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In loving memory—


Leon Harold Fisher (1918–2012)


&


Phyllis Kahn Fisher (1919–2009)


For Sadie—


I love you more than the stars.









In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, on the seventeenth day of the second month—on that day all the springs of the great deep burst forth, and the floodgates of the heavens were opened.


—New International Version,


Genesis, 5:32–10:1


God does not play dice with the universe.


—Albert Einstein









Prologue


July 16, 1945


Alice


Alice Katz did not exist. She was a rumor holding a stopwatch. In twelve seconds, she would be lost to all of history, swallowed up by New Mexico.


“T-minus twelve. T-minus eleven. T-minus ten.” She heard Sam Allison’s familiar voice counting down. She surveyed the network of crisscrossed wires entangling her in the cottage, an elaborate spiderweb. She fidgeted with the Geiger counter on the windowsill and adjusted the dial on the shortwave radio, trying to tune away the static.


Alice had passed the witchy hours while New Mexico slept studying the storm through the window, trying to see the empty desert through sheets of rainwater. When the night sky quieted, residual raindrops rolled slowly down the windowpane and her mind recited theories of cohesion and adhesion as she watched the water molecules interact.


“Water is attracted to water,” she mumbled. “Water is attracted to other substances.”


She thought about how in outer space, raindrops would be perfectly round spheres. But here on earth, gravity weighed down the shapes into teardrops. Here on earth, she thought. That phrase might mean something very different soon.


“T-minus nine, T-minus eight, T-minus seven,” Sam counted through the radio.


Alice felt like some mythological beast with two beating hearts. The fetus was already the size of a laboratory beaker, and it was growing. She had heard once, somewhere, that pregnant mothers were at once one and also two.


“T-minus six. T-minus five.” The radio stuttered into white noise. She braced, knowing that in a matter of seconds, either a second sun would rise on the horizon or it would be the end of the world.


At the edges of her vision, she noticed that the trees were shining gold.









T-Minus 20


August 1996


Haruki: A Story Told Backward


Even though Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park was relatively abandoned on weekdays, Haruki Sato hid his face. Overhead, the A-bomb dome exoskeleton loomed. What had once been Hiroshima’s busiest downtown district—the place where, at nineteen years old, Haruki had darted between factory workers at rush hour and crammed for exams in the library—was abandoned. Scientists had proclaimed that no vegetation would ever grow from this scorched earth again. As Haruki limped through the field of shrubs in the blaring heat, he marveled at the poisonous red flowers that defied scientific logic. Kyōchikutō, as oleander was called in Japanese, had become the official flower of Hiroshima.


He dragged the wheels of his oxygen tank over the uneven ground, desperate to stand among the toxic roots. Even with tubes in his nose, he could smell the flowers’ hazardous perfume wafting. Among the fiery blooms, he couldn’t shake the sensation that when they were raked by the wind, the flowers seemed to be breathing.


Haruki knew that ingestion of any part of the beautiful, toxic flower could mean death. He tried to inhale deeply. He placed a blood-red petal in his mouth and it disintegrated on his tongue. It was soft as silk.
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June 1944


Alice


As she drove through the security checkpoint at the main gate, Alice tried to ignore the warning signs. Peligroso! read bold letters in red and black, dappling the barbed wire perimeter. Prohibida La Entrada and No Trespassing. US Government Property. It felt like the beginning of a horror story.


From so high up on the mesa, she could make out the desert floor combed smooth by the wind. In her rearview mirror, the peaks of the Ildefonso Mountains were drawn like crude animal teeth. The desert sand was redder than she’d thought possible, and the rust-colored silt was everywhere: kicked up in the road and tingeing her windshield. Ahead of her, the red dust whirling in the wind seemed alive.


The gate clinked closed definitively behind her.


Her car jostled and bumped over potholes, and she gripped the steering wheel, terrified of a flat. Laid out before her was a maze of lopsided houses and stairways to nowhere. Everything was painted monotone army green, and the buildings were mirror images of each other. The whole mesa seemed like a mirage, wriggling in waves of heat.


Many of the homes seemed to be facing the wrong direction, their backs to the street, as though they were hiding. Children’s toys emerged out of the muddy, red earth like weeds. Crimson dirt lined the side of an abandoned baby stroller fading in the sun. A clothesline sagged near some picnic tables, and colorful laundry flapped like butterflies in the breeze. The trash cans were overflowing, and several were overturned. Parked cars were sinking into the muck, and the license plates were so filthy the numbers were illegible—only a few were discernible with the state motto shimmering through: “New Mexico: Land of Enchantment.”


A few young men staggered by like zombies in the heat. Alice was startled to see that even the people of the town were coated with a film of red dust, their dirt-caked faces glistening with sweat.


This wasn’t what she had expected after her clandestine recruitment—a mysterious phone call around midterms from someone who’d claimed to represent the Office of Scientific Research and Development, seeking under Vannevar Bush to recruit scientists for the Manhattan Engineering District. At first, she had wrongly supposed that meant the research would be located in Manhattan. Now, looking around at the jagged mountain peaks and winding roads to nowhere, Alice keenly felt how far from New York she really was.


She knew she was only there on Dr. Oppenheimer’s recommendation as one of his preferred understudies. They were so desperate for help that they were willing to look the other way and hire a woman scientist. Despite her numerous questions, all she had gleaned from her phone call was that she was being sent “somewhere in New Mexico.” But she was reassured by the rumors around the Berkeley physics building: whispers of Nobel laureates and the opportunity to test the limits of the known universe. Surely, those legacies were here, too, somewhere, but now, sinking into the sludge, men were dressed in cowboy jeans, their belt buckles flashing in the sunlight.


She hesitated over which of the crisscrossing gravel roads to follow. They all seemed to lead to the same place, Ashley Pond, which was flanked by army barracks and the additional barbed wire perimeter of the laboratory complex. The pond had been named for the town founder, Ashley Pond II, who had built a school for boys on this land—though he was by no means the original inhabitant of this place.


In preparing for her move to the mysterious city, Alice had scoured the Berkeley library. The checkout card on a book about New Mexico had read like a Rolodex of strange, vanished physicists. Alice had read about the indigenous communities Pond had displaced when he constructed school buildings out of horizontally stacked ponderosa pine logs and modeled his curriculum after the Boy Scouts of America: an outdoorsman education complete with uniforms and neckerchiefs. Paying no mind to the history of the site, he encouraged his schoolboys to rearrange remaining pueblo structures to their liking and dismantle holy sites. Alice knew that the homesteaders, mostly of Hispano descent, had been allowed to stay so long as they served food in the mess hall and swept the dormitory floors. But in recent years, they, too, had been removed from their homes to make way for Oppenheimer and his community of scientists. Pond had at least been paid for the land, and it retained much of the ethos of his school for boys who wore shorts year-round to toughen them up, regardless of the plunging temperatures.


