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Prologue
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Imagine looking out of a window and seeing Earth floating below you, a blue-and-green ball surrounded by endless stars. This is what astronauts see every single day from space stations! A space station is like a house in the sky, where people can live, work, and explore without ever touching the ground.

In this book, you’ll discover the exciting story of space stations—from the very first ones humans built to the incredible International Space Station that orbits Earth right now. You’ll learn how astronauts eat, sleep, and even brush their teeth in space, plus the amazing science experiments they do that help everyone on Earth.

Get ready to blast off on an adventure filled with floating food, daring spacewalks, and dreams of future space hotels. The journey to life in orbit begins here!
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Chapter 1: What Is a Space Station
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A space station is like a giant science lab floating high above the Earth where astronauts can live and work for weeks, months, and sometimes even more than a year. Unlike rockets or spaceships that go up and then come back down fairly quickly, a space station is built to stay in orbit, which means it travels around Earth again and again without landing. You can think of it like a moving house in the sky, except this house is traveling thousands of miles per hour, so fast that it goes all the way around our planet in about ninety minutes. That means the astronauts on board see the sun rise and set more than a dozen times every single day.

The inside of a space station is designed very differently from homes on Earth because everything has to work in zero gravity. Zero gravity means things do not fall down like they do here; instead, they float. That means astronauts can’t just put a pencil on a desk or a sandwich on a plate, because both would drift away. To make life easier, the space station has lots of straps, Velcro patches, and containers to keep objects from floating all over the place. Astronauts themselves often float through hallways instead of walking. They push off with their hands and glide through the air, which must feel like swimming without water.

A space station is not only a home but also an amazing science center. It is filled with computers, laboratories, cameras, and special equipment that let astronauts perform experiments that would be impossible on Earth. For example, they can grow plants in space and see how the lack of gravity changes the way roots and leaves grow. They can test how fire behaves when it is not being pulled down by gravity. They can also study how living in space changes the human body, because understanding these changes is important for planning longer trips to faraway places like Mars. Astronauts give their time, energy, and even their own bodies to science so that we can learn more about how humans can live away from Earth.

Because the space station goes around Earth so quickly, astronauts get to look down on our planet in a way no one else can. They can see giant storms swirling across oceans, the thin blue line of the atmosphere, the sparkling lights of cities at night, and mountains, rivers, and deserts stretching for miles. Sometimes they even take photographs to share with people on Earth, showing us how beautiful and fragile our planet looks from space. Those pictures remind everyone that Earth is our only home, and we need to take care of it.

Building a space station is one of the hardest jobs humans have ever done. It takes many countries, engineers, scientists, and astronauts working together. Pieces of the station were launched into orbit separately and then carefully connected, like building a huge puzzle in space. Each piece had to fit perfectly with the others, and astronauts sometimes went outside in their bulky space suits to bolt sections together. The work was dangerous, but it showed how people from different nations can cooperate to achieve something amazing.

Life on a space station can be fun but also challenging. Astronauts have to exercise every day because without gravity their muscles and bones can get weaker. They use special machines that work like bicycles and treadmills but are designed for weightlessness. Food is packed in special pouches, and drinks come through straws so they don’t float away in blobs. Even going to the bathroom is complicated, since toilets need air flow to pull waste away. Sleeping is another adventure, because there are no beds; astronauts strap themselves into sleeping bags attached to the wall so they don’t drift around while they rest.

Communication with Earth is vital. The space station has radios and computers that allow astronauts to talk to mission control centers and their families. They can send emails, hold video calls, and even watch movies or listen to music when they have free time. These connections are important, because living in space can sometimes feel lonely, and hearing familiar voices helps astronauts stay happy and healthy.

The space station is also like a test run for future exploration. By studying how people survive in space for long periods, scientists can prepare for journeys beyond Earth’s orbit. If humans ever travel to Mars or set up bases on the Moon, the lessons learned from life on a space station will guide the way. Every day spent in orbit is like taking another step toward becoming a species that can live not just on Earth but in many places across the solar system.

So, when you imagine a space station, think of it as a combination of a flying house, a science laboratory, a gym, and even a little piece of Earth’s community up in the sky. It is proof that human curiosity has no limits and that people are willing to work together, far from home, just to discover more about the universe and ourselves. The space station may look like a shiny machine, but inside it carries the dreams of everyone on Earth who has ever looked up at the stars and wondered what it would be like to live among them.
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Chapter 2: The First Homes in Space
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The very first homes in space were not as big and fancy as the space stations we know today, but they were the beginning of something incredible. Long before astronauts could live in orbit for months, space travel was mostly about short trips in tiny capsules that stayed up for only a few hours or days. These capsules were cramped, about the size of a small car, with barely enough room for one or two astronauts to sit and move around. They were not meant for comfort but for survival and for testing if people could even live in space at all. Scientists needed to find out if humans could eat, sleep, and work in zero gravity without getting sick. These early missions gave us the courage to think bigger, and that’s how the idea of space homes was born.

