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I grew up in the countryside with a huge, clear sky over my head every night. I would see the stars and to me the possibilities were endless. It was easy to believe not only in other worlds but in other universes altogether. When I went to the McDonald Observatory (which is a real place) when I was eight years old, I carried a part of it away with me, and after I returned home, Ryan and Essie came into my life. The story went through several versions, adding characters through the years. But Ryan and Essie never changed. They always met in that observatory. They always quarreled. And they always went to another world. 

It took me many years to complete the story—I laid it aside for ages—and for a long time I forgot about it. The final epilogue existed from the beginning. I always knew it would be there. But I didn’t know how to finish the story until twenty-five years after I first looked up into that night sky.

I hope you like Ryan and Essie. For me, it’s about learning. The field of possible things you can know is even more daunting than the universe that hangs over your head every night. But learning is hard. Really, learning is frightening. As new and exhilarating as launching into deep space when you’re twelve years old would be. Ryan is the boy who always likes saying no instead of yes and needs to grow a lot. Essie is the girl who is over-optimistic and finds out things aren’t easy in real life. There’s a bit of both of them in me and possibly in everyone. 

Sarah Scheele

November 10, 2012
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“Now we see through a glass, darkly, but then face to face”

St. Paul
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“If the sun and stars should doubt/They’d immediately go out”

William Blake
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This is a story about a Mirror, a mirror that could show people the eternal. Most mirrors are not like this—they show only the person who looks into them. But there are a few rare mirrors, placed in our universe when the first stars began to shine, and if a person looks into one of these, he will open a window to the world beyond. 

There are a lot of stories about the Mirror, but this particular one is about a boy named Ryan and a girl named Essie. It has other things in it too. Ancient wars and strange experiments and mighty rulers of distant planets. It’s about things that happened near our own time and other things that happened far away and very long ago. But mostly it’s about Ryan and Essie and how​​ they learned to respect each other.
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​Chapter One
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Earth, the near future
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Ryan and Essie met when Essie’s parents took her to the McDonald Observatory on a field trip. Ryan’s father, Dr. Johnston, worked there. He had lived for a while on the moon’s new research station, but after marrying he had returned to Earth and accepted a position as the chief researcher in the observatory. He was constantly working, and Ryan, who was twelve years old, usually went to the observatory after school and did homework until Dr. Johnston finished his work for the day. (Ryan’s mother didn’t live with them anymore.) Ryan liked homework and as long as he was given a long science textbook, he was almost impossible to bore, but he was lonely and mad about his parent’s divorce, so he was usually pretty cranky. He was thin and sour-looking, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a long, straight nose.

Essie did not know Ryan or his father before she visited the observatory, but that did not matter. Essie was the sort of person who gets to know you. She was a bit eager to make friends and very confident. Essie (so she had solemnly informed her aunt one day) was going to be queen when she grew up. Where or of what exactly, she didn’t know—and didn’t care either. She was sure it would happen. Things always worked out the way she wanted them to because she was Essie. Like Ryan, she was twelve years old. 

This girl who wanted to change the world lived on a big ranch quite a few miles away from the observatory, but her parents were used to driving over long distances so they didn’t think it was too far to take her for a family science outing. They were named Mr. and Mrs. Davis, just like the fort near the observatory. Their daughter was short and sporty-looking, with red hair, green eyes, and a small, almost flat nose. It wasn’t a surprise that she looked so athletic because she was. She was involved in several sports at school and she spent almost all her free time moving in and out around the big, isolated ranch house where she had always lived. Jogging, stretching, strengthening with weight, and improving coordination were her hobbies, although she also liked to ride horses and help her father with the cattle. 

Essie was offended if people said she was a tomboy. She actually loved pretty clothes and hoped she could be something popular and pretty when she grew up—like a queen. Although just fairish at most school subjects, she didn’t lack curiosity and loved to read, especially fiction books about girls who went to fantasy lands or outer space and realized their potential. She was always open to new activities, so she was happy to visit the observatory and enjoyed the drive into the mountains where it was located. There were lots of people visiting the telescope that day because there were sunspots currently visible and everyone wanted to see them.