It made sense that Oppenheimer had chosen this place. Pond had been a sickly child with bronchial infections and typhoid, and consequently had been prescribed a warmer climate, much like Oppenheimer himself. In this isolated wilderness, Pond had taught boys to ride horses, hunt, and walk with a purpose. Alice wondered fleetingly whether she was one of the first females to cross this threshold.


She braked and stared at the ramshackle laboratory buildings across the pond, the main tech area flanked by a perimeter of barbed wire. Alice had never before stepped foot in a real lab. Most of her research in theoretical physics had taken place in sterile campus buildings, in the company of undergrads vying for a passing grade. As a woman, she’d been barred from innovations like the increasingly larger cyclotrons, or any of the hushed elements housed in the Rad Lab. Now, the slapdash army construction before her on the opposite shore seemed eons beyond her grasp. She couldn’t believe she was there at all, and she tried to repress the uncertainty knocking around in the back of her mind that she was only there on Oppenheimer’s good word.


She squinted to see through her mud-splattered windshield. She ran the wipers, but they only rubbed the red grime in. The tired station wagon had strained up switchbacks and the steering wheel was still warm, the heat rising up through the dash. She killed the engine.


“Stay here, Pavlov,” she said, giving her golden retriever a quick head rub and stepping outside into the glare. Alice had named the furry, yellow dog Pavlov after the scientist of canine reflex fame, but ironically, it was more often Alice who exhibited conditioned responses to the dog’s behaviors. She gauged the world through his alarm and joy. She hadn’t dared embark on this journey without him. Now, she tried not to feel too unmoored by the worried expression in his storybook eyes as she exited the vehicle.


In keeping with the cowboy aesthetic, Ashley Pond II had constructed a wooden water tower, which rose over the western-style buildings like a second sun. Alice shielded her eyes and admired the structure. It felt like she had driven backward in time. This town built for boys had, until now, seemed mythical, having only existed in her mind as its code name: Site Y.


She watched the reflections of the army buildings sparkle and ripple in the pond.


“Mrs. Katz?” said a voice behind her. She turned to see a young military guard blinking at her. Inside the car, Pavlov exploded into a thunderous growl, rocking the vehicle.


“I told them I had a dog,” she offered in explanation. “When I signed the contract.” If she was going to agree to sixteen months isolated from the world, bringing Pavlov was nonnegotiable.


“Pets are fine,” said the guard, surrendering his hands like she had pointed a gun at him. “Pets don’t talk.”


The man stepped closer. She could smell the metallic stench of his sweat. His uniform was sticking to him in the heat. His hair was freshly cut and the buckles and badges on his uniform looked very important, but he couldn’t have been a day older than seventeen. His face full of freckles and acne gave him away. She relaxed.


“Lieutenant Abrams,” he said, saluting her. “Call me Saul.” The more he spoke, the more his New York Bronx accent clogged his words. “Welcome to Quantum Land, Mrs. Katz.”


She elected not to correct him about her marital status. While she was quite correctly a Katz by birth, she was not yet a Mrs. It would be too hard to explain that she was not married to Warren VanHuff, only engaged while he drifted on a tanker into the port of Le Havre, standing stick straight and saluting in his military fatigues with his chin in the air. Besides, she had only ever agreed to the match to appease her mother. She hated that the pear-shaped diamond she wore on her ring finger was a conversation starter. It rested atop an elaborate art deco setting, engraved with her grandmother’s de Young family crest.


As an heiress to the San Francisco de Youngs, Alice bore the elite lineage of both the famous art museum and the most reputable newspaper in the city. While she fingered her ring and Saul hoisted her luggage, it occurred to her that she had not insisted on her correct designation as Doctor.


In coming here, she had agreed to trade her penthouse apartment overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge for utter invisibility. Going unnoticed had seemed a welcome change after the high-profile and public drowning of her then fifteen-year-old sister, Abigail, had filled her childhood with the flashbulbs of tabloids and news vans double-parked in their drive. She’d been only eleven years old when it happened, and the tragedy had followed her family in the decade and a half that followed. In the aftermath, her father became a recluse and her mother took to sherry. While her parents secluded themselves in dark rooms and friends delivered casseroles, Alice had watched ferries drift east through her bay window, so slowly they seemed not to be moving at all. She had often dreamed herself onboard, or up onto the blinking airplanes overhead.


Rather than mourn her sister, Alice had vowed to continue where they had left off. Like Alice, Abigail had had a mind for science, and an insatiable drive for professional success. Most nights, they had stayed up late whispering in the dark about Marie Curie. Alice, in particular, was engrossed by Madame Curie’s work with uranium salts, even if she had been overlooked, assumed to be merely an assistant to her scientist husband. It broke Alice’s heart to think that her name had nearly been forgotten, that she had come so close to being snubbed for the Nobel Prize. But despite the odds, Curie had found invisible rays of energy, an inexplicable additional substance coexisting in the mineral that was more radioactive than anything anyone had ever seen before.


In the wake of Abigail’s death, conducting experiments in Alice’s high school laboratory had freed her mind from the lonely existence within her penthouse walls. One teacher after another had singled her out, recommended her for scholarships and fellowships, admired her endless curiosity. By day, she exuded academic excellence. But questions of science had kept her up at night.


Alice had accepted this role with no idea how her research would be used, placing all her trust in Dr. Oppenheimer—the same man who held the physics department hostage with his Chesterfields and mood swings. Only last quarter, he had disappeared from class for several weeks and administrators had had to drag him back from the Sanskrit department. But the more he berated his students, the more they imitated him, and Alice was no exception. She had to figure, of course, that her work here was related to national defense and the war effort. Perhaps they were building heat-seeking missiles or lasers. Regardless, she felt certain that Oppenheimer would never be on the wrong side of history. Abigail would have longed for this kind of adventure, this proximity to greatness and scientific discovery. Alice had ached for it all her life. And here she was: she had landed in a faraway land.


Saul dragged her suitcases through the muck, and she slid around behind him in her peep-toe heels, snapping her feet from the goo. Despite the leather ration, she had wedges and espadrilles for every occasion. Usually so proud of her footwear, she was suddenly embarrassed by her extravagance in this dusty, casual town.


Saul jangled a janitor’s ring of keys, swinging the door to a small house open and flooding the dark home with light. It was so bright outside Alice had to wait a minute for her eyes to adjust to make out the military-issued chairs and couch. In the bedroom, there was a small cot with a blanket stamped in white letters against that same militant green reading US Armed Forces.


“It’s no Taj Mahal, but it’ll do,” Saul said, following a few steps behind her as she opened doors and cabinets and Pavlov ran from room to room sniffing around.


“I’ve been tasked with reminding you of the operating rules,” he said, looking sheepish. He launched into a recitation: “Refrain from calling any of the scientists by their professional titles for any reason,” he began. “If you go to town, don’t talk to strangers except for in an emergency.” He rattled through an exhaustive list he had clearly recited a hundred times over. “If you see an acquaintance,” he instructed, “you are allowed a half smile and a partial nod, but nothing more.”


While he spoke, Alice watched the layers of her identity blow away like the strands of a cobweb in the wind. It must have shown on her face because he repeated sternly, “A partial nod and nothing more.”