The very first true space home was built by the Soviet Union in 1971. It was called Salyut 1, and it looked like a long metal tube floating around Earth. It wasn’t very big, but it was the first place where astronauts, called cosmonauts in Russia, could actually stay and live for a longer time instead of just visiting space for a quick trip. Salyut 1 had small rooms for working, eating, and sleeping. There were scientific tools and even tiny windows for looking out at Earth. It was an experiment to see if people could live away from their planet without becoming too weak or lonely. The cosmonauts who visited worked very hard to adjust to the strange life of floating all the time, and their experiences taught the world how much discipline and preparation it takes to live in orbit.

After Salyut 1, more space homes followed. The Soviet Union built a whole series of Salyut stations, each one a little better than the one before. They learned how to send supplies to the stations using cargo spacecraft, which was very important because astronauts could not bring everything with them at the start of their mission. They needed extra food, water, fuel, and sometimes new equipment. These stations also allowed astronauts to stay in space for longer and longer periods, stretching from weeks to months. Each mission was like a new step in discovering how humans might one day travel farther into the solar system.

The United States also wanted its own home in space, and in 1973 it launched Skylab. Skylab was much larger than Salyut and gave American astronauts more space to move around. It had work areas, a kitchen, and even a shower, although bathing in space was much trickier than on Earth. Skylab was used to study how the human body reacts to long stays in space. Astronauts found out that without gravity their muscles became weaker and their bones lost calcium, which made them fragile. That discovery was very important, because it meant exercise would be necessary to keep astronauts healthy in orbit. Skylab also carried a powerful telescope so astronauts could study the Sun, and the experiments they did there helped scientists understand space weather and solar storms that affect Earth.

The Soviets eventually created another huge project called Mir, which means “peace” or “world” in Russian. Mir was launched in 1986 and became the first space station that many modules, or sections, were added to over time. This made it much bigger and more advanced than Salyut or Skylab. Mir was special because it stayed in orbit for 15 years, hosting astronauts and cosmonauts from many countries. It became like a small international village in space, where people of different languages and backgrounds worked side by side. Mir showed that space could bring countries together, even during times when they did not always get along on Earth. Astronauts learned to repair broken parts while in space, grow plants in microgravity, and spend over a year away from Earth.

These first homes in space were not luxurious by any means. Life inside was noisy, because machines had to constantly run to provide air, clean water, and remove carbon dioxide. The air often smelled a little strange, since there was no way to open a window for fresh breeze. Privacy was limited, with astronauts sleeping in small compartments just big enough for their bodies. Food was packaged and sometimes bland, but it kept them alive. Even so, astronauts and cosmonauts looked forward to mealtimes as a chance to relax and talk with each other. Despite the hardships, they always remembered that they were part of something historic, paving the way for future explorers.

What made these first space homes so important was that they proved humans could live in orbit for a long time without returning immediately to Earth. They answered many questions scientists had: Can people stay strong in zero gravity? How does the body change without weight? Can machines run nonstop without breaking down? Can food and water be stored safely? Each answer gave humanity more confidence. Without Salyut, Skylab, and Mir, the International Space Station that orbits today would never have been possible.

The legacy of these first homes in space is huge. They were the classrooms where astronauts learned the lessons of survival. They were the laboratories where scientists discovered what space does to plants, animals, and the human body. They were the training grounds for teamwork, because living in such small spaces required patience, cooperation, and respect. Most of all, they were the dreams of generations turned into reality. People looked up at the night sky and saw more than stars; they saw a place where humans were actually living, even if only for a little while.

Today, when kids imagine living on the Moon or Mars one day, they are building on the achievements of those early pioneers. The first space homes were small, noisy, and sometimes uncomfortable, but they showed us that space could be more than just a place to visit—it could be a place to stay. And that idea changed everything. It transformed space from an unreachable mystery into a new frontier where human life could take root, step by step, station by station, moving closer to the day when other worlds might also become our homes.
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Chapter 3: Life Aboard Skylab
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Life aboard Skylab was unlike anything people had ever experienced before, because it was the first time American astronauts had a real space home where they could live for weeks and months instead of just days. Skylab, launched in 1973, was not a tiny capsule like the earlier Apollo spacecraft. It was huge compared to those, about the size of a small house, with several floors, different rooms, and even a little extra space for astronauts to float around in. For the astronauts who visited Skylab, living there was both exciting and challenging, because it meant learning how to do everything in a place where gravity was completely absent.

The astronauts quickly discovered that moving inside Skylab was very different from walking on Earth. Instead of walking, they floated and pushed off the walls to get where they wanted to go. This could be fun, like swimming through the air, but it also meant they had to be careful not to bump into equipment or each other. Skylab was filled with wires, panels, and machines that were important for the mission, so astronauts needed to develop a kind of floating balance to move smoothly without crashing into things. Over time, they became so good at it that they could spin, roll, and twist in the air almost like gymnasts.

One of the most unusual parts of life aboard Skylab was eating. Food in space was not like food on Earth. It came in small packets or cans, and most of it had to be prepared carefully so it didn’t float away. Imagine trying to eat soup when the spoonful of liquid keeps breaking into little floating bubbles! To prevent this, Skylab’s food was either sticky, like peanut butter, or stored in sealed containers. Astronauts could reheat meals using a special space kitchen, which had warmers but no flames, since fire in space would be too dangerous. They would strap their food trays to a table and attach their spoons or forks with magnets so they wouldn’t drift. Eating together was one of the most enjoyable times of the day, because it gave the crew a chance to relax, share stories, and feel a little more human.
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