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For Mia

May we always see the same stars.


Dear stupid penpal:

Sorry. I don’t think you’re stupid, but I’m not in the habit of backspacing and I don’t intend to start now. This whole thing is stupid, though. Space was cool for all of one day before it became a pain in my ass. And we haven’t even hit hyperspeed yet.

Tolstoy says the penpal thing is important—something about “maintaining our earthen roots” or some shit. I don’t know. I don’t care. Honestly, I hope you’re not a scientist, because I’ve had all the science talk I can take.

Meredith goes on and on about like . . . chemical compounds in food and how they might react to deep space. Swear to God, she could make a McDouble sound bad. And Todd is so fucking—He like, carries a caliper around with him. Constantly. Just measuring things. Did you know my hand is 1.5 inches thick? You wanna guess how I know that?

Mateo is awful, Ashraf is awful, Chloe is awful . . . just assume they’re all awful. I’m awful, too, of course. Just a spaceship full of awful people going to do technical work an entire galaxy away. Yay us. I hope they read this. I hope they mutiny me before we make it to the outer arms. Not that I’m captain, but . . . you get the idea.

HA! Tolstoy was reading this! I just got a message from CC telling me to introduce myself and talk about my hobbies. Hi, Tolstoy. Fuck off.

I’m an astronaut, I’m 28, I like languages. That’s why I’m on this godforsaken mission. They needed a linguist, in case we wind up stumbling across ET or the Predator, so they offered me the job. And I, being somewhat young, extremely dumb, and horrifically broke, had basically no choice but to agree. But I’m gonna complain the entire time, I assure you.

Bleh. Tolstoy is saying I need to comm in to talk about my “emotional aggression” so I guess I’m gonna hit send before he can stop me, byeeeeee.

***

Dear Unnamed Patron,

Hello! It is nice to hear from you. I’m glad you are doing—if not well—at least okay. It sounds like you’re having a rough time.

I know you said you are beginning to loathe space, and I find that unfortunate. I would adore being in space, I think, but it‘s not meant to be. When it stops irking you so, I might insist you describe it to me.

You said you like languages? Fascinating! I, too, am a purveyor of sorts. Mostly old, ancient languages, and a sprinkling of colloquialisms. They change so rapidly, languages. Even now, people are using words I don’t know, or else no longer know in this new context. I think that’s why I like the old ones; no one is using Latin to make new words for phalluses.

I shall also take Tolstoy’s advice. I’m assuming he will be reading mine, as well, so hello, Tolstoy. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.

My name is Aku, I am 29 years old, and I think my favorite hobbies are stargazing and flying. I live alone, mostly. My friends are all off living their own lives, but they stop by sometimes. Alexandria might as well be my sister, for how long we have known each other. She is coming by tomorrow to stay for a while.

Oh, I like to travel, as well. I’ve been almost everywhere you can think of. Ask me anything. I could tell you of ancient Rome. Or modern Rome, but that’s not as cool.

Yours,

Aku

***

Aku:

Up until that last bit I legit thought I was talking to someone’s grandpa. Lighten up your words some, bud. Type how you talk.

Describe space?? Geez, it’s dark and there are stars and it’s cold and there is not a single Taco Bell.

Do you speak many other languages? Which are your favorites? What did you grow up speaking? What made you interested in languages? Literally no one else here cares about them. I’m dying of linguistic thirst.

Re: Flying? Like in an airplane?

Re: Stargazing: I’m waving, can you see me? (That’s a joke; only the Webb could see us now)

Re: Travel: the way you phrased that makes it sound like you were in ancient Rome. How were the gladiator fights, my guy? (Guy?)

Alexandria must be nice, to stick by you so long. Tell her I said hi, and have fun spending time with her.

(How was that, Tolstoy? Nice enough this time?)

—Finch

***

Dear Finch,

Finch. What a fascinating name! Like the bird, I presume. Also: yes, guy. I should ask if you are a “guy” as well, I suppose. It doesn’t really matter to me, but Alexandria is insisting. She says hello back.

Excellent description of space. I am rebutting with my own description of the gladiator fights: geez, they were bloody and cramped and sweltering, and there was not a single Taco Bell.

I do speak many languages, yes. A rather ridiculous amount, I’m told. I grew up speaking Akkadian, but I rarely have opportunity to use that anymore. I’m sure most of it has fled my brain by now. I do not have a favorite language. They are all beautiful in their own way.

Flying: Sure. Like in an airplane.