He paused, waiting for affirmation. “Right,” she agreed.


“And I’ve been instructed to kindly remind you about the drought,” he said. Alice felt her eyebrows react but tried to smooth her expression.


“What does that mean?”


“Showers will be a luxury,” he began, nodding in the direction of the claustrophobic shower stall. Seeing her face, he rushed to explain: “Only about five houses are equipped with bathtubs, and those are for the ‘special’ residents. Dr. Oppenheimer himself is lucky to occupy one of the homes on what the boys are calling Bathtub Row.”


Most of the dwellings in Site Y were constructed of plywood or thin wallboard, isolated and sinewy as though they might fly away in a strong gust of wind, their surrounding landscapes barren. Bathtub Row homes, Alice would come to learn, were made from more permanent materials, like logs and stones, and boasted vegetable gardens and trees.


“Cap your showers at thirty seconds,” Saul instructed, “like we do in the army.” He paused, waiting for a response, but she gave none, so he pressed on. “You need to distinguish between potable and nonpotable water.”


“What?” she asked, her voice sounding crosser than she’d intended.


“You’ll need to recycle bath water for use in the toilet,” he clarified, showing her a bucket tucked under the sink for this purpose.


Just then, a whistle hissed outside the window, followed by an enormous boom that made them both jump.


The floor rattled beneath their feet. The army glasses jiggled in the cupboard, clanking against each other. A salad plate toppled from its position on the shelf and crashed to the floor, shattering. Alice covered her head and cowered.


“What in the heavens?” she asked after it stopped, straightening and dusting herself off. “Was that an earthquake?”


Saul grinned. “Dynamite. Keeps ya on your toes. Home sweet home.” He saluted, then turned on his heels and left, kicking up red dust on the gravel road until he was out of sight.


This was the most alone she had ever been. Even in the hours after Abigail had been swept away by the undercurrent, Alice had been surrounded by people. She had waited in the pristine Cliff House restaurant with its wall of windows overlooking Ocean Beach while helicopters flashed searchlight beams and boats dragged for the body. Someone had draped Alice’s wet hair in a towel. Another had cloaked her in fur. She had still been in her swimsuit. She had been shivering. They had offered her tea, but the cup kept rattling when she raised it to her lips, the tea sloshing around.


In the months and years that followed, her parents developed a habit of turning on the radio to fill the house with conversation. And of course there’d been the noises of the city: the fog horns on the bay, the honking traffic on Geary Street, the exhale of the city buses as they settled at each stop. Now, there were no man-made noises. Alice could only hear the crickets chirping and the cicadas ringing. She fanned herself. The still heat was suffocating, her curls sticking to the nape of her neck.


It was strange that she hadn’t told her parents where she was going. She hadn’t even told Warren. He had promised her a wedding fit for a queen before being deployed. He was a good man, a brave man, and her parents adored him. He faced rifles, flamethrowers, and grenades in the trenches, and still sent love letters flapping across the ocean, reminding her that to him she was the only girl in the world. Perhaps he said it a little too much, insisted a little too desperately, considering that he had barely taken notice of her change of postal address.


Planning their nuptials had brought her parents joy for the first time she could remember, and her parents deserved a wedding. Since Abigail hadn’t lived long enough to do it, she would give them the grandchildren they deserved. Someday, holding their grandchildren’s tiny hands, they’d wade into the water without fear.


But first, she would do her part to help end this war. Her children would live in a world free of Nazis and firing squads, shooting prisoners stripped naked into open graves. She had been sick hearing on the evening news about the gas chambers where instead of water, prisoners showered in carbon monoxide. She wasn’t sure what, but something had to be done. This was her chance.


She steeled herself and turned the shower tap cautiously. The pipes coughed and spat out chunks of mud before running clear. As soon as the water pooled, two beady-eyed black scorpions darted out of the drain and marched around the tub in a frenzy. Alice shrieked. Sheltering most of her body behind the shower curtain, she strained to turn off the faucet. The insects darted back into the drain and disappeared into the wormhole universe of the pipes beneath her. How many of them lived in there? She had to flush them out.


There were a few basics pre-stocked in the kitchen. She sprinkled the tub with baking soda, the powdery substance snowing out of the cardboard box gently, just like it had when she and her mother baked gingerbread, or she and Abigail instigated a chemical reaction resulting in foam that could fill a balloon. When she dumped the vinegar into the tub, the solution frothed and bubbled, producing carbon dioxide. She had only been there five minutes and already she was using science to kill.


After a few moments, she stepped into the slow trickle of the shower, summoning the courage to wash her face. The chlorine stung. She knew it was a good burn—that the chlorine had been added to disinfect harmful illnesses otherwise prevalent in that slap-shod sewage system of interlocking pipes and tessellations. She pressed her fingers into her eyelids until she saw red, dancing shapes.


Abigail would have wanted this, she reminded herself. Alice had chosen this. She had spent so much of her life faking her way through pleasantries at her mother’s dinner parties, and treading softly when the guests departed and there was no one left to put on a brave face for. While their childhood friends had scribbled in Little Housekeeper coloring books, Abigail and Alice had stared out their window of stars from their bunk bed and wondered how many light years the helium and hydrogen had traveled to make it to their small corner of the world.


“What’s there?” they had asked the night sky. “How does it work? How did it come to be this way?” In Abigail’s absence, Alice lay awake at night wondering.


When the news first broke about the mass executions in Germany, Alice was no longer a child. The rumors about soap and candles made from Jewish corpses had launched her into emotional adulthood early, but now she had the lanky body to match her serious affect. A teenager with a “Growing Girl” brassiere and a head of curls swept back in bobby pins and a headband, she had hidden the newspaper from her father. Their family wasn’t religious, but they were still Jewish. In light of his grieving over his elder daughter, there was no telling what the news would do to him.


Listening to the radio in the coat closet, Alice learned how the Nazis armed many executioners so that no one man would know for sure whom his bullet had murdered. Even with the anonymity, guards still required psychological counseling as women’s and children’s arms and legs were dislodged and strategically stashed between torsos to fit in the killing pit. That was why the gas vans, the radio explained, had come along. It was like Schrödinger’s cat, she had thought. Sometimes it was difficult to differentiate between science and violence.


The shower water continued to spurt out in uneven bursts, with long pauses when no water came from the faucet at all. When the water did come, it wasn’t enough to wash the shampoo from her hair.


She counted to thirty seconds as instructed, limiting herself to an army-style shower, thinking of all the things that came with the number thirty: the atomic number for zinc. The atomic weight of phosphorous: 30.9738. Thirty was the number of eggs in the carton, and the number of upright stones at Stonehenge. The number thirty had everything to do with how humans measured time, she thought, drying herself with an army-issued towel and tying a bandanna around her head to hide her greasy hair. The number of seconds in a minute was divisible by thirty. The average number of days in a month was thirty. Even when Jews sat shiva, mourning their dead for seven days, they abided by the law of thirty where hygiene was concerned. Her own father, Ishmael, had not cut his hair, shaved, or clipped his nails for thirty days after the funeral. At least that was the reason he gave.


