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Slowly Irene drifted back to consciousness, and then suddenly snapped awake as she remembered what day it was. Wednesday!

She showered, rushed through her exercises quickly, and while she was dressing turned on her microcorder.  The hotel’s vidscreen came to life and she scanned the recording until what she was searching for came up. The time showed in the corner of the screen. It was a recording of the continuous transmission from Spaceport for the benefit of people wanting to know about the arrival of specific ships. Irene was watching the arrivals, looking for one particular arrival. 

At 2.20am the camera picked up an approaching dot and tracked it until it slowly settled on the tarmac. The number E-281 accompanied it on a floating tag, and on landing was clearly visible on the side of the small ship. Then the Spaceport camera switched to another glowing dot and tracked it down until it resolved into a Night Flight liner. Totally full, doubtless. Already the crowds were surging into Barden for the celebrations. But Irene’s attention was not on the crowds. She had seen all she wanted to see. Roger’s Scout Explorer had arrived on schedule.

It would be at least eleven o’clock, she realized, before he cleared decontamination and debriefing – maybe even later. But at least she could expect to have lunch with him. And then (surely!) he would have a period of leave when they could be together again.

Deliberately she forced herself to a leisurely pace. There was absolutely no point in hurrying. Breakfast in the hotel dining room. Out the front foyer, forgetting the keycard, and then returning to hand it in at the desk. A public flivver to the Spaceport. It was still only a little after ten when she arrived. She took up her position in the public arrivals lounge where she could see the exit from the debriefing section, and prepared to wait.

A fortnight she and Roger had had together after their wedding. Just a fortnight, and then he had been recalled to urgent duty. Some footling business, but it had to be checked out before the Confederation Conference began. And now he was home and they would be together again in an hour, two at the most.

The two hours passed painfully slowly. She sat and looked stolidly at the debriefing exit. Once, someone spoke to her: “Good morning, Mrs Slade.” At first, busy with her thoughts, she hardly noticed, and then she became aware of a man nodding politely to her. “Oh, hullo there, Mr Bendanini”, she said with a wan smile. He went his way. He was one of the other guests at the Hotel Belvedere – they had arrived together at reception and he had gallantly waved her ahead of him to book in first. She returned to her lonely vigil, and her thoughts. No one else interrupted them.

A week ago, Roger had sent her a piggyback transmission. She had never heard of these before (and she guessed this was true of most other people as well) but it involved use of a simple (though completely unauthorized) application of compression algorithms coupled with packet switching and a mate in the relay station to arrange autorerouting.

Roger had explained how to set up for it before he left for Mars. He gave her the microcorder preset to the appropriate channel, and showed her a special key code to enable decoding. Then, a week before his return, when he was about to make his official report to base, he prerecorded a five-minute message to her, using her key. 

After compression, this private message required less than a minute of his total transmission time. He made his scheduled report to Earth, and the extra few packets were forwarded covertly to Irene’s microcorder. The transmission finished on schedule, and after a few moments initiating the decryption and decompression, Irene’s private five-minute message started to play. 

Roger had not been the bright boy who worked out how the trick could be managed. Apparently, all of the Explorer Scout fliers knew about it and most of them made use of it – it allowed them to get a private message to a trusted friend or wife while on long flights in space. Something that was totally against regulations, of course. But while Roger did not exactly tell her so, she gained the impression that the officials knew it was done, and turned a blind eye as long as the messages were kept short, just a few almost-undetectable seconds of transmission time.

In her mind’s eye. she went over the message again. Nothing very special – he was safe, he had completed the mission, and he was coming home on schedule. Nothing very special indeed – but to her, to have heard from him was very special indeed.

She was now staring fixedly at the door. It was two-thirty and still no sign of Roger. How long should she wait? What ought she to do? Whom could she see? If she acted unwisely, she could so easily make a fool of herself and embarrass Roger. And that was something she was determined not to do just because she could not curb her impatience while Roger’s debriefing ran longer than expected. But it was more than three and a half hours longer than Roger had expected, and Roger would have known what to expect.

She was becoming self-conscious, sitting alone for so long in the public lounge. Total strangers seemed to be casting curious glances in her direction.

Irene steeled herself to remain seated where she was. She ignored her hunger – she had had nothing to eat since a light breakfast and her stomach was reminding her about it. She determined to wait until three o’clock, and if Roger had not emerged by then she would find someone to ask. 

Her mind filled with memories of their time together. Her romance with Roger was a thing of wonder.

Irene knew that she was no great beauty, although she was not unattractive. At thirty years of age, she was still young and slim, with large, striking, brown eyes, and her brown hair fashionably cropped in the latest mid-length style.  But she was shy, incredibly shy. This was doubtless because she was a “moon kid”. Her parents had been technicians at the moon base and that was where she, their only child, had been born. Brought up and taught in the moon school, she was one of only a few children — and then, at fifteen, one day while she was in school, she was orphaned in five minutes in the spectacular laboratory blow out in which twenty-three people died. After that she became even more introspective, and uncertain of herself. 

The wonder of it all was that Roger had been attracted to her when they began to get to know each other. It was not love at first sight. She had trained as a medical laboratory technician. Roger had been awarded a university grant to do research on the effects of low gravity environments upon physical development and, because she had grown up on the moon, and because of other helpful aspects of her training and experience, Roger had invited her to assist him in his research. 

She found this work intriguing, and he found her helpful, so they had melded into an effective team.

Mutual interest in this research had begun to warm slowly into mutual attraction, helped perhaps by their realization that they were both orphans without family: Roger had been the sole survivor, as a baby, of the crash of the family flivver, and Irene had no siblings and indeed no family – her last remaining relative, a great-aunt, had died the previous year.

