The Lady Vanishes
Charles Sheffidd
What iswrong with this picture?

Colonel Waker Bryant is standing at the door of the Department of Ultimate Storage. Heis amiling; and
heis carrying abook under one arm.

Answer: Everything iswrong with this picture. Colond Bryant isthe man who assgned (make that
consigned) meto the Department of Ultimate Storage, for reasons that he found good and sufficient. But
he never visted the place. That is not unreasonable, since the department is six stories underground in the
Defense Intdlligencefacility at Bolling Air Force Base, on awalk-down sub-basement level which
according to the elevators does not exigt. It forms ahomefor rats, spiders, and me.

Also, Walker Bryant never smiles unless something iswrong; and Waker Bryant never, in my
experience, reads anything but security files and the sports pages of the newspaper. Colond Bryant
carrying abook islike Mother Theresa sporting an AK-47.

“Good morning, Jerry,” he said. He walked forward, helped himsdlf to an extra-strength peppermint from
thejar that | keep on my desk, put the book next to it, and sat down. “I just drove over from the
Pentagon. It'sabeautiful spring day outside.”

“1 wouldn’t know.”

It was supposed to be sarcasm, but he has ahide like arhino. He just chuckled and said, “Now, Jerry,
you know the move to this department was nothing persond. | did it for your own good, down here you
can roam aswidely asyou like. Anyway, they just told me something that | thought might interest you.”

When you have worked for someone for long enough, you learn to read the message behind the words. |
thought might interest you means| don't have any ideawhat is going on, but maybe you do.

| leaned forward and picked up the book. It was The Invisble Man, by H.G. Wells. | turned it over and
looked at the back.

“Areyou reading this?” | wouldn't call Walker Bryant “ Sir” to save my life, and oddly enough he doesn’t
Seem to mind.

He nodded. “Sure.”
“I mean, actudly reading it — yourself.”

“Wadll, I'velooked through it. It doesn’t seem to be about anything much. But I’'m going to read it in
detail, assoon as| get thetime.”

| noted that it was alibrary book, taken out three days before. If it was relevant to this meeting, Colonel
Bryant had heard something that “ might interest you” at least that long ago.

“Generd Attwater mentioned the book to me,” he went on. He looked with disapproval at thesign | had
placed on my wall. It was a quotation from Swinburne, and it read, “ And al dead years draw thither, and
al disastrousthings.” | felt it was rather appropriate for the Department of Ultimate Storage. That, or

“ Abandon hope, al yewho enter here.”

“He sahit of an egghead, likeyou,” Bryant went on. “I figured you might have read The Invisble Man.



Youread dl thetime.”

The last sentence meant, Y ou read too much, Jerry Macedo, and that’ swhy your head isfull of
nonsensg, like that stupid sSign on your wall.

“I'veread it,” | said. But the meeting was taking a very odd turn. Genera Jonas Attwater was Air Force,
and head of three of the biggest “black” programs, secret devel opments with their own huge budgets that
the American public never saw.

“Then you know that the book’ s about aman who takes adrug to make himinvisble,” Bryant said.
“Three of Generd Attwater’ s staff scientists were in the meeting this morning, and they sweear that such a
thing isscientificaly impossible. | wondered what you think.”

“| agree with them.”

Helooked crushed, and | continued, “Think about it for aminute and you'll see why it can’'t work, even
without getting deep into the physics. The drug is supposed to change human tissue so that it hasthe
same refractive index asair. So your body wouldn't absorb light, or scatter it. Light would Ssmply pass
through you, without being reflected or refracted or affected in any way. But if your eyesdidn’t absorb
light, you would be blind, because seeing involves the interaction of light with your retinas. And what
about the food that you eet, while it’ sbeing digested? It would be visble in your dimentary cand, dowly
changing asit went from your esophagus to your ssomach and into your intestines. I’ m sorry, Colond, but
thewholeideaisjust apiece of fiction.”

“Yeah, | guesss0.” Hedidn't seem totaly upset by my words. “It'simpossible, | hear you.”

