
Whispers of the Universe 

By Camille Baumann-Jaeger 

 

The whispers of the universe were masked to Constance, distorted as they reached the 

Earth. She drummed her fingers against her desk and shifted her eyes back and forth between her 

computer and the window. To her trained eye, she saw that her data, the imprint of faint radio-

frequency signals from millions of light years away, had experienced an interference. Constance 

chewed her lip as she closed the optical image of the galaxy, a blur of neon and dark hues across 

a dark backdrop, and traced her finger across the numerical data on her screen. She stopped. There 

was the outlier.  

She turned towards her partner, the Green Bank Telescope, and lamented the potential of 

a wasted summer fellowship. With a wingspan close to the width of a football field and the 

towering height a head taller than the Statue of Liberty, the telescope spun, unperturbed, by the 

researcher’s gaze. Outside of Constance’s window was the Earth’s giant ear, and it tilted toward 

another part of the universe that she would never see. As it inclined its dish, Constance raised her 

hands, made two independent L-shapes with her thumbs and fingers, and brought them together to 

form a frame around her view of the telescope.   

“Click.” She updated her imaginary social media account with a moment only she will ever 

experience, capturing a technological wonder who reads the world in a way she can comprehend 

and translate, but will never experience first-hand.  

 Behind her, Constance heard heavy footsteps and swiveled to meet them. From between 

her framed fingers, she watched a portly gut pad across the faded moon landing blue carpet. She 

lowered her hands to reveal the rest of Chuck, never Charlie, the observatory’s director.  
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“So how does it look?”  

Constance pivoted her monitor across her desk until her screen faced her superior. He 

perused the findings and then straightened his back, hum-humming all the way.  

“These don’t look right.”  

Constance tightened her jaw. I know.  

The Director grabbed her mouse and scrolled through her findings.   

“Probably the tourists.”  

Damn yokels.  

“I bet they didn’t leave their phones at home.”  

Didn’t read the pamphlet.  

Chuck turned an expectant gaze towards Constance, waiting for her reaction. Constance 

leaned back and decided to flatter his air of superiority and yield to his expertise. 

“What should I do? I’ve already lost an entire week of data.”  

His look told her she had failed his test.  

“We’ll figure it out. Let’s rotate the telescope and test another area.” He then changed the 

topic of conversation. “So how are you settling in? Have you gotten the itch yet?”  

“The itch?” 

The Director turned mocking. “You graduate assistants always get the itch. Can’t go a week 

without your phone.”  

Under the desk, Constance rubbed her thumb along the inside of her index finger.  

“I haven’t felt it yet.”  
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The first page of the Green Bank Observatory’s welcome pamphlet boasted two claims. 

The first, and oldest, was the result of a more poetic time in Chuck’s life.  

“The energy given off by a single snowflake is much larger than the astronomic signal that 

the Green Bank Telescope is trying to perceive.”  

The second claim was much more driven towards commercialism.  

“If humans ever contact an advanced civilization, it’ll first happen here.”  

Communication between civilizations, the pamphlet would have it, was incredibly fragile. 

The observatory was nestled at the center of the National Radio Quiet Zone, shortened to “NRQZ” 

by locals, a span of land at the edge of the two Virginia states. Along with the notification that her 

research proposal had been accepted for the observatory’s summer fellowship, Constance received 

a strict guidance letter with a clear list of items that are banned from the region.  

1. No cell phones. The first and most begrudged item on the list. When Constance first 

arrived, Chuck told her that the few teenagers trapped in the NRQZ have a secret map 

of the hills which traced areas that had cell reception. 

2. No wi-fi. All computers were outfitted with an additional casing. A thick metal shell 

that surrounded the computer and monitor. The effect, when combined with the 

outdated carpet, stark cubicle layout, and sunburst clock resulted in an unpleasant 

vintage effect.  

3. No unauthorized electronics within fifty yards of the telescope. Period.  

 

 

Constance accepted her salad from the Director and drummed her fingers along the edges 

of the cafeteria table. In her mind, Constance had divided the NRQZ residents into two categories: 
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those who enjoy the slow, unencumbered pace of life without a digital tether, and those who didn’t. 

