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Houston, Texas, 1961




The race to the moon is on, and engineer Eugene Parsons has two enemies: danger and distraction. Nothing is more distracting than his attraction to the brilliant, beautiful computer scientist on his team, but he’s determined to overcome it since he needs her to help America win.




Charlie Eason is used to men underestimating her. It comes with being a woman in engineering, but it’s worth it to join the space race—even if she can’t figure out what’s behind the intense looks one tightly wound engineer keeps sending her. But life isn’t as unemotional or predictable as code, and things soon boil over with the intriguingly demanding Parsons.




With every launch, their secret affair grows thornier. The lines between work and play tangle even as Parsons and Charlie try to keep them separate. But when a mission goes wrong, they’ll have to put aside their pride for the greater good—and discover that matters of the heart have a logic all their own.
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For C, who asked for it


PROLOGUE
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February 1962




Charlie Eason hadn’t been able to eat that morning, and the shakiness of her hands was the result.

She’d told all her colleagues to eat a proper breakfast, to get a decent night’s rest, to go easy on the coffee—to be as ready as they could for the launch today. But she hadn’t been able to follow her own orders. Her eyes hadn’t closed once last night, she couldn’t bring even a spoonful of grape-nuts to her mouth, and the refills on her coffee had been endless today.

The countdown clock told her it was T minus five minutes.

Charlie had spent a decade and a half making herself into one of the preeminent computer scientists in the country. She’d been at the American Space Department for a year. And in five minutes, she and everyone else were going to find out if they could put a man into orbit.

She did yet another check of her things—pencils, notebook, slide rule. She looked to the dark data board that would relay the information coming from the capsule. Attitude, altitude, and speed would light up the analog display once the capsule began to move. The data was also being fed into the electronic computer via the cable snaking across the floor. Her own stopwatch was set next to her notebook in case the main countdown clock failed.

She poked her head into the simulation room. Behind a glass door Dave, the operator, waited next to the room-sized electronic computer he ran. 

“Ready?” she asked.

He gave a jerky nod, looking as jittery and sick as she felt.

Great. The computing department was ready for launch then.

She turned back toward the main floor, finding Dot and Beverly. “Are you two ready?”

They nodded, their expressions more resolved than Dave’s had been. They would be doing a manual backup calculation along with the electronic computer.

“T minus one minute,” came over the loudspeaker.

She clapped her hands for everyone’s attention. “It’s time.”

Charlie took up her own position at a desk next to Hal Reed. Hal was the Director of Computing for ASD. Officially, she was the deputy director. Unofficially, she was in charge of the female computers and programmers, and she was a damn sight smarter than most of the men they’d brought on.

If there were any justice in this world, she’d be the director instead of his underling. But there wasn’t, and they were thirty seconds from ignition—she needed to focus.

“Ten. Nine. Eight…”

With each count that rapped out of the loudspeaker, the tension ratcheted up yet another notch. Sweat bloomed on her palms.

And then: “Ignition.”

She couldn’t hear the roar of the rocket fuel as it ignited, since she was in Houston and the launch was at the Cape, but it felt as if the floor were vibrating beneath her feet.

“We have lift off.”

The observers on the ground at the Cape would be smiling and applauding. She did neither of those things. Her gaze flicked from the clock to the dark data board and back again.

Almost time. It was almost time.

The board lit up, flashing the capsule’s information to the entire room.

“Is this coming through?” she called to Dave.

A pause, long enough to have her heart stopping.

Dave finally said, “Yes.”

She pressed the button on her own stopwatch, the hand starting its revolution. She began to calculate madly, trying to beat the electronic computer as she traced the flight path of the capsule.

This was the most critical part of the entire mission. If the capsule wasn’t traveling fast enough, wasn’t flying straight up, the massive hand of gravity would catch it and pull it straight back down. It could crash right into a place filled with houses and families.

They had only a few seconds to do the calculations, to ensure the capsule was on the correct path. If it was, the mission was go for orbit.

If not, the mission had to be aborted.

“Done,” Dave called from the simulation lab right as the printer began to spit out paper.

Hal pulled it out and handed it to her. “All good?”

She double-checked the printout against what she’d calculated as allowable paths several weeks ago—and had calculated again yesterday—then checked those numbers against what she’d just calculated.

Dot came up behind her and set her own sheet of calculations next to Charlie’s. A quick check of those numbers, and then Beverly’s.

“Good.” She met Hal’s eyes. “We’re go.”

Hal cupped his hand over the microphone of his headset. “We’re go for orbit.”

She hit the button on her stopwatch, stopping the sweep of the hand. A few seconds longer than she’d anticipated. Not bad. Well within the time limit.

The most critical moment was over, but there was still plenty to be done, all the million and one things necessary to keep the capsule in orbit and Kit Campbell from crashing down to earth.

She let herself sag in her chair, while relief filtered through her body. This first mission was going to work out, but they had so many steps, so many missions, to go before they might get to the moon. She pulled her spine straight and shoved her shoulders back. Time to return to work.

“Let’s review the programming sequence we were working on yesterday, Jack.”

Jack was a good-looking kid and computer engineer a few years out of MIT. He thought he knew a great deal more about programming than he did, but she liked him in spite of his arrogance. 

His brows knit together. Obviously he’d thought they’d take a moment to celebrate—but they didn’t have an extra moment. Not if they were going to beat the Soviets.

Jack swallowed his disappointment. “Sure. Let me get my notes.”

Two hours later, she was fully in the rhythms of her work when Hal interrupted her.

“He wants to see you.” 

She set her pencil down with slow deliberation. She didn’t ask who he was—only one person at ASD was ever referred to like that. “What does he want?”

Hal merely shrugged.

She probably shouldn’t have expected more of an answer. He never called people up for anything good, but she couldn’t think of what might have set him off. The calculations were all correct, the mission was a go… What had she missed?

She stopped in the ladies’ room on the way to his office, studying herself in the mirror. A tweak here and a tuck there so her curls looked perfect. She shifted her hips and settled her dress more smoothly into place. Her makeup looked fresh, but a touch of lipstick never hurt.

Graduate school had taught her an important truth about being an intelligent woman, one she hadn’t been able to learn growing up in Princeton: It helped to be stunningly beautiful, especially when dealing with the Zeppelin-like egos of scientific men. They never saw her coming; it was only after she’d outthought them that they realized they’d been flanked.

Not that her beauty, cultivated as it was, ever seemed to help with him. But it couldn’t hurt, so she checked the mirror anyway.

Satisfied, she went down the hall to his office.

Eugene Parsons, Director of Engineering and Development.

If it weren’t for the name on the door, she didn’t think she would have ever discovered his given name. He was either he or him or simply Parsons—no first name required.

Or any name at all, most of the time.

She kept her knock brief but firm, then opened the door before he could summon her.

“You wanted to see me?”

Perhaps that was what irritated him the most. She didn’t cower before him like the other engineers, or defy him like the astronauts. She met his every sharp remark or cutting word with the coolest of aplomb.

Parsons looked as he always did, the sleeves of his white button-down shirt half rolled up to his elbows, the thick frames of his glasses framing his intense gaze. With his dark coloring, the shirt and glasses only just kept him from being swarthy.

She didn’t want to parse all the things that went through her at the sight of him.

He studied her for a moment, never offering her a seat. 

“Why did it take you so long to confirm we were go for orbit?”

Uninvited, she crossed over to one of the chairs, studiously arranging herself in it. Once she was situated to her advantage—legs crossed at the ankles, arms draped casually—she answered. “I confirmed the mission status within the established time parameters.”

“Yes, the absolute safety parameters.” He adjusted his glasses, the movement somehow ominous. “But you promised you’d have the calculations done in twenty-two seconds. Not thirty.”

She wanted to clench her jaw, the arms of the chair, his throat—but she didn’t move a millimeter. “I projected I would complete the calculations in twenty-two seconds. But the safety limit for aborting the mission was determined to be thirty-five seconds. I was well within the range.”

“Why did you take longer than twenty-two seconds?”

This was the problem with working with engineers. Scientists were precise, yes, but there was room for improvisation. An engineer took precision and turned it into torture.

“I don’t know.” The probabilistic nature of the universe, perhaps? But she didn’t want to anger him any further.

“Find out why.” His words were as hard as steel, and as cold. “Go through your processes and give me the time you promised.”

She’d never promised any such thing. “Of course.” It was the last thing she wanted to do, but once this mission was concluded they’d have to review all the processes anyway. She rose. “If that’s all?” 

“Now,” he said, quietly. “I want you to do it now.”

He always had to twist the knife, didn’t he? “Even with all the critical tasks I’m overseeing?”

“Are you refusing?”

Sometimes she thought he hated her as much as he hated the astronauts and anyone else who failed to live up to his standards of how an ASD employee ought to perform.

But only sometimes.

“No. I’ll have it finished by the end of the day.”

He didn’t question that, since he knew she hit her deadlines. Her estimation of the time to complete the calculations this morning hadn’t been anything like a deadline, and they both knew it.

“When will that be?” Softer then, his intense gaze turned toward the papers on his desk.

Her skin tightened. “Before 9 p.m. I’ve an… appointment then.”

He nodded. “I’ll expect it.”

She left then, carefully shutting the door so it made no sound. And hung onto the handle for several seconds longer.
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Everyone was at the party celebrating the safe return of Commander Campbell from his mission to space—everyone except the man most responsible for that safe return. They probably didn’t even notice he’d bolted early.

Eugene Parsons pulled into the lot of a seedy motel. One so seedy that not even the astronauts used it for their assignations. Which was the point. No one would see him here.

The powder blue Dodge he was looking for was parked in front of room nine.

He released the breath he always held until he saw the car. That was his fear: one day he’d show up and the blue car wouldn’t be there. He’d enter the room and it would be empty.

That was the agreement. Either one of them could end their arrangement at any time. But Parsons didn’t want it to end. Not yet. No, he wanted these meetings with a force that scared him sometimes.

How far would he have to push her before she decided it was no longer worth it? Before he pushed her completely out of reach?

He didn’t think he wanted to find out.

He parked his own car and went up to the door of room nine, gingerly trying the handle. Unlocked.

He slowly opened the door, walked in, and searched the shadows.

“How was your day, dear?” a voice asked from the darkness of the bed.

She was here. Even though he’d seen her car, a small part of the fear held on until he knew for certain she was here. Waiting for him.

“All right.” He closed the door and began to strip off his tie.

“Make any astronauts cry?” she mocked. “You’re smiling, which means you must have.”

He could see her now, his eyes having adjusted. She was propped up on the bed, her blouse half unbuttoned, her skirt hiked to mid-thigh, her legs bare. Her curls were black in the low light as they tumbled about her shoulders. She had a beer in her hand, and she took a long swig as she studied him.

It had been quite a day, with the stress of thinking Campbell might not make it. For hours Parsons had calculated the odds of the entire mission burning to a crisp in the sky. But it had all ended well.

“Actually no,” he answered. “But that’s on the agenda for tomorrow.”

He unbuttoned his cuffs, rolled his sleeves up to his elbows while she watched. She took another swig, her throat working, her gaze shuttered.

He got onto the bed and climbed over her, enclosing her body with his own. She merely stared back, her bronze eyes defiant. Daring.

She never gave anything easy, this woman. He had to wrest everything from her. Which made it all the sweeter.

She lifted the beer to her mouth, took another swallow. As if he bored her. When she moved the bottle away, a drop of liquid clung to her swooping upper lip. He bent forward and licked it off.

“Hey,” she protested quietly. “That was my beer.”

He took it from her hand. “It’s mine now.” He set the bottle on the side table, lowered his mouth back to hers. “All mine.”

In this room, in the dark, with this woman, everything else fell away. There were no Soviets here. No faulty switches. No recalcitrant flyboys.

“That’s what you think,” she whispered against his lips.

Oh, but the struggle for control was just as real—and so were the rewards.
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She never lingered afterward.

Not that Parsons expected her to. Half the time, he didn’t even expect her to show. And he never expected she’d stay.

She was already out of the bed and in the bathroom. Although the door was wide open, he didn’t watch her. Not that there would have been any point without his glasses.

He checked his watch. Seven hours until he had to be back for the debriefing on Campbell’s successful orbit. 

She came out of the bathroom then, snatching up her girdle from the floor as she passed him. 

He wished he could put on his glasses for this part, could catch all the fine details of what she was doing. But he already looked ridiculous enough without his clothes on—adding glasses would be putting a bow on it.

Even so, he saw enough. She shimmied into her girdle, going through the motions as if he weren’t even there. Not because she felt comfortable with him, but likely because he’d ceased to exist for her once he’d completed his usefulness.

She was the capsule here, serenely making her orbits, while he was the rocket casing, jettisoned to burn up in the long fall back to earth.

She lifted her leg, set her fine-boned foot on the chair, and rolled her stockings up. First one leg, then the other. It might have been a performance for him, if not for her air of utter impenetrability.

On went her dress next, her arms twisting behind her back as she pulled the zipper up. She didn’t ask for help. He didn’t offer.

He ought to get ready himself. He propped himself up on his elbows, the sheet falling away as he did. The world came back into sharp focus as he slipped on his glasses.

She chose that moment to stare into the mirror, giving herself that look. Assessing. Judging. As if cataloging her faults for future eradication.

He never quite understood that look. What did she see wrong with herself? He could find no flaws. And he was a man who was never satisfied.

Although it was eleven at night, she began to reapply her makeup. This was an intimacy he’d never shared with a woman before her. He’d seen women with makeup and women without, but he’d never before seen the transformation from one state to the next.

When she was done, the woman who’d been tangled in the sheets with him a few minutes ago was entirely gone. She caught his gaze in the mirror then.

“We were in the middle of a mission.” Her words bounced off the mirror. “Why did you want me to do that… busy work right then?”

He snapped the sheet off his legs and swung them over the side of the bed. “The agreement was that we don’t talk about that here.”

They didn’t talk about work here, and they didn’t talk about this at work. They’d both made that clear, they’d both understood. Or at least he thought they had.

Never once did her air of impassivity waver. “I’m only trying to understand your reasoning.”

His reasoning for giving her the task? Or for coming here? He couldn’t tell which she meant. He could answer one, but not the other. For man as rational, as rigid as he was, that terrified him, the blank space where his reason should have been where she was concerned.

“I have to be back in a few hours.” He reached for his pants lying crumpled on the floor. “So do you.”

He pulled his pants on with a jerk, keeping his back to her all the while.

The latch of the door shutting behind her was the only goodbye he got from her.


CHAPTER ONE
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Thirteen Months Earlier

January 1961




Eugene Parsons checked the clock, the gesture as unconscious as the beating of his heart. Five minutes until the interview. He picked up the CV on his desk and scanned it one final time.

Charlie Eason. Bachelor’s degree in mathematics from Swarthmore, granted summa cum laude. Doctorate of philosophy in mathematics, done at the University of Illinois. A fellowship working on the FORTRAN language, where Eason had developed a compiler twice as fast as any existing one.

Oh, and the little matter of tinkering with von Neumann himself on a computer at Princeton when Eason was only sixteen.

The director of the computing department, Hal Reed, had already signed off based on the CV, and Parsons’s mind was already made up—the hiring was a done deal. The interview was merely a formality. Parsons wanted the finest in this computing program, and that was Eason.

The minute hand clicked over to the twelve on the clock face. Half a second later, there was a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

The door swung open, and Parsons’s heart stopped.

He’d been expecting Charlie Eason to be a woman. But he wasn’t expecting her to be utterly stunning.

There, framed in his office door, was a body and face that could have taken her to stardom in Hollywood. Loose curls that were not quite black but not quite brown were pulled back from an oval-shaped face. Her brows were bold frames for the deep honey of her eyes. And her lips—a man could dive into that lushness and never leave.

His body came to hard, sparking attention at the sight of her, and he hated his involuntary reaction.

“Mr. Parsons?” She had a voice to match her looks, her words trailing along his skin.

He snapped her CV onto his desk. “Dr. Eason?”

“Yes.” She came forward and arranged herself in the chair across from his desk, setting one slim ankle on the other, the curves of her calves drawing his eyes up to where her legs disappeared beneath her skirt.

Now he was really angry. Because he needed her to do this job, and his body refused to stop noticing hers.

“Your CV is impressive.” He couldn’t help spitting the words out.

She didn’t express any gratitude; she simply inclined her head as if she knew that was her due. Then she seemed to catch herself and said, “Thank you,” rather hastily.

“You prefer to go by Charlie? Is that on your birth certificate?”

She colored, and his anger ticked up another notch. The source was himself this time. He knew why she put Charlie on her CV, and he couldn’t fault her for it—with her accomplishments, being turned away from a job for simply being a woman ought to be a damn crime.

“I use Charlie privately. I prefer Dr. Eason.” A hint of irritation there, but mostly it was a set-down. She wasn’t going to simper or apologize. And she didn’t tell him her given name.

“I see.”

“Is this going to be a problem?”

For a heart-stopping moment, he thought she meant his unruly reaction to her. “Pardon?”

“That I’m a woman.” She half rose from the chair. “If it is, say so, and I’ll save us both some time.” She came all the way out of the chair and actually stepped away.

“Sit down.”

She didn’t.

“Sit down.” He gestured to the chair. “I knew you were a woman when I invited you here. Your first reference, Nat Warren, gave it away when I called him.”

She pivoted one degree toward the chair, but no further.

He let his gaze skim from her head to her heels and back again.  “Nat also said you understood electronic computing at a level he’d never seen before.”

She sat back down, more carelessly this time. Her chin lifted and her lips took on a slight curve, as if she might be inwardly preening. “How kind.”

Parsons might have thought her vain, but if even half of what Nat Warren had said about her skills were true, she was entitled to her pride. He steepled his fingers. “Tell me about this compiler of yours.”

Her head tilted a fraction, her eyes narrowing as she considered the request. He had the sense that she was assessing him rather than composing an answer. “The key really was to optimize the conversion between the FORTRAN commands and the machine instructions…”

She launched into an explanation that he barely followed. He couldn’t tell if she was expecting him to keep up with her, or if she was pitching it at a level where she thought he wouldn’t.

Probably the latter. Her stunt with the threatened walkout indicated a confidence nearing arrogance that aroused him even further.

“So,” she finished, with a small flourish of her hand, “that’s how I came up with a new compiler.” As if it were as easy as the twirl of her hand through the air, when he knew it had taken her the better part of two years.

“You’ve had considerable success in academia. Why come to ASD? Why not stay there?”

The curve of her mouth twisted into bitterness. “The opportunities there are… limited.”

“What about industry? I’m sure the Rand Corporation or Maynard would love to have you.” 

Maynard was the largest computer company in the United States, and it was expanding rapidly into defense applications. If she were planning on using ASD as a stepping-stone to industry, he’d show her the door right now. Not only did Parsons want utter competence—he wanted utter devotion to the mission as well.

“I want to do something meaningful. Not payroll.” She spit those last two words out. Her eyes took on a fervent light as she canted toward him. “Sending a man to the moon will be the greatest achievement of humankind. I want my talents to be in the service of something ambitious. Not anything so small as calculating business expenses or even building a faster electronic computer.”

She was saying everything he ought to want to hear. He’d been that way when he’d first started—full of boundless enthusiasm. Or full for him, at least. But several years of rockets blowing up on the pads and grinding against the bureaucracy of ASD had tempered his eagerness. 

She had a lot of faith in the program, he had to give her that. They’d see if her enthusiasm survived exposure to actual mission conditions. 

“It won’t be easy,” he warned. “Men’s safety—and lives—will be depending on the accuracy of your calculations. The end result of this work won’t be a paper you can simply retract if it turns out you made an error.”

She didn’t miss a beat, her resolve never dimming. “I know.”

“I expect perfection. I know I can’t have it, but I expect it.” People here hated him for that, but better their hatred weighting him down than the deaths of any of the men they were sending up.

Again, she wasn’t put off. “You’ll always have my very best. And my very best is better than everyone else’s.”

Jesus, her confidence… Parsons could eat it up with a spoon. Hell, he could eat her up—

He shifted in his chair, derailing the thought before it could reach its destination. “It had better be.” He drummed his fingers on his desk. “You’re not going to get married a year into the job and run off, are you?”

The light in her eyes was doused as if he’d thrown cold water on it. “No. There’s no danger of that.”

He told himself he was only pleased because she wouldn’t leave the team hanging if some man put a rock on her finger. After all, if they were working together, he would not be attracted to her. He’d will himself not to be.

“When can you start?”

For the first time in the interview, he caught her off guard, her mask slipping into surprise.

“Am I hired?” she asked.

“Yes. Hal Reed is in Virginia dealing with an emergency, but he and I are agreed.” He didn’t smile or offer his congratulations, since he couldn’t quite shake the premonition that ignoring his body’s response to her might be impossible. “You’ll answer to Hal,” he explained. “Hal and I answer to the director, Stan Jensen. But we’ll need everything you have for this mission.”

“I promise my work will speak for itself. If that’s all?” She rose from the chair in one graceful swoop, not smiling herself. And not waiting for him to dismiss her. “Give me a month to finish up my current position.” She held out her hand. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

He stared at her hand stretched across the desk, her fingers reaching for his. To take her hand was the proper thing to do. She was wearing gloves, so it wouldn’t be his bare palm against her bare palm—but he didn’t want to touch her. It was bad enough that the sight of her made his brain scramble and her unflappable confidence made his heart race. What would touching her do to him?

But even he couldn’t deny this act of propriety. He reached out and gave her hand the briefest of squeezes. And still his lungs hitched.

“Fine,” he said, shorter than he would have liked. “See my secretary about the arrangements.”

She said nothing in farewell, and he didn’t bother to look up from the reports on his desk as she left.

But the hand with which he’d clasped hers clenched and unclenched on his thigh as the door clicked shut.


CHAPTER TWO
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“Tell me again why you’re doing this,” her mother said as she watched Charlie box up the living room.

Charlie resettled the lamp in the crate at her feet. She had successfully avoided this conversation all weekend after her mother had showed up to help her pack, but no longer.

“I thought you wanted me to leave Smith. You said I was wasting my life there.”

Her mother had said a great deal more about how universities ate faculty members alive, sucking up their funding and intellectual glory and spitting them out into endless tenure and hiring committees that stunted their ability to work.

But of course she’d expressed these opinions from her position as a permanent support staff at the Institute for Advanced Study, where she’d spent twenty years smiling next to Charlie’s father and changing diapers.

She—Mother, one of the four Dr. Easons in the family—sniffed. “What I want is immaterial. We’re talking about your career.”

Charlie truly couldn’t decide if that was a lie. A lie by definition had to be intentional. One had to intend to deceive to tell one. Did Mother think her opinion didn’t matter? Was she trying to pretend it didn’t in order to manipulate with greater results?

Charlie had no idea. So she didn’t answer. She rolled a blanket, then molded it around the lamp and folded the box lid closed.

“I took the job because I’m bored at Smith, and I don’t want to design machines to issue checks or make it easier for stockbrokers in New York to buy oil from Riyadh. I know it’s a change, engineering, but I’m excited.”

“It isn’t a change. You became an engineer of sorts the moment you abandoned physics.”

“Sending a man to the moon is a great physics problem. It will be the greatest scientific achievement of our time.”

And wasn’t the A-bomb simply a big engineering problem too?

Charlie kept that dart to herself—Mother and Father’s war work was never to be criticized. Ever.

Mother didn’t bother answering. Charlie enjoyed the silence while she taped the lid and wrote the number thirty on the box. Then she added the box to her manifest and added a note: lamp and crocheted blanket. Living room miscellaneous. 

That done, Charlie dared to glance at her mother. Victoria Chambers Eason was lovely in a way that indicated she didn’t care she was lovely. It was a studied elegance. Her dark brown hair was starting to go to salt-and-pepper, but she wore it as she always had: in a severe bun. Luckily for her, a severe bun set off her features. She dressed in tailored, tea-length sheaths that showed off her athletic figure. She wore no jewelry, save her wedding band, and no makeup but for a slash of dark red lipstick.

Right now, her brows were raised in incredulity. Obviously something everyone else in America took for granted was going to be a source of debate.

“What ASD does isn’t science, Charlotte, it’s engineering.” She said the last word like she might pronounce shit, except her mother would never say shit, and she would think any discussion of digestion, nutrition, or biology to be beneath her. Her mother didn’t think the life sciences were legitimate either—the soft sciences, for soft brains.

“It matters, Mother. It matters in terms of proving America’s technological dominance over the Soviets. It matters to little kids all across the country who want to study math and be like—”

“They want to be like those astronauts.” Her mother’s tone implied nothing could possibly be worse. “What’s left to discover about the moon? Its orbit was solved centuries ago.”

Charlie fiddled with the pages of the legal pad. “ASD’s work matters to me.”

Mother softened, her shoulders drooping in sympathy and her expression going a bit warmer. “I agree you were wasted at Smith. And industry would be dreary.”

“But you don’t think this is a good compromise?”

“For a year or two, until…”

Oh yes, here it was. For a long time, the conversation had been about Charlie’s field of study. Why couldn’t you go into physics like Tom? Tom the golden child, who couldn’t get enough of splitting and combining atoms—and whose genitals were the right shape.

Then the conversation became about where she might find employment. Even now, she suspected if she’d found her way back to IAS, all might have been forgiven. Math wasn’t science, but the Ivy League righted so many wrongs.

But Charlie had chosen Smith, hoping to get more young women into coding. It hadn’t gone over well. There were plenty of serious students there—far, far more than those who wanted to find husbands to support them—but the emerging field of computing had still landed with an audible thud.

Now, having wasted her education and her academic career, there was only one path left.

“Until what?” Charlie asked through clenched teeth.

“Until you settle down. There’s nothing wrong with meeting a man and falling in love.”

That wasn’t a lie. For all of her mother’s regrets about her own life—and really, they were legion—her parents did love each other. Or at least they shared a common purpose: to raise the next generation of scientists, which included their children and their post-docs.

Charlie was a black sheep, but then again, she was a woman. Her prospects had never been the same as Tom’s.

“The only man I’ve met recently is the one who hired me at ASD. Parsons something or other.”

“An engineer?”

“Yes.”

“Which type was he?”

Her mother meant had he been fresh and tried to grope her knee; had he looked uncomfortably around the room rather than at her for the duration of the interview; had he been grandfatherly and condescending; or had he tried to forge a connection by using a shopping metaphor. Some men, scientific men, had no idea what to do when confronted by a real, live girl.

But Parsons had been no recognizable type. Charlie had worried for a minute when she’d opened the door. Something had flared in his eyes, hot and surprised, but it had passed so quickly, so completely, she must have been mistaken.

There had been the handshake—or squeeze, rather. It reminded her of when she’d grazed a pot handle on the stove. The contact had been so brief she hadn’t been able to register the temperature until a blister had formed.

Working for Parsons was going to require special precautions. She could tell he was forceful and commanding. He was going to demand much of his staff, and do whatever it took to get it, but he hadn’t cared she was a woman. He’d noted her gender, as he probably had the color of her dress or the day of the week, but he’d dismissed it. She’d give up a lot to work for a man like that, even if he had radiated an almost volcanic intensity: molten, but leashed.

He was also competent. While the interview had been brief to the point of unorthodox, it had been followed by a detailed written offer and a memo about relocating to Houston. Everything had been perfect, impersonal.

“He wasn’t a type,” she said at last, because he wasn’t. “He’d already decided to hire me when I showed up.”

“He made you fly all that way to tell you yes?”

“I guess he needed to look into my eyes first.”

Her mother made a disbelieving noise. 

“It wasn’t like that at all,” Charlie explained. “He wanted to make sure I was serious, and I wasn’t going to run off and get married.”

“Sadly, there’s no risk of that. Who will you meet in Houston?”

Yes, well, she wasn’t going there to meet people. She was going to build extraordinary machines.

“I met Parsons.” She pinched her lips to keep from smiling.

“An engineer? Be serious, Charlotte.”

Exactly the reaction Charlie had aimed to produce—honestly, her mother was positively Newtonian in her predictability.

Although she wouldn’t admit it to Mother, she was being serious—Parsons did intrigue her, in a detached way. She wanted to observe him and draw up the schematic of how he ran.

In a week, she’d get the opportunity to do exactly that.
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Charlie kicked off her black silk heels and climbed onto her desk. Her pencil skirt was almost too fitted for her to perform this maneuver, but luckily she was alone in the office. She carried a hammer in one hand and a box of nails in the other. There were tools with which she felt adept: a soldering iron, for example. When you got down to it, a soldering iron was a dainty thing capable of fine, delicate work.

In contrast, a hammer was blunt and obvious, but it was what she needed in order to hang her diplomas. She’d long ago discovered it helped to put her credentials where everyone could see them. Hiding one’s light under a basket never helped women in science. She’d have her CV tattooed on her face if she thought it would help.

But as she pounded the third nail into place, it wasn’t Hal Reed or any of her other male colleagues who stuck their heads in: It was two women, one in a feminine lemon-colored frock, the other in a sharp blue suit.

“Lord, how many of those things do you have?” the woman in yellow asked. Her russet-colored hair was arranged in a perfect pageboy and her lively brown eyes were fixed on Charlie. But her question had an edge that rendered it just shy of a demand.

Charlie blinked several times, trying to figure out how to respond. “Uh, I have one more.”

“Do you need any help?” the woman in navy asked. Her dark brown hair was coiled in a tight knot at the top of her head, which fit with her tight posture and her slim figure. She was beautiful, with high cheekbones, ochre-toned skin, and perfect brows that were arched skeptically. But again, something about her manner didn’t seem entirely kind. She wasn’t pleased with Charlie. “We can’t work with the racket.”

Oh hell. This wasn’t the way for Charlie to endear herself to the computing department staff. “I’m sorry,” Charlie said. She wasn’t sure who these women were, but she’d clearly ruined their mornings. “Can you hand those to me? I’ll get this last nail in, and I’ll be done.”

Once she’d hung them all, Charlie asked, “Do they look straight?”

“And darn impressive.”

She clambered off the desk—not her finest hour—and offered a hand to the woman closest to her. “I’m Charlie Eason. I’m the new deputy director.”

She hadn’t had the chance to introduce herself to anyone yet. Even now, in stockinged feet and having destroyed the early morning quiet, Charlie flushed with pride. She should be the director, not the deputy director, and her family thought she was throwing her life away, and oh, she had no idea if the men here would support her and if they’d ever be able to get the rockets not to blow up on the pad, but… details. Those were all details.

The woman in yellow gave her a firm handshake. “Dorothy Washington. Dot.”

“Beverly Fox. We’re computers.” 

From the massive file that had been delivered to Charlie’s new house over the weekend, she knew most of the computers worked out of the ASD facility in Virginia, though there were some in Houston as well. They crunched numbers every day, in some cases performing as duplicates to the electronic computers, and in others doing jobs ASD either couldn’t or didn’t with the machines.

And most of the computers were women.

Charlie was relieved she wouldn’t be the only woman in the computing department. She’d been the only woman scientist for most of her career. It wasn’t her favorite position.

“I’ll rely on you to tell me about the state of affairs at ASD,” she told them.

Beverly cocked her head to the side. “You could start by telling us if you plan to lay us off.”

“Excuse me?”

“Are you going to fire us?”

So this was why they were so hostile. It wasn’t only that Charlie had been making a racket—they also believed their jobs were on the line.

Beverly’s question was offered smoothly, unemotionally, but Charlie could tell there was real concern under the words. There had been nothing in the file Charlie had read about firing Dot, Beverly, or anyone else. Charlie wasn’t even certain if she had any power over personnel—all she’d considered were the machines.

She didn’t want to manage a team. She’d become adept at handling men with power—really, nothing could be easier. But dealing with technicians and support staff and their likely very legitimate grievances with management? Maybe Charlie shouldn’t have left Smith.

In front of her, Dot and Beverly watched, wary. Charlie knew nothing about them, but they were here. In spite of all the things working against them, they’d made it into this room, and they wanted to know if they were going to be allowed to stay.

They all had quite a bit in common, then.

“No, I’m not,” Charlie said firmly. She quickly added, “I mean, I’m aware of no plan to fire anyone. But my first day doesn’t officially start until nine. For seven more minutes, I don’t have any information or power.”

Dot gave a bare smile at this. “Well, we can still be friends until then.”

“I’ll tell you—” Charlie glanced out the door to see if Hal or anyone else had come in. Confident they were still alone, she said, “I only really considered the electronic computers when I took this job, not the rest of it. Why do you think you’re going to be fired?”

Dot and Beverly exchanged a look. They weren’t sure yet if they trusted her, and they didn’t care if Charlie knew it.

She liked these women more and more all the time.

“Something we overheard,” Dot said at last.

So Charlie had walked into a minefield. This had been true at Smith, of course. Faculty politics were real and explosive. She knew industry could be worse—there were larger amounts of money involved. She hadn’t really expected ASD to be better, even as she’d hoped it would be.

Despite their cynicism about her, maybe it would behoove Charlie to do some fishing. “Can you tell me anything about Hal Reed? I’ve only met him briefly.”

Charlie looked out of her office door again, giving Dot and Beverly the space to decide what to say.

“He isn’t here,” Dot said. “Won’t be until after nine. Since it’s your first day, he’ll probably keep you waiting. Hal is… Well, he’s a manager first.”

Didn’t that sound neutral?

Beverly made a derisive snort. It mirrored what Charlie would have liked to do.

“What about Stan Jensen?” Charlie asked. “I haven’t met him.”

Beverly loosened up at this. As the director of the American Space Department, Mr. Jensen wasn’t their immediate boss, so this wasn’t as visceral a question. “I’ve seen him in the corridors. He has two modes, the first being glad-hander. You’ll see him with VIPs, giving them the rounds. He’ll bring them here and deliver a speech about what we’re doing and how it’s important and so on. ‘These girls make sure we don’t crash into the sea.’”

“Except of course the boys in propulsion can’t get us off the ground,” Dot put in.

They all laughed. Charlie suspected those notes of black humor were an important component of the work here.

Beverly went on, “But other times, you’ll see him stalking around all tightly wound and bleary eyed.”

Oh yes. Charlie had no trouble believing that. What if they failed? What if the Soviets won? What if one of those rockets exploded with an astronaut attached to it? No, Charlie had no problem imagining what might keep Stan Jensen up at night.

But as long as they were speaking of ASD’s men: “What about Eugene Parsons?”

This time, there was no hesitation. “Now, he’s demanding—”

“Every engineer in this place is afraid of him—”

“—even the astronauts get jumpy when he walks into the room—”

“—I’m not convinced he’s human. He might be a robot prototype.”

Dot and Beverly had spoken at once, but their meaning was the same. They confirmed everything Charlie had suspected when he’d interviewed her.

“Is he effective?” she asked.

“Everything that happens at ASD happens because of him,” Beverly said.

And that was why he intrigued Charlie so, but she didn’t know Dot and Beverly one-tenth well enough to admit her interest. They would misunderstand.

“Don’t take it personally when he yells, though,” Dot added.

“I never take anything personally.”

Before the computers had a chance to respond, the door of the department’s main office swung open, and Hal Reed strolled in. Charlie dashed over to her desk and put her heels on. It wouldn’t do for him to see her without her armor intact.

Right as she finished, Hal leaned in to her office. “Morning, ladies.” His tone was as sticky as spilled syrup.

This first phase was going to be enormously painful. Charlie hoped the rest of the job outweighed the hiccups.

“Good morning, Mr. Reed. I was unpacking a bit.” She gestured at her perfectly arranged office, complete with reference books, potted ficus, new chalk for the blackboard, and a large calendar for deadlines. She’d already been in for more than three hours.

“And I see you’ve met Dorothy and Betsy.”

Beverly winced.

“I have.” Charlie gave Beverly a quick look. She would have winked too, but she was afraid Hal might see.

“Before the senior staff meeting at ten, I want to take you to meet some of the guys.”

“Of course. Lead the way.”

With a nod to the computers, Charlie jumped into the deep end. It was a good thing she had learned to swim in the frigid waters of Lake Carnegie. She was going to master this challenge too—whatever it took.
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Parsons drank the last sip of coffee from his mug and checked the clock on the kitchen wall. 6:03 a.m. Roy was likely back from feeding the stock and eating his breakfast. It was the perfect time to call.

Parsons punched the number into the kitchen phone and listened to the rings. There were only two before his brother answered.

“Parsons residence.”

Parsons would have known it was Roy on the line before he’d even spoken. His brother hated a ringing phone even more than he did.

“Happy birthday, big brother,” Parsons said.

“Hey, kid! Thank you. It’s good to hear from you.”

It was good to hear Roy’s voice too, in the drawling accent Parsons didn’t experience often in the halls of ASD. “How’s the day so far?”

“Got ham for breakfast instead of bacon, so pretty good. Biscuits too.”

“Daisy put on a spread, then.”

“Oh yeah. I guess she still likes me.”

Parsons couldn’t help but smile. God forbid either of them should admit they were crazy about each other—Roy and Daisy had been sweethearts since kindergarten.

“How’s Ma?”

A deep sigh from Roy. “Well enough. Daisy gets over there most days to help her.”

“Daisy’s a good daughter-in-law.” Ma had said that exact thing to Parsons two days ago, but he knew his mother would never tell Daisy so. That was how praise worked in the Parsons family—you never gave the praise to your intended target. No, that might feed their vanity, and vanity was the worst kind of sin. So you told someone else and relied on them to send on the praise and hope the person heard.

It was how Parsons knew his parents were dead proud of what he was doing. They told Roy, who told Daisy, who told Kevin, his nephew, and his nephew had told him.

“And Dad?” Parsons asked.

He wasn’t certain if his question was lost through the telephone line or if Roy simply didn’t want to answer, because his brother asked, “How’s work?”

He decided to let it go. “Could be worse. That woman I was telling you about started last week.”

“Oh yeah? What’s she do again?”

Parsons tried to find a point of reference his brother would understand. “You know how Gladys at the livestock auction keeps track of all the prices, calculates the average cost of pork and beef, and what corn’s going for on the Mercantile? You know, calculations?”

“Oh yeah. Stuff like that, huh?”

“Yeah.” It wasn’t quite a perfect comparison—and Gladys’s beauty had never once taken Parsons’s breath away—but it would do.

“She must be pretty smart to work on rockets. Almost as smart as you are.”

She was also damn unflappable.

Just this week, Parsons had had to dress down Jack, a computer engineer with more confidence than experience. He had fouled up the schematic for an onboard computer, but when Parsons had pointed that out to him, Jack had denied he’d done anything wrong. When Parsons had finally gotten the son of a bitch to admit, yes, he’d made a mistake, Jack had gone on to give every excuse under the sun for his failure.

Nothing pissed Parsons off more than a person who wouldn’t take responsibility for his errors.

He’d raged at the man for a good fifteen minutes, so angry was he. The entire computing department watched in shocked silence as he threatened to fire Jack should this happen again.

Except for her. 

She’d kept on with her work the whole time—he couldn’t help but sneak the occasional glance at her. When he’d run out of invective, she’d risen and come over to him with a folder in her hand.

“I drew up some schemes for how we can monitor the life support systems on the two-man capsule.” Everyone else was running from him, but she simply waltzed right up. No one at ASD did that.

“I never asked for these.” But he would have in a few months, as work progressed on the capsule design. Her initiative intrigued him.

She pulled her hand back. “You don’t want them?”

“Of course I do.” He tugged them out of her grip. “Did Hal sign off on this?”

She’d only just set up her desk and she was already going above and beyond. Too bad she was so attractive. He would have thought her close to perfect if not for that.

“I was going to ask him to, but you were already here, so…”

He gave her an assessing look. Was she making a joke? There wasn’t even a glint of humor in her eyes.

She reached for the notes. “I’ll have Hal sign off before I give them to you.”

He tucked the folder under his arm. “No, that’s all right.” The proper process would be to go through Hal, but Parsons was desperately curious to see what she’d done. “I’ll go through this. See if there’s anything useful.”

She’d simply nodded, and turned back to work.

Parsons didn’t want to tell Roy that story, so he poured another cup of coffee as he tried to come up with a response. “She’s smarter than me.”

Roy gave a short laugh. “Find that hard to believe. You always were the brightest in the family.” A soft exhale. “Except for George.”

“Yeah.” Parsons swallowed. “Except for George.”

A weighty pause and then Roy offered, “Sounds nice, surrounded by all those bright folks who have to do your bidding.”

“I think you have the wrong idea of what it's like around here.”

“If you get tired of working in an office all day, you can always come home. Everyone always said you’d make a hell of a mechanic.”

Leave behind the space program to work on farm equipment? No, that would never sound appealing. Parsons thrived in the pressure cooker of ASD—yes, the job was stressful, but the problems were so complex, so engrossing, he wasn’t certain there would ever be room in his life for more than this. Or that he’d ever want anything less.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” was all he said to Roy.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you: Kevin’s been thinking about college. I don’t know nothing about it—maybe you could give him some advice or something?”

Lose your accent right away, otherwise they’ll call you nothing but Okie the first two years. They’ll never believe you could be anything but a moron, no matter how many times you outscore them on tests and problem sets, because you happen to have the Dust Bowl in your mouth.

Maybe things were different now. Parsons wouldn’t know—he’d eradicated his accent and no one at ASD knew anything about where he’d come from.

“Sure, I’ll talk to him.”

“Thanks.” There was a lull as Roy no doubt searched for more to say. “The wheat looks good this year. If this weather holds…”

If this weather holds… we might pay off the note on the back forty. If this weather holds… we might be able to take Ma to the doc in Tulsa. If this weather holds… things might be different.

No one in his family would ever speak aloud those hopes. Fate already had it in for the farmer—who knew what she might do if you tempted her?

“I’ll pray for rain,” Parsons promised.

“Not too much though.” Another long pause. Roy was probably itching to wrap up the call and get on with his day. “How’s your fish?”

Parsons laughed to himself. Roy didn't give a damn about the fish—fish were for eating, not pets, and even the eating part was iffy—but they’d talked about work and the wheat and Ma and Roy’s wife and kids, and Parsons had no wife and children to ask about.

So, the fish. Parsons looked at the three tanks in his dining room, holding jewel-bright fish and emerald green plants in gallons of saltwater. Saltwater aquariums were tricky, requiring constant monitoring so that everything within didn’t go belly up. Even among dedicated fish keepers saltwater tanks were rare. The difficulty of maintaining them was part of the appeal for Parsons.

They were beautiful. Peaceful. And cold.

“The fish are fine.”

“Good, good. Well, I’ll let you go. Thank you for the call.”

“Happy birthday.”

Parsons hung up and stared at his empty mug for a moment. Then he checked the time—a little early to be going in. He could sit in his office and read in the quiet…

Or he could do the same in his kitchen. He grabbed the paper and shook it open. More trouble with Cuba, a new steakhouse opening downtown, and the Ladies’ Horticultural Society would be—

He snapped the paper shut. There was nothing interesting there. Instead, he picked up the notes Dr. Eason had handed him. He’d shoved them into his briefcase right after she’d given them to him, but he’d been swamped all night fixing a report on rocketry for Jensen.

As he paged through her notes, he realized she’d lied. This wasn’t just about the life support systems; there were notes here on improving every aspect of computing at ASD. Not anything so formal as official suggestions—more like she was thinking aloud.

If he wasn’t misreading this, she was testing the political climate. She’d find soon enough he didn’t give a damn about the politics; he only wanted the mission to succeed. Oh, he’d use the internal politics to get his way, when needed—he wasn’t stupid—but jockeying his way through the pecking order held no appeal.

She’d given him these suggestions to see what he might do with them and thereby get a bead on him. Maybe.

Or perhaps she was as committed to success as he was and didn’t give a damn about the politics either.

She’d slipped in a journal article on thin-film memory with a note attached to it. He’d never even heard of thin-film memory, but he supposed she kept her eye on everything new in computing.

Ultra fast, but looks expensive to produce. Keep in mind for future applications?

Her handwriting was slashing, nearly illegible—as if she were trying to write as quickly as she thought, but couldn’t quite keep up. These sprawling, untidy letters were quite at odds with the polished, attractive face she presented.

She should probably have her notes typed from now on—no one else was going to be able to read this. 

