
        
            
                
            
        

    
Talk to Me, Sweetheart

Ben
Bova

 
Whoever she was, she was magnificent.

“Come on sweetheart, talk to me. Keep the words
coming.”

Her voice was perfectly calm when it had no right to be.
“Your oxygen reserves are 78 percent depleted. Control-jet
fuel is 63 percent depleted. It will be necessary for you to
re-enter on the next orbit. Capsule attitude appears satisfactory;
drift rates are minimal. Have you experienced any difficulty in
controlling your drift?”

“Some,” I said. “Been using manual controls
since the accident.”

“Are you overriding the automatic controls?”

“Nothing to override. The automatics have been dead for
two orbits now.”

The radio was silent for half a second. Then her careful,
precise voice sounded in my earphones again. “Radar and
telemetry data are now being analyzed. You will be beyond direct
radio contact within 90 seconds. While you are making your final
orbit, all positional and performance data will be scanned, and a
final retro and re-entry sequence formulated. Direct radio contact
with Cape Command will be re-established when you appear above the
local horizon once more. That will be in… 89 minutes, 11
seconds.”

“Okay sweetheart, see you then.”

 
I squinted through the observation periscope and watched the
long flat sweep of Florida quickly sliding into the haze of the
horizon. Then I looked up through the capsule’s view-point at
the cluster of solar batteries mounted on the other skin, and the
ugly scar the meteor had left. It looked like a 20-millimeter shell
had grazed the capsule.

Could have been worse, I guess. But I could feel the
perspiration still trickling down my flanks, despite the
suit’s air-conditioning.

Don’t kid yourself, I thought. Your tail is still on the
griddle. Nobody can land an orbiting capsule blind, no matter how
much help they give you from the ground.

Then I reminded myself of the girl down there at Cape Command,
that radio voice that was feeding me the information that my dead
instruments could no longer provide. She was doing a helluva job.
All that a human being could be expected to do, and then some. She
was my eyes now. She was my link with the rest of the world, and
her radio-beamed voice was my pathway back to safety.

It was quite a voice, too. A brunette’s voice, I judged:
quiet, vibrant, unruffled when most women would have been reduced
to tears and hysterics. Her voice had a subtle alto
quality—warm, rich, reassuring.

So I sat in the capsule and watched the world go round, waiting
for the final minutes of reentry. The moments of truth. Either that
girl and I lined up this orbiting ashcan exactly right—and I
mean perfectly correctly exactly right—or Samuel Jay Roberts
would burn to a fine ash, just like a falling star.

I could hear Ridge’s voice echoing in my memory:
“And you expect a frail human being, with reflexes 10,000
times slower than an electronic relay’s, to cope with an
emergency in orbit?”

Would the girl be able to handle all the simultaneous problems
of re-entry? She would have all the information that a worldwide
network of men and machines could provide, but could she juggle it
all and come up with the right words at the right time? And would I
be able to react fast enough to her instructions? Of all the
emergencies that we had foreseen and trained against, no one had
expected a situation like this. Could a girl on the ground replace
the instruments I needed in the capsule? Two frail human beings,
she and I. I could see Ridge sadly shaking his head. Two slow,
fallible human beings.

That’s all you’ve got, I told myself.

 
It was supposed to be a routine orbital flight. My fifth, and
according to Space Administration policy, my last. I would be the
third retired astronaut in the country.

“It’s a waste of fuel to send you along,”
Ridge told me as they outlined the mission. Ridge was coordinating
the manned flights. “You’re going to be sitting there
doing nothing, while a bunch of astronomical cameras take pictures
of the sun. Automatically.”

“Then why put this mission into a manned flight?” I
asked, more to nettle him than anything else.

He made a sour face. “Those astronomers—you know
them, ultra-cautious. They want a man aboard in case something goes
wrong with the cameras. Which won’t happen, of
course.”

“So you’re going along for a needless ride. And
we’ll have to carry oxygen, air conditioning equipment,
recovery systems, emergency systems, and all the extra propellants
to lift that junk, plus your own pudgy carcass. What a
waste.” He shook his head like a man who possessed a great
truth that no one would listen to.

