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Just before starting the trip back down the mountain there would be a creak and a crackle, followed by a lurching forward that, even though expected, was still startling. Where once there had been at least the appearance of being perched on the side of a mountain – however precariously – there would be no sign of anything of substance between the wooden cable-car and the ground far below. I would wonder for a moment why I didn’t seem to be falling and then the car would round the crest just outside of the mountain-top station and the tracks of the sheer incline would appear again before me. Today I imagine it would be akin to one of those high-tech roller-coasters that leave a person hanging at the very top of the climb with nothing beneath one’s feet. 

Indeed, this may have been very high-tech when it was built in the dawn of the twentieth century, but it certainly bore no resemblance to what was cutting-edge even in the 1960s. Nonetheless, this was no roller-coaster and the cable car was always on the ground, so when suddenly there is no ground, there may be cause for concern. Such was the thrill of riding on the cable-car that hauled sightseers and families like mine out for a picnic, up and down Mt. Beacon.  

Mt. Beacon? Kind of sounds as if I just made it up, but I didn’t. It actually has a rather prominent place in American history. Speaking from my childhood perspective, however, Beacon was simply the town where my father’s grandfather had lived in upstate New York. I never met the man; he passed away long before I was born, as did my own grandfather. And it has only been recently that I’ve known where in Beacon his house stood. In fact, it is still there. But one way or the other, Beacon is where my father spent many of his childhood summers and where his family, and eventually he and his young wife, would visit.

The stories I was told were of an eccentric hardworking martinet who ran a tight ship at home as well as at the family butter and egg business in the Bronx. Just as an example of how tight a ship, in 1937 he was written up in Ripley’s Believe it or Not for having commuted to work by train from Beacon to New York City every day for more than forty years without missing a day. Actually, I can’t recall how many different stories I ever heard of visits to my great-grandfather’s house because they all really seemed to cling to the same theme. That is, one was to be in the house at the appointed time for dinner, which was an affair that demanded decorum and continued until grandfather indicated that all were dismissed. 

And grandfather apparently had a comment about everything and expected that there would be no challenge to whatever he’d said. As one might expect, the family got its butter and eggs from the business. My mother once mentioned that there had been a fly in a package of butter she’d opened. His response was a curt, “How much did you pay for that butter?” And that was that. I recall my father telling the story about the day his father, having scrimped and saved working in the family business, proudly showed his new automobile to his father. Grandfather’s comment was simple: if he could afford such a car then he was being paid too much, and so the next day he cut his salary. These were the sort of tales I heard. And yet, I never had the feeling that this was a person who was disliked, nor that it was a chore to travel from the city to visit him. It was just the way it was. And that, too, began to emerge as a theme in the mysterious story of Beacon.

From a geographical perspective, which if nothing else is a less mysterious topic, Beacon is located along the banks of the Hudson River about 60 miles north of New York City. As the highest peak in the Hudson Highlands, it was during the American Revolution that the Continental Army burned fires atop Mt. Beacon signaling the movement of British ships on the river.

The inclined railway that now ferried people up and down the mountainside had been constructed in 1902. Otis Elevator Company engineered it and oversaw the project. Not long after the “the world’s steepest passenger funicular” began service, a very swanky hotel and resort were opened at the top. As the story goes, the hotel caught fire one evening but when the firefighters reached the cable car station at the foot of the mountain the operator wanted fares from each of them before sending the car up. By the time the argument was settled there was no longer a hotel to save. Perhaps that is just the stuff of urban legends, perhaps not, but the hotel that was once there did, in fact, burn down. The resort and casino fire of 1927, followed by the onset of the Great Depression, signaled an uphill (so to speak) - and losing - battle to realize the glory days of the 1910s and 20s. By the time the railway closed for good in 1978, a dilapidated testament to better years was all that remained. 

My personal experiences with Mt. Beacon were in the 1950s and 60s at a time when even to this young boy the attraction already seemed to be breathing its last breaths. Nonetheless, those family trips to the mountain top were always a curiously exciting affair. Of course, the cable-car ride was thrilling in its perceived danger. There was the simple fact of a 74% grade coupled with the feeling that at any moment the last bit of rust holding some key components together would give up the ghost. Still, it was discernible that at one time the mountain top destination was something. There had obviously been a period in time when it was the place to be. After all, the cable-car had to have served a greater purpose than just shuffling a few picnickers back and forth.

And then there were the few curious buildings atop the mountain. One of those structures remaining during my time was a large open-air ballroom with a veranda that overlooked the canopy of tree tops sloping down to the Hudson River. From what I’ve learned, this was the rebuilt casino that, had it not been for the crash of ‘29, may have brought the resort back to life. Yet for as many years as we traveled here for family gatherings of one sort or another, there never appeared to be any signs of life to the ballroom. 

It was open in the regard that one could walk in and out of it, but I never saw anyone attending to it. It was clean in a dusty sort of way. What I mean is that despite the lack of activity there was never anyone chasing us kids out when we happened to wander in. We could run around the dance floor, pretend to play on the bandstand, or just stand at the edge of the veranda and watch for boats on the river. It was a place that was not quite alive, not quite gone, but always appearing as if on its deathbed - as if given just a few more minutes someone would come along to board it up and lock it down as we stood there and watched. But that never happened in the years that we visited.

Yet, as the number of my visits to Mt. Beacon began to rise, I increasingly had the feeling that there had been a time when on particular evenings, under very special circumstances, and of its own accord, this ballroom must have been illuminated in a misty glow and played host to an array of party-goers having the nights of their lives on that dance floor. I could imagine people ascending the side of the mountain, resplendent in their formal attire, at a time when the cable-cars did not creak and crackle and when their rakish slant, matching the incline of the mountain, was an exhilarating sight.

Perhaps the evening would begin gradually, sipping a cocktail and wandering around the veranda in light conversation. Then, as dusk crept over the mountainside they would find themselves mesmerized watching the sun disappear in the distance on the far side of the Hudson. A tap would be heard and the band-leader would bring the music of the night to life. In the hours that ensued, hearts raced, and dreams danced their way to within seconds of becoming reality as couples whirled, glided, and swooned to the sounds of the orchestra. Much too soon the dancers would hear the first strains of After the Ball is Over and hold tightly to their partner for one last dance. It’s curious, really, that having gotten older and presumably wiser, I entertain the possibility of stepping into a mix of waltzing patrons as if, in some dimension, they are still here. And I wonder about that.

The hotel and the ballroom, however, were not the only structures to be found overlooking the valley back in the day. Just a short distance up the dirt roadway from where the hotel had stood could be found the remains of maybe half a dozen or more private homes. These were not huge dwellings by any means but were substantial vacation homes that I surmise belonged to well-to-do folks. There’s nothing strange about that, of course. However, what was strange was that all of the homes looked as if one day it had been decided that no one could go back anymore. This presumably had nothing to do with the fire of 1927, the homes were not that old, and it was not that folks didn’t want to go back, but instead for some reason they could not go back, and all was left just as it was. 