He stood up. “Let’ sgo to my office for awhile. | want to show you something — unlessyou're al that

It depended on the definition of “busy.” | had been browsing the on-line physics preprints, as1 did every
morning of the week. Something very strange was going on with Bose-Einstein Condensates and
Macroscopic quantum systems, but it was evolving too rapidly for meto follow easily. There were new
papers every day. In another week or two there ought to be a survey article that would make the
development alot clearer. Since | had no hope of doing origind work in that field, the reading delay
would cost me nothing. | followed Bryant in slence, up, up, up, dl the way to thetop floor. | want to
show you something sounded to me an awful lot like Gotchal, but | couldn’t see how.

His saff assstants didn’t react to my arrival. Colonel Bryant never came down to see me, but he
summoned me up to see him often enough. It' saterrible thought, but | actudly think the colone likesme.
Worseyet, | like him. | think there is a deep core of sadnessin the man.

We entered his office, and he closed the door and gestured meto achair. At that point we could just as
well have been in the sub-basement levels. So many highly classified meetings were held in thisroom that
any thought of windows was a complete no-no.

“Lois Doberman,” he said. “What can you tell me about her?’

What could | tell, and what | waswilling to tell, were two different things. Bryant knew that | had been
Dr. Lois Doberman’ s boss when shefirst joined the Agency and we were both in the Office of Research
and Development. Since then she had gone up through the structure like arocket, while | had, somewhat
more dowly, descended.

“Y ou know what they say about Lois?’ | was dling alittle, while| decided what | wanted to say. “If



you ever make a crack suggesting that she’ sadog, she'll bite your head off.”
Not atrace of asmile from Bryant. Fair enough, becauseit didn’t deserve one.

“Academic record,” | went on. “Doctorate from UCLA, then two post-doc years with Berkner at
Carnegie-Médlon. She had twenty-eight patents when she joined the Agency. Lord knows how many she
has now. Properties of materias and optics are her specidty. | don’'t know what she’ sworking on at the
moment, but she' sthe smartest woman | ever met.”

| consdered thefina statement, and amended it. “ She' sthe smartest person | ever met.”

“Some might say you are not an unbiased source. Staff Records show that you dated her for awhile.”
“That was nearly ayear ago.”

“There salso astrong rumor that you two were deeping together, though that is not verified.”

| said nothing, and he went on. “It was outside working hours and you both had the same clearances, so
no one sworried about that. Thething is, Genera Attwater' s staff thought you might know more than
anyone else about her personad motives. That could be important.”

“I don't see how. Her life and mine don’t overlap any more.”

“Nor does anyone elsg's. That' sthe trouble.” And, when | stared at him because this was a message that
| definitely could not read, “Lois Doberman has disappeared. One week ago. Sit tight, Jerry.”

| had started to stand up.

“Shedidn’t just disappear from home, or something like that.” He was over at the viewgraph projector
and video station used for presentations. “On Tuesday, June 25th, she went to work in the usua way.
She was on a project that needed aspecia environment, and the only suitable placelocdly isout in
Reston. Absolute top security, twenty-four-hour human security staff plus continuous machine
surveillance. Only one entrance, except for emergency fire exitsthat show no sign of being disturbed.
Anyone who goesinto that building hasto sgn in and sign out, no matter how they are badged. Arrivas
and departures are al recorded on tape.

“Sitting on thetable in front of you isa photocopy of the Sign in/sign out sheet for June 25th. Don't bother
to look at it now” — | was reaching out — “take my word for it. Dr. Doberman signedin at 8:22 A.M.,
and she never signed out. Not only that, | have here the full set of tapes for arrivals and departures. The
video-recorder is motion-activated. If you want to study the record, you can do it later. Here' sthe
bottom line: there safine, clear sequence showing her arriva. There' snothing of her leaving.”

“Then she must be il ingde the building.” That thought wasterribly disturbing. If Loishad beeningde
for afull week, she must be dead.

