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Larry Kraus took a deep lungful of the warm, dry air that would make the walk to his favorite Vietnamese restaurant so pleasant today. It was rare for Washington to be so comfortable this time of year; rare enough that he�d be a fool not to enjoy it. Which Larry Kraus was not.
Still, his mind went back to work as he walked. He ground his teeth at how little had been accomplished in the four months since he�d taken over the Department of Energy. Four months of�of being lobbied by businesses looking for a bigger teat at the federal sow; of negotiating with Congressmen over their pet projects; of wrangling over staff decisions, office policies, and which way the toilet paper should hang in the rest rooms. And worst of all, having to listen to every crank, quack, and lunatic with inside connections� Damn! If he could just replace the bureaucrats and political hacks with doers; but that just wasn�t the way it worked. No, Washington was very good at stopping people from doing things, but getting it to do: There it functioned more like the body�s immune system, tearing apart the old and keeping the new from getting in. While the body just withered away. Sometimes he lay awake at nights, wondering what kind of bombshell it would take to finally get things moving. A big one, that was for sure.
At the restaurant he ordered his favorite bowl of ph��the Vietnamese rice noodle soup he�d come to love so long ago�and sat back to contemplate it. At least he had that. And always would, as long as he had anything to say about it. He�d never seen reason to deny himself ph� simply because it didn�t fit the image people expected him to fit. Besides, probably no one even knew exactly where he went for lunch every day.
�Hello, Larry.�
He almost didn�t realize that the voice was addressing him. When he did�he turned into openmouthed stone at the face he was suddenly staring at. It couldn�t be... and yet only a moment in his database told him that it was.
�Jennifer? Jennifer DePaulo?�
A lifetime collapsed to a singularity. More feelings and memories than he could sort out rushed at him like a tidal wave at a small island. Jennifer was wearing one of her old smiles, a little thin and cracked around the edges, but still with the magic it once held for him. Ditto the soft, round face, and brown eyes. Only her hair with its short perm was substantially different; older, with hints of experience and maturity he could only guess at. The navy-blue business suit also made a distinct contrast from the sweatshirts and beat-up jeans she used to wear, though on a figure which couldn�t be a pound heavier.
�This isn�t a very polite way to say hello to an old friend, Larry,� she chided him. �How about �Please sit down and join me� instead? I haven�t eaten yet and it looks like you�re just starting. It�s nice to know I made at least one permanent impression on you,� she added, gesturing at his bowl.
The gesture made him notice the case, which though small, looked heavy in her elegant hands. He remembered his manners in time and stood up. �I�m sorry. Please, sit down. Christ, Jennifer, is it really you? I can�t believe it. How many years�� He grabbed the waitress and duplicated his order without finishing the sentence.
�More than enough.� They sat, Jennifer placing the case on her lap gingerly as though it held something precious. �So Larry: how are you? What have you been doing all these years? I see you�ve done pretty well by yourself lately, at least. The Secretary of Energy.� She raised an eyebrow approvingly. �You must have done some things right these last twenty years.�
�A few,� Larry agreed, unsure exactly what she meant by the remark. He decided not to worry about it, however. �But you�re taking advantage of common knowledge. Tell me what you�ve been up to first, and then we�ll start on even grounds. As I recall, you were getting ready for medical school when we� when we parted company.�
�You have a fairly good memory,� Jennifer confirmed. �To fill you in on the rest, I do get to put MD after my name. But you�re forgetting the other part. Remember? It�s practically the reason why we broke up.�
Larry had to think a few moments. Whereupon he shook his head decisively. �I was never against your becoming an astronaut, Jennifer. If you blame it on that, you�re wrong.�
She looked at him as though he were a politician weaseling out of a campaign promise. �Like hell you weren�t against me. You were against anyone becoming an astronaut. And thanks to people like you, nobody is anymore. These days NASA�s just a second-rate organization with a few labs and a cut-rate planetary mission once every few years.
