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SPIN

4X102 A.D.

Everybody falls, and we all land somewhere. So we rented a room on the third floor of a colonial-style
hotel in Padang where we wouldn't be noticed for awhile.

Nine hundred euros a night bought us privacy and a balcony view of the Indian Ocean. During pleasant
weather, and there had been no shortage of that over the last few days, we could see the nearest part of
the Archway: a cloud-colored vertical line that rose from the horizon and vanished, still rising, into blue
haze. Asimpressive as this seemed, only afraction of the whole structure was visible from the west
coast of Sumatra. The Archway's far leg descended to the undersea peaks of the Carpenter Ridge more
than athousand kilometers away, spanning the Mentawai Trench like awedding band dropped edge-up
into a shallow pond. On dry land, it would have reached from Bombay on the eastern coast of Indiato
Madras on the west. Or, say, very roughly, New Y ork to Chicago.

Diane had spent most of the afternoon on the balcony, sweating in the shade of a faded striped umbrella.
The view fascinated her, and | was pleased and relieved that she was— after everything that had
happened—still capable of taking such pleasurein it.

file:/IIK|/eMule/Incoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20No...0Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (5 of 382)8-12-2006 23:45:59



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

| joined her at sunset. Sunset was the best time. A freighter heading down the coast to the port of Teluk
Bayur became a necklace of lightsin the offshore blackness, effortlessly gliding. The near leg of the
Arch gleamed like a burnished red nail pinning sky to sea. We watched the Earth's shadow climb the
pillar asthe city grew dark.

It was a technology, in the famous quotation, "indistinguishable from magic." What else but magic
would alow the uninterrupted flow of air and seafrom the Bay of Bengal to the Indian Ocean but would
transport a surface vessel to far stranger ports? What miracle of engineering permitted a structure with a
radius of athousand kilometers to support its own weight? What was it made of, and how did it do what
it did?

Perhaps only Jason Lawton could have answered those questions. But Jason wasn't with us.

Diane slouched in a deck chair, her yellow sundress and comically wide straw hat reduced by the
gathering darkness to geometries of shadow. Her skin was clear, smooth, nut brown. Her eyes caught the
last light very fetchingly, but her ook was still wary—that hadn't changed.

She glanced up at me. "Y ou've been fidgeting all day."
"I'm thinking of writing something," | said. "Before it starts. Sort of a memoir."
"Afraid of what you might lose? But that's unreasonable, Tyler. It's not like your memory's being erased.”

No, not erased; but potentially blurred, softened, defocused. The other side effects of the drug were
temporary and endurable, but the possibility of memory loss terrified me.

"Anyway," she said, "the odds are in your favor. You know that aswell as anyone. Thereisarisk... but
it'sonly arisk, and a pretty minor one at that."

And if it had happened in her case maybe it had been a blessing.

"Even so," | said. "I'd feel better writing something down."

"If you don't want to go ahead with this you don't have to. Y ou'll know when you're ready."”
"No, | wanttodoit." Or so | told myself.

"Then it has to start tonight."

"l know. But over the next few weeks—"
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"Y ou probably won't feel like writing."
"Unless | can't help myself." Graphomania was one of the less alarming of the potential side effects.

"See what you think when the nausea hits." She gave me a consoling smile. "I guess we all have
something we're afraid to let go of."

It was atroubling comment, one | didn't want to think about. "Look," | said, "maybe we should just get
started." The air smelled tropical, tinged with chlorine from the hotel pool three stories down. Padang
was amajor international port these days, full of foreigners: Indians, Filipinos, Koreans, even stray
Americans like Diane and me, folks who couldn't afford luxury transit and weren't qualified for U.N.
approved resettlement programs. It was alively but often lawless city, especially since the New
Reformasi had come to power in Jakarta.

But the hotel was secure and the stars were out in all their scattered glory. The peak of the Archway was
the brightest thing in the sky now, adelicate silver letter U (Unknown, Unknowable) written upside
down by adyslexic God. | held Diane's hand while we watched it fade.

"What are you thinking about?' she asked.

"Thelast time| saw the old constellations.” Virgo, Leo, Sagittarius: the astrologer's lexicon, reduced to
footnotes in a history book.

"They would have been different from here, though, wouldn't they? The southern hemisphere?* |
supposed they would.

Then, in the full darkness of the night, we went back into the room. | switched on the room lights while
Diane pulled the blinds and unpacked the syringe and ampoule kit | had taught her to use. She filled the
sterile syringe, frowned and tapped out a bubble. She looked professional, but her hand was trembling. |
took off my shirt and stretched out on the bed.

"Tyler—"

Suddenly she was the reluctant one. "No second thoughts,” | said. "l know what I'm getting into. And
we've talked this through a dozen times."

She nodded and swabbed the inside of my elbow with alcohol. She held the syringe in her right hand,
point up. The small quantity of fluid in it looked as innocent as water.

"That was along time ago," she said.
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"What was?'

"When we looked at the stars that time."

"I'm glad you haven't forgotten.”

"Of course | haven't forgotten. Now make afist."

The pain wastrivial. At least at first.

THE BIG HOUSE

| was twelve, and the twins were thirteen, the night the stars disappeared from the sky.

It was October, a couple of weeks before Halloween, and the three of us had been ordered to the
basement of the Lawton house—the Big House, we called it—for the duration of an adults-only social
event.

Being confined to the basement wasn't any kind of punishment. Not for Diane and Jason, who spent
much of their time there by choice; certainly not for me. Their father had announced a strictly defined
border between the adults and the children's zones of the house, but we had a high-end gaming platform,
movies on disk, even a pool table... and no adult supervision apart from one of the regular caterers, a
Mrs. Truall, who came downstairs every hour or so to dodge canape duty and give us updates on the
party. (A man from Hewlett-Packard had disgraced himself with the wife of a Post columnist. There was
adrunken senator in the den.) All we lacked, Jason said, was silence (the upstairs system was playing
dance music that came through the ceiling like an ogre's heartbeat) and a view of the sky.

Silence and aview: Jase, typically, had decided he wanted both.

Diane and Jason had been born minutes apart but were obviously fraternal rather than identical siblings;
no one but their mother called them twins. Jason used to say they were the product of "dipolar sperm
penetrating oppositely charged eggs." Diane, whose |Q was nearly as impressive as Jason's but who kept
her vocabulary on a shorter leash, compared them to "different prisoners who escaped from the same
cell."

| was in awe of them both.

Jason, at thirteen, was not only scary-smart but physically fit—not especially muscular but vigorous and
often successful at track and field. He was nearly six feet tall even then, skinny, his gawky face

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20No...0Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0) %20 html].html (8 of 382)8-12-2006 23:45:59



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

redeemed by alopsided and genuine smile. His hair, in those days, was blond and wiry.

Diane was five inches shorter, plump only by comparison with her brother, and darker skinned. Her
complexion was clear except for the freckles that ringed her eyes and gave her a hooded look: My
raccoon mask, she used to say. What | liked most about Diane—and | had reached an age when these
details had taken on a poorly understood but undeniable significance—was her smile. She smiled rarely
but spectacularly. She was convinced her teeth were too prominent (she was wrong), and she had picked
up the habit of covering her mouth when she laughed. | liked to make her laugh, but it was her smile |
secretly craved.

Last week Jason's father had given him a pair of expensive astronomical binoculars. He had been
fidgeting with them all evening, taking sightings on the framed travel poster over the TV, pretending to
spy on Cancun from the suburbs of Washington, until at last he stood up and said, "We ought to go look
at the sky."

"No," Diane said promptly. "It's cold out there."

"But clear. It's the first clear night thisweek. And it's only chilly."
"There was ice on the lawn this morning."

"Frost," he countered.

"It's after midnight."

"It's Friday night."

"We're not supposed to leave the basement."”

"We're not supposed to disturb the party. Nobody said anything about going outside. Nobody will see us,
if you're afraid of getting caught."”

“I'm not afraid of getting caught.”

"So what are you afraid of ?"

"Listening to you babble while my feet freeze."

Jason turned to me. "How about you, Tyler? Want to see some sky?"

The twins often asked me to referee their arguments, much to my discomfort. It was a no-win
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proposition. If | sided with Jason | might alienate Diane; but if | sided too often with Diane it would
look... well, obvious. | said, "I don't know, Jase, it is pretty chilly outside..."

It was Diane who let me off the hook. She put a hand on my shoulder and said, "Never mind. | suppose a
little fresh air is better than listening to him complain.”

So we grabbed our jackets from the basement hallway and left by the back door.

The Big House wasn't as grandiose as our nickname for it implied, but it was larger than the average
home in this middling-high-income neighborhood and it sat on abigger parcel of land. A great rolling
expanse of manicured lawn gave way, behind it, to an uncultivated stand of pines bordering amildly
polluted creek. Jason chose a spot for stargazing halfway between the house and the woods.

The month of October had been pleasant until yesterday, when a cold front had broken the back of
Indian summer. Diane made a show of hugging her ribs and shivering, but that was only to chastise
Jason. The night air was merely cool, not unpleasant. The sky was crystalline and the grass was
reasonably dry, though there might be frost again by morning. No moon and not a trace of cloud. The
Big House was it up like a Mississippi steamboat and cast its fierce yellow glare across the lawn, but we
knew from experience that on nights like this, if you stood in the shadow of atree, you'd disappear as
absolutely as if you had fallen into a black hole.

Jason lay on his back and aimed his binoculars at the starry sky.

| sat cross-legged next to Diane and watched as she took from her jacket pocket a cigarette, probably
stolen from her mother. (Carol Lawton, a cardiologist and nominal ex-smoker, kept packs of cigarettes
secreted in her dresser, her desk, akitchen drawer. My mother had told me this.) She put it to her lips
and lit it with atranslucent red lighter—the flame was momentarily the brightest thing around—and
exhaled a plume of smoke that swirled briskly into the darkness.

She caught me watching her. "Y ou want a drag?"

"He'stwelve years old,” Jason said. "He has enough problems. He doesn't need lung cancer.”
"Sure," | said. It was a point of honor now.

Diane, amused, passed me the cigarette. | inhaled tentatively and managed not to choke.

She took it back. "Don't get carried away."

"Tyler," Jason said, "do you know anything about the stars?"
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| gulped alungful of cold, clean air. "Of course | do."
"I don't mean what you learn from reading those paperbacks. Can you name any stars?’

| was blushing, but | hoped it was dark enough that he couldn't see. "Arcturus,” | said. "Alpha Centauri.
Sirius. Polaris..."

"And which one," Jason asked, "is the Klingon homeworld?"
"Don't be mean," Diane said.

Both the twins were precocioudly intelligent. | was no dummy, but they were out of my league, and we
all understood that. They attended a school for exceptional children; | rode the bus to public schoal. It
was one of the several obvious distinctions between us. They lived in the Big House, | lived with my
mother in the bungalow at the east end of the property; their parents pursued careers, my mother cleaned
house for them. Somehow we managed to acknowledge these differences without making a big deal of it.

"Okay," Jason said, "can you point at Polaris?'

Polaris, the North Star. | had been reading about slavery and the civil war. There had been a fugitive
slave song:

When the sun comes back and the first quail calls,
Follow the Drinking Gourd.

The old man iswaiting to carry you to freedom
When you follow the Drinking Gourd.

"When the sun comes back” meant after the winter solstice. Quail winter in the south. The gourd was the
Big Dipper, wide end of the bow! pointed at Polaris, due north, the direction of freedom: | found the
Dipper and waved my hand hopefully in that direction.

"See?' Diane said to Jason, asif | had proved a point in some argument they hadn't bothered to share
with me.

"Not bad," Jason allowed. "Y ou know what a comet is?"

"Yes"

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (11 of 382)8-12-2006 23:45:59



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

"Want to see one?"

| nodded and stretched out next to him, still tasting and regretting the acrid tang of Dian€'s cigarette.
Jason showed me how to brace my elbows on the ground, then let me hold the binoculars to my eyes and
adjust the focus until the stars became blurred ovals and then pinpricks, many more than | could see with
the naked eye. | panned around until | found, or guessed | had found, the spot to which Jason had
directed me: atiny node of phosphorescence against the merciless black sky.

"A comet—" Jason began.
"I know. A comet isasort of dusty snowball falling toward the sun."

"Y ou could say that." He was scornful. "Do you know where comets come from, Tyler? They come
from the outer solar system—from akind of icy halo around the sun that reaches from the orbit of Pluto
halfway to the nearest star. Out where it's colder than you can possibly imagine."

| nodded, alittle uncomfortably. | had read enough science fiction to grasp the sheer, unspeakable
largeness of the night sky. It was something | sometimes liked to think about, though it could be—at the
wrong time of night, when the house was quiet—al little intimidating.

"Diane?' Jason said. "Y ou want to look?"'

"Do | haveto?"

"No, of course you don't have to. Y ou can sit there fumigating your lungs and drooling, if you prefer.”
"Smartass." She stubbed the cigarette into the grass and held out her hand. | passed over the binoculars.

"Just be careful with those." Jase was deeply in love with his binoculars. They still smelled of
shrinkwrap and Styro-foam packing.

She adjusted the focus and looked up. She was silent for atime. Then she said, "Y ou know what | see
when | use these things to look at the stars?'

"What?"'
"Same old stars."
"Use your imagination.” He sounded genuinely annoyed.

"If I can use my imagination why do | need binoculars?"’
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"I mean, think about what you're looking at."
"Oh," she said. Then: "Oh. Oh! Jason, | see—"
"What?"

"I think... yes... it's God! And he has along white beard! And he's holding up asign! And the sign
says... JASON SUCKS!"

"Very funny. Give them back if you don't know how to use them."

He held out his hand; she ignored him. She sat upright and aimed the binoculars at the windows of the
Big House.

The party had been going on since late that afternoon. My mother had told me the Lawtons parties were
"expensive bull sessions for corporate bigshots," but she had a finely honed sense of hyperbole, so you
had to take that down a notch or two. Most of the guests, Jason had said, were aerospace up-and-comers
or political staffers. Not old Washington society, but well-heeled newcomers with western roots and
defense-industry connections. E. D. Lawton, Jason and Diane's father, hosted one of these events every
three or four months.

"Business as usual," Diane said from behind the twin ovals of the binoculars. "First floor, dancing and
drinking. More drinking than dancing at this point. It looks like the kitchen's closing up, though. | think
the caterers are getting ready to go home. Curtains pulled in the den. E.D.'sin the library with a couple
of suits. Ew! One of them is smoking acigar.”

"Y our disgust is unconvincing," Jason said. "Ms. Marlboro.”

She went on cataloguing the visible windows while Jason scooted over next to me. "Show her the
universe," he whispered, "and she'd rather spy on adinner party."

| didn't know how to respond to that. Like so much of what Jason said, it sounded witty and more clever
than anything | could come up with.

"My bedroom," Diane said. "Empty, thank God. Jason's bedroom, empty except for the copy of
Penthouse under the mattress—"

"They're good binoculars, but not that good."

"Carol and E.D.'s bedroom, empty; the spare bedroom..."
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"Well?'
But Diane said nothing. She sat very still with the binoculars against her eyes.
"Diane?' | said.

She was silent for afew seconds more. Then she shuddered, turned, and tossed—threw—the binoculars
back at Jason, who protested but didn't seem to grasp that Diane had seen something disturbing. | was
about to ask her if shewasall right—

When the stars disappeared.
It wasn't much.

People often say that, people who saw it happen. It wasn't much. It really wasn't, and | speak asa
witness: | had been watching the sky while Diane and Jason bickered. There was nothing but a moment
of odd glare that |eft an afterimage of the stars imprinted on my eyesin cool green phosphorescence. |
blinked. Jason said, "What was that? Lightning?' And Diane said nothing at all.

"Jason," | said, still blinking.

"What? Diane, | swear to God, if you cracked alens on these things—"

"Shut up,” Diane said.

And | said, "Stop it. Look. What happened to the stars?' They both turned their heads to the sky.

* % k% k% %

Of the three of us, only Diane was prepared to believe that the stars had actually "gone out"—that they
had been extinguished like candles in awind. That was impossible, Jason insisted: the light from those
stars had traveled fifty or a hundred or a hundred million light-years, depending on the source; surely
they had not all stopped shining in some infinitely elaborate sequence designed to appear simultaneous
to Earthlings. Anyway, | pointed out, the sun was a star, too, and it was still shining, at least on the other
side of the planet—wasn't it?

Of course it was. And if not, Jason said, we would all be frozen to death by morning.

So, logically, the stars were still shining but we couldn't see them. They were not gone but obscured:
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eclipsed. Y es, the sky had suddenly become an ebony blankness, but it was a mystery, not a catastrophe.

But another aspect of Jason's comment had lodged in my imagination. What if the sun actually had
vanished? | pictured snow sifting down in perpetual darkness, and then, | guessed, the air itself freezing
out in adifferent kind of snow, until all human civilization was buried under the stuff we breathe. Better,
therefore, oh definitely better, to assume the stars had been "eclipsed.” But by what?

"WEell, obviously, something big. Something fast. Y ou saw it happen, Tyler. Wasit all at once or did
something kind of move across the sky?"

| told him it looked like the stars had brightened and then blinked out, all at once.

"Fuck the stupid stars," Diane said. (I was shocked: fuck wasn't aword she customarily used, though
Jase and | were pretty free with it now that both our ages had reached double digits. Many things had
changed this summer.)

Jason heard the anxiety in her voice. "I don't think there's anything to be afraid of," he said, although he
was clearly uneasy himself.

Diane just scowled. "I'm cold," she said.

So we decided to go back to the Big House and see if the news had made CNN or CNBC. The sky aswe
crossed the lawn was unnerving, utterly black, weightless but heavy, darker than any sky | had ever seen.

* k% % % %

"We havetotell E.D.," Jason said.
"Youtell him," Diane said.

Jase and Diane called their parents by their given names because Carol Lawton imagined she kept a
progressive household. The reality was more complex. Carol was indulgent but not terribly involved in
the twins' lives, while E.D. was systematically grooming an heir. That heir, of course, was Jason. Jason
worshipped his father. Diane was afraid of him.

And | knew better than to show my face in the adult zone at the boozy tag-end of a Lawton social event;
so Diane and | hovered in the demilitarized zone behind a door while Jason found his father in an
adjoining room. We couldn't hear the resulting conversation in any detail, but there was no mistaking E.
D.'stone of voice—aggrieved, impatient, and short-tempered. Jason came back to the basement red-
faced and nearly crying, and | excused myself and headed for the back door.
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Diane caught up with me in the hallway. She put her hand on my wrist asif to anchor us together.
"Tyler," she said. "It will come up, won't it? The sun, | mean, in the morning. | know it's a stupid
question. But the sun will rise, right?’

She sounded absolutely bereft. | started to say something flippant—we'll all be dead if it doesn't—but
her anxiety prompted doubts of my own. What exactly had we seen, and what did it mean? Jason clearly
hadn't been able to convince his father that anything important had happened in the night sky, so maybe
we were scaring ourselves over nothing. But what if the world really was ending, and only we three
knew it?

"Well be okay," | said.

She regarded me through pickets of lank hair. "Y ou believe that?'
| tried to smile. "Ninety percent.”

"But you're going to stay up till morning, aren't you?'

"Maybe. Probably." | knew | didn't feel like sleeping.

She made a thumb-and-pinky gesture: "Can | call you later?"
"Sure."

"I probably won't deep. And—I know this sounds dumb-in case | do, will you call me as soon as the sun
comes up?"

| said | would.
"Promise?"
"Promise." | was thrilled that she'd asked.

* * * % %

The house where | lived with my mother was a neat clapboard bungalow on the east end of the Lawton
property. A small rose garden fenced with pine rails braced the front steps—the roses themselves had
bloomed well into the fall but had withered in the latest gush of cold air. On this moonless, cloudless,
starless night, the porch light gleamed like a beacon.

| entered quietly. My mother had long since retreated to her bedroom. The small living room was tidy
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save for asingle empty shotglass on the side table: she was afive-day teetotaler but took alittle whiskey
on the weekends. She used to say she had only two vices, and adrink on Saturday night was one of
them. (Once, when | asked her what the other one was, she gave me along look and said, "Y our father."
| didn't press the subject)

| stretched out on the empty sofa with abook and read until Diane called, less than an hour later. The
first thing she said was, "Have you turned on the TV ?"

"Should 1?"
"Don't bother. There's nothing on."
"Well, you know, it istwo in the morning."

"No, | mean absolutely nothing. There are infomercials on local cable, but nothing else. What does that
mean, Tyler?'

What it meant was that every satellite in orbit had vanished along with the stars. Telecom, weather,
military satellites, the GPS system: al of them had been shut down in the blink of an eye. But | didn't
know any of that and | certainly couldn't have explained it to Diane. "It could mean anything."

"It'salittle frightening."
"Probably nothing to worry about.”
"I hope not. I'm glad you're still awake."

She called back an hour later with more news. The Internet was also missing in action, she said. And
local TV had begun to report canceled morning flights out of Reagan and the regional airports, warning
people to call ahead.

"But there have been jets flying all night." 1'd seen their running lights from the bedroom window, false
stars, fast-moving. "l guess military. It could be some terrorist thing."

"Jason's in hisroom with aradio. He's pulling in stations from Boston and New Y ork. He saysthey're
talking about military activity and airport lockdowns, but nothing about terrorism—and nothing about
the stars.”

"Somebody must have noticed."

"If they did they're not mentioning it. Maybe they have orders not to mention it. They haven't mentioned
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sunrise, either."

"Why would they? The sun's supposed to come up in, what, an hour? Which means it's already rising out
over the ocean. Off the Atlantic coast. Ships at sea must have seen it. We'll seeit, before long."

"I hope s0." She sounded simultaneously frightened and embarrassed. "I hope you're right.”
"You'll see.”

"I likeyour voice, Tyler. Did | ever tell you that? Y ou have avery reassuring voice."

Even if what | said was pure bullshit.

But the compliment affected me more than | wanted her to know. | thought about it after she hung up. |
played it over in my head for the sake of the warm feeling it provoked. And | wondered what that meant.
Diane was a year older than me and three times as sophisticated—so why did | feel so suddenly
protective of her, and why did | wish she was close enough that | could touch her face and promise
everything would be all right? It was a puzzle ailmost as urgent and nearly as disturbing as whatever had
happened to the sky.

She called again at ten to five, when | had almost, despite myself, drifted off to sleep, fully dressed. |
groped the phone out of my shirt pocket. "Hello?"

"Just me. It's still dark, Tyler."

| glanced at the window. Y es. Dark. Then the bedside clock. "Not quite sunrise, Diane."
"Were you asleep?"

"No."

"Y eah, you were. Lucky you. It's still dark. Cold, too. | looked at the thermometer outside the kitchen
window. Thirty-five degrees. Should it be that cold?’

"It was that cold yesterday morning. Anyone else awake at your place?"

"Jason's locked in his room with hisradio. My, uh, parents are, uh, | guess sleeping off the party. Is your
mom awake?"

"Not this early. Not on aweekend." | cast a nervous glance at the window. Surely by thistime there
ought to be some light in the sky. Even a hint of daylight would have been reassuring.
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"You didn't wake her up?'
"What's she going to do, Diane? Make the stars come back?"
"I guess not." She paused. "Tyler," she said.
“I'm still here.”
"What's the first thing you remember?’
"What do you mean—today?"

"No. The first thing you can remember in your life. | know it's a stupid question, but | think I'll be okay
If we can just talk about something else besides the sky for five or ten minutes."

"Thefirst thing | remember?' | gave it some thought. "That would be back in L.A., before we moved
east." When my father was still alive and still working for E. D. Lawton at their startup firm in
Sacramento. "We had this apartment with big white curtains in the bedroom. The first thing | really
remember is watching those curtains blow in the wind. It was a sunny day and the window was open and
there was a breeze." The memory was unexpectedly poignant, like the last sight of a receding shoreline.
"What about you?"

Thefirst thing Diane could remember was also a Sacramento moment, though it was a very different
one. E.D. had taken both children on atour of the plant, even then positioning Jason for hisrole as heir
apparent. Diane had been fascinated by the huge perforated spars on the factory floor, the spools of

microthin aluminum fabric as big as houses, the constant noise. Everything had been so large that she
had half expected to find afairy-tale giant chained to the walls, her father's prisoner.

It wasn't a good memory. She said she felt left out, almost lost, abandoned inside a huge and terrifying
machinery of construction.

We talked that around for awhile. Then Diane said, "Check out the sky."

| looked at the window. There was enough light spilling over the western horizon to turn the blackness
an inky blue.

| didn't want to confess to therelief | felt.
"I guess you were right," she said, suddenly buoyant. "The sun's coming up after all.”

Of course, it wasn't really the sun. It was an impostor sun, a clever fabrication. But we didn't know that
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yet.

COMING OF AGE IN BOILING WATER

People younger than me have asked me: Why didn't you panic? Why didn't anyone panic? Why was
there no looting, no rioting? Why did your generation acquiesce, why did you all slide into the Spin
without even a murmur of protest?

Sometimes | say, But terrible things did happen.
Sometimes | say, But we didn't understand. And what could we have done about it?

And sometimes | cite the parable of the frog. Drop afrog into boiling water, he'll jump out. Drop afrog
into a pot of pleasantly warm water, stoke the fire slowly, and the frog will be dead before he knows
there's a problem.

The obliteration of the stars wasn't slow or subtle, but neither, for most of us, was it immediately
disastrous. If you were an astronomer or a defense strategist, if you worked in telecommunications or
aerospace, you probably spent the first few days of the Spin in a state of abject terror. But if you drove a
bus or flipped burgers, it was all more or less warm water.

English-language media called it "the October Event” (it wasn't “the Spin" until afew yearslater), and
itsfirst and most obvious effect was the wholesal e destruction of the multi billion-dollar orbital satellite
industry. Losing satellites meant losing most relayed and all direct-broadcast satellite television; it
rendered the long-distance tel ephone system unreliable and GPS locators useless; it gutted the World
Wide Web, made obsolete much of the most sophisticated modern military technology, curtailed global
survelllance and reconnaissance, and forced local weathermen to draw isobars on maps of the
continental United States rather than glide through CGI images rendered from weathersats. Repeated
attempts to contact the International Space Station were uniformly unsuccessful. Commercia launches
scheduled at Canaveral (and Baikonur and Kourou) were postponed indefinitely.

It meant, in the long run, very bad news for GE Americom, AT& T, COMSAT, and Hughes
Communications, among many others.

And many terrible things did happen as a consequence of that night, though most of them were obscured
by media blackouts. News stories traveled like whispers, squeezed through transatlantic fiber-optic
cables rather than ricocheted through orbital space: it was almost a week before we learned that a
Pakistani Hatf VV missile tipped with a nuclear warhead, launched by mistake or miscalculation in the
confusing first moments of the Event, had strayed off course and vaporized an agricultural valley in the
Hindu Kush. It was the first nuclear device detonated in war since 1945, and, tragic as that event was,
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given the global paranoiaignited by the loss of telecommunications, we were lucky it only happened
once. According to some reports we nearly lost Tehran, Tel Aviv, and Pyongyang.

* % k k%

Reassured by sunrise, | slept from dawn to noon. When | got up and dressed | found my mother in the
living room, still in her quilted robe, staring into the television screen and frowning. When | asked her if
she'd eaten breakfast she said she hadn't. So | fixed lunch for both of us.

She would have been forty-five years old that fall. If | had been asked to choose a word to describe her it
might have been "solid." She was rarely angry and the only timein my life | had ever seen her cry was
the night the police came to the door (this was back in Sacramento) and told her my father had died on
the 80 near Vacaville, driving home from a business trip. She was, | think, careful to show me only this
aspect of herself. But there were others. There was a portrait on a shelf in the etagere in the living room,
taken years before | was born, of awoman so sleek, beautiful, and fearless before the camerathat | had
been startled when she told me it was a photo of herself.

Clearly she didn't like what she was hearing from TV. A local station was doing nonstop news, repeating
shortwave and ham radio stories and fuzzy stay-calm statements issued by the federal government.
"Tyler," she said, waving me to sit down, "thisis hard to explain. Something happened last night—"

"I know," | said. "l heard about it before | went to bed."
"Y ou knew about this? And you didn't wake me up?"'
"l wasn't sure—"

But her annoyance waned as quickly asit had come. "No," she said, "it'sall right, Ty. | guess| didn't
miss anything by sleeping. It'sfunny... | fed like I'm still asleep.”

"It'sjust the stars,” | said, idiotically.

"The stars and the moon," she corrected me. "Didn't you hear about the moon? All over the world,
nobody can see the stars and nobody can see the moon."

* % % % %

The moon was a clue, of course.

| sat awhile with my mom, then left her still fixed in front of the TV ("Back before dark thistime," she
said, meaning it) and walked to the Big House. | knocked at the back door, the door the cook and the day
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maid used, though the Lawtons were careful never to call it a"servant's entrance." It was a so the door
by which, on weekdays, my mother entered to conduct the Lawtons household business.

Mrs. Lawton, the twins mother, let mein, looked at me blankly, waved me upstairs. Diane was still
asleep, the door of her room closed. Jason hadn't slept at all and apparently wasn't planning to. | found
him in his room monitoring a short-wave radio.

Jason's room was an Aladdin's cave of luxuries | coveted but had given up expecting ever to own: a
computer with an ultrafast | SP connection, a hand-me-down television twice as big as the one that
graced the living room at my house. In case he hadn't heard the news: "The moon isgone,” | told him.

"Interesting, isn't it?" Jase stood and stretched, running his fingers through his uncombed hair. He hadn't
changed his clothes since last night. This was uncharacteristic absent-mindedness. Jason, athough
certifiably a genius, had never acted like one in my presence—that isto say, he didn't act like the
geniuses | had seen in movies; he didn't squint, stammer, or write algebraic equations on walls. Today,
though, he did seem massively distracted. "The moon's not gone, of course—how could it be? According
to the radio they're measuring the usual tides on the Atlantic coast. So the moon's still there. And if the
moon's still there, so are the stars.”

"So why can't we see them?"

He gave me an annoyed look. "How should | know? All I'm saying is, it's at |east partly an optical
phenomenon.”

"L ook out the window, Jase. The sun's shining. What kind of optical illusion lets the sunshine through
but hides the stars and the moon?"

"Again, how should | know? But what's the alternative, Tyler? Somebody put the moon and the starsin a
sack and ran away with them?'

No, | thought. It was the Earth that was in the sack, for some reason not even Jason could divine.
"Good point, though," he said, "about the sun. Not an optical barrier but an optical filter. Interesting..."
"So who put it there?"

"How should I—?" He shook his head irritably. "Y ou're inferring too much. Who says anybody put it
there? It could be a once-in-a-billion-years natural event, like the magnetic polesreversing. It'sabig
jump to assume there's some controlling intelligence behind it."

"But it could be true."
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"Lots of things could be true."

| had taken enough gentle ribbing about my science-fiction reading that | was reluctant to say the word
"aliens.” But of courseit was the first thing that occurred to me. Me, and plenty of other people. And
even Jason had to admit that the idea of intervening extraterrestrials had become infinitely more
plausible over the course of the last twenty-four hours.

"But even s0," | said, "you have to wonder why they'd do it."
"There are only two plausible reasons. To hide something from us. Or to hide us from something"
"What does your father think?"'

"I haven't asked him. He's been on the phone all day. Probably trying to put in an early sell order on his
GTE stock." Thiswas ajoke, and | wasn't sure what he meant by it, but it was also my first hint of what
the loss of orbital access might mean for the aerospace industry in general and the Lawton family in
particular. "I didn't sleep last night," Jase admitted. "Afraid | might miss something. Sometimes | envy
my sister. Y ou know, wake me when somebody figuresit out.”

| bristled at this perceived dlight of Diane. "She didn't Sleep either,” | said.

"Oh? Really? And how would you know?"

Trapped. "We talked on the phone alittle bit..."

"She called you?"

"Y eah, around dawn."

"Jesus, Tyler, you're blushing.”

"No I'm not."

"Yesyou are."

| was saved by a brusque knock at the door: E. D. Lawton, who looked like he hadn't slept much either.

Jason's father was an intimidating presence. He was big, broad shouldered, hard to please, easily
angered; on weekends he moved through the house like a storm front, al lightning and thunder. My
mother had once said, "E.D.'s not the kind of person you really want attention from. | never did
understand why Carol married him."
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He wasn't exactly the classic self-made businessman—nhis grandfather, retired founder of a spectacularly
successful San Francisco law firm, had bankrolled most of E.D.'s early ventures—but he had built
himself alucrative businessin high-altitude instrumentation and lighter-than-air technology, and he had
done it the hard way, without any real industry connections, at least when he started out.

He entered Jason's room scowling. His eyes lit on me and flashed away. "Sorry, Tyler, but you'll have to
go home now. | need to discuss afew things with Jason."

Jase didn't object and | wasn't especially eager to stay. So | shrugged into my cloth jacket and left by the
back door. | spent the rest of the afternoon by the creek, skipping stones and watching squirrels forage
against the coming winter.

* * * % %

The sun, the moon, and the stars.

In the years that followed, children were raised who had never seen the moon with their own eyes;
people only five or six years younger than myself passed into maturity knowing the stars mainly from
old movies and a handful of increasingly inapt cliches. Once, in my thirties, | played the twentieth-
century Antonio Carlos Jobin song Corcovado— "Quiet nights of quiet stars'—for a younger woman,
who asked me, eyes earnestly wide, "Were the stars noisy?’

But we had lost something more subtle than afew lights in the sky. We had lost areliable sense of place.
The Earth is round, the moon circles the Earth, the Earth circles the sun: that was as much cosmology as
most people owned or wanted, and | doubt one in a hundred thought more about it after high school. But
they were baffled when it was stolen from them.

We didn't get an official announcement about the sun until the second week of the October Event.

The sun appeared to move in its predictable and eternal manner. It rose and set according to the standard
ephemeris, the days grew shorter in their natural precession; there was nothing to suggest a solar
emergency. Much on Earth, including life itself, depends on the nature and amount of solar radiation
reaching the planet's surface, and in most respects that hadn't changed. Everything about the sun we
could see with the naked eye suggested the same yellow class-G star we'd been blinking at al our lives.

What it lacked, however, were sunspots, prominences, or flares.

The sun isaviolent, turbulent object. It seethes, it bails, it rings like a bell with vast energies; it bathes
the solar system in a stream of charged particles that would kill usif we weren't protected from it by the
Earth's magnetic field. But since the October Event, astronomers announced, the sun had become a
geometrically perfect orb of unwaveringly uniform and unblemished brightness. And news came from
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the north that the aurora borealis, product of the interaction of our magnetic field with all those charged
solar particles, had shut down like a bad Broadway play.

Other lapses in the new night sky: no shooting stars. The Earth used to accrete eighty million pounds of
spaceborne dust annually, the vast mgjority of it incinerated by atmospheric friction. But no more: no
detectable meteorites entered the atmosphere during the first weeks of the October Event, not even the
microscopic ones called Brownlee particles. It was, in astrophysical terms, a deafening silence.

Not even Jason could offer an explanation for that.

* % * k% %

So the sun wasn't the sun; but it went on shining, counterfeit or not, and as the days passed, days layered
and stacked on days, the bewilderment deegpened but the sense of public urgency ebbed. (The water
wasn't boiling, it was only warm.)

But what arich source of talk it all was. Not just the celestial mystery but the immediate consequences
of it: the telecom crash; the foreign wars no longer monitored and narrated by satellite; the GPS-guided
smart bombs rendered irremediably stupid; the fiber-optic goldrush. Pronouncements were issued with
depressing regularity from Washington: We have as yet no evidence of hostile intent on the part of any
nation or agency and The best minds of our generation are working to understand, explain, and
ultimately reverse the potential negative effects of this shroud that has obscured our view of the
universe. Soothing word salad from an administration still hoping to identify an enemy, terrestrial or
otherwise, capable of such an act. But the enemy was stubbornly elusive. People began to speak of "a
hypothetical controlling intelligence.” Unable to see past the walls of our prison, we were reduced to
mapping its edges and corners.