Constance belonged to the latter.  

“Did it work?” 

Constance stabbed her own salad.  

And there were those who flocked to the NRQZ to escape modernization. Ms. McGuire 

stumbled into the cafeteria and hissed at the lights before she made a beeline for the self-serve 

sandwich bar.  

“Poor woman,” The director said. “If only a toaster didn’t hurt her head so much.”  

Constance went to help Ms. McGuire. She smiled at the old woman and grabbed two slices 

of bread.  “Go sit down with Chuck, Ms. McGuire, I’ll take care of this.” Ms. McGuire watched 

her slide the bread into the toaster as if it were a needle entering her arm. “Go on, Ms. McGuire.”  

“Mrs.” 

Mrs. McGuire pulled her eyes away from the toast.   

“Remember? It’s “Mrs.”. My husband is moving here as soon as he can.” 

“Sure, Mrs. McGuire.” 

Constance turned the dial towards “toast”. The old woman brought her hands up to the side 

of the toaster and, with her palms a few inches away from its sides, felt its heat. A deep shudder 

began at her shoulders and ran though her body.  

“I was hoping I would be a little better,” Mrs. McGuire said. “Maybe next time.” 

Nodding in false understanding, Constance wrapped the sandwich and handed it over. 

Chuck walked up behind her and smashed his lunch’s remnants into the trash.  

“Well, the tests show that this isn’t just an anomaly. I’m going to call the Scanner,” he said.   
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A deep moan came from Mrs. McGuire and she ran out of the cafeteria.  “What’s the 

Scanner?” Constance asked.  

 

 

The Scanner was the chimera between a person and a car. Its call was a low growl of wheels 

across gravel and its gait was the lumbering lurch of an ancient vehicle with a front tire constantly 

in need of pressure. Part robin-blue truck with a large grey detector on its bed, and part human 

named Artie, an aging security officer with no uniform.  

“How do ya do, Ms. Constance?” Artie came towards her with his hand outstretched. 

Constance, unsure on how to address the older man, responded with a simple “Nice to meet you.”  

“Chuck didn’t give me much notice so I wasn’t able to rearrange the gear before picking 

you up.” 

 The older man was all teeth as he motioned for her to follow him to the other side of the 

Scanner.  

“Now you’ll have to hold the monitor on your lap.” He explained as he opened the door. 

The passenger seat was overcome by different old monitors, all teetering on the dashboard, seat, 

and floor. He grabbed the one on the seat and waited for Constance to ease herself into the car 

before placing the monitor on her lap. 

Outside her window, and old man who wore nothing but pale brown shorts, with an intense 

stride that kicked up dust with each barefooted step, came up the pathway towards the observatory. 

He continued with this momentum until he reached a small patch of grass a few yards away from 

the observatory’s entry. He strode around the path, and his circles became closer and closer 
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together until he reached the center. He wrenched a collapsible chair from his armpit, unfolded it, 

and drove it into the ground. The tension dissipated from his body.   

“Who is that?” 

The Scanner looked behind himself and chuckled.  

“Now it feels like summer.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“The Old Local is here. Must be summer.” The Old Local stretched his hands above his 

head and looked at Constance.  

 

 

The Scanner’s system was not an automated system, to say the least. They puttered down 

the winding highways of West Virginia. Each time Artie turned his attention away from the road 

to check the monitor on her lap, Constance gripped the handle for dear life. Constance’s nightmare 

grew, Artie took out a notepad with a list of towns, the top quarter crossed out line by line.  

“I’ve already gone through the main towns. I guess we’ll hit Spruce next.”  

“Spruce?”  

“It’s the last stop on the historical trail. We’ll find tourists there. See if a group brought in 

digital cameras.”  

They veered off the highway and the Scanner brought them up into the hills of the valley. 

In these hills, there were no houses, there were no people and there was no road. All Constance 

wash awash in the leaves and trees. They bled into a wash of green in her vision. Her only tether 

to the current times nestled on her lap. 
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Suddenly, from the deep school of leaves, the telescope appears. It anchored the entire area. 

Constance felt a sudden rush of relief, for she knows where she was in the world.  

