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 Chapter 1

Loring walked out the side entrance of the Justice Department and looked for a taxi. It was nearly five-thirty, a spring Friday, and the congestion in the Washington streets was awful. Loring stood by the curb and held up his left hand, hoping for the best. He was about to abandon the effort when a cab that had picked up a fare thirty feet down the block stopped in front of him.

‘Going east, mister? It’s OK. This gentleman said he wouldn’t mind.’

Loring was always embarrassed when these incidents occurred. He unconsciously drew back his right forearm, allowing his sleeve to cover as much of his hand as possible - to conceal the thin black chain looped around his wrist, locked to the briefcase handle.

‘Thanks, anyway. I’m heading south at the next corner.’

He waited until the taxi re-entered the flow of traffic and then resumed his futile signaling.

Usually, under such conditions, his mind was alert, his feelings competitive. He would normally dart his eyes in both directions, ferreting out cabs about to disgorge passengers, watching the comers for those dimly lit roof signs that meant this particular vehicle was for hire if you ran fast enough.

Today, however, Ralph Loring did not feel like running. On this particular Friday, his mind was obsessed with a terrible reality. He had just borne witness to a man’s being sentenced to death. A man he’d never met but knew a great deal about. An unknowing man of thirty-three who lived and worked in a small New England town four  hundred miles away and who had no idea of Loring’s existence, much less of the Justice Department’s interest in him.

Loring’s memory kept returning to the large conference room with the huge rectangular table around which sat the men who’d pronounced the sentence.

He had objected strenuously. It was the least he could do for the man he’d never met, the man who was being maneuvered with such precision into such an untenable position.

‘May I remind you, Mr Loring,’ said an assistant attorney general who’d once been a judge advocate in the navy, ‘that in any combat situation basic risks are assumed. A percentage of casualties is anticipated.’

‘The circumstances are different. This man isn’t trained. He won’t know who or where the enemy is. How could he? We don’t know ourselves.’

‘Just the point.’ The speaker then had been another assistant AG, this one a recruit from some corporation law office, fond of committee meetings, and, Loring suspected, incapable of decisions without them. ‘Our subject is highly mobile. Look at the psychological profile, “flawed but mobile in the extreme.” That’s exactly what it says. He’s a logical choice.’

‘“Flawed but mobile”! What in heaven’s name does that mean? May I remind this committee that I’ve.worked in the field for fifteen years. Psychological profiles are only screening guidelines, hit-and-miss judgments. I would no more send a man into an infiltration problem without knowing him thoroughly than I would assume the responsibility for NASA mathematics.’

The chairman of the committee, a career professional, had answered Loring.

‘I understand your reservations; normally, I’d agree. However, these aren’t normal conditions. We have barely  three weeks. The time factor overrides the usual precautions.’

‘It’s the risk we have to assume,’ said the former judge advocate pontifically.


‘You’re not assuming it,’ Loring replied.

‘Do you wish to be relieved of the contact?’ The chairman made the offer in complete sincerity.

‘No, sir. I’ll make it. Reluctantly. I want that on the record.’

‘One thing before we adjourn.’ The corporation lawyer leaned forward on the table. ‘And this comes right from the top. We’ve all agreed that our subject is motivated. The profile makes that clear. What must also be made clear is that any assistance given this committee by the subject is given freely and on a voluntary basis. We’re vulnerable here. We cannot, repeat cannot, be responsible. If it’s possible, we’d like the record to indicate that the subject came to us.’

Ralph Loring had turned away from the man in disgust.

If anything, the traffic was heavier now. Loring had about made up his mind to start walking the twenty-odd blocks to his apartment when a white Volvo pulled up in front of him.

‘Get in! You look silly with your hand up like that.’

‘Oh, it’s you. Thanks very much.’ Loring opened the door and slid into the small front seat, holding his briefcase on his lap. There was no need to hide the thin black chain around his wrist. Cranston was a field man, too; an overseas route specialist. Cranston had done most of the background work on the assignment which was now Loring’s responsibility.

‘That was a long meeting. Accomplish anything?’

‘The green light.’

‘It’s about time.’

‘Two assistant AGs and a concerned message from the White House were responsible.’

‘Good. Geo division got the latest reports from Force-Mediterranean this morning. It’s a regular mass conversion of source routes. It’s confirmed. The fields in Ankara and Konya in the north, the projects in Sidi Barrani and Rashid, even the Algerian contingents are systematically cutting production. It’s going to make things very difficult.’

‘What the hell do you want? I thought the objective was to rip them out. You people are never satisfied.’

‘Neither would you be. We can exert controls over routes we know about; what in God’s name do we know about places like ... Porto Belocruz, Pilcomayo, a half dozen unpronounceable names in Paraguay, Brazil, Guiana? It’s a whole goddamn new ballgame, Ralph.’

‘Bring in the SA specialists. CIA’s crawling with them.’

‘No way. We’re not even allowed to ask for maps.’

‘That’s asinine.’

‘That’s espionage. We stay clean. We’re strictly according to Interpol-Hoyle; no funny business. I thought you knew that.’

‘I do,’ replied Loring wearily. ‘It’s still asinine.’

‘You worry about New England, USA. We’ll handle the pampas, or whatever they are - it is.’

‘New England, USA, is a goddamn microcosm. That’s what’s frightening. What happened to all those poetic descriptions of rustic fences and Yankee spirit and ivied brick walls?’

‘New poetry. Get with it.’

‘Your sympathy is overwhelming. Thanks.’