�Bui I didn�t follow you here to have all the old arguments over again,� she quickly backed off. �What�s done is done. Besides, you wanted to know what I�ve been up to. Fortunately, that�s the reason I�m here. You see, I�ve also been working in the energy field, if from a slightly different angle than yours.�
What she said didn�t click immediately. �You?�
�Surprised? Well, it is a rather complicated story. Which isn�t important. What�s important is this.�
Her hand reached into her case. It emerged holding a small globe of the Earth, made of glass or Plexiglas, or maybe even quartz crystal, it was so bright and smooth. Like a perfectly round sea-polished pebble, gleaming in the Sun. An Earth complete with mother-of-pearl ice and cloud patterns, sapphire blue of oceans and emerald of rain forests, and the varied stains of simple soil and rock. It was so perfect that it even had a day and a night side, the latter sparkling with the same lights of civilization you would see from space. It was a work of art, created by hands whose skills Larry had to admit were beyond his comprehension.
She set the globe down in a plastic holder on the table before him. Larry found himself staring at it admiringly. But also without understanding. �What is it?�
�One of the members of our group is an artist,� Jennifer answered cryptically. �You don�t care about that, though. What you care about is what it does. Here, I�ll show you.�
She placed a fingertip in Larry�s water glass, pulling away a single, pearly drop of liquid which she deposited on the north pole. The surface must have been permeable at the spot; the drop vanished within seconds, leaving no indication that anyone had disturbed the area. In fact, it looked exactly as it had before.
�Now watch.�
He didn�t notice the change at first. When he did, he realized he�d missed it because it was happening continuously. The day/night line was moving, and the cycle was speeding up. Within a couple of minutes it had accelerated to the point where it was hard to focus on any feature of the object before it vanished into either darkness or light. Soon the entire surface became smeared in the purple and gray of permanent twilight as the terminator raced across the globe faster than the eye could follow, in a crazed, inexhaustible mania. It was like a stroboscope at breakneck speed. Finally he turned away, realizing that the effect would make him nauseous if he watched it for too long.
He was about to demand that she stop it somehow when she pulled something else from her case: a spray can with a long plastic tube on the nozzle. She jammed the end of the tube against the same spot she�d placed the water. There was a brief hissing sound, then the globe began its slow return to normal rotation. She put the can away.
�Chloroflourocarbons,� she explained. �Temporarily poisons the coordination sites on the catalyst. Always have a way of turning the power off. We learned that with fission.�
Larry was staring agape. He finally realized he�d become mesmerized, and shook off the fog. �So: what do you think?� Jennifer asked him. �Impressed by my little toy?�
Larry reached out and touched the globe. And jerked away instantly: it was warm, warm in a way he couldn�t explain, preternaturally warm. �I�m afraid I still don�t understand, Jennifer. Are you saying this thing is powered by water? But the only way to do that is if it�s... it�s...� It was impossible, of course. The department was spending billions of dollars every year on fusion generators so large they filled entire living rooms; this thing wasn�t much larger than a baseball.

�Cold fusion powered,� she corrected him. �Yes, Larry, that�s what I�m telling you. We�ve found a way to make hydrogen fuse at ordinary temperatures and pressures, using simple chemical catalysis. Fleischmann and Pons were right, even if they were so ahead of their time that no one would listen to them.�
At that moment, the waitress returned with Jennifer�s ph�. She threw herself at it with relish. The sight unearthed memories long buried: she was the one who had introduced him to the delights of Vietnamese cuisine; and it had been as much her own enthusiasms as the wonderful flavors and textures which had addicted him for life.
�Sorry,� she finally came up for air. �But this is the first thing I�ve had to eat all day.� Her mouth pursed in determination, then softened. �I expect you have about a thousand or two questions at this point. Well, ask away. I won�t guarantee to be able to answer them all, or even any of them, but I�ll try. What I can tell you is that it�s completely non-polluting. Doesn�t even leave any radioactives. Don�t ask me how, though. We�re not even close to having it figured out yet, except that we know it�s some kind of crystal.� She shoved a skein of noodles into her mouth with her chopsticks.
Larry shook his head in a combination of confusion and disbelief. Cold fusion? But that bit of quackery had been vanquished from serious science some twenty-five years ago. Now it was regarded as having as much chance of being true as Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy. If anyone was still working in the field, they weren�t publishing anywhere he would admit to knowing about.
Those were facts even an old girlfriend didn�t change. Even one like Jennifer.