They emerged from the forest to a small clearing and stopped in front of a dilapidated sign 

with the town’s name barely visible against the wood.  

“Now we just wait for the train.” 

The silence and the monitor stifled Constance.  “So, what do you do for fun in this area?” 

The Scanner looked over at her, reached over, switched the monitor off, and then the car. 

A deep silence enveloped them both.   

“I’m doing it right now,” Artie said as he gave her an amused smile. “You know? Just 

listen to nature all around you.” 

He took a deep breath and sunk further into his seat. The insects hummed alongside the car 

a bed of weeds and wild flowers rustled along the road. Deep, deep in the hills, a shimmer of a 

bird’s song melded with the sound of the trees. She followed his example and took a deep breath. 

Her nostrils filled with the dry smell of dust and the crisp edge of grass. It should rain soon, she 

realized, the earth needed it.  

“Here we go,” he interrupted.  

The train lumbered from the dark green forest. An old, coal fueled locomotive. The train 

spewed a dark veil of smoke behind it that rose and rose into the clouded sky. Gaggles of tourists 

were dragged behind in open-air cabins. The train pulled up to the plot of dry weeds and rocks that 

served as the station of Spruce. One by one, each tourist got off the train. Each held one hand 

towards the sky and lifted the other to shield their eyes from the sun. A glint hit Constance across 

the eyes.   

Constance realized what they held in their hands. “They’re all carrying phones.”  
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They looked as if in prayer to the sky.   

“Fuck. Ok, I’ll go talk to them.”  

Artie left Constance to catch up. The researcher removed the monitor from her lap and 

scrambled out of the truck. She wandered into the town and moved along the edge of the town, 

stopped by the sign for Spruce that revealed the short narrative of the town: a company, some 

workers, a bankruptcy, and then an exodus. Just past the sign, Artie’s voice rung out across the 

ghost town.  

“What do you think you’re doing? There are strict restrictions against cell phones in area!” 

The tourists jumped.  

“We’re just taking pictures. And we’re in airplane mode!” 

Artie took out a notepad and pen. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, “you’re still getting a 

citation.”  

One tourist stood out.  

“But we can’t even get reception. I haven’t been able to make a call for days.” 

Constance approached the tourist. 

“All of you? For how many days?” 

The tourists looked at one another.  

“Since we got here. Over a week ago.” 

Before the interferences occurred.  

 

 Artie handed out a dozen citations. Constance moved from ruin to ruin, and stopped at an 

old house. As all the houses are formed in the NRQZ, this one had seven windows, white wood, 

two doors, and a porch. 



Baumann-Jaeger – Page 9 
 

Constance jumped back as Mrs. McGuire appeared out of the trees. She watched the old 

woman drag a suitcase across the dirt and weeds towards the closest house. The old woman 

stopped, aware that she was not alone. She looked at Constance, then at the tourists. At the sight 

of them, she cringed and scuttled to the white siding, and shielded herself behind the wall  

 “Mrs. McGuire are you alright?” 

 “Oh yes. Yes. The headaches came back. Can’t stand under even a light bulb when it’s 

off.” 

“Headaches?”  

“My sensitivity, Constance. My sensitivity. I walk towards a radio tower, I get a headache. 

I walk closer, my headache gets stronger. I walk away, my headache goes away. What is that?”  

“I don’t know.” 

“A sensitivity. That’s what it is.” 

Mrs. McGuire dragged her suitcase back into the woods, the ghost town too inhabited for 

her comfort. “Have to find a new place. Too many electronics here. Interferes with my thoughts. 

Can’t think. I can’t stay. Got to go. Get away.”  

Constance watched her go. She brought her hands up and framed Mrs. McGuire through 

her fingers.  

“Click.” 

 

 

When Constance has survived the drive back to the observatory, she asked Artie, “But who 

is he?” 

The Old Local was still waiting for them on the grass.  He sent her a mocking wave.  
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“You have to fix it! It doesn’t hum the way it should!” The Old Local shouted after her.  

“A local. Not sure where he lives though. Sometimes I see him at the Dutch Baby. 

