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Prelude to the Unknown
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CHAPTER 1

Shadows in the Stars
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September 18, 1985

The first impossible thing was a maintenance ticket.

Evelyn Mercer found it beneath her coffee cup at six seventeen in the morning, printed on the pale green paper the contractor used for everything from replacement fuses to requests for overtime. The ticket described a fault in Receiver Three. It gave the rack number, the frequency, the duration of the interruption. In the box marked TECHNICIAN it gave her name.

In the box marked TIME OF OCCURRENCE it gave six twenty-three.

Evie checked the clock above the door. She had six minutes to become punctual.

“Very funny, Walt.”

Walter Pike was on his knees behind the equipment rack, where most of the room’s useful work happened. His socks showed between his trousers and his shoes. One was blue; the other had little yellow anchors.

“What have I done now?”

She showed him the ticket.

He squinted through the lower half of his glasses. “That’s your handwriting.”

It was. The capital M leaned backward. Her father had spent years trying to cure her of that, along with chewing pencil ends and mistaking certainty for proof.

“Then I must be working too hard.”

“You are working too hard. Doesn’t explain the paper.”

Evie turned it over. The back was blank except for a faint rectangular stain, as though a square object had rested there while someone spilled a drink.

She put the ticket in her shirt pocket.

The annex stood south of the glamorous part of Kennedy, a low concrete building whose windows had been painted over before Evie arrived. Visitors went to see rockets. They did not come to see a timing engineer argue with machines that disagreed by fractions of a second. Most days she preferred it that way.

Outside, a truck reversed with three irritated beeps. The air conditioner knocked in its duct. Walt had a baseball game on a pocket radio, last night’s result being discussed as though indignation could change it.

At six twenty-three, Receiver Three lost its lock.

An amber indicator blinked above the rack. Walt reached out and tapped its bezel.

“Don’t,” Evie said.

“Wasn’t going to fix it. Wanted it to know I noticed.”

She started the strip-chart recorder. The paper advanced with a dry whisper. A line that should have been straight developed a tooth, then a second line appeared alongside it.

The recorder had one pen.

Evie leaned closer. The second trace was not ink. It was a clean indentation in the paper, a narrow furrow running nine millimeters ahead of the pen.

The pocket radio stopped speaking. It continued to hiss.

The rack’s speaker clicked.

A woman said, “Don’t let them—”

The voice broke into a noise like a metal chair dragged across a floor. Every meter on the panel jumped together. The strip-chart pen punched through the paper.

Then the baseball announcer returned in the middle of a sentence.

Walt took his hand off the rack.

Evie checked the recorder’s clock against her watch. Six twenty-three and nine seconds. The amber light had gone out.

“Duration?” she asked.

Walt looked at his stopwatch. He had started it when the lock failed. “Nine seconds on the signal.”

She removed the maintenance ticket from her pocket.

DURATION OF INTERRUPTION: 00:00:09.

Beneath it, in a space she was almost certain had been empty, a new line of her handwriting read: DO NOT REPLACE THE RECEIVER.

Walt read over her shoulder. For a long time neither of them spoke.

Finally he said, “Tell me you brought that in.”

“I didn’t.”

“Tell me you could have.”

She looked at the speaker. The woman had sounded as though she were running. Evie could not place the accent. It was not a familiar voice, she told herself, before she had thought to ask whether she recognized it.

They spent the next hour doing what the room had taught them to do. They disconnected the antenna. They checked for a local transmitter. They inspected the recorder’s rollers and the speaker wiring, then traded instruments with a rack that had no connection to Receiver Three. Walt fetched a sealed roll of paper from stores.

Nothing repeated.

Walt opened the second recorder on a clean section of the bench and checked its rollers for anything that might score the paper.

“Tell me where you were standing,” she said.

He put his screwdriver down. “You were here.”

“I know where I was.”

“Then you know where I was. You asked me to move.”

She had. He had been blocking the light above the time display. Evie marked their positions on the back of an empty parts envelope. She drew the rack, the recorder, the little radio. Walt corrected the radio’s position by six inches.

“Does that matter?”

“You’re drawing it.”

She moved the rectangle. He nodded.