Maybe I shouldn’t be admitting this, but as kids we would – let me say, gain access – to some of these homes. The layers of dust inside could be measured with a ruler, but everything was there. The furnishings had been left behind. Some homes had dishes and cups still on the shelves. Yet the premises were utterly, completely, and long-ago abandoned. And so the homes stood quietly cloistered among the encroaching tree branches watching over the valley but lacking the elan vital necessary to do anything about their existence. 

I would ask my father why the homes were like this since having spent so much time in Beacon he was my best source of information. And indeed he knew all sorts of things about the town and always spoke fondly of it. But I could not seem to get a good response about these homes perched on a mountainside. And that seemed to be the story for the entire area: obvious that it had been something, and just as obvious that it went silent –very silent – all at once. It was becoming a broadening mystery to me how matters atop this imposing mountain were always explained as simply “that’s just the way it is.”

There was, however, just one more anomaly that haunted this picture of Mt. Beacon for me. It was pretty much tradition that on each visit we would walk along the dirt road to the monument that overlooked the valley below. The Melzingah Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution had commissioned construction of the monument in 1900 on the original site of the signal fires that had been used during the American Revolutionary War. It is a stone obelisk similar in shape, though by no means in height, to the Washington Monument. Truth be told, to a kid like me at the time it was just another monument to something or other.

What was intriguing, however, was the array of strange radio antennas that stood nearby. There was a little fence around them, as if they might try to escape. I had never seen antennas like these before, and found it curious that here they were in an otherwise desolate area. OK, it makes sense for big antennas to be in a fairly isolated and inaccessible area on top of a mountain, but the picture just didn’t seem “right” for some reason. These antennas were strangely shaped and unfamiliar. And they were definitely high-tech well before high-tech was a term that anybody knew. It just didn’t fit.

And so despite all the times that our family traveled to Beacon, for all the rides up and down the mountain, these are the handful of memories that stayed with me for years afterward: a rickety cable-car, a by-gone ballroom, an array of abandoned homes, and a science-fiction-like stand of antennas. Though the swirl of images seemed chaotic, there was nonetheless a particular picture here. But it would take me decades to put it all together.
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A funny thing happened that pretty much derailed my thoughts about what might be going on at Mt. Beacon. It was something we call... life. My last ride up the mountain was just a few months before our family moved 1600 miles away to Houston, Texas. The move was part of a widespread relocation by a number of corporations having anything to do with the oil industry. My father’s work was tied to that industry, and so we went.

I was still a high school student at the time, and so a move from the northeast to the southwest was not high on my list of things I’d like to do. I can’t really say that I went down there with a lot of excitement about a new adventure. Nor was I scanning guidebooks to find out what sort of wonderful new experiences could be had. But what would prove to be interesting, in a coincidental sort of way - if you believe in coincidences - was that our move to Houston came pretty much one year after the first Apollo moon landing. And Houston, of course, was Mission Control.

So there I was living in the astronauts’ playground. That might be a bit of a stretch. Houston covers a lot of territory and so there really wasn’t any chance that we were going to see any astronauts tooling around in their Corvettes. I lived on the north side, and Clear Lake - the actual ‘playground” so to speak - was on the south side. We were a good 50 miles apart. But my address was Houston and the famous phrase from space was not, “Clear Lake, we have a problem.” No, it was Houston.

I tell you all of this simply because much to the chagrin of a herd of cattle ranchers, many of whom became quite wealthy selling portions of their ranches, there were two things that dominated the Houston psyche: oil and the space program. And it was that constant reminder of space technology with all its fancy doo-dads that kept the pilot light burning in my mind regarding my observations atop Mt. Beacon. 

Not surprisingly, in high school we didn’t talk much about the oil industry, nor about ranching, for that matter. But the space program was a different story. In 1970 we were just a year removed from “one small step for man” and the Apollo program was still trying to make astronomical strides. Most would have to admit, however, that beyond Neil Armstrong, and maybe Buzz Aldrin, few folks can name the others who walked on the moon. But it was, indeed, the sort of thing that was discussed in Social Studies classes. It was in that regard that I came across the speech President Kennedy had made getting all of this started. It didn’t hurt that the speech had been presented down the street (way down the street) at a local university, since pride goes a long way in Texas. While I wasn’t consciously aware of it at the time, it was that speech that shifted my curiosity about Mt. Beacon’s mysterious antennas into inquisitiveness. 

This first clue to the mystery came about in the way that clues usually do. That is, as an isolated incident that doesn’t seem to mean much. But it’s when a few clues start hanging around together that new perspectives begin to emerge. That was pretty much the case while sitting in Mr. Sherman’s class and listening to a recording of the speech made one sunny Texas day just about a decade earlier. 

To be technical, President Kennedy’s charge to land a man on the moon had originally been made in a special address to Congress on May 25th, 1961.  However, those of us still standing from the days of the space race will remember that the starting pistol for that challenge was actually fired publicly with the 1962 speech in Houston. Speaking at Rice University on September 12, he said, “We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too.” It was a broad challenge, and it gave birth to a national fascination with its accomplishment. The only thing that could have made it better for the local crowd was if rather than hearing his characteristic emphasis on the second syllable of “decade,” the whole thing could have ended with a good old, “ya’ll.” 

My curiosity, however, was piqued by the part about “one which we intend to win.” As it was known by many, JFK’s only use for the space program was in establishing technical – and strategic – superiority over the Soviet Union. For that reason, he was willing to put everything behind the push to reach the moon and the concomitant development of technology. So, what was the purpose of going to the moon? Was it scientific investigation? Was it exploration? Or was it to win a race? Apparently, at least from the political perspective, this was all about the latter, which came to be known as “the space race.”

Much of the president’s speech that day, which he had indicated would be a brief one, had been a history lesson condensing the progress of mankind and bolstering the American spirit for exploration and innovation, and there were not a lot of specifics about the who and the how of the whole space shot enterprise. There were, however, just a few other quickly spoken words that also wound up intriguing me for a very long time. It was the phrase right after “go to the moon in this decade...” that little phrase, “...and do the other things...” What other things? I often wondered just what he meant by “the other things.” 

As I found out many years later, and as one might expect from any government project, there were a host of additional, and less frequently discussed, other things that did not make their way to the newspapers, radios, and the television news industry, and certainly not into classroom textbooks. There were other mighty challenges being pursued that would be a tough sell to the publics’ imagination. The huge Saturn V firecracker was spectacular enough to capture and hold people’s attention even though there was that lingering, and reasonable, question: what do we do once we get there? Most of us may have been keeping those thoughts on the back-burner, but the fact is that other burners were hard at work nonetheless.  