Stargazing: I see many twinkling lights, and I assume one of them must be you. Hello, up there. I hope things are going better. I’ll be staring your way all night, hoping for a glimpse.

This feels disjointed. Does it feel disjointed to you?

Hello, Tolstoy. Goodbye, Tolstoy.

Yours,

Aku

***

Aku,

Yeah, it does feel disjointed. Let me see if I can work this all into something resembling a single message and not ten in a trench coat:

Okay, so, my name isn’t really Finch. It’s Atticus, but everyone insists on calling me Finch. Always have. So, call me Finch. I’m a guy, too. I wonder if that was just luck of the draw, or if it was intentional, to pair us up like this. I’ve talked to my crewmates a bit more now, and they’re not quite as awful as I initially thought. I could probably ask them about their penpals, too. In fact, I will. Hold on.

Okay, it was just luck of the draw. Lucky us, two linguists locked in literary letters. :)

We all have our own penpals, and everyone seems to be liking the program so far. It’s good for us to talk about things that aren’t space-related. Aku, I am so tired of space already. It’s beautiful. It’s endless. If I use the telescope mounted on our ship, I can see the bright colors of distant galaxies. I can still see Earth, too, if I point it that way. It sort of tends to stay pointed that way. I think everyone might be a little afraid of the arrival of the day where we can no longer see home.

We have to get far enough away from Earth to engage hyperdrive, so that’s what we’re all waiting around for. We’re not in deep space yet, but based on the decreasing size of Earth, we will be soon. Sometimes I turn the telescope in the direction we’re going, and all I see are star clusters light years away. You asked for a description of space, so here it is: lonely. Space is undeniably lonely. The stars don’t twinkle because there is no atmosphere to make them do so; they just stare right back at you and beckon you closer, and no matter how close you get, they’re still just as far away. If I look too long, I feel terror in my heart. That is space. Was that good enough to get a better description of Rome?

I wanted to go to Rome. I wanted to go a lot of places. We’ll eventually return home, you know, but what if something catastrophic happens? What if we drift into space forever and I die out here? Do I decompose once the airlocks fail? I’d ask Meredith, but honestly, I’m afraid of the answer. Tell me about Rome? Please?

Geez, sorry. I’d backspace all that, but I don’t do that, so . . . enjoy the mini existential crisis, bud.

Um . . . so, Akkadian, that’s funny! Akkadian was on my list of dead languages to do a deeper dive into. I’ve gotta convince Tolstoy to steal some materials from restricted libraries for me. Pretty please, Tolstoy? Look how nice I’m being! This niceness could be all yours for the low low price of petty theft!

Or, you know, if you could teach me some Akkadian (if you really do know some), I’d love you forever or whatever. I’ll take the Sharpie I definitely didn’t smuggle onboard and write your name on the walls of this ship. Wait, Tolstoy can’t reach me now. I totally smuggled a Sharpie onboard.

Heh, he sent me a message telling me to put it in a hazardous waste bag and let it exit the ship. No way, José, this baby is alllll miiiiiine.

Speaking of loving you forever or whatever, my guy, you can’t just say shit like “I’ll be staring your way all night, hoping for a glimpse.” That’s some Brontë shit right there. Oh, do you write anything? What’s your favorite book? I feel like I’d love to read something by you. Sorry for when I said you write like a grandpa, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. Sort of a classics way. You know what I mean.

Anyway, how was your time with Alexandria? What did you guys do? Also: if you’re insinuating you have a pilot’s license, I’m going to need you to promise to fly me somewhere cool when I get done with this mission. Maybe Rome.

—Finch

***

Dear Finch,

I’ll keep the Brontë-isms to a minimum. For now. I can spare a few Akkadian words though: kakkabu, meaning stars. Shamash, the sun. Sin, the moon. Most of those are the names of old gods, but they’ll work fine. Let’s test them out:

I look up to the kakkabu tonight, hoping to see your spaceship, yet knowing I won’t. You are far past Sin, and heading, I’m assuming, in a direction opposite Shamash. Tell Ishtar (Venus) I said hello. It has been long since I’ve met with her. (Yes, I know she is opposite you, but you are both in space, and I am not.) Do you know Akkadian mythology? I’ll tell you: the sun is the child of the moon. I once thought it should be reversed, but looking up at the moon tonight, it feels correct.

I told Alexandria, when we sat together, reading your letter, that you were up there, in the cosmos. She still finds it hard to believe we’ve advanced enough to send people there. She bought a telescope and we sat for hours, debating where you might be, if our telescope was giant and not some rickety thing on three legs. Where are you? Where should I look to pretend to see you?