They checked the original paper under a magnifying lamp. The second line was still there. When Evie turned the sheet over, she could feel the raised edge with her fingernail. Walt brought a fresh piece from the same roll and ran it through both recorders with the pens lifted. No mark appeared.

“Could someone have pressed it before we loaded it?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Through the whole roll?”

“Maybe.”

“Only where the fault happened?”

She laid the marked sheet down. “I don’t know.”

He took the lamp and looked for himself. They had worked together long enough to question each other’s accounts without giving offense. Today she wanted to defend the paper, as though a simpler explanation would make her look foolish for having been frightened.

She went to the sink, washed graphite from her fingers, and stayed there until she could return without wanting a particular answer.

The receiver’s temperature chart showed an ordinary morning rise as the building warmed. The supply voltage had stayed within its normal range. Neither record explained the voice or ruled out a hidden transmitter. Evie wrote that the speaker had been isolated, then crossed out the word. They had disconnected the antenna after the event.

Walt watched her make the correction.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re looking at me.”

“You usually use a ruler for that.”

She looked at the uneven line through the word. It irritated her more than it should have. She put the pen down and asked him to read the account from the beginning.

At eight, Evie’s supervisor telephoned to ask why she had not submitted the overnight summary.

“An instrumentation fault,” she said.

“Anything that affects flight?”

She watched Walt stand on a stool to inspect the ceiling tiles.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Then leave it out until you do.”

It was an ordinary instruction. She had given versions of it herself. A summary could not contain every bad contact and loose ground in the building.

She looked again at the ticket.

After the call, she made two photocopies. One went into the fault folder. The other she folded inside a telephone bill in her purse. She could not have explained why she chose the bill, except that no one who saw her open it would expect anything interesting.

The telephone bill was overdue.

She had meant to pay it on Monday. Ruth had left a reminder beneath the sugar bowl, then another beside the front door. Evie had taken the reminder to work and used its blank back to calculate a connector delay. She could remember the answer to the calculation and not whether she had written the check.

At the desk she found last week’s parts order, an unmailed birthday card for her father, and the form for an evening course she had thought she might teach. The office wanted a decision by Friday. She liked the idea of explaining practical electronics to people arriving after their own working days. She had postponed returning the form twice because the annex was short of staff.

She moved the form away from the fault record. Already she was rehearsing a call to the course office: something had come up.

Walt came in carrying the radio.

“Security says no vehicles entered this end before five. Cleaning crew left at four thirty.”

“Did you ask them about a piece of paper?”

“I asked who’d been through.”

“Good.”

He put the radio beside her empty coffee cup. “You’ve got someone at home, haven’t you?”

“My sister. Why?”

“If this turns out to be somebody’s joke, I’m taking tomorrow off.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

He looked at the recorder strip, then back at her.

“I’d still like tomorrow off.”

She smiled, then looked at the paper again. She put the original ticket in a clear parts sleeve and wrote the time and the names of everyone she knew had touched it. Walt added the photocopy clerk’s name.

For the first time that morning she wondered who would read the list after them.

At eight forty, a dark sedan stopped outside the annex.

Two men got out. One carried a briefcase. The other carried nothing at all.

Walt watched them through a place where the window paint had peeled.

“You call somebody?”

“No.”

The man with the briefcase rang the bell.

Evie went to the door with the original ticket in her hand.
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CHAPTER 2

The Secret Committee
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The man who carried nothing introduced himself as Colonel Adrian Holt. He wore a gray civilian suit and held his identification open long enough for Evie to read it twice.

The other man said he was Dr. Gabriel Vale.

That name she knew. Three years earlier she had attended a lecture of his in which he had destroyed a young physicist’s question with such patient courtesy that the room had taken several seconds to recognize the damage.

“You work on clock synchronization,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Good. You will appreciate how often a simple mistake looks profound.”

Evie did not invite them to sit.

Holt looked at the ticket. “May I?”

“You can look at it here.”

He accepted that without comment. Vale held the paper by its edges and tilted it toward the fluorescent light.

“Who handled this before you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who had access to the room?”

“Six employees. Cleaning staff. Security.”

“Who would you say has a reason to embarrass you?”

Walt came forward from the rack. “Depends how far back you want to go. She corrected a man from Huntsville at lunch last week. He nearly swallowed his tie.”