“She'snot insde, elther dead or dive,” he said, asthough he had been reading my mind. “Thisisafairly
new building, and Attwater’ s office has exact detailed plans. There are no secret cubby-holes or places
where someone could hide away. The whole complex has been searched four or fivetimes. She'snot in
there. She’ s outside. We don’'t know how she got out.”

“Nordol.”

Which actudly meant, All right, but why are you talking to me? | guess that message-reading goes both
way's, because Bryant said, “ So far aswe can tell, you are the last person with whom Dr. Doberman



enjoyed aclose persond relationship. | don’t know if you can help, but | fed that you must try. Asof this
morning, sponsored by Generd Attwater’ s office, you and | have access to three additional SCI
clearances”

| shifted in my chair. SCI. Specia Compartmented Information. | had too many of those clearances
dready.

Walker Bryant turned on the viewgraph projector and put atrangparency in place. “ These briefing
documents show what Dr. Lois Doberman had been working on at Reston. In aword, it's stedth
technology in the area of imaging detection.”

Heglared at me, and on cue, | laughed. After The Invisible Man, hisfind comment had dl the elements
of farce. Thewholeidea of stedth technology isto make the object difficult to see. But it’ susudly ether
primitive visble-waveength stuff, like specia paintsthat match smple backgrounds, or eseit’ sthe use of
materials with very low radar back-scatter. Most systems use active microwave — radar — for
detection, so that' s where most of the effort tends to go. The B-2 bomber is awonderful example of
faled stedth technology, since a most wavelengthsit’ s asvisble as Rush Limbaugh. But that didn’t stop
it being built, any more than the fact that stedlth technology doesn’t work well in visble waveengths
would stop abarrel of money being spent onit.

This sort of thing was one big reason why Loisand | had parted company. Onceyou areredly ingdethe
intelligence business, you know too much ever to be dlowed to leave. Y ou are there as firmly and finaly
asafly in amber, and like theinsect, not even death will free you. Y ou are not alowed to say that some
classfied projects are absolute turkeys and atotal waste of taxpayer money, because the party lineis that
they have value. Opinionsto the contrary, expressed to Loisin long middle-of-the-night conversations,
had convinced methat | would certainly fail my next polygraph (I didn't).

She disagreed with me. Not about the waste of money, which was undeniable, but about the possibility
of escape. She said there must beaway out, if only you could find it. After dozens of arguments, in
which she accused me of giving up and | accused her of useless dreaming, we had gone our separate
ways, she ascending the management structure as though hoping to emerge from the top and fly freelike
ahird, me tunneling down deeper into the sub-basement levels like ablind and hopeless mole.

Had shefound it, then, the Invisible Woman, the magic way out that would bresk al intelligenceties
forever?

| couldn’t see how, and the presentation was not helping. “What doesfiber optics have to do with this?’

| asked. That' swhat Walker Bryant had been putting on the screen for the past few minutes, while | was
lost in memories. The latest viewgraph was aseries of hand-drawn curves showing how thelight loss
over thin optic cables could, thanks to new technology, approach zero. That would be useful in
communications and computers; but Lois hadn’t been working in either area.

He shrugged a my question. “Damned if | know what any of these viewgraphs have to do with anything.
| was hoping you might be ableto tell me. These are taken Straight from Lois Doberman’ swork books.”

“They don't tell me anything sofar,” | said. “But keep going.”

Unnecessary advice. Waker Bryant had risen in the military partly because he had lots of sitzfleisch, the
patience and kidneys and mental strength to Sit in ameeting for aslong asit took to wear down the
opposition. He had no intention of stopping. I, on the other hand, think | suffer from an undiagnosed
hyperactivity. | work alot better when | am free to wander around.

| did that now, pacing back and forward in front of his desk. He gave me another glare, but he went right



on with the viewgraphs. Now they showed notesin Lois sfamiliar handwriting about new imaging
sensors, pointing out that they could be built smaller than the head of apin. | noticed that the page
numbers were not sequential.

“Who decided what to pull out and show as viewgraphs?’ | asked.
“Rich Williamson. Why? Do you think he might have missed something?’
“Richisgood — in hisfidd. But he saSWIR specidig.”