‘You sound discouraged.’

‘There isn’t enough time ...’

‘There never is.’ Cranston steered the small car into a faster lane only to find it bottlenecked at Nebraska and  Eighteenth. With a sigh, he shoved the gearshift into neutral and shrugged his shoulders. He looked at Loring, who was staring blankly at the windshield. ‘At least you got the green light. That’s something.’

‘Sure. With the wrong personnel.’

‘Oh ... I see. Is that him?’ Cranston gestured his head toward Loring’s briefcase.

‘That’s him. From the day he was born.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Matlock. James B. Matlock II. The B is for Barbour, very old family - two very old families. James Matlock, BA, MA, PhD. A leading authority in the field of social and political influences on Elizabethan literature. How about that?’

‘Jesus! Are those his qualifications? Where does he start asking questions? At faculty teas for retired professors?’

‘No. That part of it’s all right; he’s young enough. His qualifications are included in what Security calls “flawed but mobile in the extreme.” Isn’t that a lovely phrase?’

‘Inspiring. What does it mean?’

‘It’s supposed to describe a man who isn’t very nice. Probably because of a loused-up army record, or a divorce - I’m sure it’s the army thing - but in spite of that insurmountable handicap, is very well liked.’

‘I like him already.’

‘That’s my problem. I do, too.’

The two men fell into silence. It was clear that Cranston had been in the field long enough to realize when a fellow professional had to think by himself. Reach certain conclusions - or rationalizations - by himself. Most of the time, it was easy.

Ralph Loring thought about the man whose life was detailed so completely in his briefcase, culled from a score of data-bank sources. James Barbour Matlock was the name, but the person behind the name refused to come  into focus. And that bothered Loring; Matlock’s life had been shaped by disturbing, even violent, inconsistencies.

He was the surviving son of two elderly, immensely wealthy parents who lived in handsome retirement in Scarsdale, New York. His education had been properly Eastern Establishment: Andover and Amherst, with the proper expectations of a Manhattan-based profession - banking, brokerage, advertising. There was nothing in his precollege or undergraduate record to indicate a deviation from this pattern. Indeed, marriage to a socially prominent girl from Greenwich seemed to confirm it.

And then things happened to James Barbour Matlock, and Loring wished he understood. First came the army.

It was the early sixties, and by the simple expedient of agreeing to a six-month extension of service, Matlock could have sat comfortably behind a desk as a supply officer somewhere - most likely, with his family’s connections, in Washington or New York. Instead, his service file read like a hoodlum’s: a series of infractions and insubordinations that guaranteed him the least desirable of assignments - Vietnam and its escalating hostilities. While in the Mekong Delta, his military behavior also guaranteed him two summary courts-martial.

Yet there appeared to be no ideological motivation behind his actions, merely poor, if any, adjustment.

His return to civilian life was marked by continuing difficulties, first with his parents and then with his wife. Inexplicably, James Barbour Matlock, whose academic record had been gentlemanly but hardly superior, took a small apartment in Morningside Heights and attended Columbia University’s graduate school.

The wife lasted three and a half months, opting for a quiet divorce and a rapid exit from Matlock’s life.

The following several years were monotonous intelligence material. Matlock, the incorrigible, was in the  process of becoming Matlock, the scholar. He worked around the calendar, receiving his master’s degree in fourteen months, his doctorate two years later. There was a reconciliation of sorts with his parents, and a position with the English department at Carlyle University in Connecticut. Since then Matlock had published a number of books and articles and acquired an enviable reputation in the academic community. He was obviously popular - ‘mobile in the extreme.’ (silly goddamn expression); he was moderately well-off and apparently possessed none of the antagonistic traits he’d displayed during the hostile years. Of course, there was damn little reason for him to be discontented, thought Loring. James Barbour Matlock II had his life nicely routined; he was covered on all flanks, thank you, including a girl. He was currently, with discretion, involved with a graduate student named Patricia Ballantyne. They kept separate residences, but according to the data, were lovers. As near as could be determined, however, there was no marriage in sight. The girl was completing her doctoral studies in archeology, and a dozen foundation grants awaited her. Grants that led to distant lands and unfamiliar facts. Patricia Ballantyne was not for marriage; not according to the data banks.

But what of Matlock? wondered Ralph Loring. What did the facts tell him? How could they possibly justify the choice?

They didn’t. They couldn’t. Only a trained professional could carry out the demands of the current situation. The problems were far too complex, too filled with traps for an amateur.

The terrible irony was that if this Matlock made errors, fell into traps, he might accomplish far more far quicker than any professional.

And lose his life doing so.

‘What makes you all think he’ll accept?’ Cranston  was nearing Loring’s apartment and his curiosity was piqued.

‘What? I’m sorry, what did you say?’

‘What’s the motive for the subject’s acceptance? Why would he agree?’

‘A younger brother. Ten years younger, as a matter of fact. The parents are quite old. Very rich, very detached. This Matlock holds himself responsible.’

‘For what?’

‘The brother. He killed himself three years ago with an overdose of heroin.’

 



Ralph Loring drove his rented car slowly down the wide, tree-lined street past the large old houses set back beyond manicured lawns. Some were fraternity houses, but there were far fewer than had existed a decade ago. The social exclusivity of the fifties and early sixties was being replaced. A few of the huge structures had other identifications  now. The House, Aquarius (naturally), Afro-Commons, Warwick, Lumumba Hall.