The preparations for the flight went along well enough. A couple
of delays, but nothing to worry about. Everybody went about their
jobs in workmanlike fashion.

This was nothing like the early days, a few years ago, when
manned orbital flights were hot news. Now there were no live TV
broadcasts, no swarms of newsmen, no Congressmen or captains of
industry at the Cape to watch the drama of it all. It was just
work—satisfying, rewarding work to those of us who believed
in it. But, satisfying or not, most of it was drudging routine.

That’s when the blonde from Time/Life arrived on the
scene. It was a surprise to see somebody from a big news-magazine
at the pad. But since she was young, and blonde, and built well
enough to cause a two-hour hold in any man’s countdown, we
didn’t discourage her. Not at all.

I thought that since I was one of the few unmarried astronauts,
and the next man due for a mission, that I would have a pretty
clear field with her. Not that the married guys didn’t make
their plays. But then Ridge unfurled his grandiloquent title of
Operations Coordinator for Manned Orbital Missions, and she seemed
mightily impressed.

The upshot of it all was that the three of us—Ridge, the
blonde and I—wound up at the bar of the Vanguard Motel a few
nights before the launch. Both Ridge and I had a mission profile
all planned out in the backs of our healthy, red-blooded, American
boy-type minds.

“I’m really so new on Time/Life that I hardly know
what to do,” she said, then sipped daintily on a frozen
daquiri.

Ridge smiled his gray-templed, rugged, pipe-clenching,
father-image smile. “We didn’t expect a staff member
from an important newsmagazine. We’re flattered.” Ridge
used the word “we” like Louis XVI.

“Well,” she said, between sips, “I started on
the staff last month. I wanted to do something on my own, so I
asked my editor if I could come down here to Canaveral and do a
human interest story.”

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

She smiled at me. “Well, I don’t know for certain. I
didn’t realize that any of the astronauts were unmarried.
Maybe we could do a sort of biographical sketch?”

And write a couple of brand-new chapters during the next few
weeks, I thought. Aloud I answered, “That would be
fine.”

Then Ridge chimed in. “Actually, there’s been so
much written about the astronauts during the past few years that
it’s getting to be pretty stale stuff. Don’t you think
so?”

Before she could do more than open her mouth, he went on,
“Why don’t you write about the really fascinating part
of this business—the machines that make space flight
possible?”

“Oh?”

“Certainly—the computers, the miniaturized control
components, the thousands of miles of wiring and thousands of tons
of equipment that remain right here on the ground. And if you want
real human interest—and something new—it’s
in the blockhouse and the command center during a countdown and
flight. The man in the capsule has been getting all the glamor, but
actually all he does is sit there. All the work is done on the
ground, both before the flight and during it.”

“Really, Dr. Ridgley?” She was starting to believe
him.

“Now wait a minute,” I said. “The whole
purpose of the space flight program is to get men into orbit and
eventually onto the moon and the planets.”

Ridge shrugged. “Yes, men will be camping on the moon some
day, but I’m certain that they’ll find it too
inhospitable to stay there. Automatic equipment will
‘live’ on the moon, and automated probes will make the
interplanetary flights.”

“Nonsense…”

“I’m not kidding,” he insisted, keeping his
eyes on the blonde. “Sam, you’d be amazed at the latest
computers and electronic gadgetry they’re turning out. Why,
right here on the Cape we’ve got machines that can do almost
everything human beings can do… and do it better and faster,
too.”

“Horse… feathers,” I grumbled. But before I
could say anything else, Ridge called a waiter over to our table
and ordered another round of drinks.

 
And so it went, for hours. I tried to build up the
astronauts’ role in space, and Ridge kept insisting that we
were merely tourists in capsules, while the machines did all the
hard work. The real working men, he claimed, performed their
dramatic and noble labor in the obscurity of the blockhouse. The
drinks kept coming, and the argument grew hotter.

