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	To Amanda—

	You were right.

	Those bears were not

	more scared of us

	than we were of them.

	Sorry.

	


INTRODUCTION

I self-published the book you’re reading back in 2011 under the title Occupy Space. A decade later I re-read it, and even though I thought it still held up, it needed a polish. In part that’s because I was a different person when I wrote it, and in part it’s because the world was a different place. In 2011, the American economy still seemed broken in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis. No one had work, unemployment had been hovering around ten percent for years, and it felt like what had gotten broken wasn’t going to get fixed anytime soon. Overdoses from heroin and oxycontin were spiking across rural America, the Tohoku Earthquake in Japan caused the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant to go into meltdown, leading to the evacuation of over one hundred fifty thousand people, and Representative Gabby Giffords (D-Arizona) and nineteen other people were shot at a public event. Six of them died, including a federal judge and a nine-year-old girl.

I felt frustration and stagnation in my personal life, too. Before 2008, I’d made a great living writing cultural coverage as a freelance journalist. I reviewed books and movies for a couple of places, wrote the occasional magazine article, covered the Asian film business for Variety on a blog called Kaiju Shakedown that was, for a while, their most popular online feature. I wrote photo captions and TV schedule descriptions, film festival catalogue copy, and humor pieces. I did anything that brought in a check. But the 2008 financial crisis caused newsrooms to cut back their budgets and my kind of freelance work became a thing of the past. 2009 saw New York City transformed into a scene from the zombie apocalypse with starving freelancers wandering the streets offering to write articles for free, as long as it featured their byline.

Too many writers jammed too few editors’ inboxes with pleas for work, but there wasn’t any. Writers were dying like dogs and I only had one skill: writing. Not knowing what else to do, I decided to double down and try fiction. I got into the Clarion Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Workshop out in San Diego, and those six weeks would change my life, but not for a while. I came back to New York City and went back to scraping together a living from whatever freelance work I could scrounge up. I wrote press releases for horror movies. I landed a couple of interviews at GQ. I wrote a ton of articles for Tor.com, which paid $25 each — writing four of those in a month covered my groceries.

However, fiction writing slowly started to happen. My best friend from high school landed a contract for a YA trilogy and then she got pregnant. When her deadline started breathing down her neck, she asked if I wanted to co-author them and I jumped at the chance. We had a blast writing the first two books, but her editor hated the fact that she’d brought me on board and hated what we were writing. She insisted that we downsize one female character’s dreams from becoming an architect to becoming a fashion designer. She vetoed scenes because the main characters’ clothes got too dirty. She insisted that our books, set in the South and focusing on the tensions between a Black and white family, not use the word “white” to identify characters.

Around the same time, my wife, who’s a chef, sold a cookbook to a big publisher. She hadn’t wanted to write a cookbook because there are too many of them out there already, and most of them are fully disposable with their industry standard food pinup photos and their cookie cutter stories about learning to cook at grandma’s knee. But her restaurant was doing great and publishers kept asking her to write one, and it was getting harder and harder to say no to the money. We were talking about it one night, and one of us said, “The only reason to do a cookbook would be to do something totally stupid, like a comic book cookbook.” Which turned out to be the right idea. Somehow, we convinced Ryan Dulavey (Action Philosophers) to illustrate it and we sold it to a publisher. The only problem? At our first editorial meeting the editor said, “So... what if this wasn’t a graphic novel?” She’d bought it, apparently, to keep anyone else from buying it. She had zero interest in doing a graphic novel cookbook and every step of the process became a battle. I had two books in progress but both of them involved group decisions, extreme diplomacy, and endless notes that resulted in rewrite after rewrite. I wanted to write something just for myself where I could blow off steam.

At the time, self-publishing was hot. The internet swarmed with stories of people making thousands, if not tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of dollars every month with their self-published sci-fi and crime ebooks. I carefully analyzed the market and spent a long time coming up with what turned out to be a terrible strategy to self-publish my first book, Satan Loves You. All my hard work resulted in a book absolutely no one wanted to read. Each month I made about $20 from it, no matter how many giveaways I did, or what kind of pricing model I tried, or how many free copies I used to seed sales.