Ultimately, there were six lunar landings. Then it all just sort of stopped – kind of like things atop Mt. Beacon. There was a TV commercial a few years back that summed it up this way: “Went to the moon. Found out that it wasn’t made of cheese. Never went back. The power of cheese.” I always liked that ad, but it’s also true that it had me wondering why we, as with the Mt. Beacon vacationers, never went back. There was a nagging suspicion that perhaps something had gone wrong. Something the rest of us never heard about.

The time in Houston had turned up the heat on my fascination with Mt. Beacon, though at this point it was entirely on a subconscious level. And considering that turning up the heat is not something one does very often in Houston, this concern was way down on any mental To-Do list that I may have been forming. Instead, next up was the question of where to go to college.

It’s difficult, isn’t it, to reconcile how life events get a person from one place to another? There is a saying, “If you want to make God laugh, tell him about your plans.” I’m told that this is the meme that developed from a passage in Proverbs that goes, “We may throw the dice, but the Lord determines how they fall.” That pretty much summed up the next fifteen years of my life. Add Allen Saunders’ comment that “Life is what happens to you while you are making other plans,” and that tells the story. Many plans, many unexpected twists and turns.

Of course, as we live it, the good and the bad - and often there was a bunch of bad - present themselves as major life experiences and challenges. The successes and the failures, the plans and the unintended outcomes, leave us thinking that we are following a map, when it’s more likely that we are wandering a trail. I wonder whether the great explorers questioned each step or simply accepted them as the next in a long series of steps? I would say that it’s a pity we can’t see the “big picture” of our lives, but as this long stretch of my life gave way to the new stretch, I’ve found myself increasingly wondering whether it might be possible that we can see more of the picture. 

Coming to terms with a concept like that opens the even broader consideration of what, if anything, would change if we could see that bigger picture. In its own curious way, it seems not all that far off from, “If we go to the moon, what are we going to do once we get there?” Which leads to that phrase from Alice in Wonderland: curiouser and curiouser. Curious or not, for me college led to teaching, and teaching led to graduate school, and graduate school led to teaching on the collegiate level, though this had by no means been a 10-year plan of my own. But the thing is, it all led to participating in a particular conference on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean where many rolls of the dice were suddenly going to start adding up into something.
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I was teaching at a small, private college, and “publish or perish” was not a big deal because professors often taught a wide range of subjects within their discipline. So, the work I’d done on my dissertation involving creative thinking and cognitive processing took a decidedly backseat position during my years as a faculty member. But even without the pressure of writing for publication, once again ideas were percolating in my brain and seeming to tell me that things were coming together.

It was during this time that I submitted a paper for an international conference on science and technology education. The site of the conference was Veldhoven, in the Netherlands. And as it turns out, it was quite a long way to go to find information very close to home.

My itinerary included flying to Amsterdam, and then traveling by bus to Veldhoven. This would be my first time in the Netherlands, and almost upon landing, its unique character was apparent. There was no time to explore Amsterdam immediately upon arrival, that would be saved for a day trip later in the week. For now, it was gather the luggage and find the bus to the conference center. Though all of that was de rigueur for air travel, there still seemed to be a quieter sense to what was happening compared to being back at Logan Airport in Boston just a few hours ago.

As the bus moved further away from the city, that peacefulness seemed to pervade the atmosphere not only inside, but outside of the bus as well. In fact, as we exited the highway the bus came to a full stop. That wasn’t unusual, of course. But we sat there for a moment, which was becoming unusual, and then the door opened and the driver stepped out. Now that was unusual. Looking out the window we could see that he was moving an injured bird out of the road and placing it gently on the grassy surface beyond the curb. That was something I can’t recall ever seeing before. But there’s more to the story.

For the entire time the bus was stopped along the exit ramp with cars lining up behind it, there was not the sound of a single car horn or screaming driver from behind us. There were no defiant gestures, no cars squeezing between the bus and the other curb. The driver got back on the bus, strapped in, closed the door, and we proceeded along. At a conference in New York City one would hear the ever-present wail of emergency vehicle sirens out on the streets. And by the time I’d left a teaching assignment in Shanghai, I was convinced that a key component of Chinese driver education - which strikes me as an oxymoron even as I think about it - must have been learning how to keep the horn blaring from the time the car is started up until it is finally shut down. No doubt the most frequently worn out item on a Chinese car had to be the horn. But here, driving was quiet and considerate. 

As we arrived in Veldhoven there was more to see. I found not only designated lanes for bicycles, but that the lanes were physically separated from the vehicle lanes. They had their own markings, signs, and even traffic lights. And virtually everybody rode bikes. I’ve since been told that most people had two bikes; one for commuting to work, and one for pleasure. It was an absolute delight, and I looked forward not only to my presentation, but to being here for a week’s worth of this different sort of “norm.”

The title of my paper was, Does Technology Have a Conscience? The thrust of the argument was that as long as there is information available, there will be those who combine that information in new and different ways for new and different purposes. Broadly speaking we call that activity, inventing, which in itself, of course, is not necessarily a bad thing. After all, exploration, discovery, and invention are all accomplished by using what is already known so as to find what is not yet known.

But there is a problem with this as well. And that’s where the “conscience” part comes in. Scientists, inventors, and technologists, can all go about their work without being particularly concerned with the broader ramifications of what might come. There is a good chance that some do give a thought to how the society at large might handle things, but the technologist’s particular job is development. 

Without question, it is a conundrum because even though one individual might decide that what they are doing is just too dangerous to let loose on the world, someone else might not share that compunction. Hence the question, does technology have a conscience? And the answer is “no.” Some technologists might, but the endeavor does not. And since there can be no technological innovation without people, technologists tend to become guilty by association.

There were a few folks in attendance at the presentation that afternoon who, being of a scientific bent, took issue with this idea. Immediately upon hearing the question as the session began, one gentleman seated toward the front waved his hand dismissively, looking to his colleagues left and right, and said, “no, of course not.” It was evident that he thought the question foolish, that not only doesn’t it, but it shouldn’t. My thoughts, however, were that here we had the precise mindset that the presentation would be about. “OK, then that’s one ‘no’ to begin with. Let me try to explain a bit further.”

A few examples were presented, ranging from the legal ramifications that have come from in vitro fertilization and surrogate motherhood, to the global implications of having developed - and used - an atomic bomb. That served to put a finer point on the argument. Yes, it had to be conceded that those who developed the bomb did not make the decision to drop it on a civilian population. That decision was made by politicians. But technology had provided the opportunity. And there will always be someone willing to develop the technology. So, I suggested that perhaps in fairness the question should be whether technological progress should accept any ethical responsibility, or can it really be a conscience-free undertaking? Though this restatement did not change anything about the underlying argument, some folks seemed mollified and no rioting broke out.

All of this apparently struck a chord with another conference participant. She sought me out following the presentation and asked if we could chat. Introducing herself as Christine Hughes, we arranged to meet at the conference center’s coffee shop about an hour later. I didn’t know whether I was in for a lambasting or commiseration, but I was happy to agree to a meeting. I had, after all, anticipated that there would be a bit of debate. What I didn’t expect was that this woman was about to start tying together a lifetime of little clues going all the way back to Beacon, New York. 