Connecticut’s Carlyle University was one of those medium-sized ‘prestige’ campuses that dot the New England landscape. An administration, under the guidance of its brilliant president, Dr Adrian Sealfont, was restructuring the college, trying to bring it into the second half of the twentieth century. There were inevitable protests, proliferation of beards, and African studies balanced against the quiet wealth, club blazers, and alumni-sponsored regattas. Hard rock and faculty tea dances were groping for ways to coexist.

Loring reflected, as he looked at the peaceful campus in the bright spring sunlight, that it seemed inconceivable that such a community harbored any real problems.

Certainly not the problem that had brought him there.

Yet it did.

Carlyle was a time bomb which, when detonated, would claim extraordinary victims in its fallout. That it would explode, Loring knew, was inevitable. What happened before then was unpredictable. It was up to him to engineer the best possible probabilities. The key was James Barbour Matlock, BA, MA, PhD.

Loring drove past the attractive two-story faculty residence that held four apartments, each with a separate entrance. It was considered one of the better faculty houses and was usually occupied by bright young families before they’d reached the tenure necessary for outlying homes of their own. Matlock’s quarters were on the first floor, west section.

Loring drove around the block and parked diagonally across the street from Matlock’s door. He couldn’t stay long; he kept turning in the seat, scanning the cars and Sunday morning pedestrians, satisfied that he himself wasn’t being observed. That was vital. On Sunday, according to Matlock’s surveillance file, the young professor usually read the papers till around noon and then drove to the north end of Carlyle where Patricia Ballantyne lived in one of the efficiency apartments reserved for graduate students. That is, he drove over if she hadn’t spent the night with him. Then the two generally went out into the country for lunch and returned to Matlock’s apartment or went south into Hartford or New Haven. There were variations, of course. Often the Ballantyne girl and Matlock took weekends together, registering as man and wife. Not this weekend, however. Surveillance had confirmed that.

Loring looked at his watch. It was twelve-forty, but Matlock was still in his apartment. Time was running short. In a few minutes, Loring was expected to be at Crescent Street. 217 Crescent. It was where he would make cover-contact for his second vehicle transfer.

He knew it wasn’t necessary for him to physically watch Matlock. After all, he’d read the file thoroughly, looked at scores of photographs, and even talked briefly with Dr Sealfont, Carlyle’s president. Nevertheless, each agent had his own working methods, and his included watching subjects for a period of hours before making contact. Several colleagues at Justice claimed it gave him a sense of power. Loring knew only that it gave him a sense of confidence.

Matlock’s front door opened and a tall man walked out into the sunlight. He was dressed in khaki trousers, loafers, and a tan turtleneck sweater. Loring saw that he was modestly good looking with sharp features and fairly long blond hair. He checked the lock on his door, put on a pair of sunglasses, and walked around the sidewalk to what Loring presumed was a small parking area. Several minutes later, James Matlock drove out of the driveway in a Triumph sportscar.

The government man reflected that his subject seemed to have the best of a pleasant life. Sufficient income, no responsibilities, work he enjoyed, even a convenient relationship with an attractive girl.

Loring wondered if it would all be the same for James Barbour Matlock three weeks from then. For Matlock’s world was about to be plunged into an abyss.




 Chapter 2

Matlock pressed the Triumph’s accelerator to the floor and the low-slung automobile vibrated as the speedometer reached sixty-two miles per hour. It wasn’t that he was in a hurry - Pat Ballantyne wasn’t going anywhere - just that he was angry. Well, not angry, really; just irritated. He was usually irritated after a phone call from home. Time would never eliminate that. Nor money, if ever he made any to speak of - amounts his father considered respectable. What caused his irritation was the infuriating condescension. It grew worse as his mother and father advanced in years. Instead of making peace with the situation, they dwelled on it. They insisted that he spend the spring midterm vacation in Scarsdale so that he and his father could make daily trips into the city. To the banks, to the attorneys. To make ready for the inevitable, when and if it ever happened.

‘... There’s a lot you’ll have to digest, son,’ his father had said sepulchrally. ‘You’re not exactly prepared, you know ...’

‘... You’re all that’s left, darling,’ his mother had said with obvious pain.

Matlock knew they enjoyed their anticipated, martyred leavetaking of this world. They’d made their mark - or at least his father had. The amusing part was that his parents were as strong as pack mules, as healthy as wild horses. They’d no doubt outlast him by decades.

The truth was that they wanted him with them far more than he wished to be there. It had been that way for the past three years, since David’s death at the Cape.  Perhaps, thought Matlock, as he drew up in front of Pat’s apartment, the roots of his irritation were in his own guilt. He’d never quite made peace with himself about David. He never would.

And he didn’t want to be in Scarsdale during the midterm holidays. He didn’t want the memories. He had someone now who was helping him forget the awful years - of death, no love, and indecision. He’d promised to take Pat to St Thomas.

 



The name of the country inn was the Cheshire Cat, and, as its title implied, it was Englishy and pubbish. The food was decent, the drinks generous, and those factors made it a favorite spot of Connecticut’s exurbia. They’d finished their second Bloody Mary and had ordered roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. There were perhaps a dozen couples and several families in the spacious dining area. In the comer sat a single man reading The New York Times with the pages folded vertically, commuter fashion.

‘He’s probably an irate father waiting for a son who’s about to splash out. I know the type. They take the Scarsdaie train every morning.’

‘He’s too relaxed.’

‘They learn to hide tension. Only their druggists know. All that Gelusil.’

‘There are always signs, and he hasn’t any. He looks positively self-satisfied. You’re wrong.’