[image: decorative star motif]


Inside the commissary, Alice was underwhelmed by the narrow aisles and the fruit flies buzzing around the spoiling produce. She picked up a basket and strolled the aisles, thumbing the tomato paste and refried beans absentmindedly, scanning the backs of people’s heads and observing their purchases. A woman in a purple sundress and large glamour sunglasses was flipping through the glossy pages of a magazine she clearly did not intend to buy. A man was reading the nutrition facts on the back label of a box of Grape Nuts.


She couldn’t help but wonder who each of these people were—she was thrilled by the prospect of standing in line behind the same men who had discovered the basic rules of the universe. There’d been rumors in the Berkeley physics department, before her classmates had vanished one by one until the lecture halls were empty, that this place would be chock-full of the world-famous physicists who had written her college textbooks. She knew their words and ideas, but she didn’t know their faces. She wondered whether they would look the way their research sounded.


A man with an athletic build and long, wavy hair was lecturing a few young Special Engineer Detachment recruits between the weather-beaten artichokes and the shriveled bell peppers. She recognized their brown uniforms as the same Saul had worn. Saul had mentioned something about being plucked right out of his undergraduate physics class, selected from the other rank and file GIs for his basic knowledge as a machinist. She hoped the SEDs were skilled mechanics and electronics technicians, and they certainly looked important in their gleaming uniforms and military haircuts, but seeing their doe-eyed expressions filled her with doubt. These were boys, not men. They were looking for a hero.


The physicist before them had a long melon face, like a crescent moon. He seemed to have abandoned whatever task had brought him to the commissary in the first place in favor of saying something lofty about nature. He spoke in such a quiet voice that they all leaned toward him. His words strung together, making him nearly impossible to understand. Because of this, all eyes were trained on him, watching his lips intently. “Nobody thought that one could get the basis of biology from the coloring of the wing of a butterfly,” he said.


The woman in purple had stopped reading her magazine and lifted her dark glasses for a better look. She nodded at Alice. “Baker’s up to it again,” she said.


“Who?” she asked.


“Oh, Bohr. He traded his famous name for an American pseudonym. It’s all code names these days. Everyone just calls him Uncle Nick.” She rolled her eyes and returned to her magazine.


Alice had been taught Niels Bohr’s model of the atom all the way back in high school physics. Last she had heard of him, he was fleeing the Nazis in a fishing boat on his way to Sweden. And here he was, in the flesh, shopping for cabbage.


“The trouble is the netting of language,” he was saying. “There must be an infinite progression of selves, an entire sequence of I’s who must consequently consider each other.” He was gazing at the watermelons but didn’t seem to see them. “It’s like looking down into a bottomless abyss,” he said with finality. By now, more scientists and military personnel had stopped to listen. He was drawing a crowd.


“Are you saying we need to divorce science from language?” asked a young military man with a freshly shaved head, framed by a precarious mountain of limes. Behind him, a woman with frizzy hair was pretending to squeeze an eggplant, pausing to listen.


“I try not to speak more clearly than I think,” Bohr responded. “But I do think we need to distinguish between physics that seeks to understand what nature is, and physics that concerns what we can say about nature.”


Alice stared. She remembered hearing how Bohr had worked with a chemist to dissolve the golden Nobel Prizes preserved in his institute to save them from the Nazis. The Wehrmacht had goose-stepped right by the liquid gold in a beaker. It was something out of a spy novel. Alice was convinced through and through that whatever side of history Bohr was on had to be the right one.


The bell on the door chimed announcing the entrance of a new customer, and Bohr seemed to snap out of his theoretical reverie and realize where he was. “Oh heavens, Margrethe will be wondering where I’ve run off to with her tomatoes,” he said and sauntered off, leaving the produce aisle mesmerized.


Alice watched him hop effortlessly down the stairs, taking them two at a time, and out of her line of vision. Niels Bohr eats tomatoes, she thought.


The basis of biology from the wings of a butterfly. She traced her fingers along the cantaloupe and honeydew, feeling the porous rinds and estimating the radius and linear velocity were she to set them loose, rolling down the aisle like bowling balls. What if the undulating lines on the watermelon had mathematical explanations? Perhaps the meaning of life was hidden in an apple seed. What if humanity was looking in all the wrong places?


Standing there, by the wilting leafy greens, Alice felt closer to Abigail than she had in years. She had done it. She was here.
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June 1944


Caleb


When Dr. Oppenheimer addressed his squad, Caleb’s chest fluttered with nervous energy. It felt a little like falling in love. His thin professor seemed somehow more at home here in this wild terrain than he ever had in a classroom. The sun was unforgiving and, beneath the shadowy halo of his porkpie hat, the normally pale professor had acquired a sun-kissed tan. He strode around the recruits at a fast clip, like he was drawing energy from the earth itself. He seemed to be floating, his heels barely touching the ground. It occurred to Caleb that he was circling them like a predator.


At Berkeley, Dr. Oppenheimer had seemed swallowed up by his clothes, frighteningly skinny, like some sort of alien species in a sports coat. Now, he walked a little bow-legged, and instead of a sweater vest, he wore a large golden belt buckle and Wranglers. Caleb stood perfectly still, staring through waves of heat, refusing the impulse to swat away buzzing insects.


“You are the first Special Engineer Detachment,” Dr. Oppenheimer announced, staring over their heads, nodding at the staff sergeant. Behind him, at the barbed wire perimeter, military men spoke code words and numbers into scratchy radios.


“Your work is important and necessary,” he went on. “You will usher in a new era.” But he still didn’t say exactly what they would be working on.


Afterward, like he had been a desert mirage, Oppenheimer vanished before they could get close enough to ask questions.


Caleb was exhausted, but in the adrenaline of this place, he wasn’t sure he would ever sleep again. He had ridden in from Berkeley on a specialized Pullman train. When they stopped in Tracy, five more men had ambled onto the car, blinking in the brightness, looking around disoriented by the ornate carvings and beaming brass. Then in Fresno, seven more men had boarded the train. They all wore the same confused expression.


All the passengers had been restless overnight, trying to sleep through the jostling bumps, having been recruited without knowing where to or what for. On the ride, the men made far-out guesses as to what they had been hired to build. They had compared stories about clandestine phone calls and top-secret instructions while they reclined on burgundy upholstery and feasted in the dining car on entrees served on white linen tablecloths. They had sipped ice water from crystal glasses and wiped their faces with napkins folded like clamshells. It was ironic, Caleb had thought, that the train car was one of the most beautiful places he had ever been. The grand interior was finished with oak and lit by amber windows. It was like the inside of a sunset.


Caleb’s Orthodox father, Levi, had grown his beard long in accordance with the 613 commandments. Waving him off from the elevated train platform, his beard had blown around like a wind vane. Through his privacy drapes in the sleeper car, Caleb had watched Levi hold onto his yarmulke while his beard wafted in the blowing gale, and the strings of his tzitzith gusted around in elaborate tangles.