So it was that an hour later I went to meet Dr. Hughes in the coffee shop. She had arrived before me and I could see that she had shuffled the table so that her back was toward a corner with a solid wall to her right and a windowed wall to her left. She faced toward the door. It was all very much like a spy movie, and I would have said something clever except that her demeanor was clearly not of a joking mood. She did not seem at all angry, and that was good. But she did look just a bit scared. Perhaps “wary” would be a better term. I figured she had asked for this conversation, and so presumed it was something she looked forward to. Maybe she did, I hoped, but perhaps it was for different reasons than I anticipated.

Having asked what she’d like to drink, I brought our coffee orders over and she leaned back in her chair. OK, I have to admit that never having been a coffee drinker, I was having hot chocolate. But hey, it was the Netherlands. They put packets of chocolate sprinkles on the table at breakfast for use on the toast. I really liked that.

I recalled that during the previous few days I’d seen Dr. Hughes in several sessions. Petite and slender, she had brown hair with ever-so-slight silver streaks, and brown eyes that looked almost amber when the light shone on them just right, as the afternoon sunlight through the window was doing at this moment. Aside from when we spoke immediately after my presentation, and right now, on every other occasion she’d had a ready smile and a definite desire to share laughter with others. I’d obviously said something during the session that had taken all of that away. Not a particularly good feeling when beginning a conversation with someone I’d never met before.

“I looked at the proceedings book and saw that you are with Purdue University. Have you been there long?” I asked to get the conversation started.

“I’ve been there for fifteen years now. I work in teacher education, science education in particular. I’d been a high school teacher out of college, but eventually decided that I wanted to go into higher ed. Unfortunately, well, fortunately perhaps, my husband was not as anxious about it and we were divorced a year or so before I completed my doctorate.”

“Sorry to hear about the divorce. I’ve been down that road myself,” I added in commiseration.

“Oh, don’t be. It was coming. After that I worked with my father, Russell Hughes, in a semi-official capacity, I suppose you’d call it. Then took the position at Purdue. I’ve really enjoyed being there,” she said, smiling again. “What about you? I don’t think I’ve heard of Finnbrooke College before.”

“You wouldn’t have unless you were really looking for it. It’s funny, my wife and I divorced while I was working on my doctorate as well. It wasn’t easy, but just like you say, it was coming.”

“I suppose you’re in science ed.?”

“Sort of,” I responded. “Finnbrooke is a small, private college, maybe 5000 students total. My doctorate is actually in educational psychology, but I also teach the science education courses, among others. You might be interested to know, however, that Finnbrooke has quite the unique story.”

“Yes, I’d like to know. Is it an old school?”

“Purdue goes back to the 1800s, doesn’t it?” I asked. 

“1869, if I’m remembering my campus history correctly.”

“We seem to have no shortage of coincidences,” I told her. “Finnbrooke was also established in 1869. It was opened by Armistead Finn and his schoolteacher wife, Brooke. Armistead’s father had been a sea captain turned pirate in the late 1700s. He married, and had a son, Armistead. His wife and son lived somewhere around Plymouth, Massachusetts. Through much of Armistead’s life, his father was at sea. As the boy grew older, he didn’t have any inclination to follow Dad into the family business, and instead kept studying and eventually attended, and graduated from, Harvard. Money had not been a particular problem due to his father’s success both as a sea captain and as a pirate.

“From what I understand, when his father died, Armistead was left a considerable amount of money, ill-gotten gain though much of it was. An educator, an abolitionist, and - if even less popular at the time - an activist for women’s rights, particularly for girls to get an education, he decided to put that money to use in a manner that might legitimize the Finn name once again. So, he and Brooke opened the college and were the first, as far as I know, to admit male and female students and without regard to race. In many ways it was far ahead of it’s time. Nowadays, it tries to quietly continue the tradition.”

“That’s very impressive. And it must be nice to be associated with something like that,” she responded. “I suppose Purdue’s real claim to fame is that a couple of dozen astronauts are Purdue grads. The university is known as the ‘cradle of astronauts,’ you know. Though that’s impressive in its own right, it’s also another one of those coincidences that I keep running into.”

“You know that there are many who say there’s no such thing as coincidence,” I said, perhaps mostly as a tease. “Is that somehow what you wanted to talk about this afternoon?”

“I enjoyed your presentation today, Dr. Scofield,” she began. “In particular, your take on technology having an ethical component is something that I’ve sometimes wondered about. I think it may have upset one or two folks who hadn’t entertained the possibility, or the responsibility, before.”

It was nice that she had picked up on the responsibility aspect in particular. At least someone had heard the message. “Please, we’ve just covered two divorces and had a collegial review of American history. Call me Dennis. Besides, I save the doctor stuff for my students, if only to help keep them in line,” I responded.

“Funny that you should mention students,” she said. “I wrestled with that concept quite a bit regarding my own students, though some were nowhere close to being college age. And please, call me Chris.”

“OK, Chris. Does work with your students have anything to do with your interest in my presentation?”

“Yes, it very much does.” There was a pensive pause as she took a sip of her coffee, holding the mug with both hands. “It’s interesting, you know, that you manage your students by having them call you doctor, and you speak with colleagues on a first name basis.”

“Is that strange? Maybe it’s a cultural thing. Are you from the U.S.?” I asked.

“Yes, I’m from the states. I suppose my mid-western accent makes it hard to tell at a conference with so many languages being spoken. I only meant that it is curious because I would keep my students engaged by using my first name, but all of my colleagues dealt with each other in last names and titles.” She said all of this with just a hint of a wistful smile, as if it was all from very long ago.

“I don’t mean to be prying, Chris, but I get the feeling that you’re somewhat uneasy about this conversation. Would that be correct?” She did seem both apprehensive and anxious, so I thought this might give her a chance to either switch gears and chat about something else or, perhaps, just say she had somewhere else to be. It wouldn’t have been the first time I’d heard that.

“It is complicated... Dennis. Yes, it has to do with my work, but it’s work I was doing years ago. And in fact, it’s something I’m not supposed to talk about. But it’s been eating away at me for a long time. Your presentation today just brought it all back as if it were yesterday.” At this point she looked at me without saying anything out loud, though it was clear that she was asking for, and hoping to receive, permission to unburden her soul. 

Well, maybe that’s overstating it just for dramatic effect. I had no idea of where this was going, or what was on her mind. But it didn’t take a rocket scientist to see that this person who was otherwise bright and smiling, was working very hard to come to grips with something extremely difficult. 

“Why do you mention rocket scientists?” she asked with a suddenly defensive, almost frightened, tone.

“I don’t think I did.” Had I? I didn’t think so. “Are you a rocket scientist?” Suddenly it seemed as though “rocket scientist” was coming up a lot.

“No, not hardly,” she answered, “but I kind of worked with a bunch of them. Or at least I was involved with them.”