‘You just don’t know Scarsdale. Self-satisfaction is a registered trademark. You can’t buy a house without it.’

‘Speaking of such things, what are you going to do? I really think we should cancel St Thomas.’

‘I don’t. It’s been a rough winter; we deserve a little sun. Anyway, they’re being unreasonable. There’s nothing I want to learn about the Matlock manipulations; it’s a  waste of time. In the unlikely event that they ever do go, others’ll be in charge.’

‘I thought we agreed that was only an excuse. They want you around for a while. I think it’s touching they do it this way.’

‘It’s not touching, it’s my father’s transparent attempt at bribery ... Look. Our commuter’s given up.’ The single man with the newspaper finished his drink and was explaining to the waitress that he wasn’t ordering lunch. ‘Five’ll get you ten he pictured his son’s hair and leather jacket - maybe bare feet - and just panicked.’

‘I think you’re wishing it on the poor man.’

‘No, I’m not. I’m too sympathetic. I can’t stand the aggravation that goes with rebellion. Makes me self-conscious.’

‘You’re a very funny man, Private Matlock,’ said Pat, alluding to Matlock’s inglorious army career. ‘When we finish, let’s go down to Hartford. There’s a good movie.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you. We can’t today ... Sealfont called me this morning for an early evening conference. Said it was important.’

‘About what?’

‘I’m not sure. The African studies may be in trouble.

That “Tom” I recruited from Howard turned out to be a beaut. I think he’s a little to the right of Louis XIV.’

She smiled. ‘Really, you’re terrible.’

Matlock took her hand.

 



The residence of Dr Adrian Sealfont was imposingly appropriate. It was a large white colonial mansion with wide marble steps leading up to thick double doors carved in relief. Along the front were Ionic pillars spanning the width of the building. Floodlights from the lawn were turned on at sundown.

Matlock walked up the stairs to the door and rang the  bell. Thirty seconds later he was admitted by a maid, who ushered him through the hallway toward the rear of the house, into Dr Sealfont’s huge library.

Adrian Sealfont stood in the center of the room with two other men. Matlock, as always, was struck by the presence of the man. A shade over six feet, thin, with aquiline features, he radiated a warmth that touched all who were near him. There was about him a genuine humility which concealed his brilliance from those who did not know him. Matlock liked him immensely.

‘Hello, James.’ Sealfont extended his hand to Matlock. ‘Mr Loring, may I present Dr Matlock?’

‘How do you do? Hi, Sam,’ Matlock addressed this last to the third man, Samuel Kressel, dean of colleges at Carlyle.

‘Hello, Jim.’

‘We’ve met before, haven’t we?’ asked Matlock, looking at Loring. ‘I’m trying to remember.’

‘I’m going to be very embarrassed if you do.’

‘I’ll bet you will!’ laughed Kressel with his sardonic, slightly offensive, humor. Matlock also liked Sam Kressel, more because he knew the pain of Kressel’s job - what he had to contend with - than for the man himself.

‘What do you mean, Sam?’

‘I’ll answer you,’ interrupted Adrian Sealfont. ‘Mr Loring is with the federal government, the Justice Department. I agreed to arrange a meeting between the three of you, but I did not agree to what Sam and Mr Loring have just referred to. Apparently Mr Loring has seen fit to have you - what is the term - under surveillance. I’ve registered my strong objections.’ Sealfont looked directly at Loring.

‘You’ve had me what?’ asked Matlock quietly.

‘I apologize,’ said Loring persuasively. ‘It’s a personal idiosyncrasy and has nothing to do with our business.’

‘You’re the commuter in the Cheshire Cat.’

‘The what?’ asked Sam Kressel.

‘The man with the newspaper.’

‘That’s right. I knew you’d noticed me this afternoon. I thought you’d recognized me the minute you saw me again. I didn’t know I looked like a commuter.’

‘It was the newspaper. We called you an irate father.’

‘Sometimes I am. Not often, though. My daughter’s only seven.’

‘I think we should begin,’ Sealfont said. ‘Incidentally, James, I’m relieved your reaction is so understanding.’

‘My only reaction is curiosity. And a healthy degree of fear. To tell you the truth, I’m scared to death.’ Matlock smiled haltingly. ‘What’s it all about?’

‘Let’s have a drink while we talk.’ Adrian Sealfont smiled back and walked to his copper-topped dry bar in the comer of the room. ‘You’re a bourbon and water man, aren’t you, James? And Sam, a double Scotch over ice, correct? What’s yours, Mr Loring?’

‘Scotch’ll be fine. Just water.’

‘Here, James, give me a hand.’ Matlock crossed to Sealfont and helped him.

‘You amaze me, Adrian,’ said Kressel, sitting down in a leather armchair. ‘What in heaven’s name prompts you to remember your subordinates’ choice of liquor?’

Sealfont laughed. ‘The most logical reason of all. And it certainly isn’t confined to my ... colleagues. I’ve raised more money for this institution with alcohol than with hundreds of reports prepared by the best analytic minds in fund-raising circles.’ Here Adrian Sealfont paused and chuckled - as much to himself as to those in the room. ‘I once gave a speech to the Organization of University Presidents. In the question and answer period, I was asked to what I attributed Carlyle’s endowment ... I’m afraid I replied, “To those ancient peoples who developed the art  of fermenting the vineyards.” ... My late wife roared but told me later I’d set the fund back a decade.’

The three men laughed; Matlock distributed the drinks.