Vale glanced at him. “And you are?”

“The person who knows which plug turns all this off.”

Holt smiled faintly. Vale did not.

They asked to hear the recording. Evie played the working copy, keeping the original reel inside its plastic case beneath the console. She had made the copy while Walt checked the ceiling. The voice came through even more faintly than she remembered.

Don’t let them—

Vale bent toward the speaker. Holt watched Evie.

“Is there more?” the colonel asked.

“Nine seconds of interference.”

“Before the words.”

“No.”

“After?”

“You just heard it.”

He made a note in a little book. Evie tried to read it upside down and saw only the number three.

By ten, they had acquired a temporary room next door, a telephone that did not go through the switchboard, and the cooperation of her supervisor. By eleven, Walt had been told that his assistance would not be required for the remainder of the day.

He stood in the corridor with his lunch bag.

“Am I fired?” he asked Holt.

“No.”

“Good. There’s half a ham sandwich in there I’d hate to think I made for nothing.”

He looked at Evie as he left. She understood the look. Call me. Use the house phone.

In the borrowed office, Holt put a folder on the desk between them. Its label read CONTINUITY ASSESSMENT GROUP.

“I’ve never heard of this,” Evie said.

“Most people haven’t.”

“Is that meant to reassure me?”

“No. It’s an explanation.”

Vale sat by the window with a legal pad on his knee. He had not opened it.

Holt told her the group had been established to examine unusual behavior in aerospace instrumentation. Most cases involved damaged equipment, bad procedures, or people deliberately interfering with systems. Three remained unresolved.

“The number in your notebook,” Evie said.

His expression changed by a degree.

“The third unresolved case,” he said.

“What were the first two?”

“I’m not authorized to discuss that with you.”

“Then I’m not qualified to tell you if this one belongs with them.”

Vale opened his pad at last.

Holt asked her to describe the incident from the beginning. She told him about the coffee cup, the ticket, the clocks. At the part about the furrow ahead of the pen, Vale stopped her.

“Ahead in space or ahead in time?”

“The paper moves at a known rate.”

“Answer the question.”

“Ahead in space. I inferred time.”

“Thank you.”

She disliked how grateful she was for his interest.

He drew a line on the pad. “There are ways to mark paper before a recording head reaches it.”

“Which is why we changed the paper.”

“And the rollers?”

“Yes.”

“The feed mechanism?”

“We exchanged the entire recorder.”

“After the event.”

“Yes.”

He set down the pencil. “Then we have a witness account. We don’t have an experiment.”

Evie felt heat rise in her face. He was right. That made it worse.

Holt slid a second document across the desk. The first page was an agreement restricting disclosure of information received through a special government study.

Evie left it where he put it.

“Who asked you to come?”

“An overnight instrument survey generated an alert.”

“The ticket was here at six seventeen.”

“The alert wasn’t about the ticket.”

She glanced at Vale. He had stopped making notes.

“What did your survey find?”

“A disagreement between two independent timing records,” Holt said. “At a facility connected to this study.”

“Here?”

“Yes.”

“Then why was I the last person to hear about it?”

“You were the first person we could ask what happened in this room.”

He had answered only part of the question. She looked at the agreement again. A staple had been removed and replaced at the upper corner.

“I need to telephone home.”

Holt checked his watch. “There isn’t a restriction on that.”

“I’m asking for a room.”

He gave her the borrowed office next door. When she closed the door, she could still hear Vale moving a chair.

Ruth answered after several rings. She sounded as though she had something in her mouth.

“You left without your lunch.”

“I know.”

“There’s a sandwich going soft in the refrigerator. Ben says he’ll rescue it.”

“Let him.”

“Evie?”

She pressed the cord between two fingers. She had signed nothing. She could tell Ruth about the ticket and the men outside the door. She tried to imagine saying that a warning had arrived six minutes before a fault.

“Some people have come to review a fault,” she said. “I’ll be late.”

“How late?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then don’t say you’ll be here for supper.”

Evie shut her eyes.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were thinking it. I can hear you arranging the apology.”

From farther away came Ben’s voice asking where his geometry book was. Ruth turned from the phone to answer him. When she came back, she asked whether Evie had eaten.