“Mm?’

“ Short-wave infrared. From about one to five micrometers. Visible light wavelengths are shorter, around
half amicrometer. But if Lois made atarnhedm —"

“A what?’

“Don’'t worry about it. If Loisisinvisible, then the visble wavelength region iswhere we ought to be
looking. Anyway, I’d much rather see her origina notebooks than someone else’ sideas asto what's
important in them.”

“It would have to be done out in Reston. The notebooks can’t be removed.” He sounded and was
disgusted. To Waker Bryant, everything important took place either on abattlefield, or insgdethe
Bdtway. Reston, twenty-five miles away from us, wasapoint a infinity.

“Fine. W€l go to Reston.”

“Y ou can go there this afternoon, Jerry. Y ou won't need me. But there are things outside the
notebooks.”

Heturned off the projector and went to the VCR next to it, while | kept pacing.

“| said we don’t know how she got out,” he said. “It' s more than that. We have proof postive that sheis
outside. We learned today that she' s il in the Washington area, and we even have someidea of her
movements”

Which must have been a huge rdlief to the Security people. They dways have one big fear when
someone vanishes. It' s not that the person is dead, which is unfortunate but ends security risk. It' sthat
the person isdive and well and headed out of the country, either voluntarily or packed away unconscious
inacrate, to serve some other nation.

| shared their feding of relief. From Bryant’ stone, Loiswasn't acorpse being trundled from place to
place. She was moving under her own volition.

“Stand till for aminute,” he went on, “and take alook at this. We ve patched together six different
recordingsfrom ATM devices at loca banks, withdrawals made over the past four days. Asyou know,
every time someone makes adeposit or awithdrawal at an ATM it’s captured on videotape. Standard
crime-fighting technique. Withdrawa s from Lois Doberman’ s account were made at Six different
machines. Watch closdly.”

A man | had never seen before was standing in front of the bank’ s camera. He worked the ATM, stood
counting notes for amoment, and left. Soon afterwards awoman — certainly not Lois— stood in his
place. She made a deposit, adjusted her hat in the reflection provided by the ATM’ S polished front, and
vanished from the camera sfield of view.



| watched as the same scene was repeated five more times, with variationsin customers asto age, height,
weight, color, and clothing. Each sequence showed two different people making successve ATM
transactions. One man was immortaized in intelligence security filesin the act of picking his nose, another
hit the machine when something, apparently his account balance, was not to hisliking. Of Lois Doberman
therewasnot asign.

“Normal operationsat an ATM facility,” Bryant said when the tape ended in aflicker of black and white
video noise. “Except for one thing. In each case, Lois Doberman made awithdrawa from one of her
bank accounts — she maintains severa — between the people that you saw. We have the printouts of
activity, which you can examineif you want to, and they are al the same: anormal transaction, with a
picture of the person; then aLois Doberman cash withdrawa, with no one at al showing on the
videocamera; and then another norma transaction, including aperson’ s picture.”

“TheInvisble Woman,” | said.
Bryant nodded. “ And the big question: How isshe doing it?’

It was the wrong question, at least for me. | dready had vague ideas asto apossible how. As| drove
out of the Digtrict on my way to Reston, | pondered the deeper mystery: Why was Lois doing this?

| did not believe for amoment that she was any kind of security risk. We had long agreed that our own
intelligence service was the worst one possible— except for al others. She would never work for
anyone dse. But if she stayed around the locd area, she was bound to be caught. Fooling around with
the ATM’s, for hdf adozen withdrawals of less than ahundred dollars each, was like putting out a
notice: Catch meif you can!

Twenty-four-hour surveillance of the relevant ATM’ swas next on the list. Her gpartment was aready
under congtant surveillance, so clearly Loiswasliving somewhere dse. But | knew the lure of her own
books and tapes, and how much she hated living out of a suitcase.

| took my foot off the accelerator — | was doing nearly seventy-five— and forced my thoughts back a
step. Was Loisliving somewhere else? If she wanted to show off her new idea, what better way than
living in her own place, coming and going under the very nose of Security and flaunting their inability to
caich her?