I hadn’t thought that I’d raised an eyebrow that obviously, but then again, I was also pretty sure that I wasn’t the first one to mention rocket scientists.

“Not involved in that way,” she said. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. And I really shouldn’t be taking up your time.”

“No, no, I’m sorry. I’m just trying to understand what we’re talking about. Didn’t mean to offend you.” I took a pensive pause myself for a sip of hot chocolate. Those folks do chocolate really well. “But I’m going to take a wild guess here, Chris,” I continued, “and ask whether your work may have involved some sort of non-disclosure agreement?”

“I’m the one who should be apologizing. And yes there was a non...” she stopped speaking in mid sentence as her eyes focused on the door to the coffee shop. “Funny,” she said, her voice quieter by a notch or two, “how once that thing you mentioned gets involved, one starts becoming paranoid.”

“It’s not paranoia if it’s legitimate, Chris. Is it legitimate?”

“It may be. And in this case we are a few significant steps beyond an NDA.”

“Then why don’t you tell me about the presentation you did at the conference. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t able to be there for it.” I could see the relief cascade down her face and across her shoulders. No doubt we would be pursuing this other topic further, but it had become obvious that this was neither the time nor the place. As she started to tell me about her paper, the smile came back to her face, and it seemed for all the world that one person had left the table and another had replaced her.

“I called it The Janus Perspective,” she began. “Are you familiar with the myth of Janus, a Roman god?”

“Something about two faces, right? One looking forward and the other looking back, as I recall,” I offered.

“That’s right. Janus was the god of beginnings, gates, transitions, time, duality, doorways, passages, frames, and endings. The month of January was named for him.”

“Sounds like a busy guy. But I thought January was named for Juno?” I knew that didn’t sound right even as I said it but I was hoping to impress her with my knowledge of Roman mythology. As it turns out, however, I was doing just the opposite.

“Well, it’s true that in ancient Roman farmer’s almanacs Juno was mistaken for the tutelary deity of January. But Juno is actually the patron deity of June,” she said, looking over the rim of her coffee mug partially concealing the sneaky smile of one who has just corrected a student - one who needed correcting.

“All right, I’m glad that you’ve clarified that for me,” I said, with my own smile of knowing what had just happened. “But back to your presentation. What were you and Janus explaining to the crowd?”

“Not so much of a crowd, I’m afraid. Perhaps a dozen people or so. I sometimes wonder whether these conferences really are about the sessions themselves or just being able to list that you had a presentation. But I would admit that those who attended the session seemed interested,” she said, finally putting down her coffee mug. At last she appeared comfortable talking with me and no longer needed a protective barrier between us. Even though we had yet to discuss what was really on her mind, I no longer believed that she’d been upset, let alone angered, by what she’d heard in my presentation.

“Would you like some more coffee,” I asked, “or something to eat, perhaps?”

“No, thank you. Not just now. I do think, however, that if I tell you more about my presentation it will provide some background for... that other... conversation. Is that OK?”

“Certainly! I have to say that anything that has to do with a god that oversees the beginning and the end is something I want to hear about,” I said.

“And the transitions, as well, Dennis,” she said, now with her arms crossed on the table. “In fact, the transitions are what it’s all about. I think we tend to see technology not only as linear - we move from a lower tech to a higher tech - but also as one-directional, that is, always moving forward. But that whole middle part depends on comparing the old-tech to a time, the present, when situations and priorities have changed. Part of what was done before has to be brought forward. But which parts? And even with that decided, the newer technology is suited to the present.” There was a distinct pause. “And what about the whole question of the future?” She said this last part almost off-handedly as if there was much more to be said about a future as yet unknown.

“Do you mean something like, it’s the journey that counts more so than the start and the finish?”

I would not have thought that her eyes could sparkle more than they had been, but at this moment the look on her face was as if some connection had finally been made, as if the last piece of a puzzle she’d been trying to put together had just fallen into place.

“Yes,” she said, with a smile of delight. “And I suppose that’s what struck me about your presentation. You talked about technology as having a beginning and an end that everybody sees, and your complaint was that no one is paying attention to the transitions in the middle, as if those considerations don’t matter. But what I’m saying is that the middle counts, doesn’t it? It’s part of the end product. It’s the argument of ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.’ And that’s where Janus fits right into your presentation. Janus is, or should be, technology’s conscience! Yes, yes, I like that. Janus as technology’s conscience.”

This was the person I’d seen earlier in the conference. Her shear exuberance over what had come together was something she wanted to share with others. For my part, I wanted to think that I’d solved something for her, but the fact was that I’d just provided a missing piece - wait, no, not the missing piece. I’d apparently provided the bookends that made it all work. Now I just needed to find out what book she was talking about! 

“Bookends. You’re exactly right,” she said as if responding to my thoughts.

“Did I say something about bookends?” I asked. I didn’t think I’d said anything out loud. And this was the second time that I was wondering if I may be fading in and out of the conversation. Yet, here was another change. As quickly as it had come upon her, the exuberance was gone, replaced by a furtive frown and a discrete search of the room.

“Umm, I thought you did. You didn’t?” she said.

“Dr. Hughes,” I began, “I think that all of this involves much more than a couple of papers at a science conference. As much as I’m enjoying this conversation, you don’t seem all that comfortable talking here. And yeah, I have to admit that it’s just a little bit spooky that twice now you’ve mentioned the exact words I was thinking, though I don’t think I ever actually said them.”

“I’m sorry. Really, I’m not trying to confuse things, or to be mysterious,” she said quietly.

“Well, ‘mysterious’ is not the first word that would come to my mind, but OK, let’s go with that. What I’d like is for you to tell me how you’d like to proceed, so that you can feel more comfortable. How’s that?” I suggested.

I’m fairly certain that she could see that I was trying desperately to understand rather than trying to shut this discussion down. “I think I’m hungry now,” she said.
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Chapter Four


[image: ]




Dr. Hughes and I had allowed our conversation to dwell on topics of mutual interest without returning to what one might call the matter at hand. After finishing a light lunch in the coffee shop we agreed to meet again the next day. This time, however, we would borrow a couple of loaner bicycles from the conference center and cycle into town. But all night long various aspects of our initial conversation kept playing through my mind.

Yes, the word “mysterious” kept coming back to me. Even after a lovely afternoon of conversation, I still didn’t really know what we were talking about. That our presentations seemed to fit together so well was a pleasant coincidence. But then again, was it a coincidence at all? Not being one to completely endorse or dismiss the idea of coincidences, it certainly had me restless. I suppose that’s the price to be paid for not making a commitment to one view or the other. I wonder whether agnostics wrestle with this every day.

Then there was that whole “mind reading” sort of stuff when she kept responding to things I hadn’t actually said out loud. Even more than that, she was using the exact words that I was thinking. And now that I go over it again, her responses each time were curious as well. She never said anything about how interesting it was that we were thinking the same things, but instead she seemed alarmed, even dismayed to a degree, that it had happened. I was left with the hope that this new day would shed some light on whatever this was all about.