I felt trapped, out of options, and out of hope.

In the summer of 2011, NASA flew its final Space Shuttle mission, then mothballed the program and it felt symbolic. I wasn’t a big tech guy, but the Space Shuttle was a part of my life. The first Shuttle mission launched in 1981 when I was nine years old, and I remember poring over the diagrams and drawings of the Shuttle that were published in every magazine and newspaper. I remember when the Challenger blew up and when Skylab came down, I remember when the International Space Station got put together. And now, the entire program was gone. America had closed the door on space, and the planet suddenly felt a whole lot smaller.

When one of my big sisters had left for college years before, she’d left behind a few of Robert Heinlein’s “juveniles,” and I inherited them because no one else cared. I could barely claw my way to a C in any science class no matter how hard I worked, but these books hooked me with their odes to the joys of engineering, extremely long chapters about plotting trajectories and orbits, and their emphasis on self-reliance and astrophysics. I read them over and over again, especially Space Cadet and Have Space Suit - Will Travel, and for some reason they made a better future seem possible, as long as we had the right set of hex wrenches. I was never a huge science fiction fan, but in September 2011, Neal Stephenson wrote an essay for World Policy Journal, claiming we’d given up on big ideas and turned our backs on the future. It felt like a eulogy spoken at a particularly poorly attended funeral, but it said a lot of what I was feeling. My career wasn’t going anywhere, and the world felt like a big bowl of fail. Hope seemed like something for suckers. It felt like at any moment someone was going to come along and turn out the lights.

Then came Occupy Wall Street. The Arab Spring had started percolating at the end of 2010 and spread across the Middle East in 2011. Stories of crowds standing up to their governments armed with nothing more than complete fearlessness, strength in numbers, and their smartphones were the first good thing I remember happening back then. Of course, it was happening in Egypt and Tunisia and had nothing to do with my everyday life, but then, on September 17, 2011, protesters occupied Zuccotti Park near Wall Street and the police couldn’t seem to shake them. Matching protests broke out across the country, frustrating old people with their lack of leadership and demands for nothing less than total systemic change, and inspiring people like me who’d felt their backs against the wall. Suddenly, people were talking about income inequality and the minimum wage, about corporate control of politics, and the financial services sector becoming the tail that wagged the American dog.

Frustrated cops pepper sprayed peaceful protesters in the face, stormed their encampments in riot gear, and bulldozed their free libraries. I made a couple of supply runs from my wife’s restaurant to Zuccotti Park and the energy was electrifying. It felt like the future, and it shot lightning through my veins. For the first time in a long while, I felt hope. I wanted to make my own contribution to the cause but, while I’d done a lot of protesting back in the day, I was trying to be a writer now, so it made sense that what I’d do would be to write.

I wanted to write a book where people stepped up and took back their future, a book where people who’d been crushed by the economy used engineering and the good old American superpowers of Building Shit and Banging Things with Wrenches to weave a magic spell that changed the world. I was allergic to stories about Chosen Ones fixing everything with a magic wand. I’d grown up in a world of backyard mechanics and garage tinkerers, and I wondered what would happen if they came together in a loosely affiliated network to take us all back into space. If we dedicated ourselves to being better than ourselves rather than worse. I wanted to see the energy of the Occupy movement move from political protest and the metaphorical building of the future into the actual, real life, physical building of a better tomorrow.

I wrote Occupy Space in a single burst of energy over the course of three months, and I self-published it with a great cover featuring the image of a solidarity fist and rocket ship designed by my friend (and frequent screenplay co-author) Nick Rucka and... no one cared. It did about the same business as Satan Loves You. My career continued to limp along, the young adult books got no support from the publisher and did so little business they never hired us to write the third. The Dirt Candy cookbook got a knife in the ribs when it received less than zero marketing support from its publisher. The Arab Spring gave way to what’s known as the Arab Winter, as many of its gains were rolled back. And on November 15, 2011, cops waded into the Zuccotti Park encampment and broke the back of Occupy.