Jason retreated to his room for most of a month after the Event. During thistime | didn't speak to him
directly, only caught glimpses of him when the twins were picked up by the Rice Academy minibus. But
Diane called me on my cell almost every evening, usually around ten or eleven, when we could both
count on alittle privacy. And | treasured her calls, for reasons | wasn't quite ready to admit to myself.

"Jason's in apissy mood," she told me one night. "He saysif we don't know for sure if the sun is the sun,
we don't really know anything at all."

"Maybe he'sright.”

"But it'salmost areligious thing for Jase. He's always loved maps—did you know that, Tyler? Even
when he was very little, he got the idea of how a map worked. He liked to know where he was. It makes
sense of things, he used to say. God, | used to love to listen to him talk about maps. | think that's why
he's so freaked now, even more than most people. Nothing's where it's supposed to be. He lost his map."
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Of course, there were already cluesin place. Before the week was out the military had begun to collect
debris from fallen satellites—satel lites that had been in stable orbits until that night in October but had
plunged back to Earth before dawn, one and al, some leaving wreckage that was invested with
tantalizing evidence. But it took time for that information to reach even the well-connected household of
E. D. Lawton.

* % k k%

Our first winter of dark nights was claustrophobic and strange. Snow came early: we lived within
commuting distance of Washington, D.C., but by Christmasit looked more like Vermont. The news
remained ominous. A fragile, hastily brokered peace treaty between India and Pakistan teetered toward
war and back again; the U.N.-sponsored decontamination project in the Hindu Kush had already cost
dozens of livesin addition to the original casualties. In northern Africa, brushfire wars smoldered while
the armies of the industrial world withdrew to regroup. Oil prices skyrocketed. At home, we kept the
thermostat a couple of degrees under comfortable until the days began to grow longer (when the sun
came back and the first quail called).

But in the face of unknown and poorly understood threats the human race managed not to trigger a full-
blown global war, to our credit. We made our adjustments and got on with business, and by spring
people were talking about "the new normal.” In the long run, it was understood, we might have to pay a
higher price for whatever had happened to the planet... but in the long run, asthey say, we're all dead.

| saw the change in my mother. The passage of time calmed her and the warm weather, when it finally
came, drew some of the tension from her face. And | saw the change in Jason, who came out of his
meditative retreat. | worried, though, about Diane, who refused to talk about the stars at all and had
lately begun to ask whether | believed in God— whether | thought God was responsible for what had
happened in October.

| wouldn't know about that, | told her. My family weren't churchgoers. The subject made me alittle
nervous, frankly.

* * * % %

That summer the three of us rode our bikes to the Fairway Mall for the last time.

We had made the trip a hundred, athousand times before. The twins were already getting alittle old for
it, but in the seven years we had all lived on the property of the Big House it had become aritual, the
summer-Saturday inevitable. We skipped it on rainy or swelteringly hot weekends, but when the weather
was fine we were drawn as if by an invisible hand to our meeting point at the end of the long Lawton
driveway.

Today the air was gentle and breezy and the sunlight infused everything it touched with a deep organic
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warmth. It was asif the climate wanted to reassure us. the natural world was doing all right, thank you,
almost ten months after the Event... even if we were (as Jase occasionally said) a cultivated planet now,
a garden tended by unknown forces rather than a patch of cosmic wildwood.

Jason rode an expensive mountain bike, Diane aless flashy girls equivalent. My bike was a secondhand
junker my mother had bought for me at athrift shop. No matter. What was important was the piney tang
of the air and the empty hours arrayed before of us. | felt it, Diane felt it, and | think Jason felt it, too,
though he seemed distracted and even alittle embarrassed when we saddled up that morning. | put it
down to stress or (this was August) the prospect of another school year. Jase was in an accelerated
academic stream at Rice, a high-pressure school. Last year he had breezed through the math and physics
courses—he could have taught them—>but next semester he was signed up for a Latin credit. "It's not
even aliving language,” he said. "Who the hell reads Latin, outside classical scholars? It's like learning
FORTRAN. All the important texts were translated along time ago. Does it make me a better person to
read Cicero in the original? Cicero, for god's sake? The Alan Dershowitz of the Roman Republic?*

| didn't take any of thistoo seriously. One of the things we liked to do on these rides was practice the art
of complaining. (I had no ideawho Alan Dershowitz was; some kid at Jason's school, | guessed.) But
today his mood was volatile, erratic. He stood up on his pedals and biked a little way ahead of us.

The road to the mall wound past deeply treed lots and pastel houses with manicured gardens and
embedded sprinklers that marked the morning air with rainbows. The sunlight might be fake, filtered,
but it still broke into colors when it cut through falling water and it still felt like a blessing when we
rolled from under the shading oaks onto the glittering white sidewalk.

Ten or fifteen minutes of easy riding later the top of Bantam Hill Road loomed ahead of us—Iast
obstacle and major landmark on the way to the mall. Bantam Hill Road was steep, but on the other side
it was a sweet long glide to the mall's parking lot. Jase was already a quarter of the way up. Diane gave
me a mischievous |ook.

"Race you," she said.

That was dismaying. The twins had their birthdays in June. Mine was in October. Every summer they
were not one but two years older than me: the twins had turned fourteen but | was still twelve for another
frustrating four months. The difference translated into a physical advantage. Diane must have known |
couldn't beat her up the hill, but she pedaled off anyway and | sighed and tried to pump my creaking old
junker into plausible competition. It was no contest. Diane rose up on her gleaming contrivance of
etched aluminum, and by the time she reached the upslope she had gained a ferocious momentum. A trio
of little girls chalk-marking the sidewalk scurried out of her way. She shot a glance back at me, half
encouraging, half taunting.

The rising road stole back her momentum, but she shifted gears deftly and put her legs to work again.
Jason, at the peak, had stopped and balanced himself with one long leg, looking back quizzically. |
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labored on, but halfway up the hill my ancient bike was swaying more than moving and | was forced to
sidle off and walk it the rest of the way up.

Diane grinned at me when | finaly arrived.

"Youwin," | said.

"Sorry, Tyler. It wasn't really fair."

| shrugged, embarrassed.

Here the road ended in a cul-de-sac, where residential lots had been sketched with stakes and string but

no houses built. The mall lay down along, sandy decline to the west. A pressed-earth path cut through
scrubby trees and berry bushes. " See you at the bottom," she said, and rolled away again.

* * * % %

We left our bikes locked to arack and entered the glassy nave of the mall. The mall was a reassuring
environment, chiefly because it had changed so little since last October. The newspapers and television
might still be in high-alert mode, but the mall lived in blessed denial. The only evidence that anything
might have gone askew in the larger world was the absence of satellite dish displays at the consumer-
electronics chain stores and a surge of October-related titles on the bookstore display racks. Jason
snorted at one paperback with a high-gloss blue-and-gold cover, abook that claimed to link the October
Event to Biblical prophecy: "The easiest kind of prophecy," he said, "is the kind that predicts things that
have already happened.”

Diane gave him an aggravated look. "Y ou don't have to make fun of it just because you don't believe in
it."

"Technically, I'm only making fun of the front cover. | haven't read the book."
"Maybe you should."
"Why? What are you defending here?'

“I'm not defending anything. But maybe God had something to do with last October. That doesn't seem
so ridiculous.”

"Actualy,” Jason said, "yes, it does seem ridiculous.”

Sherolled her eyes and stalked ahead of us, sighing to herself. Jase stuffed the book back in its display
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rack.

| told him | thought people just wanted to understand what had happened, that's why there were books
like that.

"Or maybe people just want to pretend to understand. It's called 'denial.’ Y ou want to know something,
Tyler?'

"Sure," | said.

"Keep it secret?' He lowered his voice so that even Diane, afew yards ahead, couldn't hear him. "This
isn't public yet."

One of the remarkable things about Jason was that he often did know genuinely important things a day
or two in advance of the evening news. In a sense Rice Academy was only his day school; his real
education was conducted under the tutelage of his father, and from the beginning E.D. had wanted him
to understand how business, science, and technology intersect with political power. E.D. had been
working those angles himself. The loss of telecom satellites had opened up avast new civilian and
military market for the stationary high-altitude balloons ("aerostats") his company manufactured. A
niche technology was going mainstream, and E.D. was riding the crest of the wave. And sometimes he
shared secrets with his fifteen-year-old son he wouldn't have dared whisper to a competitor.

E.D., of course, didn't know Jase occasionally shared these secrets with me. But | was scrupulous about
keeping them. (And anyway, who would | have told? | had no other real friends. We lived in the kind of
new-money neighborhood where class distinctions were measured out with razor-sharp precision: the
solemn, studious sons of single working mothers didn't make anyone's A list.)

He lowered his voice another notch. "Y ou know the three Russian cosmonauts? The ones who were in
orbit last October?"

Lost and presumed dead the night of the Event. | nodded.

"One of them's alive," he said. "Alive and in Moscow. The Russians aren't saying much. But the rumor
IS, he's completely crazy."

| gave him awide-eyed look, but he wouldn't say anything more.

* % % % %

It took a dozen years for the truth to be made public, but when it was finally published (as afootnote to a
European history of the early Spin years) | thought of the day at the mall. What happened was this:
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Three Russian cosmonauts had been in orbit the night of the October Event, returning from a
housekeeping mission to the moribund International Space Station. A little after midnight Eastern
Standard Time the mission commander, a Colonel Leonid Glavin, noted loss of signal from ground
control and made repeated but unsuccessful efforts to reestablish contact.

Alarming as this must have been for the cosmonauts, it got worse fast. When the Soyuz crossed from the
nightside of the planet into dawn it appeared that the planet they were circling had been replaced with a
lightless black orb.

Colonel Glavin would eventually describe it just that way: as a blackness, an absence visible only when
it occluded the sun, a permanent eclipse. The rapid orbital cycle of sunrise and sunset was their only
convincing visual evidence that the Earth even existed any longer. Sunlight appeared abruptly from
behind the silhouetted disc, cast no reflection in the darkness below, and vanished just as suddenly when
the capsule did into night.

The cosmonauts could not have comprehended what had happened, and their terror must have been
unimaginable.

After aweek spent orbiting the vacuous darkness beneath them the cosmonauts voted to attempt an
unassisted reentry rather than remain in space or attempt a docking at the empty 1SS—to die on Earth, or
whatever Earth had become, rather than starve in isolation. But without ground guidance or visual
landmarks they were forced to rely on calculations extrapolated from their last known position. Asa
result the Soyuz capsule reentered the atmosphere at a perilously steep angle, absorbed punishing G-
forces, and lost a critical parachute during the descent.

The capsule came down hard on aforested hillside in the Ruhr Valley. Vassily Golubev was killed on
impact; Vaentina Kirchoff suffered atraumatic head injury and was dead within hours. A dazed Colonel
Glavin, with only a broken wrist and minor abrasions, managed to exit the spacecraft and was eventually
discovered by a German search-and-rescue team and repatriated to Russian authorities.

After repeated debriefings the Russians concluded that Glavin had lost his mind as a result of his ordeal.
The colonel continued to insist that he and his crew had spent three weeks in orbit, but that was
obviously madness...

Because the Soyuz capsule, like every other recovered piece of man-made orbital gear, had fallen back
to Earth the very night of the October Event.

* % % % %

We ate lunch at the food court in the mall, where Diane spotted three girls she knew from Rice. These
were older girls, to my eyesimpossibly sophisticated, hair tinted blue or pink, wearing expensive bell-
bottoms that rode low on their hips and tiny gold crosses on chains around their pale necks. Diane balled
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up her MexiTaco wrapper and defected to their table, where the four of them ducked their heads together
and laughed. Suddenly my burrito and fries looked unappetizing.

Jason evaluated the look on my face. "Y ou know," he said gently, "thisisinevitable."
"What is?'

"She doesn't live in our world anymore. Y ou, me, Diane, the Big House and the Little House, Saturday
at the mall, Sunday at the movies. That worked when we were kids. But we're not kids anymore."

Weren't we? No, of course we weren't; but had | really considered what that meant or might mean?
"She's been getting her period for ayear now," Jason added.

| blanched. This was more than | needed to know. And yet: | was jealous that he had known it and | had
not. She hadn't told me about her period or her friends at Rice, either. All the confidences she had
offered over the phone, | suddenly understood, had been kid confidences, stories about Jason and her
parents and what she had hated at dinner. But here was evidence that she had hidden as much as she had
shared; here was a Diane | had never met, blithely manifesting at atable acrossthe aisle.

"We should go home," | told Jason.

He gave me a pitying look. "If you want to." He stood up.
"Areyou going to tell Diane we're leaving?'

"I think she's busy, Tyler. | think she found something to do."
"But she has to come back with us."

"No she doesn't."

| took offense. She wouldn't just dump us. She was better than that. | stood and walked to Diane's table.
Diane and her three friends gave me their full attention. | looked straight at Diane, ignoring the others.
"We're going home," | said.

The three Rice girls laughed out loud. Diane just smiled embarrassedly and said, "Okay, Ty. That's
great. Seeyou later."

"But—"

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (31 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

But what? She wasn't even looking at me anymore.

As| walked away | heard one of her friends ask whether | was "another brother.” No, she said. Just akid
she knew.

* % % % %

Jason, who had become annoyingly sympathetic, offered to trade bikes on the ride home. | didn't really
care about his bike at that point, but | thought a bike trade might be away to disguise what | was feeling.

So we worked our way back to the top of Bantam Hill Road, to the place where the pavement stretched
like a black ribbon down into tree-shaded streets. Lunch felt like a cinder block embedded under my
ribs. | hesitated at the end of the cul-de-sac, eyeballing the steep incline of the road.

"Glide on down," Jason said. "Go ahead. Get the feel of it."

Would speed distract me? Would anything? | hated myself for having allowed myself to believe | was at
the center of Diane'sworld. When | was, in fact, akid she knew.

But it really was awonderful bike Jason had lent me. | stood on the pedals, daring gravity to do its
worst. Thetires gritted on the dusty pavement but the chains and derailleurs were silky, silent except for
the delicate whir of the bearings. Wind sluiced past me as | picked up speed. | flew past primly painted
houses with expensive cars parked in their driveways, bereft but free. Near the bottom | began to
squeeze the hand brakes, bleeding momentum without really slowing down. | didn't want to stop. |
wanted never to stop. It was a good ride.

But the pavement leveled, and at last | braked and keeled and came to rest with my left shoe on the
asphalt. | looked back.

Jason was still at the top of Bantam Hill Road with my own clunky bike under him, so far away now that
he looked like alone horseman in an old western. | waved. It was his turn.

Jason must have taken that hill, upslope and down, a thousand times. But he had never taken it on arusty
thrift-shop bike.

He fit the bicycle better than | did. His legs were longer than mine and the frame didn't dwarf him. But
we had never traded bikes before, and now | thought of all the bugs and idiosyncrasies that bike
possessed, and how intimately | knew it, how | had learned not to turn hard right because the frame was
alittle out of true, how you had to fight the wobble, how the gearbox was ajoke. Jason didn't know any
of that. The hill could be tricky. | wanted to tell him to take it slow, but even if | had shouted he wouldn't
have heard me; | had zoomed too far ahead. He lifted his feet like a big gawky infant. The bike was
heavy. It took afew seconds to gather speed, but | knew how hard it would be to stop. It was all mass,
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no grace. My hands gripped imaginary brakes.

| don't think Jason knew he had a problem until he was three quarters of the way down. That was when
the bicycle's rust-choked chain snapped and flailed his ankle. He was close enough now that | could see
him flinch and cry out. The bike wobbled but, miraculously, he managed to keep it upright.

A piece of the chain tangled in the rear wheel, where it whipped against the struts, making a sound like a
broken jackhammer. Two houses up, a woman who had been weeding her garden covered her ears and
turned to watch.

What was amazing was how long Jason managed to keep control of that bike. Jase was no athlete, but he
was at home in his big, lanky body. He stuck his feet out for balance—the pedals were useless—and
kept the front wheel forward while the back wheel locked and skidded. He held on. What astonished me
was the way his body didn't stiffen but seemed to relax, asif he were engaged in some difficult but
engaging act of problem-solving, asif he believed with absolute confidence that the combination of his
mind, his body, and the machine he was riding could be counted on to carry him to safety.

It was the machine that failed first. That dangerously flapping fragment of greasy chain wedged itself
between the tire and the frame. The wheel, already weakened, bent impossibly out of true and then
folded, scattering torn rubber and liberated ball bearings. Jason came free of the bike and tumbled
through the air like a mannequin dropped from a high window. His feet hit the pavement first, then his
knees, his elbows, his head. He came to a stop as the fractured bike rotated past him. It landed in the
gutter at the side of the road, the front tire still spinning and clattering. | dropped his bike and ran to him.

Herolled over and looked up, momentarily bewildered. His pants and shirt were torn. His forehead and
the tip of his nose had been brutally skinned and were bleeding freely. His ankle was lacerated. His eyes
watered from the pain. "Tyler," he said. "Oh, uh, uh... sorry about your bike, man."

Not to make too much of thisincident, but | thought of it occasionally in the years that followed—
Jason's machine and Jason's body locked into a dangerous acceleration, and his unflappable belief that
he could make it come out right, all by himsdlf, if only he tried hard enough, if only he didn't lose
control.

* k k % %

We left the hopel essly broken bicycle in the gutter and | walked Jason's high-end wheels home for him.
He trudged beside me, hurting but trying not to show it, holding his right hand over his oozing forehead
asif he had abad headache, which | guessed he did.

Back at the Big House, both Jason's parents came down the porch steps to meet us in the driveway. E. D.
Lawton, who must have spotted us from his study, looked angry and alarmed, his mouth puckered into a
frown and his eyebrows crowding his sharp eyes. Jason's mom, behind him, was al oof, |ess interested,
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maybe even alittle drunk by the way she swayed when she walked out the door.

E.D. examined Jase—who suddenly seemed much younger and less sure of himself—then told him to
run in the house and clean up.

Then he turned to me.

"Tyler," he said.

"Sir?'

"I'm assuming you're not responsible for this. | hope that's true.”

Had he noticed that my own bike was missing and that Jason's was unscathed? Was he accusing me of
something? | didn't know what to say. | looked at the lawn.

E.D. sighed. "Let me explain something. Y ou're Jason's friend. That's good. Jason needs that. But you
have to understand, as your mother understands, that your presence here comes with certain
responsibilities. If you want to spend time with Jason, | expect you to look out for him. | expect you to
exercise your judgment. Maybe he seems ordinary to you. But he's not. Jason's gifted, and he has a
future ahead of him. We can't let anything interfere with that."

"Right,” Carol Lawton chimed in, and now | knew for afact that Jason's mom had been drinking. She
tilted her head and almost stumbled into the gravel berm that separated the driveway from the hedge.
"Right, he's afucking genius. He's going to be the youngest geniusat M.I.T. Don't break him, Tyler, he's
fragile.”

E.D. didn't take his eyes off me. "Go inside, Carol," he said tonelessly. "Do we understand each other,
Tyler?!

"Yessir," | lied.

| didn't understand E.D. at all. But | knew some of what he had said was true. Y es, Jason was special.
And yes, it was my job to look after him.

TIME OUT OF JOINT

| first heard the truth about the Spin, five years after the October Event, at a sledding party, on a bitterly
cold winter night. It was Jason, typically, who broke the news.
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The evening began with dinner at the Lawtons'. Jason was home from university for Christmas break, so
there was a sense of occasion about the meal even though it was "just family"—I had been invited at
Jase's insistence, probably over E.D.'s objections.

"Y our mother should be here, too," Diane whispered when she opened the door for me. "l tried to get E.
D. toinvite her, but..." She shrugged.

That was okay, | told her, Jason had already stopped by to say hello. "Anyway, she's not feeling well."
She was in bed with a headache, unusually. And | was hardly in a position to complain about E.D.'s
behavior: just last month E.D. had offered to underwrite my med school tuition if | passed the MCAT,
"because," he said, "your father would have liked that." It was a gesture both generous and emotionally
false, but it was also agesture | couldn't afford to refuse.

Marcus Dupree, my father, had been E. D. Lawton's closest (some said only) friend back in Sacramento,
back when they were pushing aerostat monitoring devices to the weather bureau and the Border Patrol.
My own memories of him were sketchy and had morphed into my mother's stories about him, though |
did distinctly remember the knock at the door the night he died. He had been the only son of a struggling
French-Canadian family in Maine, proud of his engineering degree, talented, but naive about money: he
had lost his savingsin a series of stock market gambles, leaving my mother with a mortgage she couldn't
cary.

Carol and E.D. hired my mother as a housekeeper when they moved east, in what might have been E.
D.'sattempt at aliving memorial for hisfriend. Did it matter that E.D. never let her forget he'd done her
this favor? That he treated her thenceforth as a household accessory? That he maintained a sort of caste
system in which the Dupree family was conspicuously second class? Maybe, maybe not. Generosity of
any kind isarare animal, my mother used to say. So maybe | wasimagining (or too sensitive to) the
pleasure he seemed to take in the intellectual gap between Jason and myself, his apparent conviction that
| was born to be Jason's foil, a conventionally normal yardstick against which Jason's specialness could
be gauged.

Fortunately both Jase and | knew this was bullshit.

Diane and Carol were at the table when | sat down. Carol was sober tonight, remarkably, or at least not
so drunk that it showed. She had given up her medical practice a couple of years back and these days
tended to stick around the house in order to avoid the risk of DWI charges. She smiled at me
perfunctorily. "Tyler," she said. "Welcome."

After afew minutes Jason and his father came downstairs together, exchanging glances and frowning:
obviously something was up. Jase nodded distractedly when he took the chair next to mine.

Like most Lawton family occasions, dinner was cordial but strained. We passed the peas and made small
talk. Carol was remote, E.D. was uncharacteristically quiet. Diane and Jason took stabs at conversation,
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but clearly something had passed between Jason and his father that neither wanted to discuss. Jase
seemed so restrained that by dessert | wondered whether he was physically ill—his eyes seldom left his
plate, which he had barely touched. When it was time to leave for the sledding party he stood up with
obvious reluctance and seemed about to beg off until E. D. Lawton said, "Go ahead, take a night off. It'll
be good for you." And | wondered: anight off from what?

We drove to the party in Dian€'s car, an unassuming little Honda, "a my-first-car kind of car,” as Diane
liked to describeit. | sat behind the driver's seat; Jase rode in the passenger seat next to his sister, his
knees crowding the glove compartment, still glum.

"What'd he do," Diane asked, "spank you?'
"Hardly."

"You'reacting likeit."

"Am 1? Sorry."

The sky, of course, was dark. Our headlights swept past snowy lawns, awall of |eafless trees as we
turned north. We'd had arecord snowfall three days ago, followed by a cold snap that had embalmed the
snow under a skin of ice wherever the plows hadn't been. A few cars passed us at a cautious speed.

"So what was it," Diane asked, "something serious?

Jason shrugged.

"War? Pestilence? Famine?"

He shrugged again and turned up the collar of hisjacket.

He wasn't much better at the party. Then again, it wasn't much of a party.

It was a gathering of Jason and Diane's ex-classmates and acquaintances from Rice, hosted by the family
of another Rice alumnus home from some Ivy League college. His parents had tried to arrange a
dignified theme event: finger sandwiches, hot cocoa, and sledding on the mild slope behind the house.
But for the majority of the guests—somber preppies who had skied at Zermatt or Gstaad long before
their braces came off—it was just another excuse for clandestine drinking. Outside, under strings of
colored lights, silver flasks circulated freely; in the basement a guy named Brent was selling gram
weights of Ecstasy.
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Jason found a chair in a corner and sat scowling at anyone who looked friendly. Diane introduced me to

abig-eyed girl named Holly and then deserted me. Holly struck up a monologue about every movie she

had seen in the last twelve months. She paced me around the room for most of an hour, pausing now and
then to snatch Californiarolls from atray. When she excused herself for a bathroom visit | scooted over

to Jason's sulking place and begged him to go outside with me.

“I'm not in the mood for sledding.”
"Neither am |. Just do me afavor, okay?"

So we put on our boots and jackets and trudged outside. The night was cold and windless. A half dozen
Rice scholars stood huddled in a haze of cigarette smoke on the porch, glaring at us. We followed a path
in the snow until we were more or less by ourselves at the top of alow hill, looking down on afew
halfhearted sledders skidding through the circus glow of the Christmas lights. | told Jason about Holly,
who had attached herself to me like aleech in Gap clothing. He shrugged and said, "Everybody's got
problems.”

"What the hell iswrong with you tonight?"

But before he could answer, my cell phone rang. It was Diane, back at the house. "Where'd you guys go?
Holly'skind of pissed. Abandoning her like that. Very rude, Tyler."

"There must be someone else she can aim her conversation at"
"She's just nervous. She hardly knows anyone here.”

"I'm sorry, but how isthat my business?'

"I just thought you guys might hit it off."

| blinked. "Hit it off?" There was no good way to interpret that. "What are you saying, you set me up
with her?'

She paused for an incriminating second or two. "Come on, Tyler... don't take it like that."

For five years Diane had been coming in and out of focus like an amateur movie, or so it seemed to me.
There had been times, especially after Jason left for university, when | had felt like her best friend. She'd
call, we'd talk; we shopped or saw movies together. We were friends. Buddies. If there was any sexual
tension it appeared to be entirely on my side, and | was careful to keep it hidden, because even this
partia intimacy was fragile—I knew that without having to be told. Whatever Diane wanted from me, it
didn't include passion of any kind.
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E.D., of course, would never have tolerated a relationship between me and Diane unless it was
chaperoned, essentially infantile, and in no danger of taking an unexpected turn. But the distance
between us seemed to suit Diane, too, and for months at atime | would hardly see her. | might wave at
her while she waited for the Rice bus (when she was still at Rice); but during those lapses she wouldn't
call, and on the rare occasions when | was brazen enough to phone her she was never in amood to talk.

During these times | occasionally dated girls from school, usually timid girls who would (often
explicitly) have preferred seeing a more conspicuously popular guy but who had resigned themselves to
a second-string social life. None of these connections lasted long. When | was seventeen | lost my
virginity to a pretty, startlingly tall girl named Elaine Bowland; I tried to convince myself | wasin love
with her, but we drifted apart with a combination of regret and relief after eight or nine weeks.

After each of these episodes Diane would call unexpectedly, and we'd talk, and | wouldn't mention
Elaine Bowland (or Toni Hickock, or Sarah Burstein), and Diane would never quite get around to telling
me how she'd spent her spare time during our hiatus, and that was okay because pretty soon we were
back in the bubble, suspended between romance and pretense, childhood and maturity.

| tried not to expect more. But | couldn't stop wanting her company. And | thought she wanted mine. She
kept coming back for it, after all. | had seen the way she relaxed when | was with her, her spontaneous
smile when | came into aroom, amost a declaration: Oh, good, Tyler's here. Nothing bad ever happens
when Tyler's here.

"Tyler?'

| wondered what she'd said to Holly. Tyler'sreally nice, but he's been dogging my heels for years now...
you two would be great together!

"Tyler?' She sounded distressed. "Tyler, if you don't want to talk—"
"Actualy | don't think | do."
"Then put Jason on, would you please?"

| gave him the cell. Jason listened for a moment. Then he said, "We're up the hill. No. No. Why don't
you come out here? It's not as cold as al that. No."

| didn't want to see her. | started to walk away. Jason tossed me the phone and said, "Don't be an asshole,
Tyler. | need to talk to you and Diane both."

" About what?"
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"About the future."
It was an annoyingly cryptic remark. "Maybe you're not cold, but | am." Freezing.

"Thisis more important than whatever problem you're having with my sister." He looked almost
comically serious. "And | know what she means to you."

" She doesn't mean anything to me."
"That wouldn't be true even if you were just friends."

"Wearejust friends." | had never really talked to him about Diane; this was one of the places our
conversations weren't supposed to go. "Ask her yourself."

"Y ou're pissed because she introduced you to this Holly person.”

"l don't want to discussit."

"But that's just Diane being saintly. It's her new thing. She's been reading those books."

"What books?"

"Apocalyptic theology. Usually from the best-seller shelf. You know: C. R. Ratel, Praying in the Dark,
the abnegation of the worldly self. Y ou need to watch more daytime television, Tyler. She wasn't trying

to insult you. It's some kind of gesture."

"That makesit okay?' | took afew more steps away from him, toward the house. | started wondering
how to get home without aride.

“Tyler," he said, and there was something in his voice that made me turn back. "Tyler. Listen. Y ou asked
what was bothering me." He sighed. "E.D. told me something about the October Event. It's not public
yet. | promised | wouldn't talk about it. But I'm going to break that promise. I'm going to break it
because there are only three people in the world who feel like family to me, and one of them is my
father, and the other two are you and Diane. So could you possibly bear with me just for the next few
minutes?’

| caught sight of Diane working her way up the slope, still struggling into her snowy white parka, one
armin, one arm out

| looked at Jason's face, grievously unhappy in the dim holiday light from below us. That frightened me,
and despite what | was feeling | agreed to hear what he had to say.
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* * % % %

He whispered something to Diane when she reached the gazebo. She looked at him wide-eyed and stood
back from both of us. Then Jason began to talk, softly, methodically, almost soothingly, delivering a
nightmare asif it were a bedtime story.

He had heard all thisfrom E.D., of course.

E.D. had done well after the October Event. When the satellites failed, Lawton Industries had stepped
forward with plans for an immediate, practical replacement technology: high-altitude aerostats,
sophisticated balloons designed to hover indefinitely in the stratosphere. Five years later E.D.'s aerostats
were carrying telecom payloads and repeaters, doing multipoint voice and data broadcasts, doing almost
anything (apart from GPS and astronomy) a conventional satellite could have done. E.D.'s power and
influence had grown apace. Lately he had formed an aerospace |obby group, the Perihelion Foundation,
and he had consulted for the federal government on a number of less public projects—in this case,
NASA's ARV (Automated Reentry Vehicle) program.

NASA had been refining its ARV probes for a couple of years now. Theinitial launches had been
designed as investigations of the October shield. Could it be penetrated, and could useful data be
retrieved from outside?

The first attempt was amost literally a shot in the dark, asimple ARV payload atop a refurbished
Lockheed Martin Atlas 2AS, flung into the absolute darkness over Vandenberg Air Force Base. It had
looked like afailure amost immediately. The satellite, which had been designed to spend aweek in
orbit, dropped into the Atlantic Ocean off Bermuda moments after itslaunch. Asif, Jason said, it had hit
the Event boundary and bounced back.

But it hadn't bounced. "When they recovered it they downloaded a full week's worth of data.”

"How isthat possible?!

"The question isn't what's possible but what happened. What happened was, the payload spent seven
daysin orbit and came back the same night it left. We know that's what happened because it happened
with every launch they tried, and they tried it repeatedly.”

"What happened? What are you talking about, Jase? Time travel ?"

"No... not exactly."

"Not exactly?'

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (40 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

“Just let him tell it,” Diane said quietly.

There were al sorts of cluesto what was really happening, Jason said. Ground-based observation
seemed to suggest that the boosters actually accelerated into the barrier before they vanished, asif they
had been drawn into it. But the recovered onboard data showed no such effect. The two sets of
observations couldn't be reconciled. As seen from the ground, the satellites accelerated into the barrier
and then dropped almost immediately back to Earth; the satellites themselves reported that they had
progressed smoothly into their programmed orbits, remained there for the allotted span of time, and
returned under their own power weeks or months later. (Like the Russian cosmonaut, | thought, whose
story, never officially confirmed or denied, had become a sort of urban legend.) Assuming both sets of
data were legitimate, there was only one explanation:

Time was passing differently outside the barrier.
Or, to turn the equation around, time on Earth was passing more slowly than in the universe at large.

"Y ou understand what that means?' Jason demanded. "Before, it looked like we were in some kind of
el ectromagnetic cage that was regulating the energy that reaches the surface of the Earth. And that's true.
But it'sreally only aside effect, a small part of a much bigger picture.”

"Side effect of what?"

"Of what they're calling atemporal gradient. Y ou grasp the significance? For every second that passes
on Earth, awhole lot more time passes outside the barrier."

"That doesn't make sense,” | said immediately. "What the hell kind of physics would that involve?!

"People with alot more experience than me are struggling with that question. But the idea of atime
gradient has a certain explanatory power. If there's atime differential between us and the universe,
ambient radiation reaching the surface of the Earth at any given moment—sunlight, X rays, cosmic
radiation—would be speeded up proportionally. And a year's sunshine condensed into ten seconds
would be instantly lethal. So the electromagnetic barrier around the Earth isn't concealing us, it's
protecting us. It's screening out all that concentrated—and, | guess, blue-shifted—radiation."

"The fake sunlight,” Diane said, getting it.

"Right. They gave us fake sunlight because the real thing would be deadly. Just enough of it, and
appropriately distributed, to mimic the seasons, to make it possible to raise crops and drive the weather.
The tides, our trajectory around the sun—mass, momentum, gravitation—all these things are being
manipulated, not just to slow us down but to keep us alive while they do it."

"Managed" | said. "It's not an act of nature, then. It's engineering.”
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"I think we'd have to admit that,” Jason said, "yes."

"Thisis being done to us."

"People are talking about a hypothetical controlling intelligence.”
"But what's the purpose, what's it supposed to achieve?"

"I don't know. No one knows."

Diane stared at her brother across a gap of cold and motionless winter air. She hugged her parkaand
shivered. Not because of the temperature but because she had come to the fundamental question: "How
much time, Jason? How much time is passing out there?'

Out there beyond the blankness of the sky.
Jason hesitated, visibly reluctant to answer her.
"A lot of time," he admitted.

"Just tell us," she said faintly.

"WEell. There are al kinds of measures. But the last launch, what they did was bounce a calibration
signal off the surface of the moon. The moon gets farther away from the Earth every year, did you know
that? By some minuscule but measurable amount. If you measure that distance you have akind of rough
calendar, more accurate the more time has passed. Add that to other signifiers, like the motion of nearby
stars—"

"How much time, Jason?'

"It's been five years and a couple of months since the October Event. Outside the barrier, that trandlates
into alittle over five hundred million years."

It was a breathtaking number.

| couldn't think of anything to say. Not asingle word. | was rendered speechless. Thoughtless. At that
moment there was no sound at all, nothing but the crisp emptiness of the night.

Then Diane, who had seen straight to the scary heart of the thing, said, "And how long do we have left?"
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"I don't know that either. It depends. We're protected, to some degree, by the barrier, but how effectiveis
that protection? But there are some unavoidable facts. The sun is mortal, like every other star. It burns
hydrogen and it expands and gets hotter asit ages. The Earth existsin a sort of habitable zone in the
solar system, and that zone is moving steadily outward. Like | said, we're protected, we're okay for the
time being no matter what. But eventually the Earth will be inside the heliosphere of the sun. Swallowed
up by it. Past a certain point there's ssmply no going back."

"How long, Jase?"

He gave her a pitying look. "Forty, maybe fifty years," he said. "Give or take."

4X102 A.D.

The pain was difficult to manage, even with the morphine Diane had purchased at ridiculous cost from a
pharmacy in Padang. The fever was worse.

It wasn't continuous. It came in waves, clusters, bubbles of heat and noise bursting unexpectedly in my
head. It made my body capricious, unpredictable. One night | groped for a nonexistent glass of water
and smashed a bedside lamp, waking the couple in the next room.

Come morning, temporarily lucid again, | couldn't remember the incident. But | saw the congealed blood
on my knuckles and | overhead Diane paying off the angry concierge.

"Did | really do that?' | asked her.
"Afraid so."

She sat in awicker chair next to the bed. She had ordered up room service, scrambled eggs and orange
juice, so | guessed it was morning. The sky beyond the gauzy drapes was blue. The balcony door was
open, admitting wafts of pleasantly warm air and the smell of the ocean. "I'm sorry,” | said.