“Dammit Ridge,” I said, “even the first manned
orbital shot we made would have been a flop if Glenn wasn’t
in the capsule. Machines simply can’t cope with unexpected
emergencies that arise…”

“And you expect a frail human being, with reflexes 10,000
times slower than an electronic relay’s, to cope with an
emergency in orbit?” he shot back.

“Hell yes. Us frail human beings have been doing all right
up there.”

“Certainly… with a ton of equipment in the capsule,
and a few hundred million dollars worth of computers, radars,
tracking stations, and associated systems on the ground. You guys
are like babies in a womb. You can’t do a damned thing for
yourselves.”

 
I got up from chair. “Dr. Ridgley,” I said, being
careful not to sway too much while I stood there, “you are
full of crap. If orbital flights are so damned easy, how come
you’ve never been invited to go on one? Huh?”

He took the pipe from his teeth and grinned at me. “Simply
because I’m needed where the work is done… at
the command center, and in the blockhouse.”

I had the option of inviting him to a fistfight or stalking out
of there alone. Either way was an admission of defeat.

But the blonde broke the tension. “My goodness, I had no
idea it was so late. I’ll have to get to sleep.”

Ridge immediately turned his attention to her. “So soon? I
was hoping to show you the Cape by moonlight. It would make a good
background—for your story.”

She shook her pretty head. “Oh, I couldn’t. Not
while I’m on a story. If I don’t get a good
night’s sleep I’m simply worthless the next day.
Perhaps after the flight we can… relax a bit.” She
looked up at me when she said it.

“Okay,” Ridge said quickly. “That’s a
date.”

 
The mission was scheduled for three days later. A weather hold
and a slight malfunctioning of a gyro pushed X-hour back two more
days. By the time I crawled into the capsule for the flight, I had
forgotten the argument. But not the blonde.

And now here I was. I had to admit it, sitting in the capsule
without my instruments, I was as helpless as an unborn child. But
Ridge must have been equally impotent, down at the command center.
I could just see the whole gang of them down there, scrambling
around, trying to figure what to do during this one emergency they
hadn’t foreseen. And the blonde was there, too, watching them
and listening to me.

The only person who was doing anything of value now was that
girl, whoever she was. I wondered how they settled on her to run
the show. She certainly wasn’t in the regular chain of
command.

“Capsule 18, this is Control Center.” Her
voice again. She must have been relaying it from one tracking
station to another. I was passing over Australia now, I judged from
the elapsed flight time.

“Eighteen. Go ahead.”

“Your re-entry sequence will be guided from this Center
and communicated to you by voice link. The first operations in the
sequence will be initiated as you pass over Hawaii. That will be
approximately 17 minutes from now. Each operation must be performed
precisely and exactly in the sequence you receive by voice radio.
Do you understand?”

“I will initiate re-entry operations according to the
sequence I receive by voice radio,” I repeated.

“Correct. Re-entry sequencing will begin in exactly 16
minutes, 20 seconds from the mark…” I leaned forward
and touched the stopwatch on the console. Thankfully, it was
separately powered and still working. “MARK.”

I punched the stopwatch and then set it for 16:20.

“Okay sweetheart,” I said. “You just keep
talking and we’ll have dinner together when I get back to the
Cape.”

The radio went silent. I looked through the periscope and saw
nothing but empty Pacific. Now to sweat out the final minutes.
Nothing to do but wait, and then…

“Capsule 18.” Her again.

“Go ahead.”

“Latest weather report in the recovery area shows
excellent conditions: 10 percent cloud cover, 12-knot winds,
three-foot waves.”

“Thanks for the good words.”

She was quite a girl, all right. Trying to keep up my
morale.

What does she look like? I wondered. Can you tell a
girl’s looks by her voice? The blonde from Time/Life
certainly sounded like a young, kittenish blonde. But this
girl—this radio voice… hard to tell. She sounded
brunette. Tall maybe. A mathematician obviously; good mental
reflexes, and an iron control of her physical ones, I realized.

I tried to remember all the girls I had seen at the Command
Center during the last few weeks. There were so many new people
constantly coming and going that I had stopped paying attention to
them long ago. But one of them was the girl who owned this radio
voice. She was probably the quiet kind. Sensible. The kind a man
could get lost with in the middle of Manhattan. Not the outdoor,
Los Angeles type of girl. No. The Manhattan kind. Brunette. Tall. A
beautiful voice.