It meant a lot that he had come to see him off. Caleb knew his father disagreed with his research on principle, but Caleb had taken this job for the family’s sake—surely he had to see that. The only money to their name was tied up in a dilapidated garden unit apartment in the Fillmore, flanked by shuttered dry cleaners and hardware stores that had been owned by Japanese families before the upheaval of Executive Order 9066. Lately, since they couldn’t make ends meet with the sales from their family-owned corner grocery, Levi had been dodging phone calls from lenders, lurching with anxiety at every pair of wingtip oxfords that marched by the kitchen window. Even if Caleb hadn’t been drawn by curiosity to this mysterious job “somewhere in New Mexico,” financially, he had had little choice.


He’d managed to secure a partial scholarship through the National Youth Administration, part of Roosevelt’s New Deal. But the program had ended before he could graduate, and he’d had to make up the difference in tuition, an impossible task even with overtime work and work-study. When he took night shifts on the janitorial staff, he had tried not to care when students stepped over his mop or navigated around his cleaning cart without meeting his eyes.


When they’d received the notice of default, it made sense for Caleb to drop out of his PhD cohort. He had already obtained a bachelor’s degree, the first in his family, and he could use that for gainful employment. Instead of paying tuition and board, he contributed toward missed mortgage payments. He’d done the math. With his older brother, Asher, enlisted and only earning basic pay, and his mother’s arthritis interfering with her ability to do night shifts at their corner store after closing out her day job as a maid in the Marina District, they’d had to hire a replacement. It had made more sense to work the store himself.


Having witnessed his father’s shortcomings all his life, Caleb had carefully cultivated his persona to avoid looking Jewish before he departed. He was clean-shaven and kept his curly hair cut close to his scalp, shearing the curls off before they coiled into ringlets. He wore ironed shirts and slacks even on the weekends. He was preoccupied with the illusion of wealth because his family had none. Still, he had stood out like a sore thumb among the truly wealthy on that Pullman train, with their effortless pinstripe-lined coats and designer luggage. You could always tell a fake.


In the heat, orientation felt endless. While military police herded the men slowly like a pack of hunting animals, he concealed his telltale six-pointed star medallion necklace beneath his uniform, but on the inside, Caleb was still a Jew.


Awaiting his assignment, Caleb felt around in his pocket and withdrew his recruitment letter. He’d carried it around like a talisman after someone had slid it under the door of his family’s store while he was working the register on the night shift. He turned it over in his hands. Confidential was written in alarming capitals. He hadn’t disposed of it as instructed. Glancing around at the other recruits to make sure no one was looking, Caleb unfolded it and read the lines he’d already committed to heart:




Dear Caleb Blum, it read. The Commanding General of the Army Service Forces has authorized the establishment of a Special Engineer Detachment, so that essential technical personnel can contribute their expertise to the top-secret project located at Site Y. Your information was obtained through a combing of the National Scientific Roster. If you choose to participate, you will be compensated at a monthly salary of $400 or $4,800/year. In gratuity for your service to your country, all forthcoming tuition fees will be covered by the US government. This fixed-term contract stipulates a sixteen-month enlistment beginning on the first day of June 1944, at the conclusion of which it will automatically renew from month to month beyond the period herein identified for an additional period of up to three years. To agree to these terms, please board the specialized Pullman train departing from San Francisco’s Third and Townsend Station this Saturday, May 31st, at 5:35 PM. Immediately after receiving this notice, this letter must be destroyed by shredding or burning.


Yours,


Henry Stimson


Undersecretary of War





Careful to fold it along the seams, Caleb slipped the letter back in his pocket. Four-hundred dollars was more money than he had ever had all at once. It added up to eight new suits in a month, or six new cars in a year. Of course, due to the ration on wool, he’d be relegated to single-breasted “victory suits,” and with auto manufacturers making munitions for the war, there were no new cars for purchase. But Caleb still couldn’t resist doing the math. Beyond that, the letter pledged future tuition. It might be wishful thinking, but there was at least a chance that he could finish his graduate degree. And, he thought, thinking of his father’s tight expression and his mother’s strained limp, if he sent his paychecks home in time, he could possibly save their home.


When they finally lined them up, Caleb stood a full head and shoulders above the other recruits. He was broad enough to fill a doorframe. His brawny stature made up for the fact that he was a man of few words. Having been a shy child, he’d spent much more time listening than speaking. Words became very precious to him. He’d quietly watched his parents bickering over bills in Yiddish and Asher pressing girls up against walls in alleys strewn with graffiti when he thought no one was looking. He’d watched his mother pretend not to notice the piercing stares when she waited for the bus in her sheitel and scarf, and he’d seen his father’s face go white at the sight of a swastika scratched with a key into the brown paint of their front door.


Caleb bided his time. Then, on his tenth birthday, his vision began to fail him, the corners of the room going out of focus like a fishbowl. He got dizzy trying to focus and developed a habit of feeling his way around the room, trying to cover it up. He knew money was tight. He was convincing enough that no one had realized his vision was impaired until he started failing classes in high school.


His glasses had opened his world back up, but they’d also cost them a month of groceries, and he treated them delicately, wiping them clean with a handkerchief obsessively, and double-, triple-checking their placement by the bed before switching off the light. Those lenses were his bridge to the reality of the world in which he lived. Without them, he floated around, his mind full of daydreams and unspoken thoughts.


As an adult, he still wore the same thick-rimmed frames, but now, when he took them off, he was blind as a bat. He still had a shy nature, but he had learned to persevere in the adult world. He spoke up when spoken to, but he would rarely initiate a conversation. He chanted along with the other recruits, “Sir, yes sir!” and there was comfort in the uniformity. He had a strange sensation that while he was blending in, he was also standing out for the first time in his life.


After all, Henry Stimson, the undersecretary of war, had signed his recruitment letter himself. Of course, Caleb wasn’t after recognition or fame, or anything so petty. He just wanted to send paychecks home to help his parents fend off the mortgage collectors. For all its flaws, he loved that apartment. Once his vision had been restored with appropriate eyeglasses, he had committed every intricacy of the flat to memory, appreciating every optical detail. He knew every warped floorboard and could make his way in the dark without stumbling. He had patched every hairline crack in the paint and on sleepless nights, he had memorized the knotty pattern of the woodgrain ceiling by heart: a tessellation of stars in space. No matter where he traveled, he had a perfect picture of that flat in his mind’s eye. It was the structure by which he measured all other structures in the world. But still, he had to admit, it was nice to feel important in this new place, among these western-style buildings, in this cowboy town. Standing at attention in the heat, he felt certain that this job would make him memorable.