"Y ou were out of your mind. I'd tell you to forget about it. Except you obviously have." She put a
soothing hand on my forehead. "And it's not over yet, I'm afraid."

"How long—7?"
"It's been aweek."

"Only aweek?"

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (43 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin
"Only."
| wasn't even halfway through the ordeal.
T ——
But the lucid intervals were useful for writing.

Graphomaniawas one of the several side effects of the drug. Diane, when she was undergoing the same
ordeal, once wrote the phrase Am | not my brother's keeper in hundreds of nearly identical repetitions
over fourteen sheets of foolscap. My own graphomaniawas at least alittle more coherent. | stacked up
handwritten pages on the bedside table while | waited for the fever to launch arenewed offensive,
rereading what I'd written in an attempt to fix it in my mind.

Diane spent the day out of the hotel. When she came back | asked her where she'd been.

"Making connections," she told me. She said she'd contacted a transit broker, a Minang man named Jala
whose import-export business served as cover for his more lucrative emigration brokerage. Everybody
on the docks knew Jala, she said. She was bidding for berths against a bunch of crazy-utopian
kibbutzim, so it wasn't a done deal, but she was cautiously optimistic.

"Becareful,”" | said. "There might still be people looking for us."

"Not asfar as| can tell, but..." She shrugged. She glanced at the notebook in my hand. "Writing again?
"It takes my mind off the pain."

"Y ou can hold the pen okay?"

"It's like terminal arthritis, but | can deal with it." So far, | thought. "The distraction is worth the
discomfort."

But it wasn't just that, of course. Nor was it simply graphomania. The writing was a way to externalize
what felt threatened.

"It'sredly very well done," Diane said.
| looked at her, horrified. "You read it?"

"Y ou asked meto. You begged meto, Tyler."
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"Woas | delirious?
"Apparently... though you seemed fairly rational at the time."

"I wasn't writing with an audience in mind." And | was shocked that | had forgotten showing it to her.
How much else might already have dlipped away?

"I won't look at it again, then. But what you wrote—" She cocked her head. "I'm amazed and flattered
you felt so strongly about me, way back then."

"It could hardly come as a surprise.”

"More than you might think. But it's a paradox, Tyler. The girl on the page isindifferent, aimost cruel."
"I never thought of you that way."

“It's not your opinion that worries me. It's mine."

| had been sitting up in bed, imagining this was an act of strength, evidence of my own stoicism. More

likely it was evidence that the painkillers were temporarily in charge. | shivered. Shivering was the first
sign of aresurgent fever. "Y ou want to know when | fell inlove with you? Maybe | should write about

that. It's important. It was when | was ten—"

"Tyler, Tyler. Nobody fallsin love when they're ten."
"It was when St. Augustine died.”

St. Augustine was alively black-and-white pedigreed springer spaniel who had been Diane's particular
pet. "St. Dog," she had called him.

She winced. "That's just macabre."

But | was serious. E. D. Lawton had bought the dog impulsively, probably because he wanted something
to decorate the hearth at the Big House, like a pair of antique andirons. But St. Dog had resisted his fate.
St. Dog was decorative enough, but he was also inquisitive and full of mischief. Intime E.D. came to
despise him; Carol Lawton ignored him; Jason was fondly bemused by him. It was Diane, who had been
twelve, who bonded with him. They brought out the best in each other. For six months St. Dog had
followed her everywhere except the school bus. The two of them played together on the big lawn
summer evenings, and that was when | first noticed Diane in a particular way— the first time | took
pleasure in simply watching her. She would run with St. Dog until she was exhausted, and St. Dog was
always patient while she got her breath back. She was attentive to the animal in ways none of the other
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Lawtons even tried to be—she was sensitive to his moods, as St. Augustine was to hers.

| couldn't have said why | liked this about her. But in the uneasy, emotionally charged world of the
Lawtonsit was an oasis of uncomplicated affection. If I'd been adog, | might have been jealous. Instead
it impressed on me that Diane was special, different from her family in important ways. She met the
world with an emotional openness the other Lawtons had lost or never learned.

St. Augustine died suddenly and prematurely—he was still hardly more than a pup—that autumn. Diane
was grief-stricken, and | realized | wasin love with her...

No, that does sound macabre. | didn't fall in love with her because she mourned her dog. | fell in love
with her because she was capable of mourning her dog, when everyone el se seemed either indifferent or
secretly relieved that St. Augustine was finally out of the house.

She looked away from the bed, toward the sunny window. "l was heartbroken when that animal died."

We had buried St. Dog in the wooded tract beyond the lawn. Diane made alittle mound of stonesasa
monument, and she built it up again every spring until she left home ten years | ater.

She also prayed over the marker at every change of the seasons, silently, hands folded. Praying to whom,
or for what, | don't know. | don't know what people do when they pray. | don't think I'm capable of it.

But it was my first evidence that Diane lived in aworld even bigger than the Big House, aworld where
grief and joy moved as ponderously as tides, with the weight of an ocean behind them.

* k% % % %

The fever came again that night. | remember nothing of it apart from arecurring dread (it came at hourly
intervals) that the drug had blanked more memory than | would ever recover, a sense of irretrievable loss
akin to those dreams in which one searches futilely for the missing wallet, watch, prized possession, or
sense of self. | imagined | felt the Martian drug working in my body, making fresh assaults and
negotiating temporary truces with my immune system, establishing cellular beachheads, sequestering
hostile chromosomal sequences.

When | came to myself again Diane was absent. Insulated from the pain by the morphine she had given
me, | got out of bed and managed to use the bathroom, then shuffled out onto the balcony.

Dinner hour. The sun was up but the sky had turned a duskier blue. The air smelled of coconut milk and
diesel fumes. The Archway glimmered in the west like frozen quicksilver.

| found myself wanting to write again, the urge coming on like an echo of the fever. | carried with me
the notebook | had half filled with barely decipherable scribbling. 1'd have to ask Diane to buy me
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another one. Maybe a couple more. Which | would then fill with words.

Words like anchors, tethering boats of memory that would otherwise be scuttled by the storm.

RUMORS OF APOCALYPSE REACH THE BERKSHIRE

| didn't see Jason for several years after the sledding party, though | kept in touch. We met again the year
| graduated from med school, at a summer rental in the Berkshires about twenty minutes from
Tanglewood.

| had been busy. | had done four years of college plus volunteer time at alocal clinic and had started
prepping for the MCAT a couple of years ahead of writing it. My GPA, the MCAT results, and a sheaf
of recommendation letters from undergraduate advisors and other venerable worthies (plusE.D.'s
largesse) had bought me admission to the SUNY medical campus at Stony Brook for another four years.
That was done, behind me, finished, but | was still looking at at |east three more years of residency
before | was ready to practice.

Which put me among the majority of people who continued to conduct their lives as if the end of the
world had not been announced.

It might have been different if doomsday had been calculated down to the day and hour. We all could
have chosen our motifs, from panic to saintly resignation, and played out human history with a decent
sense of timing and an eye on the clock.

But what we were facing was merely the strong likelihood of eventual extinction, in a solar system
rapidly becoming unfit for life. Probably nothing could protect us indefinitely from the expanding sun
we had all seen in NASA images captured from orbital probes... but we were shielded from it for now,
for reasons no one understood. The crisis, if there was a crisis, was intangible; the only evidence
available to the senses was the absence of the stars—absence as evidence, evidence of absence.

So how do you build alife under the threat of extinction? The question defined our generation. It was
easy enough for Jason, it seemed. He had thrown himself into the problem headlong: the Spin was
rapidly becoming hislife. And it was, | suppose, relatively easy for me. | had been leaning toward
medicine anyway, and it seemed like an even wiser choice in the current atmosphere of simmering
crisis. Maybe | imagined myself saving lives, should the end of the world prove to be more than
hypothetical and less than instantaneous. Did that matter, if we were all doomed? Why save alifeif all
human life was due to be snuffed out? But physicians don't really save lives, of course, we prolong
them; and failing that, we provide palliative care and relief from pain. Which might prove to be the most
useful skill of all.
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On top of that, college and med school had been one long, relentless, grueling, but welcome, distraction
from the rest of the world's woes.

So | coped. Jason coped. But many people had a much rougher time. Diane was one of them.

* % % % %

| was cleaning out my one-bedroom rental at Stony Brook when Jason called.

It was early in the afternoon. The optical illusion indistinguishable from the sun was shining brightly.
My Hyundai was packed and ready for the drive home. | had planned to spend a couple of weeks with
my mother, then drive across country in alazy week or two. Thiswas my last free time before | started
interning at Harborview in Seattle, and | intended to use it to see the world, or at least the part of it
bracketed between Maine and the state of Washington. But Jason had other ideas. He barely let me get
out a hello-how-are-you before he launched into his pitch.

“Tyler," he said, "thisistoo good to pass up. E.D. rented a summerhouse in the Berkshires."
"Did he? Good for him."

"But he can't useit. Last week he was touring an aluminum extrusion plant in Michigan and he fell off a
loading platform and cracked his hip."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"It's not serious, he's recovering, but he's on crutches for a while and he doesn't want to ferry himself al
the way to Massachusetts just so he can sit around and suck Percodan. And Carol wasn't that enthusiastic
about the idea to begin with." Not surprisingly. Carol had become a career drunk. | couldn't imagine
what she would have done in the Berkshireswith E. D. Lawton, except drink some more. "Thething is,"
Jase went on, "he can't back out of the contract, so the house is empty for three months. So | thought,
with you finishing med school and all, maybe we could get together for at least a couple of weeks.
Maybe talk Diane into joining us. Take in a concert. Walk in the woods. Be like old times. I'm headed
there now, actually. What do you say, Tyler?'

| was about to turn him down. But | thought about Diane. | thought about the few letters and phone calls
we had exchanged on the predictable occasions and all the unanswered questions that had stacked up
between us. | knew the wise thing would be to beg off. But it was too late: my mouth had aready said
yes.

* % % % %

So | spent another night on Long Island; then | crammed the last of my worldly possessions into the
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trunk of the car and followed the Northern State Parkway to the Long Island Expressway .

Traffic was light and the weather was ridiculously pretty. It was atall blue afternoon, just pleasantly
warm. | wanted to sell tomorrow to the highest bidder and settle down forever in July second. | felt as
stupidly, corporeally happy as I'd been in along time.

Then | turned on the radio.

| was old enough to remember when a "radio station" was a building with a transmitter and a tower
antenna, when radio reception flooded and ebbed from town to town. Plenty of those stations il
existed, but the Hyundai's analog radio had died about a week out of warranty. Which left digital
programming (relayed through one or more of E.D.'s high-atmosphere aerostats). Usually | listened to
twentieth-century jazz downloads, ataste I'd picked up rummaging through my father's disc collection.
This, | liked to pretend, was hisreal legacy to me: Duke Ellington, Billie Holiday, Miles Davis, music
that had been old even when Marcus Dupree was young, passed down surreptitiously, like afamily
secret. What | wanted to hear right now was "Harlem Air Shaft," but the guy who serviced the car before
the trip had dumped my presets and programmed a news channel | couldn't seem to lose. So | was stuck
with natural disasters and celebrity misbehavior. There was even talk of the Spin.

We had begun calling it the Spin by then.
Even though most of the world didn't believein it.

The polls were pretty clear about that. NASA had released data from their orbital probes the night Jason
broke the news to Diane and me, and a flurry of European launches confirmed the American results. But
still, eight years after the Spin had been made public, only a minority of Europeans and North
Americans considered it "athreat to themselves or their families.” In much of Asia, Africa, and the
Middle East, sturdy majorities considered the whole thing aU.S. plot or accident, probably afailed
attempt to create some kind of SDI defense system.

| had once asked Jason why thiswas. He said, "Consider what we're asking them to believe. We're
talking about, globally, a population with an almost pre-Newtonian grasp of astronomy. How much do
you really need to know about the moon and the stars when your life consists of scrounging enough
biomass to feed yourself and your family? To say anything meaningful about the Spin to those people
you have to start along way back. The Earth, you have to tell them, isafew billion years old, to begin
with. Let them wrestle with the concept of 'a billion years,' maybe for the first time. It's alot to swallow,
especialy if you've been educated in a Moslem theocracy, an animist village, or a public school in the
Bible Belt. Then tell them the Earth isn't changeless, that there was an eralonger than our own when the
oceans were steam and the air was poison. Tell them how living things arose spontaneously and evolved
sporadically for three billion years before they produced the first arguably human being. Then talk about
the sun, how the sun isn't permanent either but started out as a contracting cloud of gas and dust and will
one day, some few more billion years from now, expand and swallow the Earth and eventually blow off
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its own outer layers and shrink to a nugget of superdense matter. Cosmology 101, right? Y ou picked it
up from all those paperbacks you used to read, it's second nature to you, but for most people it'sawhole
new worldview and probably offensive to abunch of their core beliefs. So let that sink in. Let that sink
in, then deliver the real bad news. Time itself is fluid and unpredictable. The world that looks so
ruggedly normal—in spite of everything we just learned—nhas recently been locked up in akind of
cosmological cold storage. Why has this been done to us? We don't exactly know. We think it's caused
by the deliberate action of entities so powerful and inaccessible they might as well be called gods. And if
we anger the gods they might withdraw their protection, and pretty soon the mountains will melt and the
oceans will boil. But don't take our word for it. Ignore the sunset and the snow that comesto the
mountain every winter same as aways. We have proof. We have calculations and logical inferences and
photographs taken by machines. Forensic evidence of the highest caliber." Jason had smiled one of his
quizzical, sad smiles. "Strangely, the jury is unconvinced."

And it wasn't only the ignorant who weren't convinced. On the radio, an insurance industry CEO began
to complain about the economic impact of "all this relentless, uncritical discussion of the so-called
Spin." People were starting to take it seriously, he said. And that was bad for business. It made people
reckless. It encouraged immorality, crime, and deficit spending. Worse, it screwed up the actuary tables.
"If the world doesn't come to an end in the next thirty or forty years," he said, "we may be facing
disaster.”

Clouds began to roll in from the west An hour later that gorgeous blue sky was flatly overcast and
raindrops began spattering the windshield. | put the headlights on.

The news on the radio progressed from actuary tables. There was much talk of something else from
recent headlines: the silver boxes, big as cities, hovering outside the Spin barrier, hundreds of miles
above both poles of the Earth. Hovering, not orbiting. An object can hang in a stable orbit over the
equator—geosynchronous satellites used to do that—but nothing, by the most elementary laws of
motion, can "orbit" in afixed position above the planet's pole. And yet here these things were, detected
by aradar probe and lately photographed from an unmanned fly-by mission: another layer of the
mystery of the Spin, and just as incomprehensible to the untutored masses, in this case including me. |
wanted to talk to Jason about it. | think | wanted him to make sense of it for me.

* % k% k% %

It was raining full-out, thunder rumbling through the hills, when | finally pulled up at E. D. Lawton's
short-term rental outside Stockbridge.

The property was afour-bedroom English country-style cottage, the siding painted arsenic green, set
into a hundred acres of preserved woodland. It glowed in the dusk like a storm lantern. Jason was
aready here, hiswhite Ferrari parked under a dripping breezeway.

He must have heard me pull up: he opened the big front door before | knocked. "Tyler!" he said,
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grinning.

| came inside and set my single rain-dampened suitcase on the tiled floor of the foyer. "Been awhile," |
said.

We had kept in touch by e-mail and phone, but apart from a couple of brief holiday appearances at the
Big House this was the first time we'd been in the same room in nearly eight years. | suppose the time
showed on both of us, a subtle inventory of changes. | had forgotten how formidable he looked. He had
always been tall, always at ease in his body; he still was, though he seemed skinnier, not delicate but
delicately balanced, like a broomstick standing on end. His hair was a uniform layer of stubble about a
guarter-inch long. And although he drove a Ferrari he remained unconscious of personal style: he wore
tattered jeans, a baggy knit sweater pocked with balls of unraveling thread, discount sneakers.

"Y ou ate on the way down?' he asked.
"Late lunch."
"Hungry?"

| wasn't, but | admitted | was craving a cup of coffee. Med school had made a caffeine addict of me.
"You'rein luck," Jason said. "l bought a pound of Guatemalan on the way here." The Guatemalans,
indifferent to the end of the world, were still harvesting coffee. "I'll put on a pot. Show you around while
it's brewing."

We trekked through the house. There was a twentieth-century fussiness about it, walls painted apple
green or harvest orange, sturdy barn-sale antique furniture and brass bed frames, lace curtains over
warped window glass down which the rain streamed relentlessly. Modern amenities in the kitchen and
living room, big TV, music station, Internet link. Cozy in the rain. Downstairs again, Jason poured
coffee. We sat at the kitchen table and tried to catch up.

Jase was vague about his work, out of modesty or for security reasons. In the eight years since the
revelation of the true nature of the Spin he had earned himself a doctorate in astrophysics and then
walked away from it to take ajunior position in E.D.'s Perihelion Foundation. Perhaps not a bad move,
now that E.D. was a ranking member of President Walker's Select Committee on Global and
Environmental Crisis Planning. According to Jase, Perihelion was about to be transformed from an
aerospace think tank into an official advisory body, with real authority to shape policy.

| said, "Isthat legal?"

"Don't be naive, Tyler. E.D.'s already distanced himself from Lawton Industries. He resigned from the
board and his shares are being administered by ablind trust. According to our lawyers he's conflict-free."

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (51 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

"So what do you at Perihelion?"

He smiled. "l listen attentively to my elders," he said, "and | make polite suggestions. Tell me about med
school."

He asked whether | found it distasteful to see so much of human weakness and disease. So | told him
about my second-year anatomy class. Along with a dozen other students | had dissected a human
cadaver and sorted its contents by size, color, function, and weight. There was nothing pleasant about
the experience. Its only consolation was its truth and its only virtue wasits utility. But it was also a
marker, a passage. Beyond this point there was nothing left of childhood.

"Jesus, Tyler. Y ou want something stronger than coffee?’

"I'm not saying it was abig deal. That's what's shocking about it. It wasn't abig deal. Y ou walk away
from it and you go to amovie."

"Long way from the Big House, though."
"Long way. Both of us." | raised my cup.

Then we started reminiscing, and the tension drained out of the conversation. We talked about old times.
Wefell into what | recognized as a pattern. Jason would mention a place—the basement, the mall, the
creek in the woods—and | would supply a story: the time we broke into the liquor cabinet; the time we
saw a Rice girl named Kelley Weems shoplift a pack of Trojans from the Pharmasave; the summer
Diane insisted on reading us breathless passages from Christina Rossetti, asif she had discovered
something profound.

The big lawn, Jason offered. The night the stars disappeared, | said.
And then we were quiet for awhile.
Finally | said, "So... is she coming or not?'

"She's making up her mind," Jase said neutrally. " She's juggling some commitments. She's supposed to
call tomorrow and let me know."

"She's still down south?' Thiswasthe last I'd heard, the news relayed from my mother. Diane was at
some southern college, studying something | couldn't quite remember: urban geography, oceanography,
some other unlikely -ography.

"Y eah, still," Jason said, shifting in his chair. "Y ou know, Ty, alot of things have changed with Diane."
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"I guessthat's not surprising.”
"She's semi-engaged. To be married.”

| took this pretty gracefully. "Well, good for her," | said. How could | possibly be jealous? | had no
relationship with Diane anymore—had never had one, in that sense of the word "relationship.” And | had
almost been engaged myself, back at Stony Brook, to a second-year student named Candice Boone. We
had enjoyed saying "I love you" to each other, until we got tired of it. | think Candice got tired first.

And yet: semi-engaged? How did that work?

| was tempted to ask. But Jason was clearly uncomfortable with the whole drift of the conversation. It
called up a memory: once, back at the Big House, Jason had brought a date home to meet his family. She
was a plain but pleasant girl he'd met at the Rice chess club, too shy to say much. Carol had remained
relatively sober that night, but E.D. had clearly disapproved of the girl, had been conspicuously rude to
her, and when she was gone he had berated Jase for "dragging a specimen like that into the house." With
great intellect, E.D. said, comes great responsibility. He didn't want Jason to be shanghaied into a
conventional marriage. Didn't want to see him "hanging diapers on the line" when he could be "making a
mark on the world."

A lot of peoplein Jason's position would have stopped bringing home their dates.

Jason had just stopped dating.

* % % % %

The house was empty when | woke up the next morning.

There was a note on the kitchen table: Jase had gone out to pick up provisions for a barbecue. Back noon
or later. It was nine-thirty. | had slept luxuriously late, summer-vacation languor creeping over me.

The house seemed to generate it. Last night's storms had passed and a pleasant morning breeze came
through the calico curtains. Sunlight picked out imperfectionsin the grain of the butcher-block kitchen
counters. | ate aslow breakfast by the window and watched clouds like stately schooners sail the horizon.

A little after ten the doorbell rang, and for a second | was panicked by the thought that it might be Diane
—had she decided to show up early? But it turned out to be "Mike, the landscape guy," in a bandanna
and sleeveless T-shirt, warning me that he was going to do the lawn—he didn't want to wake anybody
up but the mower was pretty loud. He could come back this afternoon if it was a problem. No problem at
al, | said, and afew minutes later he was riding the contours of the property on an ancient green John
Deere that smudged the air with burning ail. Still alittle Sleepy, | wondered how this yard work would
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look to what Jason was fond of calling the universe at large. To the universe at large, Earth was a planet
in near-stasis. Those blades of grass had arisen over centuries, as stately in their motion as the evolution
of stars. Mike, aforce of nature born a couple of billion years ago, scythed them with avast and
irresistible patience. The severed blades fell asif lightly touched by gravity, many seasons between sun
and loam, loam in which Methuselah worms slid while elsewhere in the galaxy, perhaps, empires rose
and fell.

Jason was right, of course: it was a difficult thing to believe in. Or, no, not to "believe in"—people
believe al kinds of implausible things—but to accept as afundamental truth about the world. | sat on the
porch of the house, on the side away from the roaring Deere, and the air was cool and the sun felt fine
when | turned my face to it even though | knew it for what it was, radiation filtered from a star in full-
out runaway Spin, in aworld where centuries were squandered like seconds.

Can't betrue. Istrue.

| thought about med school again, the anatomy class | had told Jason about. Candice Boone, my one-
time almost-fiancee, had shared that class with me. She had been stoic during the dissection but not
afterward. A human body, she said, ought to contain love, hate, courage, cowardice, soul, spirit... not
this slimy assortment of blue and red imponderables. Y es. And we ought not to be dragged unwilling
into a harsh and deadly future.

But the world iswhat it is and won't be bargained with. | had said as much to Candice.

Shetold me | was "cold." But it was still the closest thing to wisdom | had ever been able to muster.

* * * % %

The morning rolled on. Mike finished the lawn and drove off, leaving the air full of humid silence. After
atime| stirred myself and telephoned my mom in Virginia, where the weather, she said, was less
inviting than in Massachusetts: still cloudy after a storm last night that had brought down afew trees and
power lines. | told her I'd made it safely to E.D.'s summer rental. She asked me how Jason seemed,
though she had probably seen him more recently than | had, during one of his visitsto the Big House.
"Older," | said. "But till Jase."

"Is he worried about this Chinathing?’

My mom had been a news junkie since the October Event, watching CNN not for pleasure or even
information but mainly to reassure herself, the way a Mexican villager might keep an eye on a nearby
volcano, hoping not to see smoke. The Chinathing was only adiplomatic crisis at this stage, she said,
though sabers had been gently rattled. Something about a controversial proposed satellite launch. "You
should ask Jason about it."
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"Has E.D. been worrying you about this stuff?"

"Hardly. | do hear things from Carol every oncein awhile."

"I don't know how much of that you should trust.”

"Comeon, Ty. Shedrinks, but she's not stupid. Neither am |, particularly.”

"l didn't mean that."

"Most of what | hear about Jason and Diane these days | get through Carol."

"Did she say whether Diane was coming up to the Berkshires? | can't get a straight answer out of Jase."

My mother hesitated. "Diane's been a little unpredictable the last couple of years. | guess that's what it's
all about."

"What does 'unpredictable’ mean, exactly?"
"Oh, you know. Not much success at school. A little trouble with the [av—"
"With the law?"

"No, | mean, she didn't rob abank or anything, but she's been picked up a couple of times when NK
rallies got out of hand."

"What the hell was she doing at NK rallies?"
Another pause. "Y ou should really ask Jason about that."
| intended to.

She coughed—I pictured her with her hand over the phone, her head turned delicately away—and | said,
"How are you feeling?"

"Tired."
"Anything new with the doctor?' She was being treated for anemia. Bottles of iron tablets.

"No. I'mjust getting old, Ty. Everybody gets old sooner or later." She added, "I'm thinking of retiring. If
you call what | do work. Now that the twins are goneit's just Carol and E.D., and not much E.D. since
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this Washington business started up."

"Have you told them you're thinking of leaving?"

"Not yet."

"It wouldn't be the Big House without you."

She laughed, not happily. "l think I've had about enough of the Big House for one lifetime, thanks."
But she never mentioned the move again. It was Carol, | think, who convinced her to stay.

* * * % %

Jase came in the front door midafternoon. "Ty?' His over-large jeans hung on his hips like the rigging of
a becalmed ship, and his T-shirt was spackled with the ghosts of gravy stains. "Give me a hand with the
barbecue, can you?'

| went out back with him. The barbecue was a standard propane grill. Jase had never used one. He
opened the tank valve, pushed the lighter button and flinched when the flames blossomed up. Then he
grinned at me. "We have steaks. We have three-bean salad from the deli in town."

"And hardly any mosquitos,” | said.
"They sprayed for them this spring. Hungry?"'

| was. Somehow, dozing through the afternoon, | had worked up an appetite. "Are we cooking for two or
three?'

"I'm still waiting to hear from Diane. Probably won't know until this evening. Just us for dinner, | think."
"Assuming the Chinese don't nuke us first."
Thiswas bait.

Jason roseto it. "Are you worried about the Chinese, Ty? That's not even acrisis anymore. It's been
settled.”

"That'sarelief." | had heard about the crisis and the resolution all in the same day. "My mom mentioned
it. Something on the news."
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"The Chinese military want to nuke the polar artifacts. They have nuclear-tipped missiles sitting on pads
in Jiuguan, ready to launch. The reasoning is, if they can damage the polar devices they might take down
the entire October shield. Of course there's no reason to believe it would work. How likely isit that a
technology capable of manipulating time and gravitation would be vulnerable to our weapons?'

"So we threatened the Chinese and they backed down?'

"A little of that. But we offered a carrot, too. We offered to take them onboard.”
"l don't understand."

"To let them join usin our own little project to save the world."

"You're scaring me alittle here, Jase."

"Hand me those tongs. I'm sorry. | know this sounds cryptic. I'm not supposed to be talking about these
things at all. With anyone."

"Y ou're making an exception in my case?"
" always make an exception in your case." He smiled. "Wel'll discussit over dinner, okay?"
| left him at the grill, shrouded in smoke and heat.

* % k% * %

Two consecutive American administrations had been scolded by the press for "doing nothing" about the
Spin. But it was a criticism without teeth. If there was anything practical that could be done, no one
seemed to know what it was. And any clearly retaliatory action—Iike the one the Chinese had proposed
—would have been prohibitively dangerous.

Perihelion was pushing aradically different approach.

"The governing metaphor,” Jase said, "isn't combat. It's judo. Using a bigger opponent's weight and
momentum against him. That's what we want to do with the Spin."

He told me this laconically while he cut up his grilled steak with surgical attention. We ate in the kitchen
with the back door open. A huge bumblebee, so fat and yellow it looked like an airborne knot of woolen
threads, bumped against the bug screen.

"Try to think about the Spin," he said, "as an opportunity rather than an assault.”

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (57 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin
"An opportunity to do what? Die prematurely?"
"An opportunity to use time for our own ends, in away we never could before."
"lsn't time what they took away from us?"

"On the contrary. Outside our little terrestrial bubble we have millions of years to play with. And we
have atool that works extremely reliably over exactly those spans of time."

"Tool," | said, bewildered, while he speared another cube of beef. The meal was straight to the point. A
steak on aplate, bottle of beer on the side. No frills, barring the three-bean salad, of which he took a
modest helping.

"Yes, atool, the obvious one: evolution."
"Evolution."
"We can't have thistalk, Tyler, if you just repeat everything back to me."

"Okay, well, evolution asatooal... | still don't see how we can evolve sufficiently in thirty or forty years
to make a difference.”

"Not us, for god's sake, and certainly not in thirty or forty years. I'm talking about simple forms of life.
I'm talking about eons. I'm talking about Mars."

"Mars." Oops.

"Don't be obtuse. Think about it."

Mars was a functionally dead planet, even if it may once have possessed the primitive precursorsto life.
Outside the Spin bubble, Mars had been "evolving" for millions of years since the October Event,
warmed by the expanding sun. It was still, according to the latest orbital photographs, a dead, dry planet.
If it had possessed simple life and a supportive climate it could have become, | guessed, alush green

jungle by now. But it didn't and it wasn't.

"People used to talk about terraforming,” Jason said. "Remember those speculative novels you used to
read?’

"| still read them, Jase."

"More power to you. How would you go about terraforming Mars?"
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"Try to get enough greenhouse gases into the atmosphere to warm it up. Release its frozen water. Seed it
with simple organisms. But even with the most optimistic assumptions, that would take—"

He smiled.

| said, "You're kidding me."

"No." The smile went away. "Not at all. No, thisis quite serious."
"How would you even begin—?"

"We would begin with a series of synchronized launches containing payloads of engineered bacteria.
Simpleion engines and aslow glide to Mars. Mostly controlled crashes, survivable for unicells, and a
few larger payloads with bunker-buster warheads to deliver the same organisms below the surface of the
planet where we suspect the presence of buried water. Hedge our bets with multiple launches and a
whole spectrum of candidate organisms. The ideaisto get enough organic action going to loosen up the
carbon locked into the crust and respirate it into the atmosphere. Give it afew million years—months,
our time—then survey the planet again. If it's awarmer place with a denser atmosphere and maybe a few
ponds of semiliquid water we do the cycle again, this time with multicelled plants engineered for the
environment. Which puts some oxygen into the air and maybe cranks up the atmospheric pressure
another couple of millibars. Repeat as necessary. Add more millions of years and stir. In areasonable
time—the way our clocks measure time—you might be able to cook up a habitable planet.”

It was a breathtaking idea. | felt like one of those sidekick charactersin aVictorian mystery novel—"It
was an audacious, even ludicrous, plan he had contrived, but try as| might, | could find no flaw init!"

Except one. One fundamental flaw.

"Jason," | said. "Even if thisis possible. What good does it do us?"

"If Marsis habitable, people can go there and live."

"All seven or eight billion of us?'

He snorted. "Hardly. No, just afew pioneers. Breeding stock, if you want to be clinical about it."
"And what are they supposed to do?"

"Live, reproduce, and die. Millions of generations for each of our years."
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"To what end?"

"If nothing else, to give the human species a second chance in the solar system. In the best case—they'll
have all the knowledge we can give them, plus afew million years to improve on it. Inside the Spin
bubble we don't have time enough to figure out who the Hypotheticals are or why they're doing thisto
us. Our Martian heirs might have a better chance. Maybe they can do our thinking for us."

Or our fighting for us?

(Thiswas, incidentally, the first time | had heard them called "Hypotheticals'—the hypothetical
controlling intelligences, the unseen and largely theoretical creatures who had enclosed usin their time
vault. The name didn't catch on with the general public for afew more years. | was sorry when it did.
The word wastoo clinical, it suggested something abstract and coolly objective; the truth was likely to
be more complex.)

"There'saplan,”" | said, "to actually do these things?"

"Oh yes." Jason had finished three quarters of his steak. He pushed his plate away. "It's not even
prohibitively expensive. Engineering extremely hardy unicellsisthe only problematic part. The surface
of Marsiscold, dry, virtually airless, and bathed in sterilizing radiation every time the sun comes up.
Even so, we have whole rafts of extremophiles to work with—Dbacterialiving in Antarctic rocks, bacteria
living in the outflow from nuclear reactors. And everything elseis fully proven technology. We know
rockets work. We know organic evolution works. The only really new thing is our perspective. To be
able to get extremely long-term results literally days or months after we launch. It's... people are calling
it 'teleological engineering."

"It'salmost like," | said (testing the new word he had given me), "what the Hypotheticals are doing."

"Yes," Jason said, raising his eyebrowsin alook I still found flattering after all these years:. surprise,
respect. "Yes, inaway | guessitis."

* % % % %

| had once read an interesting detail in a book about the first manned moon landing back in 1969. At that
time, the book said, some of the very elderly—men and women born in the nineteenth century, old
enough to remember aworld before automobiles and television—had been reluctant to believe the news.
Words that would have made only fairy-tale sense in their childhood ("two men walked on the moon
tonight") were being offered as statements of fact. And they couldn't accept it. It confounded their sense
of what was reasonable and what was absurd.

Now it was my turn.
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We're going to terraform and colonize Mars, said my friend Jason, and he wasn't delusional ... or at least
no more delusional than the dozens of smart and powerful people who apparently shared his conviction.
So the proposition was serious; it must already have been, at some bureaucratic level, awork in progress.

| took awalk around the grounds after dinner while there was still alittle daylight.

Mike the yard guy had done a decent job. The lawn glowed like a mathematician's idea of a garden, the
cultivation of aprimary color. Beyond it, shadows had begun to rise in the wooded acreage. Diane
would have appreciated the woods in thislight, | thought. | thought again of those summer sessions by
the creek, years ago now, when she would read to us from old books. Once, when we talked about the
Spin, Diane had quoted a little rhyme by the English poet A. E. Housman:

The Grizzly Bear is huge and wild,;
He has devoured the infant child.
The infant child is not aware

He has been eaten by the bear.

* k k % %

Jason was on the phone when | came back through the kitchen door. He looked at me, then turned away
and lowered his voice.

"No," he said. "If it hasto be that way, but—no, | understand. All right. | said all right, didn't [’? All right
means all right."

He pocketed the phone. | said, "Was that Diane?"
He nodded.
"She's coming?"

"She's coming. But there are a couple of things | want to mention before she gets here. Y ou know what
we talked about over dinner? We can't share that with her. Or, actually, anyone. It's not public
information.”

"You mean it's classified."

"Technically, | suppose so, yes."
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"But you told me about it."

"Yes. That was afederal crime." He smiled. "Mine, not yours. And | trust you to be discreet about it. Be
patient—it'll be al over CNN in a couple of months. Besides, | have plans for you, Ty. One of these
days, Perihelion is going to vet candidates for some extremely rugged homesteading. We'll need all
kinds of physicians on site. Wouldn't it be great if you could do that, if we could work together?’

| was startled. "I just graduated, Jase. | haven't interned.”

"All thingsin time."

| said, "Y ou don't trust Diane?"

His smile collapsed. "No, frankly. Not anymore. Not these days."
"When will she get here?"’

"Before noon tomorrow."

"And what isit you don't want to tell me?"

"She's bringing her boyfriend."

"Isthat a problem?"

"You'll see

NO SINGLE THING ABIDES

| woke up knowing | wasn't ready to see her again. Woke up in E. D. Lawton's plush summerhouse in
the Berkshires with the sun shining through filigreed lace blinds thinking, Enough bullshit. | was tired of
it. All the self-serving bullshit of the last eight years, up to and including my affair with Candice Boone,
who had seen through my own wishful lies sooner than | had. "Y ou're alittle bit fixated on these Lawton
people,”" Candice had once said. Tell me about it.

| couldn't honestly say | was still in love with Diane. The connection between us had never been as
unambiguous as that. We had both grown in and out of it, like vines weaving through a | atticework
fence. But at its best it had been areal connection, an emotion almost frightening in its gravity and
maturity. Which was why | had been so eager to disguise it. It would have frightened her, too.
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| still found myself conducting imaginary conversations with her, usually late at night, offering asidesto
the starless sky. | was selfish enough to miss her but sane enough to know we had never really been
together. | was fully prepared to forget about her.

| just wasn't prepared to see her again.