And a new day it was. The previous couple of days had been examples of weather that can’t seem to decide what it wants to do. It had obviously rained each night but it had not been raining during the day. On the other hand, there had been no evidence of a clearing sky. Just felt as though at any moment rain could be making its presence very well known. It was fortunate that the conference center, dining, and lodging were all under one roof.

But today, oh today was the complete opposite. We did, in fact, have a blue sky with just the occasional appearance of sparkling white clouds. Fortunately, I’d reserved two bikes the evening before so we could use them today. No doubt, unless the center had several hundred bikes on hand, there would have been none available by now.

It was a lot of fun to ride in the bike lanes. They reminded me of the amusement park rides with tiny cars. The narrow roadways had high curbs that prevented drivers from driving off the edge no matter how badly one was steering. And then there were the street signs and traffic signals. Perhaps once the novelty of the bike lanes wore off I wouldn’t appreciate it as much, but for now this was a delight.

Since we hadn’t started out until after 10:00, there was no need to fuss with the rush-hour bike traffic. That sounds kind of funny as I think about it, but the reality was that many people commuted to and from work by bike and the lanes were, indeed, crowded - though the traffic was always polite and well-mannered. This was a far cry from my experiences in Shanghai where if the bike beside you had as much as a single centimeter lead, they not only had right-of-way, but they made that point very clear. Now, I will have to admit that even in that case, it was a matter of knowing the rules. If you knew them and abided by them, there were few collisions. Here, however, folks seemed to go out of their way to make it a cordial experience for everyone.

Throughout our ride into town Chris kept adjusting the mirror on her handlebars. There was not a lot of traffic either in the vehicle lanes or the bike lanes, but she kept checking that mirror every few minutes. If we’d been back in the States I’d have been concerned that while I was looking at her looking in her mirror, we’d both go head over handlebars when we hit a pothole. That, however, was not a particular concern here for the bike lanes, and the roadway for the cars, were immaculately maintained. All of the signs were clear, the lane was clean and clear, and the road markings looked as though they’d been freshly painted. Nonetheless, her concern with what was behind us was curious, to say the least.

In the Netherlands, the shops are known as winkels. And so, as we arrived in town it was time for some serious winkeling. We walked our bikes along while looking in the various windows, which I suppose would be called ‘window winkeling.’ But still Christine kept looking back. No longer able to contain my curiosity, I said, “How about we find a restaurant and stop for some lunch? I know we didn’t ride very far, but I have to admit this is the first time I’ve ridden a bike in about 20 years.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” she said, “and I know just what you mean about the ride. My legs are feeling wobbly.”

“I wonder how they say ‘restaurant’ in Dutch?” I asked. 

“I think they say ‘restaurant’,” she told me with that smile again. “At least that’s what I recall from the Dutch language program I tried studying before coming over here.”

“You too? Glad to know that I’m not the only one who made an attempt, failed though mine may have been,” I replied.

We strolled past several dining possibilities and Chris looked over each one. For a while I thought she might be looking for one with plenty of windows, but then it seemed as if she was leaning toward one with no more than a small window in the front door. Turns out she was looking for one that served erwtensoep. OK, I thought, I just hope it’s something that will still allow me to pedal back to the conference center without too much discomfort.

We found such an establishment and Chris, after finding a table where she could sit much like she had yesterday in the coffee shop, placed our orders. Looking straight down at the table I said, “You can tell me what we’re having, and how you know about it, in a minute. But I’d really like to know who or what you kept looking for all the way over here.”

She looked around again and said, “It’s a soup. A really thick pea soup that people say is a meal in itself. They say that when made properly a spoon can stand up in it.” She noticed that I was not amused by her avoidance of my question, and then continued, “I know. It’s just that there’s a slight chance that someone might be following me.”

“Following you?” I said, clearly nonplussed. After all, you didn’t have to be a rocket... well, let’s not go down that road again. Let me just say that it’s been obvious that she had expected to see someone back there. “Just a chance?” I asked.

“OK, a pretty good chance. Oh, all right, I know that someone followed me here from the States, but I’m not certain I’ve seen him, or her I suppose, since a couple of days ago.”

“Well, I’ve got to say that it is becoming very much the mystery,” I said, trying my best to ease her tension. “I don’t want to go putting more pressure on you, but you realize that tomorrow is the last day of the conference, don’t you? It might be time that we talked about what’s really on your mind.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she said while scanning the room once more. And then she opened the small purse she’d been carrying and looked through it thoroughly. I could see from the look on her face that she was considering all sorts of possibilities and scenarios. “Could I use your jacket?” she asked. I removed the light jacket I’d worn just in case it started raining, and handed it to her. Standing up, she wrapped the jacket around her purse and then hung both on a coat rack near our table. “Just in case,” she said as she took her seat.

“It’s kind of a long story, Dennis,” she began, “and I’m struggling with where to begin and how deep to go in trying to explain it.”

“At this point, Chris, I find all of that to be progress.” I smiled in an attempt to calm her nerves. “You tell me whatever you’d like, but let’s not approach it as if it all has to be explained at once.” I suddenly felt as though I’d been a bit forward with this comment. There was no doubting that I’d very much like to continue this relationship after we’d gone back to the States, but I got the sinking feeling that I may have just stepped over the line.

“I appreciate that. And I’d like that as well,” she replied with what I believed was a sincere smile.

“OK, so you know that rocket science and space travel, like most all scientific stuff, is pretty obscure in terms of the general public. There was a lot of development in the 40s, and science fiction was gaining some ground, but it was certainly not mainstream until well into the ‘50s.”

“And then there was Sputnik,” I said.

“Yes, and then there was Sputnik. And not surprisingly, rather than generating excitement among the U.S. population, it caused a lot of concern. That concern, as you likely know, went right up to the top of the government. It was the very next year, 1958, that NASA was formally organized.”

“You realize that we’re talking about an agency formed more than half a century ago. We’ve done the whole moon-landing routine, several times, and what’s on your mind is connected to that?” I asked, suddenly realizing just how long a story this may well be.

Seeming somewhat oblivious to what I’d just said, she asked, “Did it ever seem strange to you that with all that went into the space program and the eventual moon landing, then it all just stopped? I mean, so what was the point of going there?”

“I suppose it’s one of those Mt. Everest sorts of things, isn’t it? Why did you climb it? ‘Because it was there.’ We did it to expand our reach, to extend our knowledge,” I offered, though the look on her face seemed to indicate that I was missing a whole lot of the big picture.

At that point the waitress brought over two very hot bowls of erwtensoep, and suddenly my attention came down from outer space and landed right in front of me. This was indeed a meal in itself, and looked absolutely delicious. True to its reputation, a spoon could be left standing upright in the bowl. And the spoon would likely enjoy it. I was mesmerized. Or maybe I was just hungry. Probably both.