“Walt brought something.”

“That means no.”

“It means I’ll eat.”

Ruth needed a time. There was food to cook and a child to take to an appointment. Evie kept her hand on the receiver, unable to give her one.

She returned to the other room.

“I haven’t agreed to join your study,” she said.

Holt looked up. “I understand.”

“If I do, I need my normal work reassigned properly. I won’t have my supervisor telling the rest of the section I’m unavailable while they finish my tasks.”

“I can arrange that.”

“And Walt gets paid for today.”

“He will.”

“He was told to go home. That shouldn’t become leave.”

Holt wrote it down. Vale watched her with an expression she could not read.

“Anything else?” Holt asked.

She wanted to ask who would notice if the group stopped answering reasonable questions. Instead she pulled the agreement closer and began to read.

“If you sign,” he said, “we can show you the other cases.”

“If I don’t?”

“You return to your normal duties. The equipment remains here under observation.”

“And Walt?”

“Returns tomorrow.”

The agreement restricted disclosure. It said nothing about refusing later work. She read on.

In the third paragraph, disclosure to an unauthorized person was defined by reference to another document.

“May I see this one?”

Holt found it in his case. It took him several minutes to locate the correct appendix. He did not seem surprised by the request.

The appendix described categories of information and a procedure for seeking a release. It did not identify the person who could grant one. Evie asked. Holt supplied an office and told her its incumbent changed with the study’s administrative assignment.

“So if I have a question next month, I ask you.”

“That would be quickest.”

“If you’re not here?”

“The duty officer.”

“If the question is about something you told me?”

He put his pen down. “You may request a review outside my authority. I’ll give you the process in writing.”

Vale shifted beside the window.

“You’re not being recruited to believe us, Ms. Mercer.”

“Then you shouldn’t mind if I know how to disagree.”

“I don’t.”

She looked at him until he looked back.

“I’d like the written process before I sign.”

Holt went out. Through the half-open door she heard him ask someone to obtain a clean copy. Vale rose and examined a framed photograph on the wall: an award presentation to a person whose office they had borrowed.

“Do you enjoy teaching?” he asked.

Evie glanced at the evening-course form protruding from her notebook.

“I haven’t decided to do it.”

“You should.”

“Is that advice about the form or about this?”

“The form.”

She waited.

“I taught undergraduates for nineteen years,” he said. “Every year someone asked why a wire didn’t do what I said it did. It was useful to have to answer.”

“Did you?”

“Usually.”

When Holt returned, Evie read the review procedure and noted the office number in the back of her appointment book.

“What exactly are you investigating?” she asked.

Holt looked toward Vale.

The physicist turned his pad around.

He had drawn two parallel lines. At one point they touched.

“We’re trying,” he said, “to establish whether the equipment is receiving information that has not yet been transmitted.”

Evie looked at the signature line. She thought of the voice in the speaker and the six minutes printed on a maintenance ticket.

“When would I be able to withdraw?”

Holt answered immediately. “Whenever you choose.”

She signed.

Later she would recall that he had not said what she would be allowed to take with her.
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CHAPTER 3

A Glitch in Time
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For the first three days, the universe behaved itself.

They moved Receiver Three to a screened laboratory and disconnected it from every external cable. They powered it from batteries. They replaced the oscillator, the speaker, and the circuit boards in a sequence Vale insisted on documenting by hand. They looked for transmitters inside the walls.

Evie went home each night to find her sister Ruth asleep on the sofa and her nephew’s schoolbooks spread across the kitchen table. Ruth was staying for two weeks while workmen removed a rotted bathroom floor. She had brought Ben, four grocery bags, and an opinion about Evie’s bachelor habits.

“You can’t live on toast,” she said on Thursday.

“There’s soup.”

“There’s a tin of soup. It’s been there since Christmas.”

Ben, who was eleven, held up the rectangular digital watch Evie had given him for his birthday.

“It lost a minute.”

“Did you set it properly?”

He gave her the injured look of someone whose principal adult ally had become unreliable.

“I’ll check it Saturday,” she said.

“You said that Saturday.”