The boy who would help shape the destiny of planets could have seen her parent’s car riding up the slope because he was sitting in a narrow alcove with a huge window that looked right over the road. But he did not see her. Ryan was not big on looking out of windows. He remained hunched over his astrophysics book while Essie’s parents parked the car and she leaped out. She was excited because she knew they had planned this trip especially for her.

Then they waited in line . . . and waited . . . and waited.

“Mom, this is so boring!” Essie groaned, loudly.

“Stop fidgeting, we’re almost there,” said her mother. 

The red-haired, inquisitive girl stood on her tiptoes. Ahead a thin, dark door was open and people were filing in while a sandy-haired woman directed them. The line was moving forward!

“We’re going in! Yay.”

Her father pushed her ahead. “Shush up and move.”

They got into the observatory safely, although a lanky teen behind Essie kept stepping on her feet. Once inside, she looked around eagerly.  Like most scientific buildings, the observatory had cold floors and almost no decorations. She looked at the pictures that hung on the wall, but they were pretty dull—black and white lumps of star clusters with only a few colored photos, and only one really pretty one. It showed Eta Carinae exploding and was a fantastic, surreal red color.

“That’s cool. I want my queen dress to be red and glowing like that.” 

The Bigfoot boy jostled her again and ground his toes into her heel. A tall ponytailed girl with him chewed some gum. “Will you move? There’s a space.”

Mr. Davis apologized and hustled her quickly away. The whole crowd—mostly school groups and middle-aged star enthusiasts—moved forward while the sandy-haired woman gave them a tour. They jostled through narrow halls towards the giant telescope in the center of the building. Ryan’s alcove was next to the telescope. He groaned and pursed his mouth as the visitors clomped closer.

“Ugh, I can’t finish my homework,” he thought, burying his head in the textbook. He had only one more problem to solve, but he still wanted the people to go away. The sandy-haired woman’s voice carried through the echoing central room. Sighing, Ryan twitched his lips and hunched up.

“The great telescope here was a gift from the Wilson-Paterson agency in 1948. It was part of a government program designed to push America into the space age. Many scientists made pivotal discoveries in their careers and the history of science using this telescope.”

Essie yawned. There was a long line in front and it would be a while before she got to look at the sunspots through the telescope. She didn’t find the sandy-haired woman’s speech very interesting and peered impatiently around the large, circular room. Its white walls and shiny chrome railings were all quite lifeless.

“Ah, what a nice coincidence,” the sandy-haired woman exclaimed, in a bright, grown-up voice. “This is Dr. Calvin Johnston, Chief Researcher here at McDonald! Dr. Johnston is currently heading a project that has made some revolutionary discoveries about dark matter. I’m sure many of you have heard something about that? Yes, I thought so.”

Essie looked briefly at the tall man standing near the telescope. He had glasses and early graying hair that had once been blonde. Dr. Johnston was showing people how to use the telescope and as the line inched forward, she saw a boy sitting in an alcove. He was reading and nothing of him was visible except blue-jeaned knees and a bit of blonde head. Essie was enchanted. There was a kid! (As in, a kid who actually belonged to the observatory. She did not think that the Bigfoot boy counted as a kid. He seemed to be in high school or even beyond.) She bounced on tiptoes as the line moved forward.

“I wonder what he’s doing here? Does he live here? Can someone live here? I don’t see any beds to sleep in.” 

The boy did not look at the visitors and Essie could not catch his eye. She wanted to go over and ask about living in the observatory. She glanced at her parents. They were right beside her and she knew they wouldn’t let her go anywhere. She fidgeted and glanced hopelessly at the boy.

“There has been an unusual amount of solar activity recently, causing a host of phenomena besides sunspots,” the sandy-haired woman continued in a firm voice. “If any of you are originally from the northern US or Canada, you may be familiar with the Aurora Borealis. This event has increased during these solar eruptions.”

Essie took a good look at Dr. Johnston. He looked a little like the boy. “Well, the top of his head does. They have the same kind of hair. I bet they’re related. I must ask him about it.”