* * % % %

Downstairs, Jason sat in the kitchen while | fixed myself breakfast. He had propped open the door.
Sweet breezes swept the house. | was thinking seriously of throwing my bag into the back of the
Hyundai and just driving away. "Tell me about this NK thing," | said.

"Do you read the papers at all?' Jason asked. "Do they keep med studentsin isolation up at Stony
Brook?"

Of course | knew alittle bit about NK, mostly what I'd heard on the news or picked up from lunchroom
conversation. | knew NK stood for "New Kingdom." | knew it was a Spin-inspired Christian movement
—at least nominally Christian, though it had been denounced by mainstream and conservative churches
alike. | knew it attracted mainly the young and disaffected. A couple of guysin my freshman class had
dropped out of school and into the NK lifestyle, trading shaky academic careers for a less demanding
enlightenment.

"It's really just amillenarian movement," Jase said. "Too late for the millennium but right on time for the
end of the world."

"A cult, in other words."

"No, not exactly. 'NK" is a catchphrase for the whole Christian Hedonist spectrum, so it'snot acult in
itself, though it does include some cultlike groups. There's no single leader. No holy writ, just a bunch of
fringe theol ogians the movement is loosely identified with—C. R. Ratel, Laura Greengage, people like
that." 1'd seen their books on the drugstore racks. Spin theology with question-mark titles. Have We
Witnessed the Second Coming? Can We Survive the End of Time? " And not much agenda, beyond a kind
of weekend communalism. But what draws crowds isn't the theology. Y ou ever see footage of those NK
rallies, the kind they call an Ekstasis?"

| had, and unlike Jase, who had never been much at home with matters of the flesh, | could understand
the appeal. What | had seen was recorded video of a gathering in the Cascades, summer of last year. It
had looked like a cross between a Baptist picnic and a Grateful Dead concert. A sunny meadow,
wildflowers, ceremonial white robes, a guy with zero-percent body fat blowing a shofar. By nightfall a
bonfire was burning briskly and a stage had been set up for musicians. Then the robes began to drop and
the dancing started. And afew acts more intimate than dancing.
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For all the disgust evinced by the mainstream mediait had looked winsomely innocent to me. No
preaching, just afew hundred pilgrims smiling into the teeth of extinction and loving their neighbors like
they'd like to be loved. The footage had been burned onto hundreds of DV Ds and passed from hand to
hand in college dorms nationwide, including Stony Brook. There is no sexua act so Edenic that alonely
med student can't whack off to it.

“It's hard to picture Diane being attracted to NK."

"On the contrary. Dian€e's their target audience. She's scared to death of the Spin and everything it
implies about the world. NK is an anodyne for people like her. It turns the thing they're most afraid of
into an object of adoration, adoor into the Kingdom of Heaven."

"How long has she been involved?"

"Most of ayear now. Since she met Simon Townsend."

"Simon's NK?"

"Simon, I'm afraid, is hard-core NK."

"Y ou met this guy?"

" She brought him to the Big House last Christmas. | think she wanted to watch the fireworks. E.D., of
course, doesn't approve of Simon. In fact his hostility was pretty obvious." (Here Jason winced at the
memory of what must have been one of E. D. Lawton's major tantrums.) "But Diane and Simon did the
NK thing—they turned the other cheek. They practically smiled him to death. | mean that literally. He
was one gentle, forgiving look away from the coronary ward."

Score one for Simon, | thought. "Is he good for her?"

"He's exactly what she wants. He's the last thing she needs.”

* % k% % %

They arrived that afternoon, sputtering up the driveway in afifteen-year-old touring car that appeared to
burn more oil than Mike-the-yard-guy's tractor. Diane was driving. She parked and climbed out on the
far side of the car, obscured by the luggage rack, while Simon stepped into full view, smiling bashfully.

He was a good-looking guy. Six feet tall or alittle over; skinny but not aweakling; aplain, sightly
horsey face offset by his unruly golden-blond hair. His smile showed a cleft between his upper front
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teeth. He wore jeans and a plaid shirt and a blue bandannatied around his left biceps like a tourniquet;
that was an NK emblem, | learned later.

Diane circled the car and stood beside him, both of them grinning up the porch stairs at Jason and me.
She was also decked out in high NK fashion: a cornflower-blue floor-sweeper skirt, blue blouse, and a
ridiculous black wide-brimmed hat like the kind Amish men wear. But the clothes suited her, or rather
they framed her in a pleasing way, suggested rude health and hayseed sensuality. Her face was as alive
as an unplucked berry. She shaded her eyesin the sunlight and grinned—at me in particular, | wanted to
believe. My god, that smile. Somehow both genuine and mischievous.

| began to feel lost.

Jason's phone trilled. He pulled it out of his pocket and checked the caller ID.

"Gottatake thisone," he whispered.

"Don't leave me alone here, Jase."

"“I'll bein the kitchen. Right back."

He ducked away just as Simon lofted his big duffel bag onto the wooden planking of the porch and said,
"Y ou must be Tyler Dupree!"

He stuck out his hand. | took it. He had afirm grip and a honeyed Southern accent, vowels like polished
driftwood, consonants polite as calling cards. He made my name sound positively Cajun, though the
family had never been south of Millinocket. Diane bounded up after him, yelled, "Tyler!" and grabbed
me in aferocious embrace. Suddenly her hair wasin my face and all | could register was the sunny, salty
smell of her.

We backed off to acomfortable arm's length. "Tyler, Tyler," she exclaimed, asif | had turned into
something remarkable. "Y ou're looking good after all these years."

"Eight," | said stupidly. "Eight years."
"Wow, isit really?

| helped drag their luggage inside, showed them to the parlor off the porch, and hurried away to retrieve
Jason, who was in the kitchen interacting with his cell. His back was turned when | came in.

"No," he said. Hisvoice wastense. "No... not even the State Department?”
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| stopped in my tracks. The State Department. Oh my.

"I can be back in acouple of hours if—oh. | see. Okay. No, it's all right. But keep me informed. Right.
Thanks."

He pocketed the phone and caught sight of me.
"Talking to E.D.?" | asked.

"His assistant, actually."

"Everything okay?'

"Comeon, Ty, you want meto let you in on all the secrets?' He attempted a smile, not too successfully.
"I wish you hadn't overheard that."

"All | heard was you offering to go back to D.C. and |eave me here with Simon and Diane."

"WEéll... | may haveto. The Chinese are balking."

"What's that mean, balking!"

"They refuse to entirely abandon their planned launch. They want to keep that option open."

The nuclear attack on the Spin artifacts, he meant. "l assume somebody's trying to talk them out of it?"
"The diplomacy is ongoing. It's just not exactly succeeding. Negotiations seem to be deadl ocked.”
"So—well, shit, Jase! What's it mean if they do launch?"

"It means two high-yield fusion weapons would be detonated in close proximity to unknown devices
associated with the Spin. Asfor the consequences... well, that's an interesting question. But it hasn't
happened yet. Probably won't."

"Y ou're talking about doomsday, or maybe the end of the Spin..."

"Keep your voice down. We have guests, remember? And you're overreacting. What the Chinese havein
mind is rash and probably futile, but even if they go ahead with it it's not likely to be suicidal. Whatever
the Hypotheticals are, they must know how to defend themsel ves without destroying us in the process.
And the polar artifacts aren't necessarily the devices that enable the Spin. They could be passive
observational platforms, communications devices, even decoys."
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"If the Chinese do launch," | said, "how much warning do we get?"
"Depends what you mean by ‘we.' The general public probably won't hear anything until it's over."

Thiswas when | first began to understand that Jason wasn't just his father's apprentice, that he had
already begun to forge his own connectionsin high places. Later | would learn a great deal more about
the Perihelion Foundation and the work Jason did for it. For now it was still part of Jason's shadow life.
Even when we were children Jase had had a shadow life: away from the Big House he'd been a math
prodigy, breezing through an €elite private school like a Masterstitleist playing a mini-golf course; home,
he was just Jase, and we had been careful to keep it that way.

It was still that way. But he was casting a bigger shadow now. He didn't spend his days impressing
calculusinstructors at Rice. He spent his days positioning himself to influence the course of human
history.

He added, "If it happens, yes, I'll have some warning. We'll have some warning. But | don't want Diane
worrying about it. Or Simon, of course."

"Great. I'll just put it out of my mind. The end of the world."
"It's no such thing. Nothing's happened yet. Calm down, Tyler. Pour drinksif you need something to do."

As nonchalant as he was trying to sound, his hand trembled as he took four tumblers out of the kitchen
cupboard.

| could have left. | could have walked out the door, hustled into my Hyundai and been along way down
the road before | was missed. | thought about Diane and Simon in the front parlor practicing hippie
Christianity and Jase in the kitchen taking doomsday bulletins on his cell phone: did | really want to
spend my last night on Earth with these people?

Thinking at the same time: but who else? Who else?

* % % % %

"We met in Atlanta," Diane said. "Georgia State hosted a seminar on aternative spirituality. Simon was
there to hear C. R. Ratel'slecture. | just sort of found him in the campus cafeteria. He was sitting by
himself reading a copy of Second Coming, and | was alone, so | put down my tray and we started
talking."

Diane and Simon shared a plush yellow dust-scented sofa by the window. Diane slouched against the
armrest. Simon sat aertly upright. His smile had begun to worry me. It never went away.
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The four of us sipped drinks while the curtains wafted in the breeze and a horsefly mumbled at the
window screen. It was hard to sustain a conversation when there was so much we weren't supposed to
talk about. | made an effort to duplicate Simon's smile. "So you're a student?"

"Was a student," he said.

"What are you doing lately?"

"Traveling. Mostly."

"Simon can afford to travel," Jase said. "He's an heir."

"Don't berude," Diane said, the edge in her voice signifying areal warning. "This once, please, Jase?"'

But Simon shrugged it off. "No, it's true enough. | have some money set aside. Diane and | are taking the
opportunity to see alittle bit of the country."

"Simon's grandfather," Jason said, "was Augustus Townsend, the Georgia pipe cleaner king."

Dianerolled her eyes. Simon, still imperturbable—he was beginning to seem almost saintly—said, "That
was in the old days. We aren't even supposed to call them pipe cleaners anymore. They're 'chenille
stems." He laughed. "And here| sit, heir to a chenille stem fortune." Actually it was a gifts-and-notions
fortune, Diane explained later. Augustus Townsend had started in pipe cleaners but made his money
distributing tin-press toys, charm bracelets, and plastic combs to five-and-dime stores throughout the
South. In the 1940s the family had been a big presence in Atlanta social circles.

Jason pressed on: "Simon himself doesn't have what you'd call a career. He's afree spirit."

"I don't suppose any of usistruly afree spirit,” Simon said, "but no, | don't have or want a career. |
guess that makes me sound lazy. Well, | am lazy. It's my besetting vice. But | wonder how useful any
career will be in the long run. Considering the state of things. No offense.” He turned to me. "You'rein
medicine, Tyler?'

"Just out of school," | said. "As careers go—"
"No, | think that's wonderful. Probably the most valuable occupation on the planet.”

Jason had accused Simon of being, in effect, useless. Simon had replied that careersin general were
useless... except careerslike mine. Thrust and parry. It was like watching a bar fight conducted in ballet
shoes.
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Still, 1 found myself wanting to apologize for Jase. Jason was offended not by Simon's philosophy but
by his presence. Thisweek in the Berkshires was supposed to be a reunion, Jason and Diane and me,
back in the comfort zone, childhood revisited. Instead we were being treated to confinement at close
guarters with Simon, whom Jason obviously regarded as an interloper, a sort of southern-fried Y oko
Ono.

| asked Diane how long they'd been traveling.

"About aweek," she said, "but we'll be on the road most of the summer. I'm sure Jason's told you about
New Kingdom. But it'sreally pretty wonderful, Ty. We have Internet friends all across the country.
People we can crash with aday or two. So we're doing conclaves and concerts from Maine to Oregon,
July through October."

Jason said, "I guess that saves on accommaodation and clothing expenses.”
"Not every conclaveis an Ekstasis," Diane shot back.

"We won't be doing much traveling at al,” Simon said, "if that old car of oursfalls apart. The engine
misfires and we're getting lousy mileage. I'm not much of a mechanic, unfortunately. Tyler, do you
know anything about automobile engines?

"A thing or two," | said. | understood this was an invitation to step outside with Simon while Diane tried
to negotiate a cease-fire with her brother. "Let's have alook."

The day was still clear, waves of warm air rippling up from the emerald lawn beyond the driveway. |
listened with, | admit, partial attention, as Simon opened the hood of his old Ford and recited his
problems. If he was as wealthy as Jase had implied, couldn't he buy himself a better car? But | guessed it
was a dissipated fortune he had inherited, or maybe it wastied up in trust funds.

"I guess | seem pretty stupid,” Simon said. "Especially in the company I'm keeping. | never much
grasped scientific or mechanical things."

"I'm no expert either. Even if we get the motor running alittle smoother you ought to have areal
mechanic look at it before you start driving cross-country.”

"Thank you, Tyler." He watched with a sort of goggle-eyed fascination as | inspected the engine. "l
appreciate that advice."

The most likely culprit was the spark plugs. | asked Simon whether they had ever been replaced. "Not to
my knowledge," he said. The car had 60,000-plus miles on it. | used the ratchet set from my own car to
pull one of the plugs and showed it to him: "Here's most of your trouble.”
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"That thing?"

"And itsfriends. The good newsisit's not an expensive part to replace. The bad newsis, you're better
off not driving until we replaceit."

"Hmm," Simon said.

"We can go into town in my car and pick up replacementsif you're willing to wait till morning."
"Well, surely. That's very kind. We weren't planning to leave right away. Ah, unless Jason insists.”
"Jason will calm down. He's just—"

"Y ou don't have to explain. Jason would rather | wasn't here. | understand that. It doesn't shock or
surprise me. Diane just felt she couldn't accept an invitation that made a point of disincluding me."

"WEell... good for her." | guess.
"But | could just as easily rent aroom somewhere in town."

"No need for that," | said, wondering exactly how it had come to pass that | was pressing Simon
Townsend to stay. | don't know what | had expected from a reunion with Diane, but Simon's presence
had aborted any nascent hopes. For the best, probably.

"I suppose,” Simon said, "Jason's talked to you about New Kingdom. It's been a point of contention."
"He told me you guyswereinvolvedin it."

"I'm not about to make a recruiting speech. But if you have any anxiety about the movement maybe |
can put it to rest."

"All I know about NK iswhat | see on television, Simon."

"Some people call it Christian Hedonism. | prefer New Kingdom. That's the ideain a nutshell, really.
Build the chiliasm by living it, right here and now. Make the last generation asidyllic asthe very first.

"Uh-huh. Well... Jase doesn't have much patience with religion.”

"No, he doesn't, but you know what, Tyler? | don't think it's the religion that upsets him."

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (70 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

"No?'

"No. In al honesty | admire Jason Lawton, and not just because he's famously smart. He's one of the
cognoscenti, if you'll pardon aten-dollar word. He takes the Spin seriously. There are, what, eight billion
people on Earth? And pretty much each and every one of them knows, at the very leat, that the stars and
moon have disappeared out of the sky. But they go on living in denial. Only afew of usreally believein
the Spin. NK takesit seriously. And so does Jason."

Thiswas amost shockingly like what Jason himself had said. "Not in the same... style, though.”

"That's the crux of the matter. Two visions competing for the public mind. Before long people will have
to face up to reality whether they want to or not. And they'll have to choose between a scientific
understanding and a spiritual one. That worries Jason. Because when it comes down to matters of life
and death, faith always wins. Where would you rather spend eternity? In an earthly paradise or a sterile
|aboratory?'

The answer didn't seem as clear-cut to me asit evidently did to Simon. | recalled Mark Twain's reply to
asimilar question:

Heaven, for the climate. Hell, for the company.

* * * % %

There was some audible arguing from inside the house— Dian€e's voice, scolding, and her brother's
sullen, uninflected replies. Simon and | pulled a couple of folding chairs out of the garage and sat in the
shade of the carport waiting for the twinsto finish. We talked about the weather. The weather was very
nice. We reached a consensus on that point.

The noise from the house eventually settled down. After a while a chastened-looking Jason came out and
invited usto help him with the barbecue. We followed him around back and made more nice talk while
the grill warmed up. Diane stepped out of the house looking flushed but triumphant. This was the way
she used to look whenever she won an argument with Jase: a little haughty, alittle surprised.

We sat down to chicken and iced tea and the remains of the three-bean salad. "Do y'all mind if | offer a
blessing?' Simon asked.

Jason rolled his eyes but nodded.

Simon bent his head solemnly. | braced myself for a sermon. But all he said was, "Grant us the courage
to accept the bounty Y ou have placed before us this and every other day. Amen.”

A prayer expressing not gratitude but the need for courage. Very contemporary. Diane smiled at me
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across the table. Then she squeezed Simon's arm, and we proceeded to dig in.

* % k% % %

It was early when we finished, sunlight still lingering, the mosquitos not yet at their evening frenzy. The
breeze had died and there was a softness in the cooling air.

Elsewhere, things were happening fast.

What we didn't know—what even Jason, for all his vaunted connections, hadn't yet been told—was that
somewhere between that first bite of chicken and that last spoonful of three-bean salad the Chinese had
pulled out of negotiations and ordered the immediate launch of a brace of modified Dong Feng missiles
armed with thermonuclear warheads. The rockets might have been rising in their arcs even as we pulled
Heinekens out of the cooler. Icy green rocket-shaped bottles dripping summer sweat.

We cleared the patio table. | mentioned the worn spark plugs and my plan to drive Simon into town in
the morning. Diane whispered something to her brother, then (after a pause) nudged him with her elbow.
Jase finally nodded and turned to Simon and said, "There's one of those automotive superstores outside
Stockbridge that's open till nine. Why don't | drive you over there right now?'

It was a peace offering, however reluctant. Simon recovered from hisinitial surprise and said, "I'm not
about to turn down aridein that Ferrari, if that's what you're offering.”

"I can put it through its paces for you." Mollified by the prospect of showing off his car, Jason went into
the house to fetch his keys. Simon shot back a well-gosh expression before following him. | looked at
Diane. She grinned, proud of this triumph of diplomacy.

Elsewhere, the Dong Feng missiles approached and then crossed the Spin barrier en route to their
programmed targets. Strange to think of them streaking over a suddenly dark, cold, motionless Earth,
operating solely on internal programming, aiming themselves at the featureless artifacts that drifted in
suspension hundreds of miles over the poles.

Like adramawithout an audience, too sudden to see.

* % % % %

The educated consensus—afterward—was that the detonation of the Chinese warheads had no effect on
the differential flow of time. What was affected (profoundly) was the visual filter surrounding the Earth.
Not to mention the human perception of the Spin.

As Jase had pointed out years ago, the temporal gradient meant that massive amounts of radically blue-
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shifted radiation would have bathed the surface of our planet had that radiation not been filtered and
managed by the Hypotheticals. More than three years of sunlight for every second that passed: enough to
kill every living thing on Earth, enough to sterilize the soil and boil the oceans. The Hypotheticals, who
had engineered the temporal enclosure of the Earth, had also shielded us from its lethal side effects.
Moreover, the Hypothetical s were regulating not only how much energy reached the static Earth but
how much of the planet's own heat and light was radiated back into space. Which was perhaps why the
weather these last few years had been so pleasantly... average.

The sky over the Berkshires, at least, was as cloudless as Waterford crystal when the Chinese payloads
reached their targets, 7:55 Eastern time.

* % % % %

| was with Diane in the front room when the house phone rang.

Did we notice anything before Jason's call? A change in the light, something as insignificant as the
feeling that a cloud might have passed in front of the sun? No. Nothing. All my attention was on Diane.
We were drinking coolers and talking about trivia. Books we'd read, movies we'd seen. The conversation
was mesmerizing, not for its content but for the cadences of the talk, the rhythm we fell into when we
were aone, now as before. Every conversation between friends or lovers creates its own easy or
awkward rhythms, hidden talk that runs like a subterranean river under even the most banal exchange.
What we said was trite and conventional, but the undertalk was deep and occasionally treacherous.

And pretty soon we were flirting with each other, asif Simon Townsend and the last eight years
signified nothing. Joking at first, then maybe not joking. | told her I'd missed her. She said, "There were
times | wanted to talk to you. Needed to talk to you. But | didn't have your number, or | figured you
were busy."

"Y ou could have found my number. | wasn't busy."

"You'reright. Actually it was more like... moral cowardice."

"Am | that frightening?"'

"Not you. Our situation. | suppose | felt asif | ought to apologize to you. And | didn't know how to
begin to do that." She smiled wanly. "l guess| till don't."

"There's nothing to apologize for, Diane."

"Thank you for saying so, but | happen to disagree. We're not kids anymore. It's possible to look back
with a certain amount of insight. We were as close as two people can be without actually touching. But
that was the one thing we couldn't do. Or even talk about. Asif we had taken an oath of silence.”
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"Since the night the stars disappeared,” | said, dry-mouthed, aghast at myself, terrified, aroused.

Diane waved her hand. "That night. That night—you know what | remember about that night? Jason's
binoculars. | was looking at the Big House while you two stared off into the sky. | really don't remember
the stars at all. What | remember is catching sight of Carol in one of the back bedrooms with somebody
from the catering service. She was drunk and it looked like she was making a pass." She laughed
bashfully. "That was my own little apocalypse. Everything | already hated about the Big House, about
my family, it was all summed up in one night. | just wanted to pretend it didn't exist. No Carol, no E.D.,
no Jason—"

"No me?"

She moved across the sofa and, because it had become that kind of conversation, put a hand on my
cheek. Her hand was cool, the temperature of the drink she'd been holding. " ou were the exception. |
was scared. Y ou wereincredibly patient. | appreciated that."

"But we couldn't—"

"Touch."

"Touch. E.D. would never have stood for it."

She took her hand away. "We could have hidden it from him if we'd wanted to. But you'reright, E.D.
was the problem. He infected everything. It was obscene, the way he made your mother live a kind of
second-class existence. It was debasing. Can | confess this? | absolutely hated being his daughter. |
especially hated the ideathat if anything, you know, happened between us, it might be your way of
taking revenge on E. D. Lawton."

She sat back, alittle surprised at herself, | think.

"Of course,”" | said carefully, "it wouldn't have been."

"I was confused."

"Isthat what NK isfor you? Revengeon E.D.?'

"No," she said, still smiling, "1 don't love Simon just because he makes my father angry. Life's not that
simple, Ty."

"I didn't mean to suggest—"
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"But you see how insidious it is? Certain suspicions come into your head and get stuck there. No, NK
isn't about my father. It's about discovering the divinity in what's happened to the Earth and expressing
that divinity in daily life."
"Maybe the Spin isn't that simple, either.”
"We're either being murdered or transformed, Simon says."
"He told me you're building heaven on Earth."
"Isn't that what Christians are supposed to do? Make the Kingdom of God by expressing it in their lives?"
"Or at least dancing to it."
"Now you sound like Jason. Obvioudly | can't defend everything about the movement. Last week we
were at a conclave in Philadel phia and we met this couple, our age, friendly, intelligent—'alive in the
spirit," Simon called them. We went out to dinner and talked about the Parousia. Then they invited us up
to their hotel room, and suddenly they were laying out lines of coke and playing porn videos. All kinds
of marginal people are attracted to NK. No question. And for most of them the theology barely exists,
except as afuzzy image of the Garden of Eden. But at its best the movement is everything it claimsto
be, agenuine living faith."
"Faith in what, Diane? Ekstasis? Promiscuity?*
| regretted the words as soon as I'd said them. She looked hurt. "Ekstasis isn't about promiscuity. Not
when it succeeds, anyway. But in the body of God no act is prohibited aslong asit isn't vengeful or
angry, aslong as it expresses divine as well as human love."
The phone rang then. | must have looked guilty. Diane saw my expression and laughed.
Jason's first words when | picked up: "l said we'd have some warning. I'm sorry. | was wrong."
"What?"'
“Tyler... haven't you seen the sky?"

* * * % %

So we went upstairs to find a window facing the sunset.

The west bedroom was generously large, equipped with a mahogany chifferobe, a brass-railed bed, and

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (75 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

big windows. | drew the curtains wide. Diane gasped.
There was no setting sun. Or, rather, there were several.

The entire western sky was alight. Instead of the single orb of the sun there was an arc of reddish glow
that stretched across at |east fifteen degrees of the horizon, containing what looked like a flickering
multiple exposure of adozen or more sunsets. The light was erratic; it brightened and faded like a distant
fire.

We gaped at it for an endless time. Eventually Diane said, "What's happening, Tyler? What's going on?"
| told her what Jason had told me about the Chinese nuclear warheads.

"He knew this might happen?' she asked, then answered herself: "Of course he did." The strange light
gave the room aroseate hue and fell on her cheekslike afever. "Will it kill us?'

"Jason doesn't think so. It'll scare the hell out of people, though."
"But isit dangerous? Radiation or something?"

| doubted it. But it wasn't out of the question. "Try the TV," | said. There was a plasma panel in each
bedroom, framed in walnut paneling opposite the bed. | figured any kind of remotely lethal radiation
would also screw up broadcasting and reception.

But the TV worked well enough to show us news channel views of crowds gathering in cities across
Europe, where it was already dark—or as dark as it was going to get that night. No lethal radiation but
plenty of incipient panic. Diane sat motionless on the edge of the bed, hands folded in her lap, clearly
frightened. | sat beside her and said, "If any of this was going to kill us we'd be dead by now."

Outside, the sunset stuttered toward darkness. The diffuse glow resolved into several distinct setting
suns, each ghostly pale, then a coil of sunlight like aluminous spring that arced across the whole sky and
vanished just as suddenly.

We sat hip to hip as the sky grew darker. Then the stars came out.

* % % % %

| managed to get hold of Jase one more time before the bandwidth was overwhelmed. Simon had just
finished paying for the plug set for his car, he said, when the sky erupted. The roads out of Stockbridge
were already crowded and the radio reported scattered looting in Boston and stalled traffic on every
major route, so Jase had pulled into a parking lot behind a motel and rented aroom for the night for

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (76 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

himself and Simon. In the morning, he said, he would probably have to head back to Washington, but
he'd drop Simon at the house first.

Then he passed his phone to Simon and | passed mine to Diane and left the room while she talked to her
fiance. The summerhouse seemed ominously huge and empty. | walked around turning on lights until
she called me back.

"Another drink?' | asked her.

"Oh yes," she said.

* k% k% k% %

We went outside alittle after midnight.

Diane was putting on a brave face. Simon had given her some kind of New Kingdom pep talk. In NK
theology there was no conventional Second Coming, no Rapture or Armageddon; the Spin was all these
things put together, al the ancient prophecies obliquely fulfilled. And if God wanted to use the canvas of
the sky to paint us the naked geometry of time, Simon said, He would do so, and our awe and fear were
entirely appropriate to the occasion. But we shouldn't be overwhelmed by these feelings because the
Spin was ultimately an act of salvation, the last and best chapter in human history.

Or something like that.

So we went outside to watch the sky because Diane thought it was a brave and spiritual thing to do. The
sky was cloudless and the air smelled of pine. The highway was along way off, but we heard occasional
faint sounds of car horns and sirens.

Our shadows danced around us as various fractions of the sky lit up, now north, now south. We sat on
the grass afew yards from the steady glow of the porch light and Diane leaned into my shoulder and |
put my arm around her, both of usalittle drunk.

Despite years of emotional chill, despite our history at the Big House, despite her engagement to Simon
Townsend, despite NK and Ekstasis and despite even the nuke-inspired derangement of the sky, | was
exquisitely conscious of the pressure of her body next to mine. And the strange thing was that it felt
absolutely familiar, the curve of her arm under my hand and the weight of her head against my shoulder:
not discovered but remembered. She felt the way | had always known she would feel. Even the tang of
her fear was familiar.

The sky sparked with strange light. Not the unadulterated light of the Spinning universe, which would
have killed us on the spot. Instead it was a series of snapshots of the sky, consecutive midnights
compressed into microseconds, afterimages fading like the pop of a flashbulb; then the same sky a

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (77 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

century or amillennium later, like sequences in a surreal movie. Some of the frames were blurred long-
exposures, starlight and moonlight become ghostly orbs or circles or scimitars. Some were crisp and
quickly fading stills. Toward the north the lines and circles in the sky were narrower, their radii

relatively small, while the equatorial stars were more restless, waltzing over huge ellipses. Full and half
and waning moons blinked from horizon to horizon in pale orange transparencies. The Milky Way was a
band of white fluorescence (now brighter, now darker) lit by flaring, dying stars. Stars were created and
stars were demolished with every breath of summer air.

And it al moved.

Moved in vast shimmerings and intricate dances suggesting ever-greater, still-invisible cycles. The sky
beat like a heart above us. "So alive," Diane said.

Thereisa prejudice imposed on us by our brief window of consciousness: things that move are alive;
things that don't are dead. The living worm twines under the dead and static rock. Stars and planets
move, but only according to the inert laws of gravitation: a stone may fall but is not alive, and orbital
motion is only the same falling indefinitely prolonged.

But extend our mayfly existence, as the Hypotheticals had, and the distinction blurs. Stars are born, live,
die, and bequeath their elementary ashes to newer stars. The sum of their various motionsis not ssimple
but unimaginably complex, a dance of attraction and velocity, beautiful but frightening. Frightening
because, like an earthquake, the writhing stars made mutable what ought to be solid. Frightening
because our deepest organic secrets, our couplings and our messy acts of reproduction, turn out not to be
secrets after all: the stars are also bleeding and laboring. No single thing abides, but all things flow. |
couldn't remember where | had read that.

"Heraclitus," Diane said.

| wasn't awarethat 1'd said it aloud.

"All those years," Diane said, "back at the Big House, all those fucking wasted years, | knew—"
| put my finger on her lips. | knew what she had known.

"| want to go back inside," she said. "l want to go back to the bedroom."

* % k% k% %

We didn't pull the blinds. The spinning, kinetic stars cast their light into the room and in the darkness the
patterns played over my skin and Diane's in focusless images, the way city lights shine through arain-
streaked window, silently, sinuously. We said nothing because words would have been an impediment.
Words would have been lies. We made love wordlessly, and only when it was over did | find myself
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thinking, Let this abide. Just this.

We were asleep when the sky once more darkened, when the celestial fireworks finally dimmed and
disappeared. The Chinese attack had amounted to little more than a gesture. Thousands had died as a
result of the global panic, but there had been no direct casualties on Earth—or, presumably, among the
Hypotheticals.

The sun rose on schedul e the next morning.

The buzz of the house phone woke me. | was aone in bed. Diane took the call in another room and came
in to tell me it was Jase, he said the roads were clear and he was on his way back.

She had showered and dressed and she smelled like soap and starched cotton. "And that's it?" | said.
"Simon shows up and you drive away? Last night means nothing?"

She sat down on the bed next to me. "Last night never meant that | wouldn't leave with Simon."
"I thought it meant more."

"It meant more than | can possibly say. But it doesn't erase the past. I've made promisesand | have a
faith and those things put certain boundaries on my life."

She sounded unconvinced. | said, "A faith. Tell me you don't believe in this shit."
She stood up, frowning.
"Maybe | don't," she said. "But maybe | need to be around someone who does."

* % % % %

| packed and loaded my luggage into the Hyundai before Jase and Simon got back. Diane watched from
the porch as | closed the lid of the trunk.

“I'll call you," she said.

"You do that," | told her.

4X102 A.D.
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| broke another lamp during one of my fits of fever. This time Diane managed to conceal it from the
concierge. She had bribed the housekeeping staff to exchange clean for dirty linen at the door every
second morning rather than have a maid make up the room and risk finding me delirious. Cases of
dengue, cholera, and human CVWS had cropped up at the local hospital within the last six months. |
didn't want to wake up in an epidemiological ward next to a quarantine case.

"What worries me," Diane said, "is what might happen when I'm not here."

"I can take care of myself."

"Not if the fever spikes."

"Then it's amatter of luck and timing. Are you planning to go somewhere?"

"Only the usual. But | mean, in an emergency. Or if | can't get back to the room for some reason."
"What kind of emergency?"

She shrugged. "It's hypothetical," she said, in atone that suggested it was anything but.

But | didn't press her about it. There was nothing | could do to improve the situation except cooperate.

| was beginning the second week of the treatment, approaching the crisis. The Martian drug had
accumulated to some critical level in my blood and tissues. Even when the fevers subsided | felt
disoriented, confused. The purely physical side effects were no fun either. Joint pain. Jaundice. Rash, if
by "rash" you mean the sensation of having your skin slough off, layer by layer, exposing flesh almost as
raw as an open wound. Some nights | slept for four or five hours—five was my record, | think—and
woke in adlurry of dander, which Diane would clean from the blood-pocked bed while | shifted
arthritically to a bedside chair.

| came to distrust even my most lucid moments. Just as often what | felt was a purely hallucinatory
clarity, the world overbright and hyperdefined, words and memory cogged like gears in a runaway
engine.

Bad for me. Maybe worse for Diane, who had to do bedpan duty during the times | was incontinent. In a

way she was returning afavor. | had been with her when she endured this phase of the struggle herself.
But that had been many years ago.

* % * % %
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Most nights she slept beside me, though | don't know how she stood it. She kept a careful distance
between us—at times just the pressure of the cotton sheet was painful enough to make me weep—but
the almost subliminal sense of her presence was soothing.

On the really bad nights, when in my thrashing I might have thrown out an arm and hurt her, she curled
up on the flower-print settee by the balcony doors.

She didn't say much about her tripsinto Padang. | knew approximately what she was doing there:
making connections with pursers and cargo masters, pricing out options for atransit of the Arch.
Dangerous work. If anything made me feel worse than the effects of the drug it was watching Diane
walk out the door into a potentialy violent Asian demimonde with no more protection than a pocket-
sized can of Mace and her own considerable courage.

But even that intolerable risk was better than getting caught.

They—and by "they" | mean agents of the Chaykin administration or their alliesin Jakarta—were
interested in us for anumber of reasons. Because of the drug, of course, and more important the severa
digital copies of the Martian archives we were carrying. And they would have loved to interrogate us

about Jason's last hours: the monologue | had witnhessed and recorded, everything he had told me about
the nature of the Hypotheticals and the Spin, knowledge only Jason had possessed.

| slept and woke, and she was gone.

| spent an hour watching the balcony curtains move, watching sunlight angle up the visible leg of the
Arch, daydreaming about the Seychelles.

Ever been to the Seychelles? Me neither. What was running in my head was an old PBS documentary |
had once seen. The Seychelles are tropical islands, home to tortoises and coco de mer and a dozen
varieties of rare birds. Geologically, they're all that remains of an ancient continent that once linked Asia
and South America, long before the evolution of modern humans.

Dreams, Diane once said, are metaphors gone feral. The reason | dreamed about the Seychelles (|
imagined her telling me) was because | felt submerged, ancient, almost extinct.

Like a drowning continent, awash in the prospect of my own transformation.

* % k% % %

| slept again. Woke, and she still wasn't there.
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* k% *k k%

Woke in the dark, still alone and knowing that by now too much time had passed. Bad sign. In the past,
Diane had always come back by nightfall.

I'd been thrashing in my sleep. The cotton sheet lay puddied on the floor, barely visible in the light
reflected by the plaster ceiling from the street outside. | was chilly but too sore to reach over and retrieve
it.

The sky outside was exquisitely clear. If | gritted my teeth and inclined my head to the left | could see a
few bright stars through the glass balcony doors. | entertained myself with the idea that in absolute terms
some of those stars might be younger than | was.

| tried not to think about Diane and where she might be and what might be happening to her.

And eventually | fell asleep with the starlight burning through my eyelids, phosphorescent ghosts
floating in the reddish dark.

* * k % %

Morning.