Evie stayed at the table after they went to bed. She put the photocopy of the ticket beside the telephone bill and looked at it until the letters stopped seeming like letters.

The following morning she found Ben at the kitchen table before six. He had arranged three things in a row: his digital watch, a cheap travel clock, and a kitchen timer. A sheet of lined paper lay beneath them.

“I didn’t touch yours,” he said.

“Thank you.”

His column headings were WATCH, CLOCK, and OVEN THING. The kitchen timer had no display showing the time of day. He had drawn a dash beneath its heading, then crossed the dash out.

“What were you trying to compare?”

“All of them.”

“Compare what about them?”

He frowned. “Time.”

She pulled out a chair.

“Suppose you ask three people how far it is to school. One tells you miles. One tells you how long it takes on a bicycle. One tells you where the school is. Are they disagreeing?”

“They’re not answering the same question.”

“Right.”

He moved the kitchen timer out of line. Then he moved it back.

“It still measures time.”

“Yes.”

“So I should be able to use it.”

She smiled. “You should.”

They set a ten-minute interval on the timer and wrote the starting readings from the watch and the clock. Ruth came in while they were waiting and asked why the toast was cold.

“We’re doing an experiment,” Ben said.

“Does it require cold toast?”

“No,” Evie answered.

Ruth put it back under the grill. While the timer ran, Evie showed Ben how to mark which clock he was reading first. He could not look at two displays at the same instant. If the difference was a second, his own actions might account for it.

He wrote READING DELAY beneath the table, slowly, leaving room to correct the letters.

When the timer rang, he read the watch first and the clock second. They repeated the interval with the order reversed.

“Can I do it again after school?”

“Of course.”

“With you?”

She looked at the wall clock. Holt wanted her at the laboratory before eight. There was a full day of receiver changes planned, and she did not know how long any of them would take.

“I’ll help you with the sheet when I get home.”

Ben picked up his pencil. “That’s not what I asked.”

“No,” she said.

She heard her father’s voice in the answer, and disliked the way it had arrived without her choosing it.

“I can’t promise to be back in time. You can do it yourself, and I’ll look at what you find.”

He considered that. Then he drew another set of column headings.

At the laboratory she found the test schedule had been rewritten during the night. Vale wanted to replace Receiver Three’s remaining internal relay before the next observation. The substitute would meet the same electrical specification.

Evie put Ben’s school pencil on the bench and asked for the original wiring diagram.

“It’s equivalent,” Vale said.

“Then leave it until we’ve tested the difference.”

“We’ve already replaced larger components.”

“In a sequence. That doesn’t make the next change invisible.”

She showed him the relay’s additional contact. Unused under normal operation, it provided a path back through the chassis that the substitute did not share. She could not tell him the path caused anything. But the two relays were not equivalent in this circuit.

He studied the drawing, then put the replacement back in its box.

“Keep the original,” he said.

She recorded the decision.

On Monday, a new physicist arrived.

Dr. Leila Sayegh was thirty-two, carried two canvas bags full of papers, and had missed her connection in Atlanta. The airline had sent her suitcase to Cincinnati. She listened to Evie’s account without interrupting, then asked for a die.

“A what?” Holt said.

“One die. Six faces. Spots.”

Walt had one in his glove compartment, left over from a traveling backgammon set. Leila examined it, placed it in a paper cup, and covered the cup with her hand.

“You’ve been trying to reproduce the sound,” she told Vale. “Suppose we stop asking it to entertain us.”

She had Evie write a short test program. Every thirty seconds, the recorder would log a number entered manually on the terminal. At the thirty-second mark, Leila would shake the cup, lift it, and call the number. Walt would read it back and type it. No one would know the number in advance.

“Except whoever loaded his die,” Vale said.

Walt looked offended. “If it was loaded I’d have a better car.”

The first trials produced nothing.

By the tenth trial, Holt had begun looking at his watch instead of the cup. By the twentieth, Walt’s voice had acquired the flatness of a man reading a weather report to an empty room.

Leila stopped them after the twenty-fourth.

“The count is drifting.”

“The clocks agree,” Evie said.

“Our count. Walter said nineteen twice.”

Walt looked at his sheet. He had put a line of entries beside the wrong trial numbers. The die results were intact; their labels were not.

