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THE SECRET SOCIETY


Mary was bored. Her mother had let her come to this meeting to meet a famous scientist, but he wasn’t even here yet. Everyone was just sitting around a big table, drinking coffee and eating biscuits and fiddling with their phones.


“I’m so sorry,” said a blonde woman called Josephine, who seemed to be in charge. “Professor Marshall does sometimes lose track of time.”


Mary nudged her mother. “Is that the man who won the Nobel Prize?”


Mary’s mother nodded and frowned at the same time, which Mary knew meant that she was supposed to be quiet.


Ever since Mary was very young, she had wanted to win a Nobel Prize. She loved doing science experiments at home. Once she had built a boat for her bath that was powered by a balloon. Another time she had made a cloud appear in a glass jar. When Mary overheard her mother say that she would be visiting an important research centre and meeting a scientist who had won a Nobel Prize, she had nagged for days to be allowed to come. But now nothing was happening and the scientist wasn’t even here.


“Can I go for a walk?” she whispered.


Her mother nodded again.


Mary slipped out of the nearest door, grabbing a biscuit on the way. She wandered along a long corridor, stopping sometimes to stand on her tiptoes and peer through windows into brightly lit laboratories where people wearing long white coats were doing things with test tubes and impressive machines with lots of dials and lights and numbers.


At the very end of a winding corridor, just as she was getting bored again, she noticed a door with a handwritten sign stuck to it. It read:
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Mary knew that one thing all scientists had in common was curiosity. So, very carefully, she turned the door handle and pushed the door open, just a crack.


“Albert! You know the rules! We may only discuss science. Not our personal lives or world affairs, no matter how interesting they are.” It was a woman’s voice, and she sounded annoyed.


“But rules are made to be broken! That’s why most of us are here. If we’d obeyed the rules, we never would have made the breakthroughs we did.”


Mary ducked down and peeked around the door, being careful to stay out of sight. More than anything else, she loved listening to grown-ups arguing. She found out a lot of very interesting things that way.


Unlike the laboratories, this room was dark and windowless. It looked more like a storage room than a place where important meetings were held. The only light came from a bare lightbulb that hung from the centre of the ceiling. About twenty people, many of them dressed quite strangely, were sitting on wooden boxes or milk crates or upturned buckets. An old whiteboard was propped up against the back wall and, luckily for Mary, everyone was looking at it. A man in a crumpled lab coat was busy drawing on the board with a green marker.


Mary crept in through the doorway and hid behind a box of cleaning cloths.


“So, here’s our idea. Robin and I think that we might be able to use the bacteria that we discovered to vaccinate everyone in the world against malaria.”


“Still no cure for cancer, though,” said a tired looking man in a hospital gown.


“No, Ralph. Sorry.”


A woman with a very stern face snorted. “That’d be right.”


“Rosalind, don’t complain. By rights you shouldn’t even be here anyway,” said a man with wild white hair that stuck out from his head as if he’d had an electric shock. “Not that I care about the rules, mind you!”


Mary stared at him. He looked very familiar. She had a poster on her bedroom wall of someone who looked just like that. The same smiling eyes above the same bushy moustache. But her poster was of Albert Einstein and he had been dead for years. It couldn’t be him. Could it?


Mary crawled around the side of the box she was hiding behind, trying to get closer so she could see better in the dim light. Her foot knocked a broom that was leaning against the wall and it came crashing down on top of her.


“Oww!” she cried, rubbing her head where the broom had whacked her. “That hurt!”


She stood up crossly, to see all twenty people staring at her in shock.


“Is one of you Professor Marshall?” asked Mary. “Because I came here to meet you but you’re late. Everyone’s waiting for you in the boardroom.”


The man standing at the whiteboard checked his watch. “Yes, that’s me. I always forget about the time when we get talking. We’ll have to wrap this up. I think our next meeting is at Fleming’s place.” He pulled out a small gold orb from his pocket and peered at it. “Now, Mary, just remind me. How do I send everyone back to their own time?”
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“I’m Mary,” said Mary. “But I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Professor Marshall looked up at her. “No, you can’t be. At least not yet—”


A woman holding a scarf across her face whispered urgently into the man’s ear.


“I suppose you’re right,” said Barry. “This is awkward. But she’s seen us now. We can’t undo that.”


“We’ll have to swear her to secrecy,” said an elderly woman with glasses.


“Or pay her off,” said a tall, well-dressed man with a long face and short slicked-back hair.


“Who are you people?” asked Mary. There was an awkward silence. “Because you look just like Albert Einstein.” She pointed at the man with the crazy white hair. He grinned at her.


“Correct!”


“But…you’re…” Mary hesitated.


“Dead?” he offered. “Yes, in your time. It’s the wonder of time travel. In fact in your time most of us here are dead. Not our host, Barry, of course.” He gestured at Professor Marshall, who nodded his head in agreement. “Or Tu here.” Einstein pointed to the woman with glasses. “She’s quite new. She only joined our secret society of Nobel Prize winners a couple of years ago. And these three gentlemen are at their first meeting. We were just explaining the rules to them. No discussions about anything but science and no telling people things about their own future. Rules, rules, rules. It’s so boring.”


“Albert! Stop talking!” A woman in an old black dress looked despairingly at Einstein.


Mary wasn’t sure what to think – time travel? But she knew that scientists had to keep an open mind…


“So why did you want to meet me?” Professor Marshall asked Mary.