I wanted very much to meet that girl. Not merely to get back to
Earth safely. I wanted to meet her, and get to know her. Can you
fall in love with a voice?

“Capsule 18.”

“Right here, sweetheart.”

“You are to test the attitude control jets. The telemetry
receivers here are recording your performance. Fire the yaw control
jets for one second, first left and then right.”

I slid my hand down the panel of manual controls and touched the
yaw control button while my eyes locked on the stopwatch. I could
feel the capsule sway, its slight motion magnified to my senses
because of the weightlessness.

My powerless instruments remained blank, but I knew that the
telemetry instruments, buried behind the control panel, were
recording the capsule’s performance and sending the data back
automatically by coded radio signals. The nearest tracking station
would pick up the message and relay it to the Cape.

There was some hesitation on the voice radio, then I heard her
say, “Telemetry receivers indicate that the yaw control jets
performed satisfactorily. Now fire the pitch jets for one
second.”

We went through the same routine for the pitch jets, and finally
the roll jets. They all seemed to be in working order. But how far
could we trust the telemetry system? Suppose the meteor hit had
damaged them in some way, too slightly to knock them out
completely, yet enough to make them inaccurate?

Don’t give yourself a case of the “What
If’s,” I warned
myself.Things are bad enough as is.

“You are now at minimal range from the Hawaii tracking
station. Capsule orientation for retrofire will he
initiated.”

This is it.

 
She gave me a series of precise instructions. My hands flicked
along the buttons that fired the control jets. My eyes stayed glued
on the clock. With her orders to guide me, I turned the capsule
into the tail-high position for firing the retrorockets that would
slow me down enough to break out of orbit.

“Are the automatic retrofire controls go?”

“No,” I answered, with a glance at the baleful red
light glaring alongside the AUTO RETROFIRE switch.

“You will fire the retrorockets manually then.”

“Okay.”

Before I reached the proper position in the orbit to fire the
braking rockets, she needed confirmation that the capsule was lined
up at the proper angle. She had to work against time to get the
necessary verification from the tracking radars and theodolite
telescopes at Hawaii. If I fired the retros too late, I would
overshoot the recovery area: if the capsule was incorrectly
aligned, I might overshoot anyway—or I might re-enter at too
steep an angle and burn.

“Your capsule attitude appears good,” her voice said
at last, unhurried and still outwardly calm. “Retrofire will
be initiated manually on the mark… five, four, three, two,
one, MARK.”

I punched the button, thinking, She got the information with
only five seconds to spare. Close. Too damned close.

 
The jolt of the retros was a shock. They seemed to be blasting
right on the small of my back.

“Retrofire,” I yelled into the helmet
microphone.

“Retrofire confirmed,” her voice came back.
“California and Texas tracking stations will plot your speed
and trajectory. Stand by for further instructions.”

We were committed now. I was coming in, either to land safely or
to burn like a meteor.

I sat there and waited for her next set of instructions. The
clock was crawling.

“Retrofire appears satisfactory to within tolerable
limits,” she said at last.

“Glad to hear it.”

“You will now re-orient the capsule to re-entry
attitude.”

I nodded and listened to her. The control jets again seemed to
work all right, although I had to use an awful lot of fuel making
the necessary corrections by hand. Finally we had the capsule lined
up in the low-angle, tail-first position, so that the heat shield
would take the brunt of the re-entry shock and heating.

“Have you jettisoned the retro package?” she
asked.

I had forgotten to. “Doing it now…”

I punched the JETT RETRO button and the spent retro rockets were
flung loose. The capsule bounced and weaved.

“Pitch down,” she said immediately.

“Uh-huh.”

“You overcorrected. You must come up slightly.”

I barely tickled the control-jet button. “How’s
that?”

“Telemetry indicates your position is good. Confirmation
by tracking systems will be attempted.”

They’ll never get confirmation in time, I thought.
I noticed that the cabin was getting warm. Peak heating was due
soon.