Instead of changing the world, the Occupy movement fell apart. When I decided to re-issue Occupy Space in 2022, I changed the title to BadAsstronauts because no one even knew what Occupy referred to anymore. The movement that had given me so much hope back in 2011 had failed. The American space program stayed dead. Space travel became a playground for billionaires, the latest version of superyacht one-upmanship for one-percenters. The economy still felt shaky and the opioid crisis that started looking bad around 2011 had hollowed out the heartland by 2022. So few people believe in science today that anti-vaccination conspiracy theorists, who seemed like a marginal group back in 2011, dominate the national discourse. If things looked bad in 2011, they look even worse now. Hope may have been solely for suckers back then, but these days it feels like little more than an advertising slogan.

And yet...

The idea of a $15 minimum wage started with Occupy, and they made eliminating student debt part of the national conversation. The language about the ninety-nine percent versus the one percent feels like it’s been around forever, but that came from Occupy, too. People who got their feet wet with the Occupy movement went on to work in unions, the Bernie Sanders presidential campaign, and other activist organizations around the country. STEM has become the latest buzzword and backyard tinkerers are starting to shape the future. Rich Benoit built his own Tesla in the two-car garage underneath his house, an award-winning all-girl robotics team in Afghanistan designed a lower cost respirator using car parts during the first wave of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, and 14-year-old William Kamkwamba in Malawi jerry-rigged a wind turbine out of scrap metal to bring electric power to his village.

Things still feel drenched in despair, and yet I see small companies making compression suits at the Brooklyn Navy Yard and tiny labs designing open-source PPE to take the edge off the COVID crisis. For every person ranting about 5G chips in vaccines and stolen elections, I see people building the things they need, the things that help their neighbors, the things that open the door to the future, in their backyards, in their basements, in small workshops, not just in America but around the world.

Nothing depresses me more than footage of Jeff Bezos and Richard Branson shooting themselves into space. Nothing leaves me colder than a bunch of billionaires measuring their dicks. But it’s only a matter of time before people start looking up at the stars and thinking, “Why not me?” And then they’ll start tinkering in their backyards and their basements, they’ll start crunching the calculations and reaching out to other people who feel the same way. They’ll start pooling their spare time and their resources, matching their skills, sparking their torches, putting on their welding goggles, and when that happens it’ll only be a matter of time. After all, going into space is just a problem and the thing about problems is they all come with solutions as long as we’re willing to do the work. Why wait for someone else to take us to the stars? Why let someone else have all the fun? Why not do it ourselves?

After all, the sky belongs to everyone.

—Grady Hendrix

New York, NY

September 2021


PART I

Melville, South Carolina was out of money, it was out of jobs, it was out of hope, and today it was out of astronauts. It’d only had two to begin with, so it’s not like there was a lot of room for error in the first place. One was Walter Reddie, a leftover from the Shuttle Program who couldn’t even piss with conviction anymore. He was paunchy and pushing sixty, with bug eyes, a gray crew cut, and a face that was as ugly as a donkey’s asshole. He wore his sagging ass and paunch down low like they were on worn-out suspenders, and the less said about his time in the Shuttle Program, the better.

The other astronaut was Walter Reddie’s second cousin once removed, Bobby Campbell, Jr. He was twenty-nine years old and a flight engineer on Mission 31 to the International Space Station under Commander Paul Fields and right now he was all alone, 247 miles above the surface of the Earth, helplessly falling around the planet at 17,239 miles per hour with no way home. This had resulted in a crisis at Melville’s Ron McNair High School.

“Everyone got off except him?” Mr. Gaudy, the headmaster, said to the NASA public relations officer who called him. “Every single other astronaut got off that space station except the one who was scheduled to speak at my graduation?”

“Would you like another astronaut?” the NASA official asked.

“By when?” Mr. Gaudy asked.

“End of the week.”

“End of the week? That means I’ll no longer have the use of our gymnasium. Melville is not made of stadium seating. I’ll have to go to Gaffney and rent their AMC screen. Who’s going to pay for that?”

“I could come and speak,” the NASA official suggested.