At least | thought it was morning. There was daylight beyond the window now. Someone, most likely
the maid, knocked twice and said something testy in Malay from the hall. And went away again.

Now | was genuinely worried, though in this particular phase of the treatment the anxiety came through
as amuddled peevishness. What had possessed Diane to stay away so intolerably long, and why wasn't
she here to hold my hand and sponge my forehead? The idea that she might have come to harm was
unwelcome, unproven, inadmissible before the court.

Still, the plastic bottle of water by the bed had been empty since at least yesterday or longer, my lips
were chapped to the point of cracking, and | couldn't remember the last time | had hobbled to the toilet.
If I didn't want my kidneys to shut down atogether 1'd have to fetch water from the bathroom tap.

But it was hard enough just sitting up without screaming. The act of levering my legs over the side of the
mattress was nearly unendurable, asif my bones and cartilage had been replaced with broken glass and
rusty razors.

And although | tried to distract myself by thinking of something else (the Seychelles, the sky), even that
feeble anodyne was distorted by the lens of the fever. | imagined | heard Jason's voice behind me, Jason
asking me to get him something—a rag, a chamois; his hands were dirty. | came out of the bathroom
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with awashcloth instead of a glass of water and was halfway back to bed before | realized my mistake.
Stupid. Start again. Take the empty water bottle thistime. Fill it all the way up. Fill it to brimming.
Follow the drinking gourd.

Handing him a chamois in the garden shed behind the Big House where the landscapers kept their tools.
He would have been about twelve years old. Early summer, a couple of years before the Spin.

Sip water and taste time. Here comes memory again.

* % k% k% %

| was surprised when Jason suggested we try to fix the gardener's gas mower. The gardener at the Big
House was an irritable Belgian named De Meyer, who chain-smoked Gaul oises and would only shrug
sourly when we spoke to him. He had been cursing the mower because it coughed smoke and stalled
every few minutes. Why do him afavor? But it was the intellectual challenge that fascinated Jase. He
told me he'd been up past midnight researching gasoline engines on the Internet. His curiosity was
piqued. He said he wanted to see what one looked like in vivo. The fact that | didn't know what in vivo
meant made the prospect sound doubly interesting. | said I'd be happy to help.

In fact | did little more than watch while he positioned the mower over a dozen sheets of yesterday's
Washington Post and began his examination. This was inside the musty but private tool shed at the back
of the lawn, where the air reeked of oil and gasoline, fertilizer and herbicide. Bags of lawn seed and bark
mulch spilled from raw pine shelves among the spavined blades and splintered handles of garden tools.
We weren't supposed to play in thetool shed. Usually it was locked. Jason had taken the key from a rack
Inside the basement door.

It was a hot Friday afternoon outside and | didn't mind being in there watching him work; it was both
instructive and oddly soothing. First he inspected the machine, stretching his body along the floor beside
it. He patiently ran his fingers over the cowling, locating the screw heads, and when he was satisfied he
removed the screws and set them aside, in order, and the housing next to them when he lifted it off.

And so into the deep workings of the machine. Somehow Jason had taught himself or intuited the use of
aratchet driver and atorque wrench. His moves were sometimes tentative but never uncertain. He
worked like an artist or an athlete— nuanced, knowing, conscious of his own limitations. He had
disassembled every part he could reach and laid them all out on the grease-blackened pages of the Post
like an anatomical illustration when the shed door squeal ed open and we both jumped.

E. D. Lawton had come home early.

"Shit," | whispered, which won me a hard look from the senior Lawton. He stood in the doorway in an
Immaculately tailored gray suit, surveying the wreckage, while Jason and | stared at our feet, as

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (83 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

instinctively guilty asif we'd been caught with a copy of Penthouse.

"Areyou fixing that or vandalizing it?' he asked finally, his tone conveying the mixture of contempt and
disdain that was E. D. Lawton's verbal signature, atrick he had mastered so long ago it was second
nature to him now.

"Sir," Jason said meekly. "Fixing it."
"I see. Isit your lawn mower?"
"No, of course not, but | thought Mr. De Meyer might likeit if |—"

"But it'snot Mr. De Meyer's lawn mower, either, isit? Mr. De Meyer doesn't own his own tools. He'd be
collecting welfareif | didn't hire him every summer. It happens to be my lawn mower." E.D. let the
silence expand until it was almost painful. Then he said, "Have you found the problem?"

"Not yet."
"Not yet? Then you'd better get on with it."
Jason looked almost supernaturally relieved. "Yes, sir,” he said. "I thought after dinner I'd—"

"No. Not after dinner. You took it apart, you fix it and put it back together. Then you can eat." E.D.
turned his unwelcome attention my way. "Go home, Tyler. | don't want to find you in here again. Y ou
ought to know better."

| scurried out into the afternoon glare, blinking.

He didn't catch me in the shed again, but only because | was careful to avoid him. | was back later that
night—after ten, when I looked out my bedroom window and saw light still leaking from the crevice
under the shed door. | took aleftover chicken leg from the refrigerator, wrapped it in tinfoil, and hustled
over under cover of darkness. Whispered to Jase, who doused the light long enough for me slip inside
unseen.

He was covered in Maori tattoos of grease and oil, and the mower engine was still only halfway
reassembled. After he'd wolfed down afew bites of chicken | asked him what was taking so long.

"I could put it back together in fifteen minutes,” he said. "But it wouldn't work. The hard part is figuring
out exactly what's wrong. Plus | keep making it worse. If | try to clean the fuel line | get air insideit. Or

the rubber cracks. Nothing'sin very good shape. There's a hairline fracture in the carburetor housing, but
| don't know how to fix it. | don't have spare parts. Or the right tools. I'm not even sure what the right
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toolsare." Hisface wrinkled, and for amoment | thought he might cry.
"So giveup,” | said. "Go tell E.D. you're sorry and let him take it out of your allowance or whatever."

He stared at me asif | had said something noble but ridiculously naive. "No, Tyler. Thanks, but | won't
be doing that."

"Why not?"'
But he didn't answer. Just set aside the chicken leg and returned to the scattered pieces of hisfolly.

| was about to leave when there was another ultraguiet knock at the door. Jason gestured at me to douse
the light. He cracked the door and let his sister in.

She was obviously terrified E.D. would find her here. She wouldn't speak above awhisper. But, like me,
she'd brought Jase something. Not a chicken leg. A wireless Internet browser the size of her palm.

Jason's face lit up when he saw it. "Diane!" he said.
She shushed him and gave me a nervous sideways smile.
"It'sjust agadget," she whispered, and nodded at us both before she slipped out again.

"She knows better," Jason said after she left. "The gadget'strivial. It's the network that's useful. Not the
gadget but the network."

Within the hour he was consulting a group of West Coast gearheads who modified small engines for
remote-control robotics competitions. By midnight he had rigged temporary repairs for the mower's
dozen infirmities. | left, snuck home, and watched from my bedroom window when he summoned his
father. E.D. traipsed out of the Big House in pgamas and an open flannel shirt and stood with his arms
crossed while Jason powered up the mower, the sound of it incongruous in the early-morning dark. E.D.
listened afew moments, then shrugged and beckoned Jason back in the house.

Jase, hovering at the door, saw my light across the lawn and gave me allittle covert wave of his hand.

Of course, the repairs were temporary. The Gaul oi ses-smoking gardener showed up the following
Wednesday and had trimmed about half the lawn when the mower seized and died for good and all.
Listening from the shade of the treeline we learned at |least a dozen useful Flemish curses. Jason, whose
memory was very nearly eidetic, took a shine to God-verdomme min kloten miljardedjul—literally,
"God damn my balls amillion times Jesus!" according to what Jason pieced together from the Dutch/
English dictionary in the Rice school library. For the next few months he used the expression whenever
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he broke a shoelace or crashed a computer.

Eventually E.D. had to ante up for awhole new machine. The shop told him the old one would cost too
much to fix; it was amiracle it had worked as long asit did. | heard this through my mother, who heard
it from Carol Lawton. And asfar as| know E.D. never spoke to Jason about it again.

Jase and | laughed over it a few times, though—months later, when most of the sting had gone out of it.

* % k% k% %

| shuffled back to bed thinking about Diane, who had given her brother a gift that was not just
conciliatory, like mine, but actually useful. So where was she now? What gift could she bring me that
would lighten my burden? Her own presence would do.

Daylight flowed through the room like water, like aluminous river in which | was suspended, drowned
In empty minutes.

Not al delirium is bright and frantic. Sometimesiit's slow, reptilian, cold-blooded. | watched shadows
crawl like lizards up the walls of the hotel room. Blink, and an hour was gone. Blink again and night was
falling, no sunlight on the Archway when | inclined my head to look at it, dark skiesinstead, tropical
stormclouds, lightning indistinguishable from the visual spikes induced by fever, but thunder
unmistakable and a sudden wet mineral smell from outside and the sound of raindrops spitting on the
concrete balcony.

And eventually another sound: a card in the doorlock, the squeal of hinges.

"Diane," | said. (Or whispered, or croaked.)

She hurried into the room. She was dressed for the street, in aleather-trimmed jumper and broad-
brimmed hat dripping rainwater. She stood by the side of the bed.

“I'm sorry," she said.
"Don't have to apologize. Just—"

"I mean, I'm sorry, Tyler, but you have to get dressed. We have to leave. Right away. Now. There's a cab
waiting."

It took me some time to process this information. Meanwhile Diane started throwing stuff into a hard
shell suitcase: clothes, documents both forged and legitimate, memory cards, a padded rack of small
bottles and syringes. "l can't stand up,"” | tried to say, but the words wouldn't come out right.
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So amoment later she started dressing me, and | salvaged alittle dignity by lifting my legs without
being asked and gritting my teeth instead of screaming. Then | sat up and she made me take more water
from the bottle by the bedside. She led me to the bathroom, where | emitted a sludgy trickle of canary-
yellow urine. "Oh hell," she said, "you're all dried out." She gave me another mouthful of water and a
shot of analgesic that burned in my arm like venom. "Tyler, I'm so sorry!" But not sorry enough to stop
urging me into araincoat and a heavy hat.

| was alert enough to hear the anxiety in her voice. "What are we running from?'
"Just say | had a close encounter with some unpleasant people.”

"Where are we going?"'

"Inland. Hurry."

So we hustled along the dim corridor of the hotel, down aflight of stairsto ground level, Diane dragging
the suitcase with her left hand and supporting me with her right. It was along trek. The stairs, especially.
"Stop moaning," she whispered a couple of times. So | did. Or at least | think | did.

Then out into the night. Raindrops bouncing off muddy sidewalks and sizzling on the hood of an
overheated twenty-year-old taxi. The driver looked at me suspiciously from the shelter of his cab. |
stared back. "He's not sick," Diane told him, making a bottle-to-the-mouth gesture, and the driver
scowled but accepted the bills she pressed into his hand.

The narcotics took effect while we drove. The night streets of Padang had a cavernous smell, of dank
asphalt and rotting fish. Qil slicks parted like rainbows under the wheels of the cab. We left the neon-lit
tourist district and entered the tangle of shops and housing that had grown around the city in the last
thirty years, makeshift slums giving way to the new prosperity, bulldozers parked under tarps between
tin-roofed shacks. High-rise tenements grew like mushrooms from a compost of squatters' fields. Then
we passed through the factory zone, gray walled and razor wired, and | dept, | think, again.

Dreaming not of the Seychelles but of Jason. Of Jason and his fondness for networks ("'not a gadget but
anetwork"), of the networks he had created and inhabited and the places those networks had taken him.

UNQUIET NIGHTS

Seattle, September, five years after the failed Chinese missile attack: | drove home through arainy
Friday rush hour and as soon as | was inside the door of my apartment | switched on the audio interface
and cued a playlist | had put together labeled "Therapy."
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It had been along day in the Harborview ER. | had attended two gunshot wounds and an attempted
suicide. Hovering in back of my eyelids was an image of blood sluicing from the rails of agurney cart. |
changed out of my rain-dampened day clothes into jeans and a sweatshirt, poured a drink, and stood by a
window watching the city ssmmer in the dark. Somewhere out there was the lightless gap of Puget
Sound, obscured by rolling clouds. Traffic was amost static on 1-5, aluminous red river.
My life, essentially, as| had madeit. And it was all balanced on aword.
Pretty soon Astrud Gilberto was singing, wistfully and a little off-key, about guitar chords and
Corcovado, but | was still too wired to think about what Jason had said on the phone last night. Too
wired even to hear the music the way it deserved to be heard. " Corcovado," "Desafinado,” some Gerry
Mulligan tracks, some Charlie Byrd. Therapy. But it all blurred into the sound of the rain. I microwaved
dinner and ate it without tasting it; then | abandoned all hope of karmic equanimity and decided to knock
on Giselle's door, see if she was home.
Giselle Palmer rented the apartment three doors down the hall. She opened the door wearing ragged
jeans and an old flannel shirt that announced an evening at home. | asked her if she was busy or if she
felt like hanging out.
"I don't know, Tyler. You look pretty gloomy."
"More like conflicted. I'm thinking about leaving town."
"Really? Some kind of business trip?"
"For good."
"Oh?' Her smile faded. "When did you decide that?"
"I haven't decided. That's the point."
She opened the door wider and waved mein. "Seriously? Where are you going?"
"Long story."
"Meaning you need adrink before you talk about it?"

"Something like that," | said.

* % % % %
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Giselle had introduced herself to me at atenants' meeting in the basement of the building last year. She
was twenty-four years old and about as tall as my collarbone. She worked days at a chain restaurant in
Renton, but when we started getting together for coffee Sunday afternoons she told me she was "a
hooker, a prostitute, it's my part-time job."

What she meant was that she was part of aloose group of female friends who traded among themselves
the names of older men (presentable, usually married) who were willing to pay generously for sex but
were terrified of the street trade. As she told me this Giselle had squared her shoulders and |looked at me
defiantly, in case | was shocked or repelled. | hadn't been. These were, after all, the Spin years. People
Giselle's age made their own rules, for better or worse, and People like me abstained from passing
judgment.

We continued to share coffee or an occasional dinner, and | had written requisitions for blood work for
her on a couple of occasions. As of her last test Giselle was HTV-free and the only major communicable
disease for which she carried antibodies was West Nile virus. In other words, she had been both careful
and lucky.

But the thing about the sex trade, Giselle had told me, was that even at the semi-amateur level it begins
to define your life. Y ou become, she said, the kind of person who carries condoms and Viagrain her
purse. So why do it, when she could have taken, say, anight job at Wal-Mart? That was a question she
didn't welcome and which she answered defensively: "Maybe it's akink. Or maybe it's a hobby, you
know, like model trains." But | knew she had run away from an abusive stepfather in Saskatoon at an
early age, and the ensuing career arc wasn't difficult to imagine. And of course she had the same
ironclad excuse for risky behavior all of us of a certain age shared: the near-certainty of our own mass
extinction. Mortality, awriter of my generation once said, trumps morality.

She said, "So how drunk do you need to get? Tipsy or totally fucked? Actually we may not have a
choice. Liquor cabinet's alittle bare tonight."

She mixed me something that was mostly vodka and tasted like it had been drained from afuel tank. |
cleared the daily paper off achair and sat down. Giselle's apartment was decently furnished but she kept
house like afreshman in a dorm room. The newspaper was open to the editorial page. The cartoon was
about the Spin: the Hypotheticals portrayed as a couple of black spiders gripping the Earth in their hairy
legs. Caption: do we eat them now or wait for the election?

"I don't get that at all," Giselle said, Slumping onto the sofa and waving at the paper with her foot.
"The cartoon?"

"The whole thing. The Spin. ‘No return.' Reading the papers, it's like... what? There's something on the
other side of the sky, and it's not friendly. That's all | really know."

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (89 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin
Probably the majority of the human race could have signed off on that declaration. But for some reason
—maybe it was the rain, the blood that had been spilled in my presence today—what she said made me
feel indignant. "It's not that hard to understand.”
"No? So why's it happening?"
"Not the why. Nobody knows the why. As for the what—"

"No, | know, | don't need that lecture. We're in a sort of cosmic baggie and the universe is spinning out
of control, yada yada yada."

Which irked me again. "Y ou know your own address, don't you?'
She sipped her own drink. "Course | do."

"Because you like to know where you are. A couple of miles from the ocean, a hundred miles from the
border, afew thousand miles west of New Y ork City—right?"

"Right, but so what?"

"I'm making a point. People don't have any trouble distinguishing between Spokane and Paris, but when
it comesto the sky all they see is abig amorphous mystery blob. How come?"

"I don't know. Because | learned all my astronomy from Star Trek reruns? | mean, how much do | really
have to know about moons and stars? Things | haven't seen since | was alittle kid. Even the scientists
admit they don't know what they're talking about half the time."

"And that's okay with you?"

"The fuck difference doesit make if it's okay with me? Listen, maybe | should turn on the TV. We can
watch amovie and you can tell me why you're thinking about leaving town."

Stars were like people, | told her: they live and die in predictable spans of time. The sun was aging fast,
and asit aged it burned its fuel faster. Its luminosity increased ten percent for every billion years. The
solar system had already changed in ways that would render the raw Earth uninhabitable even if the Spin
stopped today. Point of no return. That's what the newspapers were talking about. It would not have been
news, except that President Clayton had made it official, admitted in a speech that according to the best
scientific opinion there was no way back to the status quo ante.

And she gave me along unhappy stare and said, "All this bullshit—"
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"It's not bullshit."
"Maybe not, but it's not doing me any good."
"I'm just trying to explain—"

"Fuck, Tyler. Did | ask for an explanation? Take your nightmares and go home. Or el se settle down and
tell me why you want to leave Sesattle. Thisis about those friends of yours, isn't it?"

| had told her about Jason and Diane. "Mostly Jason."
"The so-called genius."

"Not just so-called. He'sin Florida..."

"Doing something for the satellite people, you said.”
"Turning Marsinto agarden.”

"That was in the papers, too. Isit really possible?"

"l have no idea. Jason seems to think so."

"But wouldn't it take along time?"

"The clocks run faster," | said, "past a certain atitude.”
"Uh-huh. So what's he need you for?"

WEell, yeah, what? Good question. Excellent question. "They're hiring a physician for the in-house clinic
at Perihelion.”

"| thought you were just an ordinary GP."

"I am."

"So what makes you qualified to be an astronaut doctor?"
"Absolutely nothing. But Jason—"

"He's doing afavor for ah old buddy? Well, that figures. God bless the rich, huh? Keep it among
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friends."
| shrugged. Let her think so. No need to share this with Giselle, and Jase hadn't said anything specific...

But when we talked | had formed the impression that Jason wanted me not just as a house doctor but as
his personal physician. Because he was having a problem. Some kind of problem he didn't want to share
with the Perihelion staff. A problem he wouldn't talk about over the phone.

Giselle had run out of vodka but she rummaged in her purse and came up with ajoint concealed in a box
of tampons. "The pay isgood, | bet." She clicked a plastic lighter and applied the flame to the twist of
the joint and inhaled deeply.

"We didn't get into details."

She exhaled. "Such a geek. Maybe that's why you can stand thinking about the Spin all thetime. Tyler
Dupree, borderline autistic. You are, you know. All the signs. | bet this Jason Lawton is exactly the
same. | bet he gets a hard-on every time he says the word 'billion.™

"Don't underestimate him. He might actually help preserve the human race." If not any particular
specimen of it.

"A geek ambition if | ever heard one. And this sister of his, the one you slept with—"
"Once."
"Once. She got religion, right?"

"Right." Got it and still had it, asfar as| knew. | hadn't heard from Diane since that night in the
Berkshires. Not entirely for lack of trying. A couple of e-mails had gone unanswered. Jase didn't hear
much from her either, but according to Carol she was living with Simon somewhere in Utah or Arizona
—some western state 1'd never visited and couldn't picture—where the dissolution of the New Kingdom
movement had stranded them.

"That's not hard to figure out either." Giselle passed the joint. | wasn't totally at ease with pot..But that
"geek" remark had stung. | toked deeply, and the effect was exactly what it had been back in residence at
Stony Brook: instant aphasia. "It must have been awful for her. The Spin happening, and all she wanted
to do was forget about it, which was the last thing you or her family would let her do. I'd get religion
too, in her place. I'd be singing in the fucking choir."

| said—Dbelatedly, behind the buzz—"1s the world really so hard to look at?"
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Giselle reached out and took back the joint. "From where | stand," she said, "yes. Mostly."

She turned her head, distracted. Thunder rattled the window asif it resented the dry warmth inside.
Some serious weather was coming in across the Sound. "Bet it's gonna be one of those winters,” she
said. "The nasty kind. | wish | had afireplace in here. Music would help. But I'm too tired to get up.”

| went over to her audio rig and cued a download of a Stan Getz album, the saxophone warming the
room the way no fireplace could have. She nodded at that: not what she would have picked, but yeah,
good... "So he called you and offered you thisjob."

"Right."

"And you told him you'd take it?"

"] told him I'd think about it."

"Isthat what you're doing? Thinking about it?"

She seemed to be implying something, but | didn't know what. "l guess| am."

"I guess you're not. | guess you already know what you're going to do. Y ou know what | guess? | guess
you're here to say good-bye."

| said | guessed that was possible.
"So at least come and sit next to me."

| moved to the sofalethargically. Giselle stretched out and put her feet in my lap. She was wearing men's
socks, adlightly ridiculous pair of fuzzy argyles. The cuffs of her jeans rode up her ankles. "For a guy
who can look at a gunshot wound without flinching," she said, "you're pretty good at avoiding mirrors."

"What's that mean?"
"Means you're really obviously not finished with Jason and Diane. Her especially.”
But it wasn't possible that Diane still mattered to me.

Maybe | wanted to prove that. Maybe mat's why we ended up stumbling together into Giselle's messy
bedroom, smoking another joint, falling down on the Barbie-pink bedspread, making love under the rain-
blinded windows, holding each other until we fell asleep.
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But it wasn't Giselle's face that floated into my mind in the dreamy aftermath, and | woke a couple of
hours later thinking: My god, she'sright, I'm going to Florida.

* % k k%

In the end it took weeks to arrange, both at Jason's end and at the hospital. During that time | saw Giselle
again, but only briefly. She wasin the market for aused car and | sold her mine; | didn't want to risk the
drive cross-country. (Road robbery on the interstates was up by double digits.) But we didn't mention the
intimacy that had come and gone with the rainy weather, an act of slightly drunken kindness on
someone's part, most likely hers.

Apart from Giselle there were few people in Seattle | needed to say good-bye to and not much in my
apartment | needed to keep, nothing more substantial than some digital files, eminently portable, and a
few hundred old discs. The day | left, Giselle helped me stack my luggage in the back of the taxi.
"Sealac," | told the driver, and she waved goodbye—not particularly sadly but at least wistfully—as the
cab pulled into traffic.

Giselle was good person and she was leading a perilous life. | never saw her again, but | hope she
survived the chaos that came later.

* % % % %

The flight to Orlando was a creaking old Airbus. The cabin upholstery was threadbare, the seatback
video screens overdue for replacement. | took my place between a Russian businessman in the window
seat and a middle-aged woman on the aisle. The Russian was sullenly indifferent to conversation but the
woman wanted to talk: she was a professional medical transcriptionist bound for Tampafor a two-week
visit with her daughter and son-in-law. Her name was Sarah, she said, and we talked medical shop while
the aircraft lumbered toward cruising altitude.

Vast amounts of federal money had been pumped into the aerospace industry in the five years since the
Chinese fireworks display. Very little of it had been devoted to commercial aviation, however, which
was why these refurbished Airbuses were still flying. Instead the money had gone into the kind of
projects E. D. Lawton was managing from his Washington office and Jason was designing at Perihelion
in Florida: Spin investigations, including, lately, the Mars effort. The Clayton administration had
shepherded al this spending through a compliant Congress pleased to appear to be doing something
tangible about the Spin. It was good for public morale. Better still, no one expected immediate tangible
results.

Federal money had helped keep the domestic economy afloat, at least in the Southwest, greater Seattle,
coastal Florida. But it was a laggard and ice-thin prosperity, and Sarah was worried about her daughter:
her son-in-law was a licensed pipe fitter, laid off indefinitely by a Tampa-area natural gas distributor.
They wereliving in atrailer, collecting federal relief money and trying to raise athree-year-old boy,
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Sarah's grandson, Buster.

"Isn't that an odd name," she asked, "for aboy? | mean, Buster ? Sounds like a silent-movie star. But the
thing is, it kind of suits him."

| told her names were like clothes: either you wore them or they wore you. She said, "Isthat right, Tyler
Dupree?' and | smiled sheepishly.

"Of course," shesaid, "I don't know why young people want to have children at all these days. As awful
as that sounds. Nothing against Buster, of course. | dearly love him and | hope he'll have along and
happy life. But | can't help wondering, what are the odds?'

" Sometimes people need areason to hope," | said, wondering if this banal truth was what Giselle had
been trying to tell me.

"But then," she said, "many young people aren't having children, | mean deliberately not having them,
as an act of kindness. They say the best thing you can do for a child isto spare it the suffering we're all
in store for."

"I'm not sure anybody knows what we're in store for."

"I mean, the point of no returnand al..."

"Which we've passed. But here we are. For some reason.”

She arched her eyebrows. "Y ou believe there are reasons, Dr. Dupree?"

We chatted some more; then Sarah said, "I must try to sleep," wadding the airline's miniature pillow into
the gap between her neck and the headrest. Outside the window, partially obscured by the indifferent
Russian, the sun had set, the sky had gone sooty black; there was nothing to see but a reflection of the
overhead light, which | dimmed and focused on my knees.

Idiotically, | had packed all my reading material in my checked luggage. But there was a tattered
magazine in the pouch in front of Sarah, and | reached over and snagged it. The magazine, with aplain
white cover, was called Gateway. A religious publication, probably left behind by a previous passenger.

| leafed through it, thinking, inevitably, of Diane. In the years since the failed attack on the Spin artifacts
the New Kingdom movement had lost whatever coherence it had once possessed. Its founding figures
had disavowed it and its happy sexual communism had burned out under the pressure of venereal

disease and human cupidity. No one today, even on the avant fringe of trendy religiosity, would describe
himself smply as"NK." Y ou might be a Hectorian, a Preterist (Full or Partial), a Kingdom
Reconstructionist—never just "New Kingdom." The Ekstasis circuit Diane and Simon had been

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20 html].html (95 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

traveling the summer we met in the Berkshires had ceased to exist.

None of the remaining NK factions carried much demographic clout. The Southern Baptists alone
outnumbered all the Kingdom sects put together. But the millenarian focus of the movement had lent it
disproportional weight in the religious anxiety surrounding the Spin. It was partly because of New
Kingdom that so many roadside billboards proclaimed tribulation in progress and so many mainstream
churches had been compelled to address the question of the apocalypse.

Gateway appeared to be the print organ of a West Coast Reconstructionist faction, aimed at the general
public. It contained, along with an editorial denouncing Calvinists and Covenanters, three pages of
recipes and a movie review column. But what caught my eye was an article called "Blood Sacrifice and
the Red Heifer"—something about a pure red calf that would appear "in fulfillment of prophecy" and be
sacrificed at the Temple Mount in Israel, ushering in the Rapture. Apparently the old NK faith in the
Spin as an act of redemption had grown unfashionable. "For as a snare shall it come on all them that
dwell on the face of the whole Earth," Luke 21:35. A snare, not a deliverance. Better find an animal to
burn: the Tribulation was proving more troublesome than expected.

| tucked the magazine back into the seat pouch while the aircraft bumped into a wave of turbulence.
Sarah frowned in her sleep. The Russian businessman rang for the steward and ordered a whiskey sour.

* * * % %

The car | rented at Orlando the next morning had two bullet holesin it, puttied and painted but still
visible in the passenger-side door. | asked the clerk if there was anything else. "Last one on thelot,” he
said, "but if you don't mind waiting a couple of hours—"

No, | said, it would do.

| took the Bee Line Expressway east and then turned south on 95. | stopped for breakfast at a roadside
Denny's outside Cocoa, where the waitress, maybe sensing my essential homel essness, was generous
with the coffeepot. "Long haul ?*

"Not more than an hour to go."

"WEell, then, you're practically there. Home or away?' When sherealized | didn't have aready answer
she smiled. "You'll sort it out, hon. We all do, sooner or later." And in exchange for this roadside
blessing | left her asilly-generous tip.

The Perihelion campus—which Jason had called, alarmingly, "the compound'—was located well south
of the Canaveral/Kennedy launch platforms where its strategies were transformed into physical acts. The
Perihelion Foundation (now officially an agency of the government) wasn't part of NASA, athough it
"interfaced" with NASA, borrowing and lending engineers and staff. In asense it was alayer of
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bureaucracy imposed on NASA by successive administrations since the beginning of the Spin, taking the
moribund space agency in directions its old bosses couldn't have anticipated and might not have
approved. E.D. ruled its steering committee, and Jason had taken effective control of program
development.

The day had begun to heat up, a Florida heat that seemed to rise from the earth, the moist land sweating
like a brisket in a barbecue. | drove past stands of ragged palmettos, fading surf shops, stagnant green
roadside ditches, and at least one crime scene: police cars surrounding a black pickup truck, three men
bent over the hot metal hood with their wrists slip-tied behind their backs. A cop directing traffic gave
my rental's license plate along look and then waved me past, eyes glittering with a blank, generic
suspicion.

* % % % %

The Perihelion "compound,” when | reached it, was nothing as grim as the word suggested. It was a
salmon-colored industrial complex, modern and clean, set into an immaculate rolling green lawn,
heavily gated but hardly intimidating. A guard at the gatehouse peered inside the car, asked me to open
the trunk, pawed through my suitcases and boxes of disks, then gave me atemporary pass on a pocket
clip and directed me to the visitor's ot ("behind the south wing, follow the road to your left, have anice
day"). His blue uniform was indigo with perspiration.

| had barely parked the car when Jason came through a pair of frosted-glass doors marked all visitors
must register and crossed a patch of lawn into the blistering desert of the parking lot. "Tyler!" he said,
stopping ayard short of me asif | might vanish, amirage.

"Hey, Jase," | said, smiling.

"Dr. Dupree!" He grinned. "But that car. A rental? We'll have somebody drive it back to Orlando. Set
you up with something nicer. Y ou have a place to stay yet?'

| reminded him that he'd promised to take care of that, too.

"Oh, we did. Or rather, we are. Negotiating alease on alittle place not twenty minutes from here. Ocean
view. Ready in a couple of days. In the meantime you'll need a hotel, but that's easily arranged. So why
are we standing out here absorbing UV ?"*

| followed him into the south wing of the complex. | watched the way he walked. | noted the way he
listed alittle to the left, the way he favored hisright hand.

Air conditioning assaulted us as soon as we were inside, an arctic chill that smelled as if it had been
pumped out of sterile vaults deep in the earth. There was agreat deal of polished tile and granite in the
lobby. More guards, these trained to an impeccable politeness. "So glad you're here," Jase said. "
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shouldn't take the time but | want to show you around. The quick tour. I've got Boeing peoplein the
conference room. Guy from Torrance and aguy from the IDS group in St. Louis. Xenon-ion upgrades,
they're very proud, squeezing out alittle more throughput, asif that mattered much. We don't need
finesse, | tell them, we need reliability, simplicity..."

"Jason," | said.
"They—what?"
"Take abreath," | said.

He gave me a stiff, irritated look. Then he relented, laughed out loud. "I'm sorry," he said. "It'sjust, it's
like— remember when we were kids? Any time one of us got a new toy we had to show it off?"

Usually it had been Jase who had the new toys, or at |east the expensive ones. But yes, | told him, |
remembered.

"Well, it would be flippant to describe it this way to anyone but you, but what we have here, Tyler, isthe
world's biggest toy chest. Let me show it off, okay? Then we'll get you settled. Give you time to adjust
to the climate. If possible.”

So | followed him through the ground floor of al three wings, duly admiring the conference rooms and
offices, the huge laboratories and engineering bays where prototypes were devised or mission goals
shuffled before plans and objectives were handed off to big-money contractors. All very interesting, all
very bewildering. We ended up at the in-house infirmary, where | was introduced to Dr. Koenig, the
outgoing physician, who shook my hand without enthusiasm and then shuffled off, saying "Good luck to
you, Dr. Dupree" over his shoulder.

By this time Jason's pocket pager had buzzed so often he could no longer ignoreit. "The Boeing
people,” he said. "Gotta admire their PPUs, or else they'll get sulky. Can you find your own way back to
reception? |I've got Shelly waiting there—my personal assistant—she'll set you up with aroom. We can
talk later. Tyler, it'sreally good to see you again!”

Another handshake, strangely weak, and then he was off, still listing to the left, leaving me to wonder
not whether he wasiill but how ill he was and how much worse it would get.

* % k% k% %

Jason was as good as hisword. Within aweek | had moved into a small furnished house, as apparently
fragile as all these Florida houses seemed to my eyes, wood and lath, walls mostly windows, but it must
have been expensive: the upstairs porch looked down along slope past acommercial strip to the sea.
During thistime | was briefed on three occasions by the taciturn Dr. Koenig, who had clearly been
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unhappy at Perihelion but handed over his practice with great gravitas, entrusting me with his case files
and his support staff, and on Monday | saw my first patient, ajunior metallurgist who had twisted his
ankle during a game of intramural football on the south lawn. Clearly, the clinic was "overengineered,”
as Jase might say, for the trivial work we did on adaily basis. But Jason claimed to be anticipating a
time when medical care might be hard to come by in the world outside the gates.

| began to settlein. | wrote or extended prescriptions, | dispensed aspirin, | browsed the casefiles. |
exchanged pleasantries with Molly Seagram, my receptionist, who liked me (she said) alot better than
she had liked Dr. Koenig.

Nights, | went home and watched lightning flicker from clouds that parked themselves off the coast like
vast electrified clipper ships.

And | waited for Jason to call: which he didn't, not for most of a month. Then, one Friday evening after
sunset, he was suddenly at the door, unannounced, in off-duty garb (jeans, T-shirt) that subtracted a
decade from his apparent age. "Thought I'd drop by," he said. "If that's okay?'

Of course it was. We went upstairs and | fetched two bottles of beer from the refrigerator and we sat
awhile on the whitewashed balcony. Jase started saying things like " Great to see you" and "Good to have
you on board," until | interrupted him: "1 don't need the fuckin' welcome wagon anymore. It's just me,

He laughed sheepishly, and it was easier after that.
We reminisced. At one point | asked him, "Y ou hear much from Diane?"'
He shrugged. "Rarely."

| didn't pursue it. Then, when we had both killed a couple of beers and the air was cooler and the
evening had grown quiet, | asked him how he was doing, personally speaking.

"Been busy," he said. "Asyou may have guessed. We're close to the first seed launches—closer than
we've let on to the press. E.D. likesto stay ahead of the game. He's in Washington most of the time,
Clayton himself is keeping a close eye on us, we're the administration's darlings, at least for now. But
that leaves me doing managerial shit, which is endless, instead of the work | want and need to do,
mission design. It's—" He waved his hands helplesdly.

"Stressful,” | supplied.
"Stressful. But we're making progress. Inch by inch."

"I notice | don't have afileonyou," | said. "At the clinic. Every other employee or administrator has a
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medical jacket. Except you."

He looked away, then laughed, a barking, nervous laugh. "Well... I'd kind of like to keep it that way,
Tyler. For the time being."

"Dr. Koenig had other ideas?’

"Dr. Koenig thinks we're all alittle nuts. Which is, of course, true. Did | tell you hetook ajob running a
cruise-ship clinic? Can you picture that? Koenig in a Hawaiian shirt, handing out Gravol to the tourists?"

"Just tell me what's wrong, Jase."

He looked into the darkening eastern sky. There was afaint light hanging a few degrees above the
horizon, not a star, almost certainly one of his father's aerostats.

"Thething is," he said, aimost whispering, "I'm alittle bit afraid of being sidelined just when we're
starting to get results.” He gave me long look. "l want to be able to trust you, Ty."