They took a break while Evie added a trial counter to the printed log. She wanted the count on the terminal as well. Leila asked for a handwritten sheet kept by someone who was not entering the results.

“Something independent,” she said.

“Independent of the operator or independent of the machine?”

“Both, if we can manage it.”

Holt volunteered. Evie set his chair where he could see the cup without seeing the terminal. He would write the result only after Leila called it, then compare his sheet with the machine log at the end of each block.

Vale asked whether this amount of protection against an error would introduce delays larger than the effect they were looking for.

“It will introduce measured delays,” Leila said. “We’re already introducing unmeasured ones.”

Evie adjusted the schedule and showed Holt the first line. He asked her to repeat the distinction between the receiver clock and the computer’s recording clock. She did, then asked him to explain it back. He frowned but gave her the answer.

When they resumed, the trial numbers stayed in agreement.

Ordinary results accumulated on the printer paper. Evie wanted each shake of the cup to justify the previous hour. She wrote WANT RESULT in the margin of her notebook, covered the words with her hand, then left them visible.

On trial thirty-nine, Leila rolled a five. Walt entered it. The receiver remained silent.

They continued.

On the forty-first trial, a four appeared on the screen.

Leila had not lifted the cup.

Walt held both hands in the air.

No one moved. Evie could hear the battery charger’s faint whine.

“Record the time,” Leila said.

Holt did.

Nine seconds later, Leila lifted the cup.

Four.

Vale stood up so quickly that his chair hit the wall.

“Again.”

They got nothing for an hour. When the next number appeared early, it was a two. The die was also a two.

“Twice isn’t much,” Evie said. Her hands were shaking.

“No,” Leila said. “It isn’t.”

They switched dice. They switched operators. They wrote a new program on another terminal and read the results from the printer as well as the screen. Twice more, a number appeared nine seconds before the cup was lifted. Twice more, it matched.

On the fifth early result, Evie said, “Don’t open it.”

Leila looked at her.

“Put the cup in a box. Never look.”

Vale said, “That defeats the experiment.”

“It changes the experiment.”

The number on the screen was six.

Leila slid a stiff folder under the cup and carried it to an empty drawer. She shut the drawer without lifting the cup.

At the exact instant it closed, the laboratory lights dimmed.

A single dot appeared after the six.

Then another six.

Then the terminal printed a row of numbers too quickly for anyone to read. The printer’s head raced back and forth, struck its stop, and stayed there grinding until Walt pulled the cord.

The screen went blank.

Across the room, the sealed receiver began to make a low, uneven noise.

Leila looked at the drawer. “Nobody touch that.”

The cup was still there when they opened it ten minutes later. The die beneath it showed a one.

Walt whispered something Evie could not make out.

Vale photographed the arrangement from three angles. Leila sat on the floor with her back against the wall.

“What does that mean?” Holt asked.

“It means,” she said, “I don’t get to tell you this predicts the future.”

“You just watched it.”

“I watched a result agree with four later observations. Then we intervened, and the result failed. That’s what I know.”

Evie retrieved the printer paper. In the first several inches, among the repeated sixes, were pairs of letters. RX. TX. RX. TX.

Receive. Transmit.

Farther along, the printer had produced the same three words over and over until its head jammed.

LEAVE RECEIVER OPEN.

Vale reached for the paper. Evie folded it once before handing it to him.

“Why would it tell us that?” she asked.

He studied the words.

“If it is an instruction, we should consider whether closing the receiver would interrupt whatever is happening.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Holt looked from one of them to the other.

Evie heard again the frightened woman in the first recording. Don’t let them—

She had assumed the rest was a warning against doing something.

It could have been a warning against stopping.

That evening the motel lost the message Leila had left for her husband.

She discovered it at the annex telephone, with her coat over one arm and her canvas bags piled around her feet. The desk clerk said there was no record of the call. Leila asked him to check again, then apologized when her voice rose.

Evie waited until she hung up.

“You can use the next office.”

“He’ll have left by now.”

“Is there another number?”

“There are three. None of them tell me where he is at this minute.”

For a moment they regarded each other across the telephone stand. Then Leila smiled, tiredly.

“I know. An interesting professional difficulty.”