Jennifer looked at him as though she were reading his mind. �Let me answer the question you won�t ask first,� she said. �No, this isn�t a joke. Nor is it the product of an overactive imagination. Take a look at this.� She reached into a pocket, and pulled out a plastic rectangle and handed it to him: a NASA ID card. �You can check my credentials with my employer if you have any doubts. They�ll vouch for me. Besides, you know me, Larry. Whatever else you think of me, you know I wouldn�t try to pull something over on you. Not something like this anyway.�
Larry fingered the card and returned it with no more comment than a frown. �But don�t take my word for it.� She pushed the globe toward him. �Here. Give it to your best people and let them subject it to any tests they like. If you can find another explanation for the excess heat and helium I�d like to hear it.�
She suddenly leaned over the table, her face bright with excitement. �You know what this means, don�t you? It means we can light up whole cities on what you flush down your toilet. It means no more energy problems, forever, till the end of time. It means�you know what it means, Larry; it�s what you�re spending billions of taxpayers� dollars chasing. Well, I�ve caught it for you. And brought it here, all gift-wrapped and shiny. The only question is, do you want it?�
Larry sensed himself being overpowered by a combination of events and enthusiasm. Fortunately, he�d gotten pretty good these last few months at dealing with people who had the answer to the country�s energy problems. This time he didn�t retreat from the globe, but deliberately mused over it. �Let me get this right. You�re saying NASA developed this?�
At this point, the largest grin Larry had ever seen on anyone�s face grew across Jennifer�s like the Cheshire cat that just swallowed the canary. �No, that�s not exactly what I�m telling you. And �developed� might be the wrong word in any case.� She paused momentarily. �Tell me, Larry: what do you know about Project Ares?�
He had to hunt through his mental archives to find it. �Ares? That�s the robot they sent to Mars to find life, isn�t it?�
�The robot was just the surface module,� she corrected him. �There was also an orbiter, and a return module which brought soil and rock samples back to Earth. One of those samples, as it turned out, contained something... unusual.�
She started to say more, then stopped. Larry slowly pushed his bowl of ph�, which had already gotten tepid, aside. He tried not to stare at her, but it was difficult. �Wait a minute, Jennifer. Wait a minute. Are you telling me that what powers this thing,� he gestured at the globe, �came from outer space?�
Jennifer shook her head in disappointment. �Not outer space. Mars. Yes, that�s exactly what I�m telling you. The most important discovery in energy since plutonium is from another world. Galling, isn�t it?�
�Mars.� He remembered some of the bad science fiction he used to read as a kid. Something from Mars seemed to be the premise of most of the plots. They looked especially silly once it was discovered�at a cost of billions of taxpayer dollars�that the Red Planet was as dead and useless as the Moon.
�Hard to believe, I know,� Jennifer read his mind again. She cleared her throat. �We didn�t believe it ourselves until we�d repeated the experiments almost a dozen times and looked the data over about a thousand. Some of us still don�t believe it. Believe it or not though, the evidence is right in front of your eyes.�
She shrugged. �Unfortunately, this is all we�ve been able to do with it so far. A few toys and such. And that�s only because through a lot of trial and error we figured out how to grow small batches from a seed. What we need is a way to grow as much as we need; preferably by the ton. If we figure out how to do that��
Larry had managed to stop staring, but he was still having a hard time assembling what he was being told. He steepled his fingers together and composed himself. �This is a pretty incredible story you�re telling me, Jennifer. In fact, it�s the most incredible story I�ve heard in my life; and I�ve heard a few wild ones.� He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. �In fact, it�s so incredible that what I don�t understand is why I�m hearing about it this way. Where are the Weblines? Or even pages? For that matter, why isn�t NASA shouting it from the rooftops? This is the best publicity they�ve had since Neil Armstrong set foot on the Moon. So why aren�t they telling everyone who�ll listen?�
He hadn�t intended his questions to sound suspicious, but if they did, Jennifer didn�t appear ruffled. Indeed, the way she pushed her bowl aside also and leaned toward him suggested that she�d been expecting them. �Ah, now we get to the real reason I�m here,� she said in a conspiratorial tone of voice. She glanced about, as if concerned there might be eavesdroppers, but was satisfied there weren�t. �You see, we haven�t published any of this anywhere. Nor do we intend to.�
Larry felt himself retreating, stopped himself. �You don�t?�
�No.� She raised a hand. �Think about it Larry. Even with all the proof we need, the worst thing we could do is simply announce it to the world. God only knows how the scientific community would react. Remember what happened to Fleischmann and Pons when they took that route. And they were at least chemists; most of us are just medical researchers for God�s sake, who got mixed up in something we�ve no business in. No, publicity would be disastrous. We realized that very quickly.�
She let that sink in. �So you�re saying you haven�t told anyone?� Larry finally asked. �Not even other people in the field?�
�You�re the first to know, outside of our group.�
�I see.� Larry took a few seconds to absorb that also. Then he lifted the globe, held it aloft before him, and studied it as though it held some great secret for all of humanity. Then he gently lowered it onto its holder again. He nodded in understanding.