“My father was a prominent frogman. My mother was in the Naval Reserve,” she said, and started humming Simon and Garfunkel’s “Baby Driver.”

It took a moment before I finally realized that she’d said something, and something out of the ordinary at that. I managed to emerge from my trance and looked up at her. “What was that?” I asked.

“Kind of lost you there for a minute, Dennis. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so transfixed by a bowl of soup. Go ahead, give it a try.” There was that smile again, the one that enjoyed sharing laughter. Not wasting the opportunity, I started in on the erwtensoep and I must admit it was worth making my first bike ride in two decades.

We both enjoyed a few spoonfuls of the soup but decided it really needed to cool down just a bit. So Chris continued from where she’d left off. “You have to realize that going to the moon wasn’t like reaching the summit of Mt. Everest. For that, some people get together and decide to arrange an expedition. They plan, they raise money, they find the right people, and they go. If someone asks why they did it, they can get away with ‘because it’s there’ and everyone just smiles.”

It was obvious from the way she fidgeted with her coffee cup that the dam was on the verge of breaking. The look in her eyes was that of someone who desperately wanted to un-know what she knew, but realized that can never happen. Though sworn to secrecy, finally telling someone else about it was the only salvation remaining.

“Plenty of mountains had been climbed, and there were plenty of mountain climbers around,” she continued. “But traveling to the moon, and back, was brand new stuff.”

“But rocketry wasn’t new,” I said, trying to give her some wiggle room to calm her nerves about our discussion. “It actually came very close to turning the tide back in World War II, right?”

“Oh gosh,” she said, exasperated by this neophyte’s apparent lack of understanding. “Rocketry goes back literally thousands of years. But what most people think of as rocket science became important in more than just an academic sense when, as you say, rockets became weapons of war. Not surprising, is it?”

“No, I’m afraid it isn’t,” I said with the deflated feeling of war being such an impetus toward progress.

“Of course, war,” she continued, “is considered as a necessary and sufficient driver of technological progress. And in the absence of war, the driver becomes politics. And now this is starting to sound like your presentation about technology, doesn’t it?” 

She went on to explain that in the post-World War II years prominent rocket scientists left Germany, with some going to Russia and others to the U.S. “I wonder,” she speculated, “what would have happened if all of those scientists had gone to just one country, either one, really, the U.S. or Russia. Because as it is, what happened set up two competing teams in the Cold War. And at that point, rocket science became a political pawn.”

We paused for a few more spoonfuls of the erwtensoep, which, by the way, only seemed to get even better with age. Chris also used the lull in conversation to make several more scans of the dining room as well as looking out the windows at the passersby. Well, I imagine that she was hoping they were passersby and not malingerers looking in at us.

“It’s important to understand that for a government program, ‘because it’s there’ is not a sufficient reason to do something. There has to be more. There has to be a viable purpose.”

“But people did see it as a wonderful goal to reach, didn’t they? I can’t recall a lot of folks asking why we were doing it. Of course, the whole thing was couched in the ‘space race’ terms,” I argued. “Wouldn’t you say that it captured the public’s imagination as an incredible thing to accomplish in its own right?”

At this point Christine seemed to distance herself from our conversation. I had the feeling that she was trying to decide whether to burst this naive balloon or not. Clearly, I had bought into the company line about the whole mission to the moon affair.

“To say we’ll do this just ‘because it’s worth doing, and that’s just the way it is,’ is not enough for a government program. There has to be a reason. ‘Because it’s there’ is the smokescreen,” she explained. “And you have to keep in mind that the reasons are not necessarily noble. Or at least the means to the end are not.” She paused. Not a pause to take a breath or a spoonful of soup. This was a pause over a decision that once acted upon, could not be taken back.

And so here we were. Up until now it was talk about the space program, more or less, and things that everybody knows about it. But now we, she, was about to take the step that had her so conflicted. Her look was almost despondent. I couldn’t tell whether this attempt at catharsis was doing more harm than good for her. At the same time, from somewhere deep in my memory, “just the way it is” came back to life. I knew, without another word, that a connection, a relationship, with all I’d been wondering about for these many years was beginning to emerge.

She began again. “When we were talking yesterday you asked about there being a non-disclosure agreement involved. So I think before I say anything else, I should clarify that point for you.”

“Between that and someone following you, I guess you should.”

“NDAs are for civil and corporate matters. At the time, my work was sort of in conjunction with NASA, so I was a government employee. Believe it or not, it falls under the Espionage Act of 1917. It would be like England’s Official Secrets Act,” she explained.

“1917!” I responded. “Really?”

“Really. And it might be a good idea to keep your voice down,” she said. “The act is not quite what it was back during World War I, and I don’t know that I have any secrets that involve national security, but, it is what it is. If you’d like to just discontinue this conversation all together, I’d understand completely.”

“Let me ask you, Chris, in your opinion is this a conversation that needs to be had or is it something just as well left alone?” 

“I don’t have an agenda, if that’s what you mean. I’m not out to get anybody, and I’m certainly not selling secrets. As far as I know, I don’t have any secrets. But there are things I want to understand, particularly about my father. And I do think that’s worth talking about,” she said, clearly hoping for the best and preparing for the worst - much as I was.

“Hmm...,” I said, realizing quickly that no one is looking for that sort of response. But then I continued, “Let me ask you a couple of questions, OK?” She nodded. “OK, was your father a government employee as well?”

“Yes,” she told me. “He was hired as the director of a particular portion of the program.”

“And you worked with him?”

“Only in the last couple of years, summers, really,” she replied.

“Was this a national defense project?”

“That’s a matter of opinion. Kind of a grey area.”

“Oh,” I said. “Are there any other grey areas?”

“Lots,” she said. “But I think that what you’ll see is that we are talking specifically about the topic of your presentation. I’m not so much interested at this point in the beginning or the end, it’s the middle that I have to come to terms with. That’s where the ethical decisions that you spoke of were, or were not, being made.” she said with a hopeful look in her eyes.

“Then let’s do this,” I offered. “We’ll finish our soup and then you can get another coffee and I’ll get another hot chocolate. Then we’ll relax and wade into this slowly and carefully. If either one of us senses that perhaps we should rethink things, then that’s what we’ll do. Sound OK?”

She agreed, and as we finished our meal-in-a-bowl we spoke of simpler things. After refilling our beverages, we returned to the topic at hand.

“You can certainly understand that the idea of going to the moon was already more than just an idea even as NASA was formed in ‘58. Besides Sputnik there was no precedent for such an undertaking. Most all of the technology was yet to be developed, and this was at a time when slide-rules were used to do all the calculations. It was when John Kennedy was elected president that the momentum grew because it was believed in those hush-hush sorts of circles that he could sell such a program. Fact was, however, that he didn’t have all that much interest in it until he saw it as a way to challenge and surpass the Soviets. That made it workable for him.”

“In the absence of war, the impetus is politics,” I said as a refrain to earlier in the conversation.