"Nobody here but us," | said.

And then, at last, he recited his symptoms—aquietly, aimost schematically, asif the pain and weakness
carried no more emotional weight than the misfires of a malfunctioning engine. I promised him some
tests that wouldn't be entered on my charts. He nodded his acquiescence, and then we dropped the
subject and cracked yet another beer, and eventually he thanked me and shook my hand, maybe more
solemnly than necessary, and left this house he had rented on my behalf, my new and unfamiliar home. |
went to bed afraid for him.

UNDER THE SKIN

| learned alot about Perihelion from my patients. the scientists, who loved to talk, more than the
administrators, who were generally more taciturn; but also from the families of staff who had begun to
abandon their crumbling HMOsin favor of the in-house clinic. Suddenly | was running afully
functional family practice, and most of my patients were people who had looked deeply into the reality
of the Spin and confronted it with courage and resolve. "Cynicism stops at the front gate,” a mission
programmer told me. "We know what we're doing isimportant." That was admirable. It was also
infectious. Before long | began to consider myself one of them, part of the work of extending human
influence into the raging torrent of extraterrestrial time.

Some weekends | drove up the coast to Kennedy to watch the rockets lift off, modernized Atlases and
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Deltas roaring into the sky from aforest of newly constructed launch platforms; and occasionally, late
that fall, early that winter, Jase would set aside his work and come with me. The payloads were smple
ARV, preprogrammed reconnai ssance devices, clumsy windows on the stars. Their recovery modules
would drift down (barring mission failure) into the Atlantic Ocean or onto the salt pans of the western
desert, bearing news from the world beyond the world.

| liked the grandeur of the launches. What fascinated Jase, he admitted was the relativistic disconnect
they represented. These small payload packages might spend weeks or even months beyond the Spin
barrier, measuring the distance to the receding moon or the volume of the expanding sun, but would fall
back to Earth (in our frame of reference) the same afternoon, enchanted bottles filled with more time
than they could possibly contain.

And when this wine was decanted, inevitably, rumors would sweep the halls of Perihelion: gamma
radiation up, indicating some violent event in the stellar neighborhood; new striations on Jupiter as the
sun pumped more heat into its turbulent atmosphere; a vast, fresh crater on the moon, which no longer
kept one face aligned with Earth but turned its dark side toward us in slow rotation.

One morning in December Jase took me across the campus to an engineering bay where afull-scale
mockup of a Martian payload vessel had been installed. It occupied an aluminum platform in a corner of
the huge sectored room where, around us, other prototypes were being assembled or rigged for testing
by men and women in white Tyvek suits. The device was dismayingly small, | thought, a knobby black
box the size of a doghouse with a nozzle fitted to one end, drab under the merciless high ceiling lights.
But Jase showed it off with a parent's pride.

"Basically," he said, "it has three parts: the ion drive and reaction mass, the onboard navigational
systems, and the payload. Most of the massis engine. No communications: it can't talk to Earth and it
doesn't need to. The nav programs are multiply redundant but the hardware itself is no bigger than a cell
phone, powered by solar panels." The panels weren't attached but there was an artist's impression of the
fully deployed vehicle pinned to the wall, the doghouse transformed into a Picasso dragonfly.

"It doesn't look powerful enough to get to Mars.”

"Power isn't the problem. lon engines are slow but stubborn. Which is exactly what we want—simple,
rugged, durable technology. The tricky part is the nav system, which has to be smart and autonomous.
When an object passes through the Spin barrier it picks up what some people are calling ‘temporal
velocity," which is adumb descriptor but gets the idea across. The launch vehicleis speeded up and
heated up—not relative to itself but relative to us—and the differential is extremely large. Even atiny
change of velocity or trgjectory during launch, something as small as a gust of wind or a sluggish fuel
feed on the booster, makes it impossible to predict not how but when the vehicle will emerge into
exterior space."

"Why does that matter?"
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"It matters because Mars and Earth are both in eliptical orbits, circling the sun at different speeds.
There's no reliable way to precalculate the relative positions of the planets at the time the vehicle
achieves orbit. Essentially, the machine has to find Marsin a crowded sky and plot its own trgjectory. So
we need clever, flexible software and arugged, durable drive. Fortunately we've got both. It's a sweet
machine, Tyler. Plain on the outside but pretty under the skin. Sooner or later, left to its own devices and
barring disaster, it'll do what it's designed to do, park itself in orbit around Mars."

"And then?'

Jase smiled. "Heart of the matter. Here." He pulled a series of dummy bolts from the mock-up and
opened a panel at the front, revealing a shielded chamber divided into hexagonal spaces, a honeycomb.
Nestled in each space was a blunt, black oval. A nest of ebony eggs. Jason drew one of these from its
resting place. The object was small enough to hold in one hand.

"It looks like a pregnant lawn dart," | said.

"It's only alittle more sophisticated than alawn dart. We scatter these into the Martian atmosphere.
When they reach a certain atitude they pop out vanes and spin the rest of the way down, bleeding off
heat and velocity. Where you scatter them—the poles, the equator—depends on each vehicle's particular
payload, whether we're looking for subsurface brine slurries or raw ice, but the basic process is the same.
Think of them as hypodermic needles, inoculating the planet with life."

This"life," | understood, would consist of engineered microbes, their genetic material spliced together
from bacteria discovered inside rocks in the dry valleys of Antarctica, from anaerobes capable of
surviving in the outflow pipes of nuclear reactors, from unicells recovered from the icy sludge at the
bottom of the Barents Sea. These organisms would function mainly as soil conditioners, meant to thrive
as the aging sun warmed the Martian surface and released trapped water vapor and other gasses. Next
would come hyper-engineered strains of blue-green algae, simple photosynthesizers, and eventually
more complex forms of life capable of exploiting the environment the initial launches helped to cresate.
Mars would always be, at best, adesert; all itsliberated water might create no more than a few shallow,
salty, unstable lakes... but that might be enough. Enough to create a marginally habitable place beyond
the shrouded Earth, where human beings might go and live, amillion centuries for each of our years.
Where our Martian cousins might have time to solve puzzles we could only grope at.

Where we would build, or allow evolution to build on our behaf, arace of saviors.
"It's hard to believe we can actually do this—"
"If we can. It's hardly aforegone conclusion.”

"And even so, as away of solving a problem—"
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"It'san act of teleological desperation. Y ou're absolutely right. Just don't say it too loudly. But we do
have one powerful force on our side.”

"Time," | guessed.

"No. Timeisauseful lever. But the active ingredient islife. Life in the abstract, | mean: replication,
evolution, complexification. The way life has of filling up cracks and crevices, surviving by doing the
unexpected. | believe in that process: it's robust, it's stubborn. Can it rescue us? | don't know. But the
possibility isrea." He smiled. "If you were chairing a congressional budget committee I'd be less
equivocal."

He handed me the dart. It was surprisingly light, no weightier than aMajor League baseball. | tried to
imagine hundreds of these raining out of a cloudless Martian sky, impregnating the sterile soil with
human destiny. Whatever destiny was left us.

* k% % % %

E. D. Lawton visited the Florida compound three months into the new year, the same time Jason's
symptoms recurred. They had been in remission for months.

When Jase had come to me last year he had described his condition reluctantly but methodically.
Transient weakness and numbness in his arms and legs. Blurred vision. Episodic vertigo. Occasional
incontinence. None of the symptoms were disabling but they had become too frequent to ignore.

Could be alot of things, | told him, although he must have known aswell as | did that we were probably
looking at a neurological problem.

We had both been relieved when his blood tests came back positive for multiple sclerosis. MS had been
acurable (or containable) disease since the introduction of chemical sclerostatins ten years ago. One of
the small ironies of the Spin was that it had coincided with a number of medical breakthroughs coming
out of proteinomic research. Our generation—Jason's and mine—might well be doomed, but we
wouldn't be killed by MS, Parkinson's, diabetes, lung cancer, arteriosclerosis, or Alzheimer's. The
industrialized world's last generation would probably be its healthiest.

Of course, it wasn't quite that ssimple. Nearly five percent of diagnosed cases of MS still failed to
respond to sclerostatins or other therapy. Clinicians were starting to talk about these cases as " poly-drug-
resistant MS," maybe even a separate disease with the same symptomology.

But Jason's initial treatment had proceeded as expected. | had prescribed a minimum daily dose of
Tremex and he had been in full remission ever since. At least until the week E.D. arrived at Perihelion
with all the subtlety of atropical storm, scattering congressional aides and press attaches down the
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hallways like wind-blown debris.

E.D. was Washington, we were Florida; he was administration, we were science and engineering. Jase
was poised alittle precariously between the two. His job was essentially to see that the steering
committee's dictates were enforced, but he had stood up to the bureaucracy often enough that the science
guys had stopped talking about "nepotism” and started buying him drinks. The trouble was, Jase said, E.
D. wasn't content to have set the Mars project into motion; he wanted to micromanage it, often for
political reasons, occasionally handing off contracts to dubious bidders in order to buy congressional
support. He was sneered at by the staff, though they were happy enough to shake his hand when he was
in town. This year's junket culminated in an address to staff and guests in the compound auditorium. We
al filed in, dutiful as schoolchildren but more plausibly enthusiastic, and as soon as the audience was
settled Jason stood up to introduce his father. | watched him as he mounted the risersto the stage and
took the podium. | watched the way he kept his left hand loose at thigh-level, the way he turned,
pivoting awkwardly on his heel, when he shook his father's hand.

Jase introduced his father briefly but graciously and melted back into the crowd of dignitaries at the rear
of the stage. E.D. stepped forward. E.D. had turned sixty the week before Christmas but could have
passed for an athletic fifty, his stomach flat under athree-piece suit, his sparse hair cut to a brisk military
stubble. He gave what might as well have been a campaign speech, praising the Clayton administration
for its foresight, the assembled staff for their dedication to the "Perihelion vision," his son for an
"ingpired stewardship,” the engineers and technicians for "bringing adream to life and, if we're
successful, bringing life to a sterile planet and fresh hope to this world we still call home." An ovation, a
wave, aferal grin, and then he was gone, spirited away by his cabal of bodyguards.

| caught up with Jase an hour later in the executive lunchroom, where he sat at a small table pretending
to read an offprint from Astrophysics Review.

| took the chair opposite him. "So how bad isit?"
He smiled weakly. "Y ou don't mean my father's whirlwind visit?"
"You know what | mean."

He lowered hisvoice. "I've been taking the medication. Clockwork, every morning and evening. But it's
back. Bad this morning. Left arm, left leg, pins and needles. And getting worse. Worse than it's ever
been. Almost by the hour. It's like an electric current running through one side of my body."

"Y ou have time to come to the infirmary?"

"I have time, but—" His eyes glittered. "I may not have the means. Don't want to alarm you. But I'm
glad you showed up. Right now I'm not certain | can walk. | made it in here after E.D.'s speech. But I'm
pretty sureif | try to stand up I'll fall over. | don't think I can walk. Ty—I can't walk."
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“I'll call for help."

He straightened in his chair. "You'll do no such thing. | can sit here until there's nobody around except
the night guard, if necessary."

"That's absurd."

"Or you can discreetly help me stand up. We're what, twenty or thirty yards from the infirmary? If you
grab my arm and look congenial we can probably get there without attracting too much attention."

Inthe end | agreed, not because | approved of the charade but because it seemed to be the only way to
get him into my office. | took his left arm and he braced his right hand on the table edge and levered
himself up. We managed to cross the cafeteria floor without weaving, though Jason's left foot dragged in
away that was hard to disguise—fortunately no one looked too closely. Once we reached the corridor
we stayed close to the wall where his shuffling was less conspicuous. When a senior administrator
appeared at the end of the hallway Jason whispered, " Stop," and we stood as if in casual conversation
with Jason braced against a display case, his right hand gripping the steel shelf so fiercely that his
knuckles turned bloodless and beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. The exec passed with a
wordless nod.

By the time we made the clinic entrance | was bearing most of his weight. Molly Seagram, fortunately,
was out of the office; once | closed the outer door we were alone. | helped Jase onto a table in one of the
examination rooms, then went back to the reception desk and posted a note for Molly to make sure we
wouldn't be disturbed.

When | returned to the consultation room Jason was crying. Not weeping, but tears had streaked his face
and lingered on his chin. "Thisis so fucking awful." He wouldn't meet my eyes. "I couldn't help it," he
said. "I'm sorry. | couldn't help it."

He had lost control of his bladder.

* k% % % %

| helped him into amedical gown and rinsed his wet clothes in the consulting room sink and put them to
dry next to a sunny window in the seldom-used storage room beyond the pharmaceutical cupboards.
Business was slow today and | used that excuse to give Molly the afternoon off.

Jason recovered some of his composure, though he looked diminished in the paper gown. "Y ou said this
was a curable disease. Tell me what went wrong."

"It istreatable, Jase. For most patients, most of the time. But there are exceptions.”

file://IK |/eMul e/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%620[ html].html (105 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

"And what, I'm one of them? | won the bad news lottery?"

"You're having arelapse. That's typical of the untreated disease, periods of disability followed by
intervals of remission. Y ou might just be a late responder. In some cases the drug needs to reach a
certain level in the body for an extended length of time before it's fully effective.”

"It's been six months since you wrote the prescription. And I'm worse, not better."

"We can switch you to one of the other sclerostatins, seeif that helps. But they're all chemically very
similar."

"So changing the prescription won't help."
"It might. It might not. Well try it before we ruleit out."
"And if that doesn't work?"'

"Then we stop talking about eliminating the disease and start to talk about managing it. Even untreated,
MSishardly a death sentence. Lots of people experience full remission between attacks and manage to
lead relatively normal lives." Although, | did not add, such cases were seldom as severe or as aggressive
as Jason's seemed to be. "The usual fallback treatment is a cocktail of anti-inflammatory drugs, selective
protein inhibitors, and targeted CNS stimulants. It can be very effective at suppressing symptoms and
slowing the course of the disease."

"Good," Jason said. "Great. Write me aticket."

"It's not that simple. Y ou could be looking at side effects."”

"Such as?'

"Maybe nothing. Maybe some psychological distress— mild depression or manic episodes. Some
generalized physical weakness."

"But I'll passfor normal?"'

"Inal likelihood." For now and probably for another ten or fifteen years, maybe more. "But it's a control
measure, not a cure—a brake, not afull stop. The disease will come back if you live long enough.”

"Y ou can give me a decade, though, for sure?"
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"As sure as anything isin my business."

"A decade," he said thoughtfully. "Or abillion years. Depending on how you look at it. Maybe that's
enough. Ought to be enough, don't you think?"

| didn't ask, Enough for what? "But in the meantime—"

"I don't want a'meantime,’ Tyler. | can't afford to be away from my work and | don't want anyone to
know about this."

"It's nothing to be ashamed of."
"I'm not ashamed of it." He gestured at the paper gown with his right hand. "Fucking humiliated, but not
ashamed. Thisisn't apsychological issue. It's about what | do here at Perihelion. What 1'm allowed to

do. E.D. hatesillness, Tyler. He hates weakness of any kind. He hated Carol from the day her drinking
became a problem."”

"Y ou don't think he'd understand?’

"I love my father, but I'm not blind to hisfaults. No, he would not understand. All the influence | have at
Perihelion flows through E.D. And that's alittle precarious at the moment. We've had some
disagreements. If | became aliability to him he'd have me relegated to some expensive treatment facility
in Switzerland or Bali before the week was out, and he'd tell himself he was doing it for my sake. Worse,
he would believeit."

"What you choose to make public is your business. But you need to be seeing a neurologist, not a staff
GP."

"No," he said.

"I can't in good conscious continue to treat you, Jase, if you won't talk to a specialist. It was dicey
enough putting you on Tremex without consulting a brain guy."

"Y ou have the MRI and the blood tests, right? What else do you need?"
"Idedlly, afully equipped hospital lab and degree in neurology.”
"Bullshit. You said yourself, MSis no big deal nowadays."

"Unlessit fails to respond to treatment.”

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (107 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

"I can't—" He wanted to argue. But he was also obvioudly, brutally tired. Fatigue might be another
symptom of hisrelapse, though; he had been pushing himself hard in the weeks before E.D.'s visit. "I'll
make a deal with you. I'll see aspecialist if you can arrange it discreetly and keep it off my Perihelion
chart. But | need to be functional. | need to be functional tomorrow. Functional asin walking without
assistance and not pissing myself. The drug cocktail you talked about, does it work fast?"

"Usually. But without a neurological workup—"

"Tyler, | haveto tell you, | appreciate what you've done for me, but | can buy a more cooperative doctor
if 1 need one. Treat me now and I'll see aspecialist, I'll do whatever you think isright. But if you
imagine I'm going to show up at work in awheelchair with a catheter up my dick, you're dead wrong."

"Evenif | write a script, Jase, you won't be better overnight. It takes a couple of days."

"I might be able to spare a couple of days." He thought about it. "Okay," he said finally. "I want the
drugs and | want you to get me out of here inconspicuously. If you can do that, I'm in your hands. No
arguments.”

"Physicians don't bargain, Jase."

"Takeit or leave it, Hippocrates."

* *k k % %

| didn't start him on the whole cocktail—our pharmacy didn't stock all the drugs—but | gave him aCNS
stimulant that would at least return his bladder control and the ability to walk unassisted for the next few
days. The downside was an edgy, icy state of mind, like, or so I'm told, thetail end of a cocaine run. It
raised his blood pressure and put dark baggage under his eyes.

We waited until most of the staff had gone home4X10° A.D. and there was only the night shift at the
compound. Jase walked stiffly but plausibly past the front desk to the parking lot, waved amicably to a
couple of late-departing colleagues, and sank into the passenger seat of my car. | drove him home.

He had visited my little rental house several times, but | hadn't been to his place before. | had expected
something that reflected his status at Perihelion. In fact the apartment where he slept—clearly, he did
little el se there—was a modest condo unit with a sliver of an ocean view. He had furnished it with a
sofa, atelevision, a desk, a couple of bookcases and a broadband media/l nternet connection. The walls
were bare except for the space above the desk, where he had taped a hand-drawn chart depicting the
linear history of the solar system from the birth of the sunto itsfinal collapse into a smoldering white
dwarf, with human history diverging from the line at a spot marked the spin. The bookcases were
crowded with journals and academic texts and decorated with exactly three framed photographs:. E. D.
Lawton, Carol Lawton, and a demure image of Diane that must have been taken years ago.
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Jase stretched out on the sofa. He looked like a study in paradox, his body in repose, his eyes bright with
drug-induced hyperalertness. | went to the small adjoining kitchen and scrambled eggs (neither of us had
eaten since breakfast) while Jason talked. And talked some more. And kept on talking. "Of course,” he
said at one point, "l know I'm being way too verbal, I'm conscious of that, but | can't even think about
sleeping—does this wear off?"

"If we put you on the drug cocktail long-term, then yes, the obvious stimulant effect will go away." |
carried a plate to the sofafor him.

"It's very speedy. Like one of those cramming-for-the-finals pills people take. But physicaly, it's
caming. | feel like a neon sign on an empty building. All lit up but basically hollow. The eggs, the eggs
are very good. Thank you." He put the plate aside. He had eaten maybe a spoonful.

| sat at his desk, glancing at the Spin chart on the opposite wall. Wondering what it was like to live with
this stark depiction of human origins and human destiny, the human species rendered as afinite event in
the life of an ordinary star. He had drawn it with afelt-tip pen on a scroll of ordinary brown wrapping

paper.

Jason followed my look. "Obvioudly," he said, "they mean for us to do something ..."
"Who does?"'

"The Hypotheticals. If we must call them that. And | suppose we must. Everyone does. They expect
something from us. | don't know what. A gift, asignal, an acceptable sacrifice."

"How do you know that?"'

"It's hardly an original observation. Why is the Spin barrier permeable to human artifacts like satellites,
but not to meteors or even Brownlee particles? Obvioudly it's not a barrier; that was never the right
word." Under the influence of the stimulant Jase seemed particularly fond of the word obviously.
"Obvioudy," he said, "it's a selective filter. We know it filters the energy reaching the surface of the
Earth. So the Hypotheticals want to keep us, or at least the terrestrial ecology, intact and alive, but then
why grant us access to space? Even after we attempted to nuke the only two Spin-related artifacts
anyone has ever found? What are they waiting for, Ty? What's the prize?"

"Maybe it's not a prize. Maybe it's aransom. Pay up and we'll leave you alone."

He shook his head. "It's too late for them to leave us alone. We need them now. And we still can't rule
out the possibility that they're benevolent, or at least benign. | mean, suppose they hadn't arrived when
they did. What were we looking forward to? A |ot of people think we were facing our last century as a
viable civilization, maybe even as a species. Global warming, overpopulation, the death of the seas, the
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loss of arable land, the proliferation of disease, the threat of nuclear or biological warfare..."
"We might have destroyed ourselves, but at least it would have been our own fault.”

"Would it, though? Whose fault exactly? Y ours? Mine? No, it would have been the result of several
billion human beings making relatively innocuous choices:. to have kids, drive a car to work, keep their
job, solve the short-term problems first: When you reach the point at which even the most trivial acts are
punishable by the death of the species, then obviously, obviously, you're at a critical juncture, adifferent
kind of point of no return.”

"Isit better, being consumed by the sun?"

"That hasn't happened yet. And we aren't the first star to burn out. The galaxy is littered with white
dwarf stars that might once have hosted habitable planets. Do you ever wonder what happened to them?"

"Seldom,"” | said.

| walked across the bare parquet floor to the bookcase, to the family photos. Here was E.D., smiling into
the camera— a man whose smiles were never entirely convincing. His physical resemblance to Jason
was marked. (Was obvious, Jase might have said.) Similar machine, different ghost.

"How could life survive a stellar catastrophe? But obviously it depends on what 'life' is. Are we talking
about organic life, or any kind of generalized autocatalytic feedback |loop? Are the Hypothetical
organic? Which is an interesting question in itself..."

"Y ou really ought to try to get some sleep.” It was past midnight. He was using words | didn't
understand. | picked up the photo of Carol. Here the resemblance was more subtle. The photographer
had caught Carol on agood day: her eyes were open, not stuck at half-mast, and although her smile was
grudging, abarely perceptible lift of her thin lips, it was not atogether inauthentic.

"They may be mining the sun," Jason said, still talking about the Hypotheticals. "We have some
suggestive data on solar flares. Obvioudy, what they've done to the Earth requires vast amounts of
usable energy. It's the equivalent of refrigerating a planet-sized mass to a temperature close to absolute
zero. So where's the power supply? Most likely, the sun. And we've observed a marked reduction in
large solar flares since the Spin. Something, some force or agency, may be tapping high-energy particles
before they crest in the heliosphere. Mining the sun, Tyler! That's an act of technological hubris almost
as startling as the Spin itself."

| picked up the framed photo of Diane. The photograph predated her marriage to Simon Townsend. It
had captured a certain characteristic disquiet, asif she had just narrowed her eyes at a puzzling thought.
She was beautiful without trying but not quite at ease, all grace but at the same time just slightly off
balance.
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| had so many memories of her. But those memories were years old now, vanishing into the past with an
almost Spinlike momentum. Jason saw me holding the picture frame and was silent for afew blessed
moments. Then he said, "Really, Tyler, this fixation is unworthy of you."

"Hardly afixation, Jase."

"Why? Because you're over her or because you're afraid of her? But | could ask her the same question. If
she ever called. Simon keeps her on atight leash. | suspect she misses the old NK days, when the
movement was full of naked Unitarians and Evangelical hippies. The price of piety is steeper now." He
added, "Shetalks to Carol every now and then."

"Is she at least happy?'
"Diane is among zealots. She may be one herself. Happinessisn't an option."
"Do you think she'sin danger?"

He shrugged. "I think she'sliving the life she chose for herself. She could have made other choices. She
could, for instance, have married you, Ty, if not for this ridiculous fantasy of hers—"

"What fantasy?’

"That E.D. isyour father. That she's your biological sister."

| backed away from the bookcase too hastily and knocked the photographs to the floor.

"That's ridiculous."

"Patently ridiculous. But | don't think she entirely gave up on the idea until she wasin college."
"How could she even think—"

"It was a fantasy, not atheory. Think about it. There was never much affection between Diane and E.D.
Shefelt ignored by him. And in a sense, she wasright. E.D. never wanted a daughter, he wanted an heir,
amale heir. He had high expectations, and | happened to live up to them. Diane was a distraction as far
as E.D. was concerned. He expected Carol to raise her, and Carol—" He shrugged. "Carol wasn't up to
the task."

"So she made up this—story?"
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"She thought of it as a deduction. It explained the way E.D. kept your mother and you living on the
property. It explained Carol's constant unhappiness. And, basically, it made her feel good about herself.
Y our mother was kinder and more attentive to her than Carol ever was. She liked the idea of being blood
kin to the Dupree family."

| looked at Jason. His face was pale, his pupils dilated, his gaze distant and aimed at the window. |
reminded myself that he was my patient, that he was exhibiting a predictable psychological responseto a
powerful drug; that this was the same man who, only afew hours ago, had wept at his own incontinence.
| said, "I really have to leave now, Jason."

"Why, thisis all so shocking? Y ou thought growing up was supposed to be painless?' Then, abruptly,
before | could answer, he turned his head and met my eyes for the first time that evening. "Oh dear. |
begin to suspect I've been behaving badly."

| said, "The medication—"

"Behaving monstrously. Tyler, I'm sorry."

"You'll feel better after anight's sleep. But you shouldn't go back to Perihelion for a couple of days."
"I won't. Will you stop by tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"Thank you," he said.

| left without replying.

CELESTIAL GARDENING

That was the winter of the gantries. New launch platforms had been erected not just at Canaveral but
across the desert Southwest, in southern France and equatorial Africa, at Jiuguan and Xichang in China
and at Baikonur and Svobodnyy in Russia: gantries for the Martian seed launches and larger gantries for
the so-called Big Stacks, the enormous booster assemblies that would carry human volunteersto a
marginally habitable Marsif the crude terraforming succeeded. The gantries grew that winter like iron
and stedl forests, exuberant, lush, rooted in concrete and watered with reservoirs of federal money.

The first seed rockets were in away less spectacular than the launch facilities built to support them.
They were assembly-line boosters mass-produced from old Titan and Delta templates, not an ounce or a
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microchip more complicated than they needed to be, and they populated their pads in startling numbers
as winter advanced into spring, spaceships like cottonwood pods, poised to carry dormant lifeto a
distant, sterile soil.

It was also, in asense, spring in the solar system at large, or at least a prolonged Indian summer. The
habitable zone of the solar system was expanding outward as the sun depleted its helium core, beginning
to encompass Mars as it would eventually encompass the watery Jovian moon Ganymede, another
potential target for late-stage terraforming. On Mars, vast tonnages of frozen CO, and water ice had

begun to sublimate into the atmosphere over millions of warming summers. At the beginning of the Spin
the Martian atmospheric pressure at ground level had been roughly eight millibars, asrarified asthe air
three miles above the peak of Mount Everest. Now, even without human intervention, the planet had
achieved a climate equivalent to an arctic mountaintop bathed in gaseous carbon dioxide—balmy, by
Martian standards.

But we meant to take the process further. We meant to lace the planet's air with oxygen, to green its
lowlands, to create ponds where, now, the periodically melting subsurface ice erupted in geysers of
vapor or durries of toxic mud.

We were periloudly optimistic during the winter of the gantries.

* % k% % %

On March third, shortly before the first scheduled wave of seed launches, Carol Lawton called me at
home and told me my mother had suffered a severe stroke and wasn't expected to live.

| made arrangements for alocal medic to cover for me at Perihelion, then drove to Orlando and booked
the first morning flight to D.C.

Carol met me at Reagan International, apparently sober. She opened her arms and | hugged her, this
woman who had never displayed more than a puzzled indifference toward me during the years | had
lived on her property. Then she stood back and put her tremorous hands on my shoulders. "I'm so sorry,
Tyler."

"Isshestill alive?!

"She's hanging on. | have a car waiting. We can talk while we drive."

| followed her out to avehicle that must have been dispatched by E.D. himself, ablack limo with federal
stickers. The driver barely spoke as he put my luggage in the trunk, tipped his hat when | thanked him,

and climbed into a driver's seat meticulously isolated from the plush passenger compartment. He headed
for George Washington University Hospital without being asked.
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Carol was skinnier than | remembered her, birdlike against the leather upholstery. She took a cotton
handkerchief out of her tiny purse and dabbed her eyes. "All thisridiculous crying,” she said. "l lost my
contacts yesterday. Just sort of cried them away, if you can imagine that. There are some things a person
takes for granted. For me it was having your mother in the house, keeping thingsin order, or just
knowing she was nearby, there across the lawn. | used to wake up at night—I don't sleep soundly, which
probably doesn't surprise you—I used to wake up feeling like the world was fragile and | might fall
through it, fall right through the floor and keep on falling forever. Then | would think of her over there
in the Little House, sound asleep. Sleeping soundly. It was like courtroom evidence. Exhibit A, Belinda
Dupree, the possibility of peace of mind. She was the pillar of the household, Tyler, whether you knew it
or not."

| supposed | had known it. Really it had al been one household, though as a child | had seen mainly the
distance between the two estates: my house, modest but calm, and the Big House, where the toys were
more expensive and the arguments more Vicious.

| asked whether E.D. had been to the hospital.

"E.D.? No. He's busy. Sending spaceships to Mars seemsto require a great many dinners downtown. |
know that's what's keeping Jason in Florida, too, but | believe Jason deals with the practical side of the
matter, if it has a practical side, while E.D. is more like a stage magician, pulling money out of various
hats. But I'm sure you'll see E.D. at the funeral." | winced, and she gave me an apologetic look. "If and
when. But the doctors say—"

"She's not expected to recover.”

"She'sdying. Yes. Asone physician to another. Do you remember that, Tyler? | had a practice once.
Back in the days when | was capable of such athing. And now you're a doctor with a practice of your
own. My God."

| appreciated her bluntness. Maybe it came with her sudden sobriety. Here she was back in the brightly
lit world she had been avoiding for twenty years, and it was exactly as awful as she remembered it.

We arrived at George Washington University Hospital. Carol had already introduced herself to the
nursing staff on the life-support floor, and we proceeded directly to my mother's room. When Carol
hesitated at the door | said, "Are you coming in?"

"l—no, | don't think so. I've said good-bye several times already. | need to be where the air doesn't smell
like disinfectant. I'll stand out in the parking lot and smoke a cigarette with the gurney-pushers. Meet me
there?"'

| said | would.

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%620-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (114 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

My mother was unconscious in her room, embedded in life support, her breathing regulated by a
machine that wheezed as her rib cage expanded and relaxed. Her hair was whiter than | remembered it
being. | stroked her cheek, but she didn't respond.

Out of some misbegotten doctorly instinct | raised one of her eyelids, meaning, | suppose, to check the
dilation of her pupils. But she had hemorrhaged into the eye after her stroke. It was red as a cherry
tomato, flushed with blood.

* % k% k% %

| rode away from the hospital with Carol but turned down her invitation to dinner, told her 1'd fix myself
something. She said, "I'm sure there's something in the kitchen at your mother's place. But you're more
than welcome to stay in the Big House if you like. Even though it's a bit of a mess these days without
your mother to boss the help. I'm sure we can scare up a passable guest bedroom."

| thanked her but said I'd prefer to stay across the lawn.

"Let me know if you change your mind." She gazed from the gravel drive across the lawn to the Little
House asif she were seeing it clearly for thefirst timein years. "You still carry akey—7?"

"Still do,” | said.

"WEéll, then. I'll leave you to it. The hospital has both numbersif her condition changes." And Carol
hugged me again and walked up the porch stairs with a resoluteness, not quite eagerness, that suggested
she had postponed her drinking long enough.

| let myself into my mother's house. Hers more than mine, | thought, though my presence had not been
expunged from it. When | left for university | had denuded my small bedroom and packed whatever was
important to me, but my mother had kept the bed and filled the blank spaces (the pine shelving, the
windowsill) with potted plants, rapidly drying in her absence; | watered them. The rest of the house was
equally tidy. Diane had once described my mother's housekeeping as "linear," by which | think she
meant orderly but not obsessive. | surveyed the living room, the kitchen, glanced into her bedroom. Not
everything was in its place. But everything had a place.

Come nightfall | closed the curtains and turned on every light in every room, more lights than my
mother had ever deemed appropriate at any given time, a declaration against death. | wondered if Carol
had noticed the glare across the winter-brown divide, and if so whether she found it comforting or
alarming.

E.D. came home around nine that night, and he was gracious enough to knock at the door and offer his
sympathy. He looked uncomfortable under the porch light, his tailored suit disheveled. His breath
smoked in the evening chill. He touched his pockets, breast and hip, unconsciously, asif he had
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forgotten something or simply didn't know what to do with his hands. "I'm sorry, Tyler," he said.

His condolences seemed grossly premature, as if my mother's death were not merely inevitable but an
established fact. He had already written her off. But she was still drawing breath, | thought, or at least
processing oxygen, miles away, alone in her room at George Washington. "Thank you for saying so, Mr.
Lawton."

"Jesus, Tyler, call me E.D. Everybody else does. Jason tells me you're doing good work down there at
Perihelion Florida."

"My patients seem satisfied."

"Great. Every contribution counts, no matter how small. Listen, did Carol put you out here? Because we
have a guest bedroom ready if you want it."

"I'm fine right where | am."
"Okay. | understand that. Just knock if you need anything, al right?"

He ambled back across the winter-brown lawn. Much had been made, in the press and in the Lawton
family, of Jason's genius, but | reminded myself that E.D. could claim that title, too. He had parlayed an
engineering degree and atalent for business into a major corporate enterprise, and he had been selling
aerostat-enabled telecom bandwidth when Americom and AT& T were still blinking at the Spin like
startled deer. What he lacked was not Jason's intelligence but Jason's wit and Jason's deep curiosity
about the physical universe. And maybe a dash of Jason's humanity.

Then | was alone again, at home and not at home, and | sat on the sofa and marveled for a while at how
little this room had changed. Sooner or later it would fall to me to dispose of the contents of the house, a
job | could barely envision, ajob more difficult, more preposterous, than the work of cultivating life on
another planet. But maybe it was because | was contemplating that act of deconstruction that | noticed a
gap on the top shelf of the etagere next tothe TV.

Noticed it because, to my knowledge, the high shelf had received no more than a cursory dusting in al
the years| had lived here. The top shelf was the attic of my mother'slife. | could have recited the order
of the contents of that shelf by closing my eyes and picturing it: her high school yearbooks (Martell
Secondary School in Bingham, Maine, 1975, '76, '77, '78); her Berkeley grad book, 1982; ajade Buddha
book-end; her diplomain a stand-up plastic frame; the brown accordion file in which she kept her birth
certificate, passport, and tax documents; and, braced by another green Buddha, three tattered New
Balance shoeboxes |abel ed mementos (school), mementos (marcus), and odds & ends.

But tonight the second jade Buddha stood askew and the box marked mementos (school) was missing. |
assumed she had taken it down herself, though | hadn't seen it elsewhere in the house. Of the three
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boxes, the only one she had regularly opened in my presence was odds & ends. It had been packed with
concert playbills and ticket stubs, brittle newspaper clippings (including her own parents' obituaries), a
souvenir lapel pin in the shape of the schooner Bluenose from her honeymoon in Nova Scotia,
matchbooks culled from restaurants and hotels she had visited, costume jewelry, a baptismal certificate,
even alock of my own baby hair preserved in aslip of waxed paper closed with apin.

| took down the other box, the one marked mementos (marcus). | had never been especially curious
about my father, and my mother had seldom spoken about him apart from the basic thumbnail sketch (a
handsome man, an engineer, ajazz collector, E.D.'s best friend in college, but a heavy drinker and a
victim, one night on the road home from an electronics supplier in Milpitas, of his own fondness for
speedy automobiles). Inside the shoebox was a stack of lettersin vellum envel opes addressed in a curt,
clean handwriting that must have been his. He had sent these letters to Belinda Sutton, my mother's
maiden name, at an addressin Berkeley | didn't recognize.

| removed one of those envel opes and opened it, pulled out the yellowing paper and unfolded it.