Now really frustrated, she made some tapping sounds with her feet to alert the boy to her presence. The floor was made of a hollow substance that produced splendid vibrations, but her efforts still did not work. Her parents poked her and told her to be quiet. The boy didn’t seem to hear at all.

“Is he deaf?” Essie fumed. She wanted to make a mad escape and yell into his ear just to find out.

The Bigfoot boy tapped her backside. “There’s a space.” 

The ponytailed girl blew out some gum, obscuring her face so she seemed to have a head made of gum. “Yeah, move.”

A crowd of people surged in from behind. They belonged to a tour group the rest of which was farther ahead in the line. They shoved and jostled their way through—some apologizing, others not—and Essie was briefly separated from both her parents and the teenagers. Only one moment, but it was enough. She darted under the silver railing and whipped into the alcove. Bigfoot Boy and Gum Girl eagerly took her spot. (They never knew they were responsible for bringing Ryan and Essie together, thus affecting the destiny of various planets, but they felt sufficiently self-important without knowing.)

The traveling girl popped alongside the stationary boy and smiled brightly. “Hi!” 

Ryan’s head shot up. “Whoa!” 

She held out her hand. “My name’s Essie. What’s yours?”

Ryan poked his head back into his book. “Not gonna tell you.”

Truly mortified, she withdrew her hand and her face fell. “Not gonna tell me? Why? Is it a secret?”

Ryan looked up with a smug grin. At least Essie thought it was very smug. “Maybe.”

“Well, that’s not very nice. I’m just trying to be friends.”

“I don’t want to be friends. I want you to go away!”

Essie was getting red in the face and since she already had red hair the effect was most red indeed. “Why? I haven’t done anything to you.”

Ryan put the book carefully on the table. “Yes, you have. You bopped in here without asking! This is my special alcove.”

Essie looked around with surprise. “Oh. It’s not your room?”

“My room? This is an observatory. Where would I sleep?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you. I thought you lived here. I’m sorry you don’t. I think it would be fun to lie all night with the stars over your head. I’m going to have a room with a skylight when I grow up.”

“Won’t that be kind of expensive?” asked Ryan. He usually got the better of other people by using math and prices.

Essie began to leaf through one of his books. “Oh, I’ll be queen then.”

“Good luck with that, since you live in America. Give me back my book.”

“Why?”

“You can’t read it unless you have a genius I.Q., that’s why. The words won’t make any sense.” He said this because he couldn’t immediately think of a reason to take the book away. “I’m also using it right now.”

Essie waved him off and started reading. “The pol-ar cross rot-ation—okay, dull. Are you reading it for school?”

“No, I’m reading it because if I finish the whole book, I’ll win a trip to Canada. Of course, it’s for school. Although smart kids think it’s fun too.”

“Are you smart?” asked Essie, sounding surprised.

He pursed his mouth. “Actually, yes. And don’t say you’re just as smart, because you’re not. Smart people don’t bounce up to total strangers and yell “Hi” in their ears!”

“Yeah right. Smart people don’t turn down a friend.” She was rather proud of this line and waved her feet contentedly. She picked up another book. “What’s this? Ouch, it’s heavy.”

“That’s because it contains everything you need to know about the universe. That’s the title: Everything You Need to Know About the Universe.”

Essie had stumbled upon a color picture of Eta Carinae exploding. It looked like the one on the wall. “Sup-er-no-va. EAT A CAR IN A. Eat a car in a what?”

“See, you’re not smart. You’re just red like that.” He indicated the neon, artificially colored image.

She was not sensitive about her hair because her mother had told her it was pretty, but she was worried about her freckled complexion because kids at school had made fun of her. It was galling for this horrible boy to compare her to some sort of outer-space exploding tomato. 

“I’m not red!”

“Yes, you are. Red, red, red.”

They argued about this for a while. They did not exactly reach any conclusion—nobody really won—until Essie got bored and asked Ryan where he did live if he didn’t live in the observatory.

“I live with my dad. In a house.”