Sometimes at the Quilts & Baskets.” 

“Hey! Do you hear me? It ain’t humming!” He started to hum. Very, very loudly.  

“Do you think we got it?”  

Artie looked at her and reached over to turn the monitor back on. It hummed a high pitched 

and awful noise.  

“Seems not.”  

The Old Local continued to hum. The tune haunted Constance.  

“We looked all over the valley, Ms. Constance. This means that it’s in the observatory,” 

Artie mused.  

The telescope sat pensively, blocking out the setting sun. Slowly, the Earth rotated its ear 

to the next chorus of radio waves.  

 

 

The two academics became a roving pack of a querying wolves. They searched the 

observatory as they would the sky, in sections. The telescope was no longer listening, and they had 

turned all the lights off. Without the hum of electricity coursing through the observatory, 

Constance could hear the birds outside.  

Constance began her search closest to home and upturned the items on her desk one by 

one. Mrs. McGuire stood behind her and shook her head. Her hands were at her temples, rubbing.  

“It’s not here.”  
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The director watched them and did not approve of Constance’s decision to bring in Mrs. 

McGuire. It had not been easy, and Constance had had to appeal to the woman’s natural curiosity. 

Locals, Artie told her, rarely get a chance to see inside the observatory. The ghost organization 

that controlled their existence. Some manage to stay away. And some, like the Old Local, could 

not bear to be apart.   

The pack followed Ms. McGuire from section to section. She closed her eyes so that she 

could better sense her target. She moved in a circular orbit through the halls of the halls of the 

observatory. Starting at the top, they moved further and further downwards towards the ground 

until, finally, they reached the entrance, their last, uncharted area. Mrs. McGuire paused in front 

of the gift shop and pressed her forehead against the store’s window. Like two five pointed stars, 

she splayed her hands across the glass that stood between her and the interference’s culprit.   

“There,” Mrs. McGuire pointed. “Right there.”  

At the opposite wall of the gift shop, rows and rows of battery operated fans whirred back 

at them.  Mrs. McGuire began to moan louder and louder until she and the fans harmonized.  

“Well,” Chuck said as they stared, “I guess you never know what will get in your way.”  

 

 

The telescope was not back up, but Constance knew that her findings would be correct 

were she to try again. It was, however, her last week at the NRQZ and her premonition had been 

correct. A wasted summer after all.   

She held the door open for the Old Local and waited for him to walk onto the walkway. A 

clear blue sky arched over them as they walked towards the white terrain of the Green Bank 
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Telescope’s collecting area. One at the edge of the path, Constance took the first few steps onto 

the ladder that descended onto the telescope. 

“Come on,” she prodded.  

The Old Local looked around and seemed unsure. But before Constance could nudge him 

again, he nodded to himself and followed.  

As they descended, the Old Local began to hum. It was not the same melodic tune he 

hummed while on the grass outside the observatory and Constance felt an itch in her mind as she 

tried to remember where she had heard that tune before. 

“Why do you come to the observatory every day?” she asked as they landed onto the 

telescope’s surface. For a moment, the Old Local did not respond. They were surrounded in a 

dizzying white. The edges of the telescope rose at the horizon and crept up towards the sky. Made 

of thousands of smaller sheets of metal, the telescope had an almost pixelated look. They were in 

a different type of forest, one that enveloped them in a heat, an energy Constance had felt before 

but could not pinpoint where.  

“The whispers are loudest here,” the Old Local said. “I can feel them through my body.” 

Constance thought about Mrs. McGuire on the floor of the gift shop. He continued.  

“I want to be here when the whispers become a full message.”  

There, at the center of the telescope, he began to twirl. Constance watched the man hum a 

new tune. His tune matched the bees, the flowers, and the wind. Together, they reverberated against 

the edges of the telescope before the sounds were pushed into the sky.  
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At the center of the valley, nestled in the Earth’s ear, Constance wondered if anyone would 

ever know of this moment. She smiled and brought her arms up. With both hands she formed a 

frame around the Old Local.  

Somewhere, someone might catch the waves of the Old Local, the Earth, and at that 

moment, herself.  

 “Click.” 

 

THE END 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