But he had been sent off on a year-long space mission to Ganymede, and she had spent six months sweltering in the heat of Venus, working with the medical team there. Then while she was back on Earth from Venus, on her leave entitlement, Roger had returned and resumed his research, and she had returned again to her old post as his assistant. It was immediately obvious how much they’d missed each other, and eventually the shy couple came to realize that they were in love. Then, at quite short notice, they had decided to marry. 

After a brief fortnight’s honeymoon, Irene had taken a temporary job as an assembly supervisor when Roger was sent away on a short mission to Mars.

Roger’s love for her had begun the process of drawing her out of herself and giving her something – and someone – else to live for. 

But why was he so long coming out of the debriefing room? If something had happened to him, how could she go on living?

She thrust the thought out of her mind. There was some other explanation. That was obvious – she herself had seen Roger’s Scout Explorer landing, on her vidscreen. Three o’clock was only a few minutes away. She would not make a move before then. She would wait as she had decided. She steeled herself for the coming interview with some unknown official, an interview that could only be a difficult one for her.

It was at this point that the door opened from the debriefing section. Irene’s heart leapt, and dropped. The man who paused briefly in the doorway was in the uniform of a lieutenant-commander in the Space Administration – Roger’s rank – but he was a complete stranger to her.

She seized her chance, and stood up and walked over to him, and then hesitated. He noticed her for the first time and smiled vaguely.

“Excuse me, Commander. Do you happen to know Commander Roger Slade?”

“Yes, I do, Miss. Is there something ...?”

“He’s been in debriefing for several hours now. I wondered if you happened to know about the reason for the delay. Or when I could expect him to come out.”

The lieutenant-commander shook his head. “Sorry, Miss, but I was the only person in debriefing. Roger isn’t in there. I haven’t seen him for some time – he’s been off on a mission somewhere, I believe.”

“Yes, I know, but his ship arrived back just a few hours ago. Commander, I’m his wife. Can you tell me how I can find out where he is?”

The stranger smiled again, more genuinely now, and offered his hand. “Glad to meet you, Mrs Slade. I’m Peter Glenovich. I didn’t know Roger was married — but then we haven’t seen each other for a while.”

“Just a fortnight before he had to leave on this mission. It came up very unexpectedly. Please ...”

“I’ll take you along to Colonel Stanislav – his office is just across here. He will know where Roger is, and when he’ll be back.” Glenovich steered her across the hall towards an office door.

“Thank you, Commander. But I know he’s back already. He was flying the Scout Explorer E-281, and it landed early this morning.”

In the act of knocking on the office door, Glenovich paused and looked at her open-mouthed. “But Mrs Slade, that was my ship – I brought that ship in a few hours ago. No doubt Colonel Stanislav can tell you just what is happening.”

Before Irene could digest what she had just been told they had entered the door into a reception room and a secretary was escorting them down a short corridor to the office of the man in charge of Space Administration at the Spaceport. Glenovich introduced them and then excused himself.

Colonel Ivan Stanislav smiled at her pleasantly. “How do you do, Mrs Slade. Please won’t you sit down. Actually, I didn’t know Commander Slade was married. How may I help you?”

It was the first time Irene had met this man, though he was Roger’s senior officer in the service and she’d heard his name. Hadn’t he had to approve Roger’s leave for their wedding and brief honeymoon? She looked at him more closely, seeing a rather daunting man in his mid-fifties (she would guess), thickset and a trifle swarthy, with very black hair and bushy eyebrows. He was looking at her expectantly.

“Colonel, I’ve been waiting for my husband to come out of debriefing. He arrived in E-281 early this morning.”

Stanislav shook his head and leant back in his chair. “I’m afraid your information is a day out, Mrs Slade. Commander Slade has been on a short mission to the south colony on Mars, and he is due back early tomorrow morning. In E-288. You’ll have to wait just a bit longer for him to return, unfortunately.”

Irene looked at him in perplexity. “But ... But ...I know he was flying E-281, and got in this morning ...”

Stanislav rose from his chair, smiling but somehow abrupt and controlling. “Ah yes, Mrs Slade, he doubtless told you that he would be flying E-281, but there was a little technical trouble with that ship and so he was switched to E-288 at the last moment. E-281 was taken out a little later by Commander Glenovich, the officer who brought you here. Commander Slade will be back tomorrow morning. I’m sure you’ll be able to meet him then. I’ll get Miss Charles to see you back to the Arrivals Hall.”

He extended his hand to her, and the short interview was over. The secretary escorted her out and she found herself again in the main hall. She walked over to a seat and collapsed into it weakly. 

There was no sign of Glenovich or anyone else she knew. The huge hall was alive with the purposeful movement of many hundreds of people, doubtless most of them in Barden on business connected with the Confederation Conference, or already arriving for the celebrations to follow. 

Periodically, she would see someone, or a group, who looked a little different – though none quite as out of place as she felt – and she’d wonder where they were from. There had been tensions between different national blocks on Earth and its daughter colonies out in the solar system. Fierce trade competition accompanied by new waves of nationalism and increasing misunderstanding between differing cultures, had led to an arms build-up and a very real threat of war. 

But now it seemed wiser counsels were at last beginning to prevail, and representatives from all the national groupings and planetary colonies involved were in the last stages of completing the terms of a constitution that was supposed to unite them all in a new Confederation of co-operation. There was a high spirit of expectancy in the air, an almost tangible, sense of relief and joy. 

It left Irene untouched. Vaguely she wondered whether the small colony on Venus would be involved, though thought that it would not – it was too small, too recent, too inhospitable: hardly a colony really
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