�The only thing to do was take it straight to you,� Jennifer confirmed. �We certainly don�t have the resources to figure it out and develop it ourselves. With your budget though, you could do it in secret with pocket change and leave no one the wiser. As for the scientific arguments, well�they can wait until after the country is saved, if anyone still cares.�

It was at that point that Larry starting allowing himself to feel it. The excitement. �My God, Jennifer, do you realize�have you any idea what you�ve done?� He fingered the globe again. �This is, is�� He shook his head. Maybe if he pinched himself�no, if it were a dream, he didn�t want to know. Not yet, anyway. He couldn�t bear it if he woke up now.
�We didn�t do anything,� she was correcting him. �All we did was believe our data.�
�Still��
She pushed the globe toward him. �It�s real,� she said, her voice almost laughter. Almost but not quite mocking laughter. �Realer than anything you�ve imagined in a long time, I�m sure. Don�t you remember?� she answered his inquiring look. �The arguments we used to have, about where the payoff would be?�
Larry gazed at her, awaiting the answer to the question from her lips. When it didn�t come, he reached into his own memories and pulled it from there. Yes, he remembered it very clearly now. The long-winded evenings over ph�, until their bowls were tepid and the hour late. The arguments over every political and social issue of the day, until it was obvious they�d never agree on anything, ever. Then the long walks, hand-in-hand, back to their apartment, where they would, well, make up�
In retrospect, they had not been together long, barely even a month now that he recalled. It felt now like the briefest of moments in his life, a breeze that had swept through before he even could discover where it had come from or gone. Strange that it should have left such a deep mark on his soul. Maybe it had been her wild ideas: lunar colonies and asteroid mines and arrays of solar-powered satellites high up in Earth orbit; and a vision of humanity gradually but relentlessly emerging into the Universe as if out of a chrysalis.
Seductive ideas. Dreams that he too once held, not too long before meeting her in fact, but which maturity had shaken him from. Ideas that were technically feasible, yes; insidiously so. As though possible were all that mattered�the delusion she�d never been able to see through. What Jennifer had never been able to accept was the simple, political reality that space couldn�t pay off in time to prevent the disasters the county was headed toward. A hard-headed set of ground-based policies and programs were what was needed, not pie-in-the-sky gambling. The colonies and other goodies would have to wait.
�You remember.� Her voice wasn�t taunting him, only the words. �Frankly, I�m surprised it took you so long, Larry. You�ve been hanging around academia and Washington too long.�
I�ve been hanging around practical, realistic people who are working on sensible solutions to our problems, he insisted, not very persuasively, to himself. But he wasn�t going to let himself be bullied into pointless debates; she could gloat all she wanted to on her own time. He had to make policy decisions now. �You�ve done the right thing, Jennifer, coming to me. And believe me, I�ll make sure the credit goes where it�s due.� When the time is right for it, that is.