Caleb was assigned to the Critical Assembly Group for something called Project Rufus. He would be working under the renowned Otto Frisch, who worked closely with Niels Bohr himself. When they called Frisch’s famous name, the scientist stood up but did not smile. In a harsh Austrian accent, he asked, “Ja?” Frisch had dark hair and close-set eyes. Caleb studied his serious expression. He recognized the resemblance to his equally famous aunt, Lise Meitner. He recalled hearing that she had been invited to Los Alamos but had refused on ethical grounds. He wondered what they could possibly be building that would frighten a woman who had escaped Nazi Germany.


Only after the adrenaline of orientation had subsided did he realize he was starving. He lined up with some of the others outside a small shop, one of only two on the hill.


“Hiya,” a soldier said, approaching him. Caleb, having nearly completed his doctorate, was twenty-six years old, which was fairly old by Los Alamos standards. Most of the other SEDs had been recruited right out of their undergraduate classrooms, so they were eighteen or nineteen at most. This particular soldier struck Caleb as being childish, with a face full of baby fat, more like a boy than a man. He was swallowed up by his military fatigues, short and freckle-faced, with a faraway look.


The soldier inched closer and repeated himself. Caleb searched the space behind and around him. It hadn’t occurred to him that the young man could be talking to him. At Berkeley, he had always rushed in late to section, a consequence of racing from one odd job to the next trying to pull in extra cash, amplifying the transience of his presence. In his discussion groups, his TA had often called him by the wrong name.


The boy got close enough that Caleb could smell his sun protection cream.


“Hiya,” Caleb mumbled.


If his affect was less than friendly, the young soldier took no notice. He turned toward the concession stand and whispered conspiratorially, “In Cherbourg, they’re burying hand grenades connected by telephone wires and connecting hidden steps to mines.” He nodded at the lineup for food. “And we’re sittin’ here eatin’ sammiches.”


Caleb immediately recognized the Yiddish in his thick New York accent. Whether he practiced or not, the young man was a Jew.


The soldier shook his head in disgust and spat on the ground, miming the mannerisms of a grown man. It just made him seem even more childish. “I marched with the Young Pioneer League, and somehow I ended up here like everyone else.”


At his unashamed reference to communism, Caleb glanced nervously at the guards. “It’s only a sixteen-month enlistment,” Caleb said. “Blink and you’ll miss it.” He was lying. Sixteen months was a lifetime. Only sixteen months ago, his older brother, Asher, had joined the air force. He could still hear his father mumbling the words of the Tefilat Haderech, the Traveler’s Prayer, under his breath when Asher had suited up. He had mumbled the words all over the flat in different octaves like a tuning orchestra: in the lofted bedroom, staring at the herringbone linoleum in the kitchen, thumbing through the moth-eaten winter coats in the coat closet, and opening and closing the pantry endlessly, searching the corn meal and bread flour for something he could not find.


“Sure,” the soldier grumbled. “And after that it’s month to month. They try to make it feel like a choice. But it’s still a bunch of gobbledygook.” He lit a cigarette and tried to shake out the match, but it nearly burned him. He flicked it onto the dirt and stomped it out.


“We would have been drafted anyway,” Caleb justified. It was true—they likely would have ended up on the front, and he didn’t want to kill anyone. He imagined Asher piloting his fighter plane above the clouds. From above, the trenches below would look like anthills. He wondered whether Asher would write him at PO Box 1663—the secret address he had been given for correspondence. Asher was stationed with the Royal Air Force in Britain, maintaining fleets of aircraft, far from the Nazis. At least, that was the last Caleb had heard of him; he hadn’t responded when they asked for help paying off the mortgage collectors.


The soldier was staring at him hard like he was trying to place him. He stood squarely in front of him although he was dwarfed by Caleb’s size. He offered his hand with brazen confidence. “Private Saul Abrams,” he said. “Just down from NYU.” He wore several golden rings. When they shook hands, the rings pinched Caleb’s fingers. Despite his petite build, Saul had a surprising handshake.


“Private Caleb Blum,” he said, trying not to wince. “Took the train over from Berkeley.”


“Ah, so you know the director from before he was the director.”


The admiration on the faces of the other SEDs at orientation had not been lost on Caleb. Oppenheimer was the messiah of science. There were feverish rumors about the lecture he had given in Dutch in the Netherlands, despite not speaking the language, which had led to the acquisition of his beloved nickname: Oppie. Men and women alike swooned in his presence. Caleb deduced that by proximity to Oppenheimer, there was hope he could become the sort of man who left an impression. Saul was staring up at him with intrigue. Caleb didn’t see any harm in letting him think he knew the famous professor better than he did.


“He took a shine to a few of us,” Caleb said, averting his eyes. “Always wanted to talk shop.”


Truth be told, Caleb had never spoken to Oppenheimer directly. He had never even dared to raise his hand in lecture. The crippling shyness Caleb had worked so hard to overcome from his childhood seemed to come flooding back in that domineering man’s presence. When Oppenheimer asked a question, his eyes seemed to go bluer as he searched the room, reminding Caleb of the way a shark’s eyes roll over into white right before the attack. Then, inevitably disappointed, Oppenheimer would turn his back to the stadium-style seats and mutter more to himself than to the students, a cigarette dangling from his lips and bobbing with each syllable. He’d scratch out incomprehensible ramblings on the chalkboard, and act as though the class wasn’t there at all. It was him alone, confronting the cosmos, speaking a strange dialect made up of physics and poetry and prayer.


Occasionally, Oppie stopped scribbling, pausing in heroic poses. Even with his pleated trousers and muted vest and sports jacket, Caleb remembered thinking that no one had ever looked more like a cowboy. He was enchanted, but he never once said a word. Instead, he had leaned in close and tried to smell up all of Oppenheimer’s smoke.


What harm could come of pretending he had been in his inner circle? It was just a gentle lie. Being associated with Oppenheimer was currency in this place, and the more success he garnered, the more money he could send home. “’Course,” he continued, relishing in the way Saul’s eyes sparkled, “Berkeley’s a small town.”


“Is it true what they say? That his physics are good but his arithmetic is awful?”


Caleb smirked. “You should see the scratch-outs in his gradebook. He’s a genius all right, but he couldn’t run a hamburger stand.”


He turned away to avoid further questions and selected a warm Coca-Cola and a limp deli sandwich from a rack with a sneeze guard. He unwrapped the sandwich, but he only stared at it. The combination of honey turkey and swiss cheese wasn’t kosher. Faced with his first opportunity to break the rules, he couldn’t bring himself to take a bite.


“How do you eat this stuff?” he muttered.


“Don’t ya figure God’s got better things to worry about than whether I eat bacon or get laid on Yom Kippur?” Saul said through a mouthful of food.


“It’s more than that,” Caleb said. “It matters who we are. What gets me”—he paused, staring hard at his turkey on rye—“is the way everyone flocked to the Berlin Olympics with all the rumors of murdered Jews being turned into lampshades.”


Saul’s face turned. “Listen,” he said. “That’s why we’re here. Somebody’s gotta do somethin’. It ain’t perfect, but when they write about it in history books, you and me will be heroes.” He thumped his chest.