It was too bad. He’d miss seeing the evidence she wasn’t quite as controlled, as contained, as she appeared.

He tucked the article and her annotation back into the file and started from the beginning, methodically working his way through what she’d given him.


CHAPTER THREE
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May 1961




The start of this meeting, like so many others Charlie had attended these three months at ASD, was delayed. In this case, it was because Hal Reed was selfish and couldn’t be bothered to be punctual. He thought his time was more valuable than anyone else’s, and he seemed to be engaged in some kind of turf war with Parsons. Charlie’s only consolation was that Hal’s tardiness infuriated the Director of Engineering and Development to near madness, and it was fun to watch.

Across the conference table, Parsons was scribbling on the carbon copy of a memo. He glanced at the clock, sighed, and wrote some more. Then he repeated the pattern, but this time his pen bit into the memo more deeply. If Hal didn’t appear soon, Parsons was going to reduce the thing to ribbons.

For all her intentions of making a schematic of him, Parsons didn’t make any more sense than he had the day he’d hired her. The man was so tightly wound he made her look like a giddy schoolgirl. He was dour and a meddler. There wasn’t a project at ASD he wasn’t sticking his fingers into as far as she could tell.

And he was also a damn fine project manager.

Because he was an engineer, he had a respect for the process she’d never seen before. He expected perfection, true. When you told him a thing was done, that it would work a certain way and under certain conditions, he expected your word to be a guarantee. But he also wanted you to have the things you needed to make the impossible possible. He wanted you to produce gold, but he would give you plenty of straw and he’d help you redesign the spinning wheel.

She respected him, and that surprised her.

He seemed to respect her, but she also seemed to infuriate him. The harder she tried, the madder he became. Everyone irritated him, but with her, there was an edge that could only be personal. Sometimes she’d catch him staring at her so intensely she was amazed she hadn’t ignited. Everything she did, every effort she made, resulted in more cold, forceful looks. If things didn’t improve soon, she was going to have to ask if she’d offended him.

Not now, of course. They had an audience.

Parsons muttered something to himself—she couldn’t make out the words, but his tone sounded crude. The secretary sitting behind him, steno pad in hand, blanched.

Well, Charlie might admire him, but Parsons was clearly an acquired taste.

“Maybe someone ought to tell a joke.” Charlie hadn’t meant to say it aloud, but at the words, Parsons’s hand froze.

“A joke?” He said it slowly, as if it was in some dead language he didn’t understand.

“Yes, a joke. Humor. A type of verbal game to provide social lubrication or pass the time.”

Parsons raised his brows. She’d finally caused his estimation of her to slip, but his response was so delicious she pressed on.

“You could say something humorous, and we could all laugh. Like maybe, ‘It’s wonderful how meetings at ASD always start on time and are always so brief.’”

Parsons blinked several times. “I’m not an expert, but that, Dr. Eason, is sarcasm, not a joke.”

Several of the engineers and secretaries tittered.

“Touché,” she said.

He was attempting to get in the last word, and he was providing a challenge, so Charlie met it with, “If it’s a joke you want, what about, ‘What do you call the guy who shows up last to the meeting?’”

A few beats passed. While the principals sat around the big conference table, the engineers, secretaries, and support staff ringed the outside. One of the younger engineers—Jefferies, maybe—finally worked up the nerve and raised a shy hand. “Boss.”

Everyone guffawed. Even Parsons’s lips twitched. Well, if he wasn’t quite smiling—and Charlie had never seen him smile—then he was at least not attacking his memo when Hal strolled in a few moments later.

“Ah, right on time,” Parsons said, his tone as dry as the Mojave—and he’d pretended to be unfamiliar with humor.

Without acknowledging his lateness, Hal pulled out a chair and settled himself into it. “What’s the powwow for?”

The atmosphere changed when Hal entered. Or rather, the atmosphere surrounding Hal ground against the atmosphere surrounding Parsons, two clouds of charge repelling each other.

Hal and Parsons were colleagues, neither supposedly standing higher than the other. But Hal wanted this meeting to revolve around him—wanted all the meetings to do that.

Parsons, however, was more competent, more efficient, more everything than Hal was. Hal’s posturing hardly made a dent in Parsons’s air of authority.

Everyone knew who was really in charge of this meeting.

Everyone except Hal, it seemed.

“We have a problem.” Parsons paused. “We have a task,” he amended. “So far, the computer department has been focused on helping to get the thing up there, to make sure orbit is possible, and on running the systems while it’s in flight.”

“Yes, those little things,” Hal deadpanned. He clearly didn’t need humor explained.

“The guys in retrieval, however, are curious about what you can do to help them.”

Hal scoffed. “You have got to be kidding me. Help them? You mean do it for them.” He glared at Parsons. Then he gave the guys from retrieval the kind of look that would turn Jell-O to stone. Several of them shifted in their seats.

Without allowing anyone else to speak, Hal scoffed and asked, “What did Stan Jensen say about this?”

“He said to ask you what you could do for them.” Any ease that had been in Parsons’s voice before was entirely gone.

A long, terse silence followed this exchange. Hal and Parsons stared each other down. The men couldn’t be more different, Parsons with his dark suits and his sallow complexion, Hal big and jovial.

Hal wasn’t a bad boss per se. He was hands off, which indicated he believed in her, but it also meant he wasn’t concerned with the daily minutiae. He wanted the work done well, and he wanted the credit. He was more concerned with his relationship with Stan Jensen and the computing industry beyond ASD, and he didn’t want to be embarrassed. That was his bottom line.

She’d worked for worse men before and probably would again. She could handle him.

Right now, clashing with Parsons, his good old boy charms were brittle and thinning.

Then they cracked. Hal looked away, pursing his lips and picking at his cuticle. “What’s their problem anyway?”

“Rodger will take you through it.”

The guys from retrieval explained the problem, which related to the angle of reentry, probability, and search grids for the ships after splash down. As the unmanned testing phase for Perseid wound down, it was suddenly occurring to them that finding the capsule, and the astronaut, in the wide blue ocean wasn’t going to be easy.

Charlie rolled her eyes. It was an eminently predictable problem, which was probably why, as the presentation progressed, Parsons gripped his pen with enough force to turn his fingertips white. He was always thinking ten steps ahead, so why wasn’t everyone else?

At least, she assumed that was the cause of his rigid posture.

When Rodger Jardinier had finished speaking, Parsons looked at Hal. “What do you think?”

Hal shrugged sanguinely. “I’m sympathetic, but we’re overworked enough as it is. They’ll figure something out, and if they don’t, Joe Reynolds will spend an extra hour in a life raft.”

An hour if they were lucky.

Parsons seemed even less impressed than she was. “We can have this conversation with Jensen if you want, but I’m presenting this to you this way as a courtesy. This isn’t an assignment you can turn down. You will help retrieval with the calculations and probabilities.”

“If I don’t want to, I’m not going to help them find their car keys.”

There was a gasp from behind her—maybe from Jefferies. He was certainly someone who’d never dream of crossing Parsons.

As much as she was enjoying the territorial spectacle the men were playing out, there was no need for this. She cleared her throat. “I don’t want to speak out of turn, but it seems to me—”

“Then don’t,” Hal snapped.

At that, Parsons’s expression went murderous, his fist tightening on his pen as if it were the hilt of a knife. “Do it, Hal. Just get it done. I want spec notes by tomorrow.”

He was up and out of the room before Charlie could exhale. His secretary, a pale blonde woman, stood, blushed, and tripped after him. She evidently had never practiced dramatic exits.

There was a brief, stunned silence. But not too brief—Parsons’s temper wasn’t unknown, although this had been a bit extreme today. The folks from retrieval, the engineers, and all the rest rose and followed. Rodger gave her what appeared to be a sympathetic smile on his way out, but she didn’t need it. She wasn’t even particularly miffed that Hal had barked at her. There wasn’t room for egos in this—but she seemed to be the only person who knew that.

After everyone had left, the clock on the wall ticked off eleven seconds.

Hal at last swiveled in his chair and looked at her. “Don’t ever contradict me in a meeting again.”

“I didn’t.”

“You were about to.”

Next time, she’d let him keep measuring out the rope for his hanging. “But I didn’t. I agree with you.” 

That definitely surprised him. “You do?”

“It’s unconscionable that retrieval waited so long to take care of this.” Actually, she thought they were lazy and rather stupid, but the best way to handle Hal was to flatter him, so she ratcheted her feelings up to “unconscionable.”

“The consequences should be on their heads, then,” Hal said with a nod. “I’m playing golf with Stan on Saturday; I’ll mention the concerns I have about Rodger. He ought to be replaced. Stan should know before he has a real crisis on his hands.”

Oh yes, the shadow work of ASD that went down on the fairways and in watering holes. She couldn’t care less about that side of things.

“If you think that’s necessary.” That was at least tactful. “But look, there’s another dimension to this. If we don’t help them, they’ll have the entire Pacific Fleet trolling from Hawaii to Samoa. It will take them forever to find the capsule.”

Hal snorted. “That does appear to be their plan.”

“If that happens, it’ll be very embarrassing for ASD. The capsule floating who knows where for who knows how long after this historic flight…” She shook her head. “It would make us look very bad to the Soviets. Let me put a couple of the girls on it. The ones in Virginia. It won’t involve you, and it won’t take up too much time.”

Hal watched her, his expression inscrutable. She’d made the pitch the best way she knew how. If this didn’t work, she was out of bids. 

Without speaking, Hal gathered his things and pushed his chair back from the conference table. He stood up and rapped on the back of his chair twice. “I don’t like the message it sends. It makes the computer department seem like a service industry, like we’re there to fix the screwups of others.”

But we’re all in this together. “Maybe it makes us look magnanimous, focused on the mission.”

He sighed, his shoulders falling. “Very well, work up the report.”

Since she wanted to, that was convenient. “Of course. For your approval?”

“No, you can send it straight on to Parsons.”

Interesting. “Of course. Thank you for the opportunity.” And all the extra work, which he didn’t think she should do.

“If we’re going to do it, do it right. Don’t screw it up.” With that contemptuous touch—as if she would screw up work she’d practically had to beg to do—he strode out.

“I don’t intend to,” she said as the door closed behind him. And she didn’t. Hal might be a bit of an ass, but this was precisely the sort of opportunity she’d come to ASD to pursue. She intended to knock it out the park and straight into orbit.
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The monkey pulled back its thin lips, revealing a row of yellowing teeth, the canines obscenely long.

Parsons resisted the urge to bare his own teeth.

“So, this is Shem,” the monkey keeper said, as if actually introducing Parsons to the thing. “He’s all ready for his mission.”

Parsons peered into the cage. The monkey had been brought to Houston from the facility in Arizona, before the animal finished his trip to the Cape. Parsons wasn’t sure why the monkey had to meet them here at ASD, but here it was.

ASD wasn’t quite prepared to send up a man—the rockets still only had a fifty-fifty shot of making it off the pad, and they had no idea if the capsule sitting atop those rockets would prevent outer space from killing any life forms inside. So they were sending up the next best thing.

“Ready? How?” Parsons asked. The monkey simply had to survive the shot to space and the fall back to Earth—there were janitors doing more hands-on work on this mission.

“Oh, he’s been trained to push buttons in a sequence.”

The monkey kept its teeth bared. Parsons would feel the same about having to push buttons in a sequence.

In about twenty-four hours, this animal would go where no human had ever been. Yet it looked as if it would rather be picking lice off another chimp. Or sinking those canines into the nearest human.

“Hmm,” he said. “How secure is this cage?”

“Um, pretty secure.”

Parsons leaned back. “The Soviets send a dog, so we’ve got to send a monkey, of course.”

“Ape,” the keeper corrected. “Not a monkey.”

“Right.” Parsons slapped his clipboard against his hand. “Well, nice meeting you, Shem,” he said to the monkey.

“We’re going to meet the astronauts next. Give Shem a chance to say hello to his fellow space travelers.”

Parsons almost laughed. Oh, those flyboys were going to love being compared to an ape. If he didn’t have so much to do before launch, he’d go along just to see their faces.

The chimp showed his teeth again.

“Yes,” he muttered under his breath. “Do exactly that when you meet them.”

He went back to his office, mentally going through his pre-flight checklist. The computing department was supposed to be calculating the estimated flight path of the capsule carrying the monkey. The mission couldn’t proceed without those numbers, and Dr. Eason had promised he’d have them this morning.

He passed by his secretary Peg at her desk without a word, which was probably a relief to her. Slamming his office door behind him, he savored the brief moment of solitude. The tension was only going to get worse the closer they got to launch, so he might as well take half a heartbeat to breathe.

Tossing the clipboard onto his desk, he scanned the desktop for the numbers he’d been waiting for. But there was nothing there. No papers, no file folder, nothing.

He crouched to search under the desk, in case they’d somehow fallen. Still nothing. He straightened and braced his palm against the edge of the desk, the corner biting into the heel of his hand.

There were no numbers. She’d promised him, and they weren’t here. Dr. Eason had never once missed her deadlines. She’d never once let him down.

Without those calculations, the mission would have to be scrapped. Again.

His fingers curled tight into his palm, his hand transforming into a fist.

“Peg,” he called.

She poked her head through the door. “Did you… did you need something?”

He spoke very carefully. “Did someone from computing drop off those calculations?”

It took her a moment to answer, but he already knew what she would say from the way her eyes widened. “No,” she said, barely above a whisper.

Parsons closed his eyes for half a moment, before pushing past her.

He said nothing as he marched through the halls, letting his expression clear everyone out of his path.

When he reached it, he wrenched open the door to the computing department, scanning for his target within.

There. There was Hal. Parsons raised his clipboard and aimed at the man. “Why aren’t those calculations done?” he asked with deadly quiet.

Hal’s mouth fell open. “Well, um… There was—”

“The electronic computer is down.”

Parsons pivoted toward her voice. He hadn’t seen Dr. Eason, but of course she was here. She stood at a workbench, painstakingly soldering something together, her elbows tucked in tight against the curve of her waist, her hands gliding in practiced arcs. She didn’t bother to look at him, simply kept melting solder and carefully dabbing it into place.

She’d personally told him the calculations would be done in time. This shouldn’t feel like a betrayal—yet it did.

“You’re telling me twenty-four hours before we’re about to launch a capsule with a live animal, our computer has gone down?” Parsons couldn’t hold back the rage erupting in his voice—it was too powerful to stop. Of all the goddamn things to go wrong…

Hal didn’t answer. He just shut his mouth and stared. 

“Yes.” If Dr. Eason was fazed by his anger, she didn’t show it. She never did. He could throw this clipboard at her head—not that he ever would—and she’d merely give him a bored look.

“What happened?”

“There was a power surge. Some of the circuits burned out.” Another dab of the solder, as slow and graceful as all the rest.

“How many do you mean by some?” He was snarling at her now, and still she wouldn’t look up.

“Dozens.”

He felt light-headed for half a moment. Dozens. Dozens of circuits to be repaired.

Parsons turned back to Hal. “Why aren’t the girls working on the calculations, then? We need those numbers.”

Hal’s tongue came to his top teeth, his throat working, but before he could say anything, she cut in. “They are. But they’re not as fast as the machine.”

“I know.” If his jaw clamped any tighter, his teeth would crack. He couldn’t tell what made him angrier—that the computer was down, or that Hal let her absorb his diatribe without even trying to step in. “When will this be fixed? When will I have my numbers?”

She glanced at the clock, and he could see her calculating. “The machine should be operational in approximately one hundred and sixty-three minutes.”

“And for the girls to confirm the calculation?”

Dr. Eason took up the soldering iron again. “Maybe three hours?”

Too long. Too goddamn long. His neck burned and his collar began to strangle him. He needed these numbers or else he would have to contemplate yet another delay. This mission could not be scrapped and it could not fail. Didn’t anyone else understand? “I want this machine working now.”

She turned then, the hot iron held tight in her hand. “Really? Would you like to help with the soldering, then? Please, be my guest.”

Perhaps that was what cut at him the most—not that he was deeply, deeply attracted to her, or that she was smart as hell, or that she was the most competent member of the computing department.

It was that she mocked him. And she seemed to think he was so humorless he didn’t know what she was doing.

Well, he did.

“Get this machine on line.” He swung his clipboard up to jab at Hal. “You should be helping her with the soldering. You and anyone else who won’t foul it up. I want all hands on this.”

Dr. Eason turned back to her work, and he had the distinct sensation she was dismissing him rather than the other way around.

Parsons made his way back to his office, engineers again scrambling out of his way when they caught sight of his face.

He was going through yet another pre-flight checklist when she appeared in his doorway, exactly one hundred and seventeen minutes later. 

She looked as composed and lovely as always. He would never have guessed she’d spent the past few hours hunched over a workbench, doing tediously delicate work. She held up a sheaf of papers. “I have the numbers, from both the electronic computer and the women computers. Also, the machine is running again.”

He took the papers from her and rifled through them. Everything looked to be in order. The mission wouldn’t have to be aborted. If the chimp came back safely, America would finally catch up to the Soviets.

This was the point where he was supposed to say thank you. Or well done. But he didn’t want to be polite. He wanted to be surly and sullen and savage her if she came too close.

“Without these numbers,” he said, “we would have had to delay the mission. Again.”

“I know.”

Of course she knew—it was why she’d worked so hard to get the machine running again. He knew. She knew. There was no point in saying it. She didn’t need her ego fluffed.

She turned to leave, because she also knew he wouldn’t say thank you.

“Wait.” He tossed the papers she’d given him to the desk. Missing this deadline had not been her fault, and he wanted to make sure it didn’t happen again. He didn’t like how he felt when she disappointed him. “What would you need to have backup circuits on hand for the computer?”

Her eyes widened. She hadn’t thought of such a thing. That was the problem with scientists—they very often forgot the practical details. “Materials. Time.”

“Do it then. Tell Hal to get you whatever you need. And if he balks, come to me.” Parsons didn’t technically outrank Hal, but he was willing to pull strings on this one. “I don’t want this to happen again.”

“None of us do.” Perhaps there was a rebuke there. He couldn’t quite tell.

She was gone before he could decide for certain.


CHAPTER FOUR
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September 1961




Charlie sat in the control room of the cavernous ASD training facility and watched a training capsule dangle at the end of a long centrifuge. This was the sort of task Hal relished, as it gave him the chance to rub elbows with the astronauts. But they’d been having trouble with the cockpit displays, so he’d sent her. She hadn’t been around when they’d designed or built the things. She hated inferior technology, and hated even more having to deal with the mistakes of others. While everyone else had spent the Labor Day holiday barbequeing, Charlie had been here, trying to clean up those mistakes. And she still hadn’t gotten them all.

Though if those others—including her predecessor—hadn’t been substandard, she wouldn’t have had the chance to be here.

She was aggravated and thrilled in equal measures.

Over the radio, she could hear the astronaut Carruthers, who was sitting in the capsule, running through his reentry checklist. Suddenly, he cursed. “The damn board just went dark. Again.”

Stupid, stupid thing—though she kept that thought to herself.

“Lower the capsule,” she instructed the operator.

She pulled on a lab coat. Analog computers were so touchy when it came to dust. She walked out to meet the descending capsule, her heels clicking on the floor.

When the capsule at last came to rest on the pad, she and a technician climbed the scaffold stairs. The tech opened the hatch, and she stuck her head inside.

Carruthers was ranting. “Idiot pen pushers who can’t even deliver the things they promise. What is the point when the devices don’t work?”

Because pilots, in contrast to engineers, always performed perfectly. Charlie rolled her eyes. “Get out of the harness.”

Carruthers gave her an aggravated look. If Life magazine was to be believed, he was the pretty one, with his curly hair so black it was almost blue, a chiseled jaw, and his devil-may-care attitude. He was a decent physical specimen, she supposed, but in the time she’d spent at ASD, she’d seen him be reckless, selfish, and infuriating. Those might be necessary qualities in someone who was going to strap himself to a rocket with a spotty safety record, but she’d been thoroughly disabused of the astronaut hero myths America found so appealing. Astronauts were technicians who could fly things. Annoyingly arrogant technicians.

“Get your harness off,” she repeated, enunciating each word carefully. Only when he began unsnapping it did she continue: “I suspect some of the components in the panel came loose during the last test. Get out so I can check the connections.”

He muttered and complained the whole time, but he finally managed to haul himself out of the capsule. She climbed in—wishing she’d worn flats and slacks—and began to take the screws out of the side of the display computer.

When the metal panel popped off, she wedged herself sideways as best she could to look inside. Shoot. As she’d anticipated, several tubes had been jarred loose by the capsule’s descent. It didn’t speak well of the technology’s ability to withstand mission conditions. She was going to have to talk to Hal and Parsons about it.

But for the moment, they had to get through this series of tests. So she began to snap the tubes back into place, until her finger caught on something sharp. She pushed herself further into the space next to the computer to see better.

“Damn,” she whispered. One triode had broken, and small bits of glass were scattered inside the computer.

She sucked on her finger for a moment, then hauled herself up to face the tech peering inside the capsule. “Call the computing department. Tell Hal to send some new CRTs via courier.”

“What?” The tech looked nervous. He was with crew systems, not computing, and his eyes were wide at her request.

“I need a new CRT,” she repeated.

That didn’t seem to help matters. The tech bit his lip.

Jeez, were they going to get a man to the moon in a few years or not? “You know, don’t worry about it. Hal will know what I mean. Triode cathode ray tubes: Get them here. I also need a small brush and a pan.”

While she waited for the replacement tube, she cleaned up the panel. They were going to have to reconstruct the glass to make sure they’d gotten it all. Luckily most of the mess had been contained, but one small shard was lodged in the groove the side panel sat in. Charlie whisked a bobby pin out of her chignon and used it to pry the piece free. Then she carefully cleaned the plated wire memory and, confident things were as tidy as she could get them, she stuck her head out of the capsule.

Carruthers leaned against the rickety stairs leading up to the pad, watching her. His feet were crossed at the ankles, and his hands were knotted together behind his head. His expression was hooded and… predatory. But something about his aspect was also bored. He’d stopped for a moment and a woman was in front of him, so he might as well play the lecher. Charlie suspected this was the astronaut’s default mode.

She couldn’t wait for her mother to ask about him. Carruthers was most definitely a type.

Ignoring everything in his face—which she was half-convinced he didn’t mean—she asked, “Is the courier here yet?”

“No. But the bit with the pin was very well done. Good crouching.”

She canted further out of the capsule and watched the door. Assuming they’d called over to computing, her tubes should be here by now. “Takes someone small to fit in here—which of course you know.”

She gave him a look. His brows and his lips twitched. She’d say this for him: He looked less bored. “Contortionism is still an admirable trait in an… Are you an engineer?”

“Oh no, I don’t even work here. I got lost on the tour.”

He laughed, and it was the first genuine thing she’d seen him do.

From the expression on his face, she suspected she could see him do a lot of things if she had the inclination.

Charlie had spent college as chaste as a nun, working around the clock, indifferent to her looks and body. That had stopped in graduate school, probably because she’d been deprived of the notion she could work away men’s reactions to her.

If they weren’t going to fight fairly, she wasn’t either. And their weaknesses were her weapons. She’d had fun, too, once she discovered her body wasn’t merely a liability.

But she had standards, and astronauts didn’t meet them, even if they were cute when they laughed.

Carruthers was still laughing, in fact, when the tech returned with her CRTs. The poor boy was clutching a box and trailing behind Parsons, who was predictably fuming.

Parsons dashed up the stairs. “What happened?”

“My best guess is that three of the tubes came loose during the last test descent. One broke. Luckily it didn’t shatter completely. I’ve cleaned up as best I can, but I can’t guarantee the display will function.”

“Damn that piece of shit to hell.”

Her thoughts exactly.

“Give me the new tube,” she said. “Once it’s in place, we can turn it back on and assess the damage. But even if we can get through this battery of tests, I have some concerns about the flight hardware based on this incident.”

Parsons was ripping the box open and complaining, loudly and colorfully. “I told Hal this machine was inadequate for our needs, but did that prick listen to me? No. And now we’re all stuck holding this steaming cow turd.”

Carruthers wiped a hand over his mouth. “There’s a lady present.”

Parsons scowled. “There’s a scientist present.”

“I took a good look, and I guarantee she has the requisite parts.”

Parsons’s face darkened. “My language and not your discussion of her ‘parts’ is offensive? I don’t need lessons on—”

This was getting absurd. “Gentlemen, stop it. My delicate constitution can handle you both. Now give me the damn part so I can fix this computer.”

She couldn’t decide who looked more surprised. Carruthers, probably. Most ladies wouldn’t swear in front of him—though his greasy charm might make them want to. Parsons wasn’t smiling, but there was an admiring gleam in his eye.

He gave her the tube, and she wedged herself down in order to push the pins into the board. Then she reattached the side panel.

“Tell the operator to turn it on,” she instructed. She had no idea if this was going to function or not.

Parsons waved at the booth and a minute later, the computer sputtered to life.

She flipped several switches. “It’s working,” she called. “For how long, though, I don’t know.”

She boosted herself onto the hatch and, of all people, Parsons offered her a hand. She looked at it for a moment, amused. This was what he picked to be chivalrous about?

She looked down into his face. Perched halfway out of the capsule, she had a good half-foot on him. His jaw was set, his brows pulled together. His expression was wary and hard, and she wasn’t certain if it was entirely about the training capsule computer. She wasn’t pleased about it either, but something or other was always breaking around here.

“Are you going to get out?” Carruthers asked her. “Or are you going to take the thing into orbit?”

Right. Charlie set her hand in Parsons’s. His palm was smooth, his fingers callused, and all of him was warm. She stifled a gasp as she swung her legs out. He was standing close to the capsule, so her lab coat brushed against his clothing as she slid down to the platform.

The moment had happened as smooth and slow as honey dripping from a spoon. She inhaled sharply, and wrenched her hand from his. “I’ll go watch the levels from the booth.”

As she walked down the stairs—walked, not dashed—she could hear Carruthers say, “I need to get to know more engineers.”

“Just get in the capsule and finish the test,” Parsons snapped.

Luckily, the computer functioned for the rest of the afternoon. Carruthers was able to complete the scheduled exercises, and they obtained the data they needed about the instruments.

Carruthers waltzed out as soon as the capsule returned to the pad, without even a thank you to everyone who’d been running the simulator for him. Then the technicians finished up and exited, followed by the operator.

“Thanks,” she told him as he left.

Charlie was completing her notes when Parsons came in. She looked up at him, and then out into the training facility. Most of the lights had been turned off, and they appeared to be alone.

“I’m sorry, I can finish these back at my desk.” She jumped up and began gathering her things. He probably wanted to get home.

“No, you’re fine. I appreciate your attention to detail.”

She snorted. “I wouldn’t be much use without it.”

He was playing with a pen and he wasn’t wearing a jacket. Most of the men around ASD didn’t, at least not unless there were VIPs around. He’d also taken off his tie. The tail of it was hanging from his pocket.

“About today,” he said. He stopped, looked out at the capsule, back at the floor of the control room, and finally up at her. He swallowed. “Did Carruthers bother you?” he asked.

Charlie almost laughed, but of course, Parsons was serious. “No,” she said firmly. But he was watching her so intently she had to say more. 

She could tell him that as long as a man kept his hands to himself she was satisfied. She could tell him the leers and innuendo were as normal as the sun rising in the east, and she knew how to use them to her advantage. She could tell him Carruthers didn’t seem particularly harmful, that he was vain enough to never want a woman who was less than enthusiastic.

But Parsons wouldn’t believe her, not unless she told him far more about her life and experiences than she was willing to.

“I can manage him,” she said at last.

Parsons nodded. “The astronauts are basically children. Your work will go better if you think of them that way.”

Charlie laughed. “What do you know about children?”

Lord, was Parsons married? Did he have a bunch of squally kids in one of those monotonous houses in Lake Glade or some other suburb? She glanced at his hand. No ring.

He made a face. “Nothing. Just conjecture.”

That made more sense. For a long moment, they shared a look. In the half-light, his features were softer, younger. The day had taken a lot out of him too, she knew. For as mad as he got, his frustrations were always about the work, about incompetence. She understood that. Appreciated it even. 

She swallowed and glanced down at her pumps. “I should finish my notes.” Her words were offered so quietly they surprised her.

When he made a noise of affirmation, it was equally muted. And that was why she didn’t look up, until she heard him leave. But then she watched him go, all the way across the room.
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“Wait, let me get this straight.” Dot poured a generous measure of sugar into her coffee. “Parsons asked if you were offended by Lee Carruthers?”

Charlie swallowed her smile. It had been fairly amusing. “Yes. And I told him—”

“We’re not ready to discuss your answer yet,” Beverly interrupted. “We haven’t finished digesting the fact that Parsons is aware people have feelings.”

“He didn’t ask how I felt about it,” Charlie insisted.

“But he thought it might be wrong for someone—”

“Not just someone, one of the astronauts.”

“—to comment on your appearance.”

That was one way of putting it, but it emphasized entirely the wrong thing. Although it wasn’t inaccurate. “Well, yes,” Charlie agreed.

Dot and Beverly looked at each other before turning back to Charlie. “It isn’t that we don’t believe you,” Beverly said.

“We believe you implicitly.” Dot nodded to emphasize this, her eyes wide. “You’ve been here for eight months, and by now we know you well: You don’t lie.”

What Dot wasn’t saying was that somewhere along the way, Dot and Beverly had decided to trust Charlie. Charlie still hadn’t figured out what they’d overheard that had make them think they were going to be fired, but she’d insisted they each be given their own desk rather than sharing. She’d agitated for their promotion to the next GS grade. She’d done what it took to earn their confidence and friendship. And Dot and Beverly were damn competent, so Charlie wanted their respect.

Dot went on. “I once saw Parsons berate an engineer for omitting he’d dropped a prototype during testing.”

“Rumor has it he once showed up at the office forty-seven days in row.”

“And when he did miss work it was because it was Christmas Day, and Jensen ordered him to stay home.”

Charlie sipped her coffee to avoid smiling. None of this was surprising to her. She’d known the man for the better part of a year. “Yes?”

Beverly smirked. “So this man, this almost robotic man, was uncomfortable with how Carruthers was treating you. Uncomfortable enough to ask you about it.”

“He didn’t like asking me. I have no idea what, if anything, he would have done if I’d said yes,” Charlie said.

“But he asked. That’s important.”

Charlie looked at the door, confirming again that no one was there. In the time she’d been at ASD, she’d become accustomed to this daily ritual. She’d arrive early and enjoy an hour or so of quiet work before Dot and Beverly would show up. They’d drink coffee, engage in a half-hour of gossip, and then Hal and everyone else would trickle in.

She just liked it less when she was the object of the gossip.

“We’re getting distracted by a detail,” Charlie said, trying to drag the conversation back where it was supposed to be. “The material point is Parsons is mad about the analog computers and will support the shift to digital. I finally have the leverage to get Hal to do what we all know he should have done in the first place.”

Dot looked at Beverly. Beverly threw her head back and laughed. “You’re crazy,” she said warmly. “Hal is never going to support the shift because he doesn’t know the digital hardware as well. And there’s no incentive for him to learn it because he delegates all the work to you, Jack, Dave, and the computers.”

“So since Hal will never change, the only thing of interest that happened yesterday is Parsons betrayed a fascinating vulnerability when it comes to you,” Dot finished.

“There is no vulnerability! There’s nothing at all.”

“We agree there’s nothing on your side,” Beverly said. “But his?” She cocked her head.

Charlie swallowed. She hadn’t even told them the worst part, about him helping her out of the training capsule. About how it had felt confusing and hot, slow and fast at once.

It was merely some polite reflex. There wasn’t any attraction or awareness between Parsons and herself.

Charlie shook her head. She wasn’t going to validate this lunacy by speaking of it further. “If Hal is so devoted to antiquated tech, what’s he doing at ASD?”

“I don’t know,” Dot said. She was now adding a generous spot of cream. She always started with enough sugar to choke a horse, drank about a third of her cup, and topped the rest with cream. It was the oddest way to drink coffee Charlie had ever seen.

“He likes some aspects of ASD. The glamour, the jet set, the buzz of it. And he’s not stupid.”

Hal wasn’t someone who put in the grunt work to develop ideas, and at core, he was good at evaluating the work of others. Not inspiring feats of genius in others necessarily. He wasn’t a leader, but he could examine two different plans and see how they were going to play out. And he wanted to make sure he backed the eventual winner, no matter what.

His management style couldn’t be more different than Parsons’s. While she respected Parsons more, and while he was clearly more dedicated to the mission, there was something about how Hal operated that she found interesting. She wished she could stop thinking about merit and focus on politics as he did, if only now and again.

“Well,” Charlie said, taking another sip of her coffee. “We have to get Hal to switch to digital, if only because I hate dealing with vacuum tubes.”

“The best course will be to tell him Maynard is doing it.”

Dot was right. Hal wanted ASD to follow industry in all things. If mentioning Maynard convinced him to switch to digital... Well, Charlie was going to do whatever it took to achieve it.

“Okay, then. I’ll put together some notes.”

Beverly turned away to doctor her own coffee, and didn’t comment on Charlie’s plan. But her time at ASD had taught Charlie something about her too: Beverly played her cards close to the vest. She never revealed too much, or gave too much away. If she wasn’t endorsing this course of action, it was because she thought it the wrong one.

Beverly didn’t voice these reservations, probably because no one was going to listen to her, because she was a computer, and a woman, and because of her race, but Charlie had learned to pick up on these moments of hesitation.

Just then, Hal came in, all ingratiating grin.

“I heard yesterday’s test was a rousing success,” he said as he perched his hat atop the stand by the door.

Not wanting to get into it with him until she had a plan, Charlie gave him an arch smile. “We got what we needed.”

That was true enough for now.


CHAPTER FIVE
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October 1961




Charlie waited in the hall outside the conference room. Somewhere, someone’s secretary was typing, but the wing was otherwise deserted. A notice about the upcoming office Halloween party—with apple bobbing!—was tacked to the wall in front of her.

She straightened her tartan skirt and squared her shoulders. She hadn’t been nervous, really nervous, since she’d told her parents she was going to major in math and not physics. There hadn’t been any point in being nervous then. They’d disapproved, as she knew they would, but she’d persevered and that had been the end of it.

There was even less point in being nervous now. She had the job. She’d been doing it well for months. She’d saved the mission carrying the chimp into space—he’d come back safe and sound and scored a triumph for ASD—although she hadn’t officially gotten the credit. She was an integral part of the effort to send Joe Reynolds into orbit early next year.

So what if she hadn’t met the ASD director or the chief of the facility in Virginia before? They only cared about results. And she got them. They weren’t going to care she—

No. She wasn’t even going to think it.

With a few deep breaths, she returned her heart rate to normal. She folded her arms behind her and held the position until her shoulders ached. It was good, the ache. It grounded her, distracted her. She didn’t give in and release, however.

Instead, she tapped the toe of one shoe against the linoleum floor a few times. He’d said to be here at a quarter after, and it was now—fine, she’d check the time. She swung her arms forward and glanced at her wristwatch. Half past.

Parsons was never late. Ever. The man had a Swiss mechanism where his heart should be.

But he’d also said not to knock, that he would come and get her.

She could hear voices inside. The meeting wasn’t over. So she waited.

Sometimes she suspected Parsons simply enjoyed ordering her around.

And right before she did something stupid, like rap her knuckle against the door, it swung open.

Parsons had on his jacket. Black of course, like all his suits. His tie had black embroidered stripes on a black silk base. He looked even more the undertaker than usual.

He looked at her for several long beats. Those eyes—dark brown, impenetrable—focused on her face. His expression was pained. Altogether, he looked damned uncomfortable. But he struck her as a man who hated comfort. He would think it common. Pedestrian. And there was nothing pedestrian about him.

She cocked her head and waited. At last he stepped aside, and she strolled into the room.

“This is Charlie Eason,” Parsons said.

At the end of the long table sat Stan Jensen and the director of the ASD facility in Virginia.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Eason. Would you like some water?”

Her heart started to beat a ragged tattoo in her ears. She ignored it.

“It’s Dr. Eason.” She walked to the chair next to Parsons’s and pulled it out. She sat heavily. Her hands were shaking now, so she kept one braced on the arm of the chair. With the other, she twitched at her skirt until it covered her knees. She set her hand in her lap, draping her arm in the arc of a ballerina’s.

“Parsons said you wanted to discuss the launch procedure, gentlemen,” she said, keeping her voice low. “So let’s talk.”

Only someone who knew her well would be able to hear the tension, the anger in the aspirated K.

None of these men had that pleasure.

“We have some questions about the tracking computer,” the ASD director from Virginia said. His words were careful and a bit neutral, as if he were afraid he might scare her off. “About the coding process.”

She bit back the question she wanted to ask: Tell me what you know about coding, and I’ll know how to calibrate my explanation.

“It’s a derivative of a von Neumann machine,” she said equally slowly, as if she were talking to idiots. She smiled to soften the edge of her tone.

“You worked with him at Princeton,” Stan Jensen said. Well, he said it, but it was a question. He was asking her to confirm something he didn’t quite believe.

“Yes. I started in his lab when I was sixteen.”

Something strange happened when she said that: She felt Parsons shift next to her. It felt like a gesture of… support. As if he wanted to give her his imprimatur.

She didn’t need it.

“I was only a coder, of course, a support staffer. Compared to what we have now, the machine was crude. Vacuum tubes, no FORTRAN, but we could predict the weather and that was the point.”

“Dr. Eason is herself an accomplished computer,” Parsons said. “She’s promised to be the backup for the machine during the next liftoff. She predicts she’ll be able to manually confirm we’re a go in twenty-two seconds.”

“That’s not quite what I said,” she corrected. “I gave a range of—”

He shook his head. Barely. Imperceptibly. Like he didn’t want her to do anything to take away from her genius in these men’s eyes.

But she hadn’t said twenty-two seconds; she’d said less than thirty-five seconds, and she’d emphasized her average was in the mid-twenties.

Before she could get all the details out, the man from Virginia went on as if Parsons had never spoken up for her. “This is quite a bit more complicated.”

“Oh, of course,” she said, her words both sweet and tart at once. “Let me tell you about what the department is working on.”

The department, not my department, though of course it wasn’t hers. But neither she nor they would have known that from the way she talked for the next ten minutes, explaining the range of machines and human backups, their goals and safeguards and backups.

When she’d finished, they were speechless—which of course had been the point.

“That’s all very… thorough,” Stan Jensen said at last.

It had been many things. That she’d been thorough was indisputable.

“We’ll pass along to Hal how informative that was,” the other ASD director said. Because Hal was evidently her keeper.

Parsons stood up, so she did too. “Let me know if you have any other questions,” she said. And she swept from the room.

She went back to her office. Along the way, she ignored or gave half-hearted waves to everyone who greeted her—though that was hardly unusual.

She picked up the report she was supposed to be reading. She set it down. She opened the cover, took her pen in hand… and slammed it back down.

It would never be enough. No matter how many papers she authored, no matter how many projects she successfully completed, deadlines she met, or snafus she navigated, all they’d ever be able to see were the breasts.

All she could hope for, the very best, was to be treated like a trained bear. A pat on the head and a whispered “freak” as she left the room: that was the best-case scenario.

Maybe her parents were right—perhaps she ought to leave ASD and scuttle back to academia. Find a suitable professor husband and raise the next generation of scientists, as they had.

Mother would say, “I told you so.” Not in a mean way—well, not completely mean—but she would.

Although working here wasn’t entirely bad. Parsons, for all his flaws, was better than the rest because he was never astonished. He was also never pleased. A thing was either good, which was to say sufficient, or it was not (usually not) and that was all he ever had for anybody.

Needing to move, she stood up and started pacing.

She shouldn’t be shocked; she shouldn’t be upset. She should be able to take this afternoon’s meeting and put it in the case along with the fifty other meetings she’d had like this one, all the times when her sex had surprised the men across from her and had stayed surprising the entire time.

But today, she couldn’t. She’d been happy here. She had started to feel like maybe, just maybe, she could be happy at ASD long-term, that her work would be enough to overcome the limitations everyone else placed on her.

She stopped and listened. She’d been back in her office for an hour or so. Everyone else had gone home. She was alone. She turned on her heel and did another circuit around the room.

In some ways, Parsons was in the same situation. He wasn’t a woman—and of course that changed things. But he was eerily good at what he did and congenitally unimpressed, and thus he stepped on toes constantly.

They called him a freak, too.

That was probably why, as the clock ticked closer to six, she headed toward his office.

She didn’t bother to knock. She simply opened the door.

His jacket was off and so was his tie. His shirt was mostly unbuttoned. His shirtsleeves were rolled up. His feet were crossed on his desk, and his chair was pushed way back. Parsons himself was craned back, and he was playing toss with a wadded-up piece of scratch paper.

She closed the door and leaned against it. He hadn’t acknowledged her, but that was probably good. She needed a moment to collect herself. She wasn’t quite sure what she was doing here—except she didn’t feel like quite so odd a bird around him.

When at last she ventured all the way in, she chose the chair closer to him. She could have taken the small sofa, but instead she went with the hard, unvarnished wood. Unlike in the meeting, she tossed herself down. No performance, no gimmick. He wasn’t looking at her, and she didn’t care anyway.

Seconds passed. She watched him surreptitiously, but then with steady awareness. His fingers were long. Callused at the tips. The way he moved was gentle, expert. He snagged the ball of paper out of the air and flipped it up again. Higher and higher it flew each toss.

Her gaze swept lower, over his forearms dusted with dark hair, his flexing biceps in his sleeves, and down to the surprisingly trim plane of his stomach beneath his shirt.

Parsons was a man. He wasn’t a disembodied brain. He was warm and real and only a few feet from her.

The realization hit her with a tang. Her breathing went shallow.

Before she’d gotten it under control, he spoke. “That meeting today, I—”

“Don’t apologize.”

He caught the paper and looked at her, straight on. “I wasn’t going to.”

Of course not. But his tone frosted the words, blurred them. He thought he had nothing to apologize for. As she’d noted in the meeting, he was mad, but not at her.  He was mad at the men who’d been mean to her.

That piquant detail made her cant forward and ask, “Why did you tell them I could do the calculation in twenty-two seconds?”

He pursed his lips and exhaled. “You’re bright.”

“Noted.”

“No.” He waved her sarcasm off. “Beyond being smart, which you obviously are, you’re… competent. More so than any man working here. Their dismissal of you was outrageous.”

There was no getting control of her breathing now. She could feel her cheeks heating and sweat blooming on her palms.

She didn’t say anything, although she repeated his words over in her head several times. Bright, smart, competent.

She knew that she was. She didn’t get through the things she had without knowing it, deep within her. The knowledge was like a secret idol she’d visited on her own. She alone kept the votive candles lit there.

But maybe she had an acolyte.

Parsons glared hard at the wall for a moment, as if it were Stan Jensen and he could correct the man with a mean look, but then he softened and turned back to her. “I probably… well, I was trying to help.”

“There’s no help for the problem they have.”

He glared at the wall again. “Maybe. But we have a goal here, a mission. I want the people I want for what I want them for. If we get the job done, the rest is immaterial.”

Wasn’t that adorable? He believed so naively in meritocracy, she should probably cut him down to size.

But something held her back. Or rather, she decided to prioritize something else.

From the moment when he’d helped her out of the capsule, a potent draw had seemed to be between them. She’d worked to erase the memory—but maybe it didn’t have to be a memory.

All the times she’d catch him glaring, or when she’d wanted to rub his nose in her work, they’d been building to this.

Charlie licked her lips. Every inch of her was charged to capacity, ready to throw off a terrific spark, at least if he responded in the affirmative.

She whispered, “What do you want me for?”

Oh stupid, impetuous words. She wanted them back the moment she’d spoken them. They were undeniably suggestive. That she’d said them, and how she’d said them, was going to make it hard to play off—if they wanted to play them off.

But then Parsons wet his lips and looked at her. His eyes were dilated behind his glasses and glazed, if she wasn’t mistaken, with lust.

No, she didn’t want the words back at all. She wanted… well, she wanted.