“What’s my internal temperature reading?”

“No time for reading,” she answered quietly.

“Sorry.” Damned fool. She must be busier than a
missionary in a nudist camp.

I was really sweating now, and starting to feel gee-forces.

“You will undergo peak heating in
approximately…” Her voice faded out. Radio blackout.
The capsule was covered with a layer of air so hot that it blocked
radio signals.

She came back again. “Your altitude is 100,000
feet.”

“Check. Radio blackout is over.”

The murderous deceleration was squashing me into the seat.

All of a sudden Ridge’s voice broke in, excited and loud,
“We can see you, Sam! You’re streaking over the Cape
right now!”

“Your altitude is 50,000 feet,” she said calmly.
“Deploy parachutes manually.”

I banged the PAR DPLY button and looked up at the viewport. It
was really “up” again, now that the weightlessness of
orbit was ended. The small drogue chute billowed out, and within
seconds the main chute blossomed over me. I’ve never seen
anything so beautiful.

“Main chute open. All recovery systems green. Get those
’copters moving, I don’t feel like swimming
today.”

 
By the time they pulled me out of the ocean, the reaction had
set in. I was too damned weak to get out of the capsule by myself.
A half-dozen grinning sailors had to help me, after the helicopter
had deposited the capsule on the deck of the aircraft carrier.

 
They took a week to de-brief me. But through all the questions
and tests, I kept envisioning that girl at the Command Center. What
was she doing while I was sitting here in the Bahamas repeating my
story to psychiatrists and engineers? Was she getting
congratulations? Was she the object of much attention? I had to get
to her.

Finally they flew me back to the Cape. Ridge and the blonde were
at the airfield to meet me.

“I was worried about you, Sam old sport,” Ridge said
as we slid away from the plane in his convertible.

“It was a marvelous piece of piloting,” the blonde
cooed.

“I simply must have the first interview with you, before
any of the other press people get you.”

I ignored her. “I want to see the girl in the Control
Center,” I told Ridge.

“Thought you would,” he answered, grinning.

“She’s quite a girl,” I mused. Then, seeing
Ridge sitting there, I remembered our argument. “We human
beings did all right, eh? Thought we were too frail to handle
emergencies in orbit?”

He shrugged good-naturedly. “You flew a good mission, boy.
But you had plenty of help.”

“You said it! That girl was… magnificent.
Unbelievable.”

He nodded. “That she is.”

The blonde piped up. “My editor wired me instructions to
get an exclusive interview with you before your press conference
tomorrow. I thought perhaps this evening we could have dinner
together and…”

“Make it tomorrow,” I said. “I’m going
to be busy tonight, getting acquainted with somebody.”

 
We pulled up at the Command Center Building. I hopped out of the
car and then had to wait, like an impatient school kid, for Ridge
to get out and take the blonde by the hand.

Up the steps we went. Ridge led the way, since it had been
months since I’d been inside the Center and the place was
always being reorganized and changed around. He brought us to an
impressive room marked ORBITAL FLIGHT COMPUTATIONS. It was crammed
with massive computer consoles, with only narrow aisle between
them. Here at the entryway stood a small control desk, studded with
switches.

“As I was saying about a week ago,” Ridge remarked,
“the men in the capsules are almost entirely helpless without
the aid of the really fascinating machinery we’ve developed.
This computer, for example…”

“Cut the lecture,” I snapped. “Where’s
the girl?”

Ridge shrugged and walked over to the control desk. He touched
one switch.

The tape drums in the nearest console started spinning.

“Good afternoon, Commander Roberts.”

The voice. Her voice.

“I have been programmed to offer my congratulations on
your successful flight. I am glad that I was able to assist
you.”

“You?” I said. And then I realized that I was
talking to the machine.

“Fascinating devices,” Ridge said. “Simply
fascinating. And they can do things that no human being can
do—like think faster and make decisions better. Besides that,
they can be built to talk.”

I stood there staring at the mammoth computer. Behind me, I
could hear Ridge laughing as he took the blonde out of the room,
down the hall, outside and into his car.
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