‘Your health,’ said the president of Carlyle, raising his glass modestly. The toast, however, was brief. ‘This is a bit awkward, James ... Sam. Several weeks ago I was contacted by Mr Loring’s superior. He asked me to come to Washington on a matter of utmost importance, relative to Carlyle. I did so and was briefed on a situation I still refuse to accept. Certain information which Mr Loring will impart to you seems incontrovertible on the surface. But that is the surface: rumor; out-of-context statements, written and verbal; constructed evidence which may be meaningless. On the other hand, there might well be a degree of substance. It is on that possibility that I’ve agreed to this meeting. I must make it clear, however, that I cannot be a party to it. Carlyle will not be a party to it. Whatever may take place in this room has my unacknowledged approval but not my official sanction. You act as individuals, not as members of the faculty or staff of Carlyle. If, indeed, you decide to act at all ... Now, James, if that doesn’t “scare you,” I don’t know what will.’ Sealfont smiled again, but his message was clear.

‘It scares me,’ said Matlock without emphasis.

Kressel put down his glass and leaned forward on the chair. ‘Are we to assume from what you’ve said that you don’t endorse Loring’s presence here? Or whatever it is he wants?’

‘It’s a gray area. If there’s substance to his charges, I certainly cannot turn my back. On the other hand, no university president these days will openly collaborate with a government agency on speculation. You’ll forgive me, Mr Loring, but too many people in Washington have taken advantage of the academic communities. I refer specifically to Michigan, Columbia, Berkeley ... among  others. Simple police matters are one thing, infiltration ... well, that’s something else again.’ ‘Infiltration? That’s a pretty strong word,’ said Matlock.

‘Perhaps too strong. I’ll leave the terms to Mr Loring.’ Kressel picked up his glass. ‘May I ask why we - Matlock and I - have been chosen?’

‘That, again, will be covered in Mr Loring’s discussion. However, since I’m responsible for your being here, Sam, I’ll tell you my reasons. As dean, you’re more closely attuned to campus affairs than anyone else ... You will also be aware of it if Mr Loring or his associates overstep their bounds ... I think that’s all I have to say. I’m going over to the assembly. That filmmaker, Strauss, is speaking tonight and I’ve got to put in an appearance.’ Sealfont walked back to the bar and put his glass on the tray. The three other men rose.

‘One thing before you go,’ said Kressel, his brow wrinkled. ‘Suppose one or both of us decide we want no part of Mr Loring’s ... business?’

‘Then refuse.’ Adrian Sealfont crossed to the library door. ‘You are under no obligation whatsoever; I want that perfectly clear. Mr Loring understands. Good evening, gentlemen.’ Sealfont walked out into the hallway, closing the door behind him.




 Chapter 3

The three men remained silent, standing motionless. They could hear the front entrance open and close. Kressel turned and looked at Loring.

‘It seems to me you’ve been put on the spot.’

‘I usually am in these situations. Let me clarify my position; it will partly explain this meeting. The first thing you should know is that I’m with the Justice Department,  Narcotics Bureau.’

Kressel sat down and sipped at his drink. ‘You haven’t traveled up here to tell us forty per cent of the student body is on pot and a few other items, have you? Because if so, it’s nothing we don’t know.’

‘No, I haven’t. I assume you do know about such things. Everyone does. I’m not sure about the percentage, though. It could be a low estimate.’

Matlock finished his bourbon and decided to have another. He spoke as he crossed to the copper bar table. ‘It may be low or high, but comparatively speaking - in relation to other campuses - we’re not in a panic.’

‘There’s no reason for you to be. Not about that.’

‘There’s something else?’

‘Very much so.’ Loring walked to Sealfont’s desk and bent down to pick up his briefcase from the floor. It was apparent that the government man and Carlyle’s president had talked before Matlock and Kressel arrived. Loring put the briefcase on the desk and opened it. Matlock walked back to his chair and sat down.

‘I’d like to show you something.’ Loring reached into the briefcase and withdrew a thick page of silver-colored  stationery, cut diagonally as if with pinking shears. The silver coating was now filthy with repeated handling and blotches of grease or dirt. He approached Matlock’s chair and handed it to him. Kressel got up and came over.

‘It’s some kind of letter. Or announcement. With numbers,’ said Matlock. ‘It’s in French; no, Italian, I think. I can’t make it out.’

‘Very good, professor,’ said Loring. ‘A lot of both and not a predominance of either. Actually, it’s a Corsican dialect, written out. It’s called the Oltremontan strain, used in the southern hill country. Like Etruscan, it’s not entirely translatable. But what codes are used are simple to the point of not being codes at all. I don’t think they were meant to be; there aren’t too many of these. So there’s enough here to tell us what we need to know.’

‘Which is?’ asked Kressel, taking the strange-looking paper from Matlock.

‘First I’d like to explain how we got it. Without that explanation, the information is meaningless.’

‘Go ahead.’ Kressel handed the filthy silver paper back to the government agent, who carried it to the desk and carefully returned it to his briefcase.

‘A narcotics courier - that is, a man who goes into a specific source territory carrying instructions, money, messages - left the country six weeks ago. He was more than a courier, actually; he was quite powerful in the distribution hierarchy; you might say he was on a busman’s holiday, Mediterranean style. Or perhaps he was checking investments ... At any rate, he was killed by some mountain people in the Toros Daglari - that’s Turkey, a growing district. The story is, he canceled operations there and the violence followed. We accept that; the Mediterranean fields are closing down right and left, moving into South America ... The paper was found on his body, in a skin belt. As you saw, it’s been handed  around a bit. It brought a succession of prices from Ankara to Marrakesh. An Interpol undercover man finally made the purchase and it was turned over to us.’