This was terrifically ill thought out. He was the only man in the place who treated her decently—at least the only one with any power who did. He’d been flattering her, and she wanted to what? Get sweaty and naked with him?

Yes, to begin with at least.

She could feel her pulse between her legs as Parsons watched her, weighing how he ought to respond. She realized how long it had been since she’d been in bed with a man. It had been a long time. Too long.

This was a bad idea. But it was also a very good one.

“I want your skills,” he said at last. Then he swallowed. Hard.

“Mm.” She leaned onto his desk. “Just at the office?”

He smiled. It was sheepish and titillating and surprised and it made him look twenty. Then it was over. The door he’d opened with the smile slammed closed.

Was he rejecting her?

He swung his feet onto floor and snapped up before she could decide. “We can’t talk about this here.”

“We’re not talking about anything.”

He began buttoning his shirt. “Where are you parked?”

Oh. That sounded promising. “Near the north gate.”

He stood, pivoted toward the wall, and shoved his shirt into his pants. Without turning, he asked, “Do you want to get out of here?”

Since he wasn’t looking, she didn’t hide her smile as she said, “I’ll get my purse.”

This might be improvised, but she didn’t care. She didn’t allow herself to think or question as she dashed back to the computing department to collect her purse and close up.

Three minutes later, she found him in the parking lot beside his car. It was a balmy autumn night. The humidity was beginning to leach from the air, and the light was lavender and gold as twilight flamed out.

She pointed to her Dodge. “This is mine.”

“Follow me.”

She did. He left ASD and took one left and another. He pulled off onto an access road. They were building a new wind tunnel over here, but the gates of the base hadn’t been extended yet.

Parsons pulled off into a field and parked. The workmen were long gone. Directly across from them was a field. In it, an oil derrick pumped away and a single longhorn steer stood chewing his cud.

She pulled alongside his car and watched as Parsons walked around and opened her door.

She left the keys in the ignition. He couldn’t be serious. She raised a brow at him.

He was as silent and inscrutable as ever. His hands were braced on her car, but he hadn’t moved beyond that. He seemed to be weighing some difficult decision.

She should probably offer to help. Instead she teased, “Come here often?”

He didn’t answer with words. But he did lean in and unbuckle her seat belt. Then he reached to the floor and pulled the lever between her legs. The entire front seat slid back six inches with a firm click.

She drew a sharp breath and watched as he wrapped his fingers around her ankle. He tugged gently, turning her toward him.

“We never talk this about at work,” he said.

His face was in shadow. What little light there was shone off his glasses, made it impossible to read his eyes.

“Talk about what?” Lord, her voice was breathy.

Instead of telling her, he showed her. He ran his fingers up her leg, over the stocking covering her calf. When he reached the back of her knee, he grunted in arousal.

Everywhere he touched, he set off sparks. She was playing it cool, keeping her features even and her reactions contained. But she couldn’t resist squeezing her thighs together and testing her growing arousal. She felt swollen, and gloriously willing.

And he’d barely touched her.

His free hand fisted the hem of her skirt, and he began to pull it up. To tug, really, with no finesse or thoughtfulness, though it was all the more dizzying for the jerkiness. He wanted her. Badly. She knew the feeling.

She lifted her hips, helped him expose her garter belt and drawers.

“Christ, you’re lovely,” he whispered as he knelt in the grass.

This was crazy. It was insane. Fifteen minutes ago they’d been colleagues in his office and nothing more, and now he was going to… oh good God.

She didn’t touch him at all. She watched him watch her. Watched his fingers skate up her leg until they arrived finally at the inches of bare skin at the apex of her inner thighs.

He nudged her panties aside and skimmed through her curls.

She was throbbing and wet between her legs, so ready for whatever he was going to do next.

But he seemed to surprise them both when he leaned forward and licked her most intimate flesh.

That was it. That was all it took for whatever reservations she’d had to evaporate. This—whatever it was—was going to be wonderful.

She made an incoherent noise and stretched out along the seat.

He took his time, like he was learning the geography of a new place. Once he’d taken in the broad contours, he focused on her clit.

She exhaled, long and low, and let the autumn air run over her. It smelled like hay and rain. The damp, as the sun set and the humidity in the air turned to dew, mixed with the sweat breaking out on her skin. It made her feel clean, but of course she wasn’t. A man was licking her to ecstasy in the front seat of her car. And that contradiction? Well, of all the things she’d done in her life, this moment was probably the most erotic.

Parsons—because even now, she couldn’t think of him as Eugene—had an extremely talented tongue. He scrolled patterns on the most delicate parts of her, caught on folds and sensitive places she didn’t know she had, until she was shaking with the need to come.

She shifted on the seat, ran her hands down her torso, and rubbed over her breasts. When his chin nudged against her, she urged, “More.”

He hummed in response, evidently telling her relax.

But she didn’t know how to relax. All she knew was that she needed release.

She shifted again, trying to get him to turn his attentions lower.

“More,” she repeated, more urgently.

But the stupid, infuriating man didn’t give it. She rocked against him, trying to get the rhythm she needed. But it wasn’t enough.

She pushed her hands lower, but he lifted his mouth from her while he caught and trapped her wrists in one of his hands.

She made a noise, half frustration, half gasp. “Listen, asshole,” she managed to get out. “I need—”

He pushed a finger into her.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she breathed out.

 He added another finger, and they began to work together: her bucking against him, him thrusting into her.

When she found release, it went on forever, until he’d made her feel gorgeous and sated and very, very tired. Until her back ached with the force of her climax.

His face still rested against her leg. When he spoke, however, he sounded utterly normal, like he might in a meeting. “Do you know that hotel Mulligan’s? On El Camino?”

She nodded weakly. Then she realized he couldn’t see her, so she said, “Uh-huh?” She knew the one. It was rather… seedy.

“Meet me there.”

She pushed up onto her elbows.

Parsons had stood and was straightening his glasses. He hadn’t even bothered to take them off as he’d serviced her. It wasn’t totally night yet, though it would be in a few minutes. Other than the dark spots the dew had left on his knees and his chin, which was shining from her arousal, he looked perfectly together.

“I’m going to get some condoms,” he said as he ran his hands down the wrinkles on his shirt. “Then I’ll meet you there in a half hour.”

“Why would I meet you?”

“Because I’m going to fuck you until neither of us can see straight.”

She gasped as she felt the words in her core. They were a vow, and spoken more intensely than anything he’d ever said to her before.

The only answer she had for him was “Oh.”

He looked at her for the first time since finishing. “We never talk about this at work.”

He’d said it several times. The boundary was important to him.

“And we never talk about work there,” she agreed.

“There?”

She shoved her hair over her ear and shimmied her skirt down her hips. She shuffled down the edge of the seat until her feet were on the ground between his. She couldn’t have this conversation with him while she was so exposed.

“Do you really want to pretend this will be the only time?” she asked after a few beats.

“No.” Then he nodded, curt, decided. “I’ll see you soon.”

He raised his hand as if to touch her, but he let it drop without doing so. Then he was gone.

It was only after he’d driven away that she realized he hadn’t kissed her.


CHAPTER SIX
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She was there.

Parsons stared at the Dodge parked in front of room nine as he sat in his own car, a box of condoms on the seat next to him. If he’d had to put odds on it, he would have put her showing up here at under fifty percent.

But over thirty.

Then he’d arrived, and the possibilities collapsed into certainty. She’d come.

He could sit outside and ponder all the reasons why she might be there, or he could go do what he’d promised her on that access road.

Putting his mouth on her virtually in public had been the most insane thing he’d ever done. But as soon as he knew he could have her, he’d had to touch her, to give her pleasure. Maybe he’d also needed to demonstrate what he wanted from her in an appropriately raw gesture. It had been crude and excessive, and it was through only the barest remnant of wit that he’d kept himself from ravishing her in her car.

And somehow it had worked, had led to this.

He grabbed the box and hauled himself out of the car.

The room was dingy, done in shades of mustard and brown that hadn’t aged well. But he didn’t give a damn about the décor. All his focus was on the woman in the center of the bed.

She was in her slip and stockings, which was a shame—he’d wanted to undress her himself. She said nothing as he shut the door behind him and stepped into the room. She only watched him with her amber eyes, the very picture of a sexpot, her lips slightly parted.

He’d wanted to taste those lips from the first moment he’d seen her. And tonight, he was going to.

He set the box of condoms on the dresser, waiting for her to react. It was a visceral reminder of what they were about to do here, and if she was having second thoughts…

He wanted her to want this as badly as he did.

Her gaze flicked to the box, then back to him. She lifted one knee, her slip sliding down her thigh until it snagged on her garter.

Well, then. He toed off his shoes and pulled his tie free. Once he’d unbuttoned his cuffs, he rolled his sleeves up to his forearms and took off his watch.

She made no move toward him. Perhaps she was having second thoughts. He set his hands on his hips and studied her expression, looking for what he feared might be there. 

But as he did, she scooted to the end of the bed, her slip riding up to almost her hips, but not quite far enough for him to see where he’d tasted her. Her hands caught on his belt and pulled him to her.

The relief that rose in him when she did was sharp, nearly painful. She hadn’t changed her mind. 

His belt came free with two quick tugs, and she was unbuttoning his pants. She pulled out his shirttails, her nails scoring his thighs and making his breath hiss in. Then she gave him a look from under her lashes, one that sent every last drop of blood straight to his cock.

Starting from the bottom, she began to very deliberately open his shirt, button by agonizing button. If he hadn’t become used to the sensation of being crazed with need for her these past few months, the torment might have killed him. As it was, he couldn't help but groan each and every time her hands brushed against him.

Once she’d finished with the last button, she pulled open his shirt… and made a disapproving noise when she encountered his undershirt.

He shouldn’t take that noise so much to heart, but he did. She wanted to see his bare skin, perhaps as much as he wanted to see hers. He shrugged the rest of the way out of his shirt. Then he pulled his undershirt over his head as she finished taking off his pants and boxers.

Once he was naked, he climbed over her, forcing her back onto the bed. He simply looked at her for a long moment as she stared back. She might be pinned beneath him, but she was somehow utterly in control of the entire situation.

He slipped off his glasses and set them on the side table, since he was close enough to her to catch all the details. The scent of her around him, the deep pull of her breaths, the sensation of her fingers skimming along his skin were what he wanted to be focused on, not merely the visuals of what they were doing.

This would be a good moment to finally kiss her, but he still wasn’t quite ready. Once he touched his mouth to hers, he might not want to come up for air. Instead, he tugged the straps of her slip from her shoulders, pulling the bodice down. Her brassiere was cream and lace, and his skin tingled, knowing this had been beneath her dress all day at work.

No, he wasn’t supposed to be thinking of work. That was the agreement. Here, this, was enough.

He thumbed her nipples through the fabric and savored her sharp inhale. He did it again, then lowered his mouth to the pulse flickering at the base of her neck.

So good. All of her tasted so good. She lifted toward him, her hands coming to clasp at his back, and he took the opportunity to unhook her bra and free her breasts. The straps had left deep marks in her shoulders and upper chest. That feminine bit of fabric had spent all day biting into her skin. He rubbed a thumb over one of the marks, which must have hurt like the very devil, but she didn’t flinch.

She shifted beneath him, dislodging his hand. “You’re very good at that.”

The first thing she’d said since he’d come in, and it was a joke. He responded in kind. “Engineers are skilled with their hands.”

“So I've heard.”

“You sound skeptical.” He cupped her breasts and rolled her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers, her eyes closing as he did. “I’ll have to prove it to you.”

She had no smart retort, possibly because he’d taken her nipple in his mouth, tracing the shape of it with his tongue. For several moments she writhed beneath him. Then her hands rested on his sides and slid up his chest, tangling in the hair there. He suckled her hard and her nails scored his skin. He groaned, settling deeper between her thighs. As her legs spread, making room for him, her slip dragged between them.

He caught the hem of it and pushed back onto his knees so he could shove it up to her waist. And stopped breathing when he did.

She’d taken off her panties, but left on her garters and stockings, the belt and straps framing the dark curls at her center.

Sonofabitch. He hadn’t been expecting that.

He was shaking, he knew he was, but he made his hands steady as he reached out to touch her inner thigh, skimming along the strap of her garter. He put his hands on her knees, savoring the silken feel of her stockings for half a moment, before he opened her to him. Her curls were damp, the folds of her sex gleaming a deep, delicious rose. She caught at his arm, tried to pull him down to her.

He held back. He wanted to fuck her, so badly—so, so badly. But even more he wanted to see her climax again. Wanted to feel her clench around his fingers, wanted to hear her moans, wanted to see her bow under the crushing pleasure he brought her.

He slipped one finger into her wet heat, then another, and set his thumb on the hood of her clit. She moaned and lifted toward him. He caught her nipple in his mouth, tonguing it as his fingers worked at her, drove her on, begged her to give him her release.

As in the front seat of her car, he found her to be damned responsive. Quickly, a deep groan left her throat as she rhythmically pulsed around his hand, her orgasm washing over her.

This was the moment he’d been waiting for. He brushed his mouth over hers, soft, consuming the last bit of her pleasure. He traced the shape of her lower lip. It was stupidly full. He rolled her upper lip between his teeth, testing the swooping bow. How many times had he fantasized about this? How many meetings had he been distracted in, wondering how she might taste?

It was everything he'd imagined and more.

He’d been right—she had a tantalizing mouth. When at last he ventured inside, her tongue met his with the boldness he’d come to expect from her, and she gripped the back of his neck tightly, holding him exactly where he wanted to be.

How long it might take him to get his fill of her mouth, he’d never know, because too soon she was breaking away.

“Now,” she urged. “Please. Please.”

She’d never before said please to him, and it shattered the last threads of his control. He snatched up a condom, fumbling to get it open. Her fingers tangled with his as she tried to help him, all finesse lost to the both of them in their urgency.

Finally, finally, it was on and she was falling back onto the bed, taking him with her, her nylon-clad thighs coming around his hips.

The first thrust was… He had no words. He hadn’t experienced need like this before, and he’d never feel release like this again. At least until the next time they met.

The fact there might be a next time, that he could have another moment like this with her, kept his thrusts from being utterly wild, completely without control.

Her nails were sunk deep into his back, the pain the sweetest he’d ever known, and her hips rolled as she pushed him on. He could hardly breathe for the climax building in him.

Her head was thrown back, her lower lip caught between her teeth, and she was making the most incredible noises—greedy, urgent, and just plain gorgeous.

That was what pushed him over the edge: her frantic pleasure that mirrored his own. Arms bracing him over her, he gave one last thrust, his cock jerking as he came.

His arms collapsed and he folded onto her, having nothing left to give.

After a moment, she pushed against him and he rolled off her, his chest heaving and his gaze blurry. Well, he’d definitely achieved the not seeing straight bit. The mattress dipped next to him, and snapped back. She was off the bed and had shut herself into the bathroom before he was even able to take a full breath.

He pushed up on one elbow and frowned at the bathroom door. He hadn’t expected they would cuddle after, but that seemed… abrupt.

It had been the most intense encounter of his life. And it had ended with corresponding swiftness.

He felt confused and a bit hollow, but he needed to concentrate on the fact it had happened at all.

When she exited the bathroom, she’d dressed and smoothed herself back to perfection. She was utterly lovely as always, but her face was a serene mask. He’d seen her when it shattered. He knew now how much of an act it was. He respected it, even as it kept him outside.

“We never talk about this at work,” she said. 

His heart sank, since her words sounded quite final.

“This time or any other,” she finished.

Before he even had time to fully process it, she was gone.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Thank God there was a staff meeting the next morning.

Parsons wouldn’t have to risk catching her alone—their first meeting would be with plenty of onlookers. No risk of awkwardness, at least none they could openly indulge.

Not that they’d be indulging in anything at work. He’d been very clear: Nothing must jeopardize their mission here.

Parsons for once wasn’t running the meeting; the capsule development team was presenting their latest results. But of course, the team head wasn’t here yet, so Parsons was marking up a draft of a technical manual. 

So much time wasted waiting for meetings to begin. He ought to work up a more efficient system for ensuring things started on time. Not that this meeting was technically starting late—but he already knew it would.

He drew a heavy black line through an utterly inane sentence in the technical manual.

Charlie wasn’t here yet, either. She would be—the capsule had several computers, so the deputy director of computing ought to be here.

Deputy director. Such an idiotic distinction, because God forbid she be given the title she deserved. He shook his head.

“Do you need something?” 

His secretary’s fluttery voice at his elbow had him wincing. Peg was too delicate to be his secretary—she took his foul moods too much to heart. But she had three kids to feed and a husband who couldn’t work, so Parsons couldn’t bring himself to let her go. And he couldn’t curb his temper enough to keep her from cowering. 

He could pass her to Jensen—it would be a promotion of sorts, even—but Jensen was handsy with his secretaries. So Parsons and Peg would have to scrape along together.

“It’s fine.” He blacked out a too-florid line. It was a technical manual, not a book of poetry.

Parsons wasn’t one for poetry. Or the deep romantic feelings that usually went along with poetry. Oh, he’d had encounters with women. Some had been like himself: only looking for release and nothing deeper. A few had thought to change him, or God forbid, even fix him. They’d thought if they’d just been charming enough, provided a comfortable haven away from work, he’d want to settle down.

Those ones had wanted to date, a word he regarded with horror. He didn’t do dinners or dancing or drinks. What no one understood was that work was his refuge, his comfort, his haven. He was happy when he was working; he needed no respite from what he loved.

But all this pondering of romance and the women who’d come before raised the question: What did Charlie want from this?

He didn’t think she’d want dinner or dancing or drinks, and if she did, there were a thousand men who’d jump at the chance to do those things with her. Men more charming, more personable than he was. Parsons hadn’t a lick of vanity—he knew what he looked like next to all those golden astronauts.

But if she only wanted release, again, why pick him? Another thousand men would line up for the chance to have a few sweaty, grappling hours with her in a motel room.

Heat bloomed on his skin and collected under his collar as he remembered her beneath him. If he’d meant to shock her, he should have known better. This was Charlie, who took everything he dished out with hardly a blink. Even when he dished out his darkest imaginings.

Was that why she’d said yes? Because she refused to be caught off balance by him?

It still made no sense though, not for a woman as gorgeous and smart as she was. If she were Venus, he was most certainly Vulcan—stunted and swarthy as he hammered away at his forge.

He made a face. There was some of that poetry he tried to avoid.

Feet shuffled to his left and he looked up.

Jefferies was approaching, the hunch of his shoulders apologetic. Parsons had no idea how a man that big could make himself look so small.

“Um, sir?” Jefferies ventured.

“We’re a civilian agency. You don’t have to call me sir.” There, there was a joke for Charlie. Too bad she wasn’t here to hear it.

Jefferies cleared his throat. “Yes, s—. About the MASTIF…”

Parsons’s spine turned to ice. “What about it?”

No one was scheduled to train on that simulator, which meant something had gone wrong. He could already guess who might have been behind it.

“Well, I’m not entirely clear on the details, but it seems Carruthers insulted Storch’s flying abilities.”

Parsons did not want to hear the rest of this. Put Carruthers together with Storch and their combined stupidity increased by an order of magnitude. Of all the astronauts, those two were his least favorite.

“So Storch proved his piloting skills,” Jefferies went on, “by getting into the MASTIF and trying to recover a roll set at fifty rpms.”

If everyone weren’t filing in for a meeting, Parsons would have cursed a blue streak. As it was, his tongue tingled with the words wanting to fly from it. “The limit for the machine is thirty.” Goddamn those two. “How bad is the damage?”

“The repairs will take two weeks.”

Two weeks. Not to mention the cost. All because Carruthers pissed on Storch’s leg. Not that either of them would care. They were astronauts, adored by the entire nation. They could make all the messes they wanted, confident in the knowledge someone else would sweep it up.

And Parsons was that someone.

“Storch wrenched his elbow too,” Jefferies went on.

Parsons didn’t care—let Stan Jensen worry about his precious astronauts.

Goddamn pilots. Why couldn’t they have a nice, unmanned lunar mission? Send a docile, obedient robot that would never damage an obscenely expensive piece of equipment on a dare?

An engineer could dream.

Jefferies was nodding hello to someone behind Parsons. “Mr. Reed. Dr. Eason.”

She was here. He wouldn’t turn, but all of him came to sharp, crackling attention.

“Jefferies,” Hal grunted as he took a seat, probably directly behind Parsons from the sound of it. “Parsons.”

He nodded in acknowledgment, keeping his gaze on the technical manual in his hands. The click of her heels against the floor was a drumming against his heart. Then the scrape of a chair sliding across the floor, behind him and to his left. 

A tilt of his head, a swivel of his neck, and he could see her, if he wanted. He already knew how she’d look, carefully arranged in the chair as she always was.

But not last night. She’d tossed herself down in his office with an unguarded ease. 

What do you want me for?

He’d almost told her right there. Hell, he’d almost shown her on his desk.

He frowned down at the manual. Those kinds of things couldn’t happen here, though. His fumbling recovery about her “skills” or some such hadn’t fooled her last night. But was everyone else fooled today?

They had to be. If they were caught, she could be fired. And that couldn’t happen—he needed her.

“I, sir—” Jefferies stuttered.

“What, what is it?” he barked. What the hell else was wrong?

“I am sorry about the MASTIF.”

He shook his head. “It isn’t your fault. It’s those damn fool… Well, you don’t need to apologize at any rate. You’re just the messenger. Why is everyone so nervy around here?”

He knew why he was, but unless the rest of them had spent several hours entwined with Charlie Eason, that wasn’t why they were.

That was when she spoke. “It might have to do with how you manage your staff. You could try smiling.”

His head snapped up, but he still didn’t look at her. “Could I?” Gruff, but not harsh. He’d have to try harder to be off-putting.

“Yes. Oh wait—do you not know how? I could show you.”

Jefferies laughed nervously.

“It’s easy,” she went on. “Use the muscles of your cheek to lift one side of your mouth. Repeat on the other side. Show a bit of teeth. But not too much.”

An image flashed through his mind—her lips parted, the tips of her teeth bared as she gasped beneath him. Ah God, to finally be with her, after all those months of binding need—

His pen skidded across the paper. He took a slow breath, placed the tip back where it had started. No one said anything, so they must not have seen.

“I know how to smile,” he said.

She knew it too, because he’d smiled at her last night like a besotted teenager. But just the once, since the rest of what happened between them was too intense for anything so wan.

“Since I’ve seen no evidence of any such thing, I’ll have to disbelieve. It’s the skeptic in me.”

She was mocking him, as usual. Jefferies had his hand over his mouth, no doubt trying to hide a smile, and Hal was probably silently laughing too.

Or was she flirting? There was a frisson between them that made her words less painful, more teasing.

Parsons finally allowed his head to turn and his gaze to land on her. She was exactly as he’d expected—composed, lovely, utterly in control of her expression and her posture.

And she wasn’t looking at him. Instead, her gaze was directed at the front of the room, as if she thought the meeting might begin at any moment.

It didn’t hurt, her inattention. That was what he wanted: for them to carry on as before. He’d been clear, and she’d agreed with him. He was only a little piqued he’d given in to the urge to stare at her.

He turned back to the manual. “I see nothing to smile about here.” He crossed out another line.

Jefferies’s smile dropped, and Hal shifted behind him, clearing his throat. They likely thought he was only being his usual, surly self.

But Charlie no doubt heard what he was really saying.
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Charlie shut the door to her office. She paused before locking it. She didn’t want to be disturbed right now.

It wasn’t a very large space. Four steps and she was at her desk. She set her notes down and exhaled, long and low. She dropped her chin to her chest and rubbed her shoulders, deep circles right where her neck meet her body. She’d made it through the capsule team’s presentation.

Except for Parsons’s hands. Charlie had sat several chairs down from where she normally did to be further away from him. She’d kept her eyes trained straight ahead and her pen moving the entire time. She’d practically transcribed the presentation word for word.

It hadn’t kept her from seeing his damn hands. She hadn’t made eye contact with him, but she’d watched his hands.

The last time she’d been in New York, giving a talk at a computing conference, she’d stolen away and explored the town. Her mother would have had a fit. “Conferences are for networking, Charlotte.”

Charlie had taken an entire afternoon at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, at least a quarter of an hour of which she’d spent in front of a single chalk sketch by Michelangelo. In the picture, the figure’s body had been twisted, muscular, beautiful, but it was the hands that had kept Charlie riveted in place. The wrists radiated strength, the fingers long and graceful. They reached off the page, away from the viewer. She’d wondered if they would be rough from work, or smooth like silk. Those fingers had haunted her dreams for weeks.

Parsons had hands an Italian master would salivate to sketch.

His hands were probably why she’d said those stupid words, and why she’d had an assignation in a seedy motel with him. They were why, only hours after she’d left him and with her body still sore, the sight of his fingers sweeping over the conference table, gesticulating, holding his pen, had her running back to her office until she could cool down.

She didn’t want to think about how they’d felt in her hair when he’d finally kissed her. She didn’t want to remember his forearms bracketing her head while he’d thrust into her or the desperate edge to his breathing, as if he needed this, her. She particularly didn’t want to consider the weight of him, the textures and planes of his body, hard against her when they’d finished. All she’d wanted in that moment was to burrow into him and stay all night. Warm and sated.

Which had been why she’d bolted as fast as she could, hauling her clothes on and her façade back into place.

He wanted her body—that had been obvious. But he also wanted the boundary between who they were here and what they did there. She wanted to show him she understood, that she could respect it, that she needed it too.

She stepped out of her shoes and balled her toes against the linoleum floor. She knew two things: First, she was going to overcome this, to learn how to keep it locked away. She was going to figure out how to sit in a room with him and not think of his fingers on her thighs. Because, second, she wasn’t going to stop meeting him in hotel rooms. The desperation, the intensity, the near violence with which she’d found pleasure with him—no, she wasn’t about to give those things up after having found them.

All she needed was to blot out his hands. Then she could be in a room with him, cold as marble like she was supposed to be.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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February 1962




Parsons opened his eyes and stared at the bedside clock.

4:31 a.m. and he awoke without the alarm going off, as he did every morning. You could take the boy off the farm, but not the farm out of the boy.

The morning was winter dark and chilled; the sun wouldn’t appear for another few hours. Being awake at 4:30 in February was always a special kind of misery.

He gave a sharp glance to the empty half of the bed before rolling onto his back, tossing his arm over his forehead. Before he’d begun this… thing with Charlie, he’d slept in the very middle of his bed. It was his damn bed, he didn’t have to share it—why shouldn’t he take up all of it?

She’d never once been in his bed—never would be—but ever since their first assignation all those months ago, he’d slowly inched over to one side in his sleep, making space. And he’d stayed there. They didn’t even fall asleep together in the hotel, so he didn’t know what his strange sleep patterns were all about.

If he was going to think about her, there were better choices to linger on than why he was sleeping funny. He’d rather remember how she’d looked last week in a sheath dress and heels, a strand of turquoise beads around her slim neck, at the blackboard as she worked out a calculation. She’d taken her lip between her teeth as she’d pondered, eyes narrowed as she attacked the problem. 

But it wasn’t her lip caught in her teeth that had hung in his memory. No, it was when she’d raised a hand to the board, long-fingered, the nails a delicate shade of coral, pressed her fingertips to the surface, and flexed against it.

It might have been the most erotic thing he’d ever seen, that tiny movement of her hand. If they’d been alone, he might have taken her upper arm, spun her from the board, and dragged them both to the ground. She’d have threaded those fingers through his hair, spreading white through the strands and grinding chalk dust into his scalp as she demanded he kiss her harder, deeper…

He would, too. He’d drive himself into her, savoring her high, breathy moans as he pushed them both toward—

His hips lifted from the mattress as he came into his hand.

He opened his eyes, stared at the ceiling, and simply breathed for several moments. There. Now he was ready to face her at work, to keep all his lustful thoughts confined to where they ought to be: here in this bed and in that hotel room.

He got up, changed the sheets, had a shower, and made his way to the kitchen in his robe. A few shakes of the grape-nuts box into a bowl, a splash of milk, and breakfast was ready. He was halfway through the bowl when the phone rang.

He picked it up. “Parsons.”

“Eugene, is that how I taught you to answer the phone?”

A smile softened his mouth. “No, Ma. How are you?”

“My rheumatism is bothering me some, but other than that, I’m all right.”

Which probably meant she could barely move her hands, but he knew better than to bring that up. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Roy told me the old Deere was acting up again. Wouldn’t start.”

So this was the purpose of the call. He knew his mother loved him even though she wasn’t the most demonstrative of mothers, but she never called without a reason. She thought him too busy to bother, not for anything so silly as a mother checking on her son, so she always had a reason when she called. A small one sometimes, but she always had some excuse.

“That machine is tricky,” he said. He remembered it well, the temperamental old bastard. “Tell Roy to check the choke. It slips sometimes.”

“I will. And that’ll probably fix it right up. Did I tell you the Smiths got a new combine?”

He tucked the phone between his ear and his shoulder and took a sip of coffee. “Did they? How much did that cost?”

This was exactly the question his mother had been waiting for. “Oh, who knows.” Too much, her tone said. “I’ve heard it has a radio.”

He smiled at her scandalized emphasis on radio. “What do you need a radio for in a combine?”

“That’s what I want to know! And how much more did that cost?”

“Too much, I’d guess.” It was a comfort to talk with his mother of the things of his childhood, letting his accent slip where it wanted to.

But there remained one thing—“How’s Dad?”

A long pause, in which he heard everything his mother wasn’t going to say. “He had a bad day yesterday,” she said.

Which meant it must have been terrible. “What happened?”

“Oh, the usual. He just… he’d do things differently than Roy does.”

His father had always been a stern man who wanted things done his way. But as he’d aged, the stern need to control everything had hardened into an explosive rage over the fact he was too ill to work any longer and the world refused to shape itself to his desires.

He understood his father’s need for control all too well. Sometimes he thought he was turning into his father, albeit on a slower time scale. Thank God he had no immediate family to drag with him on his journey of embitterment.

“I know, but Roy doesn’t do things wrong.” He’d have to call his brother later this week, find out exactly what had happened. 

His mother’s sigh was heavy even across the line. “Your father isn’t wrong either. It was no easy thing to keep this farm going during the Depression.”

“Roy knows.” There would be no farm for Roy to inherit if Dad hadn’t worked so hard. But knowing that didn’t make his blow-ups any easier to take.

Another long pause, but he sensed this one had nothing to do with his father. “The town took up a collection,” she said finally.

His heart slowed as he realized what that was about. “Oh?”

“They wanted to put up a new monument for George.”

The shame made his mother’s voice sag. The shame sizzled across the line and settled in Parsons’s gut, shame that his family couldn’t afford a proper memorial for their war hero son and the town had to provide it instead.

“Well, that was…” He couldn’t finish the lie and say nice. “Something.” This then was the real reason Ma had called.

“Yeah.”

“Where they gonna put it?”

“Right in the center of town.”

Of course they would. “Well, he deserves it.” And George did. But Ma didn’t deserve the reminder of her lost eldest son every time she went into town, or the reminder that other folks had paid for it instead of the family.

“He does.” Her swallow was loud across the connection. “Just thought I’d tell you.”

“Thanks, Ma,” he said softly.

“All right, I’ll let you go.”

“I’ll talk to you later.” He hung up the phone, letting the pride and grief—and yes, the shame—he felt whenever George came up wash over him for long moments as he braced himself against the counter. Then he tossed his bowl into the sink and went to finish getting ready.

He walked back into the bedroom and switched on the radio. Hank Williams sang about how nobody was lonesome for him as Parsons shaved in the bathroom. When he was done, his shadowed jaw met his gaze in the mirror. No matter how often or closely he shaved, he never could get rid of that shadow.

He put on his usual uniform of white shirt, black suit, and black tie and he was ready. Only two days until they sent Kit Campbell into orbit, now that Joe Reynolds had backed out. Only two days until Parsons found out if his efforts to wrestle the astronauts, engineers, and everyone else at ASD into shape would pay off.
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Charlie couldn’t stare at the punch cards stacked on her desk any longer. With the first manned Perseid mission at a successful end, people might assume the hard work was over. They would be wrong, and Charlie knew it. The impossible things they were going to do were only starting.

She had to pinpoint every moment of suboptimal computer performance and fix it before the next mission in a few months. Then, when they sent up another astronaut to follow Kit Campbell into space, they would have learned from their mistakes.

Next time she would complete the damn confirmation of the exit angle in twenty-two seconds as projected, for example.

Charlie frowned hard at the wall, remembering Parsons’s admonishment of the morning before, but of course it wasn’t as if she’d punished him for it. Oh no, she’d snapped to attention the moment he’d asked and met him at Mulligan’s that very night. Well, he had been under a bit of a strain, and really, with a little practice, she could reliably hit—

She pressed her palms hard into the desk. She was doing it again: making excuses for him. She needed to stop that. She needed to stop thinking about him at all, actually. He was her boss. He was her lover. She needed to keep those ideas constrained and separate—and she didn’t need to give him a single second more of her time than he warranted in either capacity.

What she needed was to find these errors. He couldn’t help her do that. 

But some coffee might.

Charlie fished her mug out from under a pile of file folders, reports, and scratch paper and headed for the break room.

There, watching the coffee pot percolate, was the man of the hour.

“Congratulations again.” While they’d seen each other last night, they hadn’t really spoken of the mission—by design—so she offered the platitude to Parsons, or more specifically to his back, dryly.

He startled and gave her a look, but he quickly settled into his normal tense posture once he saw who’d interrupted him. “Ah, I didn’t know anyone was around.”

“There’s too much to do. The lights are on in crew systems, too.”

“Well, those bastards have a lot to answer for.”

Charlie snorted and pulled out one of the chairs at the table. “Such as?”

Parsons turned and leaned against the counter. He crossed his arms over his chest. His movements were slow, though not graceful. He was probably exhausted. “Well, crew systems and the capsule team have spent the day in my office arguing about who was responsible for the faulty switch on the heat shield.”

She grimaced. That bickering had started during the early morning debriefing and would doubtless continue for several weeks. She wondered if he regretted reaming her out over the exit angle confirmation, given that some people had truly screwed up, but she knew that he didn’t, so she didn’t press the question.

“Whose fault was it?”

He gave a morose shake of his head. “Six of one, half dozen of the other. They both fucked up.”

She huffed out a laugh. That response was so like him. “Isn’t the real problem the leadership?”

He almost smiled at that. “Isn’t the real problem me?”

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but yes.”

For a moment, the half-smile threatened to become a full one, but then the corners of his lips fell and he went pale. “I swear to God, Charlie, that’s what keeps me up at night.”

He looked genuinely pained, and she wanted to pop up and do… something, but that was a fruitless impulse, especially since she was no good at comforting gestures. It was unprofessional, and it wouldn’t help, and he’d probably be horrified if he knew what she was thinking.

So what she did instead was distract him. “I can tell you one thing you could do that would make a difference. Well, not with the heat shield switch, but with everything else: You can help me convince Hal we need to go digital.”

This did help, at least with Parsons’s color. At her pronouncement, one of his feet began to tap on the floor. “Resisting, is he? Well, that’s Hal for you. What have you tried?”

“I haven’t tried anything yet. I talked to Dot and Beverly, some of the computers, about it, but they seemed skeptical.”

Parsons nodded. Then he turned, poured some coffee into his mug, and pivoted back to her. He held the carafe up, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore. He was staring hard at the wall and chewing on his lip.

Charlie got up and took the coffee from him to serve some to herself.

“When you decide on an approach, write up some notes,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do to help you. Try to echo your ideas to Stan, that sort of thing.”

“That’d be great. Thank you.”

Hal had resisted her, but Parsons would help. An outside observer might say Hal had the better management style, but when it came down to it, Parsons was the one who was here for her. And the mission.

He started for the door, still lost in thought, but he turned just before he left. “I’ll work to get you whatever you need, Charlie. You know that.”

She watched the doorway for several long beats, wondering if he’d understood what he’d said.


CHAPTER NINE

[image: Image]




May 1962




Parsons opened the door and took a look around. Mission Control was quiet. It was as if everyone at ASD was accustomed to sending men into space—which, given that this was only their second manned orbit, was a dangerous assumption. Joe Reynolds was on hour thirty-two of his orbital flight, though, and since it was also close to midnight, the calm made a certain sense.

They’d sent up two men now, Campbell and Reynolds, and it looked like both missions would be successful. But Parsons wasn’t going to let anyone rest on their laurels after this—they still had a long way to go to the moon. Even so, the Memorial Day party at ASD was going to be extra jubilant this year, he suspected.

Parsons made his way past the controllers sitting at their consoles as they monitored every aspect of the man and machine flying so high above them, and headed toward the flight surgeon, sitting at his own console.

“Is Reynolds asleep?” he asked in a low voice.

“According to the sensors, yes,” Dr. Sanders said. He looked exactly like the kindly family doctor in a Norman Rockwell print. He twisted in his chair to look Parsons over. “Shouldn’t you be off duty?”

“I’m leaving right now.”

“Good. Go home, take a shower, and get some rest. Doctor’s orders. We’ll need you bright and chipper for reentry tomorrow morning.” Sanders turned back to his console to watch Reynolds sleep through a computer link.

Parsons didn’t plan on going home, but he would close his eyes on his office couch for a few hours. On the way there, he stopped in the bathroom, splashing some cold water on his face. Once he'd dried his hands and face and replaced his glasses, he took a moment to study himself in the mirror.

He looked exactly like what he was: an overworked, under-rested, middle-aged engineer. There wasn’t much he could do about most of it, although he could do something about the under-rested bit.

But as he made his way to his office, the thought of sleep didn’t appeal. He was tired, yet restless, his fingers twitching against his will. Instead, he found himself going straight past his office to wander the halls, looking into empty, quiet workspaces, studying the leavings on the blackboards, and poking at half-finished projects.

If he believed in ghosts, he might say he was haunting ASD.

The place was very different without people—the silence was a living thing, something that might creep like fog into the machines and suddenly animate them. The notion didn't frighten him.

As he made his way past the computing department, already resolved not to go in and be disappointed when Charlie wasn’t there, he heard some rather inventive swearing coming through the open door.

One corner of his mouth ticked up when he recognized the voice. His heart lightened, his fingers finally stilling.

Might as well go in, then. He’d only resolved to stay away if she wasn’t there.

“Shouldn’t you be at home?” he asked.

Charlie looked up from a pile of paper and punch cards. A curl that had slipped from a pin fell along her neck. “There’s”—she jabbed at the papers—“a catastrophic error in this code somewhere. I’ve been through it three times and while I’ve found many other errors, I haven’t found that one.” She made a growly noise and shoved the stack away. “It’s going to bother me all night.” She flicked a look at him. “Since you’re down here, I assume the mission is going well.”

He pulled out a chair and straddled it, linking his arms across the back. “So far it’s been perfect. Reynolds is asleep right now.”

“And the capsule? All systems running as they should?”

“According to the computers, yes. But they could be lying.”

She smiled, and he felt a pulse of pride that he’d amused her. “And the heat shield?” she asked.

“Holding this time. We aren’t worried about Reynolds burning up like we were with Campbell.” He set his chin on his folded arms. “Everything seems to be holding. So my day was rather… uniform. Serene. Except for fielding a few phone calls from Margie Dunsford.”

“The astronaut’s wife?”

“That’s the one. She’s the unofficial leader of the wives. She wanted an update to pass on to Frances Reynolds. Mrs. Reynolds is too well bred to ever call us.”

“I’ve never met them—only seen them in Life. I wouldn’t know.”

No, Charlie wouldn’t have met the wives. Strange she’d worked with Dunsford on the simulators before, but only knew his wife from a magazine. The fame surrounding the astronauts was a funny thing.

“Do you dislike her?” she asked.

“Oh no, I quite like her. She’d have made an excellent project manager. Or general.”

Or even astronaut. She’d always struck Parsons as cleverer than her husband.

Charlie smiled again. “So, you had to speak with someone you very much like, several times. And the mission is going well.” She pointed to his hands, which had begun to tap against the chair. “But you seem anxious. Unhappy.”

He made a pointless gesture, if only to stop tapping. “Look, I don’t want anything to go wrong with the mission, God forbid. But when everything is going right, there’s nothing for me to do. If something’s wrong, I can fix it or at least try. If everything’s fine, I just sit and wait for it to go wrong.”

Perhaps that was why he couldn't sleep: He was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“But isn’t that a testament to the team you’ve built here? That you can do nothing when things are going well?”

He shrugged. “I suppose so.” But his fingers itched to keep tapping.

There was a beat where they simply stared at each other. A moment that was free of anxiety about work or wound-up need for her. Parsons realized then he had subconsciously sought her out, the one person who wouldn’t expect him to yell or find fault or demand more, now.

He simply wanted to talk, and she was the one person he wanted to talk to.

“So,” he said finally, “do you like baseball?”

Her expression twisted skeptically. “Do you?”

“No. I’m trying to make conversation. I'm not very good at it.”

“Me either.”

They shared a half smile.

“I suppose this is where I ask if you’ve read anything interesting lately,” he said. “I haven’t.” He couldn’t remember the last book he’d read that wasn’t a technical manual.

“I read The Agony and the Ecstasy.” There was hint of embarrassment to the turn of her lips, which was odd. “I liked it.”

“I’ll have to read it.” His fingers went tap-tap-tap in the silence.

She tilted her head, the loose curl dragging along her shoulder. Her gaze was assessing, as if she were trying to puzzle him out. 

“You know,” she said, “my parents used to tell me when they did the first test at Los Alamos, everyone was so worried the device wouldn’t work. That they’d hit the ignition button and… nothing.” She spread her hands as if to mark off the size of the failure. “But there was another worry—a small one—that if the device should work, the chain reaction would be unstoppable. That they’d hit the ignition button and… poof. The world would disappear.”

A chill ran over his skin at the thought. “Really?”

And still they’d hit the button and run the risk. Parsons didn't think he could have.

She nodded, her expression solemn. “So take comfort in the fact that a successful mission here doesn’t carry the very slim chance we’ll end the world.”

He’d wandered down here, past midnight, during a mission, too keyed up to relax—and she told him a story about the bomb possibly ending the world. 

He relaxed then, his mouth tipping into not-quite-a-smile. “Strangely, that does make me feel better.” In fact, he might even be ready to catch some winks on his office couch. Apparently all he needed was a few moments like this in order to unwind. And a reminder that mutually assured destruction wasn’t a possible outcome here. 

He wondered for a moment at her childhood, at the kind of parents who’d tell their young daughter stories about unstoppable chain reactions, stories where the successful test of a nuclear weapon was the happy ending.

Perhaps that partly explained why she was here at ASD. But he couldn’t ask something so personal.

He cleared his throat. “I’m going to go try to sleep in my office.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“By myself,” he clarified. “But first, I'm going to walk you to your car. You shouldn’t be walking out there alone this late.”

“I don’t see the point in going home. I still haven’t found the error.” She gave the stack of papers an unenthusiastic look.

“Get some sleep, come back at it in the morning.” He rose and gestured for her to grab her things. “You’ll find it then.”

She didn’t move. “You seem so sure.” 

But she wasn’t, and he didn’t understand why; she never failed to give him excellence.

“I always have faith in you.”

She swallowed hard, her expression twisting for the barest moment. But then she was rising, fetching her purse, and going for the door, leaving him to wonder if he’d only imagined the emotion crossing her face.


CHAPTER TEN
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June 1962




Charlie spread her hands wide on the bathroom vanity, until the bits of skin between her fingers were nearly translucent against the tan and white faux marble of the countertop. Then she closed her eyes and rested her head against the cool tiled wall. She focused on her heartbeat, which was slowing to its normal rate within her chest, and filling and emptying her lungs.

Her neck was raw from the ever-present scruff on Parsons’s face, and her hips were sore from where he’d gripped her as he’d…

She shook her head to blot out the thought and pushed herself up. She was here to calm down and clean up, not recall every heated moment of the encounter. She watched herself in the mirror. She was pale and disheveled, her eyes and brows dark, framed by the almost black of her hair. The rest of her was devoid of color.

She pinched her cheeks. It didn’t help. Well, no matter. She had to get herself in order and home.