Space is dark. I noticed that as we gazed through the lens. We at least had the noises and lights of the city surrounding us; I cannot imagine being fully encompassed. It sounds like when I once sailed through endless ocean, the way it looked at night, like you would never get home, because the dark was vast and infinite. I’m sorry. Know that I am scanning every inch of sky, so, statistically, I am looking at you, somewhere.

To give you something new to imagine: Rome.

Rome was always warm, a pleasant sort of feeling. Like the world was always caring for you, specifically, making sure you did not encounter terrible things. Which, of course, was ironic, for how terrible it truly was. For the time, it was splendid, but looking back gives you all sorts of new insights. The gladiator duels being one of them, of course. They were coarse and bloody, but the crowd cheered so loudly and so intensely that it was futile to resist the excitement. We watched people die for the sport of it, and I hate to say it was fun. We can act like we would never, that such a thing would immediately strike us as morally wrong, but the truth is that it just . . . didn’t. It was just something that happened. Men fought to the death for entertainment. So it goes.

Perhaps tell me about your crewmates, now that you know them a bit better? I’d like to know all about them.

Yours,

Aku

***

Aku:

Do you understand what minimum means, my guy?

I like the way you talk like you were there. And don’t think I didn’t notice how you avoided my questions about whether you’ve written anything; I will henceforth be browsing my digital library and finding which books match your cadence. Be forewarned, or whatever.

Ugh, my crewmates? They’re not friends. They’re more like . . . cousins my mom forced me to spend the night with at their birthday sleepover that I was only invited to because we lived down the road. Or maybe that’s not a universal experience.

So we’ve got Meredith Stucco, Todd Trimble, Mateo Hajjar, Ashraf Perez, Chloe Brignac, and yours truly, Finch Davani. Six person mission. Plus Dominic Tolstoy and all the others at Command Central and Mission Control.

Meredith is our chemist, I think? I’m sorry, this is about to be awful because I am awful at science. I’m in charge of translating things and making sure the plants don’t die, and I’ve already been relieved of one of those duties. She’s always talking about chemical compounds. I think she’s probably funny? She makes these jokes I don’t understand and Chloe always laughs, so she’s probably funny. I’ve got a chemistry textbook pulled up so I can understand her fucking jokes. It’s driving me crazy. I think if I pretend it’s just another new language, I can figure it out. Anyway! Meredith is sweet in her own way. She’s a bit stand-off-ish at first, and she’s apt to just take something away from you if you’re doing it wrong and just do it herself. Independent, actually, might be the word I’m looking for. She’s not mean, though. Just impatient.

Todd is . . . Todd. He’s buff, man. He’s a mechanical engineer, as far as I can tell. He fixes things around the spaceship and is always—yeah, I told you about the caliper thing. He’s all about hard data and building. He brought a Lego set onboard and at first I thought he just gets bored easily, but turns out he’s some sort of certified Lego Master (which is a thing???) and is working on a new way to make a sphere. I don’t get it, but he assures me it’s important and won’t let me play with his Legos. So, fuck that guy.

Mateo and Ashraf are kind of the same person, personality-wise. They’re inseparable. They went to college together and have been roommates ever since. (I have been attempting to trick them into telling me if they are more than roommates, but alas, my efforts have been fruitless.) They’re both gentle and kind souls, with quick wits and more inside jokes than a high school cafeteria table. They’re always trying to get me to do things with them. It’s a bit unnerving. Um, Mateo is the main pilot and Ashraf functions as the co-pilot. Or captain and co-captain, but I’m not giving them that honorific. Mateo is an astrophysicist, but every time I see him taking measurements or running experiments, he just seems more and more frustrated with his findings. So, yeah. Physicist. Ashraf is some sort of biologist and also our biologist? Like, he’s our medic, which I’m pretty sure he’s not actually trained in. If I break an arm trying to steal some Legos, we’re fucked.

Chloe is our astronomer, so she’s probably the most indispensable member of our crew. She also has a degree in geology, but that’s really only useful if we do find some alien planet. So maybe she’s here for the same reason I am. She’s very sweet, but also will not hesitate to punch you. Which I know because she did not hesitate to punch me when I thought it’d be funny to jump out and surprise her. Fun fact: in space, a punch sends you slo-mo-ing back until you hit a wall. She mostly sticks with Meredith now. They’ve become fast friends, and I’m totally not jealous at all. (Of the friend thing.) She’s teaching Meredith French, and I’ve mentioned that I speak French already, but she mostly uses that information to tell me what to do. In French. I don’t know; Chloe is hard to work out.