Caleb looked around the room at all the young men who had traded their lives, chewing deli sandwiches and potato salad. It gave him hope to think about it. They had done as they were told and promised their futures to the army. “I guess that’s something,” he said. “Blind faith. They could have sent us to the moon. Or overseas as spies. And here we are.”


“Oh, but ain’t it worth it,” Saul said. “They’re going to let us look behind the magic curtain.” Saul was referring of course to The Wizard of Oz, but Caleb pictured the embroidered curtain in front of the ark veiling the Torah scrolls, shielding the word of God.


Suddenly, the lights buzzed off and the room went dark. Caleb startled, repressing a horrified sensation that God had read his thoughts. He was no longer a believer, but the traditions and superstitions that had governed his life still had a hold on him. The soldiers stopped eating and looked around confused.


“It happens all the time.” Saul shrugged. “Blackouts, I mean. Just means they’re up to something exciting in the lab.” In the darkness, Saul’s eyes seemed to glow, making him look like an animal. “Just you wait,” he said. “Our lives are about to become science fiction.”









T-Minus 19


August 1996


Haruki: A Story Told Backward


Haruki sensed something moving. He realized he was not alone with the oleander. He turned and tried to clear his foggy vision. He couldn’t quite see the cenotaph, but he could make out the arc of it blocking the sky. Standing before it, at the center of the abandoned Peace Memorial Park, stood a figure who looked about to blow away in the wind.


Rolling his oxygen tank, he drew close enough to see that it was an older woman in a housedress. She was too tall to be Japanese. With one hand, she clutched a bonnet with a flapping veil, fighting off the summer breeze. On her other side, she squeezed the arm of a middle-aged man with night-black hair. She seemed to be leaning on him for support.


Haruki stared at the man. He was old enough that his eyes gave him away, but young enough that he still stood straight as a rod. He thought of the buried child beneath their feet, or what was left of her. If Junko were still alive today, she would be about the same age, perhaps a little older. It wasn’t fair that she’d never grown old, that he had only ever known her as a child. He suddenly felt lightheaded, holding his oxygen tank for support. The woman didn’t hear him over the wind. She looked both ways furtively, her gray curls billowing up in the air, then she dug through her purse and removed something. The thing seemed to shudder in her trembling, wrinkled hand, and it took Haruki a moment to realize it was only a stone.


She gingerly positioned the stone at the base of the memorial beside a spray of yellow chrysanthemums rattling in the breeze. When she stepped back, it seemed to glow.


Haruki recognized the tradition. In all his peace talks and travels coping with the aftermath of the war, he had acquired many Jewish friends. He was familiar with Hebrew prayers for the dead and the tradition of sitting shiva. He knew the placing of stones on gravesites was not a biblical commandment, but more of a superstition. It had to do with the ephemerality of flowers, like humans, as organisms that wither and die. A stone, on the other hand, would live forever.
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June 1944


Alice


“I told you, I can’t say where I am,” Alice hissed into the rotary telephone. She could hear her mother, Mabel, grimacing across the line. Mabel had spent years warning her that if she wasn’t careful, academics would intimidate Warren away from marrying her, and now her worst fears were coming to fruition. In the background, her father, Ishmael, sounded frantic.


Ishmael was always telling Alice she was shaped like a scientist. “Your height was designed for daydreaming,” he’d say, laughing that she was taller than any of the men who courted her, and she suspected he was thrilled when she showed no interest in any of them. “Your head belongs in the clouds.” He, too, was full of dreams, but she often thought he was too fragile for the world.


Now, he sounded terrified over the phone, rattling off talking points and headlines. He sounded like the world was closing in.


Her mother ignored him and sighed through the receiver. “I’m trying to understand, dear, but you’re not making it easy.” Alice was being shorter than she’d intended. She hadn’t slept a wink that first night in her army-issued cot, trying to tune out the chirping insects and roaring desert noise. It was early, and Alice wondered whether her mother was already wrapped in the formality of a silk scarf. She always draped herself in linens like a set table. Mabel took up a lot of space in the world. Everywhere she went, people watched her. She couldn’t fathom her daughter actually wanting to go unnoticed in a crowd.


“This is about him, isn’t it?” her mother sneered, meaning Dr. Oppenheimer. “You would follow that man to the ends of the earth.”


Alice denied it, but secretly, she wondered if it was true.


[image: decorative star motif]


She wondered it again that afternoon when she had to still her heart, flashing her white badge on her way through the barbed wire into the laboratory complex for the very first time. The building itself was less than impressive; it resembled an animal barn, made of galvanized steel that no one had bothered to paint. She grunted, straining to open the heavy sliding door. The wheel was off its track. She jiggled the handle and hurled her body against it to no avail. Finally, someone took pity on her and slid it open from inside. He was wearing a grease-stained shirt and coveralls and he stared at her for a beat before stepping aside to reveal a labyrinth of hallways and corridors. Alice supposed he hadn’t expected a woman on the other side of that wall.


“Can you point me toward the theoretical offices?” she asked, smoothing an escaped curl behind her ear and dusting off her skirt, attempting to compose herself.


“This here’s mostly chemical and metallurgy,” he grunted. “That’s why so much is under construction. Bethe’s group is on the north side. Don’t need so much equipment for theoretics.”


He meant Hans Bethe, Alice realized, starstruck—quite literally. Dr. Bethe had published groundbreaking work on the theory of energy production in stars. He was the reason she’d gone into astrophysics. In 1938, at twenty, she’d been enamored by his research on the fusion of hydrogen into helium that released energy and ultimately, light. Now, she tried to maintain her composure, wrapping her mind around working with him.


She thanked the man for his assistance and rushed down the indicated hallway with a flickering emergency light that would certainly fizzle out within the hour. She hadn’t made it ten steps when she smelled the familiar aroma of cigarette smoke. It could only be him. The fumes were intoxicating, snaking down the hallway. Following close behind, Oppenheimer nearly drifted by her without looking up, his hands in his pockets, his lips rattling silently through some equation or possibly a Hindu prayer. His mind was elsewhere, beyond the barbed wire that encircled them in the tech building, far across the desert horizon.


She was always surprised when she got up close to him that despite his larger-than-life reputation, he seemed frail. She studied his bony, nicotine-stained fingers, and the tightness of his belt buckle that made his waist seem impossibly narrow, almost concave. Below his belt, his pants hung limply like there was no body beneath.


As a student, she had visited him frequently in his upholstered office, talking heatedly about indefinitely collapsing thermonuclear energy sources beneath a halo of lamplight. She’d been trying to make up for the fact that her feminine name stuck out like a sore thumb in class. Still, being alone with him had made her nervous. She knew she needed to be careful. The rumors about his affairs were prevalent; in his small office, they had always sat very close, their knees almost touching. At dinner, in his favorite steak house in Berkeley, he had once folded his napkin with expert precision, shrinking it down from a rectangle to a square and finally a smaller rectangle, before stretching his arm around the back of her chair and whispering in her ear about displacement and velocity.


Now, she cleared her throat.