This time her voice was taunting him. Grinning underneath the controlled face. �You still don�t understand. I told you, we�d prefer to keep our faces off the Web. Oh, maybe someday the full story can be told, but that�s not important. What is important now is getting back into space, this time in a meaningful way.�
Usually we listen to people with half an ear, gleaning their words superficially while we focus on our own thoughts. Then they say something which grabs us�
�I see. And how do you propose to do that? This��the globe joined their view��doesn�t change anything. Not right away. As for the political climate� another generation, Jennifer. At least a decade.� He shook his head. �You�ve got to be realistic this time.�
She nodded, then sighed. �I know. People don�t believe in space anymore. But then, the fact is they never really did, not the way it needed to be believed. That�s just a myth some of the older ones among us hold on to; anyone can tell, looking back�� She put out a hand. �But even they know that those days are over, even if they never actually were in the first place. Now the challenge is, how to get us out there now, despite what we�ve been brainwashed into thinking.�
�That�s a challenge to usurp democracy,� Larry warned her. He seemed to remember making the same statement before, years ago. �In case you�ve forgotten some basic things about this country. Things I hope you don�t think should be changed.�
�What if what the people want isn�t� no, let�s not have that argument again.� She glanced about again, this time with greater care. �Let�s look at the facts. Support for space has been declining; our leaders have been telling us that the money should be spent down here, on people�s �needs.� And as the economy has deteriorated this trend has only grown stronger.�
Larry let her talk. Once she told him what she and her group were up to, it would be a lot easier to take control of the situation and make sure it served the country�s interests. �That�s the real reason we can�t go public with this. The effect would be like what putting a man on the Moon did in the 1960s. Back then the wisdom was that patriotic and romantic fervor would carry us into space permanently. But once we�d achieved our goals people lost interest.
�Things wouldn�t be any different this time. After the initial excitement�which might be enough for a manned mission to Mars�people will lose interest as quickly as they did once Armstrong�s foot hit lunar soil. And then where would we be? We still wouldn�t have any permanent infrastructure in space; nothing we could build on and make pay its own way. No colonies, or solar satellites, or asteroid mines.
�The point is, those are the things we need if we�re going to make space really pay off. Infrastructure. Not glory missions which build nothing but a warm feeling inside. And certainly not the �let�s get our act together down here first� approach which assumes we�ll go as soon as we can afford it.� She gave him a sour look. �That will never happen. In your heart of hearts, Larry, even you know that.�
Larry twisted his mouth but knew better than to take the bait. �All right, Jennifer. Enough lecture. What are you driving at? How are you going to develop this infrastructure when, as you yourself admit, people aren�t really interested, never have been, and�let�s face it�never will be? Where are you going to get the billions you�ll need just to begin?�
�And where, you�d like to know, does this fit in?� she drove, motioning at the globe again. He nodded: yes, dammit. I would. �Patience, Larry; I�m getting to that. What I�m driving at requires a little imagination on your part. Unfortunately, imagination is a facility you probably haven�t had much opportunity to use these last twenty years. But before you get your hackles up, let me say I have faith in your ability to make the leap. I think I know you enough to say that.�
�Thanks for the vote of confidence. Now if you�ll please get on...�
She�d folded her hands in front of her. �Let�s put it this way: what�s your budget? Forty, fifty billion a year?� She scrutinized his reaction. �Sixty? Whatever it is, it just became surplus, thanks to our Martian gift. And NASA, if you don�t mind my rubbing it in.�
She let the news sink in. �Which would be very bad for you, if you were the kind of man who places self-interest above the country�s. Fortunately, you�re not that kind of man. But you�re also intelligent enough to know what will happen with that money if you simply hand it back to Congress; intelligent enough to know you�d be handing to people who do place their own interests above the country�s.
�I�ve got a suggestion on what to do with that money, however. A suggestion which I think you�ll find very interesting.�

�Oh?� Larry put on his most severe face, and tried to forget the bald fact Jennifer had just laid before him. Her suggestion was obvious, and he had to disabuse her of yet another fantasy before it went too far. �You�re forgetting something, Jennifer. It�s not my money. The only power I have with it is what the United States government has given me. Which is probably not as much as you believe. I sure as hell can�t just donate it to other agencies, however worthy they may be. Sorry, the answer is no.�
Jennifer didn�t flinch at the curt answer, however. �No to what? Hear me out, Larry. You don�t have the power to carry out our scheme, but you do have the ear of someone who does. Not that I�ve ever met President Freyman, but from what I�ve heard she�s a very intelligent person who happens to have the remarkable trait of actually caring about the country. If anyone can organize the kind of conspiracy at the level we need, it�s her.�
All the arguments that were assembling in Larry�s mind, and all the convictions he would bring to them, evaporated in that moment. �Conspiracy?�
�To illegally divert funds to space.� She raised a finger. �I don�t mean just to NASA. They�ve been so bureaucratized over the years that even with sufficient funding they probably couldn�t do what needs to be done. Besides, how would they explain where they suddenly got the money for things like a lunar colony?