And then you’ve got me, Finch. Er, I’m the linguist, you already know. I think I’m also some sort of peacemaker here. I didn’t know that going in, but when we had my “emotional aggression” meeting, Tolstoy kept going on and on about how it was important that I maintained a level head. Apparently that’s one of the reasons they picked me: because I can handle myself in a crisis. I am Crisis Captain. If Ashraf and Mateo suddenly go into panic mode, I’m in charge. Which is, really, a horrible decision. I don’t even get the chemistry jokes, and I don’t consider myself any sort of “peacemaker”. Um, I’m stand-off-ish. I don’t mean to be. I like talking, but no one here likes what I want to talk about, so I just . . . don’t. I think they think I’m quiet and shy. I’m not. I just don’t know what to say, and to be fair, they’re not exactly making an effort, either. But I’ve got a few textbooks downloaded, so maybe we can meet in the middle. Ugh. If I come out of this a scientist, I’m blaming Tolstoy.

Tolstoy is our communications guy, by the way. He vets messages going in and out. Hi, Tolstoy. He’s reading this now. Poor guy. He’s like our IT man, and I bet the others don’t even realize he can see all the porn they probably download. Does our ship have viruses, Tolstoy? It would be a little funny if it did.

Yeah, he’s not answering, ha.

It’s getting harder to see Earth in the telescope. I bet we looked at each other last night. Do you wait until night to respond to me on purpose? Do you just sit outside and look up and talk to me? Backspace backspace backspace. Ugh. Maybe I’m kind of lonely. There are lots of kakkabu out. And so Venus is Ishtar, huh? You’re closer to her than me, but I’ll tell her hi. Was there a word for Jupiter? Should I be making some sort of offering to Ishtar when I tell her hello from the heavens? I’m dying to have a reason to steal some Legos, and if I cite religious reasons, I don’t think Todd can do anything about it.

So, Sin bore Shamash, huh? It makes sense to me. I know the sun is older, but the moon just has this aura about it. It feels more absolute, somehow. I always liked the moon.

I don’t have anything else to say, really, other than thanks. For talking to me. (Read that as not mushy, please.)

—Finch

PS WAIT YES I DO, YOU WERE A SAILOR?!?!
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***

Dear Finch,

Ah yes, of course. Nothing about you radiates “peacemaker,” so I’m not sure why they chose you. (Read that as sarcastic, please.)

Your crew sound like an interesting bunch. Maybe they’re in the same boat as you, so to speak. Maybe you’re all afraid to stick too far out, so none of you do. Maybe Todd would teach you how to build a Lego sphere, if you asked. I don’t know. I’d just hate for you to be stuck up there with people you disliked.

To answer your question: yes, I do wait until night to read your letters, but not intentionally. I tend to wake up closer to nightfall. I do look up and imagine you’re speaking them to me. Is that another thing I shouldn’t have said? I can’t quite tell the difference.

(Am I repeating sentence structures to throw you off my scent? Perhaps!)

You can absolutely steal Legos in the name of Ishtar. I am, in fact, begging you to do so. Make something cool. Maybe a dragon. Make me a dragon, Finch.

Jupiter wasn’t a god, for us. The word we used was nibiru, and then only during certain periods of time. Nibiru was also the North Star, and Mercury, and sometimes even Venus herself. See something bright in the night sky? Nibiru.

I wish I had something long to talk about. What would you like to hear? Could I have a day’s log of your mission? I’m so curious what happens up there, but only if Tolstoy allows it. I’ll talk with you about anything.

Yours,

Aku

PS Yes, I sailed for a considerable length of time in a rather well-known triangle of ocean.

***

Aku:

Okay okay holy shit you sailed the Bermuda Triangle? Was it cool? Did anything incredible happen? Please write me a novel detailing your adventures. Due by tomorrow. Please and thank you.

In exchange, I will write you a novella about my day today, since you asked so nicely. Well, maybe not a novella. A short story, perhaps. Or flash fiction. You get the idea.

We keep our clocks set to Houston time, to make everyone’s lives easier. My alarm was set to 6:30 in the morning, and I thoroughly and promptly destroyed it the first time it went off. So now I wake up when I want to. :)

Usually I’d keep the plants alive, but seeing as I am bad at that, Ashraf now keeps the plants alive. Which—for the record, these plants hate me in particular. I’m not a bad plant parent! I had a whole succulent I kept alive and I swear if you say something about how succulents don’t die I’ll make Tolstoy block you.
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