‘From Toros Dag-whatever-it-is to Washington. That paper’s had quite a journey,’ said Matlock.

‘And an expensive one,’ added Loring. ‘Only it’s not in Washington now, it’s here. From Toros Daglari to Carlyle, Connecticut.’

‘I assume that means something.’ Sam Kressel sat down, apprehensively watching the government man.

‘It means the information in that paper concerns Carlyle.’ Loring leaned back against the desk and spoke calmly, with no sense of urgency at all. He could have been an instructor in front of a class explaining a dry but necessary mathematics theorem. ‘The paper says there’ll be a conference on the tenth of May, three weeks from tomorrow. The numbers are the map coordinates of the Carlyle area - precision decimals of longitude and latitude in Greenwich units. The paper itself identifies the holder to be one of those summoned. Each paper has either a matching half or is cut from a pattern that can be matched - simple additional security. What’s missing is the precise location.’

‘Wait a minute.’ Kressel’s voice was controlled but sharp; he was upset. ‘Aren’t you ahead of yourself, Loring? You’re giving us information - obviously restricted - before you state your request. This university administration isn’t interested in being an investigative arm of the government. Before you go into facts, you’d better say what you want.’ ‘I’m sorry, Mr Kressel. You said I was on the spot and I am. I’m handling it badly.’

‘Like hell. You’re an expert.’

‘Hold it, Sam.’ Matlock raised his hand off the arm of the chair. Kressel’s sudden antagonism seemed uncalled  for. ‘Sealfont said we had the option to refuse whatever he wants. If we exercise that option - and we probably will — I’d like to think we did so out of judgment, not blind reaction.’

‘Don’t be naive, Jim. You receive restricted or classified information and instantly, post facto, you’re involved. You can’t deny receiving it; you can’t say it didn’t happen.’

Matlock looked up at Loring. ‘Is that true?’

‘To a degree, yes. I won’t lie about it.’

‘Then why should we listen to you?’

‘Because Carlyle University is involved; has been for years. And the situation is critical. So critical that there are only three weeks left to act on the information we have.’

Kressel got out of his chair, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. ‘Create the crisis - without proof - and force the involvement. The crisis fades but the records show the university was a silent participant in a federal investigation. That was the pattern at the University of Wisconsin.’ Kressel turned to Matlock. ‘Do you remember that one, Jim? Six days of riots on campus. Half a semester lost on teach-ins.’

‘That was Pentagon oriented,’ said Loring. ‘The circumstances were entirely different.’

‘You think the Justice Department makes it more palatable? Read a few campus newspapers.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Sam, let the man talk. If you don’t want to listen, go home. I want to hear what he has to say.’

Kressel looked down at Matlock. ‘All right. I think I understand. Go ahead, Loring. Just remember, no obligations. And we’re not bound to respect any conditions of confidence.’

‘I’ll gamble on your common sense.’

‘That may be a mistake.’ Kressel walked to the bar and replenished his drink.

Loring sat on the edge of the desk. ‘I’ll start by asking both of you if you’ve ever heard of the word  nimrod?’

‘Nimrod is a Hebrew name,’ Matlock answered. ‘Old Testament. A descendant of Noah, ruler of Babylon and Nineveh. Legendary prowess as a hunter, which obscures the more important fact that he founded, or built, the great cities in Assyria and Mesopotamia.’

Loring smiled. ‘Very good again, professor. A hunter  and a builder. I’m speaking in more contemporary terms, however.’

‘Then, no, I haven’t. Have you, Sam?’

Kressel walked back to his chair, carrying his glass. ‘I didn’t even know what you just said. I thought a nimrod was a casting fly. Very good for trout.’

‘Then I’ll fill in some background ... I don’t mean to bore you with narcotics statistics. I’m sure you’re bombarded with them constantly.’

‘Constantly,’ said Kressel.

‘But there’s an isolated geographical statistic you may not be aware of. The concentration of drug traffic in the New England states is growing at a rate exceeding that of any other section of the country. It’s a startling pattern. Since 1968, there’s been a systematic erosion of enforcement procedures ... Let me put it into perspective, geographically. In California, Illinois, Louisiana, narcotics controls have improved to the point of at least curtailing the growth curves. It’s really the best we can hope for until the international agreements have teeth. But not in the New England area. Throughout this section, the expansion has gone wild. It’s hit the colleges hard.’

‘How do you know that?’ asked Matlock.

‘Dozens of ways and always too late to prevent distribution. Informers, marked inventories from Mediterranean,  Asian, and Latin American sources, traceable Swiss deposits; that is restricted data.’ Loring looked at Kressel and smiled.

‘Now I know you people are crazy.’ Kressel spoke disagreeably. ‘It seems to me that if you can substantiate those charges, you should do so publicly. And loud.’

‘We have our reasons.’

‘Also restricted, I assume,’ said Kressel with faint disgust.

‘There’s a side issue,’ continued the government man, disregarding him. ‘The eastern prestige campuses - large and small, Princeton, Amherst, Harvard, Vassar, Williams, Carlyle - a good percentage of their enrollments include VIP kids. Sons and daughters of very important people, especially in government and industry. There’s a blackmail potential, and we think it’s been used. Such people are painfully sensitive to drug scandals.’