Evie did not return the smile.

“Have you been home since Atlanta?”

“Not yet.”

“How long were you told this would take?”

“Four days. Then we found your six that became a one.”

Leila sat on the edge of a desk. She took a folded timetable from her bag and checked a line she seemed already to know by heart. The last flight she could reach would require leaving now.

“You should go,” Evie said.

“Gabriel wants a second set of trials in the morning.”

“I can run them.”

“He wants a physicist.”

“Then he can run them.”

Leila studied her, apparently deciding whether the offer would survive Gabriel’s objection.

“I’ll need to leave you the changes to the protocol.”

“Leave them.”

“And he must not substitute the observed die for the unobserved one in the same summary.”

“I heard that argument.”

“I want it written.”

“Then write it.”

They spent ten minutes at the desk. Leila labeled the conditions, underlined the differences between the trials, and put a question mark beside the source of the instruction. At the door she asked Evie to telephone her if the receiver did anything they could independently confirm.

“Not if Gabriel gets excited?”

“Especially not only then.”

After she left, Evie found a message from the evening-course office beneath her notebook. Enrollment had filled. They needed an instructor’s name for the printed schedule.

She called before she could decide that it was too late to trouble anyone. A woman still working in the office answered.

“I can do Thursday evenings,” Evie said.

“We have you down for Tuesday and Thursday.”

“I know. I’m asking whether one would help.”

There was a rustle of paper. The woman said another instructor could take the introductory Tuesday section if Evie would handle the practical work on Thursday.

Evie accepted.

At home Ben had finished two further clock comparisons. On one line he had written ACCIDENTALLY STOPPED TIMER. He had left the numbers beside it instead of rubbing them out.

She sat down and read every line.
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CHAPTER 4

The Chosen Crew
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October 1985

Ben’s watch was keeping perfect time.

Evie tested it against the radio signal on Saturday morning while he sat at her kitchen table eating cereal from a saucepan. Ruth had used the last clean bowl for pancake batter.

“It was wrong,” he said.

“I believe you.”

“You think I set it wrong.”

“I think it’s working now.”

He took the watch back and turned it over. On its plastic case he had scratched B P in letters so small she wondered how he had done it.

“What happens if all the clocks are wrong?”

“Then you find a better clock.”

“What if that’s wrong too?”

Ruth set a plate of pancakes in front of him. “Then you’re late for school and your aunt writes a paper about it.”

She was a history teacher at a middle school in Orlando. She could stop a room full of thirteen-year-olds from talking by standing in a doorway, a skill Evie considered more impressive than anything she had done with electronics.

On the refrigerator was a photograph Ruth had cut from a magazine: the five astronauts assigned to Challenger and the teacher who would fly with them. Ben had written their names on the white border so he could learn them.

Scobee. Smith. McNair. Onizuka. Resnik. McAuliffe.

“Did you meet her yet?” Ruth asked.

“No.”

“Do you think you might?”

“Ruth, I work in a building that smells of solder. I don’t have breakfast with astronauts.”

“You know what I mean.”

Evie did. Most conversations about the coming mission eventually reached the teacher.

Ruth had filled out a Teacher in Space application. She had not been selected for her state, much less the flight, but for several weeks she had allowed herself to think about what it might be like. Then the rejection came, kindly worded, and she told everyone she would have been terrified anyway.

The application still sat in her desk. Evie knew because Ruth had asked her to keep a copy in case anything happened to the original.

Ruth put the batter bowl in the sink and ran water into it. Ben asked whether the real shuttle had a kitchen. His mother told him to find out and show them where it was on the drawing.

When he had gone to fetch a library book, she turned back to Evie.

“You can ask.”

“Ask what?”

“Whether I’m disappointed.”

“I know you are.”

“Yes. I didn’t expect you to know how to talk about it.”

Evie looked at the water rising around the bowl. She reached past her sister to turn off the tap.

“I thought reminding you would make it worse.”

“It doesn’t stop being there because you leave it alone.”

Outside the kitchen window, a neighbor was trying to coax a mower into starting. It caught, stopped, and caught again.

“I’d have been frightened,” Ruth said. “That part’s true. I’d still have gone.”

“What about Ben?”

“His father
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