And my inability, too. Lois surely knew that if she disgppeared, | would be called in. We had been too
closefor meto beignored. | could imagine her face, and her expression as she threw methe chalenge:
Let’ s see you catch me, Jerry — before the rest catch on.

If I wasright, otherswould catch on within the next few days. There were some very bright peoplein
R& D, smarter than me and shackled by only one factor: compartmenting. The idea behind it sounds
perfectly logical, and derives directly from the espionage and revolution business. Kegp the cellssmdl. A
person should not be told more than he or she needs to know.

Thetroubleis, if scienceisto be any good it has to operate with exactly the opposite philasophy.
Advances come from cross-fertilization, from recognizing relationships between fields that at first sght
have little to do with each other.

| had broken my pick on that particular issue, after fights with my bosses so prolonged and bitter that |
had been removed completely from research programs. My job with Waker Bryant now alowed meto
crossal fields of science, but at aprice: | myself worked in none. However, | had not changed my mind.

The afternoon at Reston gave me enough time for afirst look-through of Lois s notebooks. She used



them as acombined diary and work file, with arunning log of anything that caught her interest. To
someone who did not know her well they would seem arandom hodge-podge of entries. Rich
Williamson had done hisbest, but he had not pulled out anything that seemed to him totally irrdlevant.

| knew how tightly theinside of Lois s head was inter-connected. An entry about the skin of reptiles
followed one about fiber optics. Human eye sengitivity and its performance at different ambient light levels
shared space with radar cross-section data. A note on sensor quantum efficiency sat on the same page as
an gpparently unrelated diagram that showed the layout of aroom’slight sources and shadows, while
specificationsfor anew gigacircuit processing chip lay next to a note on temperature-dependent optical
properties of organic compounds. Chances were, they al represented part of some continuous thought
pattern.

| also knew that L oiswas conscientious. Asked to ook into stealth techniques, her days and much of her
nights would have been devoted to the present — and future— limits of that technology.

At five o' clock | drove back asfar as Rosdyn and signed out asmall piece of unclassified equipment
from one of thelabs. | ate dinner at afast food place close to the Metro, browsing through Bryant’s
library copy of The Invisble Man. When | left | bought a chicken salad sandwich and a coke to take
away with me. It might bealong night.

By six 0'clock | was sitting in my car on Cathedral Avenue, engine off and driver’ swindow open. It was
a“No Parking” spot right in front of Lois s gpartment building. If any policeman came by | would
pretend that | had just dropped someone off, and drive around the block.

| wasn't the only one interested in the entrance. A man sat on a bench across the street and showed no
sgnsof moving, while ablue car with a Virginialicense plate drove by every few minutes. Dusk was
steadily creeping closer. Half an hour more, and the Street lights would go on. Before that happened, the
air temperature would drop and the open doors of the gpartment building would close.

The urgeto look out of the car window was strong. | resisted, and kept my eye fixed on the little oblong
screen at the rear end of theinstrument | was holding. It was no bigger than acamera s viewfinder, but
thetiny screen was split in two. On the left was a standard video cameraimage of the building entrance.
On the right was another version of the same scene, this one rendered in ghostly black and white.
Everyonewalking by, or entering the building, appeared in both pictures.

Or amost everyone. At 6:45 precisely, ahuman form showed on the right hand screen only. | looked up
to the building entrance, and saw no one. But | called out, softly enough to be inaudible to the man across
the gtreet, “Lois! Over here. Get inthe car. Wait until | open the door for you.”

| saw and heard nothing. But | got out, went around the car, and opened the passenger door. Then |
sood waiting and feding like afool, while nothing at al seemed to be happening. Finaly | smdlled
perfume. The car settled alittle lower on its springs.

“I'min,” whispered Lois svoice. | closed the door, went back to my side, and started the engine. The
man across the street had watched everything, but he had seen nothing. He did not move as| pulled

away.

| glanced to my right. No one seemed to be there, because through the right-side car window | could see
the buildings as we passed them. The only oddity was the passenger seat of the car. Instead of the usual
bluefabric, | saw around grey-black patch about afoot and a haf across.