Kressel interrupted. ‘Granting what you say is true, and I don’t, we’ve had less trouble here than most other colleges in the northeast area.’

‘We’re aware of that. We even think we know why.’

‘That’s esoteric, Mr Loring. Say what you want to say.’ Matlock didn’t like the games some people played.

‘Any distribution network which is capable of systematically servicing, expanding, and controlling an entire section of the country has got to have a base of operations. A clearing house - you might say, a command post. Believe me when I tell you that this base of operations, the command post for the narcotics traffic throughout the New England states, is Carlyle University.’

Samuel Kressel, dean of the colleges, dropped his glass on Adrian Sealfont’s parquet floor.

 



Ralph Loring continued his incredible story. Matlock and Kressel remained in their chairs. Several times during his  calm, methodical explanation, Kressel began to interrupt, to object, but Loring’s persuasive narrative cut him short. There was nothing to argue.

The investigation of Carlyle University had begun eighteen months ago. It had been triggered by an accounts ledger uncovered by the French Sureté during one of its frequent narcotics investigations in the port of Marseilles. Once the ledger’s American origins were established, it was sent to Washington under Interpol agreement. Throughout the ledger’s entries were references to ‘C - 22°-59°’ consistently followed by the name Nimrod.The numbered degree marks were found to be map co-ordinates of northern Connecticut, but not decimally definitive. After tracing hundreds of possible trucking routes from Atlantic seaboard piers and airports relative to the Marseilles operation, the vicinity of Carlyle was placed under maximum surveillance.

As part of the surveillance, telephone taps were ordered on persons known to be involved with narcotics distribution from such points as New York, Hartford, Boston, and New Haven. Tapes were made of conversations of underworld figures. All calls regarding narcotics to and from the Carlyle area were placed to and from public telephone booths. It made the intercepts difficult, but not impossible. Again, restricted methods.

As the information files grew, a startling fact became apparent. The Carlyle group was independent. It had no formal ties with structured organized crime; it was beholden to no-one. It used known criminal elements, was not used by them. It was a tightly knit unit, reaching into the majority of New England universities. And it did not - apparently - stop at drugs.

There was evidence of the Carlyle unit’s infiltration into gambling, prostitution, even postgraduate employment placement. Too, there seemed to be a purpose,  an objective beyond the inherent profits of the illegal activities. The Carlyle unit could have made far greater profit with less complications by dealing outright with known criminals, acknowledged suppliers in all areas. Instead, it spent its own money to set up its organization. It was its own master, controlling its own sources, its own distribution. But what its ultimate objectives were was unclear.

It had become so powerful that it threatened the leadership of organized crime in the Northeast. For this reason, leading figures of the underworld had demanded a conference with those in charge of the Carlyle operation. The key here was a group, or an individual, referred to as Nimrod.

The purpose of the conference, as far as could be determined, was for an accommodation to be reached between Nimrod and the overlords of crime who felt threatened by Nimrod’s extraordinary growth. The conference would be attended by dozens of known and unknown criminals throughout the New England states.

‘Mr Kressel.’ Loring turned to Carlyle’s dean and seemed to hesitate. ‘I suppose you have lists - students, faculty, staff - people you know or have reason to suspect are into the drug scene. I can’t assume it because I don’t know, but most colleges do have.’

‘I won’t answer that question.’

‘Which, of course, gives me my answer,’ said Loring quietly, even sympathetically.

‘Not for a minute! You people have a habit of assuming exactly what you want to assume.’

‘All right, I stand rebuked. But even if you’d said yes, it wasn’t my purpose to ask for them. It was merely by way of telling you that we do have such a list. I wanted you to know that.’

Sam Kressel realized he’d been trapped; Loring’s ingenuousness only annoyed him further. ‘I’m sure you do.’

‘Needless to say, we’d have no objection to giving you a copy.’

‘That won’t be necessary.’

‘You’re pretty obstinate, Sam,’ said Matlock. ‘You burying your head?’

Before Kressel could reply, Loring spoke. ‘The dean knows he can change his mind. And we’ve agreed, there’s no crisis here. You’d be surprised how many people wait for the roof to cave in before asking for help. Or accepting it.’

‘But there aren’t many surprises in your organization’s proclivity for turning difficult situations into disasters, are there?’ countered Sam Kressel antagonistically.

‘We’ve made mistakes.’

‘Since you have names,’ continued Sam, ‘why don’t you go after them? Leave us out of it; do your own dirty work. Make arrests, press charges. Don’t try to deputize us.’

‘We don’t want to do that ... Besides, most of our evidence is inadmissible.’

‘That occurred to me,’ interjected Kressel.

‘And what do we gain? What do you gain?’ Loring leaned forward, returning Sam’s stare. ‘We pick up a couple of hundred potheads, a few dozen speedfreaks; users and low-level pushers. Don’t you understand, that doesn’t solve anything.’

‘Which brings us to what you really want, doesn’t it?’ Matlock sank back into the chair; he watched the persuasive agent closely.

‘Yes,’ answered Loring softly. ‘We want Nimrod. We want to know the location of that conference on May 10. It could be anywhere within a radius of fifty to a hundred miles. We want to be prepared for it. We want to break the back of the Nimrod operation, for reasons that go way beyond Carlyle University. As well as narcotics.’  ‘How?’ asked James Matlock.