“Because I want you to tell me how I can win a Nobel Prize,” said Mary. She looked around the room. “All of you! I want to know how you did it. And…” She hesitated, not sure if the idea that had just popped into her head was very good or very, very bad. “And if you don’t, I’ll tell everyone about your secret society!”


Professor Marshall sighed. He looked at the woman with the scarf, who had almost completely disappeared into the shadows at the back of the room. She nodded.


“Very well. But do you mind waiting outside for a minute?”


Mary agreed, relieved and also a bit surprised that her plan had worked, and she went back out to the corridor. From behind the closed door she heard loud talking and a bit of arguing, but then there was a flash of bright light, everything went quiet and Professor Marshall opened the door. The room behind him was completely empty.


“We drew straws,” he said. “You can visit eleven people in their own time and ask them your question. But then you have to keep our secret forever. How does that sound?”


“Great! Thank you, Professor.”


“Call me Barry,” he said. “Now, are you ready to get started?”


“Now? But you’re already late for your meeting.”


“Yes, but I have a time machine!” He frowned at the gold orb in his hand. “I think this is right,” he muttered. “Let’s see.”
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He pressed a button on the orb. The whole world whirled around the two of them and they were surrounded by light. For a brief moment Mary saw a blur of corridor, door and – inexplicably – stars, and then everything disappeared.
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NOBEL PRIZE


Alfred Nobel was a Swedish scientist, inventor and businessman. His most famous invention was an explosive called dynamite. He also invented gelignite, a detonator and the blasting cap. In 1864 his factory exploded, killing his brother and several other people. The work he did was very dangerous, but he hoped that the powerful explosives and ammunition he was making would help to bring an end to war.


When Nobel died in 1896 he left behind a large fortune. In his will, he surprised his family by stating that the money be used to establish prizes to reward people who had done their best to benefit humanity. The five categories he named were Physics, Chemistry, Physiology or Medicine, Literature and Peace.


The first Nobel prizes were awarded in 1901. The name ‘Nobel’, which once made people think of explosives and destruction, is now associated with science, art and peace.
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EVERYTHING IS RELATIVE


Albert Einstein


Mary and Barry were standing in the middle of a child’s bedroom. A little boy was sitting cross-legged on the floor, staring intently at a compass.


“Ah, we’re too early,” said Barry, looking down at the time machine. “My mistake.” He spun the dial and pressed the button again, the bedroom whirled violently around them, and suddenly they were in a small medical laboratory.


Barry peered at the time machine. “Oops. 1973. Too late. Let me try to get this right.”


Mary looked around the laboratory as Barry studied the dial. On a wooden bench sat a large glass jar. It was full of a dirty yellow liquid, and suspended in the liquid was something that looked suspiciously like—“Is that someone’s brain?” she asked.
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Barry glanced up. “Ah, not just ‘someone’s’. It’s Albert Einstein’s. The doctor who did the autopsy after Einstein died stole it. He wanted to study it to see what made Einstein so brilliant. It turns out that Einstein’s brain is pretty much the same as everyone else’s. It’s what he did with his brain that was extraordinary.”


As Mary digested all that, Barry hooted in triumph. “Got it! I think I’m finally getting the hang of this thing.” He pushed the button again and they were transported to a tiny office that held a small desk piled high with papers.


Barry whispered, “This may not be the best time either. I think we’ve interrupted him at work. We’re in Switzerland in 1905.”


A man with curly dark hair and a thick moustache suddenly popped up from behind the papers and smiled brightly at them. “Mary!” he said. “So nice of you to drop in again. But you’ve shrunk!”


Barry frowned at him. “Albert. She’s still only ten.”


“Of course! My mistake. I’m confused. I’ve got a lot on my mind. All this work…” He gestured vaguely at the pile of papers around him.


“You must have a very important job, Mr Einstein,” said Mary politely, trying very hard to forget that she had just seen his brain floating in a jar.


“Oh, my job is easy. I get it all done before my morning coffee. No, I’m working on some very important scientific papers this year. This one here,” and Einstein waved a notepad covered in scribbles, “is my masterpiece. The first one, anyway. There will be a few more. This is my special theory of relativity. Here, look at this, Mary.” He swept a pile of papers to the floor and plonked a mug on the desk. “Where is my coffee cup? On the left or the right of my desk?”


“On the right,” said Mary.


“But not for me!” Einstein cried from the other side of the desk. “Come round here. For me, it’s on the left. Do you see? Everything is relative to where you are.”


Mary glanced at Barry. “Sure, but that seems kind of…obvious.”


“Yes, yes, yes. But let’s add in motion. What if that coffee cup is on a spaceship and it’s moving past you. If you’re standing still, you can measure how fast it’s travelling, right? Easy! But what if you’re on another spaceship and you’re going in a different direction? What then? All you can do then is work out how the cup is moving relative to you and your motion. Until now, everyone assumed there was some kind of fixed position and you could measure all motion from that spot. But it’s not true. Everything is relative! Space! Motion! Even time! Except the speed of light. Interestingly, that never changes. Light travels at 299,792,458 metres per second no matter where you are in the universe or how fast you’re moving. And nothing can travel faster than light. It’s the ultimate speed limit.”


“Yes, the speed of light is annoying, actually,” said Barry. “It’s going to make space travel very difficult. It takes way too long to get anywhere interesting.”


“Yes, unfortunately it’s a constant,” said Einstein. “That’s why I call it ‘c’ in my most famous equation: E = mc2. I’ve proved that energy and mass are just different forms of the same thing. Energy can become mass! Mass can become energy!”
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