“Dr. Katz,” he said, the clouds in his light blue eyes clearing with recognition. “When I added your name to the list of preferred understudies, I hoped you’d join us. But I never thought in a million years you’d actually step foot in New Mexico.” He glanced at her slingback heels, indicating her fancy footwear. She took in his mud-spattered cowboy boots and tattered seams, then raised her gaze to meet his. She shrugged. “Heels or not, I can do anything a man can do with a Bunsen burner.”


He smiled, but there was caution in his eyes. “In all my years, you were the only student brave enough to write about the single perpetual freefall that undermines the basic rules of the universe.”


She swallowed, remembering the research he had warned her away from in the weeks before her presentation to the committee. It had been his own research before it was ever hers. He had discovered a tear in the fabric of the universe, then ran in the other direction, publishing his findings then never mentioning it again.


“I had to know where it led,” she said, meaning his abandoned research on collapsed stars and neutron cores. “It remains to be seen whether physicists are more frightened of Hitler or what you uncovered.” She knew the research made him nervous. Hitler had marched on Poland the very day he had published it, and the scientific community had looked the other way.


“It was a bunch of superstition,” he said, exhaling two plumes of smoke through his nostrils like a bull.


“Forgive me, Professor,” she said. “But just because you don’t look at it, doesn’t make it go away.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and held his gaze.


He humphed and tapped out his cigarette on the lab table that was meant to remain sterile. “The optimist thinks this is the best of all possible worlds, Dr. Katz,” he said, staring past her while the smoke danced between them. “The pessimist fears it is true.”


Back in Berkeley, none of the male scientists had dared to challenge Oppenheimer’s authority. They’d be the first to talk about him if he wasn’t in the room, but nobody would dare say it to his face. Now, in the haunted laboratory lighting, he had the ice-blue eyes of the undead. He was terrified—and she was not. She suddenly felt her power.


“You always called me Alice,” she said. “I see no reason for formality now, here of all places.” She gestured at the windowless wall of galvanized steel, indicating the desert horizon beyond it.


He nodded and indicated a man who shuffled up eagerly to join them. “Robert here will show you around, Alice,” he said, clapping him on the back. Alice recognized Robert Serber, Oppie’s favorite understudy. He had a reputation on campus as Oppie’s lieutenant, his alter ego, always standing slightly left and behind him, mimicking his mannerisms. She had frequently seen Serber around the physics complex at Berkeley, but he showed no sign of recognizing her now. It was unsettling.


Her family was always being written up in the society papers. She was regularly photographed at galas and fundraisers, and she had learned to always pin up her hair and paint on her lipstick even just to go to brunch. “You never know who is looking,” her mother was fond of saying. But here in these halls of science, she was wallpaper. Sure, they had all agreed to invisibility in this top-secret town. But some were more invisible than others.


“It’s not much to look at,” Oppenheimer boasted, gesturing at the labs. “But for our intents and purposes, it might as well be the Vatican.”


Reality couldn’t have been more at odds with Oppenheimer’s grandiose statement. To Alice, the labs seemed primitive. Robert Serber toured her around sheepishly, flashing his badge at the guards in a fleeting gesture as they moved between buildings. He was small and spoke with a lisp, but everyone nodded to him deferentially. He hardly looked at her behind his boxy glasses. She wondered whether he resented her being there, a woman scientist. He opened creaky doors, revealing chalkboards filled with scribbled equations. There were wires in intricate tangles on the floor in every room, and discarded electrical equipment littered the hallways. It had to be a fire hazard.


“Why are there army cots?” Alice asked. They were in nearly every room.


“We work such late hours, most of us don’t make it home ’cept to shower and change,” he said grimly.


Alice stared at the ramshackle extension cords and shoddy equipment strewn about with no rhyme or reason. How could they conduct the level of research necessary in this mess? Yet, there was an undeniable electric excitement and a buzzing frantic energy in the lab. People whispered in urgent voices. Everyone seemed jittery. They were constantly teetering on the brink of discovery. It was infectious.


Robert passed her off to a man wearing a greasy undershirt. A golden dog tag flashed around his neck. “This is Fred,” said Robert. “He’ll get you set up.”


“Secretaries aren’t my jurisdiction.” Fred thumped a dismissive thumb over his shoulder like a hitchhiker, pointing her toward the stock room. “Belinda will show her the ropes.”


“Oh gosh, Fred,” Robert said, tugging at his collar and avoiding Alice’s eyes. “She’s actually in metallurgy.”


“I specialize in spectroscopy,” she corrected flatly. “But magnetic fields are magnetic fields.”


“No kidding?” Fred circled her like a cowboy inspecting a horse at auction. She became very aware of her body beneath her dress. His glossy eyes reminded her of an undercooked egg and his gaze lingered on her chest instead of her face. “Follow me,” he barked. The lines left behind by the comb were still visible in his slicked-back hair, which didn’t move with the rest of him when he sped down the hall in front of her. She trotted to keep up in her heels as he led her down a long, poorly lit corridor to a room filled with typewriters.


“First is a typing test,” he said coldly.


“But I have a PhD in physics,” Alice protested.


By way of answer, he pulled out her chair like he was seating her at a fine restaurant and handed her a page of copy like it was a menu. He hovered over her, clicking a stopwatch, instructing her to start and stop at intervals. RESTRICTED SECURITY HANDBOOK RESTRICTED, she typed. It was curious that the authors of this document had deemed it necessary to repeat the word “restricted.” A bare lightbulb flickered, suspended from a wire overhead, making it hard to see the page.




Examples of facts considered as classified information are included in Appendix I, Paragraph D. A principle affecting handling of all classified information is that it shall be made available only to those persons requiring it for proper performance of their official duties. This obviously means that all persons employed on the Project are not entitled to the same amount of information, and further indicates that no employee may transmit classified information that is made available to him in the course of his duties, to friends or members of his family.





Fred struck up a cigarette and exhaled a puff of smoke in her hair. She resisted the urge to swat it away. He was standing very close to her. His shadow fell across the page of copy, exaggerated by the dangling overhead light.


“What is this document?” she asked, pausing with her fingers still poised on the keys. He clicked off his stopwatch in annoyance.


“Security Guidebook,” he said, not bothering with a predicate. “We need three hundred copies by Monday.” He clicked his stopwatch again, and taking his cue, she rushed back to typing:




Members of the Project must be responsible for avoiding revelations about the nature of this post, its size, the technical background of the Project personnel, the names of key Project personnel, and the relations of this Project to subcontractors or other branches.





There was an entire section outlawing photographs of the secret city. Alice typed up regulations on phone calls, telegrams, and many, many rules about what could not be mentioned in letters. She had, of course, already agreed to these terms when she accepted the position, but it was jolting seeing them in print, and now that she was here, faced with a life mandated by these limitations, the clacking letter stamps made her skin crawl.


She felt Fred’s eyes burning into her and willed herself to focus on the page. She paused, slowing her pace as she digested the ominous closing words: Do not leave work classified or classifiable as confidential or secret unattended. Erase blackboards, conceal papers in a locked file or vault, or burn.
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