The heat clung to her exposed skin, heavy and sultry in a way East Coast summers never had been. After eighteen months in Texas, she still wasn’t acclimated. 

She turned on the water. The ceramic sink had once been white, but was now streaked with tea-colored stains. She washed her hands and splashed the icy water on her face and neck.

This place should probably horrify her, but she’d been meeting Parsons here for nearly a year, and she knew Mulligan’s was clean enough—albeit run-down. But as to what they did here… Well, it was intense.

And it grew more so every time.

Even before she’d taken her clothes off for him, Charlie had known Parsons was forceful, a perfectionist. Those were welcome qualities in a lover.

In this room all of that energy, all of his observational power, turned squarely on her. His talented hands wanted nothing except to give her pleasure. His smart, crude mouth spilled heated words into her ear. His eyes saw when she hadn’t climaxed, and he didn’t seem to be able to until then. In short, he brought all his intelligence and creativity to bear on her, and it was thrilling.

Unlike some of Charlie’s previous lovers, he didn’t seem to want her submission. When she would tease, resist, or order him around, she could feel his interest snag, quicken. He liked her rebelliousness.

The only possible explanation was that the man was perverse. But of course she had other evidence of that—and, again, that wasn’t the point. At least not at the moment.

She combed her fingers through her hair. Once she’d untangled and parted it down the middle, she pushed the dark sheaths behind her ears. It wasn’t stylish, but her curls had been tamed. She’d taken another step toward presentable.

She gave herself one more instant to think about how he’d bowed her over the dresser, the press of his body against and over hers, while he’d whispered against her neck. It was yet another frenzied moment she would add to the catalog of their time together.

And now this one was done.

She opened the bathroom door, and it squealed in complaint. Parsons was sprawled on the bed, the dingy sheet pulled snug around his hips. He had twisted one arm haphazardly over his eyes. Since he wasn’t looking at her, she took a moment to inspect his torso, muscular and scattered with dark hair.

When she pulled his clothes off that first time, she’d been surprised to find him so well developed. Now, months later, she knew he was truly powerful. She suspected it was his will manifest in his body. When he wanted a thing, he simply made it happen. Whatever strength he needed for his work, for her, he found in himself. He was blunt and unpretentious and earthy, and he left her mouth dry.

But she couldn’t stand here gaping at him. Eventually he’d ask what she was doing.

She started to hunt for her underthings. Her brassiere peeked from under the nightstand, her panties stretched abandoned by the dresser, her garters and stockings straggled over the floor.

Once she’d gathered them, she began to put them on.

When she was half done, Parsons cleared his throat. “I have no idea how you still have the energy to move.” His voice was lethargic, rough.

Not for the first time did she wonder what it would be like to fall asleep next to him. Could she steal a bit more from him, maybe half an hour of rest? Would he permit it?

She wondered too if he stayed here after she left. He always let her go first. Did he sleep in the sheets where they’d been and drag himself home at dawn?

She ignored the thought and began searching for her slip and dress. “I don’t have any energy, but I have to get home. Long day tomorrow.”

All her days were long. She never felt like she’d done enough; she never felt like her work was over. The constant dissatisfaction and the endless series of harder goals were what she loved about ASD.

But this conversation was getting close to breaking their rules, so she kept her excuse vague. Anyone might say she was going to have a long day to put off a lover.

He pushed up onto one elbow and tapped on the nightstand for his glasses. He truly was nearsighted. In some ways, it helped her relax with him. She wasn’t sure if he saw her like this. It drew a line between who he was at work and who he was with her.

Once he’d slipped his glasses on, he pulled the sheet up to cover more of himself from her view. He was always doing that, as if he didn’t like his body. If so, he couldn’t be more confused. His body was marvelous.

But of course she couldn’t complain if he were hiding himself from her. She was the one dressing mere minutes after he’d been inside her.

She could feel his eyes on her. Once she knew he was watching, she had to act cold. It was what they both expected. She had to rebuild the wall between how they were here and who they were at work.

She shimmied into her slip and smoothed it over hips. Then she stepped into her dress and tugged the zipper up. A few shrugs, wriggles, and pats, and she looked composed. Utterly together.

She opened her purse and began to pull out the things she needed. She lined them up on the dresser beneath the mirror: powder, blush, atomizer, mascara, and lipstick. She started with the powder.

“It’s 10 p.m.,” he said. “Why are you putting on your makeup?”

Because she could control it. She could make it perfect. But of course no one in his life had ever judged him because he hadn’t freshened up his lipstick, and she wasn’t sure if she could explain it to him.

She clicked her compact closed and tossed it back into her purse. “I… I like to be together.” The words were true, but probably inadequate. She picked up the blusher and pressed the small brass button. It opened and she seized the brush. She attacked her cheekbones, and once they glowed pink, this compact joined the powder in her purse.

She knew he was looking at her, but she pretended he wasn’t. She could take his hands, his questions. At work she could handle his demands. But right now, she wasn’t prepared for his stare.

She picked up her atomizer and gave herself a spray of Soir de Paris, the powdery, rose-scented perfume she favored. Then she applied a few sweeps of mascara and, finally, a coat of lipstick.

Only when she’d finished and her things were stowed did she turn and return his gaze. He was giving her that hard, inspective look, the one she’d misinterpreted for months. She’d thought he hated her. Now she suspected he’d been thinking something else.

But today? She had no idea.

“You’re so pretty,” he said. Except his tone didn’t sound like a compliment.

For all the months they’d been tumbling in the sheets together, he didn’t praise her looks often. She knew he found her attractive, but it wasn’t his way. That she was beautiful was a reason for him not to want her.

“You gleam,” he went on. “Why are you here, in this room, with me?”

She watched him, levelly. She was here because she couldn’t not be. Because she’d begun to wonder if she could ever have anything normal—and she suspected he couldn’t either. They might only be capable of this, together.

But she wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it. It could go wrong so easily. She opened her mouth, shut it, and bit her lip.

He waved his hand and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He pulled on his shorts and stood, stretching his back. “Never mind. Pretend I didn’t ask.”

That was for the best. So without another word, she swished out.
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Charlie walked into the conference room in the computing department. Hal and Jack were spread out, not having a meeting, but eating their lunches and discussing a recent prisoner break from Alcatraz.

“I’m telling you, those guys drowned.”

“No, no, it was a clean escape. They’re probably in Mexico by now.”

Charlie set the cardboard box in her hand down on the table. Both men turned, a bit startled by her appearance.

“I just replaced another tube in the testing capsule display computer,” she explained.

Hal, the remnants of his sandwich in one hand, made a sour face. “Damn.”

“It’s time to have this conversation, gentlemen. Clearly the technology we have is inadequate for our needs. Not only is it disrupting the testing schedule, it’s got me spooked about something going wrong on a mission.”

Jack shook his head emphatically. He’d been close with her predecessor, Ken something or other, and he thought the current technology was fine.

He was, in other words, an idiot.

“The operators over there don’t know what they’re doing,” Jack said. “They force the capsule to perform at crazy levels.”

“Crazier than it will when it goes to space and back? Because what’s being tested isn’t only the astronauts, it’s also our systems. We need to face the facts and switch to digital.”

Hal had finished his sandwich, and he took a long swig of his coffee. “Digital’s more expensive. And analog is faster.”

These things were unfortunately true. “But it’s more adaptable and reliable. An analog machine is static. It does what it does. It can’t be reprogrammed.”

“But programming is prone to errors,” Jack said.

Were they computer scientists or not? “Nothing is perfect. Including all the CRTs that keep shattering. We’re also forgetting that weight is going to be a serious issue for the moon shot. Digital is lighter, smaller.” She took a deep breath. She didn’t have a lot of tools at her disposal, particularly if Hal and Jack were going to refuse to see the facts.

“Industry is moving away from analog,” she finally said. “The guys at Maynard wouldn’t be caught dead with what we have.”

Now she had Hal’s attention. She suspected, as Dot and Beverly had long been suggesting, Hal stood somewhat in awe of what happened outside of government science. He was an interesting anomaly for ASD. He’d been at Naval Research and ASD his entire career. He’d never had a job outside of the cozy confines of government, and he idealized what happened elsewhere for that reason.

“Hmm,” he said.

That was a promising noise.

“Let me put together a report for you,” Charlie said, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice. “I’ll glean as many specs as I can from some recent patent filings and media reports, and try to give you a sense of what’s happening over there. We can compare it to how we’re running things. If there are deficiencies in our programs, we can put together some numbers about how they might be addressed. You can take it to Stan, try to get him to buck up our budget.”

She knew that Parsons would help her too. She’d copy him on her memos for Hal, and he’d pick up on the themes, echo them. She trusted him to help her.

Hal was listening to her carefully. Then his gaze went over her shoulder as he thought it through.

Come on, you big lug, she wanted to shout, let’s make some progress here. But she gave him time to come around to her position on his own.

When several beats had passed, she added, “I’m just saying we could use some more information. It’ll be my work. You do with it what you want.”

“Could be useful. What do you think, Jack?”

Jack glared at her. “Maynard has a different set of constraints, and a different budget.”

“I’m not saying we should remake ourselves into them,” she pointed out. “And as you say, our stakes are higher. We’re much more invested in quality control and accountability. But”—she picked up the empty CRT box and shook it—“we’re not infallible. Let’s put what we’re doing into an industry perspective.”

Jack rolled his eyes and looked back at Hal. Then he shrugged. “What could it hurt?”

Hal tapped the table with his hands before snapping to his feet. “Excellent! I look forward to reading your memo.” He scooped up his lunch things and left jauntily.

What an ass. He probably thought all of this was his idea. That was certainly what he would tell Jensen if he decided to move forward with it anyway.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Jack said as Hal disappeared.

“What do you mean?”

“Hal is… Well, I hope you’re right about this.”

Charlie’s thoughts as Jack vanished were even less charitable than those toward her boss. But no matter! She had a memo to research and write.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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July 1962 




Parsons watched as in the chair beside his, Kit Campbell shifted. Campbell settled himself, pressed his shoulders back… and then uncrossed his legs and tried again.

It was like watching a kid in the front pew at church who didn’t want to be there. But despite the fact that Parsons knew better than to wiggle uncontrollably when you were on display, he couldn’t blame Campbell. He would have assumed Congress would give the witnesses—at least the hero ones—a more comfortable place to sit when they called them to testify. The chairs Parsons, Campbell, Joe Reynolds, and Stan Jensen occupied looked like gleaming mahogany, but they felt like steel. Then there were the lights: at least twenty trained right on the witness table. The harsh glow reflected off the ink-blotted marble behind the senators and was almost blinding.

But they didn’t really need to see in order to smile and answer questions.

The senators had a passel of queries for ASD’s most famous astronauts and director—though surprisingly few for the chief engineer.

It was just as well. Parsons had been nervous they’d been called here so Congress could hold him responsible for the heat shield scare during Campbell’s mission, but instead the senators had struck a warm, jovial tone. Hell, he half suspected they’d invited them here in order to shake Campbell and Reynolds’s hands.

Their wives sat among the spectators, looking cool and polished, and in the case of the new Mrs. Campbell, a little bored. She didn’t yet have Mrs. Reynolds’s expertise in being utterly blank every second of the day.

“Now tell us, Commander Campbell, there’s been a lot of speculation about the Soviet women, the female cosmonauts,” one of the senators said.

“Yes, sir,” Campbell answered.

Parsons didn’t allow himself to roll his eyes. If there’d been a question in there, he wasn’t sure what it was.

Campbell gave Joe Reynolds a quick look. The other man gave a very slight shake of his head. Parsons’s fists tightened on the table. He hoped this train wasn’t about to run off the rails.

The senator then came out with it. “Do you think it would benefit the American Space Department if lady astronauts were added to the corps?”

Oh damn. The woman question had marched itself into this hearing. Parsons hadn’t been expecting that. He gave Stan Jensen a sidelong look, but Jensen was as frozen as a statue. Of course.

Parsons shot Campbell a glance. For his part, Campbell was coughing. He then took a long sip of water. “Why, sir? Is there any problem with the astronauts we have?”

Let’s see: our current astronauts are arrogant little shits. But of course that wasn’t what Campbell or the senator had meant.

“I can answer that,” another senator piped up. “There’s nothing wrong at all. Our astronauts are perfect.”

Hearty laughter filled the chamber, but no one from ASD joined in. This thing could still go badly wrong.

The first guy shook a finger at his colleague. “Don’t laugh. Some of these women have been tested, and I have a report here.” He extended a hand, and a staffer sitting behind him handed him a thick file folder. He held it up. “It says the women as a group met and in some cases exceeded the marks given to Commanders Campbell and Reynolds and the other Perseid astronauts.”

Parsons leaned forward, too intrigued to play it cool. Exceeded?  Where had the senator gotten those test results? Who had tested these women and who were they?

Campbell shifted again in his chair—but Parsons wasn’t going to blame him for that anymore. “Oh did they?” he finally said, his voice fainter than usual.

“If I may, sir,” Reynolds said, but no one paid any attention to him, and he trailed off.

The senator flipped through the papers in front of him. He eventually found the spot he wanted, and he began reading. “‘Because the women have less mass and have lower rates of respiration, in addition to their equivalent raw talent, it would behoove ASD to add women to the ranks of the astronauts.’” He closed the report’s cover. “So? What do you think?”

Parsons was torn between frustration at the line of questioning and interest in the report. His palms itched to grab it from the senator. He wanted to know who these women were, what their flight experience was, but of course the senator’s reasoning made sense. And the women couldn't be as arrogant as the men… but that wasn’t the point.

Next to him, Campbell was regaining his composure. He chuckled and said, “I’m a Navy man, sir. It’s considered bad luck to have a woman on a boat.”

“A rocket isn’t a boat.”

“It’s the same principle. Women do fly, and some quite well. But they aren’t used to combat or other high-stress situations, sir. They can’t serve in the armed services or fly military jets. Being smaller or able to operate a crop duster doesn’t mean someone would perform well in space. The conclusion that we need women astronauts doesn’t follow from what they found from some tests.”

“But isn’t it worth finding out? The Soviets are.”

Parsons wanted to interrupt, but he wasn’t sure what he’d say. He gave Jensen a hard look, but the director’s eyes were locked straight ahead and half-closed. He was wishing himself a million miles away from Washington right now.

Campbell at last said, “I don’t see what we would have to gain. It seems like a distraction, sir, from the moon. That’s our real objective. I mean, my mother might do well on some astronaut aptitude test, but that doesn’t mean she belongs in orbit. Space is a man’s realm, and—”

“I find this line of questioning bizarre,” one of the other senators interrupted. “Of course men, military men, belong there. In some far distant future, when space travel is safe, routine, then maybe the ladies can go. But men are natural explorers.”

“I agree,” added another senator in a southern twang. “The Soviets are going to do… well, whatever it is Soviets do, but we don’t want to follow their lead. No sir, we want to show them our way is correct one, the one ordained by our maker and all.”

“Do you agree, Commander Reynolds?” the one with the report asked.

Oh good. Joe Reynolds was much better at this poise and public speaking bit than Campbell—well, actually Reynolds was better at every part of being an astronaut than Campbell. Or at the very least, Reynolds was dedicated, professional, and humble.

Reynolds nodded, his mouth a hard line. “We’ve assembled a team to achieve an objective. We’re going to get the job done, sir. But at some point in the future, the question might merit… revisitation.”

Revisitation? That was wishy-washy.

“No, sir,” Campbell said, cutting Reynolds off. “It’s a bad idea. It’ll be a bad idea for a long time.”

Parsons didn’t think Campbell was right on the merits, but he could appreciate that the man said what he thought.

“All right, all right,” said the senator. “I only thought we ought to look at what the science says.”

“It’s a question of common sense, not science,” another senator put in. “Women in space? Sheesh. Commander Campbell, can you tell us more about how prepared you felt for your mission?”

After a few minutes, the senators agreed to give the witnesses a break, and that suited Parsons fine. He and Jensen needed to discuss whether that little stunt was going to create a firestorm—not that Parsons cared much about firestorms.

And he still wanted to get that damn report.

When he stood to go, however, he found himself facing a female fire squad in the form of Mrs. Frances Reynolds and Mrs. Anne-Marie Campbell. So Mrs. Reynolds did have a setting beyond robotic, then.

Parsons gave Campbell a firm pat on the shoulder. “Well, best of luck, gentlemen. Your wives look pissed.”

That thought was enough to amuse him for the rest of the day.
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Meetings, meetings, and more meetings. Parsons sometimes wondered how he got anything done with all these meetings he had to attend.

Well, he knew how he got things done—he worked after everyone was gone and he could finally have some quiet time to think.

But for now, he had yet another meeting and was on the way to Jensen’s office.

“Good morning, Mr. Parsons,” Stan’s secretary said as she rose from her desk. “He’s waiting for you.”

Jensen’s office always seemed like a waste of space. A large desk that held absolutely no work, a sitting area to one side complete with coffee table, and on the other side, a full-sized table with four chairs around it.  With the attached bathroom and closet, the man could house a family of four in here.

Parsons’s own concession to decadence in his office was his ratty old couch, which he used for sleep, not entertaining.

“Ready to waste a little time?” Jensen said by way of greeting, gesturing Parsons toward the sitting area.

“How so?” Parsons didn’t think meeting a potential female astronaut was such a waste of time. And he’d finally get hold of their test results.

“Oh, this is all to appease the women agitators. Nothing will really come of it.” He tossed a file to Parsons. “This is the one we’re meeting today, along with Bart Miller. He's got this entire shadow program running to test these women pilots. I have no idea how he got the authorization.”

Well, the shadow program bit explained why Parsons was only now hearing about this. The Air Force was still sore that ASD was a civilian agency and liked to fund things just to prove they had their hand in the space race too.

Parsons flipped through the file. Geraldine Brixton. Thirty-two, with over 20,000 hours of piloting. Rated to fly multi-engine aircraft. Psych profile said she was quiet, self-effacing, but determined. He thumbed through until he came to the test results—

“She spent ten hours in the sensory deprivation tank?”

That was… Parsons couldn’t even imagine that a person could last that long. Dunsford had made it three hours before he’d started hallucinating, and that was thought to be an untouchable record.

Jensen waved that off. “Like Campbell said, it’s only a test.”

Parsons didn’t agree. He didn’t crave human contact—except for Charlie, a whisper came from deep inside him—but even to him, the sensory deprivation tank sounded like pure torture.

And ten hours of that? She was either going to be the craziest person he'd ever met or the sanest.

Jensen’s secretary poked her head in. “Mr. Miller and Miss Brixton here to see you.”

Parsons stood but hung back as they entered, and Jensen glad-handed the both of them. You’d never know that Jensen thought this all a waste of time from the way he greeted them.

Parsons had met Miller before; he was a shorter, heavy-set man of about fifty who worked on the medical side of ASD. And ran shadow programs for the Air Force in his spare time, apparently.

As for Miss Brixton, if he saw her on the street, he probably wouldn’t look twice. She radiated quietness, with her average looks and mousy hair and pale eyes. And yet, she wasn’t shrinking. Her handshake was firm, and she met his gaze easily enough.

“Mr. Parsons.” She was low voiced, although quite loud enough to easily hear. She sat herself down and waited. No fidgeting, no smiling… only steady patience.

Hmm. He already thought her promising.

“Now, Miss Brixton,” Jensen started off, “we’re here to discuss your piloting experience and some of your test results. You understand this doesn’t mean we’re accepting you into the astronaut program? This is really more of an informal meeting.”

She nodded.

“Good, good. Now let’s talk about your aircraft experience.”

“She’s an instructor at a flight school, has thousands of hours on multi-engine planes, and also has hours in a jet,” Miller said.

Miss Brixton didn’t even open her mouth.

“Astronaut training is a more than full-time endeavor. Will you be able to leave your family for so long?”

“She’s not married, has no kids. And the flight school is willing to give as much time off as she needs. This is great publicity for them, having the first female astronaut there.”

Jensen looked alarmed. “I thought we agreed—”

Miller waved a hand. “Oh yeah, we know. Only if she’s accepted will she be the first.” It was clear Miller thought that a foregone conclusion.

“All right, so Miss Brixton can clear her schedule. But what about the rest of these girls you’ve been testing?”

“I'm sure something can be arranged.”

Since Miss Brixton didn’t seem likely to get a word in, Parsons kept quiet himself and studied her. She had a serene sort of confidence—she was assured, but not forward. None of the male astronauts would have let someone else do the talking for them.

“But back to Miss Brixton,” Jensen was saying. “It says in your file you’ve flown jets. That’s unusual for a lady.”

This time, Miller kept his mouth shut and Miss Brixton spoke as if she’d been answering all of Jensen’s questions. “I’ve had twenty hours in an F-86. And fifteen in a T-38. Which I know several of the astronauts have experience with.”

Now that she was talking, Parsons had some questions for her. “How did you last so long in the sensory deprivation tank?”

He didn’t care so much about her flight experience; anyone could learn to fly the capsules. But temperament couldn’t be taught.

“I knew I couldn’t panic, so I didn’t,” she said. “They told me to float in the water as long as I could and call out when I wanted the test to end.”

“She never did call,” Miller said with avuncular pride. “The doctors ended the test because they wanted to go home for the day.”

They told her to float, so she did. For ten hours. She must have a very cool head—and a determination forged from steel.

Parsons leaned forward, the better to study her expression for any hint of vanity.

She shrugged, a short flick of only one shoulder. “The test never became unbearable, so I didn’t see the need to halt at any point.”

There was no pride in her voice, no ego. Just a simple recitation of what she had to do. And that she did it.

She was competent, but not cocky.

But of course, she wouldn’t be cocky; she didn’t have the necessary equipment. There was a joke for Charlie, not that she’d hear it.

“Yes, your test results are very impressive,” Jensen said. “You scored higher than many of our astronauts.”

Her mouth parted a hair and the pale hue of her eyes seemed to gleam. She suddenly became a different woman, one lit from within with hope.

She thought this meeting was the first step toward becoming an astronaut. And Jensen thought it was nothing but a waste of his time.

“Thank you.” There was a slight tremor in her voice, a tremble of excitement.

Parsons felt like the worst kind of shit watching as this quiet, composed woman let her dreams play across her face, never knowing she was cast as the fool in this farce.

Jensen’s secretary tapped on the door, then peeked in. “Your eleven o’ clock is here.”

Jensen rose and they all followed his lead.

“We’ll be on our way, then,” Miller said. “I’ll contact you about getting the girls in on some of the training equipment here.”

Parsons caught Jensen’s flinch but wasn’t certain if Miller saw it. “Of course. We’ll be in touch.” He shook Miss Brixton’s hand. “Thank you for coming to meet us.”

“Thank you.” She was smiling widely, perhaps relieved the meeting was over. Perhaps thinking she’d done well and impressed Jensen.

Parsons shook Miller’s hand, then hers. “Miss Brixton. It was a pleasure meeting you.” He meant every word.

“Thank you.”

Once they were gone, Jensen shook his head with a sheepish twist to his smile. “Well, that’s done. Hopefully it’s enough to make the castrators happy. If the higher-ups shut down Miller’s nonsense, we won’t have to waste any more time humoring him.”

Parsons didn’t say anything, since he had no intention of humoring Miller.

No, he was going to help him.


CHAPTER TWELVE

[image: Image]




August 1962




Parsons was leading the meeting this time.

That suited him—he wasn’t anxious about public speaking, and this way he could set the tempo and tenor of the discussion. Control was always nice to have.

And this way, he could sneak glances at Charlie without it looking suspicious.

They were gathered in the largest auditorium at ASD, with every department on deck, along with the astronauts and certain VIPs in from the Cape. Jensen ought to be the one leading this meeting, but the rendezvous mission was Parsons’s idea, and he’d been pushing for it from the very beginning. Parsons knew better than to assume Jensen handing over the meeting was some kind of endorsement. The director was washing his hands of the responsibility should the mission fail.

Parsons would make certain it wouldn’t, though.

The minute hand of the clock snapped over to the twelve and he took up some chalk. Rodger from retrieval wasn’t here yet, but that was his problem. Parsons had said 2 p.m. and he started his meetings on time.

“Gentlemen—and ladies”—he nodded to Charlie, who gave him an arch little smile—“our target is the moon.”

They already knew this, but it helped him to go through the process to fit together the puzzle pieces all over again, in case there was something he’d overlooked.

He drew a circle in the top corner of the blackboard—the moon—and an arc in the furthest bottom corner—the edge of the earth poking into the plane of the board.

“As of right now, here’s how we plan to get there.” He drew a line from the earth to the moon. “We send a capsule to the moon into a translunar orbit.” He drew an elliptical orbit around the moon. “That’s the easy part. Or at least, the easiest part. None of this is easy.”

He tapped the chalk onto the surface of the moon. “But putting a capsule into lunar orbit is only the first step. We’ve got to land a man here”—he tapped again—“and bring him back. Which leaves us with a weight problem.”

He put one hand behind his back and began pacing, playing the arguments over in his head, looking for flaws. “If we send down to the moon the exact same capsule we send from Earth, we also have to send enough fuel to lift it from the lunar surface. Which is a lot of fuel and a lot of weight. Too much.”

Everyone’s attention was fully, sharply on him. Even Charlie had dropped her air of insouciance and was leaning forward in her chair, her hand at her chin. He liked that look on her.

“So what’s our solution?”

Parsons meant the question to be rhetorical, but Jefferies raised his hand. “Rendezvous. Sir.”

“Exactly.” He didn’t bother to correct the sir bit. “We send the capsule into lunar orbit. Then”—he snapped the chalk in half, making Hal Reed flinch—“we send a lander from the capsule to the moon. A very light one, meant only to get to the surface and back.” He spread his hands wide, a piece of chalk in each. “But the lander—and the men inside—must rejoin the capsule, which is orbiting.” He joined the pieces together once more. “Which is what we’re going to test with this next mission: Can we get two spacecraft to rendezvous and dock together just in Earth orbit?”

Everyone was silent as they pondered his question. It would be their most technically tricky mission to date. There was a lot to ponder.

“There will be two capsules launched for this mission. While they’re both in orbit, they will rendezvous and dock.” He looked straight at Charlie. “We want the capsules’ onboard computers to control the docking.”

She lit up like he'd given her an early birthday present.

The astronauts, however, were not pleased.

Storch’s hand shot up. “You can’t allow that!”

And of course Carruthers couldn’t be outdone. “We’re pilots—you have to let us pilot the thing.”

Even Joe Reynolds got in on it. “What if something goes wrong?”

“If you have a problem with this plan,” Parsons said coolly, “take it up with the Program Director.” 

He ignored the astronauts’ continued muttering and looked to Hal. “We’ll discuss in detail what we’ll need from the computing department. And retrieval.” Rodger, who’d finally showed up, blinked at him. “We want a targeted landing this time. Within ten miles of the designated coordinates.”

Rodger nodded. Weakly, but he nodded.

Parsons took a moment, stared at the broken chalk in his hand. Now came the part he’d been dreading.

He knew Gerhardt was somewhere on the left side of the auditorium—he’d caught a glimpse of the man as he’d come in, and he’d known the German was flying in from Florida just for the meeting, but he'd kept his gaze well away from the man on purpose.

There was no avoiding him any longer.

Friedrich Gerhardt wore a slight smile, as usual. But why wouldn’t he smile? He’d escaped the war and was the darling of the American missile program. That made two missile programs he’d been the darling of so far—he’d done very well under the Germans, too. Rewarded with a commission in the SS, even.

The smile was always irritating to Parsons, but it was the tan that made his brain itch with rage. No doubt Gerhardt had been sunning himself like a lizard, basking by a pool somewhere.

So Gerhardt was here, enjoying the warmth and sunshine and life in general, while George was somewhere at the bottom of the North Sea, along with the plane Gerhardt’s Nazi friends had shot down.

Was George dead by the time the plane hit the water? Parsons certainly hoped so. Otherwise, his brother would have died of hypothermia, tossed about by the freezing waves, perhaps waiting for a rescue that was never going to come.

The fact that George—his wonderful, boisterous, heroic brother—wasn’t here and Gerhardt was was all the evidence Parsons needed to know the universe was fundamentally fucked.

“We're going to need the capsules to launch within a very strict time window,” he said flatly. He didn’t need to say Gerhardt’s name—the man knew Parsons was addressing him.

“Of course.” As if all of this was really Gerhardt’s idea, and Parsons was only acting as his proxy. “Are we abandoning the direct launch idea? If so, I must protest.”

You only want the money to build bigger rockets, you ass. Gerhardt had been pushing for a direct shot to the moon: damn the weight problem, just load up the capsule with as much fuel as you could.

That was always Gerhardt’s approach—simply take aim and fire. Parsons preferred the more elegant solution.

“It’s been decided to test the rendezvous method with this mission,” he said. “Nothing’s been ruled out.” But if the mission did succeed, Gerhardt’s pet approach would be dead in the water.

“As I was saying,” Parsons went on, “we can’t have any rockets blowing up on the pad on this one.” He kept his voice cool and his words sharp.

The smile fell from Gerhardt’s face, Parsons’s jab hitting him right in his ego. “The rockets will be reliable, I assure you.” His accent thickened.

“As reliable as all those rockets you sent to smash into London?”

The entire room went silent. Parsons shouldn’t have said it—Gerhardt’s past was never spoken of, not ever—but he couldn’t hold his anger in. It was the tan. All of them working round the clock here, killing themselves to get this nation first to the moon… and Gerhardt waltzed in with a tan.

Jensen rose then. “I’m sure we’ll hit exactly the launch window we need. Thank you, Parsons.” He was dismissing the meeting, then—and Parsons at the same time. “Friedrich, let’s talk after this about the kind of launch window we’re looking at.”

Parsons had the sense he was not invited to that meeting. Fine with him.

Gerhardt nodded, a hint of his former smile returning. And why not? Life was good for him. Jensen would no doubt bend over backward to apologize for his subordinate’s behavior.

But if Jensen expected him to apologize… Well, he could go to hell first, and with Parsons’s best regards. Maybe even take Gerhardt with him.

“Thank you all for your time,” Jensen finished.

Everyone filed out then, their murmurs low and subdued. More than one person snuck a look back at him, as if expecting more unspeakables to come from him.

He didn't follow them, not that they wanted him to. Instead, he turned to ponder what he’d put on the blackboard.

Today had been about the lunar orbit rendezvous approach to the moon—and not his private grief. It wasn’t that he was wrong about Gerhardt, but he still shouldn't have said what he had. The mission always came first: that was his guiding principle, the ideal he demanded of everyone here. And today, he’d tossed it aside so he could swipe at someone. 

It was the kind of stupid error he hated to make. Without powerful, reliable rockets, the mission wouldn’t happen. And Gerhardt was the rockets.

It shouldn’t matter what Gerhardt had done during the war. It didn’t matter, not for the success of the mission.

Parsons needed to let it go.

He realized he was gripping the chalk too tightly, the two pieces now fragmented into two dozen. He dumped the bits into the chalk tray and dusted off his hands.

Fine, so the German’s past did matter to him. It always would. To claim otherwise would be a betrayal of everything George had died for. But Parsons could push that away, seal it into a lead-lined box in his brain. The emotions would still be there, they just wouldn’t interfere.

He had to do it for the success of the mission.

Enough introspection. Back to work. He turned to leave—

And saw Charlie standing in one of the doorways. 

She must have been fifty feet away, but he felt her as if she were pressed next to him.

Another thing he ought to be sealing away when he was at work.

“What can I help you with, Dr. Eason?” Curt and cutting, because he had no politeness in him at the moment, not even his usual small store.

She had a familiar tilt to her head, a set to her eyebrows that she always assumed when she was puzzling something out. For half a moment, he thought she might ask him about the spat with Gerhardt. Instead, she said, “I wanted to ask you a bit more about the onboard computers. Weight restrictions and things like that.”

Of course she would ask him about the mission. She was as focused as he was—he had no need to worry their… relationship would bleed into their lives here.

“Certainly.” 

He kept his face still, his steps brisk as he came toward her, trying to be as he usually was.

But her analytical expression never eased into something less unsettling, and he had the sensation she could somehow see those inconvenient emotions, even though he’d already locked them into that impenetrable box.
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She’d found him. It had been almost five hours since the meeting broke up. Charlie had waited for Dot and Beverly and everyone else in computing to go home. Then she’d given it another thirty minutes, in case anyone was lingering elsewhere.

She’d started her search in his office, and when he hadn’t been there, she’d gone down the hall to crew systems. He seemed to like to wander there, simply to touch the mechanical bits scattered around. She could tell he missed engineering; it was in his fingertips when he’d stroke some new machine. He’d stay in contact with a prototype a beat or two longer than was necessary. He wished he’d built it.

But at any rate, he wasn’t in crew systems.

She could try the parking lot, she supposed, to see if his car was there. But before she could, she detoured to the break room, and when she rounded the corner she found him.

His hands were braced on the counter, his shoulders hunched. The coffee pot was percolating. Inside the carafe, the coffee was sputtering and bubbling.

“You should set up some of the engineers to build a better one.”

At her voice, he didn’t turn, but he shifted his weight and his body softened. His tone was still guarded, however, when he said, “That would be a misappropriation of ASD resources.”

She leaned against the doorjamb. “This place can’t run without caffeine. It would be a necessary investment. Should I run a cost-benefit analysis for you?”

He gave her a sliver of his profile then. He was smiling the barest amount, and it made her sad—sad he didn’t smile more, sad something had rattled him at the meeting, and sad that for all she knew about him, she didn’t truly know him.

At this point, she knew the textures of his body: the springy, coarse curls on his chest, the strength of his arms, the hard thrust of his… well, best not to go down that route now.

She knew what frustrated him. She knew what drove him mad. But she didn’t know what might lead him to insult Friedrich Gerhardt in front of everyone at ASD.

Most of all, she didn’t know why she cared.

But that didn’t stop her from walking into the break room and pulling out a steel-framed chair. It squealed on the linoleum floor, and she curved herself into it.

“Why aren’t you at home?” he asked.

“Eh, I wanted to get a start on some notes toward a schematic.”

He turned around, empty coffee mug in hand. “This is like Christmas for you. I present an impossible rendezvous mission, and you think—”

“It’s never been done, and I get to help.”

He gestured with the mug. “I want to copy you.”

“Well, that’s another technological problem—and we don’t have enough biologists on staff.”

He laughed then. An actual Eugene Parsons laugh. She wanted to note the occurrence, but she also didn’t want to scare him from doing it again.

She did something equally stupid, though. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Genetics? Oh no. Not my area.”

He knew exactly what she’d meant, so rather than responding, she waited. They watched each other—evenly—until the coffee machine stopped hissing.

Then he said, “I’m an asshole. You’ve known that for over a year.”

So she had. “This time it was unprovoked. What did Gerhardt ever do to you?” He huffed out a laugh, but without humor. She added, “This time, it felt different.”

Parsons blinked and adjusted his glasses. He was digesting what she’d said, or he was pondering the new oxygen filtration system for the capsule, or—she didn’t know. She wanted to pound on his chest, to make him tell her, but she knew she couldn’t force any intimacy from or with him.

“Your coffee is done,” she said instead. Her voice came out light, as she’d intended.

He poured some and pulled out the chair across from her. He didn’t sit down. He pondered the chair intently. “Is anyone else around?”

“No. It took me a while to find you, and I didn’t see a soul.”

He nodded. Then he looked up, right at her. “You… searched for me?”

Well, it was a night for confessions. “Call it an impulse.”

He was twitchy, but he was keeping it contained. She could see it in his eyelids, in his hands fisted in his pockets.

He surprised her when he spoke at last. “I have—had—a brother.”

Ah. She released a long breath.

“He was seven years older than I am. I have another brother, Roy, who is five years older. I was—I mean my parents have never said this, but I suspect I was not planned for. I grew up on a farm; they clearly assumed they’d pass it to my older brothers. Anyhow, he, George, was…”

He trailed off. She didn’t push. She tried not to move. She couldn’t believe he was telling her, and she didn’t want him to stop.

He nodded a tiny bit and spit out, “I found him overbearing.”

Parsons had found anyone overbearing? She almost snorted.

“He was, you know—” He stopped abruptly, and spun away from her. “Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“I realized I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

She suspected what he had actually realized was that he was about to reveal something about himself, but she’d let him avoid the truth if he wanted to. He didn’t owe her any of this—even if she desperately wanted to know.

He started pulling open the doors on the bank of cabinets behind him. “We have crackers. Sardines. What appears to be…” He unscrewed a jar and sniffed at the contents. “Uncooked oatmeal, perhaps.”

She smiled at his back. “You do realize that’s someone’s food.”

He put the lid back on the jar and examined the masking tape scrawled with a name. “I don’t think Winfrey would mind.”

“Have you met him? He’d bad-mouth you for years if you took so much as a teaspoon.”

“I can live with that.” He produced a loaf of bread and read another label. “What about O’Connell?”

“Oh, he’s over in retrieval.”

Parsons opened the loaf. “So you’re saying we need to take his bread as payment for your assistance with the calculations.”

“My role was minor.”

He set four slices on the counter. “The report you wrote was worth a bit of bread. Now what are we going to put on these?”

“This is stealing.”

“It’s borrowing. This is basically communal food.”

“Everything is marked. And don’t tell anyone here you think the food or anything else is communal. It sounds Soviet.”

“Hmm, I don’t care.” He rummaged a bit more in the cabinet. Then he held up a jar of peanut butter.

“Sure.” It beat sardines at any rate. “Is there jelly?”

He opened the refrigerator. “That didn’t take much convincing. We can have jelly if you don’t mind offending Vought.”

“Oh, she’s lovely. She won’t mind.”

He was opening the silverware drawer, but he froze. “You can’t tell her.”

“I’ll tell her I worked late and got hungry. It won’t surprise her in the least, and I’ll leave you out of it.”

He gave her a fond, apologetic glance, and her heart seized. What were they doing precisely?

The simplest answer was they were having a meal together. For the first time in a year. They’d wrestled with engineering problems, they were lovers, but they’d never eaten together.

Rather than consider the significance of that, she watched him spread the peanut butter in smooth, practiced motions. Then he added jelly, and finally he handed her a sandwich and sat across from her. They both started to eat, and she couldn’t suppress an appreciative moan.

“You don’t skimp on the jelly.”

“Why would I? That’s the best part.”

When they’d finished, she got herself a cup of coffee and sat again. A few beats passed, but he didn’t return to his story. Except now, having heard the beginning, she wanted the rest.

Very gently, she said, “So, tell me about George.”

He nodded. He’d relaxed a bit when he’d been making the sandwiches, but the bounce evaporated from his body at her prompt. He didn’t, however, flinch from the recitation.

“George was perfect. He never complained about his chores. And Lord, was he strong. Things I would struggle to do today—moving hay bales and whatnot—he tossed off, like it was nothing.”

His voice had changed, subtly. It was slower, more drawling. Spoken more from his nose and the back of his throat. But not enough for her to place this new accent of his.

“He was the star of the football team. All the girls loved him. He went off to college, and everyone had such hopes. Then his sophomore year, Pearl Harbor happened.”

He took a long sip of coffee and looked away at something only he could see off in the distance. “He signed up the next morning. He joined the Army Air Forces and became a pilot, and shipped off to England after his training. He never said so in his letters, but reading between the lines—along with the Distinguished Flying Cross he was awarded—he was…”

His voice didn’t falter exactly—more like it balked, a horse refusing a fence. He cleared his throat. “He was an amazing pilot. But of course, he would be.” He adjusted his glasses. “By then, I was in high school. Every teacher I had would say, you’re George’s brother. I existed in his shadow. I felt like I was this weaker, lesser version of him and could never measure up. And the last time he came home on leave, we had some words about it.”

She swallowed. This was going to be an end more tragic than she’d assumed, not of course that he was telegraphing it, or betraying any emotion whatsoever. No, his delivery was flinty, each word chipped off.

“George was understanding—he was always so damn understanding. He said he’d hoped I would realize someday it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t think it was true, he didn’t think I was—”

His voice broke, but his features stayed totally unvarying. The hands clenched around his mug had ossified. Everything was happening behind his glasses. He was blinking rapidly, but moisture was building up anyway.

She wanted to touch him, but it wouldn’t make it better. There was no making this better. There was no making this bearable. So she nodded.

When he started again, he didn’t tell her what it was George had thought he was. “Anyhow, he went back to England, and a few weeks later, he was on a bombing run over Germany. They were hitting a factory, and the first plane missed the anti-aircraft guns it was supposed to take out. George’s plane took fire, but they still hit their target and started the trip back to England. On the way, though, some Nazi planes scrambled after them. They were over the Channel when they lost an engine. The plane went down, and there must have been a problem with George’s parachute. Everyone else made it off the plane but him. Everyone else got rescued but him.”

When Parsons finished the story, the break room was interminably quiet. How did one even respond to something like that? She didn’t have any idea how to comfort someone. Could she tell a joke? Ask about the rendezvous plan?

“I’m sorry,” she said at last.

“Me too. I had apologized in a letter, and he’d said everything was fine, but I… I wished I’d seen him again. I wish those fucking German bullets hadn’t—well, at any rate, that’s why I can’t stand Friedrich.” He pronounced it with a thick German accent, though at last the emotion in his eyes had turned to rage. Anger from him was safer, more predictable, than vulnerability and tears.

She couldn’t let herself touch him, so she tapped her nails on the table in a bit of military tattoo. “He’s always struck me as vain. Have you seen his suits?”

Parsons scoffed. “His tan. I bet he has a pool. Stupid Nazi... Well, yes. Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but indulging this isn’t a good idea. Everyone lost someone in the war—we’re not special. And it won’t bring George back. I need to eradicate it, my response to him. I have to, so there’s no point wallowing in my dislike. I have to cut it out.”

“I guess you could try. But I have a better idea.”

He gave her a long sideways look. He knew what she meant. He always did. At first his expression was skeptical, even affronted, but then it heated until it threatened to scorch her.

“I’ll do our dishes,” he said, his voice rough with lust. “Meet you in twenty minutes.”

“A man who washes up? Make it fifteen.”

Without waiting for his retort, she tripped out. She might not know how to comfort him, but she could make them both forget, at least for a little while.
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The lamp in the motel room was dim, casting everything in a dingy, muddy orange glow.

Parsons tucked his shirt in, fastened his pants, and finally slipped on his glasses. He adjusted them once, twice, but they never quite settled into place. 

He’d found release—they both had—but he didn't feel better. Something was missing, or perhaps it had never been in their encounters and he was only now noticing the absence.

Maybe he shouldn’t have told her about George. It had shifted things between Charlie and him. Not that George’s history was a secret—the town of Bullock, Oklahoma, was erecting a statue, it was so well known—but somehow, it didn’t feel like his story to tell.

It was George’s story, and he was wasn’t here to relay it. There was a statue in a town square and the half-assembled truths his bumbling kid brother could pull together—but that wasn’t the real story. What he’d said tonight wasn’t George’s story, and Parsons didn’t like to tell things wrong.

He rubbed a hand across his mouth. He was exhausted, and it was turning his thoughts morbid. He had to stop this.

Charlie was at the mirror, reapplying her makeup. He’d missed her look into the mirror, the assessing one. She was on the final step: putting on her lipstick, painting the deep sweeps and bows of her mouth a shade of red that ought to be illegal.

When she had finished, she capped the tube with a quick, decisive motion, and then inspected her work.

Her gaze caught his in the mirror, her expression open and exposed. For the very first time, she acknowledged he watched her as she did this. Acknowledged him before her mask was completely in place.

Something shifted between them, slid almost—but not quite—into place. He took one step toward her, then another, and still she held his gaze. His heart took up an odd rhythm, and he sensed the thing that had been missing hovering at the edges of this scene. 

He kept coming closer.

When he was right behind her, he wrapped his hand around her arm. She had all the time in the world to stop him, but she didn’t.

Parsons turned her toward him, and her features were now bared to him, no longer filtered by the mirror. He set his thumb on her lower lip. It was obscenely red against the color of his skin, stark against the paleness of her own. He let her breath wash over him for a moment, and then he dragged his thumb down to her chin, smearing her lipstick in the process. 