‘Dr Sealfont said it. Infiltration ... Professor Matlock, you are what’s known in intelligence circles as a highly mobile person within your environment. You’re widely accepted by diverse, even conflicting factions - within both the faculty and the student body. We have the names, you have the mobility.’ Loring reached into his briefcase and withdrew the scissored page of filthy stationery. ‘Somewhere out there is the information we need. Somewhere there’s someone who has a paper like this; someone who knows what we have to know.’

James Barbour Matlock remained motionless in his chair, staring at the government man. Neither Loring nor Kressel could be sure what he was thinking but both had an idea. If thoughts were audible, there would have been full agreement in that room at that moment. James Matlock’s mind had wandered back three, almost four years ago. He was remembering a blond-haired boy of nineteen. Immature for his age, perhaps, but good, kind. A boy with problems.

They’d found him as they’d found thousands like him in thousands of cities and towns across the country. Other times, other Nimrods.

James Matlock’s brother, David, had inserted a needle in his right arm and had shot up thirty mg. of white fluid. He had performed the act in a catboat in the calm waters of a Cape Cod inlet. The small sailboat had drifted into the reeds near shore. When they found it, James Matlock’s brother was dead.

Matlock made his decision.

‘Can you get me the names?’

‘I have them with me.’

‘Just hold it.’ Kressel stood up, and when he spoke, it wasn’t in the tone of an angry man - it was with fear. ‘Do you realize what you’re asking him to do? He has no  experience in this kind of work. He’s not trained. Use one of your own men.’

‘There isn’t time. There’s no time for one of our men. He’ll be protected; you can help.’

‘I can stop you!’

‘No, you can’t, Sam,’ said Matlock from the chair.

‘Jim, for Christ’s sake, do you know what he’s asking? If there’s any truth to what he’s said, he’s placing you in the worst position a man can be in. An informer.’

‘You don’t have to stay. My decision doesn’t have to be your decision. Why don’t you go home?’ Matlock rose and walked slowly to the bar, carrying his glass.

‘That’s impossible now,’ said Kressel, turning toward the government agent. ‘And he knows it.’


Loring felt a touch of sadness. This Matlock was a good man; he was doing what he was doing because he felt he owed a debt. And it was coldly, professionally projected that by accepting the assignment, James Matlock was very possibly going to his death. It was a terrible price, that possibility. But the objective was worth it. The conference was worth it.

Nimrod was worth it.

That was Loring’s conclusion.

It made his assignment bearable.




 Chapter 4

Nothing could be written down; the briefing was slow, repetition constant. But Loring was a professional and knew the value of taking breaks from the pressures of trying to absorb too much too rapidly. During these periods, he attempted to draw Matlock out, learn more about this man whose life was so easily expendable. It was nearly midnight; Sam Kressel had left before eight o’clock. It was neither necessary nor advisable that the dean be present during the detailing of the specifics. He was a liaison, not an activist. Kressel was not averse to the decision.

Ralph Loring learned quickly that Matlock was a private man. His answers to innocuously phrased questions were brief, thrown-away replies constituting no more than self-denigrating explanations. After a while, Loring gave up. Matlock had agreed to do a job, not make public his thoughts or his motives. It wasn’t necessary; Loring understood the latter. That was all that mattered. He was just as happy not to know the man too well.

Matlock, in turn - while memorizing the complicated information - was, on another level, reflecting on his own life, wondering in his own way why he’d been selected. He was intrigued by an evaluation that could describe him as being mobile; what an awful word to have applied!

Yet he knew he was precisely what the term signified. He was mobile. The professional researchers, or psychologists, or whatever they were, were accurate. But he doubted they understood the reasons behind his ... ‘mobility.’

The academic world had been a refuge, a sanctuary. Not an objective of long-standing ambition. He had fled into it in order to buy time, to organize a life that was falling apart, to understand. To get his head straight, as the kids said these days.

He had tried to explain it to his wife, his lovely, quick, bright, ultimately hollow wife, who thought he’d lost his senses. What was there to understand but an awfully good job, an awfully nice house, an awfully pleasant club, and a good life with an awfully rewarding social and financial world? For her, there was nothing more to understand. And he understood that.

But for him that world had lost its meaning. He had begun to drift away from its core in his early twenties, during his last year at Amherst. The separation became complete with his army experience.

It was no one single thing that had triggered his rejection. And the rejection itself was not a violent act, although violence played its role in the early days of the Saigon mess. It had begun at home, where most life-styles are accepted or rejected, during a series of disagreeable confrontations with his father. The old gentleman - too old, too gentlemanly — felt justified in demanding a better performance from his first son. A direction, a sense of purpose not at all in evidence. The senior Matlock belonged to another era - if not another century - and believed the gap between father and son a desirable thing, the lower element being dismissible until it had proved itself in the marketplace. Dismissible but, of course, malleable. In ways, the father was like a benign ruler who, after generations of power, was loathe to have the throne abandoned by his rightful issue. It was inconceivable to the elder Matlock that his son would not assume the leadership of the family business. Businesses.

But for the younger Matlock, it was all too conceivable.  And preferable. He was not only uncomfortable thinking about a future in his father’s marketplace, he was also afraid. For him there was no joy in the regimented pressures of the financial world; instead, there was an awesome fear of inadequacy, emphasized by his father’s strong - overpowering - competence. The closer he came to entering that world, the more pronounced was his fear. And it occurred to him that along with the delights of extravagant shelter and unnecessary creature comforts had to come the justification for doing what was expected in order to possess these things. He could not find that justification. Better the shelter should be less extravagant, the creature comforts somewhat limited, than face the prospects of continuing fear and discomfort.
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