“What do you want to be when you grow up? An astronomer like your dad?” She closed her eyes. “I think looking at the stars all day would be fun. And you could stay up all night. Maybe I should become an astronomer.”

Ryan was quite angered because he did want to become an astronomer. He was advanced in science and had gotten through many long hours at the observatory by being proud of how advanced he was. As if it was not bad enough for this Essie creature to barge in and wart him with questions, now she wanted to steal his career!

“You an astronomer? Don’t be an idiot,” he said, hotly.

The girl’s eyes opened. She looked hurt. “I’m not an idiot.”

The boy grabbed his notebook and held it open. “Astronomers don’t sit around looking at the sky. They do math like this.”

Essie tried to spell out the complex equation but couldn’t and stumbled. Ryan triumphantly threw the book away. “There. You can’t even do easy math.”

Essie was embarrassed and began to lose her cool. “I can so. That was not easy math. I can do easy math which is correct math for my grade level. My mom said exactly that.”

The kids looked up with surprise as Essie’s parents and Dr. Johnston came into the alcove. Her parents had missed Essie almost immediately, but the line was so crowded that they could not locate her until they moved up themselves. They had asked Dr. Johnston if they could go past the rail and bring her back. When he saw the lost girl talking to his son, he agreed and went with them.

Her parents began to scold Essie and, at first, Ryan thought he had been rescued. Then he realized in dismay that his father liked her parents and was starting to like Essie too. When she made her annoying remarks to him, he thought they were cute and even said Essie was a very bright little girl. Ryan just sat there with his mouth open, gaping at this ignorant grown-up remark.

“We’re so sorry,” said Essie’s mom.

“Oh no, no,” said Dr. Johnston, shaking hands. “It’s great to see a kid with so much curiosity. Curiosity is the basis of discovery, you know, although in this case she merely discovered my son. Do you like astronomy, little Essie?”

“I love it. I think your job is fun.”

“Well, you know I think it’s fun too,” he laughed, while Ryan scowled. “Since she likes astronomy so much, perhaps you’d like to visit the shuttle launch next week? I have a good friend in SpaceIND who sends me free passes every year. We were colleagues at the lunar station. You could tour the shuttle and control room before launch. Would you like that?”

The visitor who had never been in an observatory before bounced gleefully. “Yes, yes, yes!”

The boy who was always at the observatory leaped up. “Dad, the launch? I was going with you. I don’t want her there.”

But his protests were useless. Essie’s parents saw how excited she was and agreed. Dr. Johnston promised to send them the passes and they departed after seeing the sunspots, smiling and waving. Ryan sat hunched up and staring into space, feeling robbed.

The Davis family drove home into a golden sunset that lit the tops of the mountains. Eventually, the other visitors all left too and the observatory was dark for the night. And low in the southern sky, the stars glowed cold and bright, as if waiting for something that only they knew would happen.
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The weather was perfect a week later for the shuttle launch. It was hot, but not too hot, and the sky was like a thin, shimmering blue bowl. There were only two tiny wisps of clouds that looked like marshmallows. The Davises drove to Austin first, and then up towards the smaller town where SpaceIND was located. Their daughter sat in the back seat, eyes glued to the window, while her parents tried to navigate the freeway.

“The map says the parking garage is next to the SpaceIND complex. We’d better take the exit here. SpaceIND, next right.”

“No wait, that one goes to San Saba. We don’t want that one. Find something called Loop South . .  .”

Essie pressed her face to the window and looked at the tall buildings and sweeping lines of traffic. Overhead, the warm sky wavered expectantly. This was going to be a huge day. She just knew it. After all, being in a rocket was almost like being in outer space. And anything could happen in outer space!

Dr. Johnston arrived with Ryan at the parking garage a few minutes before Essie’s parents did. He had to wait to get in because the garage was busy, so Essie’s car soon came up behind. The two cars were separated only by a long blue sedan lodged in between. Ryan slouched grumpily in the back seat of his father’s trim little hybrid.

“Looking forward to today?” Dr. Johnston asked brightly.

Ryan frowned out
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