He took in what he’d done. Yes, that was what he wanted, this face of hers marred. He only ever saw her putting her makeup on—he wanted to take it off. Deliberately.

He put his thumb back to her lip and smeared again. Her lips were gloriously messy now, almost completely undone.

The third time he did it, she parted her lips and took his thumb deep within her mouth.

He gasped even as he smiled. She always had to surprise him. She sucked on his thumb, making his heart pound and his breathing go harsh.

Then she dropped to her knees and reached for his belt.

“You don’t have to—”

“Shut up.”

So he did, because her nimble, cunning fingers had undone the buckle just like that, and his mouth seemed to have stopped working. There was the sweetest pressure of her knuckles against his belly as she worked at the button and zipper, and deeper pressure within as his need for her rose again.

Her palms were warm as they slid along his cock, almost comforting. Then her grip tightened and all thoughts of comfort were swamped by the sharp yearning her touch always brought. His eyes slipped closed, a groan rumbling through him.

She touched his cock, feather-light, different than any other caress she’d given him. When he looked again, she was brushing one cheek, then the other along his straining length, her breath whispering in the wake of her skin. Then she pressed her mouth where her cheek had been, leaving behind a smear of red lipstick.

Jesus. She hadn’t even taken him in her mouth and already his knees were weak, his skin hot, and his nerves sizzling.

She wrapped her hand around the base of his cock, setting the angle, and he braced himself for what came next. He slid his fingers into her hair and closed his hand. Her gaze met his, an emotion he’d never seen before from her flickering in the amber of her eyes. He tried to give it a name, but before he could, she tore her gaze from his and took him deep within her mouth.

No preamble, no hesitancy—only the hot, wet clasp of her mouth, one of her hands gripping his ass tightly to anchor her.

She’d never done this to him before, but clearly she had some experience, because she was so fucking good at it. The perfect, mind-blotting amount of pressure, her tongue working the length of him along with the barest scrape of her teeth, a counterpoint to the softness of her mouth that heightened everything.

But of course she would be accomplished at this. She was talented at everything, and he, lucky bastard that he was, had her skills entirely at his disposal, at work and here in this room. All his.

His eyes snapped open. No, that wasn’t right. This wasn’t right, although it felt… He swallowed hard, the earlier sense of some fundamental absence rushing back, jostling against his hunger for her.

He pulled away, his hand still anchored in her hair, his breathing rough, unsteady.

“What’s the matter?” She sounded almost angry.

“Nothing.” He shook his head and brought her back to her feet. “No, that’s not true. This…” 

Then it came to him, exactly what was missing, what he needed to fill the emptiness. “I don’t want you on your knees with me. I want us toe to toe.” He brushed his lips across hers, the sweetest kiss he’d ever given her. Or anyone. “I want us to be face to face.”

One of them was trembling, and he couldn’t tell if it was him or her. But there were tremors in her arm, his hand, at the point where they joined. Her eyes were wide, her lower lip quivering, and she looked as if she might kiss him or cry.

He waited for her to come to him, to accept his invitation and close the distance between them, equally matched this time.

Her trembling stopped. And she took half a step back. She pulled her arm out of his grip, her expression closing. “I want this.” She dropped back to her knees.

He let her. And he didn’t stop her when she put her mouth back on him, didn’t protest when she sucked him into oblivion, because who was he to demand more of her?

There was only a twinge of shame when he came in her mouth, because her fingers had dug tight into his thigh, as if demanding him to come. So he gave her what she wanted, and from now on, he’d give her nothing more.

She released him, and the air was cool on his damp cock. She tucked everything away, fastening his pants and re-buckling his belt.

He simply let her, limp and drained as he was.

When she was done, she got to her feet all on her own and went back to the mirror. She tucked her hair back into place, undoing the damage he’d done. Then she snatched up a tissue and rubbed the red lipstick from her mouth, erasing all evidence of his attempt to fracture her mask.

She gave herself one last assessing look to make sure she’d gotten all of it, and slowly, deliberately, she uncapped her lipstick and re-painted her mouth, covering it once more.

Her fingers trembled as she did it, but there wasn’t even a hint of a smudge when she was done.

And then she was gone.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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The problem began in the main computing office. Charlie clutched two monographs to her chest. She needed the cover of them to feel out Parsons after last night, after his intimate confessions and his request she meet him toe to toe and face to face.

The truth was they had developed a wonderful rapport, both at work and during the hours they filched at Mulligan’s. She prayed they hadn’t wrecked it: he’d been vulnerable and she’d pushed him away. His vulnerability had been too heavy, too demanding—she couldn’t carry his need and her own. So she’d dropped to her knees when he’d asked her for more, quite literally ducking the issue.

But they might have destroyed their camaraderie in those moments, and the thought made her feel… bereft.

She didn’t want to wait until the next staff meeting to know where they stood. So she’d dug two articles out of a pile on her desk as a pretense. She merely had to slink out of her office without anyone asking what she was up to.

Her grip tightened on the papers. She didn’t have to slink at all. She was going to see Parsons to discuss some recent developments in computing. There was nothing wrong with that.

She started across the room with purpose.

“You busy?”

Jack’s words halted her progress. He had a pencil behind one ear and another between his teeth and a messy stack of notes in his hands. He looked worse than she felt, probably because she and Hal had trusted him with an important problem: reducing the data lag between Cape Canaveral and Houston. Well, the kid had wanted greater responsibility.

She swallowed a smile. “Yes, I have to step out for a minute. I have a question for Parsons.” There was no point dissembling.

“Why?” This plaintive question came from around the pencil.

She had the sense Jack might latch onto her arm and never release her. He was badly stressed.

“Processors. I’ll be back soon. Do you have a theory?”

He stabbed a finger at the top paper in his stack. “Yes!” This came out more like yeth. “It’s the cables.” 

“The fables?”

“Cables.” 

She’d known what he meant, of course, but teasing Jack was always fun. Watching him try to solve this problem was like watching a baby bird leave the nest. And he was right: She and Hal already knew they needed to upgrade the cables.

“Well, I’ll be back in a minute and you can tell me about your solution.”

Jack made a noise of frustration as she left, one she wanted to echo when she ran into Dot and Beverly just outside the door.

“Coffee break?” Bev asked, holding up her empty mug.

“Sorry, I have a quick errand and then I have to help Jack.”

She darted down the side corridor that housed the computing department to the building’s main hallway. She passed the break room, the crew systems division, and a wide bank of windows, from which she could see the entire ASD campus.

She was close now. She only had to make it down the steps and across the vestibule and she’d reach her destination.

But in the middle of her path stood Lee Carruthers and another of the Perseid astronauts.

“This day is turning into a nightmare,” she muttered.

“Howdy, stranger,” Carruthers said to her. “Or should I say Dr. Eason?”

He put special emphasis on her name, even going so far as to waggle his brows. He no doubt thought this was sexy. She thought it was ridiculous. Did this sort of thing work for him? Sadly, she suspected the answer was yes.

The other astronaut standing with him—Storch—watched her with evident interest. She ignored him. She could only handle so much testosterone at once.

“You should not,” she said to Carruthers. She offered this with a half-hearted salute and kept going. She didn’t have time for this.

“Aren’t you impressed I figured out your name?”

She stopped and glared at Carruthers. He sounded disappointed, and his entitlement made her grind her teeth together. “On the whole, no.”

Storch snorted and looked her over again. She’d just made herself more interesting, which of course hadn’t been her intent.

“I think you should be,” Carruthers offered. “I had to ask two people.”

“It’s deeply sad. Such wasted effort. You’ll have to ask someone else to explain rejection to you. I’m certain this gentleman can oblige.” She pointed to Storch and whirled on her heel.

She could hear them laughing all the way to Parsons’s door.

Charlie knocked and waited. She hadn’t waited for him to formally admit her in months and months. She might not have ever done it, at least not since he’d interviewed her.

Before she could process all the feelings churning inside her, he called, “Yes?”

She took a deep breath and entered. He hadn’t bothered to look up as she’d come in. He probably assumed she was someone boring, like the guys from retrieval. She wasn’t sure if she was going to be a pleasant surprise or a horrible nightmare.

She set down the papers she was carrying in front of him. They weren’t anything important—two recent articles on new processors that she wouldn’t normally bring to his attention—but she’d needed an excuse to see him.

He glanced up and his brows arched the smallest degree. “What are these?”

There were purple bags under his eyes and his shirt was badly wrinkled. He looked more tired than usual. There was also a blotch of dried shaving cream beneath his ear. She wanted to wipe it off, but she didn't want to embarrass him. She was trying to make sure everything was fine, not develop more personal moments.

She regarded him. Did he feel odd seeing her again?

Wait, she was silently staring at him. That itself was odd.

“You asked me to keep you apprised of industry developments,” she said quickly.

He picked up the first article and leafed through it. “We need faster processors?”

“We will. If not for the Perseid missions, then for Antares.”

He flipped through the pages. “Hmm.” He started skimming them in earnest.

She was charmed by his reluctance, then by his interest. He didn’t truly understand computers enough to understand what she’d given him, at least not with only a few seconds to peruse it, but he was trying to learn something.

Because she’d given it to him, and he assumed it was important. She swallowed whatever was rising in her throat.

“They’re making great advances,” she told him.

“And the cost?”

“Well, it’s coming down. Slowly. The mass production of transistors is helping.”

He turned to the second article. “I’ll defer to your judgment, but I suspect this isn’t a move we’ll be ready for anytime soon.”

She smiled at the crown of his head. They didn’t need to discuss the pages any further. Everything was fine. Last night had only been a bit of awkwardness brought on by his words with Gerhardt at the meeting. It had passed. It hadn’t been about her at all, but his brother. They would continue on as before, both here and at Mulligan’s.

She half-wanted to snatch her pages back so she could stuff them back into her filing cabinet where they belonged. “Oh, I… well, if you think so.”

He finished his read-through, and he gave her an intense look. “I’m sorry we can’t move on it now, but I don’t think it’s possible. Not yet.”

She swallowed hard and tried to view that through a work-only lens. “Of course, but these articles might come in handy with our attempts to soften Stan and Hal up for a transition to digital. I’ll just hold onto them until—”

She reached for the articles, but Parsons pulled them back.

“They’re never going to agree to this. You’re going to have to wait for an opening, a wedge, and then exploit it to the hilt.”

“Yes, but I want what I want when I want it.”

Oh hell. That was entirely the wrong thing to say. She was supposed to make sure everything was all right, not draw attention to the tension between them.

Parsons watched her, his expression suddenly guarded. “I know.”

That ultimately was true. She could only offer him what they had: She cared about his opinion, more perhaps than that of anyone else she’d ever known. She thought he was a brilliant manager and engineer. Work was quite simply better and more fun when she shared it with him. And she’d never been so satisfied by a lover.

But she was giving him everything she had.

She’d thought he was satisfied. She knew she was.

He smiled at her the tiniest bit, just with his eyes, and then he repeated, “I know.”

She leaned forward and pulled the pages from him. For just an instant, he pressed his fingers against the desk, holding them in place.

“It’s a good idea,” he said gently.

“Another time, then.”

He released the pages and she returned to her office convinced they were fine, but anxious about the future.

The future of the mission, of course.
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Parsons checked that no one was behind him in the aisle at the aquarium supply shop before he hauled a sack of sea salt off the shelf and onto his shoulder. He grunted hard when the sack settled against him.

Damn, he was getting old. The sacks seemed to get a fraction heavier every time he came in for supplies.

He made his way to the front counter, the sight of a gorgeous marbled angelfish stopping him for a moment. He didn’t need any more fish, but he could take a second to appreciate this one. The plants swayed as if being rocked to sleep by the artificial current.

So beautiful, so serene. His life was consumed with work—when he wasn’t working, he was worrying about work—but when he watched his fish—

“Sir, do you need help?”

Parsons swung around at the familiar voice. “Jefferies? What are you doing here?”

Jefferies lifted his hands—or were those bear paws?—toward the sack on Parsons’ shoulder. “Sir…”

“I can do it.” Parsons moved the sack out of his reach, even though his back was beginning to ache. “And I told you, you don’t have to call me that. Especially when we’re not at ASD.”

Not that they ever met outside of work. Although it would be hard for Parsons to meet anyone anywhere, considering he went to work, here, and home. Grocery delivery made it easy to avoid the mundanities of life.

And Mulligan’s. He went there pretty often, and pray to God he never saw Jefferies there. That would take some explaining on both their parts.

“If you say so…” Jefferies swallowed what certainly was a stillborn sir. “I’m here to look for a present for my niece. She loves the ocean, so I thought maybe a goldfish and a bowl would be nice.”

Parsons pulled a face. “A goldfish? And how big of a bowl?”

Jefferies made a circle of his hands, marking off the size of a two-gallon bowl. “About that big, I was thinking.”

“No.”

The other man flinched, and Parsons sighed. He didn’t mean to set people off all the time, to push them away with his brusqueness. Perhaps he didn’t know any other way to be anymore.

“Goldfish produce massive amounts of nitrates,” Parsons explained. “A fish like that will poison itself with its own waste in a bowl that small. And goldfish are…” He searched for the best way to say it. “They’re boring.”

Really, they were terrible, but boring would do.

“Oh.” Jefferies’s face fell even further. “I don’t know anything about fish.”

Clearly not. But Jefferies had admitted his error, so Parsons kept that to himself. He slid the sack to the floor, rolling his shoulder to get the aches out. “I’ll help you find something better. How old is she?” He gestured for Jefferies to follow him.

“Seven. She loves all kinds of animals, but she’s especially fascinated with the ocean.”

“Don’t most seven-year-old girls play with dolls or something?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know many seven-year-old girls.”

“Neither do I.” When Parsons’s niece had been seven, she’d wanted a lamb to raise and show at the county fair. So that had been her birthday present from him, and she’d ended up repaying him when she’d auctioned the lamb off.

He didn’t think Jefferies’s niece would be interested in that, though.

“Guppies.” Parsons stopped before the tank and gestured to the fish. “She’d probably like some guppies. They’re pretty, on the smaller side, and easy to care for.”

Their silver bodies flashed as they moved through the water, their colorful tails trailing like silken scarves. Much better than goldfish.

Jefferies folded himself almost in half in order to peer at them. “Ooh. They are pretty. What supplies will I need?”

“Let me show you.”

Parsons took him through the store, picking out a tank, a filter, lights, gravel, and plants. It was almost enjoyable, giving Jefferies this lesson on how to set up a tank. And since he was an engineer himself, Parsons knew Jefferies would follow his instructions to the letter—Parsons wasn’t wasting his efforts here. So few people took fish-keeping seriously.

When they were done and Jefferies had a pile of supplies in his arms and at his feet, Parsons looked the other man over before meeting his gaze. An awkward beat passed and Jefferies shuffled his feet.

Now the supplies had been selected, Parsons had no idea how to end this interaction. They’d done something rather personal together, and a more involved farewell than simply turning on his heel seemed to be called for.

“Well…” Parsons began at the same time Jefferies said, “Thank you, sir.”

Again with the sir. Chiding Jefferies wasn’t working, so instead, Parsons said, “You know, you don’t have to be afraid of me.”

A flash of horror stitched through him as that hung in the air. Jesus, what was he doing? They were having a moment, in an aquarium supply store. Parsons didn’t do moments, and he definitely didn’t do them here.

Jefferies cleared his throat. “It’s not that I’m afraid. But sometimes you yell, and I’m naturally jumpy.”

The words made Parsons’s joints lock. Sometimes you yell. Had Parsons ever said that to his father? Likely not, but he could have. Sometimes you yell and it frightens me.

No, this was definitely not the place to be having these kinds of reflections.

“I know I get… heated sometimes. But…” There were no good words for how he truly felt when he yelled. English was so damned imprecise. “I am angry, but there’s so much riding on what we do. It’s… I’m not being mean.” 

His face burned as he explained, but suddenly he needed someone to understand—someone other than Charlie—that yes, he was an asshole, but it was because he cared so damn much. Maybe too damn much. But nothing less than that was going to get them to the moon. 

“I need everyone’s best efforts,” he went on. “I need everyone to go above and beyond their best efforts. Otherwise, we can pack up ASD right now, since we’re not landing on the moon otherwise.”

Jefferies blinked at him, his expression open. “I agree.”

“You do?” Of course, Jefferies probably did, in theory, but if he did, what the hell were they discussing here?

“You intimidate me,” the other man went on, “but that’s because you work so hard. You expect perfection even from yourself. And you scare people because you demand more from them.”

“Oh.” Well, wasn’t that… heartwarming? The pressure in his chest was more of an ache than warmth, though.

“The yelling probably doesn’t help, though,” Jefferies finished.

“Oh.” That wasn’t so heartwarming. But Parsons wasn’t at ASD to hold hands and have a sing-along. He cleared his throat. “Well, now we understand each other about the yelling”—the pressure in his chest told him to end the conversation here, before things went any more sideways than they already had—“I’ll see you at work on Monday.”

“Yes, s—I will. And thank you for the advice. I’m sure my niece will love the guppies.”

“Don’t mention it.” Parsons gave the smallest of waves, and turned back to find his abandoned sack of salt, intending to pretend to browse the aisles until Jefferies had left. He’d hit his limit of meaningful interactions for the day.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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September 1962




Charlie watched the photographer from Life corral the women in the front lobby of ASD and tried not to let her sour attitude seep into her expression.

The clump of women was gathered in the atrium, at the base of the main stairway. It opened onto the mural of stars decorating the entrance to the second floor. The stairway curved around and over them as it marched toward a field of stars they couldn’t touch.

The photo was meant to show off the “Ladies of ASD,” which didn’t include any of the secretaries—or Beverly.

Charlie had spent another Labor Day holiday—her second at ASD—working, this time on the rendezvous mission, and still she was behind. She had better things to do than smile like an idiot at a photographer.

“Now, Charlie, sweetheart,” the photographer said, gesturing her forward. “Move up a bit. We all want to see your pretty face.”

She bit her tongue to keep from snapping at the photographer. She knew exactly why he wanted to see more of her—Look how beautiful, how feminine these girls are! Nothing to fear here, America!

The Virgo Three—the clever name ASD had given the women chosen to train as astronauts—shuffled aside to make room for Charlie.

Dot gave her a darkly amused look as she went past. The two women who worked in the wind tunnel made space for her in front of them, although they didn’t look too happy about it.

“All right, that’s perfect right there,” the photographer said. “Lift your chin a hair, Charlie. Nice, wide smile.”

It’s Dr. Eason. She hated this. Yes, she used her looks to gain the advantage in certain situations. But they were her looks and her advantage. She was furious that her face was going to be used to sell ASD to the public. Why couldn’t they discuss the mission, the technology, and the sheer wonder of what they were trying to do? Why did it have to be the surface, the glamour, the stuff that meant nothing?

“You girls look so good,” Stan Jensen said, beaming at them like a proud papa.

And that was why she hadn’t kicked in protest when Hal had told her she had to get her picture taken. Jensen had deemed this part of the mission, and she didn't want to give him any cause to think she wasn’t utterly devoted to ASD. Although it was a bit embarrassing to have his attention for something like this instead of oh, say, her work.

“Miss Cannery?” the photographer asked. One of the female astronauts perked up. “Could you please turn so we’re getting your left side?”

“No,” she snapped. “My right side is my good side.”

Miss Cannery was the most famous of the Virgo Three, and she struck Charlie as something of a publicity hound. Miss Brixton hadn’t said much at all, and Miss Peyton looked bored.

This certainly was a lot of fuss for a program Charlie suspected was designed to fail from the beginning. There were rumors the higher-ups were bringing in a new astronaut class—all male—and adding more men to the line of astronauts already waiting for a mission meant these women would always be at the back.

Oh, they’d be trotted out like this to prove ASD was doing something about the problem—but they’d never actually move forward in the line. Never actually get any closer to space.

“All right, girls,” the photographer said. “Big smiles.”

Jensen grinned at them as if to demonstrate how they ought to do it.

“Great, great,” the photographer muttered as the camera went click-click-click.

Several employees had stopped to stare at this point, making the exposure that much more agonizing. Charlie hoped Parsons would come along and shoo them all away. He’d be livid to find people gawking like this in the middle of the day.

But she also didn’t want him to see her like this, a stupid grin stretching her face as she pretended to be a “lady” of ASD.

The photographer kept snapping away, arranging them first this way, then that; Virgo Three in the front, then to the side, until he ran out of permutations. And still he kept snapping.

Charlie’s mouth hurt and frustration rubbed her temper raw. Didn’t this photographer understand they all had work to do?

She felt, rather than saw, Parsons enter the atrium. It was as if he were the world’s largest magnet, the force of him pulling at the very iron in her blood.

Being unable to see his face, she could only guess at his mood. Was he irritated? Indifferent? What did he think of all of them arrayed before the photographer’s gaze?

No, that wasn’t what she really wanted to know—what did he think of her like this? Because she knew, in the same deep way she knew the fundamental laws of motion, that he was watching only her. 

“All right, ladies, thank you.”

The photographer’s dismissal so startled her, she fell back against the stair railing, catching herself with her hand.

“You all right?” Dot asked.

“Yes, of course.” Had he seen? Of course he had—he’d been watching her, which was why she’d stumbled. “These heels… I only turned my ankle, nothing serious.”

Dot nodded. “I’m going to grab a cup of coffee before I head back. Want anything?”

Charlie shook her head and Dot followed the rest of the group out.

She lifted her hand from the rail and grimaced. There was something cold and greasy and clear on it—vacuum grease. Some engineer must have had some on his hands and oh-so-conveniently left it here. And now she'd need a handkerchief, which was all the way back in her desk.

“Damn,” she muttered under her breath.

“Do you need this?” A square of white linen appeared in her vision. When she looked up, she saw it was being offered by one of the Virgo Three. Only she couldn’t remember which one. Brixton or Peyton? Definitely not Miss Cannery—she knew that much.

“Thank you.” Charlie took the scrap of fabric and began rubbing at her hand. “Only a smudge of vacuum grease. I’m Charlie Eason.” She waggled her hand in hello rather than offering it for a shake.

“Geraldine Brixton. You’re one of the computers, aren’t you?”

Charlie was surprised she remembered. “I work with the computers, the electronic ones.” One last wipe, and Charlie’s hand was clean. “And you’re an astronaut.”

Miss Brixton’s cheeks flushed a charming shade of rose. “I hope to be.”

Charlie hoped Miss Brixton would be as well. She handed back the kerchief. “Thank you.”

“Miss Brixton. How nice to see you here.”

Parsons’s voice came from Charlie’s left, low enough to resonate through her. She kept her gaze carefully on his shoes, the most innocuous part of him.

“Mr. Parsons.” Miss Brixton gave him a smile that made something unpleasant curl in Charlie’s belly. “I’m glad to be here.”

“Getting your picture taken?”

She made a face. “I’ve had my picture taken so much since all this happened. I suppose the Perseid Six had to deal with this too, but it seems so…”

“Silly?” Charlie supplied.

“Yes. I’d rather be training.”

That was an answer to warm Parsons’s heart. The unpleasant thought poked Charlie's belly from the inside out.

“Miss Brixton!” Jensen appeared back in the lobby, gesturing for the astronaut. “This way.”

“I’d better go.” She waggled her fingers over her shoulder as she strode away. “Nice meeting you.”

Charlie turned to find Parsons scowling after the woman. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t like bullshit,” he muttered.

“Pardon?”

He gestured toward where Miss Brixton had disappeared. “Jensen is only bullshitting with these ‘Virgo Three.’ He’s wasting all our time.”

“You don’t think they should fly?”

His brows rose in surprise—she had been rather sharp. “No, exactly the opposite. Their initial testing proves they have great potential, and they can’t be any more reckless than the astronauts we already have.”

“Be careful what you wish for.” Although Charlie privately agreed with him.

He glanced around the lobby, his gaze oddly furtive. But there was no one left to see them. He leaned toward her, his mouth aiming toward her ear, his aftershave tickling her nose. Her breath came short and shaky, anticipation humming through her.

She wasn’t supposed to think of their time together in the motel here, but it was suddenly all she could think about, the memories rushing in to crowd out any rational thoughts.

“Listen,” he began, “I—” His expression shifted, as if he had realized how close they were, as if the motel room was all he could think about now too. 

She ran the tip of her tongue along her lower lip, her mouth unbearably dry. “What?”

He half-closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “I was going to say, I won’t treat it like a joke. And if the rest of us don’t either—if we do everything we can to help them—Stan Jensen is likely to stop thinking it was ever anything but a done deal to send them up.”

Were they entering a conspiracy together on this? It felt like it, with him so close and speaking so low. But perhaps she was only muddle-headed from his nearness.

“I’ll be serious about it,” she promised. She wasn’t certain what she could do to help, other than what she already was to ensure the missions were a success. But she could at least do that.

“I know you will.” He said nothing more, but he didn’t move away. His fingers drummed against his thigh, as if he were itching to do something with them. Touch her, perhaps?

Oh, she wanted him to. Even the slightest brush of her arm would be more than welcome.

And dangerous.

The memory she’d tried hardest to suppress—even to eradicate—bloomed in her mind.

I don’t want you on your knees. I want us face to face.

I don’t want you—I want us.

It terrified her now as much as it had then—but that wasn’t quite what he’d said. She thought they’d put it behind them. She’d thought everything was fine. But it returned now and again and was driving her quite insane.

“I have to go.” She stepped back, and came up against the stair railing. “I have so much work to do.”

From the corner of her eye—she was definitely not going to meet his gaze, lest the intensity of it send her into complete meltdown—she saw him step away, clearing her path to flee.

So she did, without looking back.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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November 1962




Charlie pulled up to the gate and flashed her badge at the guard. She recognized him, though she couldn’t remember his name or glimpse his nametag to remind her. But her parents would probably think it was odd that she knew the guards, so she didn’t say anything.

In the passenger seat next to her, her father’s lip curled. “So it’s like working on a military base?”

What precisely was the Manhattan Project like, Dad? Except of course she didn’t say anything. She only had to get through a tour of ASD and dinner with her parents and her father’s favorite post-doc. It couldn’t possibly be more painful than the two-hour-long staff meeting she’d endured on Monday. And after this visit, she wouldn’t have to think up an excuse for not going home for Thanksgiving.

After the guard had waved her through, she answered her father: “Well, yes. What we’re working on here has national security implications. Of course there’s security. Doesn’t Tom have something even more rigorous to pass through when he walks into work?”

Of course he did. Los Alamos was locked down even tighter than it had been in her parents’ day. But they likely never chided him about security checks.

In the backseat, her mother patted Stewart’s arm. “So different from IAS, isn’t it?”

“I’m amazed there aren’t more trees,” Stewart answered.

Charlie gave Stewart a quick glance in the rearview mirror. She’d say this for her mother’s taste: Stewart was certainly good-looking. Close-cropped blond hair, a slim build that she wasn’t sure how he maintained with all the hours he must be putting in in her father’s lab, and even a dapper pocket square. She understood why her mother had insisted on dragging him along on this ridiculous conference/matchmaking excursion.

The problem was, Charlie felt nothing more than a faint flicker of amusement at all of it. She wasn’t interested, or even angry. It was entertaining, or it would be if she didn’t have so many other things competing for her attention. She didn’t have an afternoon to show her family around and an evening at which her mother could play at Cupid.

But Charlie also didn’t want to infuriate her mother, so she’d make up the hours on the weekend after they’d left.

They stopped by the visitor’s center to pick up badges, then Charlie drove to her normal spot, the same one where she’d been parked the night she’d embarked on her affair with Parsons. The thought amused her and she couldn’t suppress a smile.

“Is something wrong, Charlotte?”

“Oh, no. I was remembering something from yesterday’s staff meeting.”

“I’m glad space exploration gives you so much to smile about,” her mother tittered in the backseat.

Charlie ground her teeth together. This would all be over soon. “I’ll show you the computing department. Then we can stick our heads in and see what’s happening over in the training simulator. I don’t know how interesting it will be.”

She always did that with her parents. If she wasn’t apologizing for her work, she was underplaying it. There was no scientific or engineering project in America the public was more interested in than this, but she was making excuses for it because she wasn’t concerned with what America thought but with what they did.

But of course knowing what she was doing and actually changing her behavior were two different things. So all Charlie did was hold the door open while her parents and Stewart shuffled in.

Parsons was standing in the vestibule.

“Oh, hi,” she stammered. “These are my parents, Victoria and Walter Eason, and my father’s post-doc, Stewart Greene. Everyone, this is Eugene Parsons.” My boss and sometimes lover. “The director of engineering and development.”

“Ah, an engineer,” her father said. “I’ll speak a little slower then.”

“Dad,” she hissed. Of all the people for him to try an engineer joke with…

“It’s all right,” Parsons said. She couldn’t tell if he was amused, offended, or simply confused. “I do understand humor. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Everyone shook hands and murmured greetings.

“They’re in town for a conference,” Charlie explained to Parsons. “I was going to show them the computing department. That is, if you don’t mind.”

It was, after all, his department more than it was hers. Actually it was no one’s more than hers, but he had a stronger official claim.

Parsons blinked at her several times as if her question didn’t make any sense. “No, no, you should. Is Hal around?”

“He’s in Virginia.”

Thank God. There was a real tension in this visit. She knew her parents would be disappointed, or at least unimpressed—which amounted to the same thing—but she wanted them not to be. However, she didn’t want Hal to see her attempts to get them to like or at least respect what she did. She had enough problems without him knowing about her family.

She didn’t want Parsons to know either, but there was no helping that now.

“Oh well, I hope you enjoy seeing it all,” Parsons said to her dad. “Your daughter is a real asset here. You should be proud.”

Charlie could feel her heart squeeze, shudder, and release. It might be true that her parents should be proud—in the way that all parents should be of their kids—but she knew that hers resisted whatever others might see as a biological imperative.

“She works hard,” her mother responded.

Which was true—and not the point.

Parsons watched her family levelly for several beats. Then he said, “Let me walk you.”

Now Charlie was truly surprised.

She trailed them—the odd cluster—and listened to her father and Parsons discuss the weather. She wasn’t sure why Parsons was doing this, but it didn’t surprise her that her parents were acquiescing to Parsons’s authority. She would have laughed, except, well, it wasn’t very funny.

Stewart held back and fell into step alongside her. She wasn’t certain how committed he was to her mother’s matchmaking plans. She gave him a surreptitious look. He was quite pretty.

“I can see the appeal,” he said quietly. Almost conspiratorially.

“Even though it’s not real science?” She weighted the last two words, fit them into her mouth precisely as her mother might.

Stewart gave her an amused look. Sadly, nothing inside her went pitter-pat in response. It was too bad, really, because if they fell madly in love today it would make her mother so happy, but there wasn’t any heat between them. This was going to be yet another way that she’d let her parents down. The tally was too high for even her to compute.

“It’s not IAS.” She waved a hand at the sterile corridor and stated the obvious.

“No, but independence for a bit. I understand why you might want that.”

A statement from a man who’d been in graduate school or working in someone else’s lab since he’d left college.

She made an affirmative, but noncommittal noise.

“Do you get back east often?” he asked.

“Not since I moved here.” There was no point in giving him any hope. This wasn’t going anywhere. She moved in front of the group. “This is it, the computing department.”

It took a lot not to declare that it was my computing department. She locked eyes with Parsons, and he bit his lip. He knew what she’d wanted to say. He gave her a little nod, as if to suggest she should. She didn’t, but she flushed at the shared secret all the same.

But right now wasn’t about that. It was never about that here. So she merely pushed the door open, and they went inside. The main room held desks for the support staff like Dot and Beverly, who were hard at work.

“The computers work in here,” she explained. “And this one is my office.”

Her mother craned her head in and nodded with approval. It was neat and a touch feminine, precisely as her mother would expect it to be.

Rather than inspect her personal space, Charlie’s father and Stewart had wandered over to a chalkboard, which was filled with equations.

Her father couldn’t see science in progress and not want to inspect it. He’d probably give her some notes if they stayed here for any length of time. She could tell he was itching to pick up the chalk. This wasn’t his field, but he would be confident he could add something all the same.

“Is this the rendezvous mission you were telling me about?” her father called to her, gesturing toward the board.

“Yes. I was working through the issue of docking. When the ships join, their center of mass will change. Being in a vacuum and with much less gravitational pull, the forces are completely different.”

Her father’s eyes had slipped half shut and he was nodding along, making a low noise of encouragement. She’d seen him like this many times before, as one of his students presented their work and he helped them untangle their math.

Maybe he could help her here. She took two steps toward the blackboard, intending to pick up some chalk, when her mother said, “Perhaps you can discuss that with your father later. We still have the rest of the tour.”

“Of course,” Charlie said, going stiff. “There’s so much more to see.”

She led them out of the computing department and down the hall, Parsons still following. She surreptitiously wriggled her fingers and tried to shake off her mother’s words. They’d be impressed by this next stop. They had to be.

“This is the simulation laboratory.” Charlie wasn’t able to keep the pride out of her voice at that. The lab was perhaps her favorite room on earth. “We have several dozen interconnected machines. Mini and mainframe.” She indicated these. “The desks are for the operators, but the real problem we’ve been working on now is communication between the different ASD facilities. For the next launch, we should have the data lag down to two seconds.” 

She took a deep breath, preparing to explain how they’d managed that, when her mother checked her watch.

Charlie shut her mouth. This would have stung her at age ten, or even at twenty. But at thirty-two, she needed only a few blinks to clear the pain from her head. Charlie’s work mattered. It was important. She was good at it. That was enough.

Her mother looked up and smiled, but the effect was colorless. “Very impressive. That should have industry implications.”

“I suppose.” Charlie couldn’t give a damn about the industry uses, and of course her mother knew that. If anything, her mother pointing out the monetary value of an idea was an insult, not a compliment.

But Parsons didn’t understand how her family worked, so he seized on this. “Everyone is sniffing around. We’re going to have to work hard if we want to hold onto her.”

There was actual warmth in his eyes as he said the words. She could feel it spreading through her, and she would have blushed, looked away, made a joke, emphasized that he was talking about work, except then her mother might see what was between them. So instead Charlie pulled the door to the simulation lab closed.

“Let’s go see if anything is happening in the training space.”

There wasn’t, but she and Parsons took turns explaining the centrifuges and the MASTIF, and how the technology interfaced with the computers and software. Throughout her mother was blasé, her father aloof. Only Stewart seemed engaged, but even he couldn’t help but display his biases.

“Impressive,” he said looking at the network of computers in the control room. “But it is rather like a big erector set. I would have thought it less… haphazard for an effort of this size.”

“Well,” she said. “It is a bit jerry-rigged, but this is all new. It’s never been done before. No one knows how to do it. We have to invent everything.”

And that’s why I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. She looked at Parsons and raised her brows. But he shook his head a few millimeters. Seeing the beauty, the potential for failure, but the majesty in what they were doing here was intrinsic. She and Parsons had the ability; her parents and Stewart did not.

“Well, you’re doing well with all the money,” her father said as they walked back to the front of the building.

One of her parents’ big tirades of late was about how the federal government was moving away from funding pure science in favor of technology in its bid to beat the Soviets. ASD’s increasing share of the government’s narrow research budget incensed them.

“We’ll try not to spend so much on fancy conferences, or luxurious break rooms,” Parsons said, indicating the small one in which he’d told Charlie about his brother’s death.

“But we draw the line at coffee machines,” she said, gravely. “We can’t operate without those.”

He almost smiled at her then. She could see the smile edging around his jaw, but it didn’t quite emerge.

“You’ve been kind, to take so much of your afternoon to show us around,” her mother said to Parsons when they reached the vestibule again. “Can we entice you to join us for dinner? We have reservations at a steakhouse Charlie recommended.”

Actually, Hal had recommended it. Charlie knew nothing about restaurants.

Charlie was certain Parsons was going to say no. She was still deciding how she felt about it when he surprised her.

“Sure. What time?”

They exchanged details while Charlie stood there stunned. She was going to have dinner with her parents, her lover, and the man with whom they were trying to set her up? All while they refused to be impressed by the work she’d spent the day trying to explain to them?

No, it didn’t make any sense. “I’m going to drive them back to their hotel,” she said to Parsons. “I guess I’ll see you later.”

She had no words for what was in his eyes. He seemed to have figured out over the course of the tour how things were. She doubted he’d spent much time showing VIPs around, and she suspected that when he had, they’d been more receptive to ASD’s work than her family was.

But she also disliked being the object of his, or anyone’s, sympathy. She swallowed down the bile filling her mouth and braced herself for the rest of an afternoon with her family.

A few hours later, they arrived at the restaurant Hal had suggested. It appeared to be decorated with cast-offs from the set of Rawhide: wagon wheels, taxidermied animal heads, all manner of brass light fixtures, and the like. She looked around and wrinkled her nose.

The truth was that Charlie didn’t eat much of anything. She could cook in the sense of having the requisite skills. She could follow a recipe. She understood the terminology and owned the equipment.

Entertaining was a regular part of the faculty wife role. So much of her mother’s life had been pretending she was satisfied with—if not relishing—the part. Charlie had picked up bits of cooking knowledge through osmosis if not training.

But now Charlie was genuinely too busy to practice it much. She heated up Kraft Dinners and made herself sandwiches. On the weekends she’d grab doughnuts before heading in for a leisurely day… that commenced at 9 a.m. She hadn’t been to a restaurant in who knew how long.

She hadn’t been out to one with a man in even longer. And now she had two squiring her. How resourceful.

While the restaurant might have a certain ruggedness in its styling, it was classy enough to have a ladies’ menu that omitted the prices of the food.

That made Charlie clench her jaw. But Stewart didn’t help matters when he offered to order for her.

“No, I’m sure I can manage,” she said with a sickly smile.

Across the table, Parsons cleared his throat, hard, but tried to cover by taking a swig of water. She wanted to laugh, but she didn’t dare.

“You haven’t told us about how things are in the lab, Dad,” Charlie said once their orders were in.

“Well, the director has been clashing with the university again.”

Oh, Charlie could imagine. Her parents’ feelings about the director, and how that embedded with university and national politics, resembled War and Peace. She’d have to annotate it later for Parsons.

Parsons watched her father’s recitation of goings-on at the most recent staff meeting with evident amusement. He wasn’t smiling, and he certainly didn’t laugh, but his posture was loose and his shoulders lower than normal. All in all he was less wary, more elastic.

He needed to get out more.

Mother clucked her tongue when Charlie’s dad finished. “It was awful, dear, we all agree. But”—she drew the word out to a dramatic length—“I’m certain Charlotte wants to hear more about Stewart’s work.”

Charlie glanced sharply at Parsons. His brows had shot up. Now he knew her real, or at least her legal, name. Well, he’d been bound to figure it out eventually. It was on her employment paperwork, after all. She was actually surprised he hadn’t looked, but maybe he’d been trying to respect her privacy.

Knowing she was pouting about her secret being revealed, she turned to Stewart, who had dutifully begun describing his work. He talked not about himself per se, but what he’d written his dissertation on, what his research agenda was today, and what kind of job he hoped to find in a few years.

It wasn’t like there was anything to her beyond her work. They’d spent the day looking at the machines that consumed her every waking moment after all, but with an observer—even one who shared her values—the performance felt hollow. With Parsons watching, she wondered about her family dynamics for almost the first time.

Was this, all of it, weird? She didn’t have any information at all about Stewart beyond knowing he was her father’s post-doc.

“Where are you from?” she asked, interrupting Stewart.

He paused, blinked, and processed her question. “Oh, Baltimore.”

Interesting. She wasn’t sure she’d met anyone from Baltimore. People who’d merely attended Johns Hopkins didn’t count. “Do you think the President mishandled the situation with the missiles in Cuba?” 

Stewart’s eyes grew wide. She refused to look at anyone else. Her parents were disapproving of this line of discussion, she was certain. And Parsons was thinking… Well, she had no idea.

Stewart finally stuttered out, “It was, you know, quite concerning. But his response? It was fine. We didn’t have a war, so… good. I guess.”

She wasn’t sure what she expected him to say. If the question had been put to her, she would have faltered too.

It was only that it had suddenly occurred to her that while her mother might have insisted that everyone talk at the dinner table, she hadn’t taught her children to converse. Charlie didn’t know how to reveal herself to other people as a, well, person.

She looked at Parsons. His looseness had evaporated. “Same question,” she said to him.

He glanced away. He was trying not to smile again. “Are you going to challenge Jack Paar for his job?”

“I’ve always liked Steve Allen better.”

“Yeah, me too.”

And that, that feeling in the pit of her stomach when he almost smiled at her, the immeasurable twitch around the corners of his mouth, was what she’d never had before.

She supposed it was camaraderie. When Parsons looked at her, he saw her. He recognized her. He didn’t want to alter her to be like anyone else—though he probably wanted her to work harder and better. But he understood her from her brain to her toes.

He liked her. Oh hell.

“Charlotte, you didn’t let Stewart finish. Surely we can discuss television hosts later.” Her mother’s tone implied that never might be an appropriate time.

Charlie turned back to Stewart and tried to shove the uncomfortable revelations about her feelings away. “Of course. How rude of me—please go on.”

So of course he did, blissfully unaware of everything churning in Charlie’s mind and body. How had she not known how she felt about Parsons? And what was she going to do about it? Something had changed at this table tonight, and she wasn’t sure it would or could go back.

When Stewart finished, their Caesar salads came—the waiter made the dressing tableside. The steaks and potatoes followed these closely. The meal finished with peaches, ice cream, and pecans. It was a thoroughly Texas menu. All the while, her father waxed rhapsodic about Tom’s work.

“He’s absolutely changing physics,” he summed up. “It’s pure theory, but the long-term implications are stunning. He’s changing how we see matter at the sub-atomic level.”

“I know,” Charlie said. “I’m proud of him.”

She was. Tom’s work was wonderful. She didn’t know if he was doing it for himself or for them—but then again, maybe she was merely rebelling.

“Your daughter’s work has intellectual integrity and long-term implications, too.” Parsons spoke softly, but there was iron in the words.

She looked at him and shook her head. He didn’t need to do this. She knew. He knew. That was enough.

“Oh, of course,” her mother said. “But it’s engineering. Tinkering. Important, but…” Her mother trailed off. You know was the part she left out.

“Charlie doesn’t only have ideas,” Parsons said. “She realizes them. She troubleshoots when her plans don’t work. She fixes the mistakes of others. She reconceptualizes when things go wrong. She is accountable. She is stunning.”

Charlie couldn’t breathe. No, that wasn’t true. She was breathing. She could feel the air moving in and out of her mouth, but oxygen didn’t seem to be getting to her neurons. He thought she was stunning?

“So with due respect, you’re selling your daughter short. She has one of the most extraordinary minds of anyone I’ve ever met.” At this, Parsons stood. “It was nice to meet you all. I hope that you enjoy the rest of your visit to Houston and your conference.”

With a nod to them all, he left.

“You know we think your work is important too,” her father said. She sensed he was telling the truth. He looked so pained.

“Yes, Dad. Of course.”

Except that was just one more lie.

“Well I don’t,” her mother snapped. “I wish you were living up to your talents, not being used by some engineer as a human slide rule.”

Charlie absorbed that for a moment, and her mother’s words reformed into something different as they echoed through her mind.

I wish I was living up to my talents. Not being used as a helpmeet for another scientist.

That was why Charlie couldn’t really be mad at her mother. All the meddling and chiding Mother directed at Charlie was what she’d wanted for herself. Charlie had opportunities her mother could only have dreamed of. Mother wanted to make sure Charlie didn’t waste them—but it never occurred to her that Charlie had always wanted something else.

“I… I know that my work hasn’t ever made as much sense to you as Tom’s,” Charlie said, playing with the napkin spread over her lap. “I went into a different field. It’s not that you respect my intellect less, it just isn’t as intuitive to you as Tom’s is.” This at least was what she told herself during the dark midnights when she wondered whether her parents thought her stupid. She still wasn’t sure if it were true.

But before her parents could respond, the waiter came over, apologetic. “I’m so sorry, but Dr. Eason?”

Three faces turned to him.

“Dr. Charlie Eason,” he clarified. “Hal Reed is on the telephone.”

Hal was calling her? Here? Now?