“I’m aone and we re not being followed,” | said. “Takeit off if you want to. Unless of course you're
naked undernesth it.”



“I'm not.” There was asoft ripping noise. *Y ou aready knew that if you think about it.”
| had to stop the car. It wasthat or cause a pile-up, because the urge to turn and watch was irresistible.

“I guessed it,” | said. “No clotheswere found in the building in Reston, so you had to be able to put
whatever itisover them.”

It was closeto dusk, and | had pulled the car into a parking lot underneath a spreading oak tree. Asl
stared at the passenger seat, apatch of fair hair suddenly appeared from nowhere against the upper part
of the passenger window. The whole background rippled and deformed as the patch grew to reved
Lois sforehead, face, and chin. As her neck cameinto view there was afina wave of distortion, and
suddenly | waslooking at Lois, dressed in arather bulky body suit.

“Too much work for the microprocessors,” she said, and pushed her hair off her forehead with her
hands. “When you put too great aload on them, they quit trying.”

She peded off the suit, first down to her waist, then off her arms and hands, and findlly from her legs and
feet. She was wearing an outfit of thin silk and flexible flat-hedled loafers. In her hands the suit had
become an unimpressive bundle of mottled gray and white. She stared down &t it. “ Still needs work. For
onething, it'stoo hot insde.”

“That’show | knew you werethere.” | picked up the instrument | had been using. “I didn’t know how
you weredoing it— | redly still don’t — but | knew aliving human hasto be at 98.6. Thisinstrument
sensesin thermd infrared wavelengths, so it picked up your body heet image. But it didn’t show athing
a visblewavdengths”

“Anyonein thesuit isinvisble out to wave engths of about one micron — enough so they don’t show in
vigblelight or near infrared.” She hefted the suit. “ On the other hand, thisis afirst-generation effort usng
slicon sensors. | could probably do alot better with something like gallium arsenide, but I'll il havea
therma signature. And if | move too fast or make unusual movements, the processors can't keep up and
thewhole sysemfails”

“And it’ snot agreat ideato wear perfume. That'swhen | was absolutely sureit was you. Want to tell me
how it works? | have an ideawhat’ s going on, but it’ s pretty rough.”

“How much time did you spend with my notebooks?’
“Hdf aday.”

“Take two more days, and you' d work it al out for yourself. But I'll save you the effort.” She tapped the
copy of TheInvisble Man, stting where | had l€ft it on top of my dashboard. “Wells could have done
better, even in 1900. He knew that animasin nature do their best to be invisible to their prey or their
predators. But they don’t do it by fiddling around with their own optical properties, which just won't
work. They know that they areinvisibleif they look exactly like their background. The chameleon hasthe
right idea, but it’s hardware-limited. It can only make modest color and pattern adjustments. It occurred
to methat humans ought to be able to do awholelot better. You'd got thisfar?’

“Pretty much.” | saw apatrol car dow down asit passed us, and | Sarted the engine and pulled out into
the gtreet. “ The suit takes images of the scene behind you, and assignsthe colors and intensitiesto liquid
crysta displays on the front of the suit. Somebody fifteen to twenty feet away will see the background
scene. The suit dso hasto do the same thing to the back, so someone behind you will see an exact match
to the scenein front of you. The problem | haveisthat the trick hasto work from any angle. | couldn’t
see any way that fiber optic bundles could handle that.”