�But an international effort won�t have that problem, especially if we launder most of the money through �private� investors and other fronts. Governments will be involved too, of course. Japan, Russia, China and the Commonwealth all have active programs which would accomplish a great deal if they could be induced to cooperate; an influx of tens of billions of dollars should be sufficient inducement for most if not all of them. Which means that for the first time in history, space will truly be a human endeavor, not just another expression of nationalism.
�It wouldn�t take much to get started,� Jennifer pressed on before Larry could say anything�not that he could imagine what to say. �A mere 10 percent skimmed off in places where it wouldn�t arouse suspicion, would give us the ground-based facilities we�d need in a couple of years. Then when these new programs get �promising� you pour it on. Finally, when the time is right, you whip out your cold fusion solutions to the country�s energy problems�which you�ve also secretly been working on. The department won�t have much life after that, but what difference will it make? We�ll have a real space station by then, with the facilities needed for staging manned missions anywhere in the Solar System. With the leftover funds we�ll build that lunar colony, which in turn will become the starting place for other things, like asteroid mining.
�At the same time we�ll be developing the technologies that space needs. Complete recycling. Improved in situ manufacturing. Sophisticated robotics. Things that will improve life down here also but are absolute necessities for making space pay off.�
Larry was listening in an astonishment he hadn�t known in... in all the years since Jennifer had walked out of his life. �You really expect to do all this with department money with nobody ever finding out?� he said when she�d finished. �You must be out of your mind, Jennifer. Do you have any idea what it would take?�Even Freyman couldn�t pull it off.� He shook his head.
Jennifer sighed as though she�d known that would be his response. �I�m not under the illusion it�ll be easy. But what choice do we have? Like I said, even you know in your heart of hearts that humanity either goes into space big time or dies on the vine. I don�t know whatever made you think differently; fear I suppose, or maybe you just got caught up the intellectual fashions of the times. Whatever it was, it�s time to get back to your roots.�
Larry had been ready to castigate her as the most foolish person he�d ever known; a child who would never grow up and face reality. He�d been ready to stand and deliver his judgment, then walk out on her without even glancing back (taking the globe with him, of course). But her words touched him somewhere, a place where he hadn�t been in many years. Touched and confused him only further. All he could do was sit and look at her in silence.
�You know what I�m talking about,� she said. �You�ve spent half your life persuading the country that we had to put space aside, but the Larry Kraus I fell in love with felt very differently. Or maybe you don�t remember. That first time we made love?�
He flushed at the reminder of what they�d once been, but found the memory quickly. That night they�d gone camping on Palomar with friends. At Jennifer�s prodding they�d snuck off after dinner to see the great Hale telescope�a two-hour hike along unlit roads that vanished into blackness once twilight ran out, which it did shortly after they�d started back. It quickly became clear that they�d no chance of finding their way back to camp until morning. And that without a source of warmth they were going to be extremely uncomfortable; a mile above sea level, even nights in southern California in August could be quite cold. But fortunately, Jennifer knew how to build a fire and corral its heat with a shelter of rocks and sticks and conifer needles.
He�d never before, or since, seen so many stars in the night sky. A sky so ablaze that it was impossible to identify individual ones, or make out the constellations. The stars were so numerous and bright they seemed to contribute their own warmth to the tiny, Earth-bound womb and its pale womb beneath them. For the first time in his life, Larry felt the presence of something so much greater than himself that he could do nothing but lie there and acknowledge it. And yes, hunger for it�
�So, you do remember.� There was a seductive pleasure in Jennifer�s face. �I�ve never forgotten the look on your face at seeing all those stars; not to mention the passion they brought out in you later. It was why I fell in love with you that night. I saw how, inside, you felt the same way I did. I thought we were going to go to those stars together. I still thought that, even after you turned against space. Even after I� we stopped seeing each other.