The paper was unlined but the handwriting cut across the page in small, neat parallels. Dear Bdl, it
began, and continued, | thought | said everything on the phone last night but can't stop thinking about
you. Writing this seems to bring you closer tho not as close as |'d like. Not as close as we were last
August! | play that memory like videotape every night | can't lie down next to you.

And more, which | did not read. | folded the letter and tucked it into its yellowed envel ope and closed
the box and put it back where it belonged.

* % % % %

In the morning there was a knock at the door. | answered it expecting Carol or some amanuensis from
the Big House. But it wasn't Carol. It was Diane. Diane in a midnight-blue floor-sweeper skirt and high-
collared blouse. Her hands were clasped under her breasts. She looked up at me, eyes sparkling. "I'm so
sorry," she said. "I came as soon as | heard."

But too late. The hospital had called ten minutes earlier. Belinda Dupree had died without regaining
CONSCIOUSNESS,

* k% % % %

At the memorial service E.D. spoke briefly and uncomfortably and said nothing of significance. | spoke,
Diane spoke; Carol meant to speak but in the end was too tearful or inebriated to mount the pulpit.

Diane's eulogy was the most moving, cadenced and heartfelt, a catalogue of the kindnesses my mother
had exported across the lawn like gifts from awealthier, kinder nation. | was grateful for it. Everything
el se about the ceremony seemed mechanical by comparison: half-familiar faces bobbed out of the crowd
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to utter homilies and half-truths, and | thanked them and smiled, thanked them and smiled, until it was
time for the walk to the graveside.

* % k k%

There was afunction at the Big House that evening, a post-funeral reception at which | was offered
condolences by E.D.'s business associates, none of whom | knew but some of whom had known my
father, and by the household staff at the Big House, whose grief was more authentic and harder to bear.

Caterers dlid through the crowd with wineglasses on silvered platters and | drank more than | should
have, until Diane, who had also been gliding among the guests, tugged me away from yet another round
of so-sorry-for-your-loss and said, "Y ou need air."

"It's cold out."

"If you keep drinking you'll get surly. You're halfway there already. Come on, Ty. Just for afew
minutes.”

Out onto the lawn. The brown midwinter lawn. The same lawn where we had witnessed the opening
moments of the Spin amost twenty years ago. We walked the circumference of the Big House—strolled,
really, despite the stiff March breeze and the granular snow still inhabiting every sheltered or shaded
space.

We had already said al the obvious things. We had compared notes: my career, the move to Florida, my
work at Perihelion; her years with Simon, drifting out of NK toward a blander orthodoxy, welcoming the
Rapture with piety and self-denial. ("We don't eat meat,” she had confided. "We don't wear artificial
fibers") Walking next to her, lightheaded, | wondered whether | had become gross or repugnant in her
eyes, whether she was conscious of the ham-and-cheese aperitifs on my breath or the cotton-poly jacket

| was wearing. She hadn't changed much, though she was thinner than she used to be, maybe thinner
than she ought to be, the line of her jaw alittle stark against the high, tight collar.

| was sober enough to thank her for trying to sober me up.

"I needed to get away, t0o," she said. "All those people E.D. invited. None of them knew your mother in
any important way. Not one. They're in there talking about appropriations bills or payload tonnage.
Making deals."

"Maybeit's E.D.'sway of paying tribute to her. Salting the wake with political celebrities.”
"That's a generous way of interpreting it."

"He still makes you angry." So easily, | thought.
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"E.D.? Of course he does. Though it would be more charitable to forgive him. Which you seem to have
done."

"I have lessto forgive him for," | said. "He's not my father."

| didn't mean anything by it. But | was still too aware of what Jason had told me a few weeks ago. |
choked on the remark, reconsidered it even before the sentence was out of my mouth, blushed when |
finished. Diane gave me along uncomprehending look; then her eyes widened in an expression that
mingled anger and embarrassment so plainly that | could parse it even by the dim glow of the porch light.

"Y ou've been talking to Jason," she said coldly.

“I'm sorry—"

"How does that work exactly? Do the two of you sit around making fun of me?"
"Of course not. He—anything Jason said, it was because of the medication."
Another grotesque faux pas, and she pounced on it: "What medication?"

"I'm his GP. Sometimes | write him prescriptions. Does it matter?'

"What medication makes you break a promise, Tyler? He promised he would never tell you—" She
drew another inference. "Is Jason sick! Isthat why he didn't come to the funeral ?"

"He's busy. We're just days away from the first launches.”
"But you're treating him for something."

"I can't ethically discuss Jason's medical history,” | said, knowing this would only inflame her
suspicions, that | had essentially given away his secret in the act of keeping it.

"It would be just like him to get sick and not tell any of us. He's so, so hermetically sealed...."
"Maybe you should take the initiative. Call him sometime.”

"You think | don't? Did he tell you that, too? | used to call him every week. But he would just turn on
that blank charm and refuse to say anything meaningful. How are you, I'm fine, what's new, nothing. He
doesn't want to hear from me, Tyler. He'sdeep in E.D.'s camp. I'm an embarrassment to him." She
paused. "Unless that's changed."
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"I don't know what's changed. But maybe you should see him, talk to him face to face."
"How would | do that?"

| shrugged. "Take another week off. Fly back with me."

"You said he's busy."

"Once the launches begin it's all sit back and wait. Y ou can come to Canaveral with us. See history
being made."

"The launches are futile," she said, but it sounded like something she had been taught to say; she added,
"I'd liketo, but | can't afford it. Simon and | do al right. But we're not rich. We're not Lawtons.”

"I'll spot you the plane fare."

"You're agenerous drunk."

"l mean it."

"Thank you, but no," she said. "I couldn't."
"Think about it."

"Ask me when you're sober." She added, as we mounted the steps to the porch, yellow light hooding her
eyes, "Whatever | might once have believed—whatever | might have told Jason—"

"Y ou don't have to say this, Diane."
"I know E.D. isn't your father."

What was interesting about her disclaimer was the way she delivered it. Firmly, decisively. Asif she
knew better now. Asif she had discovered a different truth, an alternative key to the Lawton mysteries.

* % %k % %

Diane went back to the Big House. | decided | couldn't face more well-wishing. | let myself into my
mother's house, which seemed airless and overheated.

Carol, the next day, told me | could take my time about cleaning out my mother's things, which she
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called "making arrangements.” The Little House wasn't going anywhere, she said. Take amonth. Take a
year. | could "make arrangements’ whenever | had the time and as soon as | felt comfortable with it.

Comfort wasn't even on the horizon, but | thanked her for her patience and spent the day packing for the
flight back to Orlando. | was nagged by the ideathat | ought to take something of my mother's with me,
that she would have wanted me to keep a memento for some shoebox of my own. But what? One of her
Hummel figurines, which she had loved but which had always struck me as expensive kitsch? The cross-
stitched butterfly from the living room wall, the print of Water Liliesin ado-it-yourself frame?

Diane showed up at the door while | was debating. "Does that offer still stand? The trip to Florida? Were
you serious about that?"'

"Of course | was."

"Because | talked to Simon. He's not compl etely delighted with the idea, but he thinks he'll be okay on
his own for afew more days."

Mighty considerate of him, | thought.

"S0," she said, "unless—I mean, | know you'd been drinking—"

"Don't besilly. I'll call the airline.”

| booked a seat in Diane's name on the next day's first D.C/Orlando junket.

Then | finished packing. Of my mother's things, | settled at last on the pair of chipped jade Buddha
bookends.

| looked around the house, even checked under the beds, but the missing mementos (school) seemed to
have vanished permanently.

SNAPSHOTSOF THE ECOPOIESIS

Jason suggested we take rooms in Cocoa Beach and wait a day for him to join us there. He was doing a
last round of mediaQ & A at Perihelion but had cleared his schedule prior to the launches, which he
wanted to witness without a CNN crew dunning him with boneheaded questions.

"Great," Diane said when | relayed thisinformation. "I can ask al the boneheaded questions mysalf."
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| had managed to calm her fears about Jason's medical condition: no, he wasn't dying, and any
temporary blips on his medical record were his own business. She accepted that, or seemed to, but still
wanted to see him, if only to reassure herself, asif my mother's death had shaken her faith in the fixed
stars of the Lawton universe.

So | used my Perihelion ID and my connection with Jase to rent us two neighboring suites in a Holiday
Inn with aview toward Canaveral. Not long after the Mars project was conceived—once the EPA's
objections had been noted and ignored—a dozen shallow-water launch platforms had been constructed
and anchored off the coast of Merritt Island. It was these structures we could see most clearly from the
hotel. The rest of the view was parking lots, winter beaches, blue water.

We stood on the balcony of her suite. She had showered and changed after the drive from Orlando and
we were about to go down and brave the lobby restaurant. Every other balcony we could see bristled
with cameras and lenses. the Holiday Inn was a designated media hotel. (Simon may have distrusted the
secular press but Diane was suddenly knee-deep in it.) We couldn't see the setting sun but its light
caught the distant gantries and rockets and rendered them more ethereal than real, a squadron of giant
robots marching off to some battle in the Mid-Atlantic Trench. Diane stood back from the bal cony
railing as if she found the view frightening. "Why are there so many of them?'

"Shotgun ecopoiesis,” | said.
She laughed, alittle reproachfully. "Is that one of Jason's words?'

It wasn't, not entirely. "Ecopoiesis’ was aword coined by a man named Robert Haynes in 1990, back
when terraforming was a purely speculative science. Technically it meant the creation of a self-
regulating anaerobic biosphere where none had existed before, but in modern usage it referred to any
purely biological modification of Mars. The greening of Mars required two different kinds of planetary
engineering: crude terraforming, to raise the surface temperature and atmospheric pressure to a plausible
threshold for life, and ecopoiesis. using microbial and plant life to condition the soil and oxygenate the
air.

The Spin had already done the heavy lifting for us. Every planet in the solar system—Dbarring Earth—
had been warmed significantly by the expanding sun. What remained was the subtler work of ecopoiesis.
But there were many possible routes to ecopoiesis, many candidate organisms, from rock-dwelling
bacteria to al pine mosses.

"So it's called shotgun,” Diane surmised, "because you're sending all of them."

"All of them, and as many of them as we can afford, because no single organism is guaranteed to adapt
and survive. But one of them might."

"More than one might."
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"Which isfine. We want an ecology, not a monoculture." In fact the launches would be timed and
staggered. The first wave would carry only anaerobic and photoautotrophic organisms, simple forms of
life that required no oxygen and derived energy from sunlight. If they thrived and died in sufficient
numbers they would create alayer of biomass to nurture more complex ecosystems. The next wave, a
year from now, would introduce oxygenating organisms; the last unmanned launches would include
primitive plants to fix the soil and regulate evaporation and rainfall cycles.

"It all seems so unlikely."

"We livein unlikely times. But no, it's not guaranteed to work."
"Andif it doesn't?"

| shrugged. "What have we lost?"

"A lot of money. A lot of manpower."

"I can't think of a better use for it. Yes, thisisawager, and no, it's not a sure thing, but the potential
payoff is more than worth the risk. And it's been good for everybody, at least so far. Good for morale at
home and a good way of promoting international cooperation.”

"But you'll have misled alot of ordinary people. Convinced them the Spin is something we can manage,
something we can find a technological fix for."

"Given them hope, you mean.”
"The wrong kind of hope. And if you fail you leave them with no hope at al."
"What would you have us do, Diane? Retreat to our prayer mats?'

"It would hardly be an admission of defeat—prayer, | mean. And if you do succeed, the next step isto
send people?!

"Yes. If we green the planet we send people.” A much more difficult and ethically complex proposition.
We'd be sending candidates in crews of ten. They would have to endure an unpredictably long passage
in absurdly small quarters on limited rations. They would have to suffer atmospheric braking at a near-
lethal delta-V after months of weightlessness, followed by a perilous descent to the planet's surface. If

al thisworked, and if their meager allotment of survival gear made its parallel descent and landed
anywhere near them, they would then have to teach themselves subsistence skills in an environment only
approximately fit for human habitation. Their mission brief was not to return to Earth but to live long
enough to reproduce in sufficient numbers and pass on to their offspring a sustainable mode of existence.
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"What sane person would agree to that?"

"You'd be surprised." | couldn't speak for the Chinese, the Russians, or any of the other international
volunteers, but the North American flight candidates were a shockingly ordinary group of men and
women. They had been selected for their youth, physical hardiness, and ability to tolerate and endure
discomfort. Only afew had been Air Force test pilots but all possessed what Jason called "the test pilot
mentality," awillingness to accept grave physical risk in the name of a spectacular achievement. And, of
course, most of them were in all likelihood doomed, just as most of the bacteria mounted on these
distant rockets were doomed. The best outcome we could reasonably expect was that some band of
nomadic survivors wandering the mossy canyons of Valles Marineris might encounter asimilar group of
Russians or Danes or Canadians and engender a viable Martian humanity.

"And you countenance this?*
"Nobody asked my opinion. But | wish them well."

Diane gave me a that's-not-good-enough look but chose not to pursue the argument. We rode an elevator
down to the lobby restaurant. As we lined up for table service behind a dozen network news technicians
she must have felt the growing excitement.

After we ordered she turned her head, listening as fragments of conversation—words like
"photodissociation” and "cryptoendelithic" and, yes, "ecopoiesis'—spilled over from crowded tables,
journalists rehearsing the jargon for their next day's work or just struggling to understand it. There was
also laughter and the reckless clash of cutlery, an air of giddy if uncertain expectation. This was the first
time since the moon landing more than sixty years ago that the world's attention had been so completely
focused on a space adventure, and the Spin gave this one what even the moon landing had lacked: real
urgency and a global sense of risk.

"Thisisal Jason's work, isn't it?"

"Without Jason and E.D. this might still be happening. But it would be happening differently, probably
less quickly and efficiently. Jase has always been at the center of it."

"And us at the periphery. Orbiting his genius. Tell you a secret. I'm alittle afraid of him. Afraid of
seeing him after so long. | know he disapproves of me."

"Not you. Your lifestyle, maybe."

"Y ou mean my faith. It's okay to talk about it. | know Jase feels alittle—I guess betrayed. Asif Simon
and | have repudiated everything he believesin. But that's not true. Jason and | were never on the same
path."
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"Basically, you know, he'sjust Jase. Same old Jase."
"But am | the same old Diane?"
For which | had no answer.

She ate with an obvious appetite, and after the main course we ordered dessert and coffee. | said, "It's
lucky you could take the time for this."

"Lucky that Simon let me off my leash?"

"I didn't mean that."

"I know. But in away it'strue. Simon can be alittle controlling. He likes to know where | am."
"Isthat a problem for you?"

"Y ou mean, is my marriage in trouble? No. It isn't, and | wouldn't let it be. That doesn't mean we don't
occasionally disagree." She hesitated. "If | talk about this, I'm sharing it with you, right? Not Jason. Just
you."

| nodded.

"Simon has changed some since you met him. We all have, everybody from the old NK days. NK was
all about being young and making a community of belief, akind of sacred space where we didn't have to
be afraid of each other, where we could embrace each other not just figuratively but literally. Eden on
Earth. But we were mistaken. We thought AIDS didn't matter, jealousy didn't matter—they couldn't
matter, because we'd come to the end of the world. But it'saslow Tribulation, Ty. The Tribulationisa
lifetime's work, and we need to be strong and healthy for it."

"You and Simon—"

"Oh, we're healthy." She smiled. "And thank you for asking, Dr. Dupree. But welost friendsto AIDS
and drugs. The movement was aroller-coaster ride, love all the way up and grief all the way down.
Anyone who was part of it will tell you that."

Probably so, but the only NK veteran | knew was Diane herself. "The last few years haven't been easy
for anyone."

"Simon had a hard time dealing with it. He really believed we were a blessed generation. He once told
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me God had come so close to humanity it was like sitting next to a furnace on awinter night, that he
could practically warm his hands at the Kingdom of Heaven. We all felt that way, but it realy did bring
out the best in Simon. And when it started to go bad, when so many of our friends were sick or drifting
into addictions of one kind or another, it hurt him pretty deeply. That was when the money started
running out, too, and eventually Simon had to look for work—we both did. | did temp work for afew
years. Simon couldn't find a secular job but he does janitorial work at our church in Tempe, Jordan
Tabernacle, and they pay him when they can... he's studying for his pipe fitter's certificate."

"Not exactly the Promised Land."

"Y eah, but you know? | don't think it's supposed to be. That's what | tell him. Maybe we can fedl the
chiliasm coming, but it's not here yet—we still have to play out the last minutes of the game even if the
outcome is a foregone conclusion. And maybe we're being judged on that. We haveto play it like it
matters."

We rode the elevator up to our rooms. Diane paused at her door and said, "What I'm remembering is
how good it feels to talk to you. We used to be pretty good talkers, remember?’

Confiding our fears through the chaste medium of the telephone. Intimacy at a distance. She had always
preferred it that way. | nodded.

"Maybe can do that again,”" she said. "Maybe | can call you from Arizona sometimes."

She, of course, would call me, because Simon might not likeit if | called her. That was understood. As
was the nature of the relationship she was proposing. | would be her platonic buddy. Someone harmless
to confide in during troubled times, like the leading lady's gay male friend in a cineplex drama. We
would chat. We would share. Nobody would get hurt.

It wasn't what | wanted or needed. But | couldn't say that to the eager, slightly lost ook she was giving
me. Instead | said, "Y eah, of course."

And she grinned and hugged me and left me in the hall.

| sat up later than | should have, nursing my wounded dignity, embedded in the noise and laughter from
nearby rooms, flunking about all the scientists and engineers at Perihelion and JPL and Kennedy, al
these newspaper people and video journalists watching klieg lights play over the distant rockets, all of us

doing our jobs here at the tag end of human history, doing what was expected of us, playing it like it
mattered.

* k% k% k %

Jason arrived at noon the next day, ten hours before the first wave of launches was scheduled to begin.
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The weather was bright and calm, a good omen. Of all the global launch sites the only obvious no-go
was the European Space Agency's expanded Kourov complex in French New Guinea, shut down by a
fierce March storm. (The ESA microorganisms would be delayed a day or two—or half amillion years,

Spin-time.)

Jase came directly to my suite, where Diane and | were waiting for him. He wore a cheap plastic
windbreaker and a Marlins cap pulled low over his eyes to disguise him from the resident reporters.
"Tyler," he said when | opened the door. "I'm sorry. If | could have been there | would have."

The funera service. "l know."
"Belinda Dupree was the best thing about the Big House. | mean that."
"| appreciateit,” | said, and stepped out of hisway.

Diane came across the room with a wary expression. Jason closed the door behind him, not smiling.
They stood ayard apart, eyeing each other. The silence was weighty. Jason broke it.

"That collar," he said, "makes you look like a Victorian banker. And you ought to put on alittle weight.
Isit so hard to scrounge ameal out there in cow country?' Diane said, "More cactus than cows, Jase."
And they laughed and fell into each other's arms.

* *k k % %

We staked out the balcony after dark, brought out comfortable chairs and ordered up atray of crudites
(Diane's choice) from room service. The night was as dark as every starless Spin-shrouded night, but the
launch platforms were illuminated by gigantic spotlights and their reflections danced in the gently
rolling swells.

Jason had been seeing a neurologist for some weeks now. The specialist's diagnosis had been the same
as mine: Jason suffered from severe and nonresponsive multiple sclerosis for which the only useful
treatment was a regimen of palliative drugs. In fact the neurologist had wanted to submit Jason's case to
the Centers for Disease Control as part of their ongoing study of what some people were calling AMS—
atypical multiple sclerosis. Jase had threatened or bribed him out of theidea. And for now, at least, the
new drug cocktail was keeping him in remission. He was as functional and mobile as he had ever been.
Any suspicions Diane might have harbored were quickly allayed.

He had brought along a bottle of expensive and authentically French champagne to celebrate the
launches. "We could have had VIP seats," | told Diane. "Bleachers outside the V ehicle Assembly
Building. Brushing elbows with President Garland."

"The view from hereis as good," Jason said. "Better. Here, we're not props in a photo opportunity.”
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"I've never met apresident,” Diane said.

The sky, of course, was dark, but the TV in the hotel room (we had turned it up to hear the countdown)
was talking about the Spin barrier, and Diane looked into the sky asif it might have become
miraculoudly visible, the lid that enclosed the world. Jason saw the tilt of her head. "They shouldn't call
it abarrier," he said. "None of the journals call it that anymore."

"Oh?What do they call it?"

He cleared histhroat. "A 'strange membrane.

"Oh no." Diane laughed. "No, that's awful. That's not acceptable. It sounds like a gynecol ogical
disorder."

"Y eah, but 'barrier’ isincorrect. It's more like a boundary layer. It's not aline you cross. It acquires
objects selectively and accel erates them into the external universe. The processis more like osmosis
than, say, crashing afence. Ergo, membrane."

"I'd forgotten what it's like talking to you, Jase. It can be alittle surreal.”
"Hush," | told them both. "Listen."

Now the TV had cut to the NASA feed, a bland Mission Control voice talking the numbers down. Thirty
seconds. There were twelve rockets fueled and nominal on their pads. Twelve simultaneous launches, an
act that aless ambitious space agency would once have deemed impractical and radically unsafe. But we
lived in more daring or desperate times.

"Why do they al have to go up at once?' Diane asked.
"Because," Jason began; then he said, "No. Wait. Watch."

Twenty seconds. Ten. Jase stood up and leaned into the balcony railing. The hotel balconies were
mobbed. The beach was mobbed. A thousand heads and |enses swiveled in the same direction. Estimates
later put the crowd in and around the Cape at nearly two million. According to police reports, more than
ahundred wallets were lifted that night. There were two fatal stabbings, fifteen attempted assaults, and
one premature labor. (The child, afour-pound girl, was delivered on atrestle table at the International
House of Pancakes in Cocoa Beach.)

Five seconds. The TV in the hotel room went quiet. For a moment there was no sound but the buzz and
whine of photographic gear.
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Then the ocean was ablaze with firelight as far as the horizon.

No single one of these rockets would have impressed alocal crowd even in darkness, but this wasn't one
column of flame, it was five, seven, ten, twelve. The seaborne gantries were briefly silhouetted like
skeletal skyscrapers, lost soon after in billows of vaporized ocean water. Twelve pillars of whitefire,
separated by miles but compressed by perspective, clawed into a sky turned indigo blue by their
combined light. The beach crowd began to cheer, and the sound merged with the sound of the solid-fuel
boosters hammering for altitude, athrob that compressed the heart like ecstasy or terror. But it wasn't
only the brute spectacle we were cheering. Almost certainly every one of these two million people had
seen arocket launch before, at least on television, and although this multiple ascendancy was grand and
loud it was remarkable mainly for itsintent, its motivating idea. We weren't just planting the flag of
terrestrial life on Mars, we were defying the Spin itself.

The rockets rose. (And on the rectangular screen of the TV, when | glanced at it through the balcony
door, similar rockets bent into cloudy daylight in Jiuguan, Svobodnyy, Baikonur, Xichang.) The fierce
horizontal light became oblique and began to dim as night rushed back from the sea. The sound spent
itself in sand and concrete and superheated salt water. | imagined | could smell the reek of fireworks
coming ashore with the tide, the pleasantly awful stench of Roman candles.

A thousand cameras clattered like dying crickets and went still.
The cheering lasted, in one form or another, until dawn.

* % k% * %

We went inside and drew the drapes against the anticlimactic darkness and opened the champagne. We
watched the news from overseas. Apart from the French rain delay, every launch had been successful. A
bacterial armada was en route to Mars.

"So why do they all have to go up at once?' Diane asked again.

Jason gave her along thoughtful look. "Because we want them to arrive at their destination at roughly
the same time. Which isnot as easy asit sounds. They have to enter the Spin membrane more or less
simultaneously, or they'll exit separated by years or centuries. Not so critical with these anaerobic
cargos, but we're practicing for when it really matters.”

"Y ears or centuries? How is that possible?’
"Nature of the Spin, Diane."

"Right, but centuries?’
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He turned his chair to face her, frowning. "I'm trying to grasp the extent of your ignorance here..."
"Just a question, Jase."
"Count a second for me."
"What?"
"Look at your watch and count me one second. No, I'll do it. One—" He paused. "Second. Got that?"
" Jason—"
"Bear with me. Y ou understand the Spin ratio?"
"Roughly."

"Roughly isn't good enough. One terrestrial second equals 3.17 years Spin time. Keep that in mind. If
one of our rockets enters the Spin membrane a single second behind the rest, it reaches orbit more than
three years late."

"Just because | can't quote numbers—"

"They're important numbers, Diane. Suppose our flotillajust emerged from the membrane, just now, now
—" Heticked the air with his finger. "One second, here and gone. For the flotilla, that was three and a
fraction years. One second ago they were in Earth orbit. Now they've delivered their cargo to the surface
of Mars. | mean now, Diane, literally now. It's already happened, it's done. So let a minute pass on your
watch. That's approximately a hundred and ninety years by an outside clock."

"That'salot, of course, but you can't make over a planet in two hundred years, can you?"'

"So now it's two hundred Spin years into the experiment. Right now, as we speak, any bacterial colonies
that survived the trip will have been reproducing on Mars for two centuries. In an hour, they will have
been there eleven thousand four hundred years. This time tomorrow they'll have been multiplying for
almost two hundred seventy-four thousand years."

"Okay, Jase. | get theidea."

"Thistime next week, 1.9 million years."

"Okay."
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"A month. 8.3 million years."

" Jason—"

"Thistime next year, one hundred million years."
"Y es, but—"

"On Earth, one hundred million years is roughly the span of time between the emergence of life from the
sea and your last birthday. One hundred million years is time enough for those microorganisms to pump
carbon dioxide out of carbonate deposits in the crust, leach nitrogen from nitrates, purge oxides from the
regolith and enrich it by dying in large numbers. All that liberated CO, is agreenhouse gas. The

atmosphere gets thicker and warmer. A year from now we send another armada of respirating organisms,
and they begin to cycle CO, into free oxygen. Another year—or as soon as the spectroscopic signature

from the planet looks right—we introduce grasses, plants, other complex organisms. And when all that
stabilizes into some kind of crudely homeostatic planetary ecology, we send human beings. Y ou know
what that means?’

"Tell me," Diane said sullenly.

"It means that within five years ther€'ll be aflourishing human civilization on Mars. Farms, factories,
roads, cities..."

"There'sa Greek word for this, Jase."
"Ecopoiesis.”

"I was thinking of ‘hubris."

He smiled. "l worry about alot of things. But offending the godsisn't one of them."
"Or offending the Hypothetical s?'

That stopped him. He leaned back and sipped champagne, alittle flat by now, from his hotel-room glass.

"I'm not afraid of offending them," he said finally. "On the contrary. I'm afraid we may be doing exactly
what they want usto do."

But he wouldn't explain, and Diane was eager to change the subject.
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* * * % %

| drove Diane to Orlando the next day for her flight back to Phoenix. It had become obvious over the last
few days that we would not discuss, mention, or allude in any way to the physical intimacy we had
shared that night in the Berkshires before her marriage to Simon. If we acknowledged it at all it was only
in the cumbersome detours we took to avoid it. When we hugged (chastely) in the space in front of the
airport security gate she said, "I'll call you," and | knew she would—Diane made few promises but was
scrupulous about keeping them—but | was equally conscious of the time that had passed since | had last
seen her and the time that would inevitably pass before | saw her again: not Spin time, but something
just as erosive and just as hungry. There were creases at the corners of her eyes and mouth, not unlike
the ones | saw in the mirror every morning.

Amazing, | thought, how busily we had turned ourselves into people who didn't know one another very
well.

* % k% k% %

There were more launches during the spring and summer of that year, surveillance packages that spent
monthsin high Earth orbit and returned with visual and spectrographic images of Mars—snapshots of
the ecopoiesis.

The first results were equivocal: a modest increase in atmospheric CO, that might have been a side effect

of solar warming. Mars remained a cold, inhospitable world by any plausible measure. Jason admitted
that even the GEM Os— the genetically engineered Mars organisms that comprised the bulk of the initial
seeding—might not have adjusted well to the planet's unfiltered daylight UV levels and oxidant-ridden
regolith.

But by midsummer we were seeing strong spectrographic evidence of biological activity. There was
more water vapor in a denser atmosphere, more methane and ethane and ozone, even atiny but
detectable increase in free nitrogen.

By Christmas these changes, while still subtle, had so dramatically outpaced what could be attributed to
solar warming that no doubt remained. Mars had become aliving planet.

The launch platforms were readied once more, new cargos of microbial life cultured and packaged. In
the United States that year, fully two percent of the gross domestic product was devoted to Spin-related
aerospace work—essentially, the Mars program—and the ratio was similar in other industrialized
countries,

* % k% k% %
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Jason suffered arelapse in February. He woke up unable to focus his eyes. His neurologist adjusted his
medication and prescribed an eye patch as atemporary fix. Jase recovered rapidly but was away from
work for most of aweek.

Diane was as good as her word. She began to call me at least monthly, usually more often, often late at
night when Simon was asleep at the other end of their small apartment. They lived in afew rooms over a
secondhand book-store in Tempe, the best they could do on Diane's salary and the irregular income
Simon took home from Jordan Tabernacle. In warm weather | could hear the drone of a swamp cooler in
the background; in winter, a radio playing softly to disguise the sound of her voice.

| invited her to come back to Floridafor the next series of launches, but of course she couldn't: she was
busy with work, they were having church friends to dinner that weekend, Simon wouldn't understand.
"Simon's going through a minor spiritual crisis. He's trying to deal with the Messiah issue..."

"There'saMessiah issue?'

"Y ou should read the newspapers,”" Diane said, possibly overestimating how often these religious
debates made the mainstream press, at least in Florida; maybe it was different out west. "The old NK
movement believed in a Christless Parousia. That was what made us distinctive." That, | thought, and
their penchant for public nudity. "The early writers, Ratel and Greengage, saw the Spin as a direct
fulfillment of scriptural prophecy—which meant the prophecy itself was redefined, reconfigured by
historical events. There didn't have to be aliteral Tribulation or even a physical Second Coming of
Christ. All that stuff in Thessalonians and Corinthians and Revelation could be reinterpreted or ignored,
because the Spin was a genuine intervention by God in human history—a tangible miracle, which
supersedes scripture. That was what freed us to make the Kingdom on Earth. Suddenly we were
responsible for our own chiliasm."

“I'm not sure | follow." Actually she had lost me somewhere around the word "Parousia.”

"It means—well, all that really mattersis that Jordan Tabernacle, our little church, has officially
renounced all NK doctrine, even though half the congregation is old NK people like me and Simon. So
suddenly there are all these arguments about the Tribulation and how the Spin tallies against Biblical
prophecy. People taking sides. Bereans versus Progressives, Covenanters versus Preterists. |s there an
Antichrist, and if so, where is he? Does the Rapture happen before the Tribulation or during or after?
Issues like that. Maybe it sounds picayune, but the spiritual stakes are very high, and the people having
these arguments are people we care about, our friends."

"Where do you stand?"

"Me personally?' She was quiet, and there it was again, the sound of the radio murmuring behind her,
some Valium-voiced announcer delivering late-night news to insomniacs. Latest on the shooting in
Mesa. Parousia or no Parousia. "Y ou could say I'm conflicted. | don't know what | believe. Sometimes |
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miss the old days. Making up paradise as we went along. It seems like—"

She paused. Now there was another voice doubling the staticky murmur of the radio: Diane? Are you
still up?

"Sorry," she whispered. Simon on patrol. It was time to cut short our telephone tryst, her act of touchless
infidelity. "Talk to you soon."

She was gone before | could say good-bye.

* % k% k% %

The second series of seed launches went off as flawlessly as the first. The media mobbed Canavera
again, but | watched this round on a big digital projection in the auditorium at Perihelion, a sunshine
launch that scattered herons into the sky over Merritt Island like bright confetti.

Followed by another summer of waiting. ESA |ofted a series of next-generation orbital telescopes and
interferometers, and the stored data they retrieved was even sleeker and cleaner than last year's. By
September every office at Perihelion was plastered with high-res images of our success. | framed one for
the infirmary waiting room. It was a color-composite rendering of Mars showing Olympus Mons
outlined in frost or ice and scarred with fresh drainage channels, fog flowing like water through Valles
Marineris, green capillaries snaking over Solis Lacus. The southern highlands of the Terra Sirenum were
still deserts, but the region's impact craters had eroded to near-invisibility under a wetter, windier
climate.

The oxygen content of the atmosphere rose and fell for afew months as the population of aerobic
organisms oscillated, but by December it had topped twenty millibars and stabilized. Out of a potentially
chaotic mix of increasing greenhouse gases, an unstable hydrologic cycle, and novel biogeochemical
feedback loops, Mars was discovering its own equilibrium.

The string of successes was good for Jason. He remained in remission and was happily, almost
therapeutically, busy. If anything dismayed him it was his own emergence as the iconic genius of the
Perihelion Foundation, or at least its scientific celebrity, poster child for the transformation of Mars.
Thiswas more E.D.'s doing than Jason's. E.D. knew the public wanted Perihelion to have a human face,
preferably young, smart but not intimidating, and he had been pushing Jase in front of cameras since the
days when Perihelion was an aerospace lobby group. Jase put up with it—he was a good and patient
explainer, and reasonably photogenic—»but he hated the process and would leave aroom rather than see
himself on television.

That was the year of the first unmanned NEP flights, which Jase watched with particular attention.
These were the vehicles that would transport human beings to Mars, and unlike the comparatively
simple seed carriers, the NEP vehicles were new technology. NEP stood for "nuclear electric
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propulsion”: miniature nuclear reactors feeding ion engines vastly more powerful than the ones that
drove the seed vessels, powerful enough to enable massive payloads. But getting these leviathans into
orbit required boosters as large as anything NASA had ever launched, acts of what Jason called "heroic
engineering,” heroically expensive. The price tag had begun to raise red flags even in alargely
supportive Congress, but the stream of notable successes kept alid on dissent. Jason worried that even a
single conspicuous failure would shift that equation.

Shortly after New Y ear's Day a NEP test vehicle failed to return its reentry package of test data and was
presumed disabled in orbit. There were finger-pointing speeches on Capitol Hill led by a coterie of fiscal
ultraconservatives representing states without significant aerospace investment, but E.D.'sfriendsin
Congress overrode the objections and a successful test aweek later buried the controversy. Still, Jason
said, we had dodged a bullet.

Diane had followed the debate but considered it trivial. "What Jase needs to worry about,” she said, "is
what this Mars thing is doing to the world. So far it's all good press, right? Everybody's gung-ho, we all
want something to reassure us about the—I'm not sure what to call it—the potency of the human race.
But the euphoriawill wear off sooner or later, and in the meantime people are getting extremely savvy
about the nature of the Spin."

"Isthat abad thing?'

"If the Mars project fails or doesn't live up to expectations, yeah. Not just because people will be
disappointed. They've watched the transformation of an entire planet—they have a yardstick to measure
the Spin by. The sheer insane power of it, | mean. The Spin's not just some abstract phenomenon— you
guys made them look the beast in the eye, and good for you, | guess, but if your project goes wrong you
steal that courage away again, and now it's worse because they've seen the thing. And they will not love
you for failing, Tyler, because it will leave them more frightened than they've ever been."

| gquoted the Housman poem she had taught me long ago: " The infant child is not aware / He has been
eaten by the bear."

"Theinfant child is starting to figure it out," she said. "Maybe that's how you define the Tribulation."

Maybe so. Some nights, when | couldn't sleep, | thought about the Hypotheticals, whoever or whatever
they were. There was really only one salient, obvious fact about them: not simply that they were capable
of enclosing the Earth in this... strange membrane, but that they had been out there— owning us,
regulating our planet and the passage of time— for aimost two billion years.