“They can't. | tried that road for quite awhile, but asyou say, optica fibersdon’t have theflexibility to
look different from every angle. | only usethem to dlow meto seewhen I’'minside. An array of
pinhole-sized openings scattered over the front of the suit feeds light through optica fibersto form images
onapair of goggles. Straightforward. Theinvighility trick ismore difficult. Y ou haveto use holographic
methods to handle multi-angle reflectances, and you need large amounts of computing power to keep
track of changing geometry — otherwise a person would beinvisible only when standing perfectly ill.”
Loistouched the bundled suit. “ There are scores of microprocessors on every square centimeter, al
networked to each other. | figure there s more computing power in this thing than there wasin the whole
worldin 1970. And it still crashesif | move faster than awalk, or get into asituation with complex lighting
and shadows. Uniform, low-levd illumination and rdlatively uniform backgrounds are best — like
tonight.” She cocked her head at me, with avery odd expression in her eyes. “So. What do you think,
Jerry?’

| looked at her with total admiration and five sorts of misgiving. “I think what you have done iswonderful.
| think you are wonderful. But there’ sno way you can hidethis. If I'm here aday or two ahead of
everyonedsg, it'sonly because | know you better than they do.”

“No. It’ s because you' re smart, and compartmenting of ideas drives you crazy, and you refuseto do it. It
would take the others weeks, Jerry. But | had no intention of hiding this— otherwise | would never have
stayed in the Washington area. Tomorrow I’ll gointo work asusud, and | can’t wait to seetheir faces.”

“But after what you' ve done—" | paused. What had she done? Failed to sign out of a building when she
left. Disgppeared for aweek without notifying her superiors. Removed government property from secure
premises without approval. But she could say, what better practical test could there be for her invention,
than to become invisible to her own organization?

Her bosses might make Lois endure aforma hearing on her actions, and they would certainly put a nasty
note in her file. That would beit. She was far too valuable for them to do much more. Loiswould be dl
right.

“What now?’ | said. “Y ou can't go back to your own gpartment without being seen, even if you put the
suit back on. It sdark, and the doors will be closed.”

“ g7
“Come homewith me, Lais. You'll be safe there.”

That produced the longest pauise since she had stepped invisible into my car. Findly she shook her head.
“I'd redly liketo, but not tonight. I’ll take arain check. | promise.”

“So where do we go?’

“Y ou go home. Me, you drop off at the next corner.”

| was tempted to say that | couldn’t do it, that she didn’t have her suit on. But living in acity with over
haf amillion people confersits own form of invishility. Provided that Lois stayed away from her
gpartment, the chance that she would be seen tonight by anyone who knew her was close to zero. And
shedtill had the suit if shefdt likeusingit.

| halted the car at the next corner and she stepped out, ill holding the drab bundle. She gave me alittle
smile and awave, and gestured at meto drive on.

Next morning | wasin my sub-basement department exactly ontime. | caled Lois s office. She was not



there. | kept calling every few minutes.
Shewas till not there at midday, or later in the afternoon, or ever again.

Thistime there were no telltale ATM withdrawals, no hintsthat she might ill bein theloca area. Some
time during the night she had been back to Reston, entered the building with its round-the-clock
surveillance, and removed her notebooks. In their place sat a single sheet of white cardboard. It bore the
words, in Lois s handwriting, “I know why the caged bird sings.”

That sheet was discussed in a hundred meetings over the next few weeks. It was subjected to al kinds of
chemical and physicd andysis, which proved conclusively that it was smple cardboard. No one seemed
to know what it meant.

| know, of course. It isamessage from Loisto me, and the words mean, It can be done. Thereisaway
out, even from the degpest dungeon or highest tower.

| told everything | knew about the invisibility suit. Other staff scientists rushed off excitedly totry to
duplicateit. I came back to the Department of Ultimate Storage, to the old routine.

But thereisadifference — two differences. First, | am working harder than ever in my life, and now it is
toward adefinite goal. Not only isthere away out, but Lois assuresmethat | can find it; otherwise, she
would never have promised arain check.

The second differenceisin Waker Bryant. He leaves me dmost totaly free of duties, but he comes
frequently down from his office to mine. He sayslittle, but he Stsand staresat meas| work. In hiseyes|
sometimes detect a strange, wistful gleam that | never noticed before. | think he knows that there was
more to my meeting with Loisthan | have admitted, and | think he even suspects what it may have been.

| will leave him amessagewhen | go. | don’t know what it will say yet, but it must be something that he
can understand and eventualy act upon. Even Air Force colonels deserve hope.



