Valium incident, he wanted time away from the business world and the rigors of starting another public company like Datapoint Corporation. Philip and his business partner conceptualized and developed the world’s first desktop computer terminal, the Datapoint 3300, followed by the first smart personal computer, the Datapoint 2200. Wall Street predicted it would change the world, and it has.

“I want a one-man project that doesn’t involve writing business plans and raising money for risky startups, or dealing with temperamental geniuses and anxious investors,” he’d told me. Something that would be more challenging than the gold and silver lost-wax castings we made from the scorpions and spiders and leaves we found in the backyard. A hobby that was good for killing time until he got himself on track, again.

The idea to make cocaine had come from an unlikely source: a flawless diamond we saw at the Smithsonian Institution’s Museum of Natural History. The stunning stone wasn’t a synthetic imposter like the ones advertised on late-night TV for “three easy payments of thirty-nine, ninety-nine.” The dazzling stone was a real diamond, made by General Electric, and it had resurrected Philip’s lifelong interest in what he calls “increased value.”

“This diamond began as something that had little or no value,” he’d explained that day. “It’s carbon, together with extreme amounts of heat and pressure, that’s been transformed into something of greater value. Like when my brother turned a small block of wood into a model car and won a full-ride college scholarship.”

He didn’t bring it up, but I know the first microprocessor, known as the 8008 computer on a chip that he and his company, Datapoint, invented is another example of increased value. The chip began with silicon and oxygen and is now the future of medicine and motion pictures, hairdryers, and haute couture.

“I wonder if anyone’s figured out how to make real emeralds?” he’d asked that day.

Emeralds are Philip’s favorite stone, and I could see him heading up a technology-based effort to make real emeralds. It was a perfect fit. A suitable venture that could put the Valium incident in the rearview mirror.

I know my way around a library, especially the library at Trinity University where I graduated. It’s the same library where I research places for us to dig for truncated quartz and amethyst crystals along with azurite and malachite in abandoned silver mines in New Mexico, Arizona, and Mexico and undiscovered Maya ruins in the jungles of the Yucatán. When I researched manmade emeralds, I discovered someone had already done it, but instead of being disappointed with my news, Philip had handed me the weekly news magazine he’d been reading. The cover story was about cocaine.


The expensive white powder
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