“Are you an astronaut?”

“Public relations are a vital part of the American space program.”

Mr. Gaudy terminated the conversation. No one wanted to hear what an almost-astronaut had to say. Just his luck that he had scheduled a graduation speaker who was one of those obnoxious martyr types, always looking for an opportunity to sacrifice himself for the “greater good” and play hero. Now Mr. Gaudy would have to make one of the most irritating phone calls of his entire life. He dialed Walter Reddie’s number from memory.

“Walter, it’s Glenn Gaudy over at the school.”

“I knew you’d come crawling back,” Walter slurred.

“I’m calling to see if you might want to speak at the graduation tomorrow?”

“Oh, yeah?”

“You’ve been the commencement speaker for so many years, I thought it would be special to have you do it again.”

“Cause Bobby’s stuck up in space. Haw, haw.”

For ten years in a row, Walter Reddie had shown up loaded to the gills to give the graduation speech, and it was always the same. “Don’t tell me the sky’s the limit when there are footprints on the moon, follow your dreams, et cetera.” Always delivered with a total lack of conviction and completely flammable breath.

Mr. Gaudy had been delirious with joy when he’d heard that Bobby Campbell, Jr. would be able to give the speech this year, and he’d lost no time in striking Walter Reddie from the program. But now here he was, back again. It was like the two of them were stuck in some kind of horrible marriage.

“What if I doan wanna do it?” Walter said, mush-mouthed.

Parents expected a commencement speaker and, more than that, they expected a celebrity. It was no good explaining to them that Ron McNair High School was too small to draw a celebrity worth the name. To them, explanations sounded like excuses, and excuses made them angry. Mr. Gaudy had no pride when it came to avoiding angry parents.

“I’ll give you fifty dollars,” he said.

“Sixty.”

“I’ll give you sixty dollars but no more. That’s coming out of next year’s textbook budget, so I hope you’re happy. I’m drawing the line at sixty!”

Walter gave a phlegmy chuckle and hung up the phone. And that was how Mr. Gaudy wound up sitting on the portable stage in the Ron McNair High School gymnasium watching a sick and sweaty Walter Reddie staring at the deactivated scoreboard on the far wall as the high school string orchestra joylessly sawed its way through Pachelbel’s Canon.

Mr. Gaudy found it troubling that Walter Reddie had arrived sober. He’d never seen the man sober in his life. But he had done the best he could with what the Lord had given him, and now there was no turning back.

The minutes limped by. Mr. Gaudy got up and gave his introduction, they droned through a hymn (“O God Our Help in Ages Past”), he introduced Walter Reddie, and then he prayed that nothing truly horrible would happen. As the smattering of applause died out, Mr. Gaudy was unnerved by Walter Reddie’s steady stride to the podium but reassured when Reddie unfolded the same old greasy print-out he always used. Mr. Gaudy had seen Walter Reddie—cup of coffee in one hand, cigarette burning between his fingers—vomit explosively onto the school parking lot, then slur his way through this same speech without serious incident fifteen minutes later.

“Greetings, class of 2023,” Walter began. “My name is Walter Reddie and I was an astronaut. Being an astronaut is hard work, but when you finally go into space, you realize it is work that matters. Think about this pale blue dot on which we all live. Do any of us ever expect to see it the way an astronaut does, looking at this tiny arena like a cosmic stage…”

Walter Reddie stopped. Carefully, he folded his speech up and tucked it back inside his jacket. He gripped the sides of the podium and lowered his head, like he was thinking hard. Mr. Gaudy did not like it when people thought hard. It never worked out well. Then Walter Reddie lifted his head and stared out at the forty-two kids fanning themselves in the humid gym.

“You’re fucked,” he said. Parents recoiled, kids pricked up their ears. “There ain’t no jobs out there for you. They’re all being hogged up by folks who want them worse. You’re soft. You’re weak. Most of you are borderline retarded, and I bet if you think real hard, you can’t remember a single useful thing you’ve learned in the past twelve years you’ve spent cheating on tests, copying homework, playing video games, and huffing glue.”
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