�Part of me still holds on to the dream I first had there, however. Silly, I know; we won�t be going to the stars. But we can still be part of the dream.�
Larry had been motionless while she spoke. Now that she was done the only thing he could think to say was, �We?�
�Yes, you too. Why not? You were studying to become an engineer. How would you like to find yourself designing space stations and lunar colonies? You used to find the idea compelling enough.�
Larry found those memories too. �That was a long time ago. Things have changed�� But now they�ve changed again. You�ve been given the chance you thought you�d never have. He took the globe in his hands and held it up. He felt it staring back at him, like a great eye, challenging him. Like the stars on Palomar, so many years�nights�ago.
�This may be our only chance,� Jennifer was saying. �Laura Freyman is one of the few politicians left who remembers the Moon program and the real dreams which were behind it. If she loses the next election, we�ll have a president who doesn�t even believe in technology. If we�re going to turn things around, we have to do it now.�
History focuses in on certain moments... Larry felt it focusing in on him now. Jennifer was right about the way he used to feel. What had happened, anyway? He�d looked at the world and allowed himself to be ensnared by its seeming hopelessness, that�s what happened�a snare that eventually came to control his thinking to the point where he could no longer remember having ever thought differently. That and the years of political and academic detritus, covering his soul like so many layers of hardened dust. All of which he saw for what it was now. A fool and his career.

He realized he�d started nodding before consciously making the decision. �I�ll arrange a meeting with the president as soon as possible.� He immediately wondered if he�d just made the most important decision in history. He�d certainly made the most important one of his life.
He was still holding the globe; Jennifer reached out and held it with him, her hands overlapping his. There was a smile on her face which would have broken through any attempt at restraint, not that she was exercising any. �You�re lucky I don�t know a million ways to say thank you,� she said, �or we�d be here a long time.� She paused before saying what she said next. �It�ll be good to work with you again. Especially as we�ll finally be on the same side.�
�I wonder,� he mused after several protracted moments, �what we�ll find when we go back there again. To Mars, I mean. You know, now that I think about it I can�t help but wonder whether this was left there by an advanced civilization, a long time ago. It all seems too coincidental, our finding it just when we needed it. Where we found it. Maybe someone knew we would be needing it, and left it where we had to stretch our wings a little to find it.�
�Now you�re thinking like the Larry Kraus I used to know.� Her hands were warm against his. �I knew I was right to have faith in you. You�what�s so funny?�
It was hard to control his grinning long enough to explain. �The irony of it... if I hadn�t been wrong these last twenty years, I wouldn�t be in the position I�m in now, where I can do something about it. I don�t even know if I should apologize or not.�
�You definitely should not. I didn�t come here to look at the past.�
He nodded, yet thought of the day they broke up. It had been an old argument: her wanting a family versus his conviction that bringing children into an already overcrowded world would be criminal. This time there�d been no making-up, however: Jennifer had stayed with a friend that night, while he wandered for hours, wondering where he�d gone wrong, why of all people she had to be the one he couldn�t reach. Finally, watching a homeless person warming himself over a trash fire, he realized that it didn�t matter: he couldn�t spend the rest of his life struggling to convert one person. It was a revelation Jennifer must have had too, for she agreed instantly the next day to move out. Then when he�d graduated and took his first job at the Global Foundation, she disappeared from his life forever.
Or so he had thought.
�The time� I�ve really got to get back to the office.�
He put the globe in his pocket and followed her into the outside warmth. The walk back felt longer this time, as though he suddenly had all the time in the world, that his mind no longer had to race ahead of a tidal wave of disaster anymore. Finally he stopped completely and, eyes closed, tried to imagine what the world would be like twenty years from now. Different, yes. But how different he couldn�t quite see; it was a fog of possibilities on his mind, reaching out to many places at the same time, each one unique, each one with its own hopes and fears. But an exact vision eluded him.
Apparently he just didn�t have that facility. It occurred to him that Jennifer had always possessed it, however. Perhaps, he dared to hope; perhaps now she could teach it to him. Perhaps this time he would be ready for it.
If so, then knowing Jennifer DePaulo would be the biggest payoff of all.
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