“That’s right. But as I said before, just getting to the moon and back was not sufficient for all the money, manpower, technological development, and risk of life. There had to be something more. At least I think there must have been. OK, I know from my work that there was something else. But what’s really interesting, and somewhat nefarious in my opinion, is the way that it was announced in the very beginning. There was nothing specific, and then it was not really ever mentioned again. The ‘race to the moon’ was used as the smokescreen while everything else was going on.”

“The space program was a smokescreen?” I asked in a clearly incredulous voice.

“OK, how about ‘cover story’ or ‘distraction’ instead?” she offered, though obviously in a rhetorical manner. “I’m sure you know that the mission to the moon was launched, so to speak, by JFK in two speeches; one to Congress and the other at a public meeting held at Rice University in 1962. He said, ‘We choose to go to the moon in this decade...” 

I knew this one, so I continued the quote, “... ‘and do the other things not because they are easy, but because they are hard.’ You know, I’ve always wondered about that. What were ‘the other things’? And I think he mentioned it twice.”

A look of suspicion engulfed Chris’ face and she abruptly stood and moved toward her purse hanging on the coat rack. “What’s wrong, Chris? What did I say - or not say?”

“This is just too weird,” she says. “I rarely come across someone who knows the rest of that quote. But you do, here, now. And bringing up ‘the other things,’ gives me the feeling that whether or not you are aware of it, you know where that final part leads.”

“Sit back down, please. Come on. Relax.” Something was happening here. There was a reason, a reason that we’d found each other at this conference. Is there any such thing as a cosmic reason? I’d never put much stock in that, but suddenly I was not so sure. As she returned to her seat I crossed my arms on the table, leaned toward her, and as calmly and quietly as possible said, “Chris, would you mind telling me just what the hell this is all about?”

“The other things, Dennis. It’s all about the other things.”
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Much as I’d have liked to have dinner with her, Chris explained that for the time being it might be best that it doesn’t appear we’re talking with each other too much. I convinced myself this was because of whoever might be watching her - us - rather than just a really good brush-off line. If it was the latter, had to admit I hadn’t heard that one before. So, no dinner, but we did agree to attend the closing session of the conference together and compare travel notes.

True to form, as we entered the lecture hall the next afternoon for the plenary presentation, Chris was scanning the crowd as inconspicuously as she could, which is to say that if we were in a spy movie we’d be dead ducks by now. Of course, this wasn’t helped by the fact that I’d started scanning every crowd even though I had no idea of what I was looking for. But it was kind of neat anyway. We finally decided to sit in the very back. And since that row backed up to a wall, we were safe from a sneak attack.

We started looking over our travel itineraries and found that we were departing from Amsterdam Schiphol airport at close to the same time tomorrow, though obviously on different flights. That’s “obviously” because I was headed back to Boston and she was headed to West Lafayette, Indiana by way of Chicago. However, it did mean that we could ride the same bus to the airport in the morning. That would be nice though certainly not a venue for continuing this conversation. As the lights came down for the beginning of the session, she quietly tucked an envelope into my collection of travel documents. “Something to read on the plane,” she whispered. I took that as the signal that our discussion of mysterious matters was over until sometime back in the States.

The closing session went well enough with acknowledgement of the work people had done to host the event as well as thanking the presenters for the sessions they’d conducted. Following this was a very nicely done luncheon hosted by the conference center. Both Chris and I had colleagues, new and old, that we needed to chat with before everyone departed for points across the globe, and that would be followed by an afternoon of getting packed up and ready to leave. We agreed to catch up with each other at the bus the next morning.

With the morning came the fog that had become a daily occurrence over the past days. Heavy and wet, it made the wait for the bus just a bit uncomfortable. The options were to stand outside beneath the open portico or wait in the lobby that was packed full of travelers coming and going. It was not long, however, before the headlights of the large bus broke through the mist and we boarded for departure. It was just a bit sad to be leaving Veldhoven because the place itself had been such a different experience from my other travels, the cloak-and-dagger aspect notwithstanding. For my entire week in the Netherlands, I never heard a single car horn. Such peacefulness was difficult to leave behind. Then, certainly, there was the world of intrigue that I’d encountered with Dr. Hughes. It would be difficult to duplicate all of that again at another conference.

Conversation enroute to Amsterdam centered around our work back home. Chris was a professor of science education at Purdue University. Since I was doing the same work at a small, private college just outside of Boston, email would certainly contribute to our continued work on what we now referred to simply as “the other things.” And the distance between our homes was certainly not insurmountable. Making the prospect of a continued relationship even better was the fact that when the spring semester ended in just a few weeks, I would be a retired professor emeritus, a fact that seemed to please her, as though she had similar plans.

With Schiphol being one of the busiest airports in Europe, and the two of us on different flights, it was to be expected that somewhere along the trail of check-in and security we would get separated. We agreed that if our flights were in the same gate area, we’d try to get together once more. “But just in case we don’t, Dennis,” she said, “save the reading material for on the plane. OK?”

“That’s a deal,” I told her, “But I’ll try to find you on the other side.” I think we both shared quizzical looks at that point and I hastened to add, “I don’t think that sounded the way I meant for it to sound. I’ll try to find your gate. But just in case,” and I extended my hand to her.

“A handshake,” she said with an amused smile, “That’s sweet.” At which point she hugged me as if something of great meaning had been shared in these past few days. And you know what, maybe it had.

As it turned out, the fates did conspire to prevent one more meeting. The line I stood in for security had a large family ahead of me with many, many, carry-on bags to be checked. I kept counting up the number of people in the family and comparing it to the number of bags, but it never came out as something that I thought was allowed. It was also evident that security did not want folks loitering around once through the screening, which prevented Chris from waiting. And yes, as it turns out, our two gates were about as far from each other as they could be and still have us both in the Netherlands. Add in that the Chicago flight was leaving very soon, just made me grateful for the hug. So I headed to my gate and prepared to do my best not to retrieve the envelope from my travel bag. 

As I strolled along I wondered if someone might be following me now. Well, of course, there was a legion of folks following me down the corridor. But could it be possible that in just these last few days if someone was watching Chris they might have called in someone to watch me as well? For just a moment it gave me a real sense of importance. When I realized that there was nothing about me worth following, the sense of importance got lost in the crowd as well. Then again, there was the envelope. Too many spy movies, Dennis. I was definitely going to have to cut back on that. 

I reached the gate area and found a seat. Usually, I’d have chosen a seat that looked out to the ramp area and allowed a view of the airplanes coming and going. For some reason this time I put my back to the windows and sat with a view of the crowd milling about. It was then that all the possible scenarios began to play through my mind. I suddenly felt very conspicuous, as if one of those handicapped parking placards was pinned to my shoulder. The difference was that rather than giving me a parking place, this one was saying, “It’s here! It’s here! This guy has the envelope!” My thoughts went back to that first conversation in the coffee shop when Chris asked about being paranoid.
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