
2001: A Space Odyssey
The Malfunction

Chapter 21 – Birthday Party
‘Sorry to interrupt the celebrations,’ said Hal, ‘but we have a problem.’
‘What is it?’ both Bowman and Poole asked.
I am having difficulty in staying in contact with the Earth the trouble is in the AE 35 unit I believe it may fail within 72 hours
They studied their home planet for some time. The picture was coming to them from the TV camera fixed to the edge of the big radio dish. Unless the narrow beam was pointing straight at Earth, they could neither send nor receive messages. At the moment, it seemed to be working perfectly.
Hal, do you know what the trouble is?' asked Bowman.
'It comes and goes, and I can't tell exactly. But it does seem to be in the AE 35 unit.'
Bowman's first thought was to ask Hal for more details, but he decided to try himself. He ran his mind over the thousands of systems on the ship, and after a few moments the information came to him. The antenna was kept pointing at Earth by motors controlled from the central computer. But the instructions went to the AE 35 unit first, where they were changed into something that the motors could understand. It was like a nerve centre in the body, which translates the brain’s signals into instructions for movement. Now Bowman had a question he could ask Hal. What do you suggest?' he said.
The best idea is to replace the unit with a spare, so we can check it over.
Put it up on the screen,' Bowman said.
Bowman studied the drawing, then said, 'This means going outside the ship.'
'I'm sorry,' Hal replied. 'I thought you knew.'

'I probably did a year ago,' Bowman said. 'Anyway, it looks simple enough. We only have to unlock a cover and put in a new unit.'
'That suits me fine,' said Poole, who was responsible for routine work outside. 'It'll be something different.'

Chapter 22 – Leaving the Ship
Poole put on his pressure suit and climbed inside the small vehicle designed for work outside Discovery. It was round in shape and had a large window in front which gave the operator an excellent view. Discovery carried three of these vehicles, known as Anna, Betty and Clara.
Poole pulled back slightly on the main jet control, and Betty slid off the metal bar. He now had no connection with Discovery - not even a safety line.
He let the vehicle move out for thirty metres, then slowed her down and turned back towards the ship, approaching the antenna from behind in case he interrupted the radio signal and caused a short loss of contact with Earth.
He saw the small metal plate that covered the AE 35 unit. It was about the same size and shape as a postcard, and it had a small handle so it could easily be removed. But it was still controlling the direction of the antenna. If he removed it now, the dish would swing round to its central position, to point along the length of the ship. It might even crash into him as it turned. Also, this would cut off contact with Earth.
'Hal,' Poole called out over the radio. 'I am going to remove the unit. Switch off all control power to the antenna system.
'Antenna control power off,' Hal said.
'Right. I'm pulling the unit out now.'
The card slipped out without any difficulty. Within a minute, its spare was in place.
Fifteen minutes later, he was moving the vehicle back through the open doors of the ship, quietly confident that the job would not need to be done again. He was, however, sadly mistaken.

Chapter 23 – Sickness
'Do you mean,' Frank Poole said, more surprised than annoyed, 'that I did all that work for nothing?'
'It seems like it,' answered Bowman. 'The unit's working perfectly. It passed every test.'
The two men were standing in the tiny workshop-laboratory in the central living area. The thin, card-sized plate of the AE 35 unit lay on the table, connected to a number of wires which led to a small screen.
'Try it yourself,' said Bowman. Poole pushed the TEST button. At once, the screen flashed the message, UNIT OK.
'What do you think?' Poole said.
'Maybe Hal's own testing system made a mistake. It's possible.' 'It's more likely that there's a fault with this thing,' Poole said, pointing to the screen. 'Anyway, better safe than sorry. I'm glad we replaced the unit.'
'We can't take any chances. This is our connection with Earth. I'll write a report then drop this in a box. Somebody else can worry about it when we get home.'
But the worrying began a long time before that, with the next message from Earth.
'This is Mission Control. We appear to have a slight problem. 'Your report that there is nothing wrong with the AE 35 unit agrees with our opinion. It seems more likely that your computer made a mistake. This is not a reason to worry, but we would like you to watch out for any other changes from normal performance. We have suspected several other irregularities in the past few days, but none have seemed important enough to need correction.
'We are running more tests with both our 9000s, and will report as soon as results are available. If necessary, we may disconnect your 9000 temporarily for testing and pass over control to one of our computers. The time difference will introduce problems, but our studies show that Earth control is perfectly satisfactory at this stage of the mission.

'This is Mission Control. Message ends.'
Frank Poole, who was in command when the message came in, thought about this in silence. Then he went to see Bowman.
What's the problem?' said Bowman. Any change from the normal routine meant that something was not quite right.
'Well...' Poole answered slowly. 'We've just had a message from Mission Control. He lowered his voice. We may have a slight case of space sickness on board."
Perhaps Bowman was not fully awake because it took him several seconds to understand. Then he said, 'Oh, I see. What else did they tell you?'
'That there was no reason to worry. And that they were considering a temporary switch-over to Earth Control, while they checked things out.
They both knew, of course, that Hal was hearing every word. but they could not help speaking indirectly. Hal was their colleague, and they did not want to embarrass him. But it did not yet seem necessary to discuss the matter in private. Bowman finished his breakfast in silence, while Poole played with the empty coffee-container. They were both thinking hard. but there was nothing more to say.
Whatever happened, the atmosphere on the ship had changed a little. There was tension in the air and, for the first time, a feeling that something might be going wrong. Discovery was no longer a happy ship.

Chapter 24 – Breakdown
Poole was asleep, and Bowman was reading in the Control Room, when Hal announced, 'Dave, I have a report for you.' 'What is it?'
"We have another bad AE 35 unit. My tests suggest failure within twenty-four hours.'
Bowman put down his book and stared at the computer screen. He knew, of course, that Hal was not really there, whatever that meant. But it seemed polite to look at the screen when speaking to him.

'I can't understand it, Hal. Two units can't go wrong within a couple of days."
'It does seem strange, Dave. But I am certain that the unit will fail.'
'Let me see how things look now." He knew that this would prove nothing, but he wanted time to think. The familiar view of Earth appeared on the screen. It was perfectly centred on the cross-wires, as Bowman knew it must be. If there had been any break in communication, the alarm would already have sounded.
'Have you any idea,' he said, 'what's causing the fault?'
It was unusual for Hal to pause so long. Then he answered: 'Not really, Dave. As I reported earlier, I can't say exactly where the trouble is.'
'You're quite certain,' said Bowman, cautiously, 'that you haven't made a mistake? You know we tested the other AE 35 unit thoroughly, and there was nothing wrong with it.'
'Yes, I know that, but I'm sure there is a fault. If it's not in the unit, it may be in one of the other systems.
That was possible, though it might be very difficult to prove until a breakdown happened and showed them where the trouble was.
'Well, I'll report it to Mission Control and we'll see what they advise. He paused, but there was no reaction. 'Hal,' he continued, 'is something worrying you something that possibly caused this problem?'
Again there was that unusual delay. Then Hal answered, 'I'm not sure how to say this nicely, Dave, but... I'm not a human being; I'm a computer. I don't make mistakes."
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