Nothing even remotely human could be so patient.

* % k% % %
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Jason's neurologist tipped me off to a JAMA study published that winter. Researchers at Cornell had
discovered a genetic marker for acute drug-resistant M S. The neurol ogist—a genial, fat Floridian named
David Mamstein—had run Jason's DNA profile and found the suspect sequencein it. | asked him what
that meant.

"It means we can tailor his medication alittle more specifically. It also means we can never deliver the
kind of permanent remission atypical M S patient expects.”

"Seems like he's been in remission for most of ayear now. Isn't that long-term?”

"His symptoms are under control, that's all. The AMS goes on burning, sort of like afirein acoal seam.
The time will come when we can't compensate for it."

"The point of no return.”

"You could say."

"How long can he pass for normal ?'

Malmstein paused. "Y ou know," he said, "that's exactly what Jason asked me."
"What did you tell him?"

"That I'm not afortune-teller. That AMS is a disease without awell-established etiology. That the
human body has its own calendar."

"I'm guessing he didn't like the answer."

"He was vocal in his disapproval. But it'strue. He could walk around for the next decade asymptomatic.
Or he could be in awheelchair by the end of the week."

"You told him that?'

"A kindler, gentler version. | don't want him to lose hope. He has a fighting spirit, and that counts for a
lot. My honest opinion isthat he'll do al right over the short term—two years, five years, maybe more.
Then all bets are off. | wish | had a better prognosis.”

| didn't tell Jase I'd talked to Malmstein, but | saw the way, in the following weeks, he redoubled his
work, counting his successes against time and mortality, not the world's but his own.

* % % % %
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The pace of the launches, not to mention the cost of them, began to escalate. The last wave of seed
launches (the only one to carry, in part, actual seeds) happened in March, two years after Jase and Diane
and | had watched a dozen similar rockets depart Florida for what had been at the time a barren planet.

The Spin had given us the necessary leverage for along ecopoiesis. Now that we had launched the seeds
of complex plants, however, timing became crucial. If we waited too long Mars could evolve out of our
grasp: a species of edible grain after amillion years evolving in the wild might not resemble its ancestral
form, might have grown unpalatable or even poisonous.

This meant the survey satellites had to be launched only weeks after the seed armada, and the manned
NEP vessels, if the results looked promising, immediately after that.

| took another late-night call from Diane the night after the survey sats went up. (Their data packages
had been retrieved within hours but were still en route to JPL in Pasadena to be analyzed.) She sounded
stressed and admitted when | questioned her that she had been laid off at least until June. She and Simon
had run into trouble with their back rent. She couldn't ask E.D. for money, and Carol was impossible to
talk to. She was working up the nerve to speak to Jase, but she didn't relish the humiliation.

"What kind of money are we talking about, Diane?"

“Tyler, | didn't mean—"

"I know. Y ou didn't ask. I'm offering."

"Well... thismonth, even five hundred dollars would make areal difference.”

"I guess the pipe cleaner fortune ran dry."

"Simon's trust fund ran out. There's still family money, but his family's not talking to him."
"Hewon't catch on if | send you a check?"

"He wouldn't likeit. | thought I'd tell him | found an old insurance policy and cashed it in. Something
like that. The kind of lie that doesn't really count asasin. | hope."

"You guys are still at the Collier Street address?' Where | mailed a politely neutral Christmas card every
year and from which | received one in return, generic snow scenes signed Smon and Diane Townsend,
God Bless!

"Yes," she said, then, "Thank you, Tyler. Thank you so much. Y ou know thisisincredibly mortifying."
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"Hard times for alot of folks."
"You're doing all right, though?"*
"Yeah, I'm doing all right."

| sent her six checks each postdated for the fifteenth of the month, half ayear's worth, not sure whether
this would cement our friendship or poison it. Or whether it mattered.

* k% % % %

The survey datarevealed aworld still drier than the Earth but marked with lakes like polished turquoise
inlaid on a copper disk; a planet gently swirled with bands of cloud, storms dropping rainfall on the
windward slopes of ancient volcanos and feeding river basins and silty lowland deltas green as suburban
lawns.

The big boosters were fueled on their pads, and at launch facilities and cosmodromes around the world
nearly eight hundred human beings climbed gantries to lock themselves into cupboard-sized chambers
and confront a destiny that was anything but certain. The NEP arks enclosed atop these boosters
contained (in addition to astronauts) embryonic sheep, cattle, horses, pigs, and goats, and the steel
wombs from which they could, with luck, be decanted; the seeds of ten thousand plants; the larvae of
bees and other useful insects; dozens of similar biological cargos which might or might not survive the
journey and the rigors of regenesis; condensed archives of essential human knowledge both digital
(including the means to read them) and densely printed; and parts and supplies for simple shelters, solar
power generators, greenhouses, water purifiers, and elementary field hospitals. In a best-case scenario all
these human expeditionary vessels would arrive at roughly the same equatorial lowlands within a span
of several years depending on their transit of the Spin membrane. At worst, even asingle ship, if it
arrived reasonably intact, could support its crew through a period of acclimation.

Once more into the Perihelion auditorium, then, along with everyone who hadn't gone up the coast to see
the event in person. | sat up front next to Jason and we craned our heads at the video feed from NASA, a
spectacular long shot of the offshore launch platforms, steel islands linked by immense rail bridges, ten
huge Prometheus boosters (called "Prometheus’ when they were manufactured by Boeing or L ockheed-
Martin; the Russians, the Chinese, and the EU used the same template but named and painted them
differently) bathed in spotlights and ranked like whitewashed fenceposts far into the blue Atlantic. Much
had been sacrificed for this moment: taxes and treasure, shorelines and coral reefs, careers and lives. (At
the foot of each gantry off Canaveral was an engraved plague bearing the names of the fifteen
construction workers who had died during the assembly work.) Jason tapped his foot in a violent rhythm
while the countdown drained into its last minute, and | wondered if this was symptomatic, but he caught
me looking and leaned into my ear and said, "I'm just nervous. Aren't you?"

There had already been problems. Worldwide, eighty of these big boosters had been assembled and
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prepared for tonight's synchronized launch. But they were a new design, not entirely debugged. Four had
been scrubbed before launch for technical problems. Three were currently holding in their counts—in a
launch that was supposed to be synchronized worldwide—for the usual reasons:. dicey fuel lines,
software glitches. This was inevitable and had been accounted for in tile planning, but it still seemed
ominous.

So much had to happen so quickly. What we were transplanting this time was not biology but human
history, and human history, Jase had said, burned like a fire compared to the slow rust of evolution.
(When we were much younger, after the Spin but before he left the Big House, Jase used to have a
parlor trick to demonstrate thisidea. " Stick out your arms," he'd say, "straight out at your sides,” and
when he had you in the appropriate cruciform position he'd say, "Left index finger to right index finger
straight across your heart, that's the history of the Earth. Y ou know what human history is? Human
history isthe nail on your right-hand index finger. Not even the whole nail. Just that little white part.
The part you clip off when it gets too long. That's the discovery of fire and the invention of writing and
Galileo and Newton and the moon landing and 9/11 and last week and this morning. Compared to
evolution we're newborns. Compared to geology, we barely exist")

Then the NASA voice announced, "Ignition," and Jason sucked air between his teeth and turned his head
half away as nine of ten boosters, hollow tubes of explosive liquid taller than the Empire State Building,
detonated skyward against al logic of gravity and inertia, burning tons of fuel to achieve the first few
inches of altitude and vaporizing seawater in order to mute a sonic event that would otherwise have
shaken them to pieces. Then it was asif they had made ladders of steam and smoke and climbed them,
their speed apparent now, plumes of fire outpacing the rolling clouds they had created. Up and gone, just
like every successful launch: swift and vivid as a dream, then up and gone.

The last booster was delayed by afaulty sensor but launched ten minutes late. It would arrive on Mars
nearly athousand years after the rest of the fleet, but this had been taken into account in the planning
and might prove to be agood thing, an injection of Terrestrial technology and know-how long after the
paper books and digital readers of the original colonists had crumbled into dust.

* % k% k% %

Moments later the video broadcast cut to French Guyana, the old and much-expanded Centre National
d'Etudes Spatiales at Kourou, where one of the big boosters from the Aerospatiale factory had risen a
hundred feet and then lost thrust and tumbled back onto its pad in a mushroom of flame.

Twelve people were killed, ten aboard the NEP ark and two on the ground, but it was the only
conspicuous tragedy of the entire launch sequence, and that probably amounted to good luck, taken all in
all.

* k k % %
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But that wasn't the end of the exercise. By midnight—and this, it seemed to me, was the clearest
indicator yet of the grotesque disparity between terrestrial time and Spin-time— human civilization on
Mars had either failed entirely or had been in progress for most of a hundred thousand years.

That's roughly the amount of time between the emergence of Homo sapiens as a distinct species and
yesterday afternoon.

It passed while | was driving home from Perihelion to my rental. It was entirely possible that Martian
dynasties rose and fell while | waited for traffic lights to change. | thought about those lives—those fully
real human lives, each one of them boxed into a span of less than a minute as my watch counted time—
and felt alittle dizzy. Spin vertigo. Or something deeper.

A half dozen survey satellites were launched that night, programmed to look for signs of human life on
Mars. Their payload packages parachuted back to Earth and were retrieved before morning.

* % k% k% %

| saw the results before they were made public.

Thiswas afull week after the Prometheus launches. Jason had booked a 10:30 appointment at the
infirmary, subject to breaking news from JPL. He didn't cancel the appointment but showed up an hour
late with a manila envelope in his hand, clearly anxious to discuss something not related to his medical
regimen. | hurried him into a consultation room.

"I don't know what to tell the press," he said. "l just got off a conference call with the ESA director and a

bunch of Chinese bureaucrats. We're trying to put together a draft of ajoint statement for heads of state,
but as soon as the Russians agree to a sentence the Chinese want to veto it, and vice versa."

"A statement about what, Jase?"
"The satellite data."

"Y ou got the results?' In fact they were overdue. JPL was usually quicker about sharing its photos. But
from what Jason had said | guessed someone had been sitting on the data. Which meant it wasn't what
they'd expected. Bad news, perhaps.

"Look," Jason said.

He opened the manilafolder and pulled out two composite telescopic photos, one atop the other. Both
were images of Mars taken from Earth orbit after the Prometheus launches.
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The first photograph was heart-stopping. It was not as distinct as the framed image! had put up in the
waiting room, since in this one the planet was far from its closest approach to Earth; the clarity it did
possess was a testament to modern imaging technology. Superficialy it didn't seem much different from
the framed photo: | could make out enough green to know that the transplanted ecology was still intact,
still active.

"Look alittle closer," Jason said.

He ran hisfinger down the sinuous line of ariverine lowland. There were green places here with sharp,
regular borders. More of them, the more | looked.

"Agriculture,”" Jase said.

| held my breath and thought about what that meant. | thought: Now there are two inhabited planetsin
the solar system. Not hypothetically, but really. These were places where people lived, where people
lived on Mars.

| wanted to stare. But Jase dlid the printout back into its envel ope, revealing the one beneath.
"The second photo," he said, "was taken twenty-four hours later."
"I don't understand.”

"Taken from the same camera on the same satellite. We have parallel images to confirm the result. It
looked like a flaw in the imaging system until we juiced the contrast enough to read alittle starlight.”

But there was nothing in the photograph. A few stars, afat central nothingness in the shape of a disk.
"What isit?"

"A Spin membrane," Jason said. " Seen from the outside. Mars has its own now."

4X109 A.D.

We were traveling inland from Padang—that much | understood—uphill, over roads that were
sometimes silken-smooth and sometimes pitted and uneven, until the car pulled up in front of what in
the darkness appeared to be a concrete bunker but must have been (by the painted red crescent under a
glaring tungsten bulb) some kind of medical clinic. The driver was upset when he saw where he had
taken us—this was further evidence that | was sick, not just drunk—but Diane pushed more billsinto his
hand and sent him away mollified if not happy.
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| was having trouble standing. | leaned into Diane, who took my weight gamely, and we stood in the wet
night, on an empty road, moonlight cutting through tattered clouds. There was the clinic in front of us
and a gas station across the pavement and nothing else but forest and flat spaces that might have been
cultivated fields. There was no visible human presence until the screened door of the clinic wheezed
open and a short, rotund woman wearing along skirt and small white hat hurried out to us.

"“Ibu Diane!" the woman said, excitedly but softly, asif she were afraid of being overheard, even at this
lonely hour. "Welcome!™

"Ibu Ina," Diane said respectfully.

"And this must be—?"

"Pak Tyler Dupree. The one | told you about."
"Too sick to speak?"

"Too sick to say anything sensible."

"Then by all meanslet's get him inside."

Diane supported me on one side and the woman she had called I bu Ina grabbed my right arm by the
shoulder. She wasn't ayoung woman but she was remarkably strong. The hair under her white cap was
gray and thinning. She smelled like cinnamon. Judging by the way she wrinkled her nose, | smelled like
something much worse.

Then we were inside, past an empty waiting room furnished with rattan and cheap metal chairs, into
what looked like afairly modern consultancy, where Diane dumped me onto a padded table and Ina said,
"Well, then, let's see what we can do for him," and | felt safe enough to pass out.

* * * % %

| woke to the sound of a call to prayer from a distant mosgue and the smell of fresh coffee.

| was lying naked on a pallet in a small concrete room with one window, which admitted the only light,
apale premonition of dawn. There was a doorway covered with a sort of bamboo lacework, and from
beyond it the noise of someone doing something energetic with cups and bowls.

The clothes | had been wearing last night had been laundered and were folded next to the pallet. | was
between fevers—I| had learned to recognize these little oases of well-being—and strong enough to dress
myself.
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| was balancing on one leg and aiming the other into my trousers when Ibu Ina peeked in through the
curtain. "So you're well enough to stand!" she said.

Briefly. | fell back onto the pallet, half dressed. Ina came into the room with a bowl of whiterice, a
spoon, an enameled tin cup. She knelt beside me and glanced at the wooden tray: did | want any of this?

| discovered | did. For thefirst timein many days | was hungry. Probably a good thing. My pants were
ridiculously loose, my ribs obscenely prominent. "Thank you," | said.

"We were introduced last night," she said, handing me the bowl. "Do you remember? | apologize for the
crude nature of the accommodations. This room serves conceal ment better than comfort."

She might have been fifty or sixty yearsold. Her face was round and wrinkled, her features concentrated
in amoon of brown flesh, an apple-doll ook that was accentuated by her long black dress and white cap.
If the Amish had settled in West Sumatra they might have produced something like Ibu Ina.

Her accent was lilting Indonesian but her diction was primly correct. "Y ou speak very well," | said, the
only compliment | could come up with on short notice.

"Thank you. | studied at Cambridge.”

"English?’

"Medicine."

The rice was bland but good. | made a show of finishing it.
"Perhaps more, later?' [bu Ina said.

"Y es, thank you."

Ibu was a Minangkabau term of respect used in addressing women. (The male equivalent was Pak.)
Which implied that Inawas a Minangkabau doctor and that we were in the Sumatran highlands,
probably within sight of Mount Merapi. Everything | knew about Ina's people | had learned from the
Sumatran guidebook | had read on the plane from Singapore: there were more than five million
Minangkabau living in villages and cities in the highlands; many of Padang's finest restaurants were
operated by Minangkabau; they were famous for their matrilineal culture, their business savvy, and their
blend of Islam and traditional adat customs.

None of which explained what | was doing in the back room of a Minang doctor's office.
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| said, "Is Diane still aslegp? Because | don't understand—"

“Ibu Diane has taken the bus back to Padang, I'm afraid. But you'll be safe here."

"I was hoping she'd be safe, too."

"She would be safer here than in the city, certainly. But that wouldn't get either of you out of Indonesia.”
"How did you come to know Diane?"

Inagrinned. "Sheerly by luck! Or mostly luck. She was negotiating a contract with my ex-husband, Jala,
who isin the import-export business, among others, when it became obvious that the New Reformasi
were much too interested in her. | work afew days a month at the state hospital in Padang and | was
delighted when Jalaintroduced me to Diane, even if he was simply looking for a place to temporarily
hide a prospective client. It was so exciting to meet the sister of Pak Jason Lawton!"

Thiswas startling in amost too many ways. "Y ou know about Jason?"

"I know of him—unlike you, | have never had the privilege of speaking to him. Oh, but | was a great
follower of the news about Jason Lawton in the early days of the Spin. And you were his personal
physician! And now here you are in the back room of my clinic!”

"I'm not sure Diane should have mentioned any of that." | was certain she shouldn't have. Our only
protection was our anonymity, and now it was compromised.

Ibu Inalooked crestfallen. "Of course,” she said, "it would have been better not to mention that name.
But foreigners with legal problems are terribly commonplace in Padang. There is an expression: adime
adozen. Foreigners with legal and medical troubles are even more problematic. Diane must have learned
that Jala and | were both great admirers of Jason Lawton—it could only have been an act of desperation
for her to invoke his name. Even then, | didn't quite believe her until | sought out photographs on the
Internet. | suppose one of the drawbacks of celebrity must be this constant taking of pictures. At any

rate, there was a photograph of the Lawton family, taken very early in the Spin, but | recognized her: it
was true! And so it must be true what she told me about her sick friend. Y ou were a physician to Jason
Lawton, and of course the other, the more famous one—"

"Yes."
"The small black wrinkled man."

|IY%.|I
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"Whose medicine is making you sick."
"Whose medicine, | hope, is also making me better."

"Asit has already Diane, or so she said. Thisinterests me. Isthere really an adulthood beyond
adulthood? How do you feel ?"

"Could be better, frankly."

"But the processis not finished."

"No. The process is not finished."

"Then you should rest. Is there anything | can get for you?'

"I had notebooks—paper—"

"In abundle with your other luggage. I'll bring them. Are you awriter as well as a physician?"
"Only temporarily. | need to put some thoughts down on paper."

"Perhaps when you're feeling better you can share some of those thoughts with me."

"Perhaps so. | would be honored."

She rose from her knees. "Especially about the little black wrinkled man. The man from Mars."

* * * % %

| slept erratically through the next couple of days, waking up surprised by the passage of time, the
sudden nights and unexpected mornings, marking what | could of the hours by the call to prayer, the
sound of traffic, by Ibu Ina's offerings of rice and curried eggs and periodic sponge baths. We talked, but
the conversations washed through my memory like sand through asieve, and | could tell by her
expression that | occasionally repeated myself or had forgotten things she'd said. Light and dark, light
and dark; then, suddenly, Diane was kneeling next to Ina beside the bed, both of them giving me somber
looks.

"He'sawake," 1bu Inasaid. "Please excuse me. I'll leave the two of you alone.”

Then it was just Diane beside me.
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She wore awhite blouse, a white scarf over her dark hair, billowy blue trousers. She could have passed
for any secularized mall-dweller in downtown Padang, though she was too tall and too paleto really fool
anyone.

"Tyler," she said. Her eyes were blue and wide. "Are you paying attention to your fluids?*

"Do | look that bad?"

She stroked my forehead. "It isn't easy, isit?"

"I didn't expect it to be painless.”

"Another couple of weeks and it'll be over. Until then—"

She didn't have to tell me. The drug was beginning to work deep into muscle tissue, nervous tissue.

"But thisisagood place to be," she added. "We have antispasmodics, decent analgesics. Ina understands
what's going on." She smiled sadly. "Still... not exactly what we'd planned.”

We had planned on anonymity. Any of the Arch Port cities should have been a safe place for amoneyed
American to lose himself. We had settled on Padang not just for its convenience—Sumatra was the land
mass closest to the Arch—but because its hyperfast economic growth and the recent troubles with the
New Reformasi government in Jakarta had made the city a functioning anarchy. | would suffer through
the drug regimen in some undistinguished hotel, and when it was finished—when | was effectively
remade—we would buy ourselves passage to a place where nothing bad could touch us. That was how it
was supposed to go.

What we had not counted on was the vindictiveness of the Chaykin administration and its determination
to make examples of us—both for the secrets we had kept and the secrets we had already divulged.

"I guess | made myself alittle too conspicuous in the wrong places," Diane said. "l had us booked with
two different rantau collectives, but both deals fell apart, suddenly people weren't talking to me, and it
was obvious we were drawing way too much attention. The consulate, the New Reformasi, and the local
police all have our descriptions. Not entirely accurate descriptions, but close enough."

"That's why you told these people who we are."

"I told them because they already suspected. Not Ibu Ina, but certainly Jala, her ex. Jalds avery canny
guy. Heruns arelatively respectable shipping company. A lot of the bulk concrete and palm oil that
transits the port of Teluk Bayur aso passes through one or another of Jala's warehouses. The rantau
gadang business nets less money but it's tax-free, and those ships full of emigrants don't come back
empty. He does a brisk sideline in black-market cattle and goats.”

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/Hugo%202006%20Winner%20N...Robert%20Charl es%20-%20Spin%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (146 of 382)8-12-2006 23:46:00



Wilson, Robert Charles - Spin

"Sounds like a man who would be glad to sell us to the New Reformas."
"But we pay better. And present fewer legal difficulties, aslong as we're not caught.”
"Does Ina approve of this?*

"Approve of what? The rantau gadang! She has two sons and a daughter in the new world. Of Jala? She
thinks he's more or less trustworthy—if you pay him he stays bought. Of us? She thinks we're next door
to sainthood."

"Because of Wun Ngo Wen?'

"Basically."

"Y ou were lucky to find her."

"It's not entirely luck."

"Still, we should get away as soon as possible.”

"Soon as you're better. Jala has a ship lined up. The Capetown Maru. That's why I've been back and
forth between here and Padang. There are more people | have to pay."

We were rapidly being transformed from foreigners with money to foreigners who used to have money.
"Still," | said, "I wish—"

"Wish what?' She ran afinger over my forehead, back and forth, langorously.
"Wish | didn't have to sleep alone."

She gave alittle laugh and put her hand on my chest. On my emaciated rib cage, on my skin still
aligator-textured and ugly. Not exactly an invitation to intimacy. "It's too hot to cuddle up.”

"Too hot?'
I'd been shivering.
"Poor Tyler," she said.

| wanted to tell her to be careful. But | closed my eyes, and when | opened them she was gone again.
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Inevitably there was worse to come, but in fact | felt much better over the next few days: the eye of the
storm, Diane had called it. It was as if the Martian drug and my body had negotiated a temporary truce,
both sides rallying for the ultimate battle. | tried to take advantage of the time.

| ate everything Ina offered, and | paced the room from time to time, trying to channel some strength
into my scrawny legs. Had | felt stronger this concrete box (in which Ina had stored medical supplies
before she built a more secure lock-and-alarm system adjoining the clinic) might have seemed like a
prison cell. Under the circumstances it was amost cozy. | piled our hard-shell suitcasesin one corner
and used them as a sort of desk, sitting on areed that while | wrote. The high window allowed in a
wedge of sunlight.

It also alowed in the face of alocal schoolboy, whom | had caught on two occasions peering at me.
When | mentioned this to Ibu Ina she nodded, disappeared for a few minutes, and came back with the
boy intow: "Thisis En," she said, practically throwing him through the curtain at me. "En isten years
old. Heisvery bright. He wants to be a doctor one day. He is a'so my nephew's son. Unfortunately he's
cursed with curiosity at the expense of sensibility. He climbed on top of the trash bin to see what | was
hiding in my back room. Unforgivable. Apologize to my guest, En." En hung his head so drastically low
that | was afraid his enormous eyeglasses would drop off the end of his nose. He mumbled something.
"In English,” Inasaid. "Sorry!"

"Inelegant but to the point. Perhaps En can do something for you, Pak Tyler, to make up for his bad
behavior?'

En was clearly on the hook. | tried to et him off. "Apart from respecting my privacy, nothing."

"He will certainly respect your privacy from this moment onward—won't you, En?" En cringed and
nodded. "However, | have ajob for him. En comes by the clinic almost every day. If I'm not busy | show
him afew things. The chart of human anatomy. The litmus paper that turns color in vinegar. En claims
to be grateful for these indulgences.” En's nodding became almost spastically vigorous. "So in return,
and as away of compensating for his gross negligence of common budi, En will now become the clinic's
lookout. En, do you know what that means?"

En stopped nodding and looked wary.

"It means," Ibu Ina said, "that from now on you will put your vigilance and curiosity to good use. If
anyone comes to the village asking about the clinic—anyone from the city, | mean, especialy if they
look or act like policemen—you will immediately run here and tell me about it."

"Evenif I'm in school ?"
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"I doubt the New Reformasi will trouble you at school. When you're at school, pay attention to your
lessons. Any other time, in the street, at a warung, whatever, if you see something or overhear
something involving me or the clinic or Pak Tyler (whom you must not mention), come to the clinic at
once. Understand?"

"Yes," En said, and he murmured something else | couldn't hear.

"No," Inasaid promptly, "there is no payment involved, what a scandal ous question! Although, if I'm
pleased, favors might follow. Right now | am not at all pleased.”

En scooted away, his oversized white T-shirt billowing behind him.

By nightfall arain had begun, a deep tropical rain that lasted days, during which | wrote, slept, ate,
paced, endured.

Ibu Ina sponged my body during the dark of arainy night, scrubbing away a slough of dead skin.

"Tell me something you remember about them," she said. "Tell me what it was like growing up with
Diane and Jason Lawton."

| thought about that. Or rather, | dipped into the increasingly murky pond of memory for something to

offer her, something both true and emblematic. | couldn't fish out exactly what | wanted but something
did float to the surface: a starlit sky, atree. The tree was a silver poplar, darkly mysterious. "One time

we went camping,” | said. "This was before the Spin, but not by much."

It felt good to have the dead skin washed away, at least at first, but the revealed derma was sensitive,
raw. The first stroke of the sponge was soothing, the second felt like iodine on a paper cut. Ina
understood this.

"The three of you? Weren't you young for that, a camping trip, | mean, as they calculate such things
where you come from? Or did you travel with your parents?”

"Not with our parents. E.D. and Carol vacationed once a year, resorts or cruise ships, preferably without
children."

"And your mother?"

"Preferred to stay home. It was a couple from down the road who took us into the Adirondacks along
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with their own two boys, teenagers who didn't want anything to do with us."

"Then why—oh, | suppose the father wanted to ingratiate himself with E. D. Lawton? Beg afavor
perhaps?’

"Something like that. | didn't ask. Nor did Jason. Diane might have known—she paid attention to those
kind of things."

"It hardly matters. Y ou went to a campground in the mountains? Roll on your side, please."

"The kind of campground with a parking lot. Not exactly pristine nature. But it was a weekend in
September and we had the place almost to ourselves. We pitched tents and built afire. The adults—"
Their name came back to me. "The Fitches sang songs and made us come in on the choruses. They must
have had fond memories of summer camp. It was pretty depressing, actually. The Fitch teenagers hated
the whole thing and hid out in their tent with headphones. The older Fitches eventually gave up and went
to bed."

"And left the three of you around the dying campfire. Was it a clear night or arainy one, like this one?"

"A clear early autumn night." Hardly like this one, with its frog choruses and raindrops bulleting the thin
roof. "No moon but plenty of stars. Not warm but not really cold, even though we were some ways up in
the hills. Windy. Windy enough that you could hear the trees talking to themselves."

Ina's smile broadened. "The trees talking to themselves! Yes, | know what that sounds like. Now on your
left side, please.”

"The trip had been tedious but it started to feel good now that it was just the three of us. Jase fetched a
flashlight and we walked afew yards away from the fire, to an open space in a poplar grove, away from
the cars and tents and people, where the land sloped down to the west. Jason showed us the zodiacal
light rising in the sky."

"What is the zodiacal light?"'

"Sunlight reflecting on grains of ice in the asteroid belt. Y ou can sometimes see it on avery clear, dark
night." Or could, before the Spin. Was there still azodiacal light or had solar pressure swept away the
ice? "1t came up from the horizon like breath in winter, far away, delicate. Diane was fascinated. She
listened to Jase explain it, and this was back when Jason's explanations still fascinated her—she hadn't
outgrown them yet. She loved hisintelligence, loved himfor hisintelligence—"

"As did Jason's father, perhaps? On your stomach now, please."

"But not in that proprietary way. It was pure goggle-eyed enchantment.”
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"Excuse me, 'goggle-eyed'?"

"Wide-eyed. Then the wind started to pick up, and Jason turned on the flashlight and pointed it into the
poplars so Diane could see the way the branches moved." With this came a vivid memory of young
Dianein asweater at least asize too big for her, hands lost in knitted wool, hugging herself, her face
turned up into the cone of light and her eyes reflecting it back in solemn moons. "He showed her the
way the biggest branches tossed in akind of slow motion, and the smaller branches more quickly. That
was because each branch and twig had what Jase called a resonant frequency. And you could think of
those resonant frequencies as musical notes, he said. The tree's motion in the wind was really akind of
music pitched too low for human ears, the trunk of the tree singing a bass note and the branches singing
tenor lines and the twigs playing piccolo. Or, he said, you could think of it as pure numbers, each
resonance, from the wind itself to the tremor of aleaf, working out a calculation inside a calculation
inside a calculation."

"You describe it very beautifully,” Inasaid.

"Not half as beautifully as Jason did. It was like he wasin love with the world, or at least the patternsin
it. The musicin it. Ouch."

"I'm sorry. And Diane was in love with Jason?"
"In love with being his sister. Proud of him."
"And were you in love with being his friend?"
"l suppose | was."

"And in love with Diane."

"Yes."

"And she with you."

"Maybe. | hoped so."

"Then, if | may ask, what went wrong?"

"What makes you think anything went wrong?"'

"Y ou're obvioudly still in love. The two of you, | mean. But not like a man and woman who have been
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together for many years. Something must have kept you apart. Excuse me, thisisterribly impertinent."

Y es, something had kept us apart. Many things. Most obviously, | supposed, it was the Spin. She had
been especially, particularly frightened by it, for reasons | had never completely understood; asif the
Spin were a challenge and a rebuke to everything that made her feel safe. What made her feel safe? The
orderly progression of life; friends, family, work—a kind of fundamental sensibility of things, whichin
E.D. and Carol Lawton's Big House must already have seemed fragile, more wished-for than real.

The Big House had betrayed her, and eventually even Jason had betrayed her: the scientific ideas he
presented to her like peculiar gifts, which had once seemed reassuring—the cozy major chords of
Newton and Euclid—became stranger and more alienating: the Planck length (beneath which things no
longer behaved like things); black holes, sealed by their own imponderable density into a realm beyond
cause and effect; a universe not only expanding but accelerating toward its own decay. She told me
once, while St. Augustine was still alive, that when she put her hand on the dog's coat she wanted to feel
his heat and his liveliness—not count the beats of his heart or consider the vast spaces between the
nuclel and the electrons that constituted his physical being. She wanted St. Dog to be himself and whole,
not the sum of histerrifying parts, not a fleeting evolutionary epiphenomenon in the life of adying star.
There was little enough love and affection in her life and each instance of it had to be accounted and
stored up in heaven, hoarded against the winter of the universe.

The Spin, when it came, must have seemed like a monstrous vindication of Jason's worldview—more so
because of his obsession with it Clearly, there was intelligent life elsewhere in the galaxy; and, just as
obvioudly, it was nothing like our own. It was immensely powerful, terrifyingly patient, and blankly
indifferent to the terror it had inflicted on the world. Imagining the Hypotheticals, one might picture
hyperintelligent robots or inscrutable energy beings; but never the touch of a hand, akiss, awarm bed,
or a consoling word.

So she had hated the Spin in adeeply personal way, and | think it was that hatred that ultimately led her
to Simon Townsend and the NK movement. In NK theology the Spin became a sacred event but also a
subordinate one: large but not as large as the God of Abraham; shocking but less shocking than a
crucified Savior, an empty tomb.

| said some of thisto Ina. She said, "Of course, I'm not a Christian. I'm not even Islamic enough to
satisfy the local authorities. Corrupted by the atheistic West, that's me. But even in Islam there were
such movements. People babbling about Imam Mehdi and Ad-Dagjjal, Y auj and Mauj drinking up the
Sea of Galilee. Because they thought this made a better kind of sense. There. I'm finished." She had
scrubbed the soles of my feet. "Have you always known these things about Diane?"

Known in what sense? Felt, suspected, intuited; but known—no, | couldn't say so.

"Then perhaps the Martian drug isliving up to your expectations,” Ina said as she exited with her
stainless steel pan of warm water and her assortment of sponges, leaving me something to think about in
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the dark of the night.

* % k k%

There were three doors leading into or out of Ibu Ina's medical clinic. She walked me through the
building once, after her last scheduled patient had departed with a splinted finger.

"Thisiswhat I've built in my lifetime," she said. "Little enough, you might think. But the people of this
village needed something between here and the hospital in Padang— quite a distance, especialy if you
have to travel by bus or the roads are undependable.”

One door was the front door, where her patients came and went.

One door was the back door, metal-lined and sturdy. Ina parked her little power-cell car in the pressed-
earth lot behind the clinic, and she used this door when she arrived in the morning and locked it when
sheleft at night. It was adjacent to the room where | lived and | had learned to recognize the sound of
her keysjingling in it not long after the first call to prayer from the village mosque a quarter mile away.

The third door was a side door, down alittle corridor that also housed the toilet and arow of supply
cupboards. This was where she accepted deliveries and this was the route by which En preferred to come
and go.

En was just as Ina had described him: bashful but bright, smart enough to earn the medical degree on
which he had set his heart's hopes. His parents weren't rich, Ina said, but if he landed a scholarship,
studied premed at the new university in Padang, excelled, found away to finance a graduate degree—
"Then, who knows? The village might have another doctor. That's how | did it."

"Y ou think he'd come back and practice here?'

"He might. We go out, we come back." She shrugged, asif this were the natural order of things. And for
the Minang, it was: rantau, the tradition of sending young men abroad, was part of the system of adat,
custom and obligation. Adat, like conservative |slam, had been eroded by the last thirty years of
modernization, but it pulsed under the surface of Minang life like a heartbeat.

En had been warned not to bother me, but he gradually lost his fear of me. With Ibu Ina's express
permission, when | was between bouts of fever, En would hone his English vocabulary by bringing me
items of food and naming them for me: silomak, sticky rice; singgang ayam, curried chicken. When |
said, "Thank you," En would call out "Welcome!" and grin, displaying a set of bright white but wildly
irregular teeth: Inawas trying to convince his parents to have braces installed.

Ina herself shared a small house in the village with relatives, although lately she had been sleeping in a
consulting room in the clinic, a space that couldn't have been any more comfortable than my own bleak
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cell. Some nights, however, family duties called her away; on those nights she would note my
temperature and condition, provision me with food and water, and leave me a pager in case of
emergencies. And | would be alone until her key rattled in the door the next morning.

But one night | woke out of afrantic, labyrinthine dream to the sound of the side door shuddering as
someone turned the knob in an attempt to open it. Not Ina. Wrong door, wrong hour. It was midnight by
my watch, only the beginning of the deepest part of the night; there would still be afew villagers
haunting the local warungs, cars transiting the main road, trucks trying to reach some distant desa by
morning. Maybe a patient hoping she was still here. Or maybe an addict looking for drugs.

The knob-turning stopped.

Quietly, | levered myself up and pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. The clinic was dark, my cell was dark, the
only light was moonlight through the high window... which was suddenly eclipsed.

| looked up and saw the silhouette of En's head like a hovering planet. "Pak Tyler!" he whispered.

"En! You scared me." In fact the shock had drained the strength out of my legs. | had to lean on the wall
to stay upright.

"Let mein!" En said.

So | padded barefoot to the side door and threw the latch.

The breeze that rushed in was warm and moist. En rushed in after it. "Let metalk to Ibu Inal”

"She's not here. What's up, En?'

He was deeply disconcerted. He pushed his glasses up the bump of his nose. "But | need to talk to her!"
"She's at home tonight.