She got up. “I’m so sorry. He recommended this place. I must have mentioned when we were thinking about coming. Let me see if something is wrong.”

She followed the waiter away from the dining room, and he pointed to a dark hallway. She couldn’t see a phone booth, but she started down the corridor anyway. When an arm shot around her waist and pulled her into a closet, she gasped, readying herself to scream.

Except before she could, she recognized the distinctive mix of aftershave and starch, and before her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she’d caught Parsons’s mouth with hers.

He pressed the door to the closet closed. For several long moments, they kissed hungrily. His hands ran down her back, over her hips, into her hair. Every place he touched, he took back. For her, for him. He erased everything about the day, all the tiny injustices and insults, and left only want in their place.

“Thank you,” she whispered when he’d moved from her face to the place right beneath her ear. “For helping me… for wanting me.”

He released her waist and flexed his hands into the wall behind her. His mouth, however, stayed on her neck. “If I keep touching you, I’m going to tear your clothes off.”

“I wish you would.”

“That they would almost certainly notice.”

“They don’t tend to notice much about me.”

“Charlie, they see nothing about you.”

“But you see me.”

“Every inch.”

He moved back to her mouth. The kiss he gave her then, the soft, open-mouthed brush of his lips against hers, made her want to cry.

“Meet me,” he said, the words ragged. “Later. As late as you need. I just… I have to see you.”

“Yes.”

She pushed him away then. Gently, without any rebuke. She heard rather than saw his nod. He left her in the dark. Once she’d repaired herself in the bathroom, she returned to the table.

“Is everything all right?” her mother asked.

“Oh yes.”

And it was.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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He was here.

Charlie had finished her peaches and ice cream, going so far as to scrape the bowl. Her mother had glared at every squeak of the spoon against the ceramic—which had made it twice as delicious. Then she had dutifully driven her parents and Stewart back to their hotel downtown.

Now she sat in the courtyard of Mulligan’s, contemplating Parsons’s Chevy. It was black, of course, and at least ten years old. What precisely did he do with the money ASD paid him? And what was she doing with him?

Their kiss at the restaurant had been devastating. All their kisses were intense, but that kiss… That kiss had been an amplifier, transforming their individual contributions into something beyond potent, beyond profound.

She sighed and tapped on her fingers on her steering wheel. A quiet minute passed.

If she went in there, everything was going to change.

Maybe it already had.

But maybe she wanted it to.

Well, she wasn’t going to figure it out in a parking lot. Charlie climbed out of her car, crossed to the motel room door, and twisted the knob. 

He was sitting at the small table in the corner. His briefcase gaped open, and a stack of memos stood in front of him.

“Oh, hello.” He jumped up and began shoving the papers into his bag. “Sorry, I wasn’t sure how long you’d be, and I didn’t want to waste the time. I know we’re not supposed to have work here—”

Before he could get any more words out, she kissed him. It seemed like the right thing to do because he cared so much about rules. Because his face in the light of the shabby lamp was golden and boyish. Because he was mussed and stammering.

Most of all, she kissed him because she wanted to.

Parsons’s hands came around her neck. His thumbs rested along her jawline as he explored her mouth so, so gently. Whatever else this was, the softness made her feel weak, and she’d had quite enough of that this evening. 

Without breaking the kiss, she balled her hands around his shirt and wrenched it from his trousers. She began pulling it open. Not disengaging the buttons so much as tearing them from their holes.

“What’s your hurry?” he asked against her mouth.

“Need this. Right now.”

He groaned appreciatively, and started to help her. Why was everyone always diminishing her? Assisting her? She could take off a man’s clothing.

She slapped his hands away and kept going. A moment later she managed to peel his shirt open and off.

He stepped back from her, and slipped his undershirt over his head. Parsons let it drop at their feet. He unbuckled his belt, and his pants fell to the floor. The rest of his clothing soon followed. 

She loved his body. It held such contrasts, the firm muscles and dark curls. She knew it so well, but every time she saw him without clothing again, something warm stirred within her.

Desire, of course. They had enough lust between them for several lifetimes.

She scored her nails down his chest, before taking his nipple into her mouth.  She could feel it harden, and she ran her teeth over the texture. He gasped.

She released him and took several steps backward. She held his eyes as she located her zipper, and tugged it down. A moment later, her dress sighed open. She shucked it off and tossed it across the room.

She stepped out of her heels and kicked them away. He set his hands on his hips and watched as she held up her slip to remove her stockings from her garters. She turned away from him before rolling first one and then the other stocking down her legs. She’d worn silk tonight rather than her regular nylon, and it whispered against her skin. It was a silly illusion, but in that moment, she would have sworn his eyes on her ass were heavy, that she could feel his gaze.

He would think she was putting on a little burlesque performance for him, but she knew it was for her. Feeling his desire but keeping it at arm’s length had all of her pulsing. By the time her panties, slip, and bra had joined her stockings, she could have found release in a good sneeze.

She looked at him over her shoulder, no longer wearing anything except a strand of pearls. Each breath he drew had his chest shuddering. His cheeks were ruddy, and his cock juddered.

“Touch yourself,” she whispered.

He nodded, his eyes heavy-lidded. He closed his hand around himself. He pumped. Once. Twice. She squeezed herself together in the same rhythm, and it was almost too much. She set one hand lightly on the wall so as not to fall over. She wasn’t sure what they were doing, but it had her dizzy.

“Make me climax,” she said. She wanted it to come out as an order; instead it was a breathy entreaty.

The effect was instant.

He retrieved a condom from the nightstand, and then he had her against the wall. They rolled it on together, and he boosted her up. 

But before he gave her what she wanted, he reached between them and ran a tentative finger over her. The move was tender, and she shook her head.

“I’m ready,” she protested.

“Just making sure.”

Then he was finally in her. His first thrust drove her several inches up the wall. She sank back down with a moan.

She cursed and wrapped her legs around him, let her head fall back, and shut her eyes. This was what she wanted: an orgasm, the press of a body against hers, and something gasping, hot, disconnected—and absolutely not lady-like.

His mouth was on her neck, open against her skin. “That noise you make,” he whispered. He moved again. “That one. Jesus, it’s gorgeous.”

His hands were under her, kneading her ass as he pumped in and out of her in long strokes. Oh damn, she was close.

“Charlie,” he ground out insistently.

She kissed him, needing him to be quiet. It was too much. She was feeling too much. Her bones were melting, the release was building in her back, in her stomach. She knew it was for him too, that he was going to finish soon, but she needed to—

That was when she shattered. She pressed her face into his shoulder and cried out as the orgasm shook her. When she was still trembling with it, she could feel the moment when his control ended, and he fell over the edge too.

When they’d stilled, when it had passed, she realized they were still upright and clinging to each other. How, she had no idea. He reached between them, and he pulled himself from her softly. She didn’t have it in herself to even raise her head.

Parsons gathered her up and carried her to the bed. He jerked the covers back and deposited her inside. He disposed of the condom, and then he slipped in next to her and rolled his body around hers.

“Only for a minute,” he whispered.

She was too tired to gripe, and besides, she wasn’t sure she could dress herself at the moment. She had no desire to face her empty house.

She sank into him, breathing in his soap and aftershave. “You’re warm.” She punctuated this oh-so-scintillating observation with a yawn. Lord, she was tired.

“My mom used to say I would stay hot in a blizzard.”

“Are there many blizzards in… Where did you grow up?” She was genuinely curious. She remembered that he’d grown up on a farm, but she didn’t recall, or he hadn’t said, where exactly.

“Oklahoma.”

That was what she heard in his voice sometimes. Except she could see his mouth go tense at the confession—and it felt like a confession—so she didn’t say anything other than, “Ah. Not so much snow then.”

After a beat, she added, “What’s your family like?”

He contemplated this, and for a minute, she wondered if she’d asked for something he didn’t want to give.

Then he started speaking. “My mom is adorable. She’s always up to something: growing her garden, cooking biscuits, complaining about the neighbors. She has arthritis, and her—well, she deals with it as well as she can.”

He relaxed a bit as he described his mother—which of course Charlie would not do. He was looking at the wallpaper behind the bed, his eyes unfocused, probably picturing his adorable mother.

“My brother Roy is quiet, hardworking. He’s been married forever to a woman he fell in love with the first day of kindergarten. That about sums him up: He doesn’t waver. He’s the steadiest person I know.”

She didn’t want him to think of his other brother, so as fast she could, she asked. “And your dad?”

At this, Parsons went rigid. It stole over his bones, transforming him into a skeleton in an anatomy lab. Had his father passed and he hadn’t mentioned it before? Charlie wanted the question back, but it was too late.

“He’s hard, demanding,” he ground out. “I worry I… Well, I’m like him a bit.” 

“You expect the best of everyone. That’s not a flaw.”

He chewed on his lip for a minute. “He’s bitter. Life hasn’t always been kind to them, with George and the farm. But he… he has spells where even I think he’s too much, when he’s too mean.”

Growing up with such a father must have been awful. She didn’t want to push for details, but she knew a thing or two about parental disapproval—and hers were never explicitly mean.

Charlie regretted this line of questions immensely. This was why she didn’t like cuddling and intimate conversations: She was bad at them.

“I’m sorry,” she said for lack of something better to offer.

“Me too. It’s why I ran away.”

She tried not to smile. She was picturing him with a stick over one shoulder with some food tied in a red kerchief. “Where did you run?”

“College.” Only Parsons would describe college as running away. “Except that was hard in different ways. Not many farmers there, at least not in the engineering department. The people in engineering told me to change to ag science. I kept sticking around chemical engineering. I didn’t go home much once I’d left the farm.”

“You didn’t miss anything about it?”

He stretched before answering. Now that the subject of his dad had passed, he was more normal. Except, of course, without clothing. “There’s always something to do on a farm. Everyone has a clearly defined role, and the work is… rewarding. Relentless and hard, but you can see how all the bits contribute, add up.”

“You hate feeling useless.”

He looked at her. “Am I the only one?”

She could feel herself flush. She hadn’t even let him help her with his buttons a few minutes earlier. “Oh no. I understand it. I… I think that’s part of why I wanted to—”

Christ, what was she doing? First they were snuggling and now they were sharing their innermost thoughts and desires? She was about to talk to him about work—and that had been it, the big canyon they’d built up at the beginning.

But the damage was already done, wasn’t it? He’d met her parents this evening. He’d made her feel better. Here she was, because she didn’t want to be alone. But more than that, because he made her feel valued.

The canyon had already been breached.

She took a deep breath and said it; “—that’s why I wanted to work at ASD. I wanted what I did to matter.”

He rolled on his side, putting a few more inches between them. But from this distance, she supposed he could regard her better. They didn’t have to be touching for her to feel connected to him.

“Your work does matter,” he insisted. “You’re the most competent person there.”

She yawned again, partly to hide her smile. “I’ve never had an annual performance review while naked before.”

His lips twitched. This conversation didn’t seem to bother him. On the contrary, he was enjoying it. He plucked his undershirt off the floor. He pulled it over her head. She slid her arms through it and resettled—because she wasn’t ready to leave yet.

Once she was dressed in his shirt, he leaned over her. His forearms settled on either side of her head. “I need to break the rules now, to tell you you’re amazing at what you do. Smart, resourceful, splendid. Charlie, I need you to understand that. Your parents this evening… I want to make sure you know what you’re worth.”

To you or to ASD? She rested a hand against his chest. “They aren’t always this bad. But it… it’s mostly my mom. And you have to understand about her, how hard it was to be a woman in science in her generation.”

He made an agnostic noise.

“For a woman to get a PhD in physics in the thirties? It wasn’t done. Especially not when she kept working after Tom and I showed up. She isn’t happy about where she is, and that’s why she meddles.”

“Does she meddle with Tom?”

“No, but that’s because he makes sense to them. He did exactly what they wanted.”

His mouth was set in a hard line. He hated the idea that her parents weren’t perfectly supportive of her, and that set off an entire series of tremors and flutters in her body.

She ignored them. “I don’t like it. I’m saying I understand it.”

“And I’m saying that in all that understanding you’re doing, I want you to add in that they’re wrong. You shouldn’t be doing hard science—”

“Changing the world at the sub-atomic level?” she teased.

He made a rude gesture. “You don’t need their goals for you. You need what you want to do, what you’re good at doing. Christ, you’re perfect. They’re your parents, and they can’t see it.”

Charlie’s breathing went shallow. He thought she was perfect? That was how he saw her? To cover up how overwhelmed she felt, she tried to make it a joke. She snorted. “Perfect?”

“Yes.”

She ran her fingers over his chin. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to preen. She wanted to argue with him. She wanted to kiss him all over.

She looked away, past his shoulder to the ceiling, which sported a prominent water stain. “If I’m perfect”—she pursed her lips to show him how silly she thought the word—“then why do I hate this thing?” She tugged at the undershirt he’d clothed her in. “All day at work, in every staff meeting, I want to imagine you bare under your shirt. All those muscles just a thin layer of linen away. But every time, my fantasy is ruined. By cotton.” She made a frustrated noise, and hazarded a glance at him.

He was smiling down at her, besotted and amused. He lifted a hand from the bed, and gestured at himself with a grimace. “These aren’t so many muscles. You should see Lee Carruthers without his—”

“Shh. Tonight there isn’t anyone else in the world.”

Now they were both breathing unsteadily. This wasn’t going how she’d thought it was going to. She wanted, she needed, head-clearing sex. She hadn’t banked on the cuddling, the confessions.

She really hadn’t banked on liking them.

He hadn’t either. He looked stunned, but he also looked pleased. The crinkles around his eyes grew deeper, the color in his face darkened.

She wasn’t sure who moved first, but she could feel his breath tickling her lips. They weren’t kissing, and their intimacy was somehow more exposed for it.

His eyes were normally inscrutable, but from this distance, she could see all the different shades in them, the flecks of gold, the ridges of his irises—his eyes weren’t truly dark at all. So much richness and variation there.

His nose grazed hers, and his mouth skimmed over her cheekbones and came to rest for an instant on her temple. It was like waiting for an earthquake.

She shifted, pushing up onto her elbows, bringing them face to face. When she made that tiny adjustment, he kissed her.

She was shaking. She couldn’t tell if it was the cold or the awkward position or her exhaustion. But whatever the reason, she whispered into the kiss one word that changed everything.

“Gene.”

He flexed himself up, and hauled her into his lap. She straddled him so his undershirt rode high on her thighs. He twisted his hands in the hem, the backs of his fingers resting against her. “I can’t believe I dressed you.”

“I can’t believe I told you all of that about my family.”

“Yeah, me too.” He paused and swallowed. “But please don’t apologize.”

Their bodies pushed closer together. Her breasts rubbed against the cotton and against him. They inhaled in unison. Then he whisked off the shirt.

When his hands came to rest on her bare back, they felt enormous. And so steady against her trembling body.

“I’m never putting clothes on you again,” he said.

She would have laughed, but her blood was up. She didn’t have mirth or amusement or even anything as simple as humor in her now. It had burned off.

She slid her hands into his hair, and she kissed him with a carnal intensity that stunned her. He met her tongue stroke for stroke as he pulled the pins out of her hair and massaged her scalp as the twist fell out.

“Charlie,” he whispered. He put three inches of space between them. Lust, affection, warmth, and ten thousand other things zinged in the gap.

He repeated her name while he touched his mouth to her forehead, her chest, and her neck. His hands followed until she felt as if he’d inventoried her and taken possession. It felt like the end of something. It felt like a beginning. She was dizzy and wanting before he was through.

At last he retrieved a condom from the nightstand and rolled it on. She grasped his cock. They made eye contact as she shifted her weight until he was fully seated.

But then, before she could move, he put a hand on either of her knees and pushed, until she was stretched out, her legs taut.

“What? I can’t…” But as she rocked against him to demonstrate, she panted. He was buried deep within her, pressed right up where she needed him. She rolled her hips again.

“We go slow this time.” He thrust, shallow but sure, and she almost screamed.

Okay. She was willing to reconsider. This position had some merits.

They moved together. It was a gentle, swaying, gasping love. Their foreheads were pressed together, her fists were on his shoulders, their eyes were locked. No matter how she moved, no matter how they shifted, it grew more raw. Everything coursing through her, not to mention the sweat gathering on her back, was because of him.

She closed her eyes, kissed his neck, and tried for the love of God not to think.

But it didn’t work. It never did. She couldn’t shut off her brain.

All she knew was that every moment for nearly two years had led to this. Every staff meeting, every time he’d gestured with his hands, every time he’d asked more of her, and celebrated with her when she’d offered it, it had all been about this.

About this man, moving inside her, so, so deep inside her. About what she was feeling—not the orgasm—but that she believed him when he said she was perfect.

She didn’t think she was perfect, but she thought that together, they might be more than they were apart.

Together they might be something like it.

She pushed back, nodded frantically to him, and he gripped her head as they finished together. Eye to eye. Face to face.

Afterward, they were quiet. They didn’t talk, let alone reveal things about who they were. They both dressed. She didn’t put on any makeup.

But outside, under the stars, he took her face in his hands and brushed his mouth over hers.

“I’ll see you?”

“You’ll scarcely be able to avoid me.”

After tonight, that was both a threat and a promise.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Parsons wanted to whistle as he made his way to yet another meeting, this time in Stan Jensen’s office.

He wasn’t whistling, of course—he made certain he held his expression in its usual lines. But behind the mask, he was remembering last night. And wondering if Charlie might like to see his fish sometime.

He’d have to think of the right way to ask her. If she wanted to stay over at his place, maybe share a meal, that would be fine.

But if she only wanted to see the fish, that was fine too.

And if she didn’t, that was also fine.

It was all fine, even though last night had been… something entirely new. It had been raw and intense and comforting all at once. As if after one last struggle, one last feint on both their parts, they had finally invited each other in.

He’d have to ponder that more, along with how to word the invitation to see the fish.

Parsons rounded the corner at the exact same moment Hal did, five minutes before they were supposed to be in Stan Jensen’s office. 

Hal Reed was actually early for a meeting. Miracles did happen. Parsons pondered saying something to Hal about commissioning a plaque for the occasion, but decided not to.

He’d tell Charlie later. She’d get the joke.

Hal rarely wasted his sunniness on Parsons alone, but today his smile was wide, there was a spring in his step, and he looked like he might clap Parsons on the back out of sheer camaraderie.

Parsons’s mood instantly clouded.

“What's happened?” he asked flatly.

Hal's smile dimmed. “Why do you always think something’s wrong? Everyone’s frowning, you think something’s wrong. Everyone’s smiling, you still think something’s wrong.”

“Because something always is.”

Hal shook his head. “Christ, but you’re depressing,” he muttered.

Parsons ignored that and walked into Jensen’s office.

“Ah good, right on time,” Jensen said. “This won’t take long.”

Parsons didn’t bother to sit, then. The sooner this could be over, the sooner he could be back at his desk.

Jensen gestured at Hal. “Did you tell him yet?”

“Tell me what?” The hair on the back of his neck rose. But it couldn’t be anything major—Jensen said it wouldn’t take long.

“We’ve finally figured out how we’ll handle our computing needs for the rendezvous mission,” Hal said.

You mean Charlie figured it out. Why wasn’t she here then? What was going on?

“And our solution is?”

Jensen leaned against his desk. “We’re contracting it out to Maynard. The hardware and the programming.”

“What? But we already have the computing department working on this—”

Hal interrupted. “Maynard has a great team. And they’ll only be taking over the guidance computers for the rendezvous. It will free up our team to work on other things.”

Parsons’s fist clenched against his thigh. Charlie had been working so hard on the rendezvous mission, was so excited about it—and this son of a bitch was going to take it from her.

“Why was this decided?” He sent that out whip-quick. “We have a computing department that’s more than capable. Why bring in industry?”

Jensen shrugged. “We’ve discussed involving industry in certain aspects of the mission before. It was decided this computing project would be a good test case.”

Parsons was a farm boy—he knew the smell of bullshit when it was shoved under his nose. 

“What about Dr. Eason and everything she’s been working on?”

“She’s my employee,” Hal said. “It’s none of your concern. And besides, she’s been at me to forge better connections with industry, to update our technology. This is practically her idea.”

You idiot. You have no clue. “No, I’m certain this was your idea, wasn’t it? This isn’t about bringing in industry—this is about you securing a job at Maynard when this is done.”

Hal spluttered. “This… No. No. This is about what’s best for the mission. Industry brings resources we don’t have.”

“Such as?”

“Well…” But Hal couldn't think fast enough on his feet to come up with a plausible excuse.

“Let me help you, then: This has fuck-all to do with the mission and everything to do with your career ambitions. Am I the only one here who even gives a shit anymore?”

Charlie did. She cared as much as he did, killed herself like he did. And they were taking this away from her without a second thought.

“That’s enough.” Jensen’s voice cut between them. “Parsons, I put up with a lot from you—your moods, your rudeness, your abrasiveness—since you’re one of my best engineers. But that’s enough. Handing this off to Maynard in no way endangers the mission. And it’s not your call to make. You’re not the head of computing. Or ASD.”

Parsons took a breath, unclenched his fist. He heard that warning. Loud and clear. He wouldn’t help Charlie—or himself—by continuing to argue. It was done. Her project was gone.

Jesus, Charlie was going to have to hear this from Hal. Maybe she already had.

“Have you told your team this?” he asked Hal.

“Not yet.” Hal checked his watch. “I’m flying to Virginia today. I'll have to tell them tomorrow.”

Charlie didn’t know yet. Which meant Parsons could tell her.

That was going to be miserable, but better she heard it from him than from Hal, that lowlife, bootlicking son of a bitch.

“Is there anything else I should know?” he asked Jensen, unable to keep the sarcasm from his tone.

“That’s all.”

Parsons stalked off before Hal could say anything more and push Parsons’s temper further.

He'd have to tell her. And he’d have to do it before Hal returned. It wouldn’t be easy, but he’d delivered bad news before. He didn’t shy from such things.

But all day he kept finding excuses to stay in his office and away from the computing department. Easy enough, with all the work in front of him.

Finally, when he looked up from his paperwork, it was utterly quiet. No feet moving through the halls, no typewriters clattering… Nothing.

It was seven at night, and he was alone. Time to try to find Charlie.

As his feet took him toward the computing department, he told himself that she wouldn’t be there. It was too late—she’d be at home eating her dinner.

He knew he was lying to himself, though. She was there, and he was only being a coward.

He turned into her department, his heart hoping he could put off the moment even as he told it to stop being foolish.

She was there, working at a blackboard, her profile to him. The chalk went click-click as she muttered to herself.

“No, not that. I forgot…” She erased the last line and began again.

There was an easiness to her when she thought no one was watching. It was there in the way she cocked her hip, the slouch in her shoulders, and even the faint smear of chalk dust on her forearm.

She paused, pulled the chalk from the board, and bounced the stick in her palm before catching it again. The motion was thoughtful and pleased all at once. She pondered her scribblings and began to chew on her lower lip.

His mouth had been in the exact same spot last night. He’d give anything to return to that moment, when he thought maybe everything was starting to go right. Instead he had to break her heart.

He knocked gently against the doorframe so as not to startle her. She turned from the board and smiled when she saw him. She must have been deeply content as she worked through her calculations.

“Working late?” A silly question, because clearly she was.

She dropped the chalk into the tray and brushed the dust from her hands. “A new compiler.”

He stepped into the room, but not too far. “Wasn’t inventing one enough?”

“Developed,” she corrected. “Not invented. We’ll need a new compiler, I think, if we want the computer to calculate the rendezvous flight path quickly enough.”

He went cold. She was working late on a compiler for a program ASD had already decided they weren’t going to use. She was happily wasting her time here—ASD had fucked her before she’d even begun, and she didn’t know it.

And now he had to tell her.

She smiled again, and the curve of her lips was a blade to his heart. “I never saw you around today.”

“Got stuck in my office.” He was a liar, and her smiles—her happiness at seeing him was a constriction around his chest. He cleared his throat. Stop being a coward. “I had a meeting with Hal and Jensen today.”

“Oh?”

He was known for his bluntness, but he couldn’t seem to find it right now. “Yeah. We, uh…” He looked away, then back. He owed her eye contact as he did this. “The computing for the rendezvous mission has been contracted out.”

She blinked for long moments. And then: “I'm not going to get to design the computer systems to control the rendezvous?”

Her voice was steady. Almost too much so.

He could only shake his head. Her self-possession was killing him, because he knew this had to hurt.

“All the work I've done—that won’t be used at all?”

He shook his head again. “But there are other tasks the computing department still has—”

“Don’t.” A sharp crack from her as she turned away from him. “Don’t fob me off with that.” She took a slow breath. “Just… Don’t.”

He wanted her to rage at him, to hit him, or to let loose with some cussing—he knew she could—but she didn’t.

Instead, she shut down. Like one of her machines.

“Charlie—”

She spun and sent him a look cold enough to liquefy nitrogen. “Did you agree to this? Did you meet with Jensen and Hal and agree to steal this from me?”

“No. They decided all on their own.” But he hadn’t fought for her. Jensen had jerked his lead rope, and Parsons had fallen into line. All those times he’d told her he would work to get her whatever she needed: He had betrayed each of those promises.

God, he was an asshole.

“Hal said it was your idea,” he said.

“And you believed him?”

“Of course not. I was as blindsided by this as you are.”

“Right,” she said, the word layered with anger and disbelief. “The rendezvous concept has been yours from the very beginning, and you had no idea.”

“Do you think I’m lying?” He’d come here to comfort her, and she did this? After what they’d shared last night?

“I don’t know what to think.” She smacked her hand against the blackboard, a mushroom cloud of chalk dust rising from the impact. “But I’m sure some man over at Maynard is ready to take over and take all the credit. Why did I ever believe—”

Her shoulders collapsed, and she never did say what she’d believed. She didn’t sob or dab at her eyes or even sniff—she only let herself fold inward.

He’d seen her composed, he’d seen her relaxed, he’d seen her triumphant—hell, he’d even seen her pleasured—but he’d never before seen her defeated. Even when her parents had insisted on belittling her at every turn, she’d never once looked like this.

He didn’t know how to help her. She wanted this project, but he couldn’t give it to her. He had no power here. 

He didn’t know what to do, but he had to do something. The slump of her shoulders was breaking his heart.

“I know something that might help.” He tried for teasing, but his voice came out too rough. 

Her back stiffened.

Wrong move. But he didn’t know what else to give her, other than what she had given him when he was hurting. He had nothing to offer her except himself.

“Charlie, we can get out of here.” He let his voice go to pleading. “Forget about all this for a few hours.”

She still didn’t turn.

“Come meet me at the motel. Fifteen minutes. Or we can go together.” He would break the rules now. For her. He would drive her in his car. He would risk being seen. He would take her to dinner. He would bring her to his house, to his bed—whatever she wanted.

He reached for her, but right as his fingers were about to close on her shoulder, she moved away.

Without looking at him, she picked up the eraser and began to clean the board with steady, even strokes, obliterating all of her work.

He left her there, letting her have time to come to terms with what had happened. 

When she’d thought it through, she’d join him.

He had to believe that.
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She wasn’t there.

Parsons walked through the motel room—five steps to the bed, five back to the door—taking in the emptiness of it.

He knew Charlie wasn’t there; her car hadn’t been out front. And yet, he’d still come in. He couldn't say why. 

He caught sight of himself in the mirror, the same mirror she sat before to apply her makeup. The mirror he’d watched her in.

She didn’t appear there. Only he looked out from it.

It would be cliché and trite to say he’d never hurt like this before. Yes, there was an ache, hollow and raw, in his gut, but it was only a cousin to the pain of losing his brother.

All those years ago, when he’d spied the two uniformed men stalking toward the door, when he’d already known what they were going to report about George’s fate… There had never again been pain like that in his life. Not even now.

For a long time after they’d gotten the news about George, Parsons had harbored the most peculiar delusion. A small one, one he didn’t really believe, but one that wouldn’t leave him all the same: There had been a terrible mistake. And George was actually alive, somehow. Perhaps he was lost in an English hospital, unable to remember his name. Or trapped in a German prison camp.

And one day, he’d come through the front door, smiling as wide as the Oklahoma sky, saying, “Can you believe it? They thought I was dead. But here I am!”

Then Parsons could finally set things right between them.

When had that delusion finally left him?

Probably when he’d first met Friedrich Gerhardt, when he’d come face to face with what had survived the war.

As Parsons had shaken the rocket scientist’s hand, he’d thought, My brother is truly lost to me.

He had no delusions about what was happening now. There was no plane crash, no missing body. No hope that somewhere, something had been overlooked, that things might yet turn out right.

Just a choice made by Charlie to end it. The choice that she’d always had, the choice he’d always feared she’d take.

There was no misreading what she’d said here.

He suddenly realized why he’d come into the room, even though he knew she wasn’t there—he had to hear what she was saying, loud and clear.

He sat on the edge of the bed, put his head in his hands, and waited.

Although he knew damn well she wasn’t coming.
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Charlie threw back her head and quaffed the bottle of beer in her hand. It was lukewarm and flat. She guzzled the last third anyway. She’d been lucky to find a store open to sell her some, but if ever a day required alcohol, this was it.

She tossed the empty bottle into the trash. It clattered on top of the others. She pulled another from the six-pack—she still had two more to go before she was out—and she popped the lid off. She used the bottle opener she’d started keeping in her purse around the time she’d begun meeting Parsons.

She’d pick up beers, or he would. It had been companionable. It had been a relationship, for all they’d both denied it.

He was in there, mourning that she’d given him up. She wanted to know how long he would wait.

Based on the fact he hadn’t yet emerged, she might be here for a while.

She was kneeling next to a window in a hotel room across the courtyard from where he was. After he’d left her alone in the computer department, cleaning all her plans, all her designs, off the board, she’d waited twenty minutes. Twenty frozen minutes while she’d fought back tears and burned with rage.

She wasn’t surprised by what he’d told her, not really. She’d known Hal was up to something. In retrospect, the signs had all been there. Hal didn’t believe in her; he sure as hell didn’t care about the mission. Dot and Beverly had been correct about him the very first day: He was a manager, and managers tended to believe corporations did better work.

She could almost imagine the scene when Hal and Stan had made the decision. It had probably been on a golf course somewhere. They’d worn loud checked pants and had fat cigars dangling from their mouths.

“Well, I was thinking we ought to undercut our own team, ignore all the hard work Charlie is doing,” Hal had undoubtedly said.

“Why not! We’ll buy you a golden ticket to industry and screw the girl in the process,” Stan had said back.

Then they’d have laughed about how efficiently they were ruining everything and take turns slapping each other on the back.

The beers were going to her head. She was getting silly and irrational.

She kept drinking.

What she didn’t know, what she couldn’t figure out, was Parsons’s role. He wouldn’t have been on the golf course. But when had he known? And why had he accepted it?

Had he known last night, when she poured herself out for him? Had he known as he took all the frustration she felt at her parents and released it? As he’d worked over every inch of her body and left pleasure behind?

So after her twenty frozen minutes, she’d made her way here. She located his car, but she’d kept driving around the motel until she arrived at the office.

“I want a room across from the guy who came in a few minutes ago,” she’d told the clerk.

The clerk had a pale face framed by stringy brown hair. In the little more than a year she’d been Parsons’s lover, she’d met him she didn’t know how many times. She’d gotten used to the clerk’s sneer, to the knowing gleam in his eye when she’d come in. Now was the first time she wanted to plug him in his little snot nose.

“Across from?” The request confused the clerk.

It didn’t make any sense to her either, but all she could say was that she had to know how much hope he had. She wanted to see the moment it ran out. Then maybe they’d be even.

“Yes,” she’d repeated. She slapped some money on the counter. She didn’t have to ask the rate. She knew it better than the clerk did, probably. “Give me the damn key.”

She’d driven to the alley, parked her car, and walked to room fifteen, carrying her beers and her purse.

He’d still been there, so she’d taken up a vigil across the way.

The lights in Parsons’s room were off. There wasn’t any flicker from the television. He didn’t smoke, so there wasn’t even the telltale orange glow from a cigarette. He’d left the blinds open, so she would have been able to see whatever was happening.

But all she could see was darkness.

She sat, her forehead against the glass, and waited.

A bit later, she finished the last of the beers and checked her watch. It was after midnight.

This was getting stupid. Maybe she should go over there and confront him.

He’d wanted her to, earlier in the evening. He’d been expecting it. Yelling was second nature to Parsons. First nature, some days. He would have been happier if she’d called him names, if she’d voiced all the ways he’d let her down.

That was precisely why she hadn’t.

She had given everything, everything, to this job. She wasn’t yielding another inch.

She heard a sound then, and she pushed herself up a spare few inches to watch.

He’d come out. He’d reached the last bit of his hope.

He walked out into the parking lot, which glowed sickly yellow from the street lamps, and stood for a moment next to his car. His shirt was pulled out of his trousers and unbuttoned, his tie in his hand. 

And his face? Destroyed. His eyes were unfocused, and he was working his jaw like he’d been punched.

Looking at him now, like this? She felt nothing.

For an hour after he’d left, she sat there, empty and aching.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Parsons stared at the papers on his desk, seeing none of it.

His work was his refuge, his comfort—and he could not do it.

Even after George had died, he’d been able to work. There was always something to do. Chores, schoolwork… something.

But now he could only sit and stare at everything he should be doing. It was as if Charlie had wiped his mind as clean as that board last night. And the rest of him as well.

A light knock at his open door had him looking up.

“Mr. Parsons?” Peg didn’t sound as timid as usual.

He blinked at her. Were his glasses smudged or his vision blurred? He couldn’t tell. “What is it?” 

His voice sounded broken, but he was too tired to care.

“I brought you some tea.” She held up a dainty cup with flowers on it.

Tea? His brain wouldn’t latch onto the word. “I don’t drink tea.”

He had lost Charlie, he couldn’t work, but he remembered that much about himself.

She bustled across the room. “No, but you seem… ill. I thought it might help.”

He took the cup from her because he wasn’t sure what else to do. The scent of honey and lemon rose from it and he was suddenly thrown back to childhood, to when he’d had whooping cough and his mother had made him tea just like this. Such an extravagance that had been for her sick boy—she could have given him plain tea.

Peg reached out and put a hand on his forehead, her palm cool against his skin. He was too surprised to stop her. “No fever,” she said. “But you look terrible. You should go home.”

He’d never taken a sick day in his life. And he didn’t think “broken heart” was on the list of medically acceptable reasons to leave work.

“I’m sure the tea will help,” he said. A wave of warmth and honey hit his nose again.

He took a breath, pulling that comforting sensation deep into his lungs. Maybe the tea would help. His mind felt clearer—he didn’t feel better, but he did feel as if the fog might have thinned. Maybe he could even get back to work.

Peg’s expression was uncertain. She probably looked at her kids the same way, trying to gauge how sick they were. “I fixed it special.” Her mouth twitched as if she might say more, but instead, she went for the door.

“Peg?” His voice was a little stronger there.

She turned back, a hand on the doorframe. “Yes?”

“Thank you. For the tea.”

She gave him a small smile. “Of course. It’s my pleasure.”

He took a sip, spice and sweetness and the tart hint of lemon filling his mouth. Peg was right—it was special.

Parsons picked up his pen and turned to the stack of paperwork waiting for him.

A few hours later, Parsons walked into Jensen’s office, feeling like he ought to be carrying his hat in his hand.

“What’s going on?” Jensen asked. “You look like hell.”

“Too little sleep. The usual.”

“You look worse than usual.”

Parsons must look close to death if he looked worse than usual. He tried to straighten his shoulders, to appear as if his world wasn’t leached of all color. “I wanted to discuss the contract for the guidance computer.”

Jensen pulled a face. “What’s to discuss? Hal assures me Maynard will do better than even our in-house team.” His exasperation turned to concern. “Why? Am I missing something here? Why are you so worried?”

I'm in love with Charlie Eason, and I have this delusion that she’ll come back to me if I return the project to her.

He’d realized that sometime last night, as he'd waited for her against all reason. As the ache within him bloomed fully into pain, grew petals of agony and thorns of yearning, he knew—he loved her.

It was the only answer that had made sense in the long, senseless hours last night. And why wouldn’t he love her passionately? She was brilliant, beyond competent… and she’d seen something in him. For a time.

But no more.

“I only have a bad feeling.” He had many, many bad feelings, but none that were really about Maynard’s reliability.

He was standing here in front of the ASD director arguing against his decision—and Parsons couldn’t say with certainty whether it was because he truly thought Maynard would do a bad job or because he wanted to give Charlie what she wanted.

Jensen laughed. “A feeling? You don’t have feelings. Look, I know that the rendezvous concept is your baby. Contracting this little bit out isn’t going to threaten your ownership of the idea. I know everything you’ve done. I remember.”

Stan didn’t understand. This wasn’t about him, not at all. “What about Dr. Eason’s efforts? She’s done some terrific work on this, above and beyond her assigned duties.”

Jensen shrugged. “She’ll find something new to do, then. Given Dr. Eason’s… position, I’m sure she’s used to disappointment by now.”

So that was to be their excuse: She’s used to it, so we can keep overlooking her, underestimating her. We’ll never give her her due, since she doesn’t even expect it.

Parsons gritted his teeth, searching for his civility. He couldn’t lose his temper here. “I think that you’re wrong. I think she feels these disappointments as keenly as you or I would.”

The director studied him with a narrow gaze. “Why are you here discussing the disappointments of one junior member of the computing department?”

Parsons went rigid. But Jensen's expression was puzzled rather than suspicious, which meant he likely had no idea what had been between Charlie and Parsons.

According to Jensen, Parsons had no feelings. Not for her or anyone. Parsons wished he were so lucky.

“I don’t want to lose the people I've come to rely on because ASD is taking them for granted.”

Which was true, but also bullshit at the same time. He’d already lost her, at least in the way that counted most, but to have her leave ASD over this… The mission needed her almost as much as he did.

“I never would have thought you’d ever be in my office worrying over a team member’s feelings.”

Parsons never thought he would have, either. There was the work and there was the mission, and his feelings didn’t enter into that at all. Except with Charlie and with this project—work and her and himself were a hopeless knot in his chest, without even a dangling thread to start on.

“Maybe I’ve learned something about management,” he said finally.

Jensen looked at him for a long moment, a moment in which Parsons feared the other man saw past his flimsy concerns about “team members’ feelings.” After an agonizing pause, he said, “If she’s unhappy, she’ll need to take it up with Hal. She’s his concern, not yours.”

That was more true now than Jensen would ever know. Parsons cleared his throat. “Very well. I’ll take my computing concerns to him.”

Parsons intended to do exactly that, starting with his concerns about Maynard. Because he wasn’t giving up on this. Not if he still had the barest chance to return this project to Charlie.
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“How much sugar are you going to put in there, honey?” Beverly asked.

“Oh, I…” Charlie realized she’d added at least a quarter cup of it to her coffee. Oops. “Well, that’s enough, I guess.”

Dot smiled gently. “You going to tell us what’s happening?”

Charlie certainly wasn’t going to tell them about the fate of the rendezvous mission. For one, she hadn’t had a chance to discuss it with Hal. Until she did, she refused to accept that it had been taken from her. She was going to keep fighting for it until Hal told her it was over—and even then, she’d still be bitter.

But two, she hadn’t ever told Dot and Beverly about Parsons. It was silly, she supposed. She didn’t think anyone would care. If affairs between ASD employees were verboten, well, then almost none of the secretaries would have social lives, as they were all going with engineers.

No, she didn’t think there would necessarily be trouble if anyone found out that they’d been…dating. Not in general. But maybe there would be trouble specifically. She didn’t like the idea that Dot and Beverly might think differently of her.

“A long night, that’s all.” She hadn’t gotten home until after two. And truth be told, she had a headache. There was a reason she didn’t normally consume half a dozen beers at once.

“If we tracked down the Director of Engineering, how would he look?” Beverly asked this with a nonchalant lift of her brows.

Charlie gagged on her over-sugared coffee. “Why? Why would you ask?”

“Because three months ago, you were having a conversation with him in the corridor,” Dot said. “He had his arm on the wall, and you were leaning close, and the two of you… well, let’s say you both looked like you’d been hypnotized.”

Beverly nodded. “Whenever you’re in the same room, something crackles between you. You’re not looking or touching, but you sort of shift around and talk to each other, even when you aren’t addressing one another at all. It’s like you’re a binary star system, locked in orbit.”

Charlie slid her fingers into her hair, hiding her face. For once she didn’t care if she messed up her makeup or French twist.

“Do you think everyone knows?” she asked from behind her hands.

Dot draped an arm over Charlie’s shoulders and gave her half a hug. “No, I think no one knows. Because everyone else is a man and therefore oblivious.”

“Your secret is safe with us,” Beverly agreed.

Charlie peeked out at them. “There’s no more secret. Not anymore. It’s over.” She declined to characterize it because the truth of the affair would shock Dot and Beverly. They thought she and Parsons had been secretly dating, and she had no desire to disabuse them of that notion.

Dot and Beverly exchanged a look. “Were things serious?” Beverly asked.

Charlie wasn’t sure how to answer that. As much as she hadn’t wanted to ponder it last night, it had been the longest and most serious relationship of her life. Nothing about it had been traditional. There had been no courtship. But she couldn’t pretend for an instant that it hadn’t meant a great deal to both of them.

“I think it was,” she answered.

“Then why did it end?”

Because he betrayed me. But Charlie couldn’t say the words, and not only because they weren’t in a Viennese operetta. She still wasn’t sure what role he’d played in the decision to take the rendezvous mission away from the computing department. She also couldn’t determine if she felt betrayed because Hal and Stan had taken the project away or because Parsons hadn’t been able to return it.

Either way, she’d been reminded that Parsons was a member of ASD brass. She’d tried to convince herself he wasn’t, that Stan and Hal were the ones in charge, but that was all wrong. Parsons as much as anyone was the face of ASD management.

She’d poured everything she had out. For the first time in her life, she’d thought her efforts were seen and appreciated.

But the management had crushed her.

She supposed that professional hurt was compounded by the fact that she’d let him in, let him see her with her family. She’d thought he’d understood, that he’d wanted her for her.

Somehow it had all gotten tied together, the work and the sex and her emotions and his desire. She’d watched him telling her the rendezvous mission was gone, and he seemed to be speaking of something else.

That confusion was why it had to be over. They couldn’t go back to being two people who met for clandestine moments in a motel. That neat separation was done. So it all had to be finished. It would be better this way. They could go back to being colleagues and nothing else.

“I can’t talk about it,” Charlie said. “I’m sorry. I only… it’s done. There’s nothing more to say.”

“When it being done causes you this much pain,” Beverly said, shaking her head, “it’s never just over.”

“You shouldn’t be talking to us, you should be talking to him,” Dot agreed.

That made Charlie want to laugh. The idea of discussing emotions with Parsons was outright funny. “I can’t. Believe me, the way I ended it, he doesn’t want to talk to me. Please promise me you won’t repeat this.”

Dot and Beverly nodded firmly. “Of course.”

Hal didn’t arrive at the office until the early afternoon. He’d been in Virginia for a test the day before and had used that as an excuse to come in half a day late.

When he finally showed up, she immediately went to his private office and shut the door.

“Hello, Charlie,” he said, barely glancing up from the memos he was sorting. “How are those new cables working out?”

“They’re fine. But we need to talk about the rendezvous mission.”

“Uh-huh.” He sat in his chair with a thump and indicated that she should sit too.

She did not take him up on his offer. “Are we really contracting it out to Maynard?”

“You’ve got good sources. I didn’t intend to make the announcement until close of business today,” he said. “Who told you?”

“Does it matter? Besides, I’m still hoping to talk you out of this.”

Hal linked his fingers and regarded her. “The contract was signed two days ago. It’s a done deal, but I’m confused. Why aren’t you pleased about this? You’re always encouraging me to keep up with industry.”

Oh, so that’s what Parsons had meant. Hal had used their conversations and her work on keeping him apprised of industry developments to justify this to himself, and probably to Jensen too. That bastard.

She licked her lips and tried to formulate something coherent out of all the arguments swirling in her head. “I meant we should emulate what they do well and acquire and integrate the latest technological advances into our work. Once we give this part away, Hal, Stan Jensen is going to want to give everything away. This might be the beginning of the end of us as a department. Industry will lie. They’ll say they can do everything cheaper. But that might not be right. And where’s the oversight? How will we know they’re doing it as well as we would? With the backups and the proper testing and everything else.”

Hal held up a hand, and she swallowed the rest of what she’d been preparing to hurl at him. He’d heard the core of her reasoning, at any rate.

Hal, to either his credit or his tone-deafness, didn’t look angry. He looked amused. “You sound like Parsons.”

Charlie felt herself flush. She hoped he wasn’t as smart as Dot and Beverly, that he wasn’t about to piece everything together.

“It’ll be fine,” Hal said. “Stan will take good care of us. He isn’t going to lay anyone off. In fact, I talked him into keeping on those two computers you like.”

He meant Dot and Beverly. The plan they’d been worried about had been real.

“I’m glad. Dot and Beverly are indispensable to me.” It was true. They weren’t merely her closest friends; they were at the core of what the computing department did. “We wouldn’t function as well if all the computers were in Virginia.”

“He knows that. These…” Hal paused to search for the correct word. “Arrangements with industry. Little contracts to cover a service or machine: There are going to be more of them. Everyone wants a piece of what we’re doing here.”

You mean they want some of the money. “Yes,” was all she said.

“We have to learn to deal with them, Charlie, or else we won’t get to the moon.”

She couldn’t decide if he was right. It might be that her own personal hurts were clouding her judgment.

Before she could respond, Hal looked behind her. His office had a glass wall overlooking the computing department’s small conference room. Right now, the curtains between the two were open.

Hal’s face fell. “It’s Parsons. He’s probably here to ream me out, too.” Hal waved, and she could hear footsteps coming around to the door.

She was going to have to see him. She clenched her hands together and set her jaw. They might as well get this over with.

She kept her eyes low and watched the creases on Parsons’s trousers as he came into the room. She didn’t look any higher than his knees.

“Good afternoon,” Hal said with a mighty sigh. “What can I do for you?”

“I take it you haven’t reconsidered.” Parsons’s voice was low and filled with anger.

Charlie wasn’t sure if he was speaking to Hal or to her.

“No. As I was saying to Charlie, it’s done. There’s nothing more to argue about. I thought both of you would be thrilled. This frees us up for other work. After all, I’m as focused on the mission as you are.”

Charlie wanted to laugh, but she was keeping every single emotion ricocheting around her chest contained at the moment. She didn’t trust herself enough to try to free one.

“I’m nervous about the oversight,” Parsons said.

“Me too,” she agreed. She looked at Hal’s desk, but not at her former lover.

“Everything’s going to be fine. You both need to relax.”

He had no idea how relaxed the two of them could be.

“If that’s all,” Hal said, “I need to catch up.”

Charlie waited for Parsons to go before she left. But just outside, in the main office, she found him waiting for her.

Obviously he wanted to get through this moment, awful though it was going to be.

While the clock on the wall sounded the seconds, they watched each other. Thirty seconds passed. Maybe a minute. She lost track.

It appeared as though he hadn’t slept a wink. Dark purple circles were under his eyes. He’d dragged his hands through his hair at some point, and the pomade-coated strands were a mess. Even his tie was askew.

He looked like hell, and she had done this to him.

“It was worth a shot,” she said quietly, and her words had two referents.

He made a noise of agreement and agony. And then he was gone.

Something in her chest broke at the sight of the door swinging shut behind him, and she hadn’t the slightest idea how it might be fixed.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Parsons had survived the first week.

He was at the chalkboard in his office, trying to work out a rough take on what exactly Maynard would need from ASD in order to build the computers. Instead, his mind was wandering to her, as it had frequently the past week.

It had been painful, yes, to see Charlie and know that they were only colleagues now, that whatever had existed between them outside of work was gone, never to return. But it wasn’t unbearable.

Slowly, inexorably, he would push his feelings for her into the space right next to where he kept his grief for George, ruthlessly cutting off any stray tendrils that tried to leak out. He’d done it with Gerhardt; he could do it with her.

He studied the stick of chalk in his palm, his mind tuning to white noise. For long moments, he couldn’t look away from his hand, couldn’t gather his thoughts into anything coherent.

Finally, he was able to give himself a shake. He must need more sleep. Or coffee. But he didn’t dare go grab a cup, in case Charlie was in the break room. He could ask Peg, but she looked at him so oddly lately, as if she still suspected he was sick.

He wasn’t. Everything was fine. Better than fine, since he’d come to the conclusion that breaking the relationship off was for the best. He’d spent long hours examining his reaction to the Maynard news, trying to decide if he’d tried to stop the contract because his concerns about Maynard were legitimate—or if he’d done it solely based on his feelings for Charlie.

The fact that he couldn’t properly answer that rattled him.

Was he devoted to this mission, like he’d always thought?

Or was he devoted to her?

Devotion to her wasn’t going to get them to the moon, so it had to be jettisoned. They’d tried to have a relationship, tried to keep it separate from work, and they’d failed, as humans were prone to do.

The work always had to come first. They’d both agreed with that.

Now that things were over between him and Charlie, he could return his full focus to his work, where it belonged. And be secure in the knowledge that he could be as impassive about her as he needed to be.

He tightened his grip on the chalk and forced himself back to the board. Forced himself to think through the issues, the concerns, to probe every possible avenue. Forced himself, when it had once come easily to him.

But at least he could work again, unlike those awful first days.

He’d been at it for another hour when a light knock came at the door.

“Come in, Peg.”

Rather than being annoyed at the interruption, he was relieved. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and rubbed at the chalk dust on his fingers. Damn stuff just wouldn’t come all the way off.

His secretary came in, clutching a report in one hand and a plate with a sandwich in the other. 

“Dr. Eason delivered this,” Peg said, setting the report on his desk.

Charlie would have simply waltzed in before, without even knocking. The cover page was typewritten and signed Eason. She used to handwrite those and sign them simply C.

He cleared his throat, tucking the pocket square away, although the gritty sensation lingered on his fingertips. “Thank you.”

“Also, it’s after two and I know you haven’t eaten.” She set the plate next to the report. “So I made you deviled ham.”

He didn’t have the heart to tell Peg he preferred a simple peanut butter and jelly. Instead, he said thanks again.

Once Peg had closed the door behind her, he paged through the report, his eye not landing on any particular spot he wanted to read. Charlie had drawn up some preliminary specs to hand over to Maynard here. Like all her work, it was thorough. And he could use this as a jumping-off point for what he’d been mapping out on the chalkboard.

Only, he didn’t want to. He would, because he had to. But his drive was blunted.

No matter. Given some time, he would whet the blade of it again. He only had to keep moving forward with the work.

Maybe he was simply hungry. He gave the sandwich another look, the distinctive spices of deviled ham wafting from it. He drew a slow, resigned breath. Eating didn’t appeal either. He could dump it in the waste bin, but Peg might see, and that would hurt her feelings.

He wished he had a dog here. They’d had a dog growing up, a redbone hound with a distinctively sharp bark, who’d snatch food right off your plate if you weren’t careful. That dog had been George’s, at least until George had left for college. 

Parsons could still remember the dog’s joyous reaction when George had come home for that last leave. On and on and on the dog had barked, each yelping woof enthusiastic to the point of feverish as he’d bounced around George. 

God, that dog had loved his brother so much. Parsons couldn’t remember the dog barking like that ever again.

With a quick flick of his wrist, he tipped the sandwich into the trash and then found some waste paper to drop on top, the better to hide it. Peg would never know.

Right as he finished, Peg knocked again, entering at his slightly breathless, “Yes?”

“I almost forgot,” she said. “Stan Jensen wants a meeting tomorrow about the Virgo Three. Is two o’clock all right?”

“Sure.” At least he wouldn’t have to worry about occupying himself for that brief hour, then. Which only left all the rest. 

She picked up the empty plate. “My, you must have been hungry!”

“It was delicious.” He forced himself to sound grateful.

“Well, I’ll make you another tomorrow, then.” She tripped back out, clearly elated at thinking that she’d fed him.

He closed his eyes tight for half a moment. Tomorrow. He still had to get through tomorrow. And all the other days after that.

He forced himself to pick up Charlie’s report and took up a pen, the better to annotate it. At least he still had his work.

Which, he told himself, was all he’d ever wanted.
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Charlie watched the men from Maynard prepare for their presentation. She smiled wryly. They didn’t look particularly menacing. They were dressed in gray and black suits with a few flashes of color in their ties—Parsons would find especially immoderate the blue checked one sported by a redheaded executive directly across from Charlie.

No, the Maynard employees gathered in the conference room looked like any other group of engineers. Only she knew how much trouble they’d caused.

Hal came in and began shaking hands. “We’re very excited about this, gentlemen, very excited. Aren’t we, Charlie?”

She made an ambiguous noise, but luckily they were setting up an easel with some large posters and preparing copies of memos to distribute, and thus didn’t pay any attention to her.

Was Parsons going to be at this meeting? She wasn’t sure.

In the month since the contract with Maynard had been announced and she and Parsons had separated, she’d lost touch with his schedule. She still saw him almost every day, and he treated her precisely as he always had. He addressed her in an identical manner, he asked for her input on the same questions, and he treated her expertise with exactly as much respect as he had when they’d been lovers.

Except she never went to his office, and soon a steady stream of memos covered subjects they would have once dealt with in person.

She’d started it a few weeks before.

This memo is to inquire whether engineering has signed off on the new software. We had agreed to a one-week timetable for approval, but the deadline has passed without resolution…

So of course he’d responded in kind.

The engineers in crew systems have some notes about the performance of the capsule computers in the thermal tests…

The one she held in her hands was her latest response.

The concerns voiced by some parties are misplaced, and ignore the data in the third table…

She suspected he was going to love that, but of course, he’d never say so.

One other thing had changed: He would no longer look her in the eye. She’d grown accustomed to speaking to him over his shoulder, or as he gazed past her at the wall.

He also no longer sought her out in her office late at night. Indeed, she scarcely ever saw him without other people around. She hadn’t realized how often those private conversations had occurred until they had stopped.

She followed his lead, speaking to his shoes or knees. She didn’t tell him about the twinges she felt every time she drove down El Camino past Mulligan’s. She no longer teased or otherwise attempted to provoke any non-professional response from him. 

Never once did they talk about the time they’d spent together or what they’d shared. If she’d ever worried that their affair would lead him to treat her badly, his behavior showed her a million times over that those concerns were misplaced. He was utterly professional in every way.

There were even times when she wished it would come up, if only so she would know that she hadn’t dreamed it all.

A keloid had grown between them. Their conversations were clinical, effective—and no longer hurt. Any pain was fleeting and diffuse, and she was certain it was all on her side.

“You seem quiet,” Jefferies had said to her yesterday, as they took their seats for an all-hands-on-deck meeting.

“Oh, I’m focused on the mission.”

“Rotten luck about the Maynard contract.” His words were soft, and his eyes full of empathy.

“Rotten luck” was putting it mildly. She’d been screwed on purpose. “You win some, you lose some,” was all she said, and the gentle engineer let it go.

She wished she were able to follow suit.

“Let’s get started,” one of the Maynard engineers said.

For the next twenty minutes, they explained how they planned to use computers inside the dummy capsule and on the ground to track the mission and manage the rendezvous.

“I have a couple of questions,” she said when they were wrapping up. “Specifically about what, if any, redundancies you have.”

“The machine we’re going to put in the unmanned capsule is state-of-the-art,” the redhead with the loud tie said with a confident nod. “It can interface with the ground radar—”

“But what if there’s a problem? It’s never been used in this application, and the production schedule laid out in”—she paused while she flipped through the papers they’d given her—“table nine says essentially you’re going to construct new flight hardware, but we’re not going to test it in flight conditions.”

Hal nodded. “That’s right. Stan and I are comfortable with the testing parameters Maynard already uses.”

“Setting that aside, there’s no way to verify the data coming into the onboard computer, and no backup system.”

“No, no, we have that covered,” the redhead said. He launched into a barrage of words, but none of them addressed her concerns.

“Right,” she said when he’d finished. “I’ll read these materials and we’ll talk more at your second presentation.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” he said. But of course he wasn’t.

The men from Maynard were differently arrogant than the ones at ASD. They truly believed that throwing money and machines at the problem could overcome what seemed like insurmountable flaws in their design.

That was why, as she and Hal walked back to the computing department, she said, “I’m still worried about the lack of surrogacies. What will we do if the primary data sources are wrong? Or if the docking computers go down?”

“They have electronic computer upon electronic computer. Did you see the schematics?” Hal’s words were covetous. He no doubt couldn’t wait to start working there. He didn’t want to improve things at ASD; he wanted to go on to greener pastures.

The sooner the better, as far as she was concerned. She only made a face in response to his enthusiasm.

Hal was nonplussed. “Charlie, they’re not going to get caught with a burnt-out circuit. Or if they do, they can replace it in a moment. They have way more resources than we do.” He was exasperated, as he always was by her.

“That divides their focus,” she insisted.

“Oh, they’re concentrating on this going well.”

She knew that at least was true. Maynard was tripping over itself to kiss Stan and Hal’s asses, but they were driven by a desire for more contracts, not an inherent investment in the mission.

She was unconvinced by Hal’s platitudes, but ASD was paying for her skepticism. She was going to bring it to bear, time and again, even as it drove Hal mad.

She really could have used Parsons in that meeting, but he hadn’t been there. And even when he had been around lately, he was quieter. Not because he’d been gentled, she didn’t think, but more like he didn’t care as much as before.

And strangely, neither did she.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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June 1963




The weeks and months sped past quickly, which surprised the hell out of Charlie. Since she and Parsons both tended to pop into the office on weekends, she saw him more or less every day—and that wasn’t counting all the staff meetings. 

But they never spoke—not like they used to—and whatever frisson of attraction or intimacy that had once been between them was extinguished. The air between them was utterly inert now. Once this mission was over, their relationship would be well and truly in the past. The space rendezvous would be the end of it.

The launch itself came and went uneventfully on a Friday morning. ASD’s first two-man crew—Greg Henkins and Mitch Dunsford—exited the Earth without problem. They were supposed to establish their orbit and then slowly tweak it in order to meet with the dummy capsule ASD had sent up the day before.

The astronauts had sixteen hours of orbiting to do before the rendezvous. Then they’d line up and dock, with the computers on board handling most of the fine maneuvering. If this was successful, ASD planned to launch two separate manned capsules and have them dock later this year—a project Maynard was salivating over. The jerks.

Once the launch was finished, Charlie had little to do but pace and check in with the various sensors and life support computers.

After she’d done that for a bit, she went into the simulation laboratory to take another look. She was going to provide proper oversight, even if no one else was.

“How is everything operating?” she asked Dave.

“After they replaced those fuses in the control room”—that had been a tense ten minutes—“everything seems to be going fine.”

“And the data we’re getting from Maynard?”

“They’re saying everything is on track.” Dave shrugged at her, apologetic and guilty.

Charlie could have chewed tin foil. It was one thing for Maynard to have been awarded this contract, but Stan and Hal would be insufferable if all her concerns for seven months had been for naught. They’d never see that even if everything worked perfectly, her questions were still valid. They’d take it all as confirmation to move ahead with everything they had planned. Hell, they’d probably give half of what ASD was doing now to various private companies, leaving nothing, not even oversight, for them.

She didn’t allow herself even to sigh. “All right. You let me know if there’s anything that looks off.”

She went back to her office and ate half a ham sandwich she’d packed that morning. Since she anticipated being in the office until late, maybe all night, she’d brought some food in a pail like a damn construction worker.

She was still eating angrily when Beverly stuck in her head in.

“Have a minute?” she asked.

“Of course.” Charlie gestured at the other chair in her office; Beverly didn’t sit down.

Beverly set one piece of graphing paper on Charlie’s desk, followed by another.

Charlie picked up the first one. “What are these?”

“The actual versus projected orbits for the manned capsule and the unmanned capsule.”

“I thought Maynard was handling this.”

Beverly’s mouth pinched into a hard line. She drew a breath before answering. “They are. But I saw the data coming through from the ground radar and the satellites, and it wasn’t within our parameters. So I… took some initiative.”

The tone in the room was changing, going crackly and sharp. Something was about to go very wrong—or it already had. Charlie looked back down at the numbers.

“The manned capsule appears to be fine,” she said, tapping her finger against Beverly’s numbers. “The angle of inclination is only off by a few degrees.” It was a fairly minor problem that could be corrected easily by the pilot—as long they let Henkins and Dunsford know soon.

Charlie glanced back up at Beverly, who shook her head firmly. “No, that’s not the one I’m concerned about.”

What was it, then? Charlie picked up the other paper to look at the numbers for the unmanned one. Beverly had performed three sets of calculations: the projection, one set from yesterday, and one set from today.

“Wait, it’s… it’s moving,” Charlie said. “The unmanned capsule is supposed to be geostationary, but it’s drifting.”

“Yes.”

Charlie set the papers down and fisted her hands on her desk. The mission was predicated on the idea of one moving object docking with one that was staying in place. All the computers, all the programming, was designed to do that.

But now the astronauts probably weren’t going to be able to find the unmanned capsule, let alone dock with it.

“Fuck,” Charlie huffed out.

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but yes,” Beverly said. She sounded incredibly calm, but she’d had a little time to digest this information.

For her part, Charlie had started to shake.

Beverly went on, “If this isn’t corrected—”

“The mission is going to fail. And Maynard? Do they know?”

“They’re not running a manual calculation because they believe the data the onboard computer is spitting out. And it says the position of the unmanned capsule is fine.”

Charlie wanted to curse some more. She also wanted to crow. She’d been right all along, but it couldn’t matter any less at the moment.

She snapped to her feet and shoved the rest of her lunch back into her pail. “I need you and Dot on this right now. Nothing else you’re doing is this important.” Charlie started out of her office with Beverly on her heels.

She stuck her head into the lab. “Dave, give Beverly whatever data she needs.” She turned back to Beverly. “Confirm that you’re right, six ways to Sunday if you can. This is going to be hard for a lot of people to hear, especially because they didn’t notice it first. I need you to be absolutely sure. And we have to begin to think about how to correct the orbit of the manned capsule, because it’s going to have to meet something that’s on the move—and they’re not prepared for that.”

Beverly’s face was set. She didn’t look frightened or nervous, only focused. “You’ve got it. Where are you going?”

“To call in the cavalry.”

Charlie wasn’t sure if she was going to find him in Mission Control or elsewhere. Since she would prefer to have this first part of the conversation without an audience, she started in his office.

“He in?” she asked Peg.

“Yes.”

She gave one perfunctory knock and swung the door open.

Parsons was at his desk, a cup of coffee in one hand and a pen in the other. A pile of fresh printouts sat in front of him, and he didn’t look up from the data as she entered.

This was where it had started, the day he’d hired her. Or maybe the night that she’d propositioned him. Lord, she could still feel the smile he’d given her, as the meaning of her words had dawned on him. She’d never seen a man so pleased.

But now wasn’t the time for silly recollections.

“Yes?” he grunted.

She went ahead and spit it out. “The unmanned capsule is moving.”

Parsons’s head snapped up and for the first time in months, he looked right at her. His brown eyes were so focused, she nearly took a step back.

He lowered his coffee and pen slowly to the desk. “Of course it’s moving. It’s spinning above the earth, over the rendezvous point, all of it orbiting at a rate of—”

“No, it’s supposed to stay in that single location as the capsule approaches it.” She demonstrated with her hands as she’d seen him do so many times in meetings. “The thing is, it’s not staying in place. It’s drifting. The computers are running the numbers again, but I think we’re in trouble.”

He swallowed, slowly. She could see his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. His skin couldn’t seem to decide whether to go pale or to flush. His cheeks had gone splotchy, and she could almost see his pulse hammering in his hands.

“What do you need?” he asked after a pause.

“You should come with me to look at Beverly’s calculations. If you agree with my conclusion, you need to be there when I tell Hal. He’s not going to want to believe this is happening. If it comes from me, he’ll think it’s sour grapes. But we might be able to salvage this mission if we start now.”

His nod was the barest inclination of his head. His hands balled into fists as he pushed himself up from his chair.

“Tell me that there’s a backup for this,” she said. “You have a plan, right? Or Maynard does? Someone has been preparing for this, and you didn’t tell me about it.”

He pulled his jacket off the hat stand in the corner and shrugged it on. Evidently this moment required more formal attire.

“I wish I could,” he said after a beat. “But you? You’re my backup.”

She followed him down the hallway. His words were like a benediction, and she felt them everywhere. All the same, her stomach had gone to iron. There had to be a way to fix this. There had to be.

She had half a day to figure it out.
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Charlie was right.

Parsons knew she would be—she was hardly ever wrong—but he wished she hadn’t been right about this. He slipped off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to clear the afterimage of the calculations spread across Charlie’s desk from behind his eyes.

“The target vehicle is definitely moving,” he got out, “and the Maynard computer onboard thinks it isn’t.”

“Yes,” Beverly said at his elbow. “There’s no other explanation for the numbers we’re seeing here.”

He slipped his glasses back on and braced his hands against the desk. “There are two options here. We call Gerhardt up to see if he can get the vehicle back into position.”

Charlie shifted her weight from one hip to the other. “The target vehicle only has so much fuel. There might not be enough to correct the orbit.” She shifted again. “Also, he might be... reluctant to help.”

“You mean he’ll take this as proof we should have been testing a direct launch all along?” Parsons lifted his eyebrows at her. She didn’t need to tiptoe around the politics with him.

“Well, yes.” Something more lurked behind her words. And you hate him.

There wasn’t room here for that. Nor for the painful dredging his emotions had undergone when Charlie had appeared in his office. 

As the months wore on, he found he could still work with her. Not easily—that wasn’t happening, not ever—but professionally. Yes, the world and his work seemed to be entirely repainted in gray, but life went on. The wounds healed.

But she’d burst into his office today, and it was as if the wound of her had been reopened with a knife. And suddenly everything had been spattered in bright, agonizing color once more.

 She’d come straight to him. Parsons hoped it was because she knew he’d believe her, that he’d back her when no one else would. But most likely it was because she disliked Hal Reed more than she disliked Parsons now.

 “If they can’t get the target back on track,” Beverly said, “what’s the second option?”

Parsons caught Charlie’s gaze and held it. “We reprogram the onboard computers from here.”

Her cheeks went to alabaster, the muscles around her mouth tensing. She gave a short, sharp nod. 

He didn’t think he could have loved her more than just then, when he asked if she could do something that might be impossible—when he asked her for more—and she simply nodded.

His voice wouldn’t come for a moment, and then he said, “Good. Let’s inform Hal, then go meet with Jensen.” He turned to Beverly. “Can you keep tracking the target vehicle? I want to know immediately if its course becomes any more erratic.”

She nodded, gave Charlie an oddly significant look, then left.

A current ran across Parsons’s skin as Beverly shut the door behind her. He was alone with Charlie once more. He’d worked so hard to avoid such a thing these last few months, to shy from the ache of it—but there was no avoiding it now.

“Do you need me to come with you?” she asked, shuffling her notes and staring steadily at her desk.

“Yes.” He studied the top of her head. “We should go tell Hal.”

The silence stretched like a rubber band pulled to its limits, ready to come apart at any moment.

A knock came at the door.

Her head snapped up in surprise. “Yes?” she called.

Hal poked his head in. “What’s going on? Why is Beverly doing manual calculations of the target’s orbit?”

“Precisely the man I wanted to see,” Parsons said dryly. “We need to talk about Maynard.”

Hal rolled his eyes. “Not this again. Look, I understand—you never wanted to give the contract to them. You bring it up every time I see you. You’ve been against it from the moment I told you about it. Between you and her”—he gestured to Charlie—“I haven’t had a moment’s peace on this.”

Next to him, Parsons felt Charlie shift, canting toward him. So they’d been a united front all these months, without knowing it. 

“Can you drop it now?” Hal finished.

“I can’t drop it,” he said. “Because the target is moving when it’s not supposed to be. And the computers your friends at Maynard put in think it isn’t.”

Hal made a face quite like one of Parsons’s fishes. “That… That can’t be.”

Parsons’s temper sparked. “It is.” He gestured to Charlie. “Show him.”

She spread the notes over her desk. “This is the data from the onboard computer.” She stabbed at several lines of coordinates. “It’s transmitting its position as geostationary, here, here, and here. But these coordinates from the tracking stations”—she pulled out several other printouts—“clearly demonstrate it’s moving. Both Beverly and I have run the numbers. The target isn’t where it ought to be. The rendezvous mission will fail. Unless we correct it.”

Hal was now as white as a fish’s belly. “But… They said they’d tested it and tested it. That there were backups of the backups.” His face twisted as he stared at Charlie. “You kept harping on it, that you didn’t think they were testing enough. That you didn’t trust them. How do I know this isn’t some ploy—”

Parsons took a heavy step toward the man. “Shut up,” he growled. “You finish that sentence and you’ll regret it.”

Hal shut his mouth.

Charlie slid Parsons a look, but he only shrugged. All right, so he wasn’t a bruiser, but he’d be damned if he’d let Hal insult her like that. And it felt damn good to do something other than existing like he had for the past few months.

“I’m calling a meeting with Jensen,” Parsons went on. “You, me, and Dr. Eason will see if we can fix this. Either we push it back into place with its thrusters… or we re-program the onboard computer from here.”

“Can we do that?”

Parsons shook his head. Of all the incompetent things to say… “Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to do it.”

Charlie cleared her throat of what might have been a laugh.

“I don’t know—” Hal began.

Parsons cut him off with a swipe of his hand. “There’s no time to argue. Get everything you have from Maynard about the onboard computers and meet us in Jensen’s office.”

Hal looked between Parsons and Charlie for one long bewildered moment, as if he might be waiting for them to yell “April Fool’s!” But then he finally left.

When Parsons looked back at Charlie, she was wearing a painfully familiar expression. Half amused, half exasperated, the one she always wore when she’d teased him. He hadn’t seen that from her in such a long time, and all of him ached to see it again.

“Poor Hal,” she said softly. “It might have been easier on him if I’d just said, ‘I told you so.’”

“Forget Hal.”

She sighed. “Things will be very difficult after this. He won’t forget that I was right all along.” She glanced at him. “And I know it won’t be easy for you either if the rendezvous fails.”

“If you’re worried about my career, don’t be.” Although he was touched that she might. “And there’s still time to save this. Tell me what you’ll need at the meeting. I’ll carry it for you.”

“I can carry my own things.” But her protest held no heat. It was more of a reflex.

“I know,” he said. “But I’ll carry them for you anyway. Anything you need for this, I’ll get for you.” He swallowed. “Anything.”

She laid her palm on the desk and lightly flexed her fingers against it. “I’ll be sure to tell you what I need, then.” Her fingers stretched, then curled once more, and his pulse was loud in his ears. 

“Anything,” he said again, although he’d already said it twice before and had no idea why his tongue kept shaping that particular word.

She lifted her hand from the desk... and gestured to a stack of notes. “Those, please. And these. And those two reference manuals, and this table of constants. Oh, and my slide rule.”

He filled his arms, his heart slowing as his thoughts ramped up back to their normal speed. “Ready?” he asked when he was done.

“Yes.” She took a step toward the door. “No.” She whirled back to her desk, rummaging in the drawers before pulling out a mirror and some lipstick. And there was the other expression he never thought he’d see again, the assessing one as she examined herself in the mirror.

“You look—” His voice caught. “Perfect.”

She stopped mid-swipe. “I’m not.” But it wasn’t defiant. It was small and a touch sad. 

She gave her lips one last dab, rolled the lush curves against each other, then snapped shut the tube and tossed it and the mirror back into the drawer. Her shoulders squared as her mask slid back into place. “I’m ready now.”
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Charlie’s hand was cramped, permanently twisted to hold a piece of chalk or a pencil. They’d managed to figure out the rate at which the dummy capsule was drifting. They had a pretty good guess of where it was going to be during the rendezvous window.

It hadn’t been easy. They’d wasted several hours trying to get the directional rockets to move it back into the locked position, but without success.

If Parsons hadn’t shut Friedrich Gerhardt down, propulsion would still be fiddling with the things.

“No, we’re done,” Parsons had said, sounding both exhausted and tenacious. “We have to abandon the geostatic plan. You’ve blown it.”

“I can still salvage this,” Friedrich shouted over the squawk box.

Charlie almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

“Your time is up. Dr. Eason is going to repair your mistake.”

Four male heads swung toward her. In Florida, Gerhardt was no doubt glaring at his phone as well. They’d probably forgotten she was there. Stan Jensen’s office wasn’t a place she frequented.

Stan and Hal were pale and granite-faced. If it were any other moment, she’d want to laugh about how no one—not even the man himself—thought Hal was going to solve this problem. They all assumed Beverly and Dot, whose names they did not know, would work out the orbit and she would reprogram the machines. 

For his part, Gerhardt was livid. He wasn’t even trying to hide it. If she pulled this off, he was going to hate her. And Parsons. He would be a powerful enemy for them both.

As for Parsons, she didn’t want to name the things in his face. He was outraged, but not, thank goodness, at her. He was confident beneath his fear, like a marathoner on the cusp of a race well trained for. He really did think she could fix this.

That knowledge warmed her from the inside out.

But there was something else in his eyes. Or not in his eyes, maybe, but the wrinkles around them. Something warmer and more personal, a look that she thought had long, long since gone out of him, out of the world.

Working with him again like this, having his approval, and hearing him get mad: it was everything. She’d missed him desperately.

She couldn’t think of that now. She had to reprogram computers from Earth and surmount impossible orbits and deal with skittish astronauts.

But soon, when this had passed—for better or for worse—she was going to ask him if the damage between them was intractable.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Charlie swallowed another yawn. Her mouth tasted like the sleep she wasn’t going to get mixed with stale frustration and tinged with success. She took a sip of lukewarm coffee, trying to wash the flavor away. Yuck. She should send someone to brew a fresh pot. She stood up and stretched her arms over her head. Several of her vertebrae cracked. Dear Lord, she was too old for an all-nighter.

She looked out into the main office of the computing department. One would never have guessed it was past midnight. Charlie had sent Beverly home to sleep for a few hours; she should be back soon. But Dot and Jack were working at the long table in the corner. Someone had brought in a picnic basket of food, and the remnants of their meal were piled at one end. The rest was littered with stacks of paper, several slide rules, navigation charts, and hardware specs.

The door to the simulation laboratory was closed, but she could see Dave through the glass, checking some punch cards. Even Hal was still here, though the door to his office and the curtains were closed. He was probably nursing his ego. He’d taken Maynard’s failure to heart, as well he should. This wasn’t his fault per se, but it was worse than it needed to be because Hal and Stan had had blind confidence in Maynard. Her only hope—well, at the moment, she had several hopes, but they were deeply buried—was that they’d learn from this for next time.

Because of the malfunction in the unmanned capsule’s radar, they’d had to network together ground-based systems in order to get a lock on the capsule’s position. And that had been the easy part.

Now that they knew where the hell it was, and where the hell it was drifting, she was working to reprogram the docking software.

The backup—because of course she’d insisted on having a backup—was for the astronauts to attempt to dock manually.

The astronauts, of course, thought this was an excellent idea.

She’d stood in Mission Control a few hours prior and listened to Parsons and Joe Reynolds talk them through the new procedure.

“This is what we should have done all along,” Dunsford said. His voice was tinny, but despite the static, he might have been across the ASD campus, not orbiting one hundred kilometers above them.

“The thing is,” Parsons explained, “if the docking software fails, and you attempt the maneuver manually, you don’t have a radar on board. So you’ll be using visual data only. And you can’t accelerate or decelerate until you get close—that isn’t how orbital mechanics works. Your orbit has to intersect with the capsule’s. You can’t catch it.”

“There’s no margin for error,” Joe Reynolds added into the comm link. 

“Precisely.” Parsons was so tense, Charlie kept expecting him to shatter. He couldn’t bear for anyone else to do anything. From how he held himself, how he kept talking about the mission, she suspected he thought he had failed, though she knew that if anyone was to blame, it certainly wasn’t him. But he seemed determined to fix it on his own.

Parsons held his forehead with one hand, while he continued to explain the situation to Dunsford and Henkins. “If you hit the dummy capsule, it isn’t like striking the curb when you’re parking—”

“I never hit the curb,” Dunsford roared.

She was ready to send the women up at once. Men and their stupid egos. If the unmanned and manned capsules collided, both of them could break apart. It could be catastrophic, and Dunsford was defending his ability to park. Unbelievable.

Parsons ground his teeth together. “Be that as it may, that’s why we’re going to try the docking software first. If it doesn’t work, you can try it manually on the next orbit. But you only get one shot. There are other objectives for this mission.”

Charlie knew that was true, that the rendezvous was only one part of what they needed to do, but it was the only part she cared about. By afternoon, the window for docking would be closed, and the astronauts would have moved onto other tasks and tests.

So she’d gone back to computing to redouble her efforts to save the mission. And now it was time to take their latest results back to Parsons. She looked over the table again, trying to remember if she had everything. She was so damn tired, she hardly knew up from down.

 “Beverly should be here by one,” she told Dot and Jack. “I’m going to show him the deceleration and braking sequence we’ve programmed. I should be back in a bit.”

The halls buzzed with energy. Half-heard conversations, the clatter of typewriters, and clanks from machinery bounced off the linoleum. Every office she passed was open and lit. The faces were drawn, the eyes tense, but the mood was focused, not grim.

Parsons’s door gaped wide. His secretary’s desk was empty.

Charlie walked in, and the rug in front of his desk dampened the click of her heels. Sleepiness and the lighting softened his expression. He’d switched off the overhead fluorescents. There was only his single desk lamp, which made the papers in front of him glow.

Lord, she had missed his face—the blunt angles of his jaw, the firm declaration of his nose. Most of all, she missed his mouth, which could be crude, hard, or sensual all in a turn. He, this, was the piece that had been absent from her life.

He looked up from his work, and she pulled herself fully upright.

“What do you have for me?” he asked. His voice was rough. He hadn’t spoken in a while.

She set her notes down in front of him. “They’ll have to do a tape dump after they wake up.” The astronauts were scheduled to be asleep. She had no idea if they were managing it. “Jack’s finishing up the new code, but we think we’ve figured out the new braking sequence. They’ll need to run it at six and a half hours out from docking. We’ll need to start the upload when they’re over Hawaii at…”

She trailed off, trying to remember where the capsule was, when they’d be in position after the astronauts had woken so they could clear the onboard computer of the old sequence before sending up the new one. The numbers had just been there, in her head, but now they’d evaporated.

She was definitely too old for all-nighters.

“…at 6 a.m.” She wasn’t certain, so she amended, “I guess. Around then, at any rate. We’ll need to wake them early. And we have to finish and check the code before then.” There was so much to do. She shook herself, hoping to find a bit more energy somewhere in her body. It didn’t materialize.

Parsons’s focus had shifted to the paper. He was inspecting her work, which was probably necessary. “This all looks good,” he said after a few beats.

“We have no way to know if it’s right. If Jack can finish coding the very last bit in the next hour, we can run it through a quick simulation, but we might not have time to find or fix any errors. And I know Henkins doesn’t trust the data we’re sending. He and Dunsford would rather have two attempts at docking manually.”

Parsons made a face. “The astronauts never trust the equipment.”

“Well, they have a good reason to be skeptical today.” The engineers hadn’t proved themselves on this mission—at least the ones from outside ASD hadn’t.

“Reason has nothing to do with it,” Parsons said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “They’d be skeptical even if the unmanned capsule hadn’t started drifting, even if its radar were functioning perfectly. They think only pilots can do anything.”

This conversation was taking longer than she’d anticipated, and Charlie found she could hardly stand anymore. She took a few steps and pitched herself onto his small couch. That was better. She was so damn tired.

She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. She didn’t want to know what he thought about her exhaustion.

Keeping her eyes closed, she slid one of her heels off and began rubbing her foot. “You realize this means we’re going to have to rethink the entire communication and navigation systems. If the computer on the unmanned capsule could get so confused, it means we’re going to have to develop an Earth-based backup system, which is complicated enough for something that’s more or less staying in place. But for the moon shot… Jesus.”

Parsons grunted.

Charlie peeked at him through her lashes. He was still reading her notes.

She curled her bare foot under her and took off her other shoe. She stifled a groan. That felt so much better.

She closed her eyes and nestled into the cushions. The thing might look like he’d rescued it from a dumpster, but it was comfortable.

“I should get one of these. That desk chair of mine isn’t designed for eighteen-hour work days.” She lolled her head to the side. She needed ten minutes to close her eyes.

She heard Parsons stand. There was a click as he switched off the lamp. His feet sounded on the floor, and he covered her with his jacket. “Get some rest.”

She pushed up onto her elbows. “There’s no time. I have to get back and help Jack.”

She could see Parsons’s profile in the light from the hallway, but she couldn’t make out his expression. “You’re no help to him when you’re this tired. Shut your eyes and try to sleep for a bit. I’ll go tell Jack you’re going to take a nap. When you wake up, you’ll be refreshed enough to check his work. We’re never going to do this right if everyone is too tired to get through the calculations. This place is turning into Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”

That made a certain sort of sense. She relaxed and tugged the jacket over her shoulders. “You’ll wake me in fifteen minutes?”

“I’ll let you sleep as long as possible, until they’re done with the code.”

She pointed at him from under his jacket. “Don’t scare my staff. Don’t stand there over their shoulders, watching as they finish. You’ll make them freeze.”

She could hear what he did with his hands in response, and in spite of the stress and exhaustion, she smiled at his rude gesture, at being with him like this again.

“Why does everyone think I’m scary?” he demanded.

“Because you are.” Not that he’d ever scared her. Hurt her, yes. But frightened her? No. When you got down to it, he had a soft core, as everyone did. He did a better job of hiding it, that was all.

“Just get some rest,” he said as he walked across the room.

“Will you make some fresh coffee too?”

He didn’t answer, merely closed the door on his way out. She wasn’t going to be able to sleep, she was certain, but she could rest her eyes.

Her last thought was how his jacket and couch smelled of soap and spice, precisely like his aftershave. Then she didn’t think at all for a while.

[image: Image]

Charlie was asleep on his couch.

Parsons stood in the doorway of his office, reluctant to wake her. He had to, he knew—but this was the first time he’d ever seen her sleep. And this was the closest she’d ever come to sleeping in his bed.

She was still under his suit jacket, her legs curled beneath it. But it wasn’t quite long enough to cover all of her, and her stockinged feet peeped out. The sight was as endearing as hell. And painful, too.

Working so closely with her again was exhilarating and exciting… and agonizing. He wasn’t certain how long he could keep battling the potent mix of emotions her proximity roused in him, to keep the detachment necessary to save this mission. But there was no time to worry about that—he’d deal with it after the rendezvous.

He shut the door and set the sandwich plate and coffee he was carrying on his desk, the china chiming against the wood. She didn’t stir.

Two hours of sleep after eighteen hours awake were hardly enough. He’d rather do anything than disturb her, but he had no choice.

He set a hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t wake. “Hey,” he said softly, giving her a gentle shake. “Hey.”

He didn’t want to call her Charlie—he thought he’d lost that privilege—but it would pain him to go back to Dr. Eason, alone as they were.

She opened her eyes slowly, and for one half of a heart-stopping moment, she might have even smiled at him. But then she was pushing up onto an elbow and swinging her feet down to the floor.

She put a hand to her hair, ducking her head, and he stepped back to give her some space.

“Did I sleep long?”

“Not as long as you should have. But Jack finished, and Dave is running the code through the simulator.”

She hid a yawn behind her hand. “I'll be fine. After all, you don’t sleep.”

“I do. I only make it seem like I don’t.”

She stretched her arms above her head, her back arching and her toes curling up off the floor as she shook off the last of her sleepiness. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

Their gazes held. There were so many secrets between them: Their own and the ones they’d created together.

He reached for the plate on the desk. “I brought you a sandwich. Heavy on the jelly. Took it from Keller this time.”

“He’ll be angry.” But she accepted the plate from him.

“I’ll take all the blame.” He settled into the chair closest to the sofa, his fingers drumming against the arms.

She took a bite, then sighed with contentment. Once she’d swallowed, she asked, “Aren’t you eating?”

He shook his head. Food didn’t sound appealing at all.

“How much weight have you lost?”

He blinked at her. “I’ve lost weight?”

The sandwich paused halfway to her mouth. “Don’t you ever look at yourself in the mirror?”

“There’s not much to see.” In truth, since she’d left, he’d learned the art of shaving without looking—truly looking—into his own eyes. He hadn’t seen himself in months now.

He had been careful not to look at her, either. If he couldn’t see her and he couldn’t see himself, then he could ignore the wreckage of their relationship spread throughout his life.

He held up his hands and examined them, the tendons stark and the knuckles hard knots. “I suppose I have lost some.” With his luck, he probably looked like a cadaver now.

She tore the sandwich down the middle, peanut butter and jelly gaping from the ragged edge, and offered him half. 

“I’m not—” he began.

“You need to eat,” she said. “You’re important here, too.”

He took her offering, careful not to brush his fingers against hers. It was only a sandwich she was giving him, nothing more. “Thank you.”

They chewed together in silence. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he’d started eating, his stomach churning as he chewed. She took a sip of the coffee and passed him the mug. He didn’t bother to protest, but did take a moment over the smear of red lipstick she’d left on the rim.

“You made a fresh pot,” she said.

“I told you I’d make sure you had everything you need.”

She sucked at a spot of peanut butter on her thumb, those ridiculously full lips wrapped around her knuckle. “You didn’t say everything. You said anything.”

“What anything do you need?”

What do you want? What do you want me for?

He’d never actually told her. Not once. Oh, he’d said things about wanting her for the mission, for ASD, but when he’d pulled her into that restaurant closet, needing nothing more than to erase her hurts, he’d realized that he wanted her solely for himself.

Perhaps he should have said it, but perhaps it wouldn’t have helped. Certainly in the months after, she’d never once hinted that she missed their meetings. That she missed him. Never indicated that her world might have turned the same shade of gray as his.

They were alone. He could tell her, quickly, if his nerve was up to it. He’d know for certain then how she truly felt behind that mask of hers.

He parted his lips, cast about for the exact right thing to say, because if it wasn’t perfect, wasn’t enough—

But then she pushed her empty plate away and the moment passed. “I suppose I need to check the code,” she said. She fished under the sofa for her shoes. “Thank you for the sandwich and the coffee. And the couch.”

“Don’t mention it.” He meant it—her casual thanks were painful in a way he didn’t want to examine. He rose and without thought, held out a hand to help her up.

Damn. He shouldn’t have done it, but it was too late to pull back.

Too late described so many disasters in their relationship, really.

She swallowed hard as she stared at it. “Thank you.” She pressed only the very tips of her fingers against his palm.

His heart kicked into overdrive and every inch of his skin crackled with energy, with life. All from that tiny touch of hers.

She snatched her hand away as soon as she could, as if his skin burned her.

He curled his fingers into his palm. Perhaps that was the answer to the question of how she truly felt. Well, he’d wanted to know.

He hadn’t known how much the information would cost him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Charlie stood in the back of Mission Control, listening to the last part of the braking sequence. If everything went according to plan, the Perseid capsule would dock with the unmanned capsule within five minutes.

Four long banks of computers and display monitors stretched across the room in front of her. Engineers, technicians, and doctors monitored everything from the astronauts’ respiration and blood pressure to how many calories they’d consumed to the last time they’d peed to the amount of fuel in the capsule down to the last half-ounce.

At least, that was what they were supposed to know. Charlie wasn’t feeling very confident about electronic computers or long-distance communication systems—even her faith in machines had been taken from her in the past few days.

It was early afternoon in Houston. The lighted map at the front of the room showed the capsule’s approximate position over the earth. The capsule was nearing the edge of a daylight pass. They wanted to get through the docking before it went into darkness.

After the mission’s disasters, Charlie felt numb. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she rubbed her fingertips together. The friction released some of the tension zinging through her body. The braking sequence was progressing according to plan, but she was braced in case everything fell apart.

At this point, she was expecting it.

When they’d woken the astronauts and explained the plan in the wee small hours, Dunsford and Henkins had made no secret of their discomfort with using the basically untested code for the maneuver. Parsons had handled them, and they’d set about uploading the new programming. It had worked… so far. Now they were within sight of the dummy capsule and closing the gap quickly.

“It’s time for the second yaw,” one of the engineers said over the command link to the astronauts.

This was the part that gave Charlie the willies. The manned capsule had to pause while the unmanned capsule pivoted ninety degrees to order to bring the nose of the manned capsule into the proper alignment. Given all the problems they’d had with the thrusters and radar on the unmanned capsule, she didn’t trust the damned thing as far as she could throw it.

“Roger that,” Dunsford said. “We’ll wait here ’til she’s ready. I have some practice with that.”

A few appreciative laughs broke out in the room. Charlie glared at the ceiling, hoping that Dunsford could feel her disdain from a world away.

“If you can relay any visual information about the yaw, we’d appreciate it,” Parsons said.

“It’s visible out my side.” Greg Henkins was calmer and less egotistical than Mitch Dunsford. Charlie was glad he’d be narrating this bit.

“The sequence is starting,” Parsons told the astronauts, and everyone in the room, when one of the engineers gave the hand signal. “It should take about a minute to complete.”

“I can see… yeah, I can see the sequence initiate. The capsule’s response was crisp,” Henkins said. “It’s rotating slowly, but it’s responding to the command.”

Charlie rubbed the back of her neck. God, they were so close, couldn’t things just go their way for a little while longer?

A few more seconds of silence passed. One of the engineers in charge of the unmanned capsule said, “Our instruments say it’s moved about thirty degrees.”

“I think you’re behind,” Henkins said. “I’d say it’s more like forty, forty-five degrees.”

The instruments on the ground definitely weren’t reporting in real time. There were lags, jumps, and sputters in the data relay. They still had a lot to learn if they were going to get to the moon—but that was a problem for another day.

“We’re coming up on sixty degrees rotation now,” Henkins said.

Parsons’s fingers tapped out the seconds on the board in front of him. “About ten seconds left in the sequence.”

There might only be ten of them, but they ticked off interminably slowly.

“Come on, come on, come on,” Charlie whispered.

The comm link crackled again. “And we’re in position.”

A spare round of applause followed this. No one was truly happy; they still had so much left to do to make this rendezvous work. But they were all appreciative.

“We’re going to put in the final commands,” Dunsford said. He listed off the numbers, and over the comm link, Charlie could hear the astronauts push the buttons in sequence.

“Okay,” Parsons said, “you’re on your final approach. Nice and easy now, gentlemen.”

“The docking light is on,” Dunsford said. “But it’s damn hard to read out my side.”

There was some shuffling, then Henkins said, “I’m using the handheld sextant, and the angle looks good.”

“That’s because you don’t have the sun in your eyes,” Dunsford muttered.

It was official: Charlie hated the astronauts. Parsons was completely right about that. They needed to develop robots immediately.

“You’re about ten feet out,” Parsons said. “We’re going to stop you for a minute so you can check the status panel.”

After a pause, Dunsford said, “We’re centered. Well, an inch off. Maybe two.”

“Proceed,” Parsons instructed.

Then Henkins blurted out, “Oopsie.”

Oopsie was definitely not a word anyone in Mission Control wanted to hear. Oopsie wasn’t as bad as a curse, or an explosion, but it wasn’t encouraging.

Before Charlie could panic, Dunsford chuckled over the comm link. “Well, we’ve made contact with the capsule. And the… yeah, the latches have set. I can’t believe it, but, Houston? We did it.”

You didn’t do anything. But the cheers going up in Mission Control immediately swallowed the thought. They’d successfully navigated a space rendezvous. They’d been given this impossible task, they’d experienced catastrophic setbacks, but they’d done it.

“Hold there, Dunsford, I need to quiet everyone down in here before we proceed.” Parsons stood and gave a withering glare to everyone in the room. “Can you pipe down and confirm that the dock was good?”

Some of the men in the room who had nothing better to do kept hooting and hollering, but at least half a dozen took their chairs and began fiddling with the equipment and printouts. One by one, they shouted out the all-clear.

“Okay, gentlemen,” Parsons instructed the astronauts, “begin the next sequence.”

“Running command 340 now,” Henkins said.

Charlie exhaled and listed against the wall. She watched Parsons’s hand clutching a heavy black pen, flying over a page of notes. Everything in the room was recording, yet he still trusted no observations in the room beside his own.

What were Parsons and she going to do? Things couldn’t go on in this way—and she didn’t only mean the nights with no sleep during a mission. She knew now, as she’d never been certain of before, that Parsons hadn’t known about the plan to give Maynard the contract. And furthermore, she didn’t care.

Even if he’d known, she was ready to ask him if they could take up again. And if they were going to be… well, whatever they were, there were bound to be conflicts.

Hal and Stan had been wrong this time, but Parsons might be forced to rule against her at some point. When he screwed up—and he would, she had no doubt—but when he did, she didn’t have to like it. She didn’t have to stay quiet about it, and he knew her well enough to know that she never would, but she wasn’t going to blame him or take it personally—at least not in the future.

And she wasn’t going to agree to any “we never talk about work there” nonsense. The truth was, she wanted to talk about work with him. She wanted to talk about everything with him. She wanted him for better or worse, in and out of ASD. She cared deeply for him, so there was no point in—

“Whoa, why is the attitude indicator ball moving?” Mitch Dunsford’s voice interrupted her chain of thought.

“Look at the horizon. We’re spinning,” Henkins said.

“Halt the command,” Parsons said. His voice was calm, but a half-octave higher than normal. She was probably the only one who noticed. “Change the command mode from pulse to rate. Do it now.”

“Roger,” Henkins said. “The command mode is on rate. And… damn, we’re still spinning.”

“Okay, try power cycling the board. That’s command—” Parson waved his hand in the air. Three or four men were busy flipping through binders, trying to find the mode they wanted.

“2046,” one of them shouted.

Parsons relayed this information to Henkins, who punched in the code.

Almost immediately he relayed, “We’ve stabilized. We’re turning the board back on.” There was a pause, and it was as tense in the room as it had been during the yaw. “And the power up is complete.”

Dunsford cut in, “I get it, Parsons. We’ll memorize the command book next time. Can we stop with the excitement?”

In spite of herself, Charlie laughed. She listened as one hundred kilometers above the earth the astronauts righted the capsules, and went through the rest of the checklist.

“Okay, you guys get some sleep, we’ll start again in the morning,” Parsons finally said to Henkins and Dunsford an hour later.

“You too. Night, Ma,” Dunsford deadpanned. 

Parsons was so tired he didn’t even glare at the link. He did swivel in his chair to face the room, which was still full of happy, tired people. “Is the night crew here?”

“They’re filtering in,” Stan said. It had been such a taut day the ASD director had spent most of it in Mission Control—which was likely unprecedented.

“Well, then, the rest of you go home and sleep. Be back here by 6 a.m.” He gave everyone a sweeping look, but his eyes lingered on her. She wanted to tell him she was going to swing by her office, but she didn’t dare, not in front of everyone. She settled for a half wave, and hoped he knew her well enough to follow.

Back in the computing department, everyone was preparing to leave. Charlie hugged Beverly, hard. She didn’t care if it was unprofessional.

“We never would have found this without you. You made this happen,” Charlie told her.

She could feel Beverly shake her head. “Everyone did. It wasn’t only me.”

Well, Charlie was going to have to have a talk with Beverly later, about claiming credit when you had literally saved the day, but the time for it wasn’t now.

She released the computer and took a step back. “You did so well. Have a nice night. You can come in late tomorrow if you want.” Hopefully any other mechanical failures would wait until at least 10 a.m. to show up.

Beverly nodded. “Good night.”

Charlie exchanged platitudes with Jack, Dave, and Dot. Hal was still hiding in his office. She glanced at his closed door and rolled her eyes. He might never emerge again.

She went into her office and picked up the phone receiver. She wanted to celebrate this moment—no, not quite that. To mark it. She wanted to debrief with Parsons, but she couldn’t do that, not right now at any rate. But there were other people she could share this with.

She asked the operator to place a long-distance call to her parents and reverse the charges. She didn’t want to get in trouble for making ASD foot the bill for a personal call—though she did hope they’d gotten home early from the lab.

“Charlotte,” her mother said after she’d accepted the call. “Why are you telephoning?”

Charlie wasn’t sure what precisely she was doing. She also wasn’t sure what she could tell them. But they were her parents: They should know something about her life and work. “We had a setback yesterday. A major one.”

“Oh. I am sorry to hear it. Are you okay?”

Charlie hadn’t spoken to her parents much since they’d been in Houston. There hadn’t seemed to be much point. She understood their position: her mother would always be just a little bit disappointed by her and her father would never really look up from his own work. Charlie wanted this, this job at ASD. And she wanted Parsons. They would accept those things, eventually, but with an eternal measure of skepticism.

She only hoped they could be happy for her.

“I’m fine,” she told her mother. “Better than fine. I fixed it.” There was no point dissembling with them. Beverly had discovered the problem, and Jack and others had helped with the coding, but they would not have fixed it today if it hadn’t been for her. It was her achievement as much as anyone’s. “We achieved the space rendezvous.”

“Charlotte! That’s wonderful. You must be so proud.” Mother actually sounded pleased—or was going to the trouble to make it sound as if she were.

It was progress.

Charlie slumped in her chair, letting the pride filter through her. Out in the main computing department office, she heard some conversation and cheers. What was going on out there?

She glared at the door, then she turned her attention back to her mother. “Is Dad around?”

“No, I’m so sorry. I’m sure he’d love to hear all about it, but he’s still in the lab.” This was not surprising in the least. It would have been more surprising if he’d been home, in fact.

“I’ll have him call you when he gets home,” Mother promised.

“It’s okay. I was up all night.” Except of course for the brief nap she’d taken on Parsons’s couch—but Charlie had better leave that part out. “I need to get some sleep. We have several more days of the mission to get through, but I’ll call this weekend and tell you all about it.”

“It sounds like quite a story.”

“It was.” The noise outside her office kept increasing. It sounded like a ballgame might be raging out there. “I better not keep you.”

“I’m glad you called.”

“Me too.” And Charlie was. Maybe she and her mother could reach a détente at some point. “Good night.”

She rang off and went to see what was causing the commotion.

Precisely like in the Bobby Darin song, she opened the door and stepped into a party. Well, party might be taking it too far. In the main computing department office stood a group of people who hadn’t slept in days, but who were drinking and slapping each other on the back all the same. The tension and pressure had passed, to be replaced by jovial, sweaty adulation.

Jack and Dave were at the center of the melee. She didn’t see Dot and Beverly, so maybe they had gone home. There was no sign of Stan Jensen, though departmental parties were probably beneath him. She also couldn’t find Hal.

Charlie stepped into the room and started searching for the one person she truly wanted to see, but at her entrance, a raucous bellow went up.

Rodger from retrieval grabbed her hand and started shaking it excitedly. “Excellent work. Excellent, excellent work.” He offered her a beer.

She laughed. “I’ll accept your congratulations, but not your drink. I need to get home.”

It was taking everything Charlie had not to yawn in Rodger’s face. She tried to pull her hand back so she could cover her mouth, but Rodger was still pumping it enthusiastically.

“I can’t believe you managed to pull that off,” Rodger was saying.

That was taking it a little bit too far. It had been surprising, but surely it wasn’t that surprising. She was competent, after all.

“Me neither,” she said feigning humility.

Jefferies offered her a hand, which saved her. Rodger relented, and after a few, more subdued, shakes, Jefferies released her. “You deserve some kind of celebration after what you did.”

Charlie sneaked a quick yawn into her sleeve. “Honestly, Beverly, who isn’t here”—she looked around to confirm this was true and to search for Parsons again—“is the one who figured out the capsule was moving. And Jack—”

Several shouts of “Jack!” went up.

“—wrote the first draft of the code. I only—”

“Made it all work.”

So Parsons was there.

He was walking through the crowd toward her. The people parted like the Red Sea for him. His face was exhausted, his shoulders slumped, and his clothes wrinkled—and she wanted to fall into his arms.

But that was probably not the best course of action, given the fact that a dozen of her male colleagues were looking on. She’d save that part for later.

Parsons stopped right in front of her and gave her the barest hint of a smile. Her insides clenched.

“Congratulations, Dr. Eason. You saved the mission.”

Charlie felt the words in her heels, in her hair. She wanted to cry at them, the relief she felt at knowing that she’d done what they’d hired her to do.

He was formal, stiff, but they had an audience. Surely later, surely when they were alone, he would be warmer. More effusive. More personal.

“I appreciate it, Mr. Parsons, but I was only doing my job,” she stammered out, feeling every bit as awkward as he looked. She had been doing her job, but it had been an incredible job. No one else—no one else—could have done it. And they both knew it.

He gave her a sad, quiet almost-smile. He didn’t move to touch her, not even in socially approved, handshake ways. She almost offered to shake his so she could touch him. But he was already moving back, fading into the crowd.

She tried to keep him close. “But of course you helped.”

“Helped?”

She glanced at Hal’s door, which was still shut. She couldn’t stab him in the back, not now in her hour of triumph. “You helped me magnify voices that needed to be magnified.” She raised her brows, hoping he would take her meaning. “And you got me anything I needed. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

He cleared his throat, and muttered something she couldn’t make out, but before she could press him, the door to Hal’s office opened, and the almost-party immediately fell silent.

Oh hell.

Hal, hat on his head and briefcase in hand, emerged. “Good evening. I just… Oh. Congratulations, Dr. Eason.”

She gave her erstwhile boss a smile. “Thank you. But of course, it’s an achievement the entire computing department shares.” Some more than others.

“Yes, we do, don’t we?” He brightened, as if this hadn’t occurred to him.

“Dot and Beverly are home for the evening, but I’m certain you’ll share this with them tomorrow. And Jack, where is Jack?”

A few more calls of “Jack” went up—clearly he was popular.

Jack waved from the back, his eyes glazed from alcohol and sleeplessness.

“And with Jack.”

“Of course, of course,” Hal said, “Jack deserves his share of the credit.”

Charlie cocked her head to the side.

“We all worked… hard,” Hal said at last. Several beats passed. Then Hal looked down at his shoes, and he swallowed. “Good night.”

Except the words felt final. They felt like goodbye. He gave everyone what was supposed to be a jaunty wave before leaving.

When the door shut behind him, all the fun seemed to have gone from the room. 

Rodger held up the bottle of the beer he’d offered her earlier. “Are you certain I can’t tempt you?”

“No, I really should be getting home… Where did Parsons get off to?”

She wanted to know how he’d responded to Hal’s sad exit.

“He left a minute ago,” someone said.

Charlie had a jolt of clarity. She knew where he had gone. It turned out she did have the energy for one stop before going home.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Mulligan’s was as it always had been: dingy, dim, and utterly without charm.

Parsons set his hands on his hips as he surveyed the room: the bed with its thin blanket, the dresser gouged from years of careless occupants, the bathroom door sagging on its hinges. The memories that rose weren’t exactly pleasant—but they didn’t hurt. At least no more than a dull ache.

Was he healed? Or simply numb? It didn’t matter, really. He already knew what he ought to do. This was one last goodbye.

The mission was over. It had been saved by Charlie’s heroic efforts. No doubt Hal Reed would be on the way out after this. If Jensen had any sense, Charlie would take over as head of computing. Parsons would have to agitate for that himself. It didn’t matter now if Jensen guessed there was anything more between Parsons and Charlie.

This was the room where they’d had their first encounter. She’d been lying on that very bed, her slip catching on her garter as she’d invited him forward.

For all the months they’d met, he’d never stayed after they'd finished, never curled up in the sheets warmed by their bodies and closed his eyes to sleep. But now it was all he wanted, to climb under the blankets and find oblivion. God, but he was tired. So tired.

It was stupid and sentimental to want that, but since this was the last time, he could indulge himself. They might never have slept in this bed together, but he’d paid for the entire night, after all.

He kicked off his shoes and stripped off his tie, rubbing at his neck once it was free. He unbuttoned one cuff, then the other—

And the door opened.

His heart seized at the sight of Charlie in the doorway, kicked into a tight, painful drumbeat as she closed the door behind her.

She was as lovely as ever, her makeup firmly in place and her hair pinned back, even though he knew she’d been awake for almost twenty-four hours. There was a hint of exhaustion in the droop of her eyelids and the curve of her shoulders, but only a hint.

“You’re not working.” Her voice was rough, as if she might be catching a cold.

The memories of the last time they’d been in the motel pierced him: him rushing to stuff away his memos while she’d smiled at him with amusement, affection, and lust. And after, when he’d glimpsed how they might have been together… if things had gone differently. Well, he would always have those memories, even after tonight.

“No,” he said. “It’s over. Congratulations again.”

Her hand stayed tight on the door handle and she rocked slightly against it. She looked like a schoolgirl who’d been caught red-handed, but she stood between him and escape, so he was trapped. “The rendezvous was your idea. And now we’ll use it to go to the moon.”

He tried for an amused noise, but it was only harsh. “Too bad I won’t be here to see it. I’m resigning from ASD.”

“What?” She pushed off from the door, taking the three steps to the dresser and setting her fist against it. Two more steps and she would have come to him, but the stubborn last few feet remained. “If you’re leaving, then what are you doing here?”

Good question. “I could ask you the same. Don’t worry; I’ll recommend that you be promoted to Director of Computing before I leave. But if you’ve come for one last”—his mouth twisted with bitter amusement—“rendezvous, I’m afraid I can’t oblige.”

He’d come here to say goodbye, not restart the cycle of failure. He couldn’t touch her, not knowing it would be the last time.

Her fist smashed into the dresser, hard enough to make him wince. “You can’t resign.” He voice gathered volume and anger. “ASD will fall apart without you.” Another hit to the dresser. “I saved this mission—your mission.” Another hit, although weaker this time. “You asked me for the impossible—and I gave it to you.”

That last could mean nothing. Or it could mean everything. It was the possibility of everything that had him going toward her and catching her fist.

Their first real touch after so long without was like completing a circuit—current instantly flowed between them. He rubbed his thumb over her reddened knuckles. “You’ll hurt yourself.” He pressed her fist into his belly. “Hit me instead.”

She turned her face away, the line of her jaw tense. “I don’t want to hit you.” 

“Get it out,” he said. “You’ll feel better.”

She didn’t hit him, but her fist burrowed deeper into his stomach. “I hate that the mission went wrong. I hate that the astronauts are such arrogant shit-bags.” She shifted the angle of her neck, bringing her cheek parallel to his. “I hate that Hal took the project away from me. I hate that I suspected you were involved in it. I hate that I was right all along about Maynard and no one would listen to me.”

He put his hand into the small of her back and stretched his fingers wide, silently urging her on.

“I hate that no one listens to me, period,” she said.

“I know the feeling,” he murmured.

“I hate Hal Reed.”

“He probably won’t be around much longer. What else?”

Her fist uncurled and her palm flattened against his belly. “I hate your undershirts. I hate that I can’t talk about work with you anymore. I hate that you can’t see yourself the way I do.” Her fingers tangled in his shirt, pulling the fabric tight against his shoulders and canting him toward her. “I hate that you’re not my lover anymore.”

He put his lips against her temple, too light to be a kiss. “You’re wrong about that. I always was. I still am.”

She went very still, the muscles of her back going tight beneath his hand. The warm brush of her breath against his throat was the only indication not everything about her had gone rigid. “So you’re leaving ASD because of me?”

He searched for the best way to put it, a way that wouldn’t expose him any more than he already was. One that wouldn’t force her hand either. He couldn’t say how he truly felt and not hear those words back—it might shatter him.

He cleared his throat. “I thought I was good at compartmentalization. I could ignore George’s death and manage to work with Friedrich, so why couldn’t I do the same with you?” He shook his head. He’d been such a fool. “But I can’t. Not with you. I can’t behave as if you’re only another co-worker, not anymore. But I don’t want to go back to what we had. How I feel for you”—he pulled in a breath, struck for a point close to his feelings but not dead on—“the regard I feel for you… I can’t go back to how things were. And there’s no backup plan for fixing it. So it’s best if I leave.”

She tilted her face up, her eyes clear as they met his, her expression hard with resolve. “What would convince you to stay?”

“Don’t. This isn’t me trying to coerce you. I need more than we had, but that’s not what you’re willing to give.” He wasn’t going to bargain for snatched time with her in this hotel room. Not anymore.

The curves of her mouth softened then, and he felt a tremor go through her. “What if I told you I agree?”

Now the tremor went through him. “That might do it.” He had to bury his face in her hair then, because no matter how much he’d needed the words, they still hit hard. And it still wasn’t the real thing, the final declaration. He tightened his arms around her.

He sensed her preparing those words, but then he saw the water stains on the ceiling and the peeling wallpaper.

Without loosening his arms, he said, “I know it all started here, and it would be poetic and all that, but… There’s something I want to show you. If you’ll come with me.”

He wanted those three words to happen somewhere else. He couldn’t quite explain why, but the sensation wouldn’t stop nagging at him.

“That sounds very mysterious.” She yawned widely then.

God, he was an idiot. She was probably half asleep right now. “You know what—it can wait. You’re exhausted. You should go home and get some rest.”

“No, I want to.” She pushed back on his chest, put a few inches between them, and covered another, smaller yawn. “But would you mind driving?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

And as he opened the passenger side door for her, he felt like they’d said goodbye to Mulligan’s forever.
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Parsons’s apartment was exactly as Charlie had imagined it might be: small, sparsely furnished, but meticulously neat. He didn’t spend much time here, but he still kept it organized to a T. The bookshelf in the living room held what looked like his college textbooks, organized by subject and author. And on the very bottom shelf was a row of battered paperbacks, also arranged alphabetically.

She smiled at the sight. Maybe it was only her tiredness—she didn’t think she’d been this worn-out in her entire life—but she immediately felt content here. 

He was clearly nervous though, his movements stiff and jittery. “So, it’s not much. I’m really not here most of the time. I only eat and sleep here.”

“How much do you think I’m at my house?”

“Right.” He nodded rapidly. “Right.” He was anxious and tired—probably as tired as she was. And it was adorable. “Well, the thing is here.”

She heard the water first, a gurgling noise as if there were a small stream running through the room. But instead of a stream, there were three large aquariums set up in what she guessed should have been the dining room.

The fish darted through the water, silver and orange and yellow and blue and red. She never knew fish could be so colorful. With the green of the plants, it was as if a rainbow had been trapped in the prism of the tank.

She knelt to take it all in. What serene beauty. She beamed up at him. “I should have known you wouldn’t have a dog.”

“I’m not here enough to care for a dog. And I needed something.” He was fidgeting with the edge of his jacket. His fingers kept going over the same square inch of fabric. He was really invested in her response.

He’d needed something to care for. He put together this beautiful, difficult, delicate thing because he’d needed something to care for.

“They’re gorgeous. Are they”—she sniffed—“salt water?”

“Yes.” There was both sheepishness and pride in the word all at once.

“That must be tricky.”

“It is. I test the pH every day, change one-third of the water biweekly, scrape for algae, vary their diets…” He trailed off. Then he looked at her and shrugged, as if he were apologizing. “I’m probably boring you.”

As tired as she was, nothing about any of this felt boring. It was his beating heart, sitting in a tank for her to see.

Softly, so softly, she said, “You don’t just love them because they’re lovely.”

“No it’s… I mean, they are.”

But that wasn’t it at all. He appreciated them because they were difficult, because they rewarded him for the effort he put in. 

Her heart swelled, sputtered. Jesus, she loved him.

She’d been meaning to tell him that once he’d shown her whatever it was they’d come to see, but she realized there was something she needed to show him.

She stood up. Took a few steps across the room and stooped before another tank. “I could use a shower.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. He’d raised his eyebrows at her abrupt tone. “Um, you could use mine?”

Poor confused man. But she had to do this before she could reassure him. “Yes, please.”

There was a pause, but he led her into his bedroom, which was as spare and tidy as the rest of the place. The bed was made up in a way that wouldn’t have been out of place in an Army barracks, with perfectly crisp corners. He gestured to the bathroom door. “Everything you need should be in there. I’ll get you a towel and a washcloth. And leave a robe out for you.”

She briefly considered inviting him along, but with his insistence in the motel that he couldn’t oblige her in that way, she knew it wasn’t the right time. But once she was done in the shower…

Well, they’d probably both pass out. But there would be time for more, later.

She showered as quickly as she could, scrubbing the grit of the last few days from her skin and hair. She ran a comb—his comb—through her hair, studying her naked face in the mirror as she did. Her bare skin looked odd even to herself—most of her glances in the mirror during the day revealed a fully made-up face. He’d never seen her like this, without even powder and with her hair curling wetly. She was completely without her armor.

But he’d taken her into his house, shown her his pets—she had to give him something before she could finally tell him that she loved him.

He’d left a robe hanging on a hook on the door. It reminded her of his eyes, dark from a distance, but wonderfully soft up close. She shrugged into it, the scent of his aftershave clinging to it and surrounding her.

When she opened the bathroom door, he was folding down one corner of the bed. He stilled when he saw her, his glasses not doing a thing to lessen the intensity of his stare. “I thought you might like to rest. Or if you’re hungry… Well, I don’t have any food. But I could go pick something up.”

His gaze running across her bare skin made her nervous, made her hands itch to cover herself. But she kept them fisted in the collar of the robe.

“I’m not hungry. And sleep sounds better than anything. Anything except…” She closed the distance between them. “Can I say what I need to now? I’m ready.”

“I’m not.” He was fidgeting. She got the sense he might want to pace.

She set her hands ever so slightly on his shoulders. “Eugene?”

At this, he wrapped his arms around her. “Okay, now I’m ready.”

She smiled. She felt her lips—bare of lipstick—crackle. She might as well be naked before him. He had to know, he just had to. But if he didn’t: “I love you.”

A sense of rightness, of certainty stole over her as she said the words. It was much like the first time she’d seen the inside of a computer and thought, This is what I’m meant to explore.

She’d loved him from the first. Probably from that moment when she’d propositioned him in his office. No, probably from long before that.

She’d fought it. She’d grown up with parents who loved each other, but took that state for granted. The love between her parents wasn’t work or a catalyst. It was a precondition. The love between her parents and their offspring? Well, was that really necessary?

In her bumbling, in her assumption that Parsons was like all of the rest of them, she’d hurt him. He of course had reciprocated. But all she could do to ask for his forgiveness was give him the future.

As his eyes softened, as his fingers dug into her back, she knew it would be enough.

He exhaled, relaxed, and came back to her. She could see the moment when it happened, when trust and hope flooded his face. It was as if they’d spent no time apart. He smiled. “I love you too.”

He caught her mouth. Lord it felt good to kiss him again. Like being rubbed all over with velvet—and the exhaustion was definitely getting to her brain.

He released her and cradled her face in his hands. He’d never looked more tired or more pleased with himself.

She shook a finger at him. “It’s going to take a lot of work, navigating our lives inside and outside ASD.”

“We’ll develop a process.”

“We’ll need to, though I am sorry I blamed you for losing the project to Maynard.”

He wrapped one of his hands around her finger. “I’m sorry I didn’t fight harder to keep it. Or see what Hal was doing.”

“These kinds of situations will keep coming up. You having to tell me no or vice versa.”

“At work, the mission will always come first. For both of us. But here… we’ll figure it out. We’re both smart.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “But maybe we can discuss it when we’ve had some sleep?”

“Yes.” When he said the word sleep, her brain tried to shut down, the edges of her vision going gray.

He led her to the bed. “This is your side.” His cheeks might have been flushed, although she couldn’t quite tell.

“I have a side?” But she was too tired to tease him about it as she climbed between the sheets. It was indescribably delicious to be in a bed. She felt as if she could sleep until next week.

He pulled the blankets over her, then stripped down to his shorts before sliding in next to her. He was warm and familiar and he loved her.

Tired as she was, she couldn’t resist running her fingers over his shoulders, down his chest, and around his waist. She needed to claim him in this one last way before she fell asleep.

“I should warn you,” he whispered, “I always wake up at 4:30.”

That was too damn early for any normal human.

“Also I… Well, I’ll probably ask you to marry me pretty soon.”

She chuckled. “You had better. My mother would hate to think of me living in sin…”

But before they could finish those thoughts, they fell asleep.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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After the morning staff meeting, Parsons trailed Stan back to his office. Stan kept spouting platitudes about the success of the rendezvous mission and how Parsons had done such good work. It took every ounce of self-control for Parsons not to laugh.

Of course it was good that they’d pulled it off. Of course it was due to the hard work of the ASD staff—most of all, Charlie. Of course Parsons had been right all along.

But as pleased as Parsons was about that, the fact that he wanted to skip down the hall and was even contemplating humming was not because the Perseid capsule had latched onto the unmanned one. It was because Charlie had woken up next to him, in his bed. She had told him she loved him. She had seemed quite certain about planning a future with him.

She wasn’t even that upset he’d woken at 4:30 like usual. Or if she had been, the doughnuts he’d run out for had soothed any lingering hurt. And he’d discovered that breakfast and coffee were especially delicious when you shared them with the woman you loved.

Even now, he could crow. Well, that was if he wasn’t about to get Charlie fired. His stomach shuddered and he tightened the muscles of his belly to still it.

Parsons shut Stan’s door.

Stan glanced up, and set his morning paper down on the desk. He’d been pouring out his monologue about the many virtues of the engineering program without giving Parsons his full attention. But now, Parsons had it.

“If you’re not fishing for compliments,” the ASD chief said, “what is it we need to talk about?”

Parsons never fished for compliments, which was probably why he scowled when he said, “I’m going to marry Charlie Eason.”

“What!?” This came out sharp to the point of shrill.

He gave Stan a moment to collect himself.

“How long has this been going on?” Stan demanded after he swallowed.

“Long enough. Now, if it’s going to be a problem for her career—and after the past few days, I think it’s clear you need her more than you need me—I’m happy to resign. But I think it would probably be better for you to figure out how to handle it.”

Last night, Parsons had been ready to leave ASD. But now that he knew he could have his job and Charlie too, he wanted to keep them both.

“Does Dr. Eason know?”

At that, he felt himself smile. He quickly repressed it. “That I’m going to marry her? Oh yes.”

Stan paced a bit. “I was going to offer her Hal’s job.”

“You should.”

“He tendered his resignation last night, you know.”

“No, I didn’t.” I was too busy fixing things with Charlie. “He’s not a bad manager.” Just a terribly selfish one. “But Dr. Eason is…” Brilliant. Beautiful. Competent. His. “Special,” he finally said.

At that, the expression on Stan’s face went to surprise and wonder, like a child who had snuck downstairs on Christmas morning and caught Santa Claus in the act. “You do love her.”

“Well, yes. Of course. That’s why I’m going to marry her.”

“I thought you were saying you’d propose so we could keep her. Everyone is going to want her after what she pulled yesterday.”

They always would have wanted her. She was remarkable. Stupid Stan.

Parsons shrugged. “I can’t guarantee we’ll keep her. Our marriage has nothing to do with that. I thought you should be aware of our… personal involvement. And if you’re concerned about my decision making where she’s concerned—or where her department is, I guess—we can come up with a bureaucratic redundancy.”

Stan walked over to his desk and began shuffling through it. He finally produced a cigar and offered it him. “You know, it’s strange.”

“What’s strange?”

“I don’t think I trust anyone who works for me as much as I do you.”

Parsons took the cigar. “Well, I work twice as hard as anyone else.”

Stan laughed. “That’s true. I wish you joy. I really do. Both of you. You’re a lucky man.”

You have no idea. “Thank you.”

Stan pulled out another cigar and meditatively rolled it between his fingers. “I am a bit worried about our image, though.”

When wasn’t ASD worried about their image? They spent too damn much money on public relations, if you asked Parsons. Not that anyone would. “What in particular about our image?”

“All these women.” Stan gestured at all those women with his cigar. “We’ll have Dr. Eason heading up computing and the Virgo Three training as astronauts. People might say we're turning into a department of women. Some of the Perseid Six are complaining about having to train with them. God knows what they’ll do if we actually send any of the girls up.”

Parsons’s instinctive response was to snap that he didn’t give a damn about the male astronauts’ tender feelings. He bit that back and said instead, “Give them some time to adjust. If the rest of us carry on as if there’s nothing remarkable about all these women around here, then soon enough everyone else will find it unremarkable.”

The cigar rolled through Stan’s fingers as he pondered that. “You’re probably right.”

I know I am. “It can't hurt to try.”

“You’re already more relaxed. Marriage is going to agree with you.”

Yes, it most certainly was. “Thank you. I’ll get back to work then.”

Jensen waved him out. “Let me know where to send the toaster.”

“Sure thing.”

Parsons made his way back to his office, his lips trying to purse in a whistle the entire time. He’d have to be careful around here or else he’d lose his fearsome reputation.

Halfway to his office, he met Charlie coming the opposite way, chatting with Jack.

Parsons kept his expression neutral as they approached. “Dr. Eason. Jack.”

“Mr. Parsons,” she said equally coolly. But as they passed, in the moment right before he would have missed it, she winked.

Parsons held onto his secret smile all the way to his office.
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“So, well, I think we’re engaged.”

Dot was shoveling sugar into her coffee, as usual. “No, you’re engaged to be engaged. He hasn’t actually given you a ring yet, has he?”

Charlie doubted he would. Parsons wasn’t the jewelry type. “No, but I think we have an…understanding.”

Beverly smiled at her over the rim of her cup. “Best wishes.”

Charlie set her hand on her stomach. She hadn’t caught up on her sleep yet. Or maybe she hadn’t been eating enough. Perhaps it was the mission. She felt jittery. And joyful. And tingly.

She wasn’t a woman who felt tingly. Or at least she hadn’t been historically. He was changing her.

Charlie gestured airily with her coffee mug. “We’ll probably need it. What am I going to do the next time he takes a project away from me?”

“Over-starch his shirts?” Dot suggested.

“Oh, I send out all my laundry,” Charlie said.

Beverly wrinkled her nose. “Burn his pot roast?”

“I don’t really cook.” Except she was going to have to start. Or he was. They were going to need a system, or else they would both starve—scientists could not subsist on doughnuts and coffee alone.

Beverly was smiling. “You could convince him to change his mind.”

“He’s pretty willful.”

“Only one avenue is open then,” Dot said, with a firm, sage nod of her head.

Charlie leaned against the counter. “Pray tell?”

“Force Stan out. Have Parsons made ASD chief, and you can have his job.”

Charlie threw her head back and laughed. “Well, one thing at a time.”

For the moment, she’d take marrying the man she loved. The stars and all the rest could wait.


EPILOGUE
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October 1963




Charlie tossed some sand with her toes. It was hot as sin, even under the beach umbrella. They’d waited until ASD was between launches to marry, though she’d been convinced they should do it right away. At least an autumn wedding meant they could steal away for a weekend.

She rubbed her cheek against the corner of her towel, and without opening her eyes, said, “Gene?”

“Hmm?”

“Can you be troubled to put some more oil on my back?”

She cracked an eye to watch him. Her husband was stretched out next to her, ostensibly reading The Shoes of the Fisherman, but dying, she knew, to dig into the memos in his briefcase. She could have forbidden him to bring along any work, but then he might have done the same to her, and she couldn’t have that.

He set down his book and propped himself up on one elbow, and she contemplated his chest inches from her nose. She’d managed to pack the weight he’d lost back on him, though he was still pale under his hair. Well, she supposed there was enough heat in his eyes up to make up for it. And a few more days in the sun would have him going from sallow to swarthy.

“You are getting pink.”

“You’ll have to save me from sunburn. You’re my only hope.”

“That’s true.” He reached over and untied the bandeau top of her bikini. “You can never be too careful. I better get it under here too.”

She giggled. It was a scandalous item of clothing. When she’d picked it up in the hotel gift shop the day before, the man had warned her she might be cited for wearing such an item on a beach in the States.

“Thank goodness we’re in Mexico, then,” she’d replied to the hotelier.

She truly couldn’t resist: It was cherry red, and she knew it would get her husband’s attention. And on your honeymoon, was it possible to have him ogle you enough?

Her husband’s reaction when she’d walked out of the bathroom in it had been worth it. In fact, the bikini nearly hadn’t survived their frenzy to get into bed afterward.

“Sunburn would be a state worse than death.” He dug the suntan oil out of the bag and drizzled a healthy measure down her spine.

“Oh, that’s cold,” she gasped.

But it felt good, or maybe that was just his hands, which felt as right on her skin as they had the very first day she’d met him. The hard ridge of his wedding ring was a gentle contrast to the pressure of his fingers as he smoothed oil down her skin.

 He’d surprised her by being a jewelry man in the end, handing her a simply lovely engagement band with the words, “Ma would kill me if I didn’t get you a ring.”

Charlie had refrained from telling him that he wasn’t fooling her by blaming it on his adorable mother. And yes, his mother was adorable—a visit to Oklahoma had proved that.

As for his father… Well, Charlie didn’t see the resemblance Parsons so feared.

She gave a little groan as his clever, strong fingers found a particularly tight spot in her back. He was very, very thorough, and soon she felt as if she might melt into a puddle right there on the beach.

“Where are we going to go, do you think? After the moon?” she asked, her voice sounding slow and sleepy. He’d moved from her back to her legs—the obliging man.

“There are plenty of planets up there. I don’t think we’re going to run out anytime soon. The stars go on and on, the spirit of adventure is endless.”

“No, I meant you and me.”

“Well, same answer.”

It was convenient it was such a good one.


Thank You!




Thank you for reading Earth Bound—we hope you enjoyed it!




If you’re inclined, please consider leaving a review—reviews help other readers find books. 




For a sneak peek at what’s coming next in the Fly Me to the Moon series, turn the page!
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EXCERPT FROM STAR CROSSED (FLY ME TO THE MOON, BOOK FOUR)
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Why was it so difficult to find the ladies’ room?

Geraldine Brixton knew the answer: The astronaut facilities were set apart from the technicians’ facilities, and since up until now the astronauts had only been male, there were no ladies’ facilities for the lady astronauts. But pondering the question gave her something to focus on as she searched the halls of ASD.

She poked her head down one hall, scanning the row of doors. None of them looked likely. She could use the men’s room reserved for the Perseid Six, but she did not want to come across one of them in the process. They were already hostile enough—there was no need to invade more of their territory.

The male astronauts weren’t the only ones who couldn’t wrap their heads around the idea of female astronauts. The other day, one of the engineers asked her to fetch him some coffee. She’d been on the cover of Life last week, and he still assumed she was a secretary.

The mistake had angered Mr. Parsons, who’d informed the engineer that she was not—in his words—“a goddamned secretary.” While Geri appreciated his motives, she wished Mr. Parsons had never said anything. Sometimes—most of the time—it was best to let things go. But he had a hair-trigger temper, so she’d kept quiet about all of it.

She turned down yet another hall, praying this one would be it. The doors to her left said “Computing Department.” Geri stopped short. There was that female computer she’d met the day they’d taken all those pictures—Dr. Eason. She ought to know where the ladies’ room was.

Geri pushed open the door slowly, scanning the room. There were plenty of men working, but no women—

Only, there was. A lone woman, her back to the door, dressed in a brick red sheath, her dark, kinetic curls pulled into a bun tucked at the base of her neck. The woman’s skin was a rich brown and shimmered like satin even under the fluorescent lights.

Geri’s gaze ran over the woman, her skin tingling as her heart began to pound.

Oh no. This couldn’t be happening. Not here.

Over the years, Geri had become proficient at suppressing her body’s instinctive reactions. The rush of blood to her cheeks and other places, the dryness of her mouth, the race of her pulse—those could all be ignored. She’d trained herself to do it.

And it helped when she was flying, to have such tight control over her physiology. It had certainly helped in the sensory deprivation tank.

Suppressing her instinctive reactions had turned these little crushes of hers into simple annoyances in her other life, but to have one happen here of all places would be fatal to her ambitions.

Geri wanted to be an astronaut—a proper astronaut—more than she’d wanted anything in her life. So she backed out of the doorway, intending to disappear before this inconvenient response of hers could grow any worse.

But then the woman turned, her beautifully full mouth opening in a moment of surprise. One corner of her mouth tipped up into something that wasn’t quite a smile. More like a tickle at the edge of her lips.

“May I help you?” she asked.

As that not-quite-a-smile hit her square in the chest, Geri cursed the unfairness of the world. It gave a woman inclinations and skills, and then it told her not to use them. It put a creature as pretty as the woman in red on the planet, and then it told Geri not to notice.

It, all of it, was a damn shame.


AUTHORS’ NOTE




When we began to write Earth Bound, we didn’t anticipate how much research it would require. The email exchange in which we hashed out the intellectual history of orbital mechanics was particularly delightful. However, we found NASA’s own online history repository to be helpful, including documents related to the Gemini project, individual interviews collected in their oral histories archives, and numerous photographs. It bears repeating that our American Space Department is fictional; none of our characters are cognates for any person living or dead. Earth Bound is entirely a work of fiction.

Space rendezvous was one of the key goals of Gemini. Rendezvous efforts began in 1965 and were successful in 1966, a bit after our timeline. The initial rendezvous attempts failed because the first Gemini capsules did not carry radar and because NASA did not yet understand the counterintuitive nature of orbital mechanics.

The mission presented here—rendezvous between a crewed capsule and an uncrewed, geostationary one—is unrealistic because of the altitude of such an orbit and the difficulty of stopping mid-orbit to dock with an object that’s fixed. This mission directive made the most sense to us for dramatic reasons, however. It is true that after successfully docking in 1966, Gemini 8 did briefly go into a roll. That detail was too juicy not to use.

We have also skirted close to reality in that astronauts John Glenn and Scott Carpenter testified before Congress in 1962 against the privately funded Women in Space Program. Additional details from the book that resemble reality include that several former Nazi scientists worked at NASA (most prominent among these was Wernher von Braun), that NASA increasingly gave contracts to private industry for machines and services during Gemini, and that in the early 1960s, electronic computers were on the cusp of the transition from analog to digital. The Mercury training capsule did contain analog computers, as does our training capsule.

It is also true NASA and its earlier iteration, the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics, employed a number of human computers, largely women. These women worked out of the NASA facilities at Langley and Goddard to analyze data and perform calculations. We have located some human computers in Houston for dramatic purposes.

Additionally, NASA employed several female computer scientists and programmers, including Margaret Hamilton who served as the lead software engineer for the Apollo project. Hamilton began her tenure at NASA in 1963, but she had previously worked on classified defense projects.

Charlie’s professional and education background is also somewhat similar to Grace Hopper’s. Hopper was a pioneer of early computing whose work led to the development of the first compiler and who spent much of her career in the Navy after leaving a teaching position at Vassar to serve during World War II. Therefore we don’t think it’s unrealistic to imagine someone like Charlie occupying a management position in ASD’s computing department in the early 1960s.

We will deal with the would-be female astronaut core and the female computers more fully in the next Fly Me to the Moon book, but we are grateful to Martha Ackerman for her research on the Mercury 13 and we’re awaiting Margot Lee Shetterly’s soon-to-be released Hidden Figures: The Untold Story of the African American Women Who Helped the United States Win the Space Race with bated breath.

More personally, we’re indebted to our families, who put up with us writing the first draft of Earth Bound over the holidays. Our husbands read the manuscript looking for technical errors and provided information about science and engineering. They have earned our gratitude infinitely.

(And Mr. Turner would like everyone to know that chaos can exist in Newtonian systems. Mrs. Turner would like everyone to know she was contrasting deterministic versus probabilistic systems with that line and knows quite well chaos can happen in such a system. Or is that the Drs. Turner?)

We appreciate the efforts of our beta readers Zoe York, Jenny Holiday, Alyssa Cole, and Ana Coqui. Their notes allowed us to improve the early draft into something readable. Our editor, Simone St. James, helped us correct and improve the manuscript tremendously. Finally, our proofreaders, Melody, Cindy, Lawless, and Cecilia Grant, caught numerous errors and typos. Any